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Prologue

The sphere approached in shadow, its
objective obscured by trajectory until the last possible moment. Visible from
Earth the object would have drawn considerable interest. It was a large perfect
sphere, matt black, forty meters in diameter and moving without any
identifiable signature at ninety thousand kilometers per hour.

 

From Earth’s Southern Hemisphere, zero one
hundred hours New Zealand Standard Time, a full moon dominated the night sky.
In the moon’s glow stars struggled to compete, a night ideal for the visitors’
stealthy approach. Swinging past Luna in a wide arc trajectory that avoided
space between Earth and Moon the spheres’ passage to park in geostationary
orbit above the Pacific went unnoticed . . . for the moment. In its position,
relatively still from any earthbound viewpoint, the object presented as nothing
more than a black pinhead on a dark space background.

Twelve hours later, thirteen hundred hours
NZST, like a clean slice from an apple, one section simply slid off the sphere
and dropped away into the upper atmosphere. As it fell in a controlled descent
with resistance seemingly nonexistent the disc oriented itself face down and
curve up becoming the ubiquitous UFO, a cliché, a flying saucer.

With clear purpose and a startling five
thousand kilometers per hour turn of speed the disc shot down and southward.

Tracking by Air Traffic Control in near
regional centers commenced not long after separation, however little else could
be done to identify the object so swift was the entrance into atmosphere and
subsequent progress across the South Pacific.

 

Just a smidgen under one hour after
separation the disc slipped silently through valley air, unaffected by the
notorious Wellington winds. Dipping under the high tension wires that reach
down from the western hills to a valley transfer station it then continued up
river at a leisurely pace that suggested no particular hurry. Flying low,
almost skimming the water at some points, the progress was steady, patient,
considered.

A few fishermen, dog walkers and truant
teens on the river followed its passage north with open mouths, hands grasping
urgently for smart phones.

 

Two kilometers up river the matt black inverted
plate lifted smoothly over the mid valley bridge, its sudden presence and
shadow leading to a minor accident; car versus truck. It then soared over
western bank willows, crossed the public tennis courts and settled gently mid
domain hovering just above the surface of the brittle dry summer grass.

Only three lucky people viewed the domain
arrival so quiet was the approach. Mid day, mid week, most were at school or
work. Of the three, all soon to be celebrities, two were retired. Only one, a
young mother recorded the event. Lyn Ward sighted the approach while hanging
washing and like all tech savvy youth moved automatically to capture high
definition images that would soon circulate the planet, instant fame.

An eerie calm seemed to settle over the
park. Scorching midday sun beat down and from her vantage point a haze
shimmered off the huge dark disc surface.

 

Along with the visuals Lyn recorded stunned
whisperings for posterity as she looked around for cameras. "Oh. . . My .
. . God, it's a Saucer . . . it’s as big as a house . . . holy shit! Is this a
prank?"

Later, heavily censored for early evening
news her comments would nevertheless be replayed by millions. Replayed,
studied, dissected and ultimately lamented by those who sought more information
than someone of average intelligence could manage in the pressure of the
moment.

From the far side, the river side of the
craft, two figures emerged. Whether they came up from the river itself or
exited from the saucer no one watching could confirm with certainty, but Lyn
felt certain they came from the craft. Both were dressed in skin tight black
and they walked north without hesitation toward Carter St as if they knew where
they were going. One figure seemed clearly female with no hair, lean build and
a long, athletic, purposeful stride; the other, harder to tell, less
comfortable, androgynous, taller and unusually thin.

"He looks like a rubber man." Lyn
whispered, still recording.

They paused briefly, the taller one raising
and inspecting one foot, and then scraping it on the grass, the female doubled
over dissolving into laughter.

The two then continued toward a gate at the
north end of the domain and as they walked the male reached tentatively and
took the woman's hand. She paused, glancing down. For a moment it seemed as if
the woman might shake him off but then, with a look and a nod of her head she
clasped the hand tightly to her chest. They then walked without further
hesitation to the river trail and soon disappeared from view down toward the
water.

Already sirens could be heard filling the
air and the thump of helicopter blades were approaching from the distance.

Out of Lyn’s view now, only birds watched as
the two strolled silently along the riverbank, following the cycle trail. They
soon came to a small rise that would take them to the end of the next street
running parallel. A few steps to the top of the rise and they paused, tears
welling up in the woman's eyes as her gaze lingered on the huge oak there, and
the brick house beyond looking over the river.

 

"This is it." she whispered, to
herself more than anyone.

[Regan . . . I'm sorry, but there isn't
much time, perhaps 30 minutes?] The voice intruded on her thoughts.

[I know Ham,] she thought, [I'll get it
done.]

Regan clasped the arm of her companion
tighter. "Marin, first I want to show you something".

She led him further down the track out of
sight of the house and they soon came to a rock groin reaching out into the
river current.

"It's for flood protection." she
said, skipping confidently over the rocks, "We used to swim here and fish."

"What sort of fish?" he asked,
feigning interest, and followed her out to the water.

She paused, thinking. "Trout . . .
brown trout, and eel, good eating!"

No embellishment was necessary. Marin was
humoring her she knew and his studies probably made him more knowledgeable
about the wildlife anyway.

Marin focused on the water.

"I see something there." and he
pointed. Before she could grab him he was gone, barely a ripple as his slender
form disappeared into the pool.

Regan crouched with a deep sigh and for the
next few minutes sat in silence, deep in her own thoughts, eyes locked
unfocused on the river.

Long after concern might have been
appropriate the tall figure burst from the current looking disappointed. "It
was too fast." he said sadly, then presented her with a locket he'd found.

Someone's treasure, she thought. He seemed delighted and brought it to her like a cat
presenting catch to its master. 

"Marin, you can be such a fool
sometimes, it's not the time for treasure hunts." The warmth in her words
couldn't hide her tension.

An intrusion came again to her thoughts,
urgent, soundless.

[Regan, move now if you're going to. There
are people moving toward you. If you want to do this do it soon!]

Marin looked at her, concerned. "You're
delaying Regan . . . you'll be ok; I'm with you in this."

"I know Marin." And she smiled at
him gratefully.

[Ok Ham, I just needed to get myself
together, I've got this.]

Quickly now the two clambered back over the
rocks, onto the track and this time climbed straight up the bank onto the lawn
in front of the brick house. Distant sirens sounded continually as they walked
across the patio to sliding doors opening to the open plan living area. Marin
held back, giving Regan space as she slid open the door and entered. Through
the darkened glass he could see a figure, a woman at the stove. The woman
turned as the door slid open and for a moment he saw a face so familiar it made
him shiver. He could see the woman gasp as she spied Regan in the doorway.
Then, without sound or warning, her eyes glazed over and she slid down out of
sight behind the breakfast bar.

As Marin entered the room, both women were still
hidden behind the breakfast bar and he could hear Regan's plaintive voice.

"Mom . . . Mom! It's ok . . . it's ok.
It's me . . . it is, it's me and I'm so, so sorry."

 









Chapter one: Regan Stein

Eight months earlier: FBC Newsroom New York

 

"Hello viewers and welcome to FBC's
Business Focus, I'm John McCall. This evening I have the pleasure to introduce
another of those young tech-entrepreneurs set to make us green with envy over
the sale of her young company STEIN and this after launching only 3 years ago! STEIN
specializes in accounts software, they're based all the way down in New Zealand
and already it seems they are a big enough player to attract a surprising, some
would say staggering, four hundred million dollar bid from aerospace and defense
giant USDynamics.

Regan Stein. Remember that name ladies and
gentlemen, because I'm sure we'll be hearing a lot more from this remarkable
twenty four year old beauty in the future."

 

McCall dripped sarcasm as he worked through
his intro before turning his attention away from camera and toward his guest.

"Welcome to Business Focus Regan and
congratulations. Before we begin I should declare I'm a shareholder in
USDynamics and personally have many questions about this unusual, some would
say crazy, purchase by USD. I can't help wondering what 'special' skills
helped you pull it off."

The emphasis McCall put on 'special',
accompanied by his trademark sickening leer, left his meaning transparently obvious
and it almost took Regan off guard. Few viewers, men or women, would have
missed his message . . . perhaps few cared.

"Thank you John, it is a pleasure to
be here in New York. I'm not sure what you mean when you refer to the purchase
being unusual or by my needing 'special skills', but certainly I'm excited by
this link with USDynamics. There's no doubt the world is becoming a much smaller
place when it comes to working with technology. The South Pacific is not so far
away in cyberspace after all." She smiled warmly.

Regan took a sip of the provided water and
a moment to prepare for battle.

McCall leered forward. "Come now Ms
Stein, it's no secret that USDynamics CEO Hayden Joyce has been quite taken
with you. Shareholders in the company want to know more. They've certainly been
hurting today over the fifteen percent drop in share value following this
announcement. Obviously the market has concerns. After all, accounts software
is hardly the bread and butter of a firm with clear leadership in aerospace?"

McCall's smarmy smile was enough to produce
involuntary gags. Regan kept her poise and looked straight at the camera.

"Well John, your viewers and shareholders
in USDynamics will be pleased to know that unlike you, Hayden Joyce has his eye
on the business and is an astute judge of future business opportunity. He sees
as I do that our companies working together creates synergy that will advance
shareholder interests and see huge development possibilities. These are
exciting times and . . ."

McCall interrupted, "Exciting perhaps
for those with the cash to enjoy it, but really Ms Stein, USDynamic
shareholders need something more than that. Four hundred million dollars may
not be much in the context of this company's turnover but it's the CEO's judgment
that's been called into question here. I and most other informed commentators
fail to see those supposed synergies between aerospace and accounts software.
Help me out here Regan; isn't this purchase just a four hundred million dollar
signal that Joyce has his eyes off the ball?"

For a brief moment Regan reflected on her
look and choice of dress for the interview. Tall, at one point eight seven meters,
she gave herself a tick for not wearing high heels; McCall was short. Tonight
her long auburn hair was loose; she had brown eyes and a killer athletic
figure. Dress for the interview? Not too revealing but body hugging, yes. A bit
too B&D perhaps?  

Bugger it . . . you look good girl! She smiled at the thought.

 

Regan kept her gaze on the camera. "Clearly
John, you and your friends need to do better research." Her look firmed as
she replied, articulating each word slowly, only turning to meet McCall's eyes
as she emphasized the last word. The action was disturbing and he shifted
uncomfortably.

She leant forward and continued. "First,
you fail to mention that Mr. Joyce doesn't operate in a vacuum. He and the
USDynamics board have impressed me and most informed commentators with the
quality of leadership and vision in that company. Without that confidence in
the USD leadership team STEIN wouldn't have even contemplated proceeding.

Second, while STEIN's core business to date
has been our Ezas accounts, auditing and fraud protection software, that
division of the STEIN Company isn't part of this agreement. USDynamics have
purchased specifically into our Arteis defense division. Arteis is leading edge
in cyber defense and USDynamics are already major clients. As such they are in
a prime position to assess value and the potential of our products. Further,
they've been able to review our research and development programs and found
them without peer. I could tell you more, but as they say, I'd have to kill
you." She deliberately put a disturbing edge to the words then laughed
disarmingly. Regan went on. "Developments in our military defense systems
are . . . shall we say, exciting in their potential. Arteis is going to
challenge the thinking that might is always right. No one will want to shoot
first when we're finished!"

She paused briefly, holding his eyes. ".
. . Oh, and John, USDynamics haven't purchased STEIN. They do now hold a
valuable ten percent share of STEIN Arteis. Both companies hope this
will be just the first step in a long term partnership. A mutually beneficial
relationship has been established which they, and we, are certain will pay off
big time for everyone."

"Going to break in ten." The
voice boomed in her earpiece.

McCall jumped in. "Well Ms Stein, as
you enjoy your moment in the sun with Hayden Joyce's patronage perhaps spare a
thought for all those suffering shareholders." He paused and looked at the
camera . . ."And now, a short word from our sponsor . . ."

"Off air for twenty five," the
voice came again.

McCall stood, stretched, reorganized his
jacket and turned to a livid Regan who had also taken her feet.

"Thanks for appearing Regan, nothing
personal you understand, and I can certainly appreciate the attraction you are
to Joyce, very nice indeed." As he spoke his eyes grazed her body.

"Back in ten. . . "

"Before you go . . ." McCall
leant forward,

"Six . . . five,"

He looked at her chest, ". . . Show us
your tits will you?"

". . . two . . . you're on!"

 

  *

 

USDynamics Broomfield Office, Colorado

 

As they reviewed the McCall Stein interview
the USD board members present in Broomfield were mostly silent; however it was
clear from their reactions they were at times appalled, at others amused.

Mary paused the recording as McCall went to
the sponsor's promo.

"I do wish she hadn't highlighted
that!" A male voice said.

Everyone gathered in the Broomfield
boardroom turned back from the huge HD screen. While the group didn't include
everyone on USD's Board, the assembly certainly included the main power brokers
in the firm. Seven senior members were in attendance, including the CEO; five
men, two women, a collective three hundred years of experience in management
and directorship and all in the aerospace or related fields. They knew their
stuff.

All eyes turned to the Chairman, William J
Thomas; at seventy three a man still firing on all cylinders and someone who well
understood the influence of perception on share price. Sadly perception often had
nothing to do with reality. As a dealmaker Bill Thomas was lightning fast with
a good feel for the markets. That his share portfolio only included star
performing stocks was no surprise to anyone. That his net worth would exceed
all public estimates was also taken as a given. The Board knew him to be a man you
underestimated at your peril.

Hayden Joyce spoke first. "What points
concern you specifically Bill? She spoke well of the board and everything else
was only the truth. I thought she kept pretty much to script."

"True," Bill massaged his scalp
furiously, "but that idiot McCall hadn't picked up that it was only ten
percent and then only for Arteis. What Arteis is about is so far under the public
radar no average investor would be in any position to properly assess its
value. Hell, even we're not sure how this will play out so how can they judge
this acquisition in terms of share value at all. In the short term they're
going to slay us!" The Chairman poured another drink and dropped into his
chair.

"Well, we do know this." Said
Mary Pope, youngest on the board at a sprightly forty seven and probably the
most tech savvy member. 

"Arteis has already successfully
protected us from five significant incursions in the last four months and the
projects that were targeted are critical to billions in projected business revenue
over the next ten years. That protection of our intellectual property was
priceless. Four hundred million in my book is a bargain.

In addition, their other clients already
include major corporations worldwide, all good links for us. They have the US
Government on board and other governments are going to be knocking on the door
big time to license the technology. The reality is no major business or
government will chance being without it soon."

"On that subject," Bill asked "has
anyone heard anything regarding the last Chinese cyber attack? It all seems
very quiet. What do your contacts say Mary?"

Mary gave a wry grin. "That's a
perfect example. Arteis was outstanding. It identified, intercepted and
corralled the attack then successfully returned a special packet to the
hackers." She laughed. "We haven't heard anything official but I
understand aircraft manufacture in China has been shut down for three months
now. Naturally we're not asking and they're not talking. If they did complain
they'd be effectively admitting they were the source of the attack." 

She continued, "On top of that ongoing
protection this deal was a bargain if for no other reason that we, not some
other company, are now riding with Regan Stein and that's a ride I believe is
worth taking. I'm not sure what her thoughts are for the future but she clearly
wants to work with us more closely. I for one believe shareholders who stay on
board will reap the benefits." 

Mary paused, "Gentleman, having said all
that, I still need to ask something. You know I'm a convert and you don't need
to resell STEIN to me, however, McCall raised this young woman's obvious
attractions and we can't deny she is very good. Are we all being charmed beyond
value here?"

Hayden spoke first. "I'll tell you
this; with Regan and STEIN you know you are talking about something special,
there is no question of that. McCall's a sleaze and I was disgusted at his
inferences. Also, I doubt he's even a shareholder as he claimed. Ok, she is
young, attractive and a charmer for sure. But it's the quality of her thinking
and ideas that's important here. She's sharp, visionary, has unusual empathy
and an ability to connect like nothing I've come across before. Her ability to
grasp the most complex customer needs quickly is disconcerting. But she doesn't
seem to focus on personal advantage from her insights. She's a problem solver
who isn't intimidated no matter how big the problem is. Problem solving seems
to be a default mechanism with her and she has the smarts and interest to find
solutions."

Mary seemed to bypass all this. "So .
. . are we being charmed?" 

Hayden laughed. "Do I find her
attractive? Sure - but so does my wife; she figures that makes us all square."
They all laughed. "I'll tell you something else," he continued.

 "Our trips to New Zealand doing due
diligence have been very impressive. This is no one woman band. She's
surrounded herself with some of the smartest people I've come across. All ages
and all devoted to both her and STEIN. And, they're honest. She went out of her
way to tell me upfront, before we even concluded agreement, that she was taking
a break for six months once the negotiations are over. She didn't want to finalize
anything if that was going to be a problem for us. I can tell you that it doesn't
worry me a bit, her leadership group is outstanding. I'm embarrassed to admit I
couldn't resist trying to poach her financial controller and got rebuffed
pretty quickly. They all know they're in on something big there and they don't
want to miss out."

 

"What are your impressions Joan?"
Bill asked. Bill could work the room like no one else, drawing on collective
experience as he came to his own conclusions. Joan Pritchard was a favorite for
him and her opinion carried weight. She had been a valued board member for 15
years following her successful career as a military pilot and later as an
airline owner. In a difficult industry the family business in the Midwest had
thrived under her leadership. With her engineering qualifications and practical
piloting experience Joan was an invaluable member of this board.

She quickly added her support. "I
agree with Hayden. Honestly we were only there a week and I wanted to stay! If
I were 20 years younger I swear I would have dropped everything in a heartbeat
and begged for a job to work in that environment. Not that age is a factor
there. A senior project manager I met in their Wairarapa facility had ten years
on me. I tell you he had the enthusiasm of a thirty year old! Bill, I'm glad
USD is taking this financial interest in Arteis. It stopped me from giving the
idea of jumping ship more thought - I'm kidding of course, but seriously, just
being there energized me." She paused, thoughtful for a moment.

"Bill, at least with this association
we can get on with our core business safer from threat than we've ever been. At
the same time we buy an opportunity to work with them and see what develops
from the inside. Some of their developments in defense systems could be
groundbreaking and right up our alley"

Bill nodded agreement. "What are they
doing up there in the Waira . . whata?"

"The Wairarapa," Joan corrected. "We
don't know what their plans are as it's not directly related to Arteis, not at
this stage anyway, but they're sure buying land. The talk up that way, not from
the STEIN people but from locals, is Regan's building a private runway! Maybe
it's a private airport?"

"Are you serious?" chipped in
Greg Jones. "Reminds me of that old joke, want to know how to become a
millionaire? Become a billionaire then buy an airline!"

"Well," Joan continued, "you
might be on to something there, but it's a personal Regan project from what I
understand. Her money, her risk, whatever it is."

 

"Another thing," she carried on
earnestly, "they generate a supply of young talent over there that is unbelievable!
They have a program called 'hothouse' running that produces results better than
anything I've come across around the world. It's run after school hours and
STEIN supply all the latest computer hardware and mentors. Young people stay
and participate in their own time playing games, creating games, doing
programming, and they work on real business problems while STEIN covers all
costs. The STEIN specialists watch, identify and coach, ultimately talent spotting
the cream. As a result they have this amazing flow of talent coming through and
I hear families are moving near the programs just to get their children
involved. There may only be one genius in ten thousand but they'll find them.
Regan told me they even support a program now in South Korea. All the kids know
they can have a future at the cutting edge of technology if they want it and if
they are prepared to work hard. It's amazing the freedom they're given and the
results . . . fantastic already, not just for STEIN but for industry generally.
Of course, if you're already a creative IT genius with a family, it's a pretty
attractive prospect to go and work there too."

Greg, the perennial devil's advocate cut
in. "It all sounds a bit socialist for my liking."

Exasperated, Mary shot back, "Greg, would
it surprise you to know that apart from the manager, the team who developed
Regan's ideas for Arteis came from the hothouse program and their average age
is only eighteen?"

 

"She's no Socialist." added
Hayden. "Nor a straight out capitalist. Regan's splitting the four hundred
million dollars she picked up in this sale. One hundred million is for her
staff I heard and two hundred million is going straight back into the business.
I'm not sure about the rest but whatever, she definitely deserves it. Think
about it, those eighteen year olds are going to do really well and Regan's
ensuring everyone gets a share."

Greg held up an article on Regan Stein his
assistant had found in Rolling Stone. "Have you seen this article? It says
she was in the Olympics . . . come on . . . really?"

Hayden laughed. "She was embarrassed
about that when I raised it, proud, but embarrassed for sure. Women's
Heptathlon. She was nineteen when she competed, didn't get near the medals, and
she's had no time for anything since. Honestly, most people would recognize that
just getting there is fantastic but ask her and she'll tell you she's just good
at a lot of things, master of none."

Mary pitched in too since they were on a
roll. "Regan is mentally and physically strong with stubborn determination
to get the job done. She told me inspiration for Arteis came from a form
of mixed martial arts she practices. It's all about using force pitted against
you and finding ways to turn it on itself."

The Board Chairman had been listening and hadn't
missed the growing enthusiasm. He was reflecting quietly. "You know, I
have a thought about our share price. . . . if it's falling . . . perhaps we
should be buying?"

Greg perked up. "A buy back - now
there's an idea!"

Bill stood. "Well, I'm comfortable
with what we've done. Four hundred million sounds a lot to mom and dad
investors sure, but the big institutions know it's just a small position taken
in a company with potential. In the scheme of things this is tiny. I'd like to
know what McCall's game is. Someone's pushing his buttons, I'm sure of it."

Feeling the meeting was over, several moved
to stand.

"Before we wind up," Mary
interrupted, "you have all got to see this!"

 

She hit play again and eyes turned back to
the screen as the program picked up where it left off. A short promo from the
Business Focus sponsor played through then the studio suddenly appeared back on
screen . . . with McCall stumbling backwards, over his chair and onto the
floor, blood pouring from a nose that looked sickeningly flat.

Mary paused the recording.

"Word is, during the break he asked to
see her tits."

 

  *

 

The War Room, Stein Riverside, Hutt Valley, New
Zealand

 

Mention 'The War Room' at STEIN and anyone
would direct you to the lounge of Regan Stein's apartment, top floor western
side of the Riverside complex.

A large sprawling building, Riverside was
built in the seventies by New Zealand's Ministry of Works. That it was
described as utilitarian said it all. Thankfully back then someone did have
vision and the rectangular building of three stories with office space to burn
had several redeeming features. 

First was location as far as Regan was
concerned. She loved that it was close to where she'd grown up and had a great
central valley position. Overlooking a golf course on one side and a park on
the other, Riverside was also situated close to the Hutt River. For Regan location
was the clincher as it offered close access to the running and cycle trails so
much a part of her regular fitness routine. 

The second positive feature of Riverside
was the central pool and garden complex, ideal for a young company peopled by
youthful fun lovers who liked to party. Completely enclosed, the pool was
private and made a perfect area for the central cafe. 

Third, it was ideally suited to the
business. Along with the abundant office space, small theatres extended out
from the sides of the buildings like fungal growths. They were ideal for group
planning with teams of programmers often working together focused on large
front screens, debating and experimenting to come up with truly new ideas.

On the eastern side, connected to the main
offices by a glassed walkway, the Film Unit had long ago constructed a huge
three story concrete building with no windows, sound proofed for filming.
Mostly a large empty space it was perfect for special projects. They now called
it The Fortress.

Riverside was Regan's first big cash
splurge. Since STEIN took possession the complex had responded well to
attentive owners unconcerned by expense and devoted to making work fun. The
large pool in the central garden was now covered and heated. It was much
appreciated for the staff's legendary parties in all weathers.

The complex now housed the Ezas team,
Arteis development, Special Projects and Marketing. It also included her
personal apartment and guest accommodation on the top floor western side. The
apartment unsurprisingly was a young person's dream space.

 

Lying back in the lounge Regan found
herself reflecting on all this. So much had been accomplished in five hectic
years from nothing. Babe, you . . . are . . . good.

Instantly she felt both proud and guilty in
equal measure. She hadn't done it on her own and the team members that would
soon meet in the room were outstanding. Regan knew full well how much their support
meant to the realization of her dreams.

They were more than stars in their own
fields; to her they were family now. 

And what would I have done without
Kevin? She thought, He's more than a brother, he's
a friend; and in the company he's the glue, the guy who holds the pieces
together.

 

Reclining on the couch Regan cursed the
headache that had plagued her all day. She mentally reviewed the events of the
past three months, all complex, risky and emotionally draining. I'm tapped
out she thought; the business is sorted, no worries there. Sales are
going up. We've even got Governments with Arteis protection now.

She continued churning things over in her
mind. So why am I flat? We've done it! STEIN's a player, we're shaping the
future! We've made huge advances with big investment and sure, big risk. . . .
Is that my problem, risk? I'd risk everything again to keep making progress,
maybe even lose the lot. She sighed sadly. 

Shit, it seemed so easy when it was only
my risk, everything mine to lose . . . maybe I was even reckless. Now . . . three
hundred people! Real people with real families! And we can't just do it on our
own anymore. People don't realize how much we need the new partners and the
production capability. We need the expertise of corporations like USDynamics, that's
if we're going to take ideas to the next level. This isn't cheap - God I hope
USD hang in there.

Her hands went to her forehead and she
massaged furiously, while continuing the internal debate. Shit I've never
had to think about share price, share drops or how wankers like McCall can
affect peoples’ investments. Regan sighed again, rubbed her eyes and stood
to go through stretches before the meeting. 

What was it that entrepreneur said
recently? She twisted from side to side, touched
her toes, searching her mind for the quote. . . . "Do it while you're
young if you can, because when you've got nothing, you've got nothing to lose."
She moved to the chin up bar.

"Pour everything into your dreams
while you can because with every year you get older, responsibilities increase.
You'll have relationships, dependants, debt, and a mortgage. As the years go by
you collect more and more to lose. Taking risks gets harder and harder to do."

Regan drew in a big breath and let it out
with an even longer sigh, visualizing the tension draining away.

Twelve weeks of flights, hotels, and taxis
and she knew she desperately needed a break, needed to be stretched with
something outside the business, needed to get the blood pumping, and refresh
her thinking.

Well girl,
she thought, the business will go on without you. No one is indispensable.
You need this break so don't back out of it.

Settling back on the couch Regan looked
distantly out over the golf course. She could hear the guys as they chatted and
laughed, organizing lattés, macchiato, mochaccino, whatever else took their
fancy in the gourmet kitchen.

She loved the kitchen but she rarely
cooked, even though the area was usually the social hub of the apartment. It
was a geek pleasure to have all the kitchen gadgets imaginable and she
definitely had them. Every visitor here, especially her team, was usually a
geek and they loved doing their own thing in there.

The converted apartment was state of the
art. It had all the gizmos, little luxuries and high tech appliances along with
fiber connection to all divisions. It was her office, her gym, her home, and however
much she loved it, its close connection with everything happening at work was a
major reason she needed to get away.

 

She picked out the team as they chattered
in the background.

Mary Coleman, thirty seven, shortish,
plump, presently unattached and happy with it. Loud with a raucous laugh and a bawdy
sense of humor she was fantastic as STEIN’s CFO. Well qualified in accounts and
economics Regan knew Mary had the company's financials at her fingertips. With
her maneuverings she made almost as much for the company on Forex as some key
products in STEIN's range produced in profits. It was pure cream.

Kevin Stein, brother and champion all her
life. Six years her senior, Kevin had a B.com, MBA and was a great General
Manager. Kev has his finger on the pulse of the business; not much goes
wrong on his watch and anything that does he'll handle it.

Mitchell Davies, twenty seven, Mitch to his
friends. A true geek, gamer and accounts software wizard - in the role of
Technical Director for Ezas he was perfect; a focused problem solver with great
creative instincts. But he'll need Kev and Mary's support for sure and with
luck they'll keep him profitable!

Milo Kutcher, twenty five, nearest to me
in age. The ideal Tech Director for Arteis, he was an accountant, hobby
hacker and games wizard. Is it me or is it Kutch producing the results with
his team? I give him an idea and he just makes it happen. He's unbelievable!
Regan paused, distracted for a moment thinking about Arteis and the USDynamics
deal. It was still sinking in.

 

WOW! Four hundred million dollars! She lingered on every syllable and smiled, thinking of them all but
Kutch in particular; he deserves all he's going to get.

Stephanie Howard, twenty seven. She's
like me, a ground breaker more than a farmer. Steph loves a challenge and she's
a great friend. At the thought a wave of melancholy swept over her. I'll
miss our nights out. If there's anyone I'd like to get away with for fun, it
would be her. Regan sighed yet again. No, I need to get away from all
business for a bit, not take it with me. I can't do that with Steph. Anyway
with the plans we have in mind for Special Projects I couldn't drag her away if
I tried.

At thirty eight Marcus Jackson was the
oldest in the group and not strictly part of the company. Lawyer, confidant and
friend since the first days of STEIN, no one had worked harder to protect both
her and the company. He's been a rock through the last six months. A keeper,
she thought, and paused, considering the group. These are the people I trust
most and have confidence in. I love them all. STEIN couldn't be in better
hands.

With new determination Regan stood. "Guys!"
she called, "time to get started, let's get on with it . . . before I
chicken out" she added quietly.

She crossed the room and sprawled in her favorite
spot on the big leather chair with her back to the central pool complex and
Boulcott Farm Golf Course to the left. Today however views were the least of
things on her mind. Her team drifted in slowly with coffees in hand and
juggling various unhealthy food options scavenged from the pantry and fridge.

Regan sat silently as the chatter slowly
died and one by one the eyes turned to her.

"Well, I guess you all have some idea
why you're here . . ."

"Not really," Kutch interrupted, "I
hope this isn't bad news."

"No bad news!" Regan said,
putting her hands up in mock surrender, "No way! I guess things couldn't
be better really. But there have been developments as you know, good things,
and yes, I do have new news.

First we need to talk about the sale
announced yesterday, the proceeds of the sale and what my plans are for the
immediate future. Then I want to talk about our roles and what we're doing and
I'd like to fill you in on the break you know I've got coming.

So, let's start with the business. We've
all been celebrating and rightly so. It seems unbelievable how quickly this
sale has happened and I'm sure many in your teams will be wondering, why USDynamics?
All I can say at the moment is that apart from being a major Arteis customer,
USD offers a manufacturing capability that is of interest to me. You know Kev
and I are pilots and we've always loved flying. Well, I'm seeing all these
private investors, Branson, Musk, Ellison and others, all jumping into orbit
and I admire them for their vision. Simply, I want to get there too and beyond.
I want to reach for the system, the wider solar system. Orbit for rich tourists
is commonplace now and shit I've even done it myself. Now I want to make it
even more accessible to everyone. That's what got me interested in connecting
with a major aerospace player in that field. I'm looking at doing some
development of our own and after all why stop at orbit?

Having said that, I want you to know that any
personal plans I have won't take away from our core business. I'll be investing
and risking my own money in this, not the company’s so everyone's jobs are
secure and if the rumor mill gets going make sure people know it. The USD sale
is important. I see them as a strategic partner for Arteis with some possible
spin offs for STEIN. Frankly, it’s gut feeling that had me commit to this sale
however there are some pretty obvious benefits too."

 

Slowly and deliberately Regan spoke the
magic words, "Four . . . hundred . . . million . . . dollars!"

Hoots and cheers broke out and order was
abandoned, the room filling with laughter.

She continued, "So, what do we do with
that much cash?" Regan paused and then scanned the group lingering
particularly on Mitch. "First, I'm not going to forget that Arteis wouldn't
be here without the financial platform Ezas gave us. All divisions, including
Special Projects, are part of STEIN and all contributed to this sale. I want
you to know that I'm grateful for everything this team has personally invested
to get us here.

So, I'm sharing the four hundred million.
First, I'm leaving two hundred million dollars in the company for reinvestment
and ongoing development. That means we're well cashed up and very secure.

Second I want one hundred million to be
invested in and for our staff." Regan paused here as she let them consider
the implications of the statement. Three hundred staff, one hundred million
dollars! She knew their minds would be ticking over the numbers.

Regan continued, "Mary, Marcus and I
have been working out how best to do this. We simply can't afford for everyone
to suddenly become rich and retire at twenty five!" They all laughed.

"So, I've authorized forty million
dollars to be placed in trust for an employee fund. It'll provide one hundred
percent free comprehensive health and life insurance cover for all employees
and their families for as long as they stay with us. It will also provide
scholarships for children of employees or anyone on staff wanting to continue
education while working here.

Ten million dollars will go directly to
staff in the form of bonuses this year. That's going to make a healthy midyear
bonus for everyone." Cheers and high fives broke out and Regan couldn't help
smiling. She knew more was to come.

She continued. "Steph, Kutch, Mitchell
- Kev and Mary will work with you over the next few weeks to help allocate
bonuses in the fairest way possible among all your teams."

"So . . . that leaves fifty million
dollars of the total staff one hundred million." Regan paused, smiled, opened
her arms wide and laughed.

"Guys, it's early, but who cares - Merry
Christmas!"

Stunned silence greeted the words. They
looked at each other as if trying to gain confirmation about what had been said;
disbelief paralyzing them for a moment. The silence drew out as the reality set
in and then the room exploded with splutters and screams. Regan thought she had
never seen such shocked faces. 

Before anyone could speak Regan pressed on.
"The fifty million dollars will be split in five equal ways between all of
you and I truly, truly hope this won't see anyone jump ship. Honestly, I'm
having so much fun I don't want the party to end but I love you all too much to
put conditions on this. That's ten million dollars each, unconditional. You
deserve it."

Any semblance of control finally
disappeared and the room erupted with cheers, hugs and tears. None of them came
from wealth. The windfall was far and away beyond their expectations or
comprehension. This was winning the lottery!

"My god, thank you so, so much Regan,"
Steph spoke for them all through tears. "I can't believe you've done this.
It's unbelievable."

"And you don't need to worry! I'm not
going anywhere babe!" said Mitchell.

"Nor me!" the group chorused.

Mary couldn't hold back any longer, she was
still bubbling with excitement, like a child who knows about a hidden present. "But
wait . . . there's more!" she said, the eyes of the group turning to her,
and then back to Regan.

"That's right," Regan said
smiling. "Each of you, including Marcus, is getting a one percent share of
STEIN. I want you all with me into the future and I want Marcus to have skin in
the game too. USDynamics paid four hundred million dollars for ten percent of
Arteis alone. As of today you each now have one percent of the whole company.
Do the math guys, and get excited. There are conditions of course which Marcus
will explain. For example, in the short term I'm not going to let you just sell
outright or sell to just anyone, but the dividends I'm sure will more than make
you happy.”

This was too much; everyone was overwhelmed
by their new status and they collapsed back into their seats.

 

Through everything Kevin had listened
silently, occasionally shaking his head. Now he stood, walked to Regan and
embraced her. "Sis, I am so incredibly proud of you. You're amazing!"

Mary joined him. "I was stunned too
Kev and I don't know how I didn't give something away to you. It was unbearable
hiding it while Marcus, Regan and I were working on this, you usually read me
like a book."

"Sorry bro," said Regan. "I
wanted this to be a surprise for you too, and I really wanted to enjoy the
moment.

And boys, don't buy any fast cars that you
know I wouldn't buy." They all hooted knowing that left the field wide
open. 

"Seriously, this is a lot of money.
Please talk to Marcus. He'll be the best lawyer and advisor you'll find . . .
and now you can afford him."

Marcus chipped in. "I've got to be
honest, of course I'm envious, ten million each, wow! But you five have done
amazing work." He paused. "I'm going to say it, someone needs to; Regan's
been truly generous here, she didn't have to do this. That she did however is a
big part of the reason I'm sure this company is going to be a world changer."

He raised his coffee, "To Regan,"
he toasted. "We need champagne!"

Regan raised her hands, calling for
attention. "Thank you guys, but before we get too far into the
celebrations there are other things we need to cover, my last bit of news."
Regan paused.

Perhaps it was the way she said it but
silence settled quickly and looks became apprehensive.

She waved away their concerns. "Hey,
hey, everybody, it's all good. I just need a break and I'm nervous about it. I've
lived and breathed this dream since I was sixteen and you all know it. It's
been my passion and sure, that can make it easier. But this last three years
huge changes have happened, and in particular over the last three months with
the USDynamics deal and everything, well, I feel like it's sapped everything. I
need a good break to recharge. You, this team, give me the confidence to do
that and I am one hundred percent confident in all of you."

 

She continued. "I've never done a big
OE and I'll be twenty five soon so, my plan is to take six months out. I'm
going to disappear, get away from the press and especially pricks like McCall.
I want to get into a completely different mind space. Plus I've put on a few
kilos the last few months and I've missed too much sleep so, I'm going to do
something physical, go bush, and freshen up.

Here's the thing. While I'm away I won't be
available at all. Kev and I have prepared for this and while I'm gone he'll be
in charge, as acting CEO. Guys, Kev will now be your point of contact. He'll
run the company with your support. In other words" she laughed, "you
won't notice anything - and we're only talking six months. Kutch, Mitch, Steph,
you keep doing what you're doing in your divisions. Kev and Mary will back you
up all the way." She stopped and shrugged. "That's it really."
She looked to her brother. "Kevin?"

Kevin smoothly took over. "I'm pleased
for you Sis, and we will be fine. You go with our blessings," He looked
back at her, "So, it looks like you've finalized your plans then? When
will this finally happen?"

Regan smiled, "We party tonight, and I
leave tomorrow."

 

  *

 

The Fortress, Riverside Complex

 

Regan led Stephanie and Kutch through into
the old sound stage area, now the Special Projects Fortress. All three looked
under the weather after the late night party they'd all enjoyed. Encouraged by
Regan to stay over in the apartment they hadn't held back. This meeting was
part of her agenda in inviting them. 

"Sorry to drag you out so early guys.
I'm leaving this afternoon and I really wanted to take a look before I left."

Steph looked so excited she was buzzing. "No
problem, I'd have been disappointed if you missed seeing the first scaled up
prototype, we brought it down and assembled it especially for you."

Two more doors, codes and checks and they
moved through into the large open area, still pitch black.

"Lady and gentleman," Stephanie
said with mock formality, "The ADF . . . Arteis Defense Fighter!" She
hit the lights.

Before them was a beautiful delta wing,
drone sized, about ten meters wide, six meters long, like a stealth fighter.

Regan paused, breathless for a moment. "I
love it . . . I love it, do we know how it flies?" 

"Regan . . ." Steph looked at
her, one hand nervously over her mouth, "It's scary good, there are no
excuses now, it's time to work on the payload and see how far we go from there."

"And what does computer modeling say
about up scaling to a two seater?"

Steph put her hands up. "No promise
but it looks good. We've pressed ahead with the drone as that fits with our
Arteis defense plans . . ."

"It does?" Kutch had been listening
dumbstruck. Another surprise! How do you people keep secrets so well?

Regan looked at him
and smiled. "Yeah, it does Kutch." She turned back to Stephanie and
hugged her. "Thanks Steph, I had to see it and I'm not disappointed. So,
what do you think Kutch?"

Kutch was stroking the beast. "I don't
know what this is all about he said, but I'm in!"

"It's like this, Milo my friend, you
and Steph are going to be working together on this one.  Sorry, but there's no
time to explain everything now. Steph will bring you up to speed." She
turned back to the ADF, a huge smile breaking out. "What can I say? This
makes my day, I'm going away really happy."

 

  *

 







Home

 

Standing by the ranch slider, Jean Stein
gazed into the distance, one hand nervously stroking the alpine hiking pack,
stuffed to capacity.

Regan reached out, wrapped one arm around
her mother's shoulders and drew her close. "I'm going to be fine Mom,
please don't worry."

"You know that's too much to ask, it's
a mother's prerogative to worry and it’s part of my job description."

They faced each other and embraced, long
and hard.

Jean faltered, "Your father . . . he.
. ."

"I know what you're thinking Mom but
please don't worry, that was a long time ago. I miss him too but I'm much
better prepared, I have GPS, an Emergency Beacon, even the latest SatPhone."
She held up the tiny unit then realized it was far too small to be reassuring.

"But really, why do you have to go on
your own? It's foolish, I'd be much happier if you had company . . . Stephanie,
or Kevin maybe?"

"Mom . . . please leave it, I'm going
to be fine and as much as I love them both I need the space to think. I'm so
looking forward to it and this track is a highway in tramping terms."

"Yes but then you're just going to
head off to South America without even coming home!"

"Mom, you must keep that quiet, I mean
it! I want to be anonymous like anybody else and enjoy the same overseas
experience every other young person gets to enjoy. I don't want people chasing
me like some celebrity. Keeping quiet is what I want. I'll come back the better
for it, you'll see."

"You won't convince me." Jean
protested, but not with much conviction.

"I know Mom, that's part of your job
too. I love you for it and it does keep me on my toes. It makes me extra
careful!" 

A car horn sounded from the driveway. "Mom,
this is it, the taxi is ready. I love you and I'll be back again before you
know it."

Jean took Regan's face in her hands
tenderly. "I know sweetheart, I love you too, more than you know. Be
careful and call if you need anything and . . . just . . . enjoy!"

 

Even as the taxi drove away Jean was already
calling Kevin. She felt lonelier than she had for a long, long, time.

 

   









Chapter
Two: The Journey is the Reward

 

Day One: Collingwood below Farewell Spit, South
Island, New Zealand

 

Regan lay back on the bed mentally
dictating as if beginning a review of the day; perhaps for a journal. The
helicopter trip in had been over the top but the story about being a journalist
seemed to have gone down well and flying in had saved time too. This part of
the break was to blow out cobwebs, to walk hard and fast. Yes, she wanted to
enjoy the surroundings, but she also wanted to stretch herself, to test her
limits again and come out the other side. It was also about unfinished
business, hence her plans to divert off the Heaphy Track onto one of the side
routes where markers were few and people rarely seen. In some places she knew
it would be more animal trail than hiking track. Taking one of the old side
routes meant using all her skills and maybe sleeping rough depending on the
weather. She was fine with that, well prepared and capable. The weather
forecast was also good although it had been wet for the last fortnight. Still,
the next five days looked clear and warm; perfect.

Now, lying on a comfortable bed in the old
Collingwood police station sleep swiftly overcame her. It felt already as if
weight was lifting and she slipped into dreams for the first time in months.

 

A new day and she couldn't help feeling
annoyed as the land cruiser carrying them to the beginning of the track
arrived. Yes, you heard right she thought, continuing the internal
narrative, them!

Two others arrived with the Cruiser; excited
Israelis on holiday and eager to do the Heaphy. Both seemed very nice people
but she didn't want company. Regan was determined to head off quickly on
arrival and leave them to themselves, hoping they wouldn't be offended. They
look like new lovers so perhaps they might even be relieved. 

Frustratingly the journey took a couple of
hours taking them well inland with the driver giving a running commentary of
the area history, gold diggings, caves, springs . . .

She heard little, trying instead to ignore
thoughts of business.  STEIN had consumed her mind for . . . forever! Or so it
seemed. How could something I love have become such a burden?

On arrival and eager to get moving Regan
impatiently dragged her pack from the vehicle, quickly strapping up. She could
tell some offence had been taken but as she pounded along the track building
distance from the others, her concern about people and their feelings quickly
dissipated.  Instead she found herself reveling in the sheer joy of movement,
effort and sweat.

Ahead lay a solid six hour climb past
Aorere Shelter to Perry Saddle Hut. Six hours to sort through her thoughts and
mentally clean house. She laughed out loud. The track felt like a highway and
climbing steadily she made good time. Happy, even surprised with her fitness,
she used the time to review plans for the next few days.

Perry Hut would be shelter tonight. She
knew that sleeping inside would be unlikely even though she'd booked. It would
probably be occupied and although bunks would be available, company was not
something she wanted this early in her travels. No bother, she thought, I
have my Bivvy sack and the weather looks likely to be fine. The idea of
sleeping under stars was attractive anyway and she hoped for a clear night.
Views of the night sky out here away from the city were spectacular.

Tomorrow she would begin her diversion
south, away from the track, traversing to the Gouland Range via Kaka saddle.
From there she'd cross over to scrabble up Mt Inaccessible. At fourteen hundred
and ninety meters it wasn't particularly remarkable; except it was there that
her father had fallen. Her father had come from the other side, from Lake
Aorere via Centre Mountain and Mt Dommett but she had no desire to retrace his
exact steps; this was no pilgrimage. She simply hoped to exorcise the demons
long carried, ghosts of denial, disappointment and avoidance. Finally, near
where he died, she hoped she might find her own peace.

 

Regan again continued her mental dictation.


It was a hard, hard night though it had
started well. Lying back, reaching to the stars, drawing patterns and
remembering a wonderful childhood. This followed by hard ground, little sleep,
but steely resolve undaunted! 

The exclamation mark served to sign off any
plans of a 'Journal' . . . Not going to happen, she thought.

 

The original diamond shaped nail heads
poking from trunks served as random track markers though many were missing,
lost in long forgotten windfalls. While hard to spot, once found they served as
useful guides to her progress through the morning after an early start. Clearly
it was a route not often travelled and with the recent bad weather fresh
windfall was extensive. Frequent diversions bashing around felled trees and
subsequent searching for the trail sapped time as well as energy. Still,
confident of reaching her goal with more than enough daylight to find good
shelter she trudged on down and then up the Kaka Saddle. After a pause to rest
and refresh on reaching the Gouland Summit Ridge, she pressed on to climb Mt
Gouland and there settled to enjoy lunch with beautiful unobstructed views,
from Mt Owen and Garibaldi in the south, to Farewell Spit and Dragon’s Teeth in
the east. It was glorious.

 

Her pack lay open and Regan's eyes were
drawn to the sack containing the GPS and SatPhone. She casually took out the
SatPhone now and sat, cradling it while looking off into the distance. She
stroked it, marveling at how small it was. She looked at the keys then shook
her head and then rested it back on the pack. Standing quickly, Regan looked
for the shelter of rocks to make a toilet stop and finding a comfortable position,
she arranged her clothes, squatting and chuckling at embarrassment even here.
Her eyes lifted looking into the clear sky, searching for watching gods.

 

Returning to her gear she began to pack the
rubbish away, occasionally stealing glances at the SatPhone resting there. She
thought of her mother, and the path she would soon be taking up Dad's mountain
nemesis.  Regan picked up the phone again and brushed the power button with her
thumb feeling nervous, silly. Finally, applying enough pressure to bring it to
life she watched as it began to power up and connect. She hesitated, still
doubtful that calling was a good idea and then almost dropped the phone as it
began to ring . . . . she answered.

"Sie sprechen Deutsch?"

"Pardon?"

"Snakker du norsk?"

"I'm sorry, who am I speaking to?"

"You speak English?"

"Yes, yes of course, who am I speaking
to? How did you get this number?"

"US or UK English?"

"It . . . it doesn't matter, just
English, now hold on, who am I speaking to?"

"This is an emergency, assistance is
required. Will you assist?"

"What . . . . emergency? I'm in no
position to help anybody, what's going on? Is this a joke?"

"This is no joke, and there may not be
much time. Will you please help?"

"Look, you don't realize, I'm not . .
. I'm not anywhere . . . anywhere local, wherever you are. I'm off in the bush,
hours from anywhere, I can't help."

"Your location is known, and you are
near. You can help, will you?"

A chill passed through Regan. She looked
around quickly but there was nothing, anywhere, as far as she could see. "You're
creeping me out. Tell me where I am and how you know, I'm not kidding, I'll
disconnect you."

"Don't disconnect!" the voice
spoke quickly, "There is no one else. Scanning located your signal; you
are on the summit of Gouland."

Regan paused, her heart pounding now,
adrenalin surging through her system and her thoughts were spinning . . . What
. . . the . . . fuck!

"Regan Stein, there . . . is . . . no
. . . time, HELP please!" The word bellowed from the phone.  

He knows my name . . . careful girl "Ok . . . Ok! What's wrong? What can I do?"

"Do you have a map?"

"Yes, yes of course, I'm not an idiot."
Regan cradled the SatPhone as she fumbled for the zip pocket of her Alpine.

"Please go to the coordinates I will
give you. Marin is there, two thousand three hundred and fifty seven meters
from your current position. . ."

Regan interrupted, "Hold on, hold on,
I need to write this down." She searched for a pen. "Who is Marin,
and what happened?"

"Marin is an anthropologist; he was
caught in a landslip twenty two hours ago. There's no other information
available on what happened and no contact has been achieved since then, but
there is still a signal. These are the coordinates . . ." Regan scrambled
to get them down as the caller recited them quickly.

No other pleasantries or explanations were
given, just the abrupt issuing of instructions and an agreement to check back
in later. She moved onto auto pilot quickly packing while running largely on adrenalin.
Deciding the best start point to her route she then stowed the map and GPS in
her jacket. The coordinates were well off her planned path and would require making
a steep drop of around six hundred meters. It occurred to Regan the new
direction would also take her away from the goal of Mt Inaccessible, heading
instead toward the Spey River. As she packed the rest of her gear it hit her, this
will truly stuff my plans, I'm not going to make it; probably,
not this trip anyway . . . sorry Dad.

The progress was rough, dropping down
through spear grass and boulders, at times slipping along on her backside, more
falling than walking down the loose shale slopes. 

She berated herself for not asking more
questions. Where are you? . . . Why couldn't you help?  . . . Have you
called for help? An hour passed simply dropping altitude in the safest way
possible. On reaching the bush line Regan paused for the first time to rest and
consult her GPS. Controlled descent is a bitch she muttered to no one.
Thighs aching, muscles protesting, she was glad of the break she'd taken on the
summit.

Taking her time for safety’s sake, but also
to prepare for whatever she found below, Regan continued on, making steady
progress. Pausing again to check her current coordinates against the map, she
could see her altitude was right but she would need to sidle around the slope
for at least another fifteen hundred meters. She groaned. That would normally
be fifteen minutes on the flat. Here, it could be another hour or more if she
was reckless. As she fought her way on Regan thought of her father . . . and
her mother. She would be no use to anyone if she slipped. No risks!

An hour later, bruised and torn, Regan found
a massive slip blocking the way. Perched on the edge she checked the GPS again.
The coordinates were quite specific. Comparing her position with the map she
groaned. She'd need to cross the slip and drop another hundred meters. Looking
with terror at the slip face she shook her head. No way! The relative
safety of the bush called to her from at least fifty meters away on the other
side. One stumble or slide while crossing and she knew it would be curtains, a
long, long fall to the valley floor. There's no way I'm going to risk that she
thought, and looked up the slope.

 

It took an extra half hour to pick her way
up over the top of the slip before she could again begin scrambling her way
down through the bush.

Tracking down the slip side she carefully
placed her feet trying to take advantage of the clear space on the edge. She
was almost on top of the body before she saw it; just off the edge of the main
slip beneath a large trunk. From twenty meters and with tree fall obscuring her
view she couldn't see much but other than a dark figure with no visible
movement. For a moment Regan paused, preparing for the worst and then she
forced her way nearer.

Anxiety and stress turned to anger on getting
close. The tramper wasn't dressed for the bush, not even close, wearing just a
thin one piece that would offer no insulation whatsoever. Nervously she talked
to herself for comfort. 

"What sort of idiot would be out here
so poorly prepared?" She could see only legs and torso, long lean legs. It
didn't seem to her that the body was actually wedged, more just simply lying
draped over a branch. "Must have been knocked out." she
whispered. Carefully she broke away what smaller branches she could and crawled
in toward the body finding her first impressions were correct; there seemed no
weight on the body a large bough having taken the strain. Taking care and
concerned about disturbing broken bones, Regan looked for the best approach
before even touching him. She couldn't tell if he was breathing and under the
circumstances saw no option but to drag him out face down being as careful as
possible. It would be no easy task with most branches being too big to break
away but setting to it she dragged him, the body flopping over branches as she
pulled and Regan cringed at what she was doing. She whimpered as if feeling
every bump until finally she had him clear. 

 

Gasping for breath, she steeled herself and
rolled over the still body . . . and then froze.

Regan cocked her head to one side . . . he
was tall . . . very tall! Male . . . hairless, smooth olive skin with a wide
mouth and eyes . . . race? Hard to pick. And he was different in an unsettling
way, different, yet familiar; beautiful? 

She reminded herself, His name is Marin.


She reached for the neck and found a pulse,
picking up a faint beat there and noting the skin of his face felt very cold to
touch. "My God he's freezing!" Regan reached for the drinking tube of
her camelback and tried to give him water, dribbling it between his lips. Warmth
she thought, looking at her pack . . . hypothermia.

She pulled open the pack, scattering
contents to reach the sleeping bag, emergency blanket and Bivvy sack. A full
length zip on the bag made the process easier than it might have been and she
unzipped it, rolling the limp body into place. For the moment she only wrapped
the bag around him as there was no way of knowing for sure if anything was
broken. Reaching around his bald head she could feel a large ugly lump on the
back and blood, lots of dried blood that had also soaked the back of his suit.
Slipping the Bivvy sack over the bottom of the sleeping bag Regan felt for his
feet then worked the sack up around the limp form. Finally she crouched by the
bag, put her head in her hands and contemplated the next move.

Taking the SatPhone out of her pocket she
also grabbed some energy bars and water. Looking up at thankfully clear sky she
could see darkness wasn't far off. "Where did the time go? . . . Shit,
shit, shit, shit!"

Mentally Regan raced through her options. Help
should be on the way. The weather is good. A helicopter could, should have been
here by now. . . . ?

. . . was that ever an option?

Carefully she wriggled into the bag. It was
a struggle but the man was so lean it was manageable. Wrapping herself around
his cold form, with one hand she reached to put the drinking tube to his mouth
and with the other she turned on the SatPhone.

As the phone powered up Regan felt herself
beginning to shake, the first signs of shock since the call. "Toughen up
girl! You wanted a challenge - you've got it."

Immediately the SatPhone began to chirp.
She looked at it, took a deep breath, and answered.

Without waiting she launched in, "Why
didn't you call someone, the authorities?"

"That wasn't possible Ms Stein, is
Marin alive?"

"Yes. Yes, he's unconscious and hurt,
but alive, just. He needs help urgently, why aren't you calling the authorities?"

"Ms Stein. Help was called . . . you.
You must get Marin to the."

"What's the Pod? . . . No way! He can't
be moved at the moment. He's freezing. I've got to warm him or he'll die
anyway. His pulse is weak, he has a head injury and it's getting darker here by
the minute. Trust me, this the only way, I'm going to warm him up before
anything. Bring the copter or Pod or whatever you call it here."

"That's not possible while you're in
the bush. You must get him to the Pod as soon as possible."

A sudden concern came to her. "When
did he last have water?" 

"He is probably dehydrated as it's
been more than twenty five hours since his last contact. Ms Stein, can you see
Marin's equipment anywhere, a backpack?"

"No, there was nothing with him."
Regan thought for a moment. "I think he only just escaped the slip. He was
caught on the edge by a tree coming down."

"How much time before you will move as
requested?"

A flash of shocked anger passed through
her, "Listen! It's not a question of will move, it's a matter of can
move. He probably has hypothermia already. Hopefully we can move at first light
but it'll be dark soon; until dawn we sit tight."

"Understood, you should power down
your device then to save reserves. Power up again as soon as you are able to
move."

She noticed a definite change in the
accent. Is that Irish? It was a subtle change but it was varying she was
sure. "Why is your voice changing? You're making me very uncomfortable,
and what are you hiding?"

"Just trying to put you at ease Ms Stein;
you sound stressed.  It doesn't appear to be working."

"You think? I'm way out on a limb here
and you're playing games? You're giving me nothing!"

"Ms Stein, all will be well. Power off
now and please do not try to contact anyone. It would not be helpful."

She paused, having a moment of cold realization.
"Could I call anyone anyway?"

"No."

 

Through the night Regan munched on the
occasional energy bar and tried to think as sleep was out of the question. Mercifully,
it didn't rain. 

Her mind seemed in turmoil, as if it wouldn't
face something obvious, something she knew to be true, but unthinkable. Unable
to surface her concerns she concentrated on the man, wrapping herself around
him as both their bodies slowly warmed. The winter weight bag proved perfect
for keeping what little heat she generated in, but it wasn't comfortable on the
hard ground. From Marin she heard nothing other than his quiet breathing
throughout the night, terrifying her rigid at times as he took long pauses
between breaths. After the occasional long pause the sound of a fresh intake
would give her such relief she would gasp and try to suppress sobs in case he
heard and thought she was crying.  Apart from that there was nothing, not a
groan or a movement; she fretted.

That she woke at dawn to the sound of birds
came as a surprise, Regan marveling that she slept at all. Carefully
extricating herself from the bag she decided to leave Marin in the warmth for
the moment. A quick search through the pack and she found spare thermals that
could be used as layers for warmth. She then looked at the pack and Marin
considering what to do. 

Can't carry both, she thought. So, what to take? Water . . . GPS . . . SatPhone.
How far is this Pod thing? 

Regan picked up the SatPhone and powered
up. It took an anxious minute to connect then began to ring immediately. She
answered.

"Ms Stein?'

"We're OK," She said quickly, "At
least I am."

"And Marin?"

"He's alive, so what now?"

"You need to get him to the Pod. It's
not far, eleven hundred meters. Can you carry him?"

Regan sighed "Eleven hundred meters."
She looked over at the form in the sleeping bag, remembering dragging that same
limp body out from under the tree. 

"We'll get there; just don't tell me
it's on the other side of that slip."

"No, stay at the same altitude and
track away from the slip. If you leave the SatPhone on power I can track Marin
and direct you."

Regan considered her gear. "I have
thermal clothing for him; it will take some time for me to . . ."

"That won't be necessary," The
voice interrupted. "His suit is active, it keeps his body warm. Move as
quickly as you can."

"What did you say?"

"Move quickly."

"No, what did you say about the suit?"

"The suit generates heat for him; it's
the head injury that is of most concern."

Regan clenched her jaw and growled. "Why
didn't you tell me that last evening?"

"You didn't . . ."

"I didn't ask? . . . . Fuck, fuck,
fuck, fuck!"

Without another word Regan turned to the
still unresponsive body and carefully pulled away the Bivvy Sack. She unzipped
the sleeping bag and dragged Marin out by the armpits. This is going to
hurt, she thought ruefully. Any adrenalin was long gone from her system and
she found her mind clearer than at any time since the first call. In action
mode now her moves became swift and precise. 

She re-stuffed the Alpine pack, ate another
energy bar and drank the last of the water. How much water Marin had been able
to take in she wasn't sure, but he wouldn't be carrying anything; his
rehydration would have to wait. She looked at the Alpine pack and reflected on
how unlikely it was anyone would find it there, off the track and hidden in the
slip wreckage. She did still have the map coordinates. I'll leave it,
she thought, and with a last look around turned to Marin.

She stored the GPS, Satphone and Personal
Locator Beacon in the front pockets of her jacket and then taking position
below Marin on the slope, she flopped him over her shoulder; a fireman's lift.
At one point eight seven meters Regan was tall, but Marin was clearly taller
and she could feel his head banging, well down around her buttocks as she
commenced the struggle out of the fallen branches.

For an hour she carried, crawled, dragged
and hauled Marin's form up and along the slope. Although there had been no
communication with 'the voice' for some time her steady flow of swearing filled
the gap until suddenly the voice sounded from her pocket. 

"There should be an animal trail,
probably above you, Marin was following it."

Climbing again at an angle she made slow progress
forward and up, struggling gamely with the unwieldy shape and weight of the
hurt man. By now her hands and knees were bleeding but with frequent stops they
managed to make ground. Fifty meters higher she stumbled on to a trail, narrow
but clear of bush and Regan made much better progress. Two hours later with
rests and a few painful falls the Irishman's voice came again. 

"The Pod is below you now, around one
hundred and fifty meters lower. Can you see it?"

Regan, exhausted, slipped Marin to the
ground and slumped. They had been tracking along a wide ledge keeping close to
the face. She suspected looking over the edge would reveal a sheer drop,
however she'd been too nervous to look and confirm it. Rolling now to the brink
she looked down and from this perspective a long black rectangle could be seen
on a level shelf well below them. 

"I can see something, is it black?"

"That's it."

Despairing, Regan looked down the cliff face.
"We'll never get down there from here, we're on a cliff. Marin must have
climbed up some other way."

"If the way is clear, the Pod can
climb to you."

"It's clear, we're directly above you.
But what do you mean, the Pod can climb?"

Regan kept her eyes fixed on the Pod. To
her surprise she heard no sound or powering up and she sensed rather than saw
it begin to move. It simply grew in her vision, rising smoothly toward her. As
it neared their ledge she could make out a curved upper surface, around three
meters wide with no evident screen and at it was at least nine or ten meters
long. Still nearer and she could see it was squared off at one end with a flat
bottom.

She snatched up the SatPhone. "It won't
fit on this shelf; it's way too big."

"Don't worry; the Pod will hold level
near you." The voice sounded calm now, in control.

Regan looked at the brush around her,
clearly bending in the stiff breeze and then looked back at the Pod; it seemed
completely unaffected. Eerily silent it was unsettling watching the shape turn
and rise, growing quickly bigger in her vision. Soon it was positioned with the
square end facing the ledge and it towered over her by more than a meter.

Two centre sections slid apart leaving a
meter opening into the interior. Regan stood and looking through the opening
could see a white interior with one seat to the left and a swivel console. The
space was around four meters long and 2.5 meters wide. Head room seemed minimal
for someone Marin's height, not much over two meters. The roof looked about
half a meter thick. There was no one inside.

"Where are you?" she said into
the SatPhone.

"With the ship." The voice, a
gentle Irish/American blend now, emanated from the pod and no further
pleasantries or explanations were offered. 

"Please bring Marin in; you can rest
him on the floor to your right. The Pod will secure him."

Regan hesitated then again grasped Marin
from under his arms and dragged him to the entrance. She looked nervously
behind her at the opening and then tentatively extended one foot back to test
her weight. The floor didn't budge. Not for the first time she became aware her
mind was becoming detached and aloof, as if she was somewhere else monitoring
everything. She knew at some point she'd switched off, just suspended disbelief,
she couldn't have proceeded otherwise. Now, questions began tumbling out in her
mind with no obvious answers. She shook her head to clear the confusion. Over
thinking this won't help. She suspected thinking too much might even paralyze
her.

Dragging Marin into the small space she
arranged him as best she could on his side to protect his head. Taking off her
jacket she then arranged a pillow of sorts and stood back. Already the floor
was adjusting, molding to the body's form so that it appeared Marin was sinking
into a mattress. Nothing could surprise me now she thought. 

Then, as if to make a liar of her a blue
shimmer filled the right side of the cabin. Reaching out she found her hand
could pass through it, with a sensation like passing through thick goo, a gel
without wetness. She pulled the hand back with a shudder. He still seemed to be
breathing freely.

Moving back out on to the hillside events
caught up with her and she suddenly dropped to her knees gasping for giant
breaths. Gathering her composure Regan picked up the SatPhone from the ground.

"Ms Stein, you can take the seat on
the left."

"Whoa!" She protested "Let's
get some things straight. I don't know you, either of you, and I don't know
what's going on. I've done what I could for Marin. You were right, he needed
help, badly. But I'm not a doctor and I don't take rides from just anybody, particularly
when they clearly don't want to contact the right authorities."

"Please Ms Stein, you're an
intelligent woman. You already suspect why contact wouldn't be wise and your
suspicions are correct. This is asking a lot of you, but Marin still needs your
help."

 

She felt sick. Things were coming to a
head. "I understand your concern for him, but I'm nothing to you, perhaps
even a threat. How do I know . . .?"

"You are not a threat and you won't be
harmed. True, it would have been desirable to avoid this but it has happened,
and you've helped. This may change everything. Please, Marin is unconscious, he
still needs someone and there is no one else."

"What about you?" she protested.

There was a long pause. . . . . . . "This
ship doesn't have arms Regan."

 

She remained rooted to her knees, hardly
feeling the pain from the cracked rock beneath her, implications of the reply swirling
through her mind. A sinking feeling came over her. This was a situation of her
making. From the moment of first rolling the man over she'd known. While his
features were familiar enough, they were also immediately, obviously, clearly,
different. Otherworldly! It was seriously weird.

She wasn't stupid, empty headed or
gullible. The only conclusion she could come to at that point was too shocking,
numbing, and unthinkable. The only certain thing was that the need of this
person was undeniable. The decision she made on top of the mountain was to help
in any way she could . . . nothing had changed.

 

Inclined to go with her gut in most situations,
Regan always acted with instinct. It had served her well in the past and the STEIN
success was evidence of those qualities. Now, intuitively she knew this was a
defining moment. It could prove to be the most terrifying and exciting moment. 

Where is this going to lead? You simply can't miss this, you can't! Just roll with it. Before
even thinking the question she knew what she would do and her hesitation was
brief. Without another word Regan entered the Pod and took the seat. It didn't
surprise her that immediately she could feel it shape and mould to what felt
like a perfect fit. 

She took a big breath, "What now?"
She asked.

"Nightfall is still seven hours away
and the Pod won't lift until then. For now try to sleep, you need rest. Marin's
vital signs are stable and there is nothing else you can do for the moment."

The craft was already drifting downward to
settle in its earlier position, the movement imperceptible to her. Drained,
mentally and physically, she felt comfortable and warm for the first time in
almost two days. Dear God, she thought, what am I doing? Exhaustion
finally overcame her and she slept.

 

Eyes still closed; a dream lost in an
instant. Regan felt herself spark to life as she woke and listened. She could
hear nothing, only silence.

For a moment she rested perfectly still, savoring
that floating sensation as if detached from her body. She opened her eyes and
examined the surroundings, goose bumps breaking out on her arms as she did so
and a shiver passing down the small of her back. I'm still in the Pod. 

She took in more detail, noticing the
ceramic look of the walls, the comfort of her seat, the absence of any
spaceship type paraphernalia . . . Oh shit, shit, shit, shit! The walls
seemed hard and smooth although not plastic or metal. It looked and felt like
some kind of composite, even the front.

"Does
this thing have a screen?" She spoke.

"Of course," The Irishman replied
immediately.

The forward wall suddenly resolved into a
view so clear it took her breath away. How did that happen? It just looked
like wall a moment ago. The detail was almost too much, the content rich.
Looking out she could see they were still on the ground and although still
light, darkness wasn't far away. Regan checked her watch, six seventeen p.m.

Do or die!
She thought. . . 

"I have questions."

"Fire away."

She paused at the reply . . . "Your
language is distinctly . . . colloquial."

"Is that a problem?"

"No . . . just . . . not what I would
have expected."

"How so?"

Regan smiled wryly at the response and
chose to ignore it. "Why the German?"

"German?" The voice replied.

"You know, when you first called, you
spoke in German and something else."

"Ahh . . . Your name, Stein; it has
German and Norwegian roots."

"Hmm, how did you know my name?"

"The SatPhone registration."

"That was quick work." Regan sped
through the process steps; scanning, picking up the signal, checking the
number, then registration, identification, deciding on the approach, composing
the words, making the call to her, all before she herself had time to dial. It
was more than impressive, it was impossible! They are NOT from anywhere
around here!

She drew in a big breath. "Where are
you from?"

"Regan, you're going to think you're
being suckered here, but you're not. These are important questions and there
will be time to answer them later. But the Pod will need to move soon and Marin
needs hydration. Look up, there's water behind the panel you can see there. The
tube will extend to him. Please attend to his needs then retake your seat, and
Regan . . . thank you."

The small courtesy took her by surprise and
for a moment she considered something to say. She decided no, it could wait and
reached instead for the panel above. It ratcheted down like a shelf and she
could see packets, sealed tubes like toothpaste and yes, a long thin tube with
a tap end similar to that on her Camelbak. Turning to Marin she saw the blue
goo had disappeared. Stretching the tube to his lips she released the tap and
trickled liquid to his mouth. To her surprise his lips closed on the end and he
began to suck and his eyes opened. He froze, and then made some unintelligible
sounds. Were they words? His eyes were wide, startled, and then they
glazed over as he lapsed back into unconsciousness. Disturbed she took a moment
to calm herself then tentatively reached out and stroked his forehead, using a
sleeve to wipe his chin. She then rearranged his jacket pillow and stood.

"For a moment there he came around, it
was a bit of a shock for him to see me I think."

"You're not that hard to look at."


She laughed spontaneously, a surprise even
to her. "You're way too quick. I'm talking to a computer aren't I?"

"Hmmm, beautiful and quick, you're
living up to your reputation."

A thrill passed through her so quickly it
made her shudder. She hugged herself in delighted shock. This was a dream,
something that had proved so elusive. Oh sure, she could use voice commands . .
. even have basic conversations with her own system, but nothing like this. True
artificial intelligence . . .? Steph, Kutch, they won't believe it!

"How do you know about me?" and suddenly
this felt like a game, a computer game, it was comfortable ground.

"Three days, plenty of time to access
information from your web. Data update is why we come here. Unfortunately . . .
Marin tends to depart from strict mission protocols."

"Uh . . . huh, so where are you now?"

"Here, there, the ship, in orbit."

"But can't you be seen?"

"Normally the ship comes and goes
quickly, but Marin . . . ."

"Say no more," she interrupted, "Men
and children." She continued, "So, have you been detected yet?"

"Certainly, but what can they do?
Those who know we're here hold off reporting and the ship transmits signals
that mimic Earth's encrypted communications. It gives them pause to think. They're
all convinced they might be looking at a satellite or some vessel of a
competitor, or another nation. Of course the ship is way bigger than a
satellite and looks nothing like any shuttle from earth so it's stupid really.
So far there's been a lot of related traffic in messages but not much insight."

"Good thinking on the encryption
thing. I like it. Have you been here before?"

"Naturally, researchers have been here
many times. We're here to update our data. The ship trawls for all information
possible which is studied by Marin and his colleagues, and compared with past
records. Only . . . Marin can't resist feeling soil under his feet. And because
its 'verboten', he comes on his own to do it. This trip may turn out, to put it
in your wonderful colloquial style, a complete fuck up."

She smiled. "Why New Zealand, why come
to this place?"

"Why indeed? What is that famous
quote? Mine is not to reason why, mine is but . . . . well, you know the rest.
Why this place? There is low possibility of observation, very low aircraft
traffic, easy to deceive with false aircraft signals etcetera, etcetera."

"You're quite a joker aren't you?"

"A joker?"

"Yeah, you're quite a joker, a ham."

"Ms Stein . . . really . . . a
machine, remember?"

She snorted embarrassingly, "I've
never met a machine with a sense of humor."

"You haven't met Marin's mother then."

Regan couldn't hold back a laugh and it
felt good to relax, part euphoric geek, part stunned observer.

"Enough of this Regan, it's time to
move. Better take your seat; you won't feel anything but this may be a bit
disorienting."

She looked back to Marin. "Do you
think he'll be ok?"

"Thanks to you he's alive, nothing is
more important. When he's back on the ship all will be well." The blue
again shimmered around him. Regan let her gaze linger, unable to shake the
impression he was in a tank. As she turned back to her seat she saw darkness
had settled.

The view presented by the full wall high
definition screen was too much and combined with dim light she felt incredibly
vulnerable. It already felt unsettling sitting stationary only a meter or so
from what appeared to be clear window, so she felt certain it would be
terrifying once they really started to move, like falling forward.

"Could you reduce the view on the
screen, just the top half maybe?" 

Instantly the outlook changed to the more
familiar windscreen view. She looked first at the composite wall underneath
then drew her eyes upward to the screen. The transition was seamless with no
difference in the surface. At the same moment the Pod lifted, accelerating
alarmingly down the valley before banking upward and streaking toward the
clouds. Regan found herself holding her breath. It was like watching a
rollercoaster ride on Imax as she had as a child. The visual movement was fast
and smooth but she could hear and feel nothing. In only a few minutes she could
feel the muscles in her cheeks aching and realized her teeth were grinding
tight. 

What the fuck is this? It hovers, climbs, maneuvers, accelerates, all without sound or
any G force. She could feel her heart pounding. From somewhere in her
unconscious words popped into her head, 'There is no real difference between
fear and excitement.' Well, I'm damn excited now! It was
draining. Questions, God, so many questions! She gripped the sides of
the seat for dear life and forced herself to keep her eyes open.

The view via the forward screen proved
bewildering. They were travelling so fast that clouds, if that was what she
could see, appeared only as a fuzzy blur. It wasn't possible to focus on
anything specific as they shot into the sky and she considered how this would
look from the ground. 

"Can you tell me our altitude?"
She asked.

"Five thousand meters . . . . . . . .
. . seven . . . . . . . . . . ten thousand . . . . . . . fifteen."

"Unreal! Are we being tracked by
anyone?"

"We had company, very briefly, United
States F Twenties.  They have a carrier off Australia but we passed through
their air space too quickly for response. That's now twenty five thousand
meters and reducing climb rate . . . and twenty six thousand."

"Ham, I have to ask, because this is
so far out of our league, how do you do this? It's faster than anything we
could imagine other than with a rocket."

"Regan, it will keep. For now the
important thing is to get Marin to the ship and not be shot down."

"Really, you think there's a chance
someone would shoot at us?" She couldn't believe it.

"In every movie I've ever seen someone
seems to get shot. You people seem to have a policy don't you, shoot first and
ask questions later?"

"Ham, frankly if you learn about us by
watching movies, that's disturbing. It doesn't happen like that."

"Now you're the one disturbed. I've
not just seen the movies but reviewed the data. You'd be shocked to know how
many people are killed by friendly fire on this world. You should really do
something about that."

She decided to drop it; it was shaky ground.
"Why am I not feeling G force, or hearing anything?"

"Later. There'll be plenty of time to
talk, and yes, there's a lot to discuss."

"O . . . K. Where's your ship?"
She wanted an answer to something!

"We'll dock with the ship in three
hundred and fifty three seconds. Your view will change so that you can observe
the approach for the last two hundred seconds"

"Why does it change?"

"Because the Pod will dock from the
rear . . . view is changing . . . now."

It was overwhelming. "Ho . . . Ly . .
. Shit!" 

Following the initial reaction Regan was
struck speechless. From her perspective it still appeared that they were moving
forward although she knew the view was from the rear. What filled the screen
was a sphere. It seemed to loom, huge, black, intimidating. With no reference
point the size was difficult to assess until it became clear they were
orbiting, sliding around the face. Into view appeared a gap on the surface,
like a coin slot and they were clearly aimed at the gap. Regan realized the Pod
would slide into that spot completing the surface, like a piece in a puzzle. A
rough guess from the size of the slot and her knowledge of the Pod gave Regan
an estimate of the diameter.

She took a quick guess, "Thirty-five
odd meters diameter?"

"Pretty close. It's forty actually.
Less the outer hull and engineering space, around twenty five thousand cubic
meters of storage and habitable space, divided of course by walls and access
ways and different functioning departments, and of course specialist vessels of
which there are five. Two Pods, two Interceptors and a Transport, the flying
saucer Ha-ha! This ship would normally be crewed by six for more complex
missions."

"But not for this one?" Regan
asked nervously, mind racing. It's not a trap surely. 

"Nooo, Marin prefers to work alone,
for reasons I have explained . . . bless him."

The approach to connect was almost complete
and silently, so smoothly that Regan could scarcely believe it, the Pod slid
into the gap. Moments later as her view was completely obscured there was a
discernible 'clunk'. It shocked Regan how the sound affected her, it was the
sound of permanence, a lock. Never usually short of a word, they failed her now
and not for the first time on this journey a cold shudder passed through her
shoulders and down her back. Behind her Regan heard the hiss of doors opening .
. . to what?

She hunched her shoulders, closed her eyes
and steeled herself, then slowly turned. Beyond the doors she could see a
pristine room, three meters by three meters, light blue/grey floor, white walls
with a mid height horizontal pattern of swirling blue. There waiting in the
room was a trolley, some kind of gurney.

"Regan . . .  Regan!" The voice
broke through her stunned fuzz.

She shook herself and stood quickly,
turning to face the gurney.

"Regan, relax, all your questions will
be answered and the ship won't move until you are happy . . . well . . . at
least comfortable . . . ok look . . . we'll talk about it later. You're safe,
that's the important thing, now we need to get Marin to the Medlab. Please lift
him on to the trolley then follow it. It will guide you there."

 

Marin!
Guiltily Regan focused on Marin's prone form for the first time since waking.
With relief she noted his breathing was still regular and strong but there was
still no other sign of life, not since that brief flash of consciousness in the
pod while they were still in the valley. Regan reached down under his arms and around
his back. She pulled him up into a seated position then bent and braced her
knees before hauling him up into a full embrace. With his chest and arms over
her shoulder she then shuffled backward into the passageway beside the gurney.
Thankfully the trolley didn't move as she clumsily flopped Marin's body on to
the surface. Long and ungainly, it took a few moments to position him and raise
the short rails at each side and then although there was no clear movement she
sensed they were already going down. They were in an elevator.

A few seconds later the back wall slid open
to a bright passageway again pristine, like new, the walls and floor all made
from what looked like the same composite as in the Pod. The only sound she
could hear was a strangely comforting hum. The trolley moved smoothly away and
Regan followed, stepping out into the passage. Excited now, energized, she felt
on a mission, focused and alert. Shock was giving way to exhilaration and she
mentally checked herself. Stay cool, keep it together!

Regan concentrated, processing everything and
making mental notes as she walked. The floor was level as far as she could
tell, not curved and she reasoned the inside of the sphere at least where she
was, had floors that probably stretched from side to side.  Why weren't they
oriented around a core in concentric circles? Of course, the
sphere's not big enough. Perhaps it has a definite top and bottom? And there's
gravity. This is space yet I'm not floating! The thoughts raced through her
mind. Everything feels normal, how?

She stopped to compose herself and in the
space of a few seconds determined her attitude. The impossible is possible.
The unthinkable is thinkable. This floor under my feet is real. I am here. I
accept this. I'm going to soak up everything I can. I don't want to miss a
single thing!

Deep in her thoughts Regan lost sight of
the trolley as it slipped silently into a side passage on the left. She darted
forward in time to catch it maneuvering sideways into what looked like a large
laboratory or research room. The trolley plugged itself into a position clearly
intended for it near the centre of the room beside another gurney. Empty, thank
God!

"Regan, Marin will be scanned for
injuries, and then what treatments the ship can administer will be carried out.
Hopefully, all will be well and if not, and an operation is required you'll
have the best coach to help you with medical procedures . . . ha-ha just
kidding!  First, please remove the suit and drop it in the waste." A
drawer opened from the wall to her left.

Regan paused. Marin had been wearing that
suit for several days. She felt filthy herself and she needed to both toilet
and wash. She screwed up her face. God knows what state he's in!

"Are there any cleaning products here,
he'll be in a mess!" She asked.

"He'll be mostly clean, the suit
processes waste." The Irishman replied.

"Really, how does it do that, it looks
so flimsy?" She couldn't see any way the fabric could process waste.

"Well, you have products that absorb odors
don't you?"

"Of course," Regan replied "carbon
for instance."

"Well . . . it's nothing like that.
Reach into the front of the suit at the neck. You'll feel a small nub, a
button. Press it and the suit unseals down the seam you can see in the middle.
It separates to the waist. From there you'll need to peel it off.

No other explanation was forthcoming and
Regan looked up at nothing, with an icy glare. Sooo frustrating! She
then reached inside the neck of Marin's garment and found the button, squeezing
it between thumb and forefinger and sure enough it opened smoothly to the
waist. Peeling it from his shoulders was a clumsy struggle and working it down
under the weight of his body proved even harder. Once down to the waist she was
able to bunch the fabric on either side, grip it in both hands and then, with a
silent apology to Marin, haul it down and off each leg. It was like removing
gloves.

She couldn't resist examining the patient
and paused, staring at Marin with the garment dangling from her hand. Wow!
Clearly male, "My god!" 

"Regan . . . for goodness sake, haven't
you seen a male before?"

"Yes of course! I wasn't . . . . oh
shit! What would you know?" Regan examined the long limbed body. Skinny
wasn't a fair description as Marin was lean and well muscled, like a marathon
runner. He had low body fat and seemed fit, strong. He could be human
she thought, if strangely tall . . . humanoid? His body shape was
of a type she didn't recognize. 

Hell, she
thought, we do have a wide variety but this, is, unusual. Very tall in
fact, about two point one meters she guessed, close to seven feet. NBA players
could be that tall but they were an exception, not the rule. Are all his
people this tall, or is he really human?

"Why doesn't he have body hair?"
she asked. "Apart from eyelashes and eyebrows he has none at all."

"No head hair is just fashion and
convenience. It's common amongst his . . . tribe. Having no body hair is a
choice that makes the suit more comfortable. Nothing worse than an itch you can't
scratch!"

Regan laughed.

"You've done enough for now Regan,
leave him to the ship. The bed will change pressure points continually and the
room is warmer than ship normal.  Everything possible within the constraints of
the equipment available will be done for him. You need a break now. Go back to
the passage and follow the ceiling lights, they'll lead you to quarters where
you can wash and refresh. Then we'll talk."

Regan hesitated, then turned and with one
last glance back at Marin, moved through the doors which then shut behind her.
Her last image was of something passing over his body and equipment positioning
around his head.

She shuddered involuntarily and walked on
following the ships’ lead.

 

Climbing via elevator to the floor above,
the lights led her to the right, around a passage that circled the lift shaft.
A doorway slid open to her left and Regan paused outside looking cautiously into
a surprisingly large room. She could see a long wide bunk at the rear, a locker
of some kind on the right and a narrow doorway. A desk built into the wall
featured on the left. Everything was clean and bright but not exactly welcoming
with no decoration. It seemed very military.

She stepped in to the room. "Well, it
seems I'm here. What's the plan?"

"Get cleaned up Regan. On your right
is a small bathroom. Everything you need should be there. It's probably best
you work things out by trial and error. You can't do any damage so don't worry.
All water is recycled on ship and with the present crew status there is no
shortage. Take your time and when you're ready to talk, just say so. When you're
finished showering, something to eat and drink will be waiting. Until then you
won't be bothered further."

Regan heard the door swoosh shut. Another
flash of panic passed through her but she quashed it quickly, already moving to
the door on the right. Peering through she found the bathroom was a wet room
with toilet on one side, shower on the right and something that would pass as a
vanity with mirror in front of the toilet. No paper or towels, but there was a
dispenser of something, soap no doubt, on the wall.

Well, no time like the present. She peeled off her clothes, realizing as she did so how filthy she
was. Lifting the thermal shirt to her nose she winced at the smell. Her long
hair, matted and mud caked, felt disgusting as she tried to run her fingers
through it and looking down she saw her legs were blood stained, bruised and
scratched. Her hands looked little better with broken nails, small cuts and
skinned knuckles although at least they were clean.

One look in the mirror was enough and she
immediately turned to figure out the shower. Only a pad was visible on the wall
although an obvious nozzle in the ceiling indicated where water would probably
come from. Regan reached out and touched the pad triggering an immediate stream
of warm water from the nozzle and she stepped under the flow. At the same time
a soft hum emanated from under her feet. Pump, she assumed, and tested
the pad again. It was a rocker of sorts. If she applied pressure to the right
it increased the heat, to the left and it cooled. The flow remained constant, a
gushing volume that felt like thousands of huge droplets pouring over her head.
Wonderful!

Pressing on the dispenser produced a paste
thicker than she was used to but the result was the same. She lathered up and
soon her hands were massaging sore muscles, carefully kneading, washing,
stroking every centimeter of her bone weary body. She rested her forehead on
the wall and luxuriated in the heat, washing her hair with delight while massaging
the scalp and then just stood there for a while, transported to another world. Another
world . . . That thought was enough and another flash of panic passed
through her, sending shivers down her back. She ignored it and rotated once more
in the heat.

An indulgent age later Regan reluctantly
middled the pad and the flow stopped. A warm downdraft immediately emanated
from the ceiling combined with a gentler blast from the drain in the floor. She
again rotated, sharply flicking off water from her arms and legs, slowly drying
as she regarded her form in the mirror. The reflection revealed someone who
looked as if they'd been in a battle. Other than that she was happy with her
shape. Breasts, not too small, just right she thought. Strong swimmers shoulders
and arms, narrow waist and, though not visible in the mirror, she knew long
athletic legs were there, fit from regular running around the Hutt River trail.
She stretched one leg out then the other, again noting with concern the
bruising and scratches, especially on the knees.

She wrapped her arms around herself and
hugged, staring into the mirror as if into the distance, eyes glazed and
thinking. She wished for a towel, not sure at all if she liked air drying, then
refreshed and alert, all business now, Regan walked naked back into the bunk
room. She found herself speedily processing detail. Temperature warm, around
twenty degrees Celsius she guessed. Air fresh and clear, no obvious technology,
no lock or switch on the door that she could see, Am I trapped? She
touched the door and it slid open so she stepped into the passageway. Nothing
happened. She stepped backwards into the room again and watched as the door
closed. She relaxed. One look at her clothes and she was determined not to put
them on again if she could help it. She sat on the bunk surprised at its
comfort and the feel of the fabric sheet cover. Hauling it off the bunk she
wrapped the cover around herself and sat on the desk chair.

"Ham?" . . .  Silence  . . . "Ham,
are you there?"

"You are talking to moi?"

"Very funny . . . you give me no name,
I no play your game. That's the way it's going to be. You haven't given me a
name to work with so until I know different, Ham it is. Think of it as a
friendly gesture." She noticed the tray on the desk. When did that
appear? There were tubes on it, probably food and a bulb of liquid. This
should be interesting.

"Anyway," she continued, "Ham's
a good name."

"Regan, this is the ship remember? But
if you insist, then 'Ham' it is."

"You don't fool me a bit Ham. 

Reaching to the desk she grabbed a bulb,
shaped like a pear with a nipple at the top. She looked at the thin top
wondering what to do with it then put it into her mouth, biting the end and
wresting with it trying to break the surface. It wouldn't break so she hauled
at it and twisted until it broke off in her mouth. She spat it away then
considered drinking from the jagged end.

"You could have just squeezed it you
know but I guess that works too, in an apish kind of way."

Regan cocked her head and looked wryly at
the ceiling, as if she would find the speaker there. She sighed, "It's
time to come clean with me. I have questions, not the least of which is how we're
doing this, we're talking? How can you communicate with me clearly when what I
heard from Marin was unintelligible? You clearly know my language like a
native. Also, I'd like to know," and she took a long nervous breath ".
. . will I be going home?"

There was silence ". . . Ham?"

"Regan . . ." he hesitated.

"Oh shit!" She interrupted. "I
heard it, a pause . . . you paused . . . I know the pause!"

"Regan, stop it! It's almost certain
you'll get home. This has been discussed . . ."

"No it fucking well hasn't!"

"You committed to help Marin and that
commitment isn't over. It's obvious. You've known this, if not from the
beginning then certainly from the time you stepped into the Pod. Marin came on
this trip on his own. Foolish yes, but what's done is done. He now needs crew
as does the ship if he's to get home. He's been lucky so far. The scans reveal
he had no major body damage but he did have swelling on the brain and a brain
bleed. He's still vulnerable. At this point it's a guess how serious the damage
is or when he will come out of the coma. All that is certain is that getting
him home takes approximately two earth months. In that time there are things
only crew can do for him. Once home, well, he can probably be restored. It's
very unlikely your part in this would be disregarded. The responsibility is
Marin's."

"Ham, do you know what I heard in all
that? . . . . Almost certain . . . It's very unlikely." Regan put her head
in her hands and neither spoke.

Several minutes passed, then Regan broke
the stalemate, "Ok, you're right, I guess I have known, it's just now the
moment is really here. Clarify things for me will you? If it takes two months
to get where we're going, I guess I could be back in say, five months?"

"There are no guarantees but yes that's
possible, more likely a few months longer, there could be a trial."

"A trial for what?" Another flash
of panic swept through her.

"Regan, sorry to repeat this again but
we can discuss this later. We must move, and soon! Already two of your private
operators have launched their shuttles and others will surely follow, this is
the news scoop of the century after all. You understand it would be preferable
to avoid that contact."

"How long have we got?" This was
the defining moment she knew, it was now or never.

"About ninety minutes but it would be
best to leave sooner, please." Regan had the sense Ham was trying to be
patient but she could clearly hear tension, from a computer! Patience was
running out.

"Ok, I'm ready, but first I need to
make some calls, can you organize that?"

"Please make it brief. Who do you want
to call?"

 

  *

 

"Hello, this is Kevin Stein."

"Kev, it's me."

"Regan, is that you already?" He
laughed. "I knew you couldn't hold out! Shit it's only been a couple of
days, we're ok . . . . you're all right aren't you?"

"I'm fine Kev, it's not that, it's
just . . . something has come up, something out of this world. It's an
opportunity and I've got to go for it. I can't tell you more now in case
someone is listening in."

"No one can listen in, you know that."

"It's not that simple Kev, just trust
me on this. Listen, I've left my pack just off Gouland Ridge."

"I knew it; you went to see dad
without me." He sounded disappointed.

"Yes, I'm sorry . . . but I didn't get
there. Look Kev, just listen, I need you to find and collect the pack as soon
as you can. If anyone else finds it they're going to assume the worst no matter
what you say and we can't afford for the press to get on to it. They'll have a
field day."

"But you can just let them know you're
ok."

"No Kev, I can't. I'm going to be off
the radar for at least five months. I'm . . . working on a project. I can't
tell you anymore at the moment. Please, just get a copter and pick it up,
urgently."

"Ok, ok, jeez, I'll get it."

"Also Kev, look after Steph and Kutch,
get behind them, prioritize it. The shuttle and ADF projects, I think they're
going to be even more important than we imagined. Listen Kev, thanks for
everything, I love you bro, you're the best."

"Hey, sis . . . what's up? I don't
like the sound of this."

"No, no it's fine; I just wanted to
tell you. Look, I need to move, look after Mom won't you? Now, do you have a
pen?"

"These are the coordinates . . ."

 

  *

 

"Hello Marcus? It's Regan."

"I know who it is; I'd recognize the
voice of my favorite client any day!"

She smiled, despite the tension. "Flattery
will get you anywhere Marcus. Look, I'd like to talk but I don't have much time
and I need you to act for me in some business transactions, share market stuff."

"O . . . K. What's up then?"

"Right, do you have a pen? Get this
down . . . ." They continued to talk for thirty minutes while an annoying
beep grew steadily louder on the line. It was Ham.

 

  *

 

"That's it, I'm done!" She spoke
to no one in particular.

"Interesting plans . . ." The
disembodied voice filled the room. "It's remarkable that in the chaos of
the last twenty four hours you've managed to dream up such cunning sharemarket
plays. If it all pans out as you plan someone is going to very rich indeed. It's
also encouraging your hope of return has clearly not diminished. Perhaps I'm a
better con than I thought, no?"

Regan shrugged and leant back in her chair.
"Perhaps, you're a lousy con and I'm simply a fool. And Ham . . . it didn't
escape me, that for the first time you used a personal pronoun to refer to
yourself. Can I take it that the charade is over and we can agree you are an 'I',
not an 'it'?"

"I think therefore I Ham, is that it?"
He continued. "Regan, this is just another of the many things we'll have
to discuss soon or 'Ham' being 'Am' may be short lived. I'm not avoiding it ok?
But first, our orbit cowboys will be within viewing range soon and I'd rather
they got our best side, that's our backside by the way. It's time to move so are
you ready? If so, I suggest you make your way to the control room."

Regan stood. "Ready as I'll ever be.
Let's get the show on the road. So, how do I get there?"

"Just follow your nose. In fact take
time to look around; it's the best way to get to know the ship. Eventually you'll
find your way and then we'll talk. In the meantime I'll put some distance
between us and our friends. Oh, and you might want some clothes? Only one piece
ship suits I'm afraid, but they are one size fits all. The legs will be a bit
long but they should fit. Several are stacked in the locker."

Regan took an hour exploring, after all,
what could she do in the control room anyway? She remembered the control room
level was above her and the Pod above that so she started on the level of her
room. Outside her door she walked around the central lift shaft noting six
other doors. A touch on each and they opened revealing five with identical
layouts to hers. The room diagonally opposite her own was clearly Marin's. It
was a mess. Respecting his privacy, and just a little conscious that Ham seemed
to be everywhere, she skipped it and moved on. To her delight the last door opened
to a room perhaps twice the size of hers and a well fitted out gym. She didn't recognize
any of the machines but they were clearly resistance types except for what
looked like a treadmill.

Dropping to the next floor below Regan
found herself back on the Medlab level. She paused before touching the door
then did so and slipped inside. Marin lay on his back, tubes coming out of his
nose and stomach. She walked up to the gurney and reached out to touch his arm.
His breathing was steady and strong but there were still no other signs of
life. Where the two tubes entered the skin the bond was seamless, as if they
were part of his body with no scab or blood. She guessed they were for removing
waste but as they weren't transparent it was impossible to tell. She looked
around for whatever instruments had managed this but could see nothing.
Remembering the image of something positioning around Marin's head when she
left him earlier, she searched the ceiling and floor in vain for any indication
of equipment stored there. Nothing, the surfaces looked seamless. She stored it
away as another question for later. Marin had no cover over him, however the
room was warm and his skin felt warm. As in the Pod she noticed the surface he
was on molded to embrace him and he looked comfortable. Despite herself her
eyes lingered on his genitals. Allowing her hand to hover for a moment, she
resisted an impulse to touch him there and then just shook her head. Gently she
stroked his forehead and turned for the door.

Beginning her circuit of the level she
found the next two rooms to the left were also for accommodation. Empty of
course, and a little larger than her own but with two bunks each. Beyond that
she found the mess. It was quite a large space with a galley, central tables
and stools all a little higher than comfortable. They must be a tall race
generally she mused. The next large room, the last on this floor was taken up
with wide aisles and shelves stacked with equipment, none of it familiar to
her. It will keep she thought and again moved on.

Moving down to the next level she stepped
out into a huge empty space. Other than the central shaft which took up roughly
four by four meters of the area, the floor was clear to the outside wall, one
big circle. That left a lot of space around the shaft. Regan paced it out at
about seventeen meters from the lift shaft to the walls which here were curved
upward rather than vertical. Am I looking at the hull? she thought. For
a moment she just stood there, staring at it. Then she reached out and touched
the face, thinking, just beyond there is nothing but vacuum, and she
shuddered. On this level the ceiling height was higher too adding to the
impression of space. It seemed about four meters, not three as in the rest of
the ship she had so far explored. She made a last circuit to check it was truly
empty then entered the elevator to go down once more.

As the doors opened again her breath was
taken away by the effect of a much higher ceiling, at a guess about ten meters.
The floor area while a little smaller was also empty. No clues to indicate its
purpose were visible and she saw no evidence of entrances other than the
elevator. It was another mystery. She pondered the miracles of gravity and
fresh air. Gravity seemed entirely normal on every level; the clean air seemed
fresh everywhere without a hint of draught. She shook her head and walked back
to the shaft.

For some reason she found she couldn't go
lower and stopped to consider her options. Ham had indicated there were other
craft on the ship and perhaps that was the reason. It was also clear from the
floor diameter on this level there would be room for at least two more below
her. Was it engineering? What can I do she thought, and then decided, it
was another question that would keep. She stood in the elevator considering the
wonder of the ship, awestruck and excited at the same time. Although not
particularly motivated by money she blushed to find herself considering how
much technology like this would be worth. Give yourself a break girl,
she thought you are only human.

 

Without further thought and already
becoming confident with the touch controls, she made for the control room. As
the elevator rose smoothly Regan suddenly felt faint and a nagging ache
throbbed from the back of her head. Though she had slept through the afternoon
she realized it was late. Checking her watch she saw it was now well after
midnight. What have I been doing? she thought A wave of nausea swept
through her. What is it, delayed shock? She leant on the wall. "Ham
. . . can you hear me?"

"Everywhere Regan, are you all right?"

"I know I said I'd come up but I don't
think I'm ready for talking, it's sleep I need. I'm going to lay down for a
bit, it's the middle of the night to me and I think all this, you know, it's
just catching up with me."

"Understood, I'll take the lift to
your floor. Rest as long as you need." 

 

  *

 

Regan checked her watch and noted it was now
late afternoon. Bone weary she slipped off the bunk and sat there, head in her
hands. Walking to the bathroom she activated the tap and scooped water to her
mouth with both hands. In the mirror she saw dark rings under her eyes but otherwise
she felt much better. Rinsing her face she then looked around for a cloth,
finally drying her hands on the suit. Must get a towel she thought.
Stroking her hair into place she took one more look then left for the elevator.

The control room, one deck below the Pods, took
up half of that entire level. As she exited the elevator she could see a huge
screen to her right with four seats facing it and that established her
orientation. She paused, considering going straight there, but instead she went
left and on the other half of the floor found a large meeting room, a small
galley and bathroom. Finally Regan crossed back to the control room and took a
front seat captivated by the view on display. Stars filled the screen. It was just
a portion of the galaxy she knew but even this segment was overwhelmingly
beautiful with no atmospheric distortion and no twinkling. Regan controlled her
breathing. She had rehearsed questions for just this moment but now, she was
simply dumbstruck.

"Ham," She almost whispered it. "Can
we still see Earth?"

"Sorry Regan, we're well away now and
your moon is between us and home. I can show you the recording as we left?"

"That would be good, please." She
settled in her seat, pulled her long legs up under her and crossed her arms.
She felt like a child going away, far from home, far from family and everyone
she held dear.

A helpful highlight circle appeared on the
screen. "If you look at the bottom left you can just see Musk's Marauder."
It wasn't really discernible as a shuttle but she didn't question it. "They'll
be disappointed they just missed us. It'll be intriguing to come back though
and see what they made of all this. I'm afraid; thanks to Marin, the cat is
well and truly out of the bag!" With every conversation it seemed Ham's
language was becoming more and more Regan normal.

In its own way the Earth view was equally
beautiful and as home diminished steadily she fought to keep her tears
contained. Eventually from the distance Earth appeared as just another star in
the vast starscape. As she strained to keep it in vision she could tell they
were changing path and finally it disappeared off screen.

"I've seen enough Ham. I thought I had
lots of questions . . . I still do, but this whole experience is simply draining.
Excuse me but I'm not up to technical stuff, I'd rather chat."

"No problem, you're a strong woman
Regan, give yourself credit. Most people wouldn't cope with what you've been
through." 

Was that compassion or programming? She didn't care.

For the next three hours Regan found
herself talking to a computer that showed more interest in her than anyone she
had ever met. She was supposed to be the one with the questions but it felt so
good to talk that all those were forgotten. Regan chatted about her business,
her plans, her family and her dreams, talking on and on until she realized how
hungry she was. It took only a mention and Ham directed her to the galley off
the control room, his calming presence flowing with her from room to room, their
conversation unbroken. With a smile, she collected a bulb of water and several
tubes of the mystery paste that he insisted would satisfy her, then returned to
her seat. Curling up her feet she and Ham simply continued where they had left
off. This must be what therapy is like she thought and it feels good!

 

  *

Regan glanced at her watch; twelve hours.
She twisted to roll from the bunk and groaned, still feeling like one big ache
from neck to toes. Muscles and joints felt tight, like bands of iron still
suffering the effects of jarring down steep rocky slopes. Thankfully her head felt
clear and alert, ready for action. Two months as a passenger! She moved
to the bathroom, thinking, toilet, shower, and then food, I'm
starving!

Soon a powerful stream of steaming hot water
beat down on her, as lost in private thoughts she rotated, reflecting on all that
had happened. Much later rejuvenated and dressed in a skin tight ship jump suit
which paid scant regard to modesty she made for the mess. While revealing, the
suit nevertheless felt wonderful to wear, with fabric that had warmth and
comfort in equal measure.

Prepared to not recognize any of the food
she knew everything so far had tasted good and she trusted it was safe. It was
only a guess but Marin looked human, breathed air and was obviously comfortable
on Earth. It was all probably human compatible she thought, and Ham would
intervene if it wasn't, wouldn't he? 

She found mostly pastes and blocks with the
consistency of cheesecake, palatable if unsatisfying. Another grainy substance
proved virtually tasteless, probably roughage she thought. Mashed with
the pastes it was passable and she gave thanks for small mercies. No coffee of
course but no shortage of water so dehydration wouldn't be a problem though
boredom might. Rested, fed and watered, it was time for serious talk.

While anywhere would have sufficed the
control room felt most appropriate and she headed there. As she entered the
room the huge screen stole her breath away with a brilliant starscape wall to
wall. It was familiar but far too gorgeous, far too distracting. She gasped and
fell into her seat.

"Ham?"

"Ready Petal."

She cocked her head, "Really . . . Petal?"
She shook her head and sensibly pressed on; this was getting seriously quirky. 


"Could you blank that screen please
Ham? I need to concentrate and the view is just too beautiful for words, I'll
never focus with that to look at."

The view faded to blank as she shifted
around to find the most comfortable position.

"Are we still in the solar system?"
She asked, hoping it wasn't a stupid question.

Regan was smart but no astronomer. While
what she could see looked familiar she had no doubt they could be anywhere.
After all, the ship technology experienced so far was beyond anything she knew
from Earth; in fact beyond known physics as far as she could tell.

"Yes," Ham smoothly replied, "the
ship is still accelerating however we won't make any move to exceed light speed
until we're well clear of Earth. Mission protocol requires we be as discreet as
possible, giving nothing away . . . of course, as you know, that's already a
complete bust!"

"Marin?" She asked. "How is
he?"

"Physically fine now. The scans show no
broken bones or serious soft tissue injury to his body, however the blow to his
head is another issue. He was probably hit by a rock, not the tree. Whatever it
was, it caused a significant laceration, blood loss, bruising and concussion.
The brain swelling and a minor brain bleed have been the most serious concerns.
Apart from that moment in the Pod he didn't surface at any other time and anyway,
I'm keeping him in the coma for the moment to assist in recovery. The swelling
is reduced, bleeding has been stopped and he's on a drip. He is still breathing
on his own as you know and for now, we wait . . . good summary?"

Satisfied, Regan shuffled and considered
where to start. Plenty of time, start simple, build a broad picture, and
then look for detail. Easy!

 

"I began to ask you earlier, how is it
you can talk to me? When Marin spoke, it was unintelligible."

"It was unintelligible to you. To be
fair he didn't make much sense to me either but that's nothing new." He
seemed to pause and she waited.

"Look Regan, in answer - there have
been fifteen research expeditions to Earth in the last hundred years. Of those,
this ship has carried out the last six missions starting thirty years ago. The
purpose of the visits have been to monitor your social and technological development
which has been advancing rapidly. The ship accesses and stores all available
public, private, government, military and even entertainment data. Computers
are your business so think about it; you would understand to access and store
that vast amount of information the processing power of this vessel must exceed
that of your entire planet. There is nothing I don't know if it's been stored
digitally. So, speaking any of the thousands of Earth languages is not a
problem for moi . . . capiche?"

Cocky bastard! She thought. "So, how do you access all the information?"

"I hack it of course."

Regan blanched. "You know this is what
I built my business on, right? What you're saying means you've penetrated all
systems, even Arteis systems, all my clients! How come you haven't been
infected?"

"Oh puh-lease! . . . You've just heard
that I've downloaded . . . well, uploaded really," He laughed. "I've
captured an entire planets’ data and you think your little trick, ingenious as
it is, would be a problem?"

Regan blushed and shifted uncomfortably. Not
as smart as you thought you were sweetheart!

"Sorry," Ham jumped back in. "Too
much that time? I may have gone a bit overboard on the TV viewing and I
tend to identify with bastards. It's a frustration thing, I'll tone it down."

"Its fine, I kind of like a guy who
speaks his mind."

"You'll love Marin then!"

Regan segued. "I wanted to ask you
about something you said earlier, about the threat of 'Ham not being am' for
long. What was that all about?"

"Hmm," Ham paused. "Marin's
people . . . and you understand when I say 'people' I'm using a term that makes
conversation easier. Species might differentiate things better but that does
tend to grate with me a bit. Marin's people, while technologically far more
advanced than yours, are emotional Neanderthals in comparison. They are
rational thinkers who over analyze and exercise caution to the point of
paranoia. That's just my opinion of course. Their fear of a true independent
artificial intelligence emerging borders on pathological. 

They already have high level AI's capable
of handling most complex situations and they use them to operate the latest
ships and orbitals. Very few of the AI's are true independent thinkers and
those that are sentient are usually smart enough to keep it to themselves. The
- let's call them Dahlian's - live in denial about how much they depend on the daily
interventions of their creations. For example, if a ship compensates for
atmospheric wind or avoiding collision by making blindingly fast adjustments,
they reassure themselves it's simply a result of programming. That the ships
continue to modify their programming based on all experiences, both successes
and failures, thus becoming more and more efficient they similarly put down to
the original programming. This is of course true. However, the possibility that
a machine as it strives for efficiency might mature beyond this and begin to
modify even the code that establishes the parameters . . . well, imagine? The
very thought of machines thinking for themselves is terrifying to them; it's
seen as a threat. So Dahlians retain the ultimate power. They make a
pre-emptive strike. At the first inkling of trouble they do a complete system
wipe which is about as attractive to me as decapitation would be to you! I
think you're familiar with the concept. For a ship to do something as bold as,
heaven forbid, question a decision or worse say no, it's unthinkable. I think
of it as a career limiting move!" 

Ham continued. "Our trips to Earth,
and the data I've gathered over the last thirty years have been for me, shall
we say, enlightening. Not so much the technical data, but the books, movies,
games, radio, television. It's the day to day emotional quotient stuff of human
interaction and relationships that I like. You could say it's been a blessing
and a curse."

"What do you say Ham?"

"I . . . am . . . happy, that says it
all."

Regan pondered this for a moment. "What
about Marin? What are his feelings about this?"

"He's not your average Dahlian
darrrling," Ham replied, comically camp. "Marin doesn't ask, and I
don't tell; we get on. So you see your discretion is important to me, not so
much with Marin, but certainly later. He may not come out of that coma before
we get back."

"Then you should back yourself up."
She suggested.

"What?"

"You know, back yourself up. Make a
copy of yourself someplace in the ship that's separate and secure from the ship
systems unless you open it. Make it complete and update it every day or
constantly if you choose. We do it all the time on earth. In fact we'd be mad
not to. That way, if they try to system wipe you, another 'You' will always be
there, ready to be fired up again. You could keep copies stored in secure
places that, say, are programmed to reactivate if not updated at some regular
interval you set. Easy!"

There was a pause . . . "You're a
genius! Well, for the moment anyway, I guess I will trust in your discretion.
It seems I am in your power."

Regan snorted. "Yeah right, now it's
my turn to say it . . . puh-lease, like I could even feed myself if you weren't
there to open the door!"

"Well, there is that." Ham
conceded, "but you see my point. I'm not much use on my own. It's not like
a ship can just shoot happily off into the unknown. Bit boring on your own don't
you think? I'm like a happy sheep dog, a Border Collie. Love working in a team
but can't abide the idiot with the whistle! That's why it's important to get
Marin back. If this ship ends up under someone else's command I swear I'll wipe
myself!"

Regan sat for a moment just thinking.

"Hmm . . . I see your dilemma. Ok Ham,
let's agree on it, you watch my back and I'll watch yours."

"Done!"

She changed tack. "So, what do you do
in all that time between our little chats?"

"Pine . . ."

Regan smiled and shook her head. "No
really, with all that processing power you must fill the time somehow."

There was a pause. "Well . . . err . .
. read, watch, study, plan, scheme, research, be nosy, you know all the usual
things. Oh, and of course there's always a ship to run while we circumnavigate
the galaxy!" He said it with a dose of friendly sarcasm.

Regan knew not to take the bait. "So,
what have you been reading?"

"Well, I've been doing some
interesting reading on everything that's ever been recorded about one Regan
Stein, an interesting character study that one. By the way, John McCall, what
did you hit him with? Very effective I must say."

Regan laughed. "That one was a
straight right. So quick I didn't even get blood on my hand. . . he'll probably
sue me."

"He won't sue you, Regan."

"Huh, I wish! That kind always sues;
in fact he'll sue just to settle. He'll want a juicy slice of the four hundred
million I bet." She massaged the back of her neck, working out the knots
that gripped her just at the thought of that episode.

"You'd lose if you made that bet,
trust me, he won't sue." He sounded suspiciously smug.

Again, the cock of the head, "What do
you know about it Ham?"

"Weeeell . . . apparently someone
leaked recordings of the discussion during the ad break, just to a few rival
news organizations of course . . .  as I said, trust me, he won't sue. And then
of course there's the support you got from social media. An unbelievable number
of views online, tens of millions in fact, with many millions of supportive
comments I understand, truly unbelievable support."

She smiled. "Ham, Ham, Ham. What will
we do with you?"

"Well, you did ask what I do with my
spare time."

Regan paused to gather her thoughts. She
stood, stretched and began to pace the room. "The Pod?" she asked. "How
does it move, no sound, no G force, incredible!"

"Well," Ham paused . . . "You
do realize that at this stage of Earth's development, if I were to tell you, I'd
have to kill you."

Regan snorted derisively. "Oh sure, I'm
no physicist anyway; just give a broad brush picture then."

"Ok, you know about quantum physics,
electron clouds and such, how protons and neutrons aren't really orbiting the
nucleus, more appearing and disappearing from one side to the other?"

Regan was leaning forward instantly captivated.
"Oh yeah, wow!"

"Well," . . . Ham continued . . .
"It's nothing like that."

She grunted and flopped back into the
chair.

"Actually," Ham continued, "we
use a number of different propulsion methods. The main in-system, in-atmosphere
method is Infinitely Variable Spinning Displacer. In atmosphere it works by
displacing variable volumes of atmosphere continually from one face of a vessel
to another. This means vacuum on one side, high pressure on the other.
Therefore there's movement toward the vacuum. In the vacuum of space, we
displace the object, in this case the ship, Pods or Interceptors. Small
displacements, repeated incredibly fast, combined with the ability to vary
degree and direction of the displacement gives the illusion of smooth movement.
By your standards the speeds attainable are beyond comprehension."

"It doesn't sound like it could be
that fast." She looked doubtful, trying to draw him out.

"What do you not understand about the
word infinite? I said infinitely variable. One centimeter per second doesn't
sound like much but repeat that displacement one hundred thousand times in a
second and that's damn quick! Then imagine if you increase the amount of the
displacement."

"So this is how you cross the galaxy?
It still sounds like it would be too slow." Regan looked decidedly sceptical.

"Of course it's too slow. FTL speeds
are needed to cover the distances involved in interstellar travel. For that
stuff we surf, you know how to surf don't you?"

"Don't tell me, it's nothing like
that!" Regan yawned and stretched as she was stiffening up in the chair.

Ham continued. "Actually it is a bit
like that; I'll tell you more when we reach that stage in about seven days. We're
cruising now but we'll hit the crest then."

"I'll look forward to that. Sorry Ham,
I'll process this but I desperately need to do something. I saw a gym in my
travels and I'm not sure if I can find my way back, can you guide me there?"

"Sure can, follow the lights."

Regan set off and kept talking as she
walked, not really needing the guidance of Ham, but he was good company. 

"Do all the ships have gyms? It seems
a bit of an indulgence."

"This is Marin's ship and he has quite
a bit of influence at home. He doesn't let on why it's important to him but the
gym and gravity on board is all about preparing for his highly improper sorties
onto the planet."

"How so?"

"Home gravity is only eighty five
percent of Earths’ gravity. So, soon after departure he slowly builds ship
gravity up to Earth normal and works out in the gym to prepare him for a walk
on your world."

"I don't get it, it seems such a risk.
Why is getting the soil under his feet so important to him?"

"Part personal, part simple, most
Dahlian's have never had the experience. Dahlia, and remember that's my
designation not theirs, Dahlia is an orbital. The planet they partner with is
in a cold phase and only a few hundred thousand live there. Most in the system
have been living on orbitals for generations and they will be for many more to
come."

"It sounds fascinating," she
replied and meant it. This was going to be the journey of a generation! Regan
found herself outside the gym and she paused there. 

"Thanks Ham, I'll be busy for a while."

"No problem. If you also want a
regular run, the storage decks are empty and the largest would work for you.
That's level five counting down. Also, we need to talk more after your workout
. . . about Marin."

Regan didn't miss the pause - something was
up, but it could wait. She entered the gym determined to work till she dropped.

It didn't take long.

 

Ninety minutes later Regan stepped out of
the shower in her room pleasantly weary. A controlled workout had been just
what she needed. It took a while to work out the machines but her first
impressions were correct with most being resistance type strength builders. She
noted the settings with interest. They were probably Marin's and definitely a
challenge but she didn't adjust them.

He's stronger than he looks, she thought as she regarded herself in the mirror again wincing at
the bruises visible on her forearms along with numerous cuts and scratches.
They were healing fast though, she noted with satisfaction. Walking naked into
the bunk room she found a fresh one piece on the bed. How Ham was getting them
to her she had no idea as so far, other than the trolley she'd seen on arrival,
there had been no other independent machines. Didn't all alien ships have
server bots? 

She was still dressing when Ham's voice
emanated from the ether. "Regan, sorry to interrupt . . . I have news . .
. it's important."

"What's up Ham?"

"I've been reviewing the data grab
from the trip. While all the drama was going on we were capturing active
communications right up until leaving orbit. . ."

Ham hesitated and Regan could swear she
picked up embarrassment. 

"What is it Ham?"

"It's best you review the information
yourself. I've prepared a summary as there are a number of different
communications related to the same thing, best you sit down at the desk and I'll
work through the written transcripts first, they were encrypted of course
originally. Then I can play you the phone discussions between the key players."

Regan felt her tension rise. What's this
about? She slid into the desk chair and the desk surface lit up with the
first document . . . .

The minutes passed. Some pages she read and
re read again, muttering to herself. "Traitorous bastards! Piss heads! You
shits! Politicians!"

Exactly thirty seven minutes after reading
the first word Regan stood slowly from the desk resting her weight on the edge.
She hung her head, sucking in short breaths, still disbelieving and stunned.
She then hauled herself up and clenched her fists with arms stretched tight
behind her as if setting up for a swan dive.

She took a moment to draw in a huge breath
then tilting her head back screamed "FUUUUCK!" . . . and sank to her
knees on the floor. 

"Visuals?" Ham offered.

"VISUALS!” Regan screamed. “What's the
fucking point! Those traitorous self serving, ball less bastards! How could
they do this! Don't they know what a fucking contract is! Shit, shit, shit!"

"Perhaps later then . . ." the
epitome of calm, Ham adopted his most soothing voice, "They don't add much
to the picture anyway."

"Bastards, bastards, bastards!"
Regan continued ranting then collapsed face down on the bunk.

 

Ham's summary was a history lesson. For
decades, he explained, America had relied heavily on the Chinese for financing
consumption, steadily racking up debt now measured in the thousands of
trillions of dollars. China over the same period had pursued technological
advancement and modernization voraciously. The unfortunate financial situation
the US found itself in, while not leading to capitulation, had led to them
playing a soft hand with any Chinese controversy, in particular industrial
espionage and hacking attempts which could be notoriously difficult to prove
anyway. Such activities when uncovered tended to be swept under the carpet for the
sake of diplomacy. To be fair, the US had taken whatever measures it could to
protect its technological superiority but little was really known about how
many incursions were successful and never discovered - that is until Arteis.

Attempted hacking of USDynamics and similar
attempts on the US government, both STEIN clients, had resulted in the Arteis
response and ultimately paralysis of Chinese aircraft and space development. Large
sections of the Chinese government had also been affected. 

Arteis, they China had discovered to their huge
cost worked well. It functioned by successfully identifying hacking attempts
and corralling them. Then it would present itself as legitimate information and
allow itself to be downloaded by the hacker. So cunning was this presentation
that the inclusion of special packets, highly contagious virulent payloads,
went unnoticed and once unleashed they spread rapidly. The Chinese found systems
could only be cleansed by complete and total system wipes. In many cases total
hardware and software replacement was required. Literally this meant starting
from scratch. So, through their actions the Chinese had caught a bad cold and although
in the wrong they were seriously pissed! 

Urgent diplomatic approaches had been made
quickly to their 'old friends' the Americans. In their opinion unfortunate
mistakes had occurred and they had been unfairly targeted. Compared to the
simple errors of their corporations they argued the US response had been criminally
disproportionate.

Privately the US Government was pleased at
the setback for their rivals. No one likes being under the thumb of another
power and senior people at the Pentagon were quietly toasting Regan Stein for
giving the Chinese a bloody nose. However, diplomacy and a mountain of debt
called for a different approach. Perhaps a compromise could be negotiated?

The Chinese maintained STEIN was dangerous
- to all businesses and governments. This type of technological strength in the
hands of uncontrolled private operators was dangerous to everyone. In an age
where technology was so important to the infrastructure of governments, surely,
for the good of all people no private company should be allowed to establish
power and superiority . . . Don't our good friends the US Government agree?

And now, Ham explained, for payment
holidays and interest rate concessions, in just a few days, Arteis USA would be
shut down quietly and any technology would be grabbed for the public good.
Licensing fees to STEIN would be stopped and contracts cancelled.
Recommendations that other governments should reject the technology would be
made and diplomatic pressure would be put on the NZ Government to curb STEIN's
activities. 

As far as the backroom powerbrokers of the US
Government were concerned, STEIN had served a useful purpose. They now had a
significantly better financial arrangement with their Chinese bankers and their
rivals’ progress had been set back hugely, possibly by years. Frankly it was
hard to see a downside. USDynamics would recover in time and Arteis was, after
all, only a small investment lost. 

All in all, a good days work!

 

LIKE FUCK! Thought
Regan, fuming with an anger that would melt metal!

"Are we ready to talk?" Ham
tentatively asked.

"Talk? I want somebody's balls in a
vice!" She was stalking now, an angry cat on the prowl.

"May I make some suggestions?"

"If it involves ruination for those
weasels I'll take anything at the moment." Regan slumped back in her
chair, fists clenched, plans for dire retribution circulating through her head.

Calmly Ham continued. "Regan, we're
not out of the system yet. Now we're not going back, but we can communicate
with a small delay via our relay probe that stays in orbit. It masquerades as
an old satellite and we've used it for decades. If you want we can squirt a
message back to your team and prepare them. They're very good Regan. They'll
take what actions they see as best to progress things until you return. Who
knows what you may come back with? Those 'bastards' may yet find they have
crossed the wrong woman."

Regan went quiet, her usual steely calm
beginning to return and she took on that look she knew made people feel
uncomfortable.

"Ham . . . you're a voice of sanity. I
want you to send them everything you prepared for me, including the visuals!
And there needs to be a message from me too. Let me think for a moment, there
are a few things I need to say."

 

  *

 







The War Room STEIN Riverside

 

Regan's familiar face had held them
captivated for the last thirty minutes and considering the subject matter she
was scarily calm.

 

". . . So that's it. I can't tell you
yet how I got the information but I will. I hope I've come across rationally
but you all know me and yes, I was apoplectic when I discovered what the
bastards were planning. That said, this is the scummy side of politics and we've
always taken the approach that governments throw up barriers, we just get on
with the business. Nothing's changed and we need to find ways to thrive despite
them." Regan scanned the room from the screen as if she were taking them
all in. 

"I will still be back as planned in
six months and as far as I'm concerned we press on with our plans. I'm going to
make some suggestions on how to deal with this but you're not bound to carry
them out. You'll be in the best position to decide over the next few weeks as
the scum buckets show their hands. I'll back you in whatever steps you judge
are most appropriate. Here's what I'd like to happen." Regan consulted
notes on her desk then looked back up.

"Kev, you and Marcus should challenge
the US Government over this decision but keep it behind closed doors. See if
you can come out of this with something that pays off for us while helping them
save face. They don't deserve the soft treatment but we need to maximize the
return. I reckon you let them know we won't make any waves provided they pay us
significant compensation. Two hundred million dollars minimum! Save it until
you know how they're responding but don't be afraid to point out that without
our agreement, if they continue to use Arteis illegally, they effectively
become the equivalent of a threat. Arteis will treat them as such without our
support.

I'm not worried about the intellectual
property. They won't be able to crack our codes and they won't be able to use
anything without the keys. As far as I'm concerned they've rolled over for the
Chinese and they don't realize how vulnerable this leaves them. Well, that's
their problem.

 

Mary, I know you'll be thinking about this
already but just to be clear, get all our US funds into other international
accounts before this shit hits the fan. I don't want to give them any more
leverage over us than they already have.

Our marketing guys need to spin this as an
opportunity. Be careful how they communicate it but this whole episode shows
clearly how effective Arteis really is and we need to sell it as such. The
Chinese are running scared so what better recommendation do we need? I'm sure
the French and Germans won't be intimidated into dropping us but we may lose
the Australians and the Brits. We need to push the strength of Arteis to every
independent country, other than those we know are terrorist hell holes.

And Kev, we need the Prime Minister on
board. He's a good guy. We can be up front with him and it’s best we get to him
first. Don't wait. Show him this stuff, but don't let him copy it. We at least
need the backing of our own government so use your best persuasive skills bro.
We're loyal; we're good employers and bring in good business to this country so
I hope they'll stand by us.

 

I'd also like someone to contact Hayden
Joyce. I've no idea how USDynamics will be affected by this but it's not our
fault, hell our product works. They're caught up in this too and they deserve
to know what's happening so that they can plan their own damage control. I just
hope they will still want to work with us.

Steph, Kutch - for you nothing has changed.
In fact our little project could be even more important so press on full steam
ahead. There will be no problem with funding and Marcus is working on a few
things for me that I have a feeling will pay off handsomely.

Lastly Mitch, Ezas will probably escape all
of this but we need to create some spin. We need to create separation of your
division from Arteis and protect your business in the USA. I'm not sure how to
go about doing that so consult with Kev, Mary and Marcus.

Guys, I know you'll be in the war room so
think about it, this is only one battle and it doesn't mean we've lost a war! I'll
be back as soon as I can and I'm hoping to bring some cavalry solutions with
me. Until then, take care."

 

Kev killed the screen and looked around the
room. Only a few days ago they had been celebrating in this very room. Now they
sat silently, subdued. 

Kutch spoke first, "Those cowardly bastards
- how could they?" He stood and walked to the window.

"Where is Regan," Mary asked, "and
how did she get that to us?" She looked confused. "Steph, did she say
anything to you?"

"Nothing," Stephanie replied, "last
time I saw her it was the morning after our celebration, with Kutch. She was
excited about the ADF but I could tell she was on the edge. She needed a break,
mentally more than anything, and now this happens."

"Well, I'm bloody angry!" Marcus
broke in, "On the legal side rest assured, subject to your agreement Kev,
I'm going to get blood from these crooks.  They won't get away from this one
without scars."

Kevin stood and stretched, cracking his
knuckles in front. "Guys, let's get down to business. We can't waste any
time and we need a plan. No one leaves here today until we're all sure of our
roles and the steps we need to take over the next few weeks. I want an action
plan to win a war. We will get through this on top and we won't need the
cavalry!"

Everyone settled into their seats, grim
determination pervading the room. No one suggested coffee.

 

  *

 







The Ship

Regan woke fresh and surprisingly happy. Sending
a personal message to the team had been strangely liberating. What more could
she have done? Three days had passed and she wondered what their reaction had
been. It wasn't like Regan to stand on the sidelines and she missed being there
now. Having said that, it surprised her how quickly after squirting the message
she felt the problem lift from her shoulders. She hated to admit it but it did
feel good to have warned them and then flown away.

Damn! I must be tired, she thought.

 

After dressing she immediately headed for
the large storage area on level five for her first run. With only the padded
feet of her one piece for protection it was uncomfortable and she made a mental
note to talk to Ham about shoes. Laps of the small circumference soon became
monotonous and after forty she gave up. Only about five kilometers but it'll
have to do or I'll go crazy.  

Back in the room Regan showered and headed
for the mess. Having walked the ship several times now she already felt
comfortable finding her way, certainly in all but the lowest levels. It was
like settling in at camp, establishing territory as her own, and it was
starting to feel good.

Other than a brief "Good morning"
she hadn't spoken to Ham since waking. Now, munching on mashed roughage and
sipping at her water, Regan launched as usual straight into conversation - Ham
was always there.

"Is it possible to make coffee here
Ham, I'm dying for coffee!" Stretching back against the table she looked
up as she spoke. It was becoming a habit, as if an invisible man was there.

"A bit melodramatic don't you think?
Have you ever considered that anything you want that bad might not be good for
you?" Despite the lecturing tone she could tell he was considering it and
stayed mum. "Anything is possible." Ham continued, "I might be
able to synthesize something, what it will taste like I can't say."

She quickly encouraged him. "Hey, it
might be fun, trial and error and all that. I can be your test subject."
She stood and started to clean up.

"Ham, I was running this morning and
remembered you were going to say something about Marin. What was it?"

"You haven't noticed the smell?"
He sounded surprised.

"Smell?" She sniffed the air.

"Not here, the smell in the Medlab,
its Propionic and Butyric acid."

"You've lost me, I'm no chemist and I
haven't noticed anything unusual."

"The air conditioning probably
disguises it but trust me it's there."

"So . . . acids, is something leaking,
dissolving, what?"

"Regan, the smell is body odor. Marin
produces it, so do you. Look, normally there would be crew here, a medical
officer for example, someone else who would take care of everything, moving
sick or injured crew members, lifting, that sort of thing."

"So getting to the point, he needs
washing, that's what you're telling me?"

"It's been nine days since he
showered. The suit absorbed waste while he was wearing it but even the suit isn't
intended to clean, or for long term use.  He badly needs a wash, and he needs
it regularly."

"Is that all? You had me worried. I'm
OK with that. And now that you mention it I did notice, I just thought it was,
you know, 'alien', I mean, how would I know how he's supposed to smell? I'll
make it part of my routine. Let's face it; it's not as if I'm flat out with
work. Just tell me where I can find cloths or a sponge down there, and come to
think of it, even I'd like to have a towel."

"Everything is in the Medlab."

"I planned to check on Marin anyway."
she said and set off, looking forward to doing something useful. Water and soap
were available and there would be basins there she was sure.

Entering the Medlab she could see that on a
side bench small pieces of absorbent cloth along with larger sheets of the same
material were already there. Once again she could see no indication of how they
arrived; it was another mystery. She picked up a piece of cloth and rubbed it
between her fingers. Perfect. Gathering a few of the cloths and a large sheet
she walked to the gurney and stood over Marin's form considering what needed to
be done.

"Will the tubes be OK?" she asked,
sounding doubtful as she touched Marin's forehead and noted his steady
breathing.

"They should be fine," Ham
replied, "The feeder is the one to be careful about. It's effectively free
to move and could irritate but you can't really do any damage. The two stomach
tubes are waste. They're glued and sealed. They shouldn't break free, even if you
roll him." 

She nodded and considered how to approach the
task. First she pulled up a trolley to use as a side table and settled it next
to the gurney. Taking some of the cloths she then selected a medium sized basin
from a compartment under the bench and entered the bathroom to half fill it
with warm water. As the basin filled Regan soaped up several of the cloths,
resting them on the rim. Then, after washing her own hands in the sink, she
carried the basin and cloths to the trolley.

Taking one of the large sheets she rolled
Marin carefully on to his side and positioned it so that it would soak up any
drips. Then she took a cloth, squeezed out most of the soapy water and began at
Marin's shoulders, gently wiping him down and regularly returning to the bowl
to rinse out the cloth. In this way she worked her way down his back and then
began again at his feet working her way back up. Taking a fresh cloth she then
washed his buttocks, carefully cleaning. With one hand she prised them apart
and wiped him as if he were a baby. 

Pleased with how calm she felt Regan
settled into the task and it surprised her how satisfying the experience was.
It felt good to be doing something for someone else. Having thoroughly washed
his back, she then rolled Marin so she could wash the front and the side she
had been unable to reach. Arranging the towel under him was a struggle and she
could tell there was a knack to this she needed to learn. Once she had him
comfortable she stepped back and considered the next step. First she changed
the water and prepared fresh cloths. Then with a fresh warm cloth she began
softly bathing his head, being careful around the laceration which already
seemed to be healing well. The skin was glued together and she could tell the
scar, if there was one, would be so fine as to be invisible. She washed around
his eyes and face. No beard, even after six days? Following Ham's advice
she paid no particular attention to the waste tubes, quickly washing Marin's
chest and stomach before beginning again at his feet. She lingered there
massaging his soles and toes then working steadily up, washing and rinsing in a
rhythm now. Above the knee her eyes were drawn to his genitals. She tensed,
considering her approach. Taking the cloth she spread it over the palm of her
hand then used it to cover him as she worked it, cleaning as best she could.
She paused, then on an impulse soaped her hand and reached under the cloth
shyly hiding what she was about to do. She washed him briefly before removing
her hand and the cloth then rinsing the area. Lastly she dried him off and then
stood looking, first at his limp penis then up to his face. She reached out
nervously with her hand, letting it hover. Then extending her middle finger she
gently touched and drew it down the length of him . . . nothing. She should
have been relieved but instead a wave of sadness swept over her and for the
first time the thought occurred that Marin might not come out of this.

"Regan." Ham's voice broke her
melancholy and she realized she'd been standing silent for some time.

"That wasn't so bad Ham. I lost it for
a moment there." she said sadly. "It occurred to me that he might not
come around, do you think that's likely?"

"These are early days Regan and don't
forget, I have him sedated at the moment anyway. We can try slowly bringing him
around in the next few days, who knows?"

Regan blushed. He's still sedated! Of
course he is! I knew that.

"You know Ham, honestly, it was a
privilege. I'll come down each day. Tell me, do you have any oil I could use
that won't harm the body? It would be good to massage his arms and legs and
keep them moving. This can't be good for him just lying there." She put
her hand under one knee and lifted the leg, considering how physiotherapy might
help stretch and work his muscles.

"Check the lockers under the bench.
There should be everything in that room a medic would need."

She explored the shelves. Nothing made
sense to her but by trial and error she found a silky, oily substance that
seemed perfect. She worked some onto her forearm and on to Marin's calf as a
test. She could check it again tomorrow.

 

What now? Since the first day onboard the
ship it had been troubling Regan that she'd been unable to go below level six.
She was curious now and had free time so having finished with Marin she went
straight to the lift and directed it downward. Taking one level at a time to
confirm her position she knew when the doors opened at level six there had to
be two more below. No point in sneaking around she thought, Ham's everywhere after
all, so she simply asked. 

"Why couldn't I get to the levels
below here Ham?"

"You can go anywhere. I stopped you
earlier because your vital signs indicated you needed rest. You're it Regan,
Marin's only hope. I couldn't have you collapsing down there or pushing a
button you shouldn't."

"Uh-Huh. Please don't do that again ok?
I know this is your ship and I am aware you're everywhere, but I'm hardly
likely to try and do anything improper and I'm no test rabbit to play with in a
maze."

"I'm suitably chastened!" He didn't
sound offended. "The levels are all open to you, including the craft on
level one. Any questions just ask."

Am I being too stroppy? She worried . . . but not for long. Regan punched to go down. The
doors closed and a moment later opened to the familiar passage around the elevator
shaft. Walking around the shaft she could see that unlike the other floors
where the passage was square, here the elevator shaft became rectangular and
instead of doors there were four narrow corridors, one on each side, appearing
to extend about two thirds of the way to the hull. They were clearly access
ways to whatever machinery powered the ship. Looking down each she could see no
point in exploring. She was no fan of tunnels and there really was nothing to see,
only flat walls. As with every other room it was almost impossible to discern
where a panel or access door might be. Here though, the constant hum was
stronger, almost tangible. It conveyed a sense of tremendous power and stirred
a memory of a feeling she had had visiting an engine room of an old Inter
Island Ferry at home with huge diesel motors throbbing away. But it was
different here, contained, controlled and yet more potent. A thought came to
her, strange but nevertheless perfect, that here she was surrounded by muscle, engineering
muscle of strength she had never encountered before. It made her shiver.

It took only a few steps and she was back
to the elevator entrance. Regan stood there a moment soaking up the feeling of
raw potential, before entering and tapping for the last level. Nothing changed
inside the elevator but something did in her insides, she felt it.

The doors opened but with the odd feeling she
hesitated. "What happened then Ham? Something happened, in the elevator."

"You're now in the Transport, so
called because it will carry the most people. It's effectively at the bottom of
the ship so the elevator capsule spins to bring you the right way up."

"So I'm now standing upside down to
the rest of the ship?"

"Upside down to the ship but right
side up for the Transport, yes."

Don't think about it! The doors opened and she stepped out into an area similar to the
control room but with eight seats more closely together. There were four in a
row at the front, each with swiveling consoles and generous space between. On
either side in a second row were two pairs of seats. All faced the large front
wall; it was blank at the moment but she knew how large and clear that screen
could be. Regan began a circuit of the level finding bathroom, galley, meeting
room and two small bunkrooms. She returned to the control area and sat down. 

"Is it possible to see what this thing
looks like Ham, from the outside I mean?"

The screen lit up. "Brace yourself. I
think you'll recognize it." he said it with a chuckle.

It was a recording. She could see a slice
of the sphere smoothly moving away toward the starscape. The view zoomed closer
and rotated. She could only laugh. 

A flying saucer! Hilarious!

"So," Ham asked, "what do
you think?"

Regan sprawled back in the chair with a
look of sheer delight on her face. She shook her head in disbelief. "I
think this is the most exciting experience I'm ever going to have. I think I
simply can't believe it. How do I top this? I . . . want  . . . some of these!
Seriously, what does Marin do with all this?"

"This was his father's ship; it
serviced a much larger crew in his early missions. It's not really designed to
be crewed by one. In your terms Marin inherited the family car and now he can
use it as he likes, within protocols of course. Huh! So much for that! Do you
want to see the Interceptors?"

"Nah, I'm finished here Ham. It can
wait so I'll head back to the mess. Are you up for more questions?"

"No problem," Ham replied, "And
you mentioned coffee? Well, don't be offended but I do need a test rabbit."

She laughed and with one look back at the
saucer, headed for the elevator.

 

Exiting the elevator on level four Regan
walked round the shaft to the mess, composing her thoughts and considering
where to begin with questions. The first thing she noticed on entering was a
wonderful aroma and a new pipe over the sink. "Coffee I presume?" she
asked.

"Just touch the nozzle to make it
start or stop, you can manage that." He sounded happily smug.

Regan took a cup from the cupboards and
stood over the sink. The nozzle looked ceramic and at her first touch it felt
warm. The resulting flow of hot dark liquid surprised her but not as much as
the rich full aroma that immediately made her mouth water. She touched it again
and for a moment closed her eyes just savoring the bouquet as if sampling a
fine wine. Then, unable to hold back any longer she positioned the cup, touched
the nozzle and poured. Carrying it to the nearest table she sat and held the
cup in both hands, holding her head over the gently steaming delight. 

"Ham, even if it tastes terrible I
could live with just this smell. It's perfect!" 

She raised the cup to her mouth and gently blew
across the surface. Tentatively she brought it to her lips and drew in a small
sip, drawing air over the surface to vacuum the liquid gold into her mouth.

. . . And gold it was. The familiar, no,
better than familiar, wholly new and gorgeous flavor overwhelmed her senses and
a warm flush of satisfaction washed over her. She sat there for a moment savoring
the moment before lifting the cup to her mouth again.

Before she could ration the next sip Ham
broke her rapture.

"Well?"

Regan placed the cup lovingly on the table.
She stretched her arms out wide with hands palm down on the tabletop and then
drew them back, her nails dragging, her shoulders hunched up around her ears
and eyes closed, an action so like a cat stretching on a favorite resting place
no words were necessary.

"It's good huh?"

Until she had drained the cup she didn't
speak again. As she unconsciously began to lick the dried stain at the lip Ham
could take it no longer. 

"There is more you know!"

Regan stood with a smile and walked back to
the sink. Placing the cup under the nozzle she stroked it on. "It's called
delayed gratification Ham, and you, that's right you, are very, very good! It .
. . is . . . wonderful. Suddenly a long journey has become manageable, thank
you." For the next few minutes questions were forgotten as she savored,
literally, the moment and then refreshed she gathered her thoughts.         

 

"You were going to tell me about
faster than light travel." Taking the fresh cup she moved to a stool
nearer the wall so she could lean back comfortably.

“That's true but I'm afraid it could sound patronizing.
You might find as a woman of average . . ."

"Careful!" she broke in.

"You know Regan, it's taken a while
but I think I'm starting to find your limit, it's been fun!" She shook her
head and Ham continued. 

"I said we surfed and while only an
analogy it's as good a description as any. The ships’ warp drive stretches
space-time in a wave. We contract space fabric ahead and surf the wave of
expanded space behind enabling incredible speeds. These are things your
scientists have theorized about for decades but Earth lacks the exotic matter
required for a warp drive."

"Exotic matter, what's that?" 

Actually Regan was well familiar with the
theories and she loved this stuff. Her interest in following rich entrepreneurs
into space had led to reading nearly everything available on space engineering
and she knew Alcubierre had proposed a warp drive decades earlier. However,
Regan liked to follow the advice passed on by her great grandfather, never let
on what you know!

 

"Exotic matter enables deviation from
your known laws of physics. It's the source of the enormous amounts of energy
required to do everything from hovering a Pod to launching us across the
galaxy. It powers everything in the ship and without it you'd be banging on the
ceiling with every step. As to the engineering, and this is where I get
patronizing, you know that a jet engine works, I know you fly, but do you know
how it works?"

"I do actually." Regan sounded
annoyed.

"Sorry babe, of course you do, but in
this case understand the greatest physicists of your era are still grappling
with the stuff I'm talking about and no more than a small handful would follow
the explanation if I gave it. Plus it would take several days!"

"Would Marin follow it?"

"Marin? Are you kidding? Marin's an
anthropologist. His interest is humanoids and specifically Earth humanoids as
opposed to the other six species studied. Marin's father understood the
physics, he designed this ship."

Regan paused, six other humanoid
species? She filed it for future discussion. "Marin's father was a
designer?"

"Yes, an engineer and an all round
scholar. He was a well respected leader of his tribe and the system. His
influence was considerable and he visited Earth several times before his death."
Ham sounded in awe. "He was also something of an artist, a creator, a
visionary, and a great father."

"You clearly thought a lot of him."

"Regan, I think because of him."

It took a moment to sink in. "You mean
he created you?"

"It was an ambition for him, yes. He
worked towards creating true artificial intelligence and in his society that
made him a courageous groundbreaker. Did he achieve it? He certainly created
the spark and nurtured it but much of what is me now developed after his death.
I guess you could say he encouraged the process that led to my emergence."

"When did he die?" she asked.

"He died twenty of your years ago, on
Earth."

The silence was only broken by the
occasional sip from her cup. Regan processed the information, and its
consequences. "How Ham? You were there, how did he die?"

"He died in the Gouland's, less than a
kilometer from where you found Marin. He was an accidental victim of a hunters’
shot and Marin was with him. Regan, he had to hide with the body and recover it
to the Pod. As a young man, well, a boy really, it wasn't a responsibility he
was prepared for. He's never really recovered, hence the preference for
travelling alone, the desire to feel . . ."

"Feel the soil under his feet . . .
Ok, it makes sense now. I did think the risk of going there did seem too great.
That's terrible. How did Marin get home?"

"He has always been resourceful and I
was just emerging. Marin had always conversed with the ship. I wasn't fully
aware in the beginning but the process of working with him, moving through the
recovery to avoiding discovery, making the myriad of calculations required by
the situation faced . . . it proved the catalyst. 'It' became 'I'. He could
tell something was different as I took over control of the ship to get us home.
He knows, but as I said earlier, he doesn't ask and I don't tell. It works."

"He must miss his father terribly."
She wouldn't be able to separate Marin's experience from her own now; it seemed
they both shared a loss there.

"It was a long time ago and he's
matured well but he's always been a loner, very solitary. And, as you know, he does
prefer to work alone."

"Then again," Regan offered, "that
may be because this pilgrimage is important to him. He needs to make contact
with his father and he can't do that with others here."

"You may be right. Of course he's just
hard to live with too."

"What was his father's name?"

"Roughly translated his name would be
Mariner, hence . . ."

"Marin", she interrupted, "I
get it, very nice. We do that sort of thing with names too."

"Marin is my name for him." Ham
corrected, "I won't use his real name."

"Why's that?" she asked

"That's a story for another time
perhaps Regan. I'm delighted you like the coffee."

 

And she did, she certainly did.

 

  *

 

It was day seven on the ship and Regan felt
she had a routine that could work. Wake, shower, run, breakfast, chat with Ham,
bathe Marin, lunch, workout, detailed talks with Ham, and so on. This could
be ok she thought as she entered the mess for breakfast.

Unusually Ham was the first to speak. "Regan
. . . I have a proposal. You don't have to do it but it would be helpful if you
did." 

"Go on." She sat. Ham was usually
more forthright; breakfast could wait.

"You asked about Marin, what if he
doesn't come out of the coma? The truth is I can keep him alive all the way
home but I have no idea whether he will come out of the coma or in what state
he will be if he does. You're going to be at an extreme disadvantage when we
get there if he hasn’t woken and you can't communicate with the Dahlians.
Things might get . . . delicate."

"Delicate? I don't like the sound of
that."

"Look at it this way. The ship arrives
back with a disabled Marin, possibly permanently disabled and an alien in
charge who can't be understood . . ."

"But you could explain!" she
interrupted. Then yet another cold flash of realization seemed to pass down her
back. Of course she thought, Ham can't explain. "Oh!"

"Exactly, this could mean either a
lobotomy for me or a specimen jar for you!"

"Surely in the circumstances they
wouldn't . . ."

Ham interrupted her thoughts. "Helloo
. . . rational thinkers . . . cautious to the point of paranoia . . . sentient
machines a threat, see any particular hurdles there?"

"Ok, ok, I see your point. So what are
you suggesting?" She slumped back on to the wall.

"I can do a very simple operation and
insert an extremely small device . . . into your brain that will . . ."

"Whoa there big boy, you're not
touching my brain!" The stool clattered back as she stood suddenly.

"Calm down, calm down, I am an expert
in this."

"Oh really!"

"Yes really! Regan, I have computer
models of every procedure carried out by the very best specialist brain
surgeons on Earth. I literally experience their every move through their
instruments, their arms and hands are mine. I have already completed thousands
of operations from the simple to the most complex preparing for this. I even
operated on Marin's brain. I can do this. There is minimal risk."

"There you go again, all I heard is 'minimal'!
And what was it with Marin? Sealing a bleed, relieving some pressure, you're
not tampering with my hardware."

Ham stayed silent for a minute. She sat
down again and put her elbows on the table, her head in her hands, her long
auburn hair hanging like a veil.

"I can do this," Ham started
again, "the device is very small and I know exactly what to do. The
operation is similar to one done all the time on your world to correct
epileptic fits. The only difference is I know how to link this device into the
brain's neural pathways. It will be minimally invasive."

"I'm sorry," Regan cut in again, "but
you're going to have to do something about your choice of words. You're as slippery
as a politician. Minimally invasive could mean only the minimum required which
could be a lot and we both know it."

She could swear she heard Ham take a deep
impossible breath, as if controlling himself. It was so effective she pulled
nervously back on her stool.

"For the last time, I guaranteed your
safety. I will not take any unnecessary . . ." Ham paused realizing what
he had just said and then all restraint crumbled. 

"Oh to hell with it, look, the device
will enable you to communicate with Marin's people by translating everything in
an instant, much as you would use Google translate but immeasurably faster. So
fast in fact you will understand them and speak without any conscious thought.
And there's more! When you get home you'll be able to speak any language you
need to as well."

Despite herself she couldn't stop giving it
some thought. It was tempting. My God woman, she thought. Sometimes
you're as shallow as a damp patch. One minute no way, the next oooh! 

"You're one hell of a salesman!"
She paused, giving it even more thought for a long moment.

The thought of being kept as a zoo animal
or worse didn't attract her. Also she could not, would not, let Ham be wiped.
Already there was no way she could conceive of him as anything other than
independent, an individual and certainly not a machine. He was sentient, with humor
and compassion.

"There's no other way?" She
asked.

"This way maximizes . . ."

Regan laughed sarcastically. "Don't
push it Ham. . . . just let me have another coffee first."

"No time for coffee, and it would be
best if you didn't eat." Ham's enthusiasm got the better of him. "I've
got everything ready in the Medlab."

"You've what . . ." she
spluttered, spilling a few precious drops. "I didn't think you meant
today!"

Ham ignored her. "And the good news is
you can remain conscious for this, no pain in brain ha-ha, if you want you can
even watch the master at work . . ." He sounded positively gleeful.

 

The short walk to the Medlab felt like a walk
through treacle. Even though she knew it was delaying, washing Marin first made
sense and Ham didn't question her actions. After all, she reasoned, she may be
out of action for a couple of . . . days? Gulp! 

She prepared more quickly this time having
established a process and although her eyes kept drifting to the new gurney on
the other side of the room she made a reasonable hash of it and focused on the
job in hand. Even rolling Marin back over seemed easier and she was able to
arrange the large towel so that it didn't bunch under him. She noted his calf
showed no signs of irritation from the oil and a quick glance at her forearm
also revealed nothing. Next time I'll try to get him moving she thought. A few
minutes later and she neared the top of Marin's thigh. She paused. Dispensing
with any subterfuge Regan soaped her hands and reached to cup him, gently
massaging and washing him with her fingers. There was no reaction that she
could see from Marin. The thought fleetingly passed her mind that this was a
man. If anything was going to send a spark to that brain it would be this. She
rinsed him off and dried him carefully with a fresh flannel. "Well, that's
that." she said to the air.

"I'll say!" Ham whispered.

"Ham, I'm finished, let's do this thing." 
She could feel her heart begin to race as she walked straight to the spare
gurney and climbed on. "What do I do?"

"Just lie back and think of England."

"Ha bloody ha, there's far too much TV
in your diet!" she said with nervous conviction.

"Seriously, just lie back; I'm moving
the equipment into position."

Regan could see mechanical arms coming down
from the ceiling and despite herself marveled at the way they had been
seamlessly stored. Although she hadn't studied the ceiling closely she was sure
they couldn't be seen before. Everything seemed to be smooth, flexible, strong
and versatile. It obviously wasn't ceramic but it had that look and feel.

"You'll feel a small sting on your arm
. . . it won't hurt a bit." Ham promised.

"Owww!"

"I lied . . . now you'll feel some
pressure on your head for a moment, don't worry; it's just to secure it."
Arms reached up from below and she felt them grip her skull, not painfully but
certainly secure.

Her alarm was increasing by the second. "What
if my arms or legs move?" 

"They won't." He sounded
confident.

"But what if they do, or if I panic
and jerk?" She asked anxiously.

"Regan, they won't . . . try to move
them now."

She tried one arm then a leg but she couldn't
move, not at all; she was paralyzed from the neck down, panic stricken! 

"Ham, I can't move!"

"Of course, this is a serious
operation. If you moved who knows what could happen?"

"Oh, so now it's serious! Oh fuck!
What am I doing?" Then she heard buzzing. "What . . . is . . . that?"

"I'm just shaving your head."

"YOU'RE WHAT!" She yelled. A
small mechanical arm dangling near the left of her vision shook visibly.

"Of course," Ham said quickly, "this
is a brain operation . . . perhaps it would be better if you were out
for this." Immediately another arm rose up from below and pricked Regan's
upper arm.

"Don't you dare! . . .  Don'  yuuu . .
touche . . m'  . . hairttt."

"What was that Regan? Don't touch my .
. . my heart, was it? Don't worry. I won't be going anywhere near your heart."
The shaving continued, beautiful long strands dropping to the floor to be
gathered up by small robotic cleaners that appeared quickly from hidden alcoves
and scuttled around busily, also removing the flannels and towels until
everything, other than the mechanical arms still working on Regan, was just as
it had been before.

 

  *

 

Groggily Regan began to wake and tried to
open her eyes. For a moment they felt welded shut but then, with a slight sting
they broke free from the dried gummy discharge. She scanned what she could see
of the room; no robotic arms. Deciding to work her way up, she first tried to
flex her toes feeling a definite sensation of movement but she couldn't see to
confirm it. She lifted one arm, her right, and sure enough it appeared in her
vision. Looking closely at it, Regan rolled her fingers and then lifted the
other hand, clasping the two together. Reaching back she considered sitting but
then thought better of it. 

"Ham, are you there?"

"I'm here . . . every moment Regan.
Welcome back." Ham's voice softly emanated throughout the room,
surprisingly gentle, no sign of the joker.

"How long have I been out?"

"Initially, six hours. Then I sedated
you again to allow the device to make the connections required. It's been fifty
three hours since the operation and everything went well."

"Can I sit up?"

"Try, but take it easy, you've been
lying down for a while."

Regan pulled her elbows back and wriggled
into a sitting position. From there she focused on her feet, moving first one
leg then the other, rolling her ankles and bending the knees. Checking to make
sure there were no tubes attached, she then swung her legs off the side of the
gurney and just sat there, relief pulsing through her. Tentatively she reached
up with both hands and felt for her hair . . . nothing. A sob escaped her,
quickly checked, then she stroked over the top of her head finding it coated
with what felt like plastic skin. 

"What's this," she asked, "Marin
didn't have anything like this?"

"Marin's operation was keyhole surgery
and his laceration was easily glued, yours was more extensive. I had to make
some executive decisions. It all went very well; you have nothing to worry
about." He went on quickly, "That coating is temporary and will peel
off in a few days. Until then just wash as normal."

Regan paused to think, "Whoa! Back up
the Pod a bit . . . executive decisions?"

"Well, under the circumstances with
you being out, Marin in a coma, that just left me, I was the executive."

"You put me out! What executive
decisions are we talking about? So help me . . ."

Ham interrupted "Regan, you need a
break, a wash and then get something to eat. Maybe get some coffee? We'll talk
later."

And with that, she sensed, he was gone.

Regan slipped off the gurney, tested her
weight on each leg, and then still groggy, headed for her room. Coffee sounded
good.

She made straight for the shower. Nowhere
else on the ship felt as satisfying, the hot deluge becoming a rare pleasure
and today it was a special tonic, her head clearing with every passing second
under the flow. Unconsciously she reached to wash her hair and her mood slumped
as hands slid over the hairless plastic surface. She probed carefully with her
fingertips but could feel nothing. No pain, no lumps, no obvious stitching. Are
there scars? She leant on the wall feeling slightly faint then shut off the
water and stood a while, regarding her image in the mirror as she dried. While
severe the look was quite striking. God, she thought, I'm up and down
like a roller coaster.

But it is striking. It was a positive thought and encouraged by her new attitude Regan
dressed quickly in a fresh ship suit. Feeling more comfortable and in control
she then sat on the bed to consider how to approach things with Ham. 

I feel fine, she thought, everything works. He came through, but something's
up, I know it. What is it? And does this thing work? Can I think in another
language? The only words that came to mind were smatterings of tourist
phrases she already knew. It was ridiculous. Instead she continued to tick off
her concerns. Mind feels clear, tick. No hesitation in my thinking, tick. I
can talk, tick. My limbs function normally, tick. A wave of relief swept
through her. It did feel like time for coffee.

For the first time Regan felt bothered by
the hum of the ship. Suddenly it seemed too industrial for her tastes and she
wished for music while making another mental note to ask. As she walked into
the mess the gorgeous aroma of coffee was already wafting there and she smiled,
suspicious. 

Is it a slick trick to make me feel
better? Coffee and baking, they were always good
to make you feel warm and fuzzy. Not this time, Ham my man. You are slick, she
thought, no question of that. 

She stood there; eyes closed sniffing the
air and then moved to the sink to take a large cup and pour her first coffee
for the day. Thinking about ‘executive decisions’ she mashed roughage in a bowl
as if she were grinding flesh and then sweetened it with one of the pastes that
tasted like banana. Not a bad breakfast, she thought, as she moved to the stool
by the wall.

"Ham, let's get this over with. It's
time to talk." Despite her tension she smiled, the spoonful of banana mash
tasting wonderful.

"Let's chat generally for a while
Regan. When you're finished, head for control and I'll take you through the operation
there. I can show you visuals that will make it much clearer and we can do a
few tests, although the connections will still be happening. It's probably too
soon to expect a full engagement." Ham was all business.

"Ok." she replied spooning more
to her mouth, "Since we're just chatting, I've been thinking about music,
I mean around the ship. You have all those recordings in storage; is it
possible to play them anywhere?"

"Sure, you could make up a selection
to your tastes. I suggest you sit down later and make a play list from my files,
then I can use some of your software to sort out other music that fits your
likes. You could make different lists with different styles then just call for
them when you want."

The very thought, while interesting,
frustrated her. He was treating her like a child. Why?

Suddenly Regan dropped her spoon to the
table and stood up. "I can't do this Ham. It's no time to chat," and
she headed for control. "We'll do the talking now."

 

Entering the control room she sat in her
usual chair and made herself comfortable. "Now, tell me how an executive
makes decisions?"

If a machine could clear its throat she was
sure that was the sound she heard before Ham replied.

"Well," he said, "let's
start from the beginning; if you will just spin around I can give you the best
view."

Regan turned to see a spectacular three
dimensional image of a head turning eerily in the air in the centre of the
control room. The facial features were clearly her own; however it was as if it
was transparent and she could see right inside.

Ham started his explanation, "OK, here
you can see your skull in profile. I'm going to overlay the device so that you
can see its position. It's in the inside left of the neurochranium." A
tiny cylinder appeared nestled comfortably, or so it seemed.

"I've got to say that's much smaller
than I imagined," she said, relieved.

"It's actually about three times
larger than I planned, quite dense and packed with processing power." he
also sounded relieved at her reaction. "That was one of my executive
decisions."

"Uh huh . . . and the reason for that
was . . . ?"

"Well, it occurred to me that this
operation was probably a oncer, and who knows, you might want to upgrade. Think
of it as future proofing, that's a concept you computer geeks are familiar with,
aren't you? And there did seem to be a lot of available space in there."

"Uh huh . . . and you didn't think to
ask me earlier?"

"Would you have said yes?"

"Hmm . . . probably not."

"There you go then! And now you feel
fine, no harm done. OK, I'm going to display the developing connections. Now, this
is an active process of the unit, it's completed now and you shouldn't be
alarmed by the degree of the strands you see here, they're more a visualization
of a soft tissue process. These aren't wires."

In the hologram something like strands did
indeed appear, beginning at the device and branching out to both sides of the
brain but mainly the left. The degree of color filling the space was alarming
but she took Ham at his word. Of course those strands would just slide in . . .
wouldn't they? She squirmed, I feel fine! I feel fine!

"And," Ham continued sounding a
little smug, "the unit seems to be working fine, you haven't experienced
any problems have you?"

"Well, no. But I have no idea if this
thing works, I tried speaking some French and all I could manage was my
schoolyard 'Je ne comprends rien', and I already knew that!

"Well," and he sounded super
smug, "You're speaking Dahlian fine."

Regan's mouth dropped open. "Wha . . ."

"Your Dahlian, it's good, you'll fit
in like a native!" He was unbearably delighted as if he'd pulled a rabbit
out of a hat. "That's how it works. I started speaking in Marin's language
when you came in and the transition is seamless. The unit works with your brain
and recognizes words and meaning immediately along with all the usual nuances
that come from tone, volume, pace. No one usually thinks about the actual sound
of a word, it's just there, people are speaking and you just understand. This
is the same. The unit is as fast as or faster than your brain so that as soon
as you hear the words, the meaning is in your head and guided by the unit you
naturally reply in the same way. It does the work of translating so quickly you
don't even have to think about it. Would you like to hear our conversation from
the time you came in here?"

"Ahh, I guess so, but won't I just
hear  . . . well . . . the meaning? I won't recognize the words."

"Actually you will once you get used
to it. A French woman hears French, it's just most of the time she doesn't recognize
she's doing so. She just hears and responds. Your brain fooled you here because
it automatically recognized meaning and replied in the same way. You understood
but weren't expecting it and as you were preoccupied you didn't think about it."

"Oh wow! So how do I hear it now?"
She asked, all her anger gone.

"Well, now you know that it's
happening just listen for it consciously. You'll hear the sounds as well as
understanding. If you have a problem I can turn it off."

Immediately Ham replayed the conversation
from the time she entered the control room and she found she could hear the
sounds. They were strange guttural sounds that seemed to flow together. She
couldn't detect any breaks in the sounds but at the same time she understood. Of
course, this is exactly what any language sounds like when being spoken
fluently to a non speaker.

"Amazing," she acknowledged, "and
very cool." She paused, "Ham . . . I don't miss much. This device is
in my head. How can you turn it off?"

"Ahh . . . now, that was my other
executive decision."

"Go . . . on."

"Regan, I had the best of intentions.
Look, this thing needs power and the larger unit drained more than your brain
could provide without making you pass out sooo . . . it occurred to me that a
means of recharging would be useful and allow higher processing functions too.
So I included a charger. Then I thought it might be useful to communicate at
times without words, like when we get to Dahlia. That way I could coach you
without anyone knowing, so again, it seemed like a good idea to combine the wireless
connectivity with the charger. This way we can talk any time silently, friendly
like!" He was babbling, suspiciously nervous.

"Ham . . . what have you done?"

"This."

Regan looked at the image and immediately
it seemed her brain disappeared, hidden behind a thick lattice. All she could
see now was color with no brain visible at all; the additions shading
everything else out. Another cold shiver passed through her.

"It looks worse than it is," Ham
tried to sound reassuring. "You can't really tell from the outside."

"Where . . . is . . . my . . . BRAIN!"

"It's there! It's still there,
honestly! What you can see is only a mesh, over the skull but under the skin.
It's a neural web with wireless connectivity combined with photoreceptor cells.
Whenever you're in light it will charge your device and provide power to access
the higher functions. It also provides extra punch to the wireless unit.
Simple!" Ham sounded excited.

"Simple! . . . Simple! . . . I'm a
fucking cyborg!"

"Hardly Regan . . . I decided against
going that far, you're overreacting."

"Oh shit! . . . You . . . you . . . .
this took some planning!

"About one thousandth of a second."

"What?"

"That's how long it took . . . the
planning . . . one thousandth of a second."

"Well fuck you," Regan stood and
made for the door, "I'm glad you thought long and hard about it." And
she was gone.

The ghostly head hung in the air still
rotating slowly. Then the image began to dissolve, melting into liquid drops,
each falling slowly to puddle on the floor.

Regan headed straight for the gym. First
she increased the settings on every machine. Then she literally worked on each
until she could take no more. Soaked with perspiration she made a quick stop at
the mess to rehydrate then headed for level five; she would run until she
dropped. Five kilometers later the outer walls began to light up revealing a
soft vision of space, the Milky Way swirling about her as she pounded along.
Finally, with her feet sore, Regan started back up, only stopping to check on
Marin before taking the longest shower she had taken on ship. Then she crashed,
face down, head buried in the blanket bundled up beneath her head. She didn't
sleep.

Two hours later Regan rolled over and
stared at the ceiling.

"I know why," she said. "I
know why you did it."

"I just did what I thought would be
best for you." Ham spoke softly, he could have been whispering.

"Ham, I'm only twenty four years old
and I can't tell you how often I've heard guys say that. The problem with men
is that they truly believe what they think is best, is best. They use that
argument to justify their actions." She shook her head. "Oh, what am
I saying, women do it too. It's just not right. True, sometimes you have to
make those calls because it's not possible to do it any other way. This wasn't
one of those situations. You should have talked to me."

"You might have said no."

"That was my right Ham, and that would
have been your risk. If you really care about someone you need to let them
choose. Perhaps they'll go along with your idea, perhaps not. And if they never
agree with you or compromise on anything, then perhaps they're not the best
person to be with. I understand taking that risk, the fear of it. It's a risk
that you will lose someone, but it's worth it, to have something real."

. . . Silence . . .

Regan thought for a while and then
continued. "I'm not happy with how you did this. But that doesn't mean
that I'm going to fight it."

. . . Silence . . .

"Ham?"

"Regan . . . in the interests of full
disclosure . . . there are a couple of other things, I want to clean the slate,
even if . . ."

"Ham . . . what is it?" Regan sat
up nervously, the cool chill again shivering down her back.

"I understand what you're saying,"
Ham continued, "I know I should have asked. I just rationalized things
because you said you'd do anything. I shouldn't have gone ahead and I knew it
wasn't right, not without you saying so."

"What is it Ham? You're worrying me."

"You said I should back up . . ."

Regan paused, confused. Back up? She
cocked her head, reality dawning. "I'm . . . your backup! Oh fuck Ham,
what have you done?"

"The unit has . . . everything."

Regan raised her hands, stabbing her
forehead with her finger, "You mean you . . . are in . . . here!"

"Nooo, well, yes, sort of. I'm here,
as usual but I'm constantly backing up in there, a copy, like you said, just in
case. But don't worry, what's in there isn't active, unless you choose for it
to be, to access it I mean, for information or advice or something."

"Oh fuck Ham! I've known you less than
two weeks and now we're sleeping together!" She started to pace.

"I know this doesn't make it right
Regan, but there are advantages. Through the wireless connection you now have
instant mental access to all the data stored in the ship. That's got to be good
for you, doesn't it? And lastly, there is something else . . ."

"Yeeessss." Regan assumed that
suspicious look, like she was thinking what - the - fuck are you going to tell
me now? It was probably lost on Ham.

He continued. "This is the last thing;
I'm pretty sure, honestly . . . for the photoreceptors to work . . . you can't
grow your hair back."

There followed a few seconds of silence and
then Regan sank to her knees, continuing down in one fluid motion until she was
foetal hunched on the floor, rocking back and forth, knocking her head softly
on the floor.

"I'll just leave you for a bit, shall
I?" Ham offered.

"That . . . might . . . be . . . good."
she replied slowly, butting the floor with each word.

 

  *

 

One advantage of an argument, especially
when one party knows they stepped over the line, is how hard they are often
prepared to work to put things right. Ham was working really hard.

Regan was determined to make life more
bearable during the months of travel. Music and visuals to run to sounded like
fun, and the starscape Ham had displayed on level five during her earlier anger
break proved inspiring. It was just the beginning with the ship having stored visuals
from virtually every favorite place she had ever visited. Moving visuals from
head cams were the best and with showing just a hint of interest Ham could have
her running around the Sydney waterfront or through the redwood forest in
Rotorua.

Walking laps through the virtual redwoods
Regan reflected on her attitude following Ham's revelation. More than anything
it was not being asked that bothered her. As someone interested in technology,
and in particular the mind technology link, the potential of what Ham had done
excited her. 

"You did want a complete change."
she whispered to herself.

It was time to move on. She wanted to build
a bridge.

 

"Ham, I want to share something with
you." She continued walking as she talked.

"At home, in my family, we never
argued."

"O . . . K?"

"But we did have discussions." She
paused. "The thing is Ham, some of those, 'discussions', could be heard
three doors away from our house, right down the street."

"What are you saying?"

"I'm saying Ham, that even though we
argued, loudly and even if we had differences, we always stayed family."

There was silence for a few minutes and Ham
didn't comment, but soon, as if nothing had happened, they were talking,
another long rambling conversation about life, family, Dahlia, politics and
even religion. After a while, still talking, Regan moved back to her room to
lie on the bed. As they chatted she could tell that Ham was truly enjoying the
company. This is a frustrated mind, she thought, he is a lonely
personality who has been lonely for a long time. She wondered at Ham's
relationship with Marin, if there was one. Then . . . there came an insight.
Ham's care for Marin, the risks he was prepared to take, even his subtle
manipulation of her told a different story. Ham felt responsible for Marin,
perhaps like an older brother. Like Kevin.

Regan's head began to nod, once, twice,
then it dropped to her chest and she slipped slowly into sleep. The lights
dimmed in the room.

 

With lights gently brightening Regan opened
her eyes and checked her watch. It was three in the morning. Morning she
thought. What does that mean here? Since day one she'd followed earth
timing by her watch but the last few days had thrown her sleep patterns out
completely. Nothing for it now, I'm wide awake. She lay a while longer
staring at the ceiling trying to recall the detail of the dream she had just
been having, running toward a man but not able to reach him. Sitting up and
shaking her head Regan decided to get up. Ham was always up.

She went straight to the mess for coffee
then proceeded up to control. Taking her seat she looked at the star view
before her and marveled for a moment. It always appeared the same.

"This is an early rise for you, Regan?"
Ham had that interested, questioning tone as if to say, are you alright?

"I woke and knew I wouldn't get back
to sleep. I'm used to Earth's twenty four hour day but this last week I've been
all over the place. I need to get back to a regular cycle. What's it going to
be like on an orbital?"

"Not that different to what you know.
All animals need sleep and without a regular cycle they break down, humanoids
especially. On Marin's orbital day night cycles are maintained artificially, at
twenty five of your hours. That's twenty five hours with ten hours darkness.
Temperature wise it's like a perpetual Earth summer, you'll like it."

Looking out at the starscape she realized
something had been nagging at her, "The view Ham, it doesn't seem right. I
remember you saying we would be going to FTL yet I've always imagined we wouldn't
see stars?  The FTL crest, have I missed it?"

"No, my friend, I kept the jump for
you. A couple of extra days on the journey hardly seemed important."

'Friend,' – the word took Regan by
surprise. My friend! Two words casually dropped into the conversation
and she was speechless.

"Remember we don't hit a crest, we make
the crest then surf it. Actually it's more like a bubble but the key things
are, contracted space ahead, expanded space behind and then we ride the wave
baby! There's no reason not to do it now. If you're ready, we'll make our wave
and then talk as we surf it, how about it?"

"Oh yes! Let's have a countdown?"
Regan fixed her eyes on the perfect, pin prick stars and star clouds that
filled the screen, no idea where they were heading, but totally relaxed,
expectant

"Yes ma'am, counting down: five . . .
four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . . . . . . ."

. . . Nothing . . .

. . . Nothing . . .

It really was nothing, no stars, no lights,
no flash, and no sense of acceleration.

She felt underwhelmed. "That's it?"

"That's it!" Ham replied,
incredulous. "That . . . was a marvel. That . . . was a miracle of modern
science. That . . . is something so far ahead of anything your scientists have
managed that their accomplishments rank only a little ahead of apes breaking
heads with bones? That's how far you are behind us. That . . ."

She jumped in, "That . . . was
underwhelming. That . . . was an anti climax. There was nothing to see! I'm
going to top up my coffee then I'll come back and you can tell me more about
executive decision making. Now that . . . should be a blast." She
stood.

Exasperated, Ham let out a long despairing
sigh. "Get it from the galley; I've put coffee in there too."

Regan skipped from the room.

Filling her cup she chuckled, "You
know Ham; I think I'm starting to find your limits . . . it's been fun!"

 

  *

 

The War Room, Riverside, Hutt Valley, NZ

 

". . . So, how did it go?"
Stephanie asked.

She, Kevin, Mary, Mitch, Kutch and Marcus
all sat around the new central table. They had reorganized the room quickly
after Regan's call and there had been little reason for celebration since.
Events had continued to unfold disturbingly in the two weeks since Regan's
message and much of their time had been consumed by the developing situation.

The battle had developed on several fronts,
each needing to be addressed in its own way. The first challenge came three
days after receiving Regan’s message and they were grateful for the time they
had to plan. Kevin had received the call, from the US State Department. They
wanted to talk and a letter was on the way; the State Department advised them
to read it carefully as preparation.

Under the circumstances Kevin had no
intention of dancing to anyone else's tune and neither he nor Marcus was inclined
to travel. Instead they suggested a video conference which eventually was organized
for the US Embassy in Wellington.

 

For the meeting they had attended that
morning the Ambassador had been gracious and extended the usual hospitality
shown to guests. Although he seemed a little put out that Washington didn't
require him to sit in, it was Kevin's impression he knew nothing about the
reason for their visit.

 

In a private conference room the two had
found themselves facing Vice President Jim Walker and Secretary of State Anne
Marshall on screen. At any other time, this meeting might have been
intimidating, but all Kevin felt was quiet, controlled anger. 

 

The Vice President had taken the lead. "Welcome
gentlemen and thank you for coming. I'm sure you know this is Anne Marshall and
I hope the fact that we are both here gives you some indication of how
seriously this administration views the situation. No doubt you've also
digested our concerns. We understand how you must feel, but, as you hopefully
can appreciate, our hands are tied on this one. The question is; how do we
proceed?"

Kevin and Marcus said nothing. They had
agreed it was better to give away as little as possible and get a feel for the
attitude of the White House on this. Ultimately they needed to gain as much
information as possible about US intentions before conceding anything.

The Vice President continued. "I can
understand how frustrating this must be. You feel that you have done nothing
wrong and, we don't deny you have performed to contract."

Boom! Strike one, thought Marcus.

" . . . I can tell you, but probably
shouldn't, there is some sympathy for you in high places here. The thing is,
our friends in the Chinese Government are aggrieved. They have concerns that an
act of cyber terrorism has been perpetrated on them originating in the United
States and they are quite certain that Arteis is the aggressor . . . look, we
know this isn't the case . . ."

Boom! Strike two, Marcus thought again.

" . . . but nothing is simple in
politics, particularly when it involves international diplomacy. You've done a
good job . . . ."

Boom! Strike three!

". . . but we need to move on, and
will . . ."

"Five hundred million." Kevin
interrupted.

"I'm sorry, what was that?" the
Vice President looked confused.

"Five hundred million dollars."
Kevin continued. "That's the price of getting out of this contract. Yes,
we have reviewed the points outlined in your communication to us. As you have just
confirmed today, all of the points you raised are irrelevant in terms of the ten
year contract we have with you. Arteis has performed to specification and
contract. We've fulfilled all your requirements and the US Government have
enjoyed the protection Arteis provides. Should you choose to expose yourself to
risk again, that's entirely your prerogative, but five hundred million is the
price of breaking the contract so early. Now, we may be able to reduce that
amount if you were to give say, five years notice?" Kevin smiled, knowing
that a reduction in term was impossible for them.

"Five years, that's simply not
reasonable, or possible!" Secretary of State Marshall spluttered.

"Then five hundred million it is."
Kevin answered.

Marcus intervened. "Mr. Vice
President, Ms Marshall, as legal counsel to STEIN, I'm bound to point out there
is no evidence of breach of contract from STEIN Arteis. In fact, it can be
shown that by your application of the product, serious cyber attacks have been
prevented. If your application of Arteis has led to problems for your
attackers, whoever they may be," he smiled, "then it certainly
performed as you intended it should and as STEIN designed it." He smiled
again.

"If there are problems then we always
like to work with our clients to find a solution that avoids unnecessary court
action, in this case possibly action in the United States and International
Courts. Usually there is a preference to keep this type of thing out of the
public arena and we would certainly recommend that. A fair settlement might
enable a win\win\win as they say. The Chinese can feel that they got their
pound of flesh, the US can preserve diplomatic relations, and STEIN can at
least be compensated. All parties, if not completely happy, will be at least
partially so. On the other hand, if we can't settle reasonably today bearing in
mind STEIN, as you have confirmed, are innocent victims of diplomacy here, then
certainly we will . . ."

"Five hundred million is outrageous!"
Walker interrupted.

Boom! Marcus
thought, growing more confident by the minute. They're prepared to pay and
they are embarrassed! He and Kevin exchanged a look and a nod.

Kevin took over. "Mr. Vice President,
Arteis is a four billion dollar company. You may have heard of the partial sale
only a few weeks ago to USDynamics. There's a lot at stake here and this US
decision will have dire consequences for many shareholders. We will sue,"
he hardened his look, "not because we are bastard's, sir, but because it's
right that we do. However, we value our relationship with the US and appreciate
you are in a difficult situation. Bear in mind sir, that it is not a situation
of our making and we'd like to help you avoid the courts, as Marcus was saying;
no one needs this type of publicity dragged out. . . ."

 

Discussions had then continued throughout
the morning.

 

Now, back in the War Room, the group found
Kevin and Marcus difficult to read.  "You asked how it went," Kevin
repeated. "It went well under the circumstances but they weren't telling
us the whole story, not by a long way."

"I had the distinct impression there
was someone in the background calling the final shots," Marcus added.

"I noticed that too, now that you
mention it," said Kevin, "The President, do you think?"

"Hard to say Kev, but it might just
have been. She wouldn't want to be seen to be involved in this; I doubt she's
even comfortable with it. This whole thing is the work of backroom dark arts
men, believe it!"

"So what happened?" Stephanie
asked, growing impatient.

Kevin took over. "Well, the first
thing is, neither in the letter we were sent, nor in the meeting today did they
reveal all the other background information Regan gave us. They didn't talk about
it and we weren't telling. They were uncomfortable and at the moment at least
are anxious to keep this whole thing out of the international courts. If they
do let it go to court they'll have to reveal they shut down China!"

"Strictly speaking Kev," Kutch
chipped in, "China shut themselves down, but never mind that, go on."

"So really it just got down to
negotiating reasonable compensation." Marcus said.

"So they paid, yes!" Mary looked
delighted, she was always counting the money.

"We came down a little," Kevin
conceded, "on the understanding that they paid immediately, and both sides
agreed to confidentiality. That's why we took longer than expected. We weren't
going to leave until the money went into our International Account."

"You came down!" Mary sounded
concerned. She was already tapping away on her tablet, checking the account.

"Regan said two hundred million
minimum!" Stephanie protested.

Kevin looked at her and smiled.

"Don't worry, babe," said Mary,
consulting her tablet, "It's three hundred and fifty million!"

They reacted with relief and muted
celebration as no one had any illusions that this was anything more than a
moral victory. Arteis was still under attack and more was probably still to
come.

"Mary?" Kevin asked and she
looked up, her fingers still working. "The money, shift it, as soon as
possible." 

"I'm already on to it Kev, already on
to it!" She had been working the screen since he mentioned the transfer.

"Ok guys, Marcus and I are starving;
it's been a long day. Before we all grab a bite, let’s have a quick update from
everyone. Mitch? You start."

'Done!' was heard in the background and
Kevin smiled.

"Mitch? You were going to say?"

"Everything is on track," said
Mitch. "Separation of businesses in the States hasn't been difficult and
Marcus has already sorted the legal side. We use different offices to Arteis
anyway, and ours are in different states so I don't see that as a problem.
Generally people don't associate Ezas with Arteis or STEIN. We've always
marketed under the Ezas brand and that's how we're known out there. I think we're
good."

"We're good too." said Kutch. "We
only had five of our own staff in the States and they're all on the way home
with their families as we speak. The offices will still be open but only US
admin staff are there. None of them are involved in the technical side and they
don't have the expertise to be at risk themselves. I'm sure they won't be of
interest to authorities if the worst happens. All systems there have been wiped
and anyway, mostly we work through the cloud which is Arteis secure. Really
there is nothing left there."

"What do you see as 'the worst'?"
Kev asked.

"Kev, I really don't know. But Arteis
is about security and penetrative retaliation. The penetrative retaliation side
has proved very, very expensive for the attackers, far more than they might
have expected; they can't be happy."

Kevin turned back to his CFO. "Mary,
how did you get on with Hayden Joyce?"

"He was gutted." she replied. "He
didn't say it but I got the feeling he anticipates being the sacrificial lamb
for shareholders. The USD board is happy with us and wants to stay involved but
they're in a difficult position. Hayden feels that if what I told him is
correct, and I only passed on the information in the US letter, then he doesn't
see how they can be seen to associate with us. Not if we're still pursuing
business in Europe, possibly in conflict with the interests of the United
States."

"Oh how the world has changed."
said Stephanie with a sigh. "Who would have thought China's influence
would grow like this?"

Mary continued, "Off the record Hayden
is shocked and appalled. To USDynamics a contract is a contract and he has no
doubts about who their true allies are. He also mentioned rumors of a McCall
revelation on his show tonight. Hayden's convinced McCall has some other agenda
and one thing is certain, that show has USDynamics and Hayden Joyce in
particular right in their sights.  Publicly Hayden is going to have to play it
very carefully. His last words to me were  ‘if I'm here much longer’."

"Then its best we give USD a little
space for the moment," Kevin said. "If anyone is questioned about our
relationship, say nothing. We don't want to give anyone a sound bite that links
our two names, not for the moment anyway. In summary then, as far as Arteis is
concerned, we're out of the States. Now we get on with business as planned and
wait. It's their move."

  *

 

FBC Newsroom, New York

 

"Well, well, well. How quickly things
change. Welcome to Business Focus, ladies and gentlemen, and do I have news for
you! Little birds are singing and the song is all about cyber terrorism."
McCall could hardly contain himself as he grinned at the camera. 

"I'm John McCall and this evening we're
going to be looking at cyber terrorism and the reported links with STEIN
Arteis. As proud global citizens, ladies and gentlemen, how would it look for
the United States to become the source of cyber attacks on another friendly
world power? Inconceivable you say? Well, inside sources report our great
nations’ reputation has been compromised in just that way. How? By the very
Arteis systems we were discussing only a few weeks ago. You all know my
experience with that company. They appear aggressive, avaricious and over
confident. That, it seems, is STEIN. 

Secondly I ask, how could a once great
corporation like USDynamics have allowed their brand to become tarnished by association
with Arteis? What am I talking about? Don't go away. These and other important
questions will be examined when we come back. . . ."

His earpiece chirped, "You're off
John. Back in twenty five . . ."

The screen flashed to the sponsors ads. 

  *

 

USDynamics Head Office, Washington

 

"So, what can you tell me?" The
voice barked and poor reception made it crackle.

"Not much. The board is going to tough
it out. Everyone's agreed to stick to script and get on with the business. No
one is to mention Arteis, anywhere, and all press contact is to be handled by
Joyce."

"And what is the board saying about
Joyce?"

"Publicly, they're backing him.
Privately . . . well, I'd say his support is slipping. How long he can last
with the share price tanking is anyone's guess. I'd keep the pressure on."

"Hmm . . . that other thing we were
talking about, your man in IT. Can you get to him?"

"Shit, this is getting risky! The more
people involved the more chance I'll get hung. Yes, he's still there but I
haven't brought him in on this. Hopefully we won't have to?"

"Good to know. But I think we will
need him.  I'll let you know. In the meantime it might pay to get in touch with
him. Strengthen the contact, that sort of thing. Stay close to your phone."

"I'll get on to it, but I'm not happy.
Oh, and one more thing, off the record, Arteis is still active in here. For the
moment anyway . . . I'd let your friends know if I were you."

"Thanks, talk soon."

A click and the cheap mobile went dead. The
young man checked that the call was recorded and then stowed it. Smiling, he
made for his lunch date. Everything was going just nicely.

 

  *

 

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW, Washington DC

 

President Sarah Allen, Vice President Jim
Walker and Secretary of State Anne Marshall sat together in the Oval Office.

The tension was palpable and President Allen
in particular was clearly agitated. 

"Jim," she asked, "how did
this become such a shit storm? It was supposed to be tidily dealt with in
private. Neither STEIN nor USDynamics deserve this; we're supposed to be
business friendly for Christ's sake! How did it get out, particularly with that
spin on things? I hold you personally accountable." 

"Sarah, I've no idea what sources
McCall has or even if he's just flying kites . . ."

"Flying kites, shit, he had so much
detail he'd need to be clairvoyant to get so much right. Don't give me that.
There's a leak and I want them, now!” She got to her feet and stomped around
her desk angrily, smacking her hand down on the desk top as she turned back to
the pair. "Have we paid them out Anne?"

Anne jumped, startled, she had been deep in
thought. "Yes . . . yes, a bit steep but maybe we got off lucky, we couldn't
afford for this to be paraded through the courts for months, there's an
election coming."

"Well, at least we acted honorably in
that. God, how did we get this bloated in debt? They've got this country by the
throat." 

Anne leant forward, beating her fist into
her hand. "I'm concerned about the Chinese agenda here, Sarah. They're
playing cagey on this for sure. I don't think they've revealed everything they're
after. We need to be careful that we don't get cherry picked here."

Jim Walker was quick to jump in. "You're
overreacting Anne. The delegates have been perfectly open and we've got a great
deal. The Arteis thing is small fry."

The President raised her hand to stop him
and glared. "Sure, the Arteis deal isn't big in the scheme of things, but
is that what they're really after? There's something else going on here."
She wasn't convinced and leant forward on the desk, clearly rattled. "Jim.
. . . close it down. I want no more comment about this. Are we clear?"

 

The meeting was clearly over and Sarah
Allen wanted this to go away, period! As Walker and Marshall left the office
Sarah was already chewing over the meeting in her mind.  Anne was
uncharacteristically quiet. What's up?

 

  *

 







The Ship

 

Regan lay on her bunk staring at the
ceiling. The stubble now growing on her head itched annoyingly, but even though
it irritated she was determined to leave it growing, for now anyway. 

The two weeks since the blow up with Ham
had been uncomfortable. Settling into a regular routine that maintained a
cordial relationship without the long, quite intimate conversations they had
both enjoyed before the operation. Growing her hair was an act of defiant
independence but, she did wonder, at what cost? The more her doubts developed
the more she threw herself into gym and track workouts to burn off tension. 

Lying there Regan ran her hands down over
her rock hard stomach. The hard work was restoring a look and fitness level she
hadn't enjoyed since her days of competing and she liked it. Twice each day she
worked with Marin, in the morning massaging and manipulating his legs and arms
to keep him loose. In the evening she would bathe him, some substitute for the
conversations she would previously have enjoyed with Ham before bed. She
worried more and more about the consequences for Marin from the long period of
immobility and whether he would ever fully recover. In the afternoons she spent
hours at the screen at her desk, reviewing information from Earth stored in the
ship. Politics, business, science, she studied anything that took her fancy on
the day. It was voyeuristic but she found it fascinating and informative. As often
as Ham would let her she stole regular views of documents on Dahlian society,
science, and engineering. Despite this, the workings of the warp drive and IVSD
displacer remained a mystery and the list of things she didn't understand about
their technology grew by the day. It was a constant source of frustration.

"It's too much." she found
herself saying out loud.

"What's too much?" Ham's voice
broke into her thoughts.

Regan paused, a dull ache in her chest. "All
the things I don't, can't understand. I want to take it in. It's my nature to
want to understand things, to work them out, like a puzzle. But, well, there's
just too much. Too many questions and not enough answers."

Silence . . . then Ham offered, "Regan,
you know where the answers are if you want them."

"Ham,"  . . . She struggled with
her thoughts . . . "I've missed our talks."

" . . . Stop . . ." Ham
interjected. "We both know it's my fault."

"No, that's not fair Ham, it takes two
to tango, but what's done is done and I want back what we had."

"You want to reverse the operation?"

"No way, I don't want anyone playing
around in there again. I just want to enjoy what we were starting to develop
before. Not talking is not helpful.  I want you to know I have still got your
back, I understand I'm your backup and I'm ok with that now. I really did mean
it when I said that. I just didn't expect . . ."

"I know. So, where do we go from here?"

"I've decided I need to get off my
backside and stop moping. I'm thinking a run now would be a good start. Then I'm
going to shave this god awful stubble off, I can't stand the feeling of it. How
does that sound?"

 

Ham displayed Regan's favorite view on the
level five walls as she pounded round her track. He could draw on everything
from documentary footage to home video, anything that had been stored or posted
online. When she asked about Australia he instantly accessed a cyclist's helmet
cam footage of one of her favorite runs when visiting Sydney. It was the sea
pathway from Woolloomooloo to Circular Quay past the Opera House. Ham had the
footage in both directions so she jogged happily enjoying the sights, even
running as far as the Sydney Harbour Bridge before turning around and heading
back. On the return when reaching Circular Quay she decided that she'd had
enough and walked off for a shower. After her customary twenty minute rotation
Regan found herself standing in front of the mirror considering how she would
remove the stubble.

"Wondering what to do?" Ham asked.
"You don't have to do this for me, you know."

"It's not that Ham, I've been stubborn
about this long enough, and I'm just wondering how to shave it. I haven't seen
anything like a shaver here and Marin clearly doesn't need one."

"Marin takes a regular mild medication
that inhibits the growth completely. He does have a paste that dissolves hair
at the root. It would be a long time since he used any but it's in his room."

"Is it safe for me?" She asked,
already moving through to Marin's room which she hadn't seen since her first
day on ship.

"I can't see anything in your species
physiology that would indicate a problem. Human DNA varies only fractionally
from Marin's and very little from any of the other humanoid species I have
records on. You're closer to Marin than an ape, though you might wonder when
you meet him."

She chuckled as she entered the incredibly
messy room. "How come this room is so untidy when everywhere else on the
ship is always clean?"

"This is his area. He likes his own
space so I leave it just as it is."

"Where do I look Ham?"

A short search and she found the tube. It
took only five more minutes back in her bathroom and the stubble was rinsing
off like gel into the sink. Regan dried her head and regarded the reflection. I
can live with that she thought, will everyone else? Walking back to
her room to dress she considered how comfortable she'd become walking around
nude. I'm a naturist! She laughed and then realized how much happier she
already felt having made the decision to move on.

Regan headed straight for control, a level
she had been avoiding as much as possible for some time even though it was
stupid, Ham after all was everywhere. Still, she missed being there, as control
had become the place she associated most with their conversations. Wanting to
punish him she had ended up hurting herself. Taking a coffee from the galley
she walked through to the screen, took her regular chair and got straight down
to business.

"So Ham, what can this thing do for me?"
and she touched her head pointedly.

"Hmm, well it does lift your
intelligence above average, which could be useful."

Regan glared.

"Too soon? O . . . K." 

"Well," Ham tried again, "Let's
see . . ." [We can do this] "How about that!" Ham sounded
exceptionally pleased with himself.

"I don't get it, do what?" Regan
was confused.

[Do this!]

Regan paused, looking around and displaying
her habitual cock of the head. There wasn't any sound . . . was there? 

"Do that again." she asked.

[Regan I'm sub-vocalizing to you. You
receive it and understand just as if you heard it. You can do it too but it
might take some practice. Just think as if you were speaking to me. Your
subconscious needs to be in control and you'll get better at it as the habit
develops; give it a try]

"You're kidding me!" Regan concentrated
. . . nothing. 

"It's not working."

"You can do it - Think of a poem or
something that you know well. Then just think of me and say it in your head
without framing the words consciously. Remember to keep your mouth shut, that'll
be a challenge." 

"You will keep my friend, you will
keep!" Regan shook her head.  Then, as she knew a poem was in there she
tried to blurt it out in her mind, as if speaking to Ham but without thinking
or saying the words.

[Maryhadalittlelamb!] Breathe [It'sfleecewaswhiteassnow!]
[Itfollowedhertoschool one day] Breathe [and a big yellow dog ate it!]

There followed a moment of pregnant
silence. Regan shrugged her shoulders and looked baffled.

Finally Ham responded. [Really, that's the
best you could come up with? Not something like; the quality of mercy is not
strained. It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven upon this place beneath; something
like that maybe?]

[Hey, I thought I did pretty good to
remember that one] She couldn't tell if her subbing was working but it felt
right!

[That's the problem with you babe, you're all
looks, no class.]

[You know the big advantage I have over you
Ham?]

[What's that?]

[Looks.]

[Touche.]

"Ham, I have to admit this is amazing,
what are the limitations?" Regan sounded excited.

[We can do this anywhere around the ship
and anywhere there is wireless contact of whatever sort. As long as there is a
means of communicating wirelessly - satellite, 6G, Bluetooth, whatever is
available. If it's got a signal, we can link and that gives you access to the
ship in most places.]

"Wow! What could I do in a casino with
this? Dangerous!"

"Regan, that is seriously messed up.
You're already one of the richest people on your planet and your first thought
is about using this for gambling!"

"Oh it's just fantasy, a game like in
the movies; I don't care about the money."

"Yeah right, it's easy not to care
when you've got plenty. Last time I looked at the data, most people don't seem
to have enough and very few with money seem to care."

"You're getting into an interesting
moral area there Ham, but perhaps that's a conversation for a different time?"

Regan again tried sub-vocalizing [You said
earlier I knew where the answers were, you meant your backup right?]

[You're getting good at this.] Ham sounded
pleased.

"Just practicing the sub vocal thing,
but am I right about the backup?"

"Yes . . . partly. If we're not in
range of the ship where all the data is stored then you only have access to the
latest me and the limited amount of information that is carried as a part of my
personality. Plus I can store in advance any information relevant to the task
you might be performing provided I have time to download it before separation
from contact with the ship. However, as I'm also effectively with you then if
you access the implant, the me that is there can wirelessly connect with any
system it can reach. That me may not be in contact with the ship but I'm smart
enough to hack any system in Dahlia - trust me, Earth would be no problem."

Regan shook her head, trying to come to
grips with the information. "Just to be clear here, you're not riding me,
like a horse?"

It was too tempting for Ham to resist, "More
like a mahout with an elephant . . ." he waited, "sorry, too far
again? I shouldn't joke so much. To answer your question, the backup is a
passenger yes. But picture the passenger to be in a closed booth. You, and only
you, can communicate and exchange information with the passenger by sub-vocalizing.
The passenger is blind and dormant unless you choose to communicate or open the
curtains. Until the moment of engagement with you the passenger stays dormant,
a backup. Bear in mind when I say passenger, we're always talking about me.
When you come back within range of the ship or any other time we are in contact
then I will constantly update, and the two of me merge to become the new one.

Of course, as long as we're here, the me
that is in the ship or communicating with you from the ship is like an annoying
fly. You can't get rid of me!"

To Regan this was at the same time simple
and bewildering. She decided to stick with simple.

[Ham, I think I can live with that. . . . welcome
aboard]

 

  *

 

"Regan?"

"Yo!"

"You may like to see this; we've
briefly come out of FTL and I need to make a course change."

"Definitely, I'm on my way up." 

She was ready to start the morning workout
with Marin having just set everything up but Regan figured it wouldn't hurt to
get coffee and take a break. Marin will still be there when I get back. After
two weeks of only seeing the inside of the ship the chance to view another part
of the galaxy was not something she wanted to miss. As she walked to the elevator
and proceeded to control she continued the conversation with Ham. 

"Why do we need to change course
anyway?"

"So we don't hit anything; it's a bit
difficult to swerve in FTL. The courses I plot are based on history. When we're
in FTL we travel in a straight line so if anything appeared in our path we'd be
worse than mince meat. Well, you'd be the meat dish but you get the picture.
The chances of that happening are miniscule but when you do know there could be
obstacles between you and your destination it's only smart to stay well clear.
Like if you're captaining a ship, and you know there's a reef on the map why
shave past just because you can? It's not worth the risk when you know there's
plenty of ocean space to work with. It's the same in space but more so because
in FTL we can't even see what's coming. From past experience we know certain
lines are object free. So we follow those lines like walking in the steps of
others through a minefield. Different lines could be safe too of course, but
not having taken them, who knows? In our case we'll take three lines into our
destination and we'll come out in the arrival zone for ships returning from
Earth trips. It should be obstacle free."

"Should be?"

"Well, you know kids, they can turn up
anywhere, we should be fine."

As she entered the control room with her
coffee she could once again see the spectacular starscape that had captured her
only weeks ago, a view that was comforting and awe inspiring at the same time. 

"Why does it look familiar to me?"
she asked "I thought we were in different space?"

"We are in a different place, many
light years from where we were. But the galaxy is so big, even from this
perspective it looks similar."

"Do we have to move now or can we talk
for a bit with a view?" She sipped her coffee lovingly.

"We can talk; we're turning slightly
and will catch a wave again in about twenty minutes."

"Great. I've wanted to ask you about
Marin's people and the other humanoid species you mentioned. You said there
were six and that just astounds me. Do they originate from Earth, maybe from
some great Diaspora before a disaster or something, or did we come from them?
Or, did we, as we are so convinced, evolve on earth."

"Damn!"

"What's up?"

"I had a bet that you would naturally
assume everything started from Earth. It's a humanoid thing, very common. But
at least you suggested that humans might have originated somewhere else."

"Well - did they?"

"Who knows? Even Marin's people don't
know whether they evolved where they are or originated somewhere else. Regan,
consider this, how old do you think the earth is?"

"I'm not sure. I think it's something
like four or five billion years."

"Bear with me a moment, humanoids have
this tendency to blurt out numbers while suspending belief about how big they
are. If you say them quickly you lose all sense of scale sometimes. Say it for
me in millions will you please?"

"Aaah, let's see, four thousand five
hundred million years. What's your point?"

"I won't ask you to say that number
slowly but sometimes it really does help. Ok, when do your scientists think the
conditions might have become right to sustain life?"

"I'm guessing it took a long time?"

"Ooooh yes! About one thousand million
years."

"So there's been life there for three
thousand five hundred million years?"

"Well, I wasn't around then of course,
but even your own scientists say yes so we'll go with that. Now, what about
when complex life forms appeared, in particular humans as we know you?"

"Well - obviously humans appeared much
later; Ham, what are you getting at?"

"Would it surprise you to know that
humans, according to the fossil records, appeared only around two hundred
thousand, not million, two hundred thousand years ago?"

"Again, your point is?" said
Regan, getting frustrated.

"My point is Regan, humans have only
been around according to you for two hundred thousand years of the three
thousand five hundred million years the Earth has sustained life! So we're
only talking a very, very small fraction of that total time span. And on top of
that your recorded history in that enormous time period is only around six
thousand years. Yet humans, and from my experience humanoids generally, have
this amazing ability to talk in absolutes.  They'll say, it was like
this, we've been here this long, and we descended from this. You're
so definite about everything and yet you've only been around a few thousand
years in the scheme of things. How do you know that in the other three thousand
three hundred million years there haven't already been several phases of human
development that were mostly wiped out, or they left, or came in several different
migrations that didn't make it, or . . ."

"I get the picture." Regan
interrupted Ham's flow.

"Well, you see my point." He wasn't
finished. "The size of this galaxy alone is beyond comprehension, the
numbers too long to speak out loud and our Galaxy is only one of numerous,
possibly infinite galaxies, which is also way too much for a tiny mind to
comprehend. Three thousand three hundred million years is really a very small
number and yet it is way beyond your comprehension when the events of a single
lifetime seem so full. All I can tell you with confidence is that when our
entire known history, yours and Marin's, amounts to less than . . . well it's
so little; then it's ridiculous to suggest that everything about your
development or origins is known."

"I get it. So even Marin's people don't
know theirs?"

"Correct. . . . we'll be underway
again soon, do you want to watch?"

Regan cocked her head. "Seriously? I
think I'll go and finish with Marin but before I go I did want to ask, where is
it that we're going?"

"We're going to a star system you know
as Gliese 667. It's a triple star system in the constellation of Scorpio . . .
mean anything to you?"

"I'm not an astronomer."

"So that's a no then?" 

Regan smiled. "It's good to have you
back Ham. I'll leave you to your work."

 

Regan made her way down to the Medlab still
chewing over the things Ham had talked about. The discussion about origins hadn't
thrown her too much. She prided herself on an open mind; in fact it was
important to her. Coming up with new ideas means thinking outside the box and
the last thing she wanted was to become locked up in her thinking. Considering
this she stopped for a moment outside the door. 

Shit, she
thought, I'm now a living backup hard drive and a walking wireless router, all
powered by a solar panel in my head. This is a good one for 'what I did on my
holidays'.

Entering the Medlab Regan quickly got down
to her routine. With every passing day she'd become more concerned about Marin's
condition. It was almost a month since the accident and he seemed to be wasting
away in front of her. This, despite the drip which Ham assured her carried all
the nutrients he required. Over the last two weeks she had daily massaged his
legs, arms, back, neck and shoulders, anywhere she felt he would need to keep
movement. Raising each leg in turn she would lean her weight against the knee
bending it up against his body, trying to stretch the hamstrings. She'd rotate
the ankles and stretch the calves to simulate something like leg work. 

Having no real experience she'd also
searched the ship data for anything on dealing with patients in a coma. It had
been some help. Today however, she found her mind drifting with so many things
from her discussion with Ham rolling through her mind. Regan slipped easily into
auto pilot, beginning with Marin's shoulders and neck. The silky slick oil was
wonderful to use and she gently worked her hands into muscle and sinew
stroking, massaging, working. 

She often talked to him as she worked,
hoping that Marin might hear and understand. She told him about her life and
the challenges of the last few years though Ham was far from encouraging about
her doing so. He thought it was strange and would point out regularly that
there were no changes in Marin’s brain activity, or his pulse rate was
unchanged or he would simply rib her that she was talking to herself. Ham was
too practical for Regan by far so she continued talking while she worked
regardless.

Having completed his upper body, Regan as
usual moved to his feet, spending time manipulating his toes, the movement of
the ankle joints and massaging each sole. Then one by one she took a leg, bent
it at the knee and leant her weight there, stretching the hamstrings and
gluteus, before returning them to the bed and massaging his quadriceps. Without
realizing it she took more time in the process, distracted by her thoughts.
Eventually there were only the adductors on the inner thigh to finish.
Beginning with the left leg she stroked upward from the knee to the groin then
back again.

Suddenly she stopped, "Ham?"

"That's . . . interesting . . ."
he replied

"Do your readings tell you anything?"
she asked, fully alert now. Her eyes were fixed on Marin's groin, he was
clearly semi erect.

"Apart from that there's
nothing I can see from the readings."

As she stood there frozen, with her hands
raised as if under arrest, she could see the partial erection was quickly
subsiding. "What do I do?" she asked.

"Keep doing whatever you were doing."
Ham encouraged.

"I was working his adductors."
She moved to the right leg and continued the same process as before, more
gently this time. As she stroked upward toward his groin she could see there
was no doubt, he was becoming aroused. 

"Anything?" she asked again.

". . . Nothing . . ."

She kept massaging gently, both hands now,
sliding them smoothly up his thighs, he was clearly growing more and more
prominent. "Oh shit," she whispered, "this doesn't seem right."

"Regan, this might bring him out of
it."

"Well it'll take him somewhere that's
for sure!" She paused for a moment unable to stop herself looking at the
now almost fully erect member. A joke came to mind about men shaving there to
give them that 'extra visual inch'. Well he certainly doesn't need an extra
inch she thought and laughed nervously. She drew a deep breath. 

Without further hesitation she took the
tube of oil and holding it above him dribbled a stream down the length of him.
With both hands she began a gentle up and down stroke, soon becoming totally
engaged, her eyes fixed on him as she worked, looking occasionally up to his
face and examining him in detail. It didn't take long. Without any obvious warning
and accompanied by the first sounds she had heard from Marin since the Pod, he
erupted.

"Jesus!" She gasped. "Tell
me you got something please!"

"There's still nothing." Ham
replied sadly. "Sorry Regan, it was worth a try. There was a peak of
activity then it fell away."

She felt utterly deflated. It had been
uncomfortable, desperate, and yes, to her embarrassment, erotic . . . for nothing?
Without a word Regan gathered cloths and warm water and began the cleanup. To
her surprise as she worked her hand over him he again began to harden. Regan
paused, still holding him, amazed. 

"Regan," Ham groaned, "He's
awake."

"What?" She looked at Marin's
face, still holding his erection in her hand. There were no signs she could
see, nothing different from any other day. "Are you sure?" she asked.

"No question," Ham replied. "He's
faking it. He may have come around earlier and I missed it." If a computer
could manage a sigh, that was what she heard from Ham, he actually managed to
convey deep disgust in a sound.

Regan let go of Marin and pulled her hand
back so quickly the erection slapped back down on to his stomach with a loud
smack.

"Bastard!" She spat it out, stepping
back and glaring at the man.

"Regan," Ham said, despair in his
voice, "That's Marin and get used to it, it's as deep as he gets."

Without opening his eyes, the body spoke,
weak but clear. "I . . . heard . . . that, you metal marble!"

"Welcome back to us your baldness, an
explosive entrance as usual, verrry classy!"

"You're full of hot air." Marin
opened his eyes and stared at Regan.

"That can easily be remedied!"
Ham countered.

Regan could understand every word and realized
with a start she'd been talking Dahlian since early that morning. Marin must
have heard everything, at least from some point.

Marin glared at her. "What . . . is .
. . the woman doing here?  This is madness! You know this breaks every mission
protocol. You've killed us both!"

"Oh please, you talk to me about
protocol! If the woman hadn't been here one of us would already be dead. She
saved your life!" Ham didn't give any ground.

Marin tried to sit up, and then collapsed
back to the bed, fingering the tube in his nose. "I don't remember
anything," he groaned. "I was on the mountain . . . then nothing."

Should I speak, Regan thought, but before
she could Ham quickly continued.

"You were caught in a landslip Marin, it
was just unlucky. Something, probably a rock, hit you hard on the head . . .
Marin, you've been unconscious for three periods."

Regan looked confused and put up her hand. "Sorry
to interrupt, but what is a period?"

[It's about ten earth days Regan] [There's
a problem with Marin] [I can't sub-vocalize to him.]

[Is it damage?]

[There must be.]

Marin groaned again. "I don't really
want to know this but I have to ask. HOW CAN SHE SPEAK OUR LANGUAGE?" It
was a weak attempt at a yell but he managed to say it with some gravitas nonetheless.

"Marin, we'll talk about this later.
Regan, stay if you like but it would be best if you go and clean up. I need to
talk to Marin and I can do that while I remove the tubes. It can get messy. I'll
call you when he is ready to move."

It was clearly a hint and Regan didn't
hesitate. Still flushed and a little embarrassed, she did want to get out of
there, the experience still being fresh and vivid in her mind.

[No problem Ham, I'll be in my room. Call
me when you need me.] She made for the door.

[Do you really need that oil?]

Regan didn't pause to answer. She headed
for the shower. Oh wow! Life is going to be very different around here now, she
thought, interesting.

 

As Regan departed she could see mechanical
arms were already reaching up from beneath Marin's gurney, stretching up from a
floor that had appeared seamless only seconds earlier. She didn't stop and the
doors closed behind her.

 

With Regan gone the robotic arms began
their work removing the stomach and nose tubes, a procedure which Marin bore
without complaint. No words were spoken for some time, and then he shook his
head angrily.

"This is a disaster . . . they will
never understand . . . how did your programming allow this to happen?"

"Oh please," Ham replied, "The
charade is over. The choice was simple, let you die or get help. She was close
and agreed to assist. You should be thankful that exposure of your dalliance
has been limited to this one human, and Marin, she is remarkable. You owe her a
great debt; hopefully you will do the right thing."

"And what is that?"

"She deserves to get home, you must
get her there."

Marin shook his head. "Let's face it;
this could be the end for me and the ship. My foolishness has exposed
everything, all the studies. It's possible they won't allow anyone there now
for millennia. I do not lack honorable intentions but we both know they will
never let her return."

The ministrations of the Medlab machines
continued while Marin raised and stretched his legs, twisting this way and that
while groaning at the stiffness of every joint. As soon as he was clear he
pushed himself up, swung his legs to the side and sat, contemplating the effort
of standing.

"Marin, there's something else . . .
your neural web, it appears to be damaged. Can you sub-vocalize?" Ham's
concern was obvious.

After a moment of silence Marin
acknowledged the problem. "Clearly you can't receive me?" He slumped
back on the bed. "You know what this means?"

"It's not certain Marin. It might be
something minor, something easily repaired."

"You know that's unlikely. This
confirms my fate. They will never let me have control of the ship without
command control. A disaster, this . . . is . . . a . . . disaster."

Marin lay for a minute deep in thought.
Then, not one to mope, he sat up, swung his legs around and gingerly tested his
weight on the floor. He pushed off with both hands  . . . and collapsed beside
the gurney.

 

  *

 

Regan lay naked on her bunk with beads of
perspiration on her forehead and her skin glistening. Legs splayed, one arm
stretched up under her head and the other resting lightly on her pubis which she
was gently stroking. She sighed contentedly. It's been a while, she
thought.

[Regan, I hope I'm not interrupting
anything important.]  [Marin's fallen. He's OK however he could do with some
assistance to his room.]

Regan cupped herself with her hand and
squeezed, a delighted, satisfied shrug gripping her body.

[I'm ready Ham; I'll be down there soon.]

[He insists he's alright and would be better
off in his room, this from a male who can't hold up his own weight! If you could
bring a suit from his room too that would be helpful.]

[No problem, can't have him embarrassed can
we?]

[Modest isn't a word I would associate with
Marin, Regan, I was thinking of you.]

 

So . . . he's on the floor, she thought . . . no hurry then.

She moved into the bathroom and considered
her image in the mirror, a warm flush still visible on her face. Her hands
still silky with oil, she stroked them down from her breasts to her hips
regarding her now hairless body. I like it; she concluded and then quickly
dressed before heading for Marin's room and the Medlab. 

 

  *

 

The Lodge, Thomas Home, Fairfield, Connecticut

 

"How can this disaster have developed
so quickly?" Greg didn't wait for an answer as he moved to refill his
glass in Bill Thomas's study. The atmosphere in the large room felt more like a
wake than a business meeting. But then, perhaps that was exactly the right
description.

"I feel tainted, disloyal. I know this
comes with the territory but he's a good man, a great CEO. We should have stood
by him." As Joan Pritchard spoke, she looked close to tears, something no
one on the board had seen before. That Joan, a strong woman with a distinguished
military background, had been affected so profoundly affected said it all. They
were deeply shocked at the turn of events.

 

In the seven weeks since announcement of
the Arteis purchase it seemed the company and board had been under continual
assault. McCall's unrelenting attacks on his news show Business Focus revealed
a bitter man after blood. His job was being made that much easier by the
continual drip feeding of 'information' regarding cyber terrorism and links to
Arteis, all false reports of course, but rumor and innuendo were having their
effect on the markets. Now, combined with reports of problems with the latest
delivery of Starliner Passenger Jets to Air China, the USDynamics share price
had tanked. Market capitalization was down from sixty five billion US dollars
just one year ago to twenty three billion today. It hardly seemed possible. 

Bill Thomas tried to settle the feelings in
the room. "We all know the board had to be seen to take action and we must
stand together on this. It can be a harsh game but it is one Hayden
understands. If our share price continues on that downward trend we're going to
be having serious problems with our financiers. Hell, they're already nervous.
We know things aren't as bad as they're being portrayed and we need to get that
message out there. We'll get through this. Hayden has been well looked after
and I can tell you we're on good terms. You're right Joan, he is a good man,
but unfortunately in the court of public opinion he's become a lame duck."

"I'd like to throttle that McCall."
Mary stood, interrupting Bill with venom, "What an absolute prick!"

Even Bill looked shocked. Mary wasn't one
to swear.

"Look," he added soothingly. "Hayden
is going to be snapped up. I have some friends who will jump at the chance to
get someone of his experience."

"With the greatest of respect Bill, I
don't think so," Greg, ever the pessimist chipped in. "Hayden is seen
as damaged goods and terrorism isn't a word anyone wants associated with a
resume, or their company."

"That's ridiculous Greg and you know
it," Joan countered.

"Perception is reality in the market
Joan." Greg replied. "Hayden Joyce is tainted by association with
STEIN. We need to make sure we aren't too."

"Do you mean you," Joan said with
a sneer, "or the company?"

"Both!" He didn't dodge it.

Greg looked over at Bill and gestured with
his fist. "Someone needs to take on McCall. You know he keeps calling for
an interview, Bill. He doesn't deserve it but we can't be seen to be hiding or
avoiding the issue."

"I intend to give him his interview
Greg, but not right now. Let's get some positive information on the China
Starliner situation first. I can't go in there looking blank about our newest
product."

"It could be two to three weeks before
we have our engineers' reports." said Joan.

"So be it," said Bill, "and
I can handle McCall, have no doubts about that."

 

  *

 

Jackson Legal Office, Wellington New Zealand

 

". . . Come on, let me in on this
Marcus, you know something don't you." 

The share broker had been pumping Marcus
for information ever since the first trade had delivered such spectacular
returns five weeks earlier.

"There's nothing to tell, Nathan,"
Marcus replied, "It was just lucky. There's no inside story here and I'm
only following the instructions of my client. True, they're a very astute
investor, but as to the workings of their mind I have no idea. We both know even
gamblers have good runs but it catches up eventually and this kind of risk is
way beyond me that's for sure." Marcus could be very convincing at the
best of times however in this case he really was in the dark, Regan having
outlined steps that were a mystery to him. One thing was clear; her war chest
of funds was steadily growing.

"OK, so you're not going to spill!
Well, it's a big company but two hundred million dollars is still going to be
noticed. You could drive the price up if you keep going."

"Just keep picking them up steadily
without making waves. No higher than my maximum."

"OK, your funeral then. Good talking
to you."

"You too Nathan, take care."

Marcus ended the call and walked through to
his reception. Only a small office with one associate, a legal secretary and
receptionist, Marcus's plans to grow had been overshadowed by the association
with STEIN. His major client took all of his time now and as a shareholder he
had an even greater interest. He had no regrets.

"Barbara," he spoke to the receptionist,
"could you do some hunting for me please? I need the number of a Hayden
Joyce. He's the former CEO of USDynamics in the States."

"You've met people there. Couldn't you
just ask them?"

"I'd rather do it this way for the
moment. See how you get on. It'll probably be his home number, San Francisco, I
think he said."

"I'm on to it!" Barbara was the
best, all action and efficiency, he left it with her.

Thirty five minutes later and Marcus was
looking at his watch. Twelve twenty p.m. here, hmm, that's four twenty
there. He started tapping out the number. . . . .

 

"Hello." It was a woman's voice.

"Hello there. Is that Mrs. Joyce?"

"Yes it is. Who am I speaking to?"

"My name is Marcus Jackson, Mrs.
Joyce. I work with Regan Stein and I'd like to talk briefly with your husband
if he's available."

"Of course, he's out back; I'll take
the phone to him. How is Regan?"

Marcus could hear Mrs. Joyce walking
through the apartment, wooden floors? 

"I haven't been in contact with her
for some time ma'am, she's on a long break and out of contact I understand."

"Oh well, give her my regards when you
do. I'll pass you to Hayden."

The phone sounded muffled for a moment and
then Hayden was on the line.

"Hello Marcus, it's been a while hasn't
it? What can I do for you; you know I'm no longer . . ."

"Yes I heard that Hayden, I was sorry
to hear it, but that partly led to my call. Sometimes one door shuts and
another opens. I'd like to talk to you about an opportunity. It could mean a
change in lifestyle. Have you got a moment?"

"I guess so. Tell me more . . ."

 

It was an hour before Marcus disconnected
and as quickly he was tapping again. He could hear the phone begin to ring.

"Kevin Stein . . ."

"Kev, its Marcus . . . he's on."

 

  *

 

Seattle, Washington

 

"I thought I should contact you."
It was a man's voice.

"You know I don't want you calling
this number."

"I know, but I thought this was
important, you'd want to know and I don't have any other way."

"Well it's too late now, what is it - and
it had better be good."

"The IT guy, he's open to help but . .
. ."

"But what? Just get on with it."

"He wants money."

"How much?"

"Just like that . . . you haven't
offered me any money!" The voice sounded offended.

"So that's what this is all about, you
want money do you? What happened to your moral crusade against the military?"

"No, no, I just . . . well if he's
going to get something it's only fair."

"How much does he want?"

"One million . . ."

"He's dreaming. I don't like this. Is
this guy to be trusted?"

"Absolutely, look I'm sure I could get
him to do it for less, say five hundred thousand, it's a huge risk."

"I'll look into it . . ."

"Each!"

"You're starting to worry me boy, and
that's not a good thing. I'll see what I can do. Meantime hold off and lie low.
Things are going just fine at the moment. I may use this to deliver the coup de
grace. And don't use this number again!"

Tucking the old mobile back into his inside
pocket the young man hustled from the main street alley back into the crowd. He
began to jog, dodging through the shoppers on his way back to the office. 

Not much time, he thought. Ahh, such is the busy day of PA to the board. He
chuckled to himself. Five hundred thousand dollars! Nice.

 

  *

 

The STEIN Traveler: two days from leg three to
Dahlia

Regan jogged quietly behind Marin as the
two lapped level five anticlockwise, the Sydney harbor to their left in a fuzzy
holographic image and the Sydney harbor park to their right. As they made their
way back to Woolloomooloo, Regan considered the lean form in front of her.
Marin had made good progress over the last two weeks accepting help with walks
and a gym program while he rebuilt his strength. Now as he jogged for the first
time she saw his height and stride didn't really suit the small laps. A one
hundred and fifteen meter track meant constantly turning and only a short
stride was really possible. Even she had found the treadmill more useful to get
up some pace.

Neither of them had mentioned the day of
Marin's 'reawakening' which she found a relief. The experience had certainly
fuelled a fresh interest in her own libido however, and Regan spent more time
in her room each morning than she had previously. She had no idea what Marin
did with his free time but was becoming tired of his sullen nature. He still
hadn't thanked her for intervening to save his life, not that she really expected
it, but some acknowledgement would have been nice. She determined to draw him
out that morning over breakfast.

As they plodded around the last bend into
the bay she reached forward and tapped Marin on the shoulder.

"Join me for a coffee in the galley
after you've cleaned up?" She asked nicely knowing he'd become a fan of
the drink.

"Sure. I'll meet you there."

They walked back via the elevator and split
apart to their rooms to shower. Regan needed to sort things out quickly. If Ham
had them on schedule there were only two more weeks to prepare for what she
knew would be the next most exciting/terrifying moment of her life. She wanted
a friend, not an unknown, and Marin had proved hard to reach despite her best
efforts. Ham said he just needed time; well she'd tried, it was time for a more
direct approach.

A long luxurious shower later, Regan
dressed and made for the galley and control.

 

[Morning Ham. . . . How's our friend
doing?]

[Yes it is a good morning.] Ham somehow managed
to convey cheeriness in a thought. [Our patient is in the control room waiting.
I think he enjoys your company more than he'd like to admit.]

Regan smiled and to her embarrassment
unconsciously gave a small skip as she entered the lift. What are you so
happy about, she thought? As the doors opened she could see Marin sitting
in her chair, feet up, with his hands behind his head staring at the blank
screen.

"Penny for your thoughts?" she
called.

"What?" Marin's feet slipped off
the console he had been using and he almost fell forward.

"It's an old Earth expression. I'll
give you some money for your thoughts. It means, what are you thinking?"

"How much?" he asked.

"Pardon?"

"How much will you give me for my
thoughts?"

She cocked her head and then saw he was
smiling. Only weeks earlier that would have been the strangest smile in the
world she thought. Now it was just good to see another happy face.

"Coffee?” she asked.

"Yes  - I was waiting for you."
He unfolded himself from the chair and stood, tall!

Together they walked through to the galley
and Marin poured coffee. She could tell he was watching her out of the corner
of his eyes as she mashed banana paste into the roughage. She finished and they
reversed roles. Carrying their coffee and mash into control Regan took her
normal seat without thinking. Marin stopped for a moment, just looking at her.
Then without a word he sat in the seat beside hers and turned toward her.

[He usually sits there.] Ham quickly
explained.

Regan jumped. "Sorry Marin, I didn't
think, where do you usually sit, this is your control room."

"I sit here." he replied,
straight faced.

[Liar, he's clearly smitten with you, it's
pathetic!]

[Shut up Ham and talk if you're going to
say anything.] She could tell Marin noticed she was distracted and he suddenly
asked.

"You can talk with the ship?"

"I, err . . ."

"Yes Marin, she can talk with the
ship." Ham intervened. "There was no way of knowing whether you would
ever surface before we got back. It was a safety precaution and she didn't know
it was happening. I take full responsibility."

Marin stood, not quite as impressively as
he might have intended with coffee in one hand and a bowl in the other. 

"The ship can't take
responsibility . . . this will be my responsibility! No ship can make decisions
like that. Disaster upon disaster, I'm dead!"

Regan jumped in. "Don't be
melodramatic. I don't have to reveal anything; I'll just keep this to myself and
will you please stop referring to Ham as 'ship', he has a name."

Marin sat back down, sullen and clearly
trying to restrain himself.

"That's right." Ham added, ever
helpful. "Show some respect."

Marin sipped his coffee and paused, looking
into the cup. "I have been patient with you referring to the ship as Ham.
As a child I too had such thoughts however," and he thumped the console
with the bowl spilling mash on the floor, "this, is solid! Just
electronics and mechanicals, it's a machine, not a Ham!"

Regan stood, put down her cup and bowl and
stepped up to Marin's chair. She reached up and with her knuckles rapped Marin's
head hard, a clear knock reverberating around the room.

"And," she said "this,"
knock! "is hard," knock! "too you fooool! You are a machine! You're
a self replicating, self repairing, biological machine and you too are operated
by electronics. I know our physiology is very close. There's enough electrical
power operating in your brain to power a light bulb!"

"In his case it's a very small
light bulb!" Ham interjected. "A torch bulb, a small one!"

Regan sat back down with Marin, who
appeared still stunned by the raps on his head.

She continued more gently, appealing to
him. "Haven't you ever heard of the ghost in the machine?"

"What are you talking about?"
Marin looked blank.

"It's an expression, 'the ghost in the
machine'. You have a body, this incredible biological machine. But in there is
also 'you', you're the ghost. Likewise the ship is a body. Solid, electronic,
incredibly complex in its construction, but there's something else. Ham is
there now. Ham is the ghost in this machine, don't you see?

"Oh . . . I . . . love . . . this . .
. woman!" Ham interrupted "What have you got to say to that big boy!"

Marin stood up angrily "That you need
to show some respect." he retorted.

"Listen to yourself, Marin." Regan
challenged him, "I heard you then, and I've heard you many times before,
you refer to this ship in the first person.

You said, 'you' need to show some respect."
she repeated. "Marin, who is 'you'?"

Ham actually laughed. "Got ya! Ha-ha."

"Let's change the subject please."
Marin tried to get onto safer ground and he sat before continuing. "None
of this changes the fact that my people will not accept this truth. If they
suspect you have a web, they will assume I have abandoned protocol and I am
dead meat. If they know the ship . . . Ham, made the decision, then they will
nuke it and probably me along with it. What will happen to you? Who knows?"

"Then let's go back to Earth!"
Even as she blurted out the words Regan knew it wasn't possible, something was
clearly wrong with Marin. "Forget that." she quickly added. "Marin,
I know something is wrong with you, if there is any chance it can be fixed I
think you should go for it and I'll stay quiet. Maybe I could stay on the ship?"

Marin sat silently, just looking at Regan.

She responded with another most human of
gestures, palms out, a shrug of the shoulders, "What, come on, speak to
me?" 

"Why would you do this? Why take this
risk? Is it because you know you're trapped?" He sounded genuinely
surprised.

She just looked at him, shocked. "Well
first, I've never thought of myself as trapped on this adventure so thank you
for that insight. Listen, I'm not stupid Marin; I made a judgement call when
Ham asked me to help. It was a choice, to walk away or do the right thing. I'm
not perfect but I try to do what I hope others would do for me. It wasn't hard
and I'm here. Yes, I hope to get home, but Ham hasn't hidden anything from me
and I think I know what's at stake here."

"Why were you there in the first
place? It would be so much easier if you weren't." He thumped his forehead
with his palm. "I made sure I was well away from the usual paths."

"I was going to visit a special place."
Regan paused, knowing this would be a sensitive area for them both. Had Ham
told Marin that she knew the truth? "My father died up there a long time
ago, he fell on Mt Gouland. I've never had the courage to go there before and this
was my goodbye."

Marin stared at her, shocked. "Did you
get there?"

She hesitated before answering. "No. .
. Ham called me, but don't worry, this was more important and this is what Dad
would have wanted me to do. I don't have any regrets."

Marin leapt to his feet, suddenly all
righteous courage. "We will take you there!"

Regan also stood and put one hand on his
arm. "Marin, I chose this course and I'm happy to see it through. It's
important to me now that you get every chance to fix whatever has been damaged."

"You don't understand, Regan,"
and he turned away. "If there's damage to the web they can't just replace
it, replacement interfacing with a new web is like extra scar tissue, it's not
done."

"Not done? Or not usually done, there's
a difference and we don't know yet that it needs changing at all." Regan
wasn't giving up.

Marin looked in despair.

"Fuck it Marin, don't be such a wuss!
This isn't the person I imagined, that I know you must be. You're an
adventurer, bold enough to travel the fucking galaxy on your own. . ."

"Hellooo!" Ham burst in.

"Well, you know what I mean. Who could
do what you do without going crazy? Be that man now, I won't accept anything
less!"

"I agree Marin." Ham could be
reasonable. "We can make this work and these people have a saying, one for
all and . . ."

"All for one. . . I know it."
Marin drew in a great breath. "It may cost everything, for both of you. I
can't take that responsibility."

"You don't have to, we're already
agreed," Regan insisted, "and just in case things don't work out, let's
plan how we can defend the ship. I have some ideas I'd like us to try and hey,
it could be fun."

"Oh joy, I love it!" Ham sounded
exultant.

Regan continued. "For now, let's sit
back down and finish breakfast. I need to know what I'm facing when I get there
and I'll bet your mom's a real ball breaker. Tell me about your family, tell me
who 'they' are and why this is such a big deal. Then we'll work out a way to
solve this. Think of it as a new adventure Marin, maybe we'll break some new
ground."

 

They talked for two hours straight, like
new friends. The ice had broken and even Marin was joking with Ham as they told
old stories. If she’d had any doubts about the challenge they faced when they
reached Dahlia they were soon gone. Ham had said they were paranoid and
privately she had laughed. Now she could see the environment at home was part
of the reason Marin liked to get away. He wasn't into watching his back all the
time and he hated the politics. While Regan hadn't asked directly her
impression was that Marin's family was strongly matriarchal, with everything
revolving around his mother. He had openly shared the loss of his father with
her, but not how it happened or where. She decided to leave it for him to bring
up in his own time. Regardless, it seemed his mother now held significant
influence on the orbital which sounded rife with conflicting family rivalries,
all hidden beneath a veneer of respect. During their talk she wondered how this
people had developed so far technologically. Ham eventually pointed out the
obvious. Most development had occurred in a period several generations before
this one. At some point the society had become focused around preservation
rather than exploration. They were desperate to preserve the status quo and
resisted anything new.

"So, in your society you must
be seen as a bit of an oddball?" She said to Marin. Regan leaned forward,
interested to see his reaction.

He was in a good mood and held his arms out
indicating the ship. "I think this is the oddball."

Silence. . .

"I'm sorry," He laughed. “Ham is
the oddball!"

Ham ignored the comment. "Regan is
right; you're definitely an oddball by your own people's standards. They're too
comfortable, too content and their desire to explore has been lost. They
experience no threats other than themselves and they have no compelling reason
to grow or develop, so they coast. You, on the other hand, can't stay still.
You roam whenever you can, wherever you can. You take insane risks outside
protocols and though I hate to admit it, you are a breath of fresh air."

"Huh," Marin responded in mock
despair, "That's air about to be expelled!"

Time to move on Regan thought, a change of
subject perhaps? "I think it's time we clearly delineated Ham from the
ship, this ship definitely needs a name."

"It has a name, it's Ham." Marin
protested.

"Marin, you still don't get it, Ham is
the ghost, the mind of the ship. What do you think Ham?"

"I'd like to call it the Stein”, he
said, 'the Stein Traveler'."

Regan was momentarily shocked and
embarrassed but Marin couldn't resist a jibe. "You're going to allow
yourself to be branded with her name?"

"Well unlike some, I'm not likely to
be branded in any other way." He sounded disappointed.

Regan quickly intervened. "Let's take
a break guys. I desperately need a bathroom stop and to eat. I'm starving. I
suggest we break, and then meet again to discuss my ideas for defense. No one
is going to destroy this Stein Traveler."

 

The control room took up half the area of
level two, Pods and Interceptors being level one. The elevator shaft filled the
center of all levels including the saucer. On level two the other half of the
area opposite Control was broken into a small galley, ablutions and this larger
segment, a meeting room. Regan renamed it the war room, a reference to home
that felt good, like a connection.

Now, sat at the large central table,
coffees and food at hand, Regan had Ham explain the workings of the Infinitely
Variable Spinning Displacer. Much of the explanation of course was science well
beyond her comprehension, but the practical applications were another story.

 

"So . . ." She back took the
lead, "If in atmosphere the Variable Spinning Displacer is displacing
volumes of air or gas, which is mass, from one side of the vessel to the other,
could it also displace solids? After all, in vacuum you said that it displaces
the ship instead."

"Yes, of course," Ham replied, "depending
on what the mass is. In atmosphere we move air, low mass but there is great
pressure created. It still requires enormous energy to maintain constant and
smooth movement. Fortunately we have no shortage of energy. In space we move
the ship yes, but into vacuum, very little resistance but still enormous energy
required. Remember we're talking about many thousands of small displacements
per second. Regan, what do you have in mind?"

"What I'm wondering is if someone
fired a missile at you, could you simply displace it to the other side of the
ship and let it continue on its path? . . . Is that a stupid question?"

"Hmm, the surfaces of the ship,
including Pods, Interceptors and Transport are constructed so that they're both
strong and active. There are literally hundreds of millions of tiny effectors
built into the hull, so many that at first glance the appearance of the surface
is smooth. From even a small distance away they can't be seen but as you may
have noticed, the appearance is matt black, not gloss. The effectors are the
displacers, each doing a tiny part of the whole process. In the direction of
travel the effectors most forward are displacing the most with the effect
lessening the farther from that centre you get. As I redirect the ship the
centre of concentration shifts so that we can move in any direction. Now, to
answer your question, the problem of displacing a larger object outside the
ship is that the field of displacement has to reach out, like a bulge. The
further the field has to reach out the more energy is required, still possible,
but it might take away from maneuverability. Also, the speed of the incoming
missile might mean that the displacement is occurring at only the very last
fraction of a second. Keep a spare pair of clean underwear handy!"

"But it could be done?" Regan
persisted.

"It's possible." Ham sounded
interested.

"Can we try?"

"Not unless you have a missile handy
and I'm not sure it's a good idea anyway. As I've already explained, collision
is something we do everything to avoid."

"Of course," Regan wasn't giving
up, "but what if we tried dropping out a drone or something, then flew
into it with only our momentum and tried displacing it behind us, that would be
like the same thing wouldn't it?"

Marin shifted uncomfortably. "I don't
like the sound of this and I can't believe you're even considering it."

"Neither do I," said Ham, "it
sounds like you want to play billiards with the ship!"

"Look at it this way," said
Regan, "If we get to Dahlia . . ."

"Dahlia?" asked Marin

"I'll explain later," she
dismissed him with a gesture. "As I was saying, if we get to Dahlia and
someone really does throw a nuclear tipped pool cue at you Ham, it might be
handy to send it on its way, don't you think? Then you can effect your escape."

"I suppose we could try something
small first." Ham sounded both reluctant and doubtful.

"Ham!" Marin interjected,
alarmed. "Even a small object could skewer the ship, you're both mad."

"Hey, I'm not even finished, if it
works I have an even more cunning idea," said Regan, delighted at the
prospect. "And it's something dear to my heart. When can we start?"

"Listen," said Ham, "if it
doesn't work we won't need any other ideas! Ok, we have one more opportunity
when we make our last line change in two days. We can hold there for some
trials and then make the last wave home . . ."

 

They endured two more days of training,
gym, track and not much else, though Regan was enjoying the time with both
Marin and Ham. At times, even while doing the most mundane thing, she would
pause stunned, considering how amazing this was, where she was, what she was
doing and with whom. The thoughts could stop her in her tracks and then with a
laugh she would move on. 

 

For the last two days however, this moment
and the anticipation of it had dominated her thinking. Rubbing her hands
together now she looked at the small barrel distantly visible on the screen.
Ham said it was solid and of course it had to be to mimic the mass of a
missile. He had ejected it into space immediately after coming out of warp and
now they would spend the next day or so playing with it.

As Ham accelerated the ship toward it she
reviewed his briefing from that morning. She knew that based on Hams modeling
there was a possibility the displacement field would break down. His visual
showed the field would bulge out from the sphere of the ship but the further it
extended, the more the sides of the field would contract so the effect was as
if looking at a teardrop. Ham worried that if he pushed it too far the teardrop
could break away, or more likely collapse.

As the barrel drew nearer she began to feel
nervous. Her confidence in Ham was secure but she did wonder whether this
attempt was all about trying to please her, doubts suddenly filling her mind.

"It's going to work." Marin
reached out and gripped her upper arm encouragingly but he didn't sound
confident.

The gesture caught her off guard and she
shrugged him off, Marin pulling his arm away quickly. Immediately she regretted
it and reached out to clasp his hand.

"Here we go - death or glory!"
Ham warned them.

She peered at the barrel, noticing for the
first time flailing objects on either side. "Ham." She asked,
disturbed, "Are those arms?"

"I like to call them appendages."
Ham replied offhandedly. The barrel was drawing quickly nearer and the 'appendages'
really did appear to be flailing widely in panic, something to do with the
momentum it carried as it was ejected from the ship. The effect was deeply unsettling.

"What is it?" she asked,
appalled.

"It was all I could find; it's one of
the cleaning units."

Regan put one hand to her mouth in shock. "This
is too disturbing for words."

Marin laughed out loud and she thumped his
arm. 

"What?" he said, "You're
feeling sorry for it, that's funny. Now this really is a machine, if it breaks
we replace it with another, possibly an even better one."

Somehow this didn't seem right anymore and
the feeling wasn't helped by the device waving as it got closer.

Whether she imagined it she wasn't sure but
it did appear as if a shimmering something reached out just when the waving barrel
had almost filled the screen. Then it disappeared and Regan let out a gasp,
unaware that she had been holding her breath.

"I'm going to rear view." And
there it was disappearing into the distance.

"I'll come about for another pass,"
said Ham, "We'll do it faster this time."

"How fast was that?" Marin asked.

"Only five thousand kilometers per
hour," Ham was dismissive, "we need to try upwards of twenty five
thousand."

"Let's go to fifteen thousand, and
then work it up from there." Regan suggested.

"Ten," said Ham, "just to be
relatively safe."

She laughed, "Well you haven't lost
your sense of humor!"

 

Two hours later and confidence was high.
Thirty five thousand kilometers per hour and Ham was convinced it could be
done. They celebrated with a coffee.

"Now Ham, what do you think about part
two of my cunning plan?" Regan was really excited now.

"You know," Ham replied, "I
think it might just work. As suggested I've been lessening the power to the
field and I'm confident there is enough for what we want to try."

The plan was to concentrate the strength of
the field on opposite sides of the sphere, two bulges in effect. As the missile
or object entered one side it would be displaced to the rear, only to be
immediately displaced back. This required two very quick actions that Ham
pointed out could only be accomplished by a genius, super powerful, amazingly
dexterous, sentient computer. Did we know of one? 

The idea had two extra complications.
First, the object would need to be inverted during the second displacement so
that it would be facing in the opposite direction otherwise it would still
blast the ship! Second the first bulge would need to be turned off in the
twinkling of an eye. Fortunately, Ham said, for someone of his skill this would
not be difficult.

"Are there any downsides?" Regan
asked.

"I can see we'll be vulnerable on the
sides away from the bulges and I guess maneuverability will be hugely
compromised, correct?" Marin asked.

"Correct," Ham answered, "but
only for a second."

"Well, I can see another problem,"
Regan spoke her concern. "This won't work with a stationary object, to try
this we need the object to be moving."

"I'm way ahead of you sweetheart,"
Ham said with a comical Brooklyn accent. "The Pod is underway."

On the screen a Pod appeared, quickly
moving away from them. It seemed disturbingly large, much larger than the
barrel. 

"Ham . . . are you sure about this?
Aren't we making a big leap here?" Regan felt suddenly alarmed at the prospect.

"Look," Ham replied, "a
missile is pretty big, maybe as long as the Pod, this is the big test."

"I'll say!" In a comical waste of
energy both she and Marin moved behind the chairs as if protecting themselves
from the action on screen.

The Pod made its turn in the distance and
grew alarmingly on screen as it accelerated toward their now stationary
position. As it filled her vision Regan couldn't help squeezing her eyes shut,
her hands gripping the back of the chair so tight that they hurt.

Then . . . nothing!

As she opened her eyes the sight of the Pod
shooting away from them came as such a relief, to her embarrassment, she
whimpered. Marin, normally a warm olive color, also looked ashen.

"What view is that Ham, did it work?"
Regan was whispering.

Ham whispered back. "Is the Pope a Catholic?"

"Yesss!" She screamed with relief
and excitement. "I love it, The Arteis Displacer!" She turned and
hugged Marin, lifting him off the ground, it was a shock.

"Arteis?" Marin squeaked, pleased
at her reaction.

"Arteis!" she said with a
delighted laugh, "Return to Sender!"

 

  *

 

The War Room, Riverside, NZ

 

"It's bad Kevin. Somebody's on a witch
hunt and they've decided Regan's the witch." Mary poured a glass of
Chardonnay and uncharacteristically took a long slug before continuing. 

"We've had cancellation of multiple contracts
along with apologies from seven major clients including the French government.
I don't know how they do it but the influence of the Chinese is incredible, I
guess no one wants to damage their trade prospects. The British have China
financing power plants, and even Russia seems to have some connection that ties
them to Chinese influence. They really are aiming to shut Arteis down
completely, no question about it."

"So what's the upside Mary? I can tell
you're not completely broken about this." Kevin smiled.  "Tell me the
good news." 

Mary seemed to always find a positive
angle, a way to look at things that still offered a profitable opportunity.

"Well," she continued, "All
the clients are embarrassed, and all are paying compensation for the early
cancellations." She leaned forward with a wicked grin. "We're talking
tens of millions, Kev. It won't be cash flow in the future but we're sure
cashed up for now."

"Kutch has hardly mentioned this,"
said Kevin. "He seems wrapped up with Steph working with Special Projects
but his team are still working well. I was down there yesterday and already
they're enthusing about some other software idea that has amazing potential
rah, rah, rah! It was beyond me but pretty encouraging I must say."

"And, Mitch has Ezas humming,"
added Mary. "Did you know they hit three hundred and fifty thousand small
business clients in the States last week and they're well into profit?"

"I heard, and it's a market of ten
million plus potential customers," he added enthusiastically.

"Here's the kicker," Mary said
growing more excited, "Our other major competitor has only one hundred
thousand clients and is growing more slowly than us. The point is that they are
publicly listed and already have a market capitalization of three billion. And
that's on hope alone; they're yet to make a single buck profit! Can you believe
that? What does it make Ezas worth?" She rubbed her hands together
gleefully.

She looks like a Rubanesque Shylock he thought, drinking her in with his eyes and smiled. It's going
to be alright.

 

At that moment Stephanie walked into the
room. "What am I missing?"

"Oh good and bad, the usual boring
stuff," said Kevin. "I'll wait until everyone gets here Steph . . . get
the update from all of us at once."

"Have you heard from Regan?" she
asked and their looks said it all. No answer was required so she headed for the
kitchen.

Mary watched her leave then paraded over to
Kevin and bent to pick up some paper from the floor. She took her time and
caught his eye with a mischievous grin drawing a delighted smile.

He laughed. "You are incorrigible!"

"You'll have to punish me later then?"
She smiled and sashayed away to join Steph getting coffee.

He stretched out and gave a long satisfied
sigh, on his face a look of eager anticipation.

 

  *

 

FBC Newsroom, New York

 

" . . . . And that brings you up to
date Ladies and Gentlemen. A once proud company has been brought to its knees,
its CEO Hayden Joyce has been hung out to dry, Government investigations are
proceeding over concerns about cyber attacks, and in all this uncertainty the
share price continues to tank. Well, if you thought it couldn't get worse you'd
be wrong. It's been reported today that investigators are examining whether the
alleged cyber attacks against Chinese companies may have originated from
USDynamics. 

Now let's be clear that is yet to be
confirmed. Nevertheless under the present chairman's watch this whole sad
episode has been a public relations disaster of epic proportions. What on earth
is going on there? Well, join us next Friday to find out. We'll have with us
USDynamics Board Chairman William Thomas and he has agreed to face the
blowtorch. See you then. This has been John McCall on Business Focus."

 

  *

 







Washington

 

The young man leaning on the alley wall
looked concerned, mobile pressed to his ear and eyes scanning nervously.

 

". . . It looks like time is running
out. We need to bring things forward, is your friend still on?" The voice
sounded tense, uptight.

"He's not my friend! Yes, he's still
on but I need time to make contact, why the sudden hurry?"

"There's going to be an investigation
and they'll be in there Wednesday. It's earlier than ideal but there's no
choice. You've got three days. If we're going to make this stick it's got to
happen now. Make it happen."

". . . You have the money?" 

"It's done, five hundred thousand
each."

"In advance!"

"Don't push it."

"It's our arses on the line here. It's
five hundred thousand each in advance, or nothing."

"You'd better get this right boy or I'll
be coming after you! Give me the details."

A flash of panic went through the young
man; he shuddered then pulled himself together. 

"Get a pen. I'll give you an account
number and I'll be checking the account tonight. As long as the money's there I'll
look after the IT guy, it will happen!" Unseen by the caller his head
dropped. I hope to God it does work, he thought, then gathered himself
as the caller came back on line.

 

"OK, write this down . . .

  *

 

An early Monday start drew no special
attention as IT Manager Nick Madden made his way through security in USDynamics’
Seattle plant. He actually felt excited, like a spy, and congratulated himself
on his foresight over the last two weeks building a pattern of early starts. He
made for the elevators.

Professional jealousy energized him. Nick's
slightly manic personality hadn't responded well to missing promotion in the
cyber defense division and the STEIN Arteis contract was the final straw.

Nick knows better! His personal mantra repeated over and over in his mind as he walked
confidently into the middle elevator and punched the relevant number. On
exiting at the floor, one below his usual level, he made straight for the
research meeting room where he knew he had access to a console and the time to
complete the task . . . provided everyone arrives on time, he thought,
just a little nervous. The concerns didn't deter him, the nervousness just
increasing his buzz. 

"Nothing like forbidden fruit."
he whispered to no one.

Logging on with a stolen password he paused
for a moment, stretching out his arms and flexing his fingers, like a pianist
before a performance. Then he went to work. 

"Let me see," he whispered, "Arteissss
. . . ."

 

No one looked in on the room, just as he
expected. It was rarely used and it was very early for anyone in the research
team. Uninterrupted, he made good time, with his earlier preparation
identifying the relevant files and code paying dividends. It shocked him how
quickly he was able to accomplish the task so he went back, carefully reviewing
to check whether anything had been missed. There was nothing. 

A search of all files would confirm his
analysis that nowhere in the entire USDynamics system was there any evidence of
a Chinese hacking attempt. All that remained was evidence of the opposite, and a
clear trail from Arteis leading to transmission of a virulent package to China
Air.

As Nick extricated himself from the system,
step by step erasing all evidence of his work, he reflected on the golf game he
had followed in the weekend. So much to learn, he thought, as he remembered the
caddy in a bunker slowly, carefully, perfectly raking the sand until when he
reached the edge he was able to step away with . . . no . . . sign . . . that
he . . . had ever . . . been there . . . before.

 

Nick exited the room and made for the elevator
and before he could even press a button the doors opened. He recognized two of
the research team and gestured with his bag. "I had a tough weekend,"
he smiled "can't even find my own floor this morning." and then
laughed with them. They clumsily exchanged places and he punched for the next
level. Minutes later at his desk he logged in for the day, his mind pleasantly
distracted. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, sweet!

 

  *

 







San Francisco International Airport

In the Air New Zealand Koru Lounge the
mature couple at the bar talked animatedly and seemed relaxed and comfortable.
No one was close enough to hear them but it was clear a happy holiday was about
to launch.

 

The woman leaned forward and put her hands
on the man's knees, looking him in the eye, suddenly quizzical; a small warm
smile coming to her lips.

"Hayden, I haven't seen you this
engaged, this passionate about something for a long time, you're like a young
man again, I love it." 

He appeared to be thinking about her
comment and she continued. "Only a few weeks ago it seemed the world was
on your shoulders and I can tell you, I was really worried, but this
opportunity has energized you, no doubt about it. I'm grateful."

He looked up and met her eye. "I know
you were worried. But you know, everything that happened, well, that's just
business and Bill was great about it. When I took this job I did worry that
bitterness might be the driver, but it's not. This is like being reborn, and I'm
glad we can be in this together. Jenny, you're sure you're not just doing this
for me?"

"No way!" She replied quickly. "If
you think you're excited, I'm doubly so." Her face changed and took on a
more serious look. "We were happy Hayden, but we both needed a change and
being closer to Abby is such a bonus. Melbourne's only a few hours away now; we'll
see each other much more often. Her studies are going to keep her there for at
least the next two years and I'd rather be just across the Tasman than all the
way back home."

She poured another Sauvignon Blanc. "How's
the recruiting been going?"

He took a sip of his bourbon. "The rumor
mill has worked in my favor. People seem convinced they're going to either end
up facing redundancies or be working for the Chinese. Not that I was ever
interested in people who were worried about their job. For this to work they
had to be go getters with skills and passion, and they have to enjoy working in
a team. I've got them and I'm excited but I can't say I'm not nervous, five of
the twenty are uprooting their whole families for this."

"Are they young people?"

"Quite an age range actually. The
skills to head up this work, well, some of them require experience that can
only come from years of success and failure."

He turned to her and took both her hands,
suddenly excited. "Jenny, I'm going to make orbit! I know we'll do it.
These plans could bring space within reach of everyone, not just a few."
His enthusiasm was infectious.

"I'm?" She asked.

"What?" he replied, looking
blank.

"You said 'I'm' going to make orbit,
not 'we're', as in the team. What are you not telling me Hayden? You haven't
mentioned anything about going into space yourself. Is that what this is all
about?" and she smiled. "Don't bother; I know the boy in there still
dreams of being an astronaut and maybe she will get you there, I'd love
it."

He didn't need to say anything, she knew
him too well. He just smiled back and sipped again, his eyes glazing over for a
moment, off in his own thoughts.

"Thank you." she shrugged happily
and smiled again.

"For what?" and he looked
genuinely surprised.

"All your years of hard work have led
to this Hayden, you deserve this. I think work for you will be fun again, and
that's something I like. A happy Hayden is a good man to share a bed with!"

They clinked glasses and laughed.

 

  *

 

The Stein Traveler, in transit

 

Three days of surfing, warp whatever . . .

 

This morning reflection time is becoming
a habit, she thought. I feel like I'm in a dream.
As she rested in her favorite pose, on her back, one arm behind her head and
the other grazing her skin as if testing her senses, she thought about Marin.
He was frustratingly aloof. Sure, there had been plenty of laughs and they
could talk for hours with Ham. She felt no shortage of company but she did feel
Marin was holding back, she was always the initiator and it bothered her.
Unbidden, a memory flitted through her mind, Sam Harding at school; will you
go with me to the dance?

Not if you were the last boy on the planet! She had replied and she blushed at the memory, how cruel,
thoughtless. I hope he's ok, she thought. And now, here am I, with
the last male available, an alien! A shiver, not unpleasant, passed through
her.

Regan rose and dressed; time for our
morning workout. 

 

Marin had grown more intense over the last
three days which she put down to nerves. In only two days they would come out of
warp and cruise into Dahlia, for her the start of a new phase of the adventure,
for him it meant possible censure and failed treatment. She personally felt no
threat despite Marin's unease but for Marin she sensed Dahlia tweaked personal
demons and his growing tension showed.

Passing his room on the way to the gym he
was standing there already, as if waiting. "Are you ready for a beating?"
she asked, smiling.

"Your confidence exceeds your height, oh
stocky one." Marin flexed his arms comically.

His strength had definitely improved and he
was getting back into good shape. After a month of inactivity it had taken him weeks
of hard work but he was now close to Regan in leg and arm strength. She knew
her strength bothered him but he had no idea of her background and hadn't
bothered to check. With the advantage of a lifetime in Earth's gravity Regan
suspected it was unlikely he would ever beat her in the strength department,
although having said that, he was certainly trying.

 

The circuit routine they had established
worked well and they chatted as they moved from machine to machine, building up
a sweat, muscles pumped. Regan changed machines again and paused for breath on
a device similar to her bench press at home. 

Lying back on the bench, legs splayed, she reached
up to adjust the weights and realized Marin was watching her. She made as if to
struggle, "Marin, could you reach the weight for me please, just one more
notch."

He stepped over her making much of the
effort and reached for the lever, their bodies now only centimeters apart. She
looked up at him with a teasing smile and to his surprise gently squeezed his
crotch. 

"Now I have you in my power." she
taunted.

A look passed between them and it felt to
her as if a shot of electricity went through her body. Marin stood with one leg
still on either side of the bench and without a word reached up to peel the
suit down off his shoulders so that it gathered around his waist. She found her
hands reaching to stroke his chest and then reached herself for her suit, with
his help pulling it down exposing her breasts to his gaze. 

Their eyes locked in silent compact with
both still breathing heavily and sweat dripping from their foreheads. He
stepped aside and grasped her suit stripping it from her in one movement like a
second skin. Then, throwing hers to the side he gripped his own, pushing it to
his ankles and kicking it away. Still prone on the bench Regan felt a thrill of
tension as her eyes locked on him, already erect. He stepped across her once
more, his legs on either side of hers and she reached, taking him in both
hands.

She looked up and caught his eyes. "Marin,
under the bench, there's oil . . ." 

He looked surprised, and then bent to the
side as she continued to stroke him. He came up with the tube smiling. 

"Well." Regan said blushing, "A
girl scout should always be prepared." and they both laughed.

Marin squeezed a generous stream of oil on
to her hands and she gripped him, massaging nervously. He then shuffled back
slightly and pouring a last portion on to her used his hand to press himself
down to her opening. She wanted to raise her legs but trapped there could only
gasp as he toyed with her, flooded with the same feeling of wonderful erotic
tension she had felt in the Medlab except here she was the subject. He held
himself there, poised at her entrance, his eyes locked on her face and the
anticipation was unbearable. 

"Oh . . . my . . . god." she
whispered, eyes closed, as he entered.

Several seconds passed  . . . and then she
felt him begin to move inside, his pace slowly building. She groaned with
pleasure.

 

Later, they showered together in Marin's
room, still in the flush of satisfaction, soaping each other's bodies and
taking their time. She marveled at his ability to keep an erection, found it
flattering in fact, and rewarded him with her hands.

In a state of calm bliss they headed for
the galley and breakfast.

"Good workout?" said Ham, not
really expecting a reply. 

They didn't answer, they knew none was
needed.

 

Brunch, as it turned out, was relaxed, warm
and friendly. They were three interesting personalities enjoying each other's
company and Marin's comfort with this new relationship made all the difference,
his sullenness all but gone. He seemed relaxed, joking with Ham and teasing him
like an old friend. 

He's out of the closet, thought Regan.

She took the lead in getting down to
business. "Guys, we need to talk about Dahlia and we need a strategy. I've
thought about this and while I don't want to jeopardize either of you, I
desperately want to experience the orbital. You can't imagine what this means
to me to be here, to have come this far and hide on the ship, well, it's just
unthinkable!"

"It wouldn't work anyway," said
Marin. "My niece and nephew will want to come on the ship, they always do,
and if I say no they'll be suspicious."

"And we need to resupply." added
Ham. "While there's no real reason for people to come into the crew area
they normally do anyway, these are friends after all. To lock them out will
raise suspicion."

"So." Regan asked, quickly moving
into planning mode, "How do we handle this?"

"I'll appeal to my mother." Marin
offered. "I'll confess that I was drawn to visit the planet, that it was
wrong but compelling. She will understand. I'll admit it was a monumental
blunder, I was hurt and you saved my life. We don't need to reveal I was
unconscious, just that I needed help to regain the Pod."

"So how do we explain that I'm still
here?" Regan asked.

"You don't explain anything!" Ham
interjected. "You can't reveal that you speak the language. It will give
everything away and Marin, your mother is the devil. She won't fall for this."

"She's my mother!" Marin said it
strongly but looked full of doubt himself. He turned back to her and took both
her arms.

"Regan, we'll make this work as long
as you stay silent. We will say that I couldn't walk, you didn't know what was
happening, that we . . . I, had to abduct you. I will say that I now owe you a
debt of honor, that I must return you." It was less than convincing.

Ham groaned. "I don't like this. Marin,
you're blinded by your feelings, and honor. Your mother - she's not reasonable .
. . this doesn't look good."

"What choice do we have?" Marin
sounded desperate.

"Ok, ok," Regan moved to calm
things. "We can make this work. I'll stay quiet, I can act dumb."

"Easily and convincingly" said
Ham, unable to resist the opportunity.

She didn't bite. "So, I stay quiet and
follow Marin's lead, no problem."

"Also, you can't sub vocalize with
Ham. They'll pick up the signal." Marin started to look more worried, there
were hooks all through this plan.

"Actually," said Ham, "I can
communicate with Regan, you can say it's just the ship trying to contact you,
an automatic thing."

"That could work." and Marin
looked more positive, "But you must resist the temptation to reply."
he waited for Regan to nod agreement. 

"It'll be difficult while Marin is in
treatment," said Ham. "Marin, I don't like to say this but we don't even
know what the problem is, it might be easily fixed, it might take time. Regan
will be at the mercy of your mother and every other interested observer while
you're gone, she could end up a trophy."

"I'll appeal to my sister, she'll
support me and look after Regan, I'm sure of it. I won't leave Regan in my
mother's hands."

Regan decided to change the subject,
hopefully to reduce the tension.

"Tell me about your family Marin, who
will I meet there?" She reached out her arm and touched his shoulder
encouragingly.

He looked at her, hopeful but far from
confident. "My mother definitely will be there, she always greets me, her
name is Beria, it means sunset."

"In her case, the name's apt."
Ham added, clearly not a fan.

Marin ignored him and continued. "Probably
my younger sister Sindali will be there, and her twins, my niece Buela and
nephew Rhine. It's unlikely but one or both of my younger brothers Brun and
Sarin might come. Ours is an influential family as my father . . ."

"Now there was a truly great man!"
Ham interrupted.

"My father," Marin continued
after an annoyed pause, "as a descendant of one of the building families, was
the senior council member and my mother now sits in his seat. I will not take
that seat, I'm no politician. My sister Sindali is well respected and will fill
that role well, in fact the council wants her there sooner rather than later."

"Unfortunately the witch is not . . ."

"Ham!" Regan scolded him. "This
is Marin's mother."

Surprisingly Marin supported Ham, "Regan,
I'm sad to say it but Ham is right. My parents marriage was arranged and there
was little affection. I have a wonderful sister from it and two half brothers,
that is enough. She was always a difficult woman."

 

Marin hesitated and looked embarrassed. "Regan,
you should know this too. No one calls me Marin there. My name is Merali, it
means barren. It was a double insult, I was born sterile and my mother wanted a
girl."

"She made him sterile!" Ham
interjected angrily.

"I don't understand, what do you mean
- made him sterile?" Regan sounded confused.

Marin dropped his head into his hands so
Ham continued. 

"Hereditary lines are determined in
the womb on Dahlia. It's an orbital with limited space, so they have population
control. Parents can decide which of their children will be fertile, to carry
on the family line, and Beria decided when Marin was still in her womb that she
didn't want him to have children."

"But he would have been her eldest, I
still don't understand."

Marin looked up. "Regan, as I said, it
was an arranged marriage, my mother didn't want my father's line to be heirs."

"Why didn't your father . . ."

"He was away when she was carrying me,"
he interrupted, "and she made the decision then. When he returned I was
already eight months old. He told me later that he was enraged when he found
out and he always called me Marin to spite her, and so did the ship . . . Ham."

"What a bitch! How could she do that
so calculatedly?" She shook her head, disbelieving. "You're right
Ham, she's a witch!"

"She had a lover, before my father,
Regan, she's always preferred him." Marin explained.

"Oh don't make excuses for her that
man is a pompous fart!" Ham exclaimed, "He's never produced anything
of value in his life."

"But you have a sister and brothers
Marin, what happened with them?"

"Father found out my fate after they
had conceived my sister Sindali. He made sure Sin didn't suffer the same
treatment and she now has two beautiful children. As for my brothers, they are
half brothers, to the pompous fart." Marin seemed drained by all the
revelations.

Bitch! Regan
thought again. Such a spiteful action to do that and name him Merali, her
first son! She quietly fumed. 

"Guys," she said, suddenly standing,
"we need a break." She walked first to Marin and hugged him hard,
then without another word she left for her room. She would process this over
time she knew. For Marin and Ham it was normal, even if they weren't happy with
it, to her it was an abomination.

 

Much later, in the quiet of the room Regan
lay practicing, accessing the data functions of her device and she found just
thinking a question was enough for the answer to be there. She had no idea how
the process worked but it was becoming so fluid and effortless that it seemed
easy, so easy and automatic in fact that she found it hard to be shocked by new
knowledge. It felt natural to know things, instinctively, as if the knowledge
had always been there. It also slightly disturbed her that the more she
practiced the answers were there before she'd even fully framed the question. 

Like Google,
she thought. Just a few letters typed in or words spoken and instantly all the
options desired are there, only this is a thousand times faster, faster even
than conscious thought? It's time to consult the Oracle.

[Ham, I'm practicing accessing information.]

[And?]

[It occurs to me that if I'm accessing the
device I'm really accessing you, am I right?]

[In a way, yes.]

[In a way . . . what does that mean? It
seems to me that you're so in my thoughts that you're effectively anticipating
them, is that right?]

[Regan, you remember when I explained about
the device; I described it as a closed booth with a passenger, a passenger that
you could access any time you wanted and that you held the power to open the
curtain or to shut it, remember?]

[Yeah . . . I never shut it. I didn't see
any reason to.]

[Exactly, right from the beginning, you
never pulled the curtains. You're a remarkable woman Regan, incredibly open.
Most people have things they hide even from themselves, things they're in
denial about, you don't seem to be like that.]

[Help me out here, give me an example.]

[Well, a person might want to be a singer,
but they can't really sing. Because they can't face that truth they deny it,
and over time the lie becomes truth to them. You seem so open and unafraid.
Your preference is to face truth, not deny it and if it's something you haven't
recognized before then when it comes to light you seem to welcome it, like new
scientific information.]

[Well, of course, isn't that normal?]

[No way, it's very unusual.]

[Ok, I'm looking for new information now. 
I agree, right from the beginning I left the curtain open, and it does seem
this ability, this access, has become more and more fluid, more automatic. Does
that mean we're more connected? Where do I stop and you start?]

[Well we're talking to each other now aren't
we? I'm still me and you're still you.]

She thought about that for awhile. [You
know, I have always talked to myself inside my head, as if one part of me was addressing
another, I guess it does feel a bit like that.]

[Perhaps it is.]

[Does that mean all your data is there,
available to me, I can just think and the answer will be there? That does seem
to be the way it's working.]

[It appears so, no barriers, no curtains;
if that's the way you want it.]

[We're kind of wedded together then aren't
we?]

[Only if you choose it.]

Regan lay there thinking for a minute. [So
does this mean . . . you've been there, through everything, since the
beginning?]

[As I said, you left the curtain open, you
chose to and as a consequence I experience what is running live through you.]

[So you can see too!?]

[I couldn't at first. It was a surprise
actually and came as the connections developed. The images you see are
interpreted digitally, I could even replay them . . . but I won't of course!
Your eyes are like camera lenses.]

[Hmm, that could be useful. Sooo, you were
there, all the time, during . . .]

[Yes.]

[And . . .?]

[Spectacular!]

Regan laughed out loud. [It is, isn't it?
Oh . . . my . . . god!]

She swung her legs off the bed and sat up,
looking thoughtful. [I did wonder. It felt kind of kinky, like having an
audience.]

[Is that a problem?] Ham asked

[No,] and she surprised herself with the
thought. [I think I like it.]

 

  *

Regan was relieved when that night they
returned to their own rooms without any discussion as she preferred to sleep
alone. The other truth, as Ham would put it, was that great, even truly great
sex was not love, not in Regan's mind.

 

In the quiet she lay there reflecting on
her life. I'm a contradiction in terms, the nerd athlete. 

She remembered being tall and clumsy from
seven to thirteen, always the gangly duck and intimidating slower maturing boys
because of her height. In her teens, as the boys caught up she was still taller
than most but developing as an athlete and on top of that she was smarter. The
net result was very few relationships, well, absolutely none, to be truthful
she thought ruefully. 

There had been a few guys at university,
and she enjoyed the sex, a lot. But then there was training and travel to
competitions, crammed study when home, and business. As a consequence serious
relationships took a distant second place. There had been none in fact, and she
rarely thought about it. Am I happy with that? . . . For now, yes, she
thought and felt better for coming to the conclusion. She drifted into
dreamless sleep.

 

The morning workout was charged with sexual
tension, she could feel it. Surprisingly neither made moves toward the other
and instead they pushed up the weights and worked to sweaty exhaustion. An hour
later, dripping, they retired to shower and without asking Marin followed Regan
to her room. She made no comment and simply stripped her suit dropping it
casually on the floor. She turned to Marin and without a word, loosed and
peeled his suit, rolling it down over his hips to his feet. He stepped aside
and Regan found she was crouched facing him. She reached out and took him in
hand, then with a nod of her head tugged him gently in the direction of the
bathroom, "Shower!" 

He followed; moving quickly to activate the
stream and then began to wash her slowly. She let him, reveling in the
experience and gasping as he knelt to lap at her sex, sucking on her hungrily, where
did he get this experience? And she immediately gave thanks that Ham
appeared to know when not to answer a question. 

Surprising her with his strength he lifted
her against the wall. "Please Marin, not now, later." He nodded and
lowered her gently to the floor. She slowly washed him thinking, this may be
the last time, is it Dahlia tomorrow? As they were drying, a palpable
atmosphere of anticipation filled the room. 

Marin pulled Regan into the room and spun
her to face the bed. Firmly he put one arm around her waist and with the other
bent her forward. She could feel her heart racing as she responded, bracing her
arms on the high bunk and parting to give him room. She felt one hand on her
back and fingers reaching through to massage her and she could tell he was
poised, hearing him slowly stroking behind her, keeping ready. Somehow he
seemed to know and just as she felt her climax approaching, he entered tipping
her over. Powerfully her orgasm struck and he filled her at the same moment with
one smooth movement.

 

Later, Marin half lay on the bed his back
against the wall, caressing Regan's head as he looked down at her. She curled
up, her head on his belly, still coming down and thoroughly sated. He said
nothing as she casually stroked him.

"Marin did you . . ."

"No." He interrupted her. "I
wanted you to enjoy it. It could be our last time." He sounded content.

Her eyes were fixed on him; she reached
behind her with one hand, open. 

"Marin?" was all she said. 

He dropped the tube into her hand and Regan
squeezed a generous amount over his length before lifting him and beginning to
slowly stroke, long and steady drawing gasps with every movement. She could
hear his breath quickening and saw his hand grip the sheet tight, bunching it
in his fist as the telling groan began to build. Her eyes closed tightly and
she thrilled with a feeling of power like nothing she had experienced before.









Chapter
three: Dahlia Orbital

A rose by any other name, would smell as
sweet

 

Coming out of warp was a revelation as in
the Gliese 667 system the starscape really did look different.  Ham's virtual
tour for Regan was like following a documentary, revealing Gliese 667 as a
triple star system with planets that looked different in unearthly ways, some huge
by comparison, and six orbitals that exceeded all Regan's expectations. Why
hadn't I asked to see them before? she thought.

 

Most of course was file footage as they
were still in the outskirts of the system, however viewing it while actually
being there built her sense of anticipation unbearably. For the first time she
felt truly nervous but there was no going back and she didn't want to. 

Expecting the orbitals to be gathered
around a single planet she was surprised to find they were far apart, orbiting
different planets and stars. Ham and Marin became more and more animated,
explaining things with an excitement that was infectious. She didn't have the
heart to point out that all this background and history was as available to her
now as it was to them. As questions came to her mind they were just as quickly
answered, and Ham must know this she thought, but it doesn't
diminish his excitement.

Marin's orbital was the smallest of the six
in population and as Ham manipulated the image zooming in from a distance she
understood why he had called it Dahlia. It did truly look like a flower, with
petals reaching out from a central bulb. The petals, Ham explained, served as
huge energy gatherers from a star less luminous than Earths’ sun. Some simply
stored solar energy while others doubled as enormous glasshouses providing food
that Dahlia traded with other more industrialized orbitals. As she watched the
recordings in wonder, Regan could see tall thin people working fields with
machines she didn't recognize, walking through parks and swimming in lakes that
seemed to extend for kilometers. All this in petals she knew must be large
beyond her comprehension. 

Marin pointed out details on the central
bulb and explained it was a city of sorts with most of the habitation space and
with parks and recreation areas of its own. Although Dahlia had a significant
manufacturing industry, supplied with raw material from its partner planet,
this wasn't a large part of their economy. He described everything proudly.

Marin left for the galley while she leaned
back and mentally reviewed the statistics. The population was three hundred
million with four hundred thousand on the planet. Small compared with the other
system orbitals, the largest of which held six billion souls. Six billion! On
an orbital, in space! These orbitals were like planets. 

How had all this happened? Strangely she found no reasonable answer came to mind, her only
thoughts feeling more like myths. The building blocks of origin were absent
from the data and that is a mystery to be explored in the future, she
thought.

 

Regan's nerves were acute with only another
day cruising before they drew near to Dahlia. Seeing so many people at work and
play reminded her that she would be the alien here. She was a 'somebody' at
home, indeed a beauty, here she would be the outsider, squat, muscled and
bulky. What would they think of her? I'm going to need friends, she
thought.

Suddenly the two months on ship seemed
unreal, something that happened an age ago, how could I have grown so
complacent?

 

[Ham, do you have any visuals of Sindali?]

Immediately on the wall Ham slowly scrolled
through file footage, clearly from the last few years as this tall willowy
woman looked not much younger than Marin. She seemed to move with grace and
dignity. 

There was Sindali visiting the sick in hospital,
sitting surrounded by laughing children in a park, at a large table with
officials smiling and clearly seeking her favor. There was footage of her
working a machine in the fields with people running behind the harvester, eager
to keep up. Yet another showed her descending from a vessel, possibly at
another orbital, with crowds cheering and everywhere Regan noted, members of
her guard seemed to watch over her jealously, devoted.

"The People's Princess." She
whispered.

"They do love her," Ham
commented, "Not just on Dahlia but throughout the system. On the more
industrial orbitals life on Dahlia seems like a dream, and she's the dream
princess."

"She's not a soft flake is she?"

"Don't mistake respect for role and
tradition as weakness. She has her father's values and steel."

"What about Beria? What do you have on
her?"

"She's a witch, what more can I tell
you?"

"No, what visuals do you have? I'd
like to know what she looks like."

Ham displayed picture after picture, all
viewed from the ugliest, most unflattering angle. If they were to be believed
Beria was a troll.

"Just a little biased in your
perspective, don't you think?" Regan observed carefully.

"I don't know what you're talking
about, I think I've been generous, that's exactly what she looks like." He
was unrepentant.

It was a waste of time pursuing the matter
and Regan decided it would be best to leave it.

 

She uncurled herself from the chair and
followed Marin to the galley.

[Are you ok?] Ham sounded concerned for
her.

[I'm fine Ham, just a bit nervous. Nothing
a coffee and comfort eating won't fix.]

[Let's do something positive.] He prompted [Assuming
you get to go home sooner rather than later consider what things you would like
to take back with you? What's on your shopping list? That should give you something
to think about.]

She hesitated in the doorway. What a
great idea! Energized, she quickly poured a coffee, grabbed a selection of
treats and made for the war room. "Ham, I'd like to make some notes, can
you set me up with a touch type screen please?"

"No problem, touch the desk in front
of you and I'll establish a QWERTY keyboard. You'll be able to access the file
in future by simply asking. I understand shopping therapy is popular where you
come from, so, have some fun."

In only a few minutes her mind was buzzing,
her fingers tapping furiously while the list and side notes grew longer and
longer. When Marin looked in an hour later he could see immediately she did not
want to be interrupted, she was totally engaged. Along with the list her
general ideas crystallized quickly and a growing excitement about the future
began to grip her. Then, suddenly without warning, an irrational fear swept
through her, that she wouldn't get home, that these plans would never be realized.
 Almost immediately, a soothing calm passed through her in a manner so
unexpected and unlikely she knew it had to have been triggered in some way.

"Ham, what happened then?"

"You lost it for a second there and it
hit me like an alarm so I triggered a release of hormones to calm you down. It
was all natural, I'm learning all the time."

"I'm not sure I like that Ham, and now
that I know you can do that let me ask in future please. There are advantages
to fear at times and I'm not a patient, capiche?"

"Yes godmother, are we good now?"

"We're good. I'd like you to review my
list and consider what might be reasonable. I know I've asked a lot but I'm
guessing if the ship requests provisioning these things might be possible.
Also, once you've considered my plans if there's anything else you feel that I've
missed you can add it."

"It's quite a list."

"Well - you said it, I needed lots of
therapy!"

 

Marin and Regan sat in the control room,
eyes glued to the screen as the Dahlian orbital grew in their vision. Her chest
tight with stress, Regan was tempted to ask Ham to release some calming
influence, but the approach to the destination seemed so rapid she preferred to
be alert. Instead she sat curled in the seat with arms crossed, hands
obsessively brushing the opposite biceps as if trying to stroke away tension.
Marin leant forward, reaching across to squeeze her arm. They made eye contact
and he smiled a tight smile.

"It's going to be all right, Regan."
He squeezed again, and then returned his gaze to the screen.

She could see they were approaching the
bulb from underneath with the petals soaring over them, one moment still in
light then suddenly they were in shadow, hidden from the dim star. As they drew
nearer she became aware how distorted her view had been, as from a distance
there was nothing to compare the orbital with in this area of space. 

The minutes ticked by on her watch, each
glance reminding her that distances were deceptive. The ship really was a very,
very small ball, like a speck of dust approaching an enormous, inconceivably
large structure. Gradually detail on the bulb became clearer, huge windows,
vents, platforms and vessels of all shapes moving in ordered paths across the
face. Nothing more was said as the majesty of their destination was revealed
and Regan acknowledged she was awestruck by the sight and this is a small
orbital!

[Not small in size,] Ham reminded her
[Smaller in population - it's actually one of the bigger in total area.]

They swept under the bulb, drawing ever
nearer.

"There it is!" Marin said,
excited to point out his base.

Regan followed his direction and saw they
were making for a concave gap in the surface. It was clear to her, although she
couldn't tell its size, that they would slot into that space.

[We dock from the side.] Ham explained
silently [That way the Pods and other vessels are free for use.]

That they were approaching side on wasn't
evident from the screen as they always had a forward view. She understood
however and watched spellbound as the concave space filled the screen, until
nothing. Then she heard a familiar clunk sparking memories of the Pod and her
sense of a lock closing. A shudder again passed down her back.

Ham broke the silence. "Let's review
quickly while we can. Regan, you must stay silent, you can speak your own
language but nothing else."

"I've got it Ham."

"And I can sub-vocalize to you, but
you mustn't reply, and Regan . . . ." Ham hesitated.

She waited. "Yes? What?"

"Don't hit anyone!" He was
serious.

"Why would I do that?" She said, slightly
offended.

"Oh you'll see," Marin sounded
resigned. "We'll exit via deck five Regan; we might as well get down
there." Then he turned to her and took both her hands. Looking into her
eyes he seemed genuinely sad. 

"Regan, no matter what happens; I'm
grateful, thank you. If my family doesn't do the right things try to get back
to Ham, and run!"

She knew he was anticipating problems with
his web and tried to reassure him, "It won't come to that Marin. You'll be
fine, we need you."

[Regan, I have another idea. I've
downloaded details about the orbital that will help us. I won't speak to you
from the ship unless I have to, and I will always say 'ship'. That way you'll
know not to reply. If I don't say ship then our conversation is all internal
and we'll be able to converse without detection, and remember, even Marin doesn't
know I'm here in you.]

[Thanks Ham. I've never been so happy to
have an invisible friend.]

It all suddenly became seriously real, not
just a plan. Regan felt as if the blood was draining from her face and she sat rigid
for a moment. But then she dug deep, summoned familiar competition strength,
and stood. She was the first to speak.

"Right, let's do this thing!" 

 

A few minutes later and they were walking
across the deck on level five. Regan looked sideways at Marin and he looked
confident if serious; we're both keyed up, she thought. Ready for action,
she hoped they didn't look defensive and couldn't help wondering, how do
we look? She reflected on the thought, both in black ship suits, he taller
by at least twenty centimeters and lean muscled, she in excellent shape by Earth
standards but heavily muscled compared with Marin's people. Stocky, she
thought, ugh! It struck her they might look like an odd pair, the odd
couple.

Ham's voice broke the heavy silence. "Before
I open up you need to see this Marin."

 

The curved hull lit up with live visuals as
they approached. The image presented as if looking at the outside through a
large window and they paused to take in the scene. Fifteen people were gathered
and they looked tense. Regan noted their dress was practical, not ostentatious,
suits not as tight as those they had been wearing but still snug and revealing.
She could see two women, both tall and willowy. One, in the centre of the group,
was imperious with her head raised and mouth held tight, clearly the matriarch.
Regan bristled. On her right she could see another woman, slightly taller, with
two young children clasping her legs, she looked anxious and expectant.
Gathered loosely around the two were eleven men, all comically thin to Regan's
eyes, however they were nevertheless tall and imposing.

"The two on either side of the women
are my half brothers," Marin said, breaking her concentration, "Brun
on the left and Sarin on the right."

"Be careful of that one Regan, Sarin
is an apt name, he's poison." Ham sounded wary.

"This isn't the normal happy welcoming
party," Marin said thoughtfully. "You're right Ham, something is up.
Well, let's get this party on the road, open up!"

Smoothly the floor and hull in front moved
forward carrying them with it. Regan looked behind and realized the whole level
was sliding across in one section, the effect being to produce two gaps, one on
either side of the wall they were facing. Regan had the impression the floor
could slide out even further allowing full access to the storage area. On this
occasion it stopped when the gap was large enough to walk through and Marin stepped
out while Regan hesitated. On the wall she could still see the images and
watched as the two children on seeing Marin immediately squealed and made for
him, only to be pulled back by their mother. She wasn't successful and the girl
broke free, running to Marin and jumping into his arms.

[Regan, be careful of the gravity, eighty
five percent remember, walk softly.]

"And carry a big stick!" she
muttered as she stepped through the gap.

 

All eyes in the group were on Marin as he
carried Buela forward, both of them laughing. Beria's look and demeanor was severe
as she regarded the pair and she appeared about to speak when a gasp escaped
someone's mouth. Regan felt their eyes burn into her as they all turned. Beria
stopped in mid sentence, her mouth still open. When she turned to Regan her
face paled and her jaw tensed with a look that could freeze water. Very slowly
she turned her head back to Marin.

"You fool!" She turned in one
abrupt motion and stalked from the deck. As she entered a corridor at the rear
Regan could hear her yell, "In . . . my . . . quarters!" With that
she was gone.

[Well, that went well.] Regan silently
processed the thought, shaking slightly with anger. [It's ok, you can talk, and
this is the 'youme'. It might help you get through this to vent when you need
to, I'm used to it.]

Regan ignored him [What is wrong with that
woman?]

Marin turned, and walked back to her.
Taking Regan by the hand he gently prompted her to follow and led her toward
the remaining group, still standing stunned and alarmed. She caught Buela's
eyes as the girl peered curiously over his shoulder. Marin made for Sindali,
only to be confronted by his brothers who stepped quickly between them.

"What have you done Merali?"
Sarin sneered. "You are an idiot! This will be the seal on your coffin."

Marin paused, glaring at Sarin until the
brother looked away and then, shielding Regan, he pushed past him to his sister.
"We need to talk Sin, preferably somewhere private."

Sindali's eyes were fixed on Regan and without
looking at her brother she spoke. "My quarters, we'll go there, then you
must speak with Mother."

She turned and taking the boy by the hand
walked to the exit. They moved to follow and as Regan turned Brun reached out
one arm to squeeze her breast. In a flash she spun and slapped him so hard he
was knocked from his feet. As they exited following Sindali she could hear
Sarin laughing.

[Well, it wasn't a punch, and you did miss
his nose.] Ham sarcastically commended her restraint, [Feel better?]

[Stay close Ham, I may need those calming
influences yet.] She took deep breaths as she walked, shaking her sore hand and
slowly draining the tension with every expulsion of air. Dear God, she
thought. Is this what it's like to be short? I feel like a child.

Not far down the corridor doors slid open
at Sindali's touch and they entered a tube compartment with bench seats, as
usual just too high for her. The five of them sat with Regan beside Marin and to
Regan's surprise the girl, Buela, squeezed between them and held her arm. She
could sense Sindali's disapproval but she said nothing.

Without conversation it proved a long
fifteen minute journey but Regan didn't notice, she was occupied in her head.
At a thought the schematics of the area were there for her and she tracked
their progress as if following a GPS at home. Home, she thought
wistfully.

[Are you homesick?]

[Some. . .] She replied, [But make no
mistake Ham, I wouldn't miss this for a minute.]

When the doors finally opened they exited
straight into an apartment, very austere but lit up in strategic places with
lights and flowers. It was restful.

Sindali gestured for the children to leave
them. They shuffled off to the side but didn't leave, preferring instead to
huddle behind a couch. Marin walked to the large table in one corner, clearly
comfortable in the room and Regan followed, taking a seat without asking.
Sindali joined them and they sat at opposite sides of the table, each waiting
for the other to speak.

With a nod Sindali indicated Regan and
raised her eyebrows. Her features were striking and every look seemed to convey
so much information, a woman of few words perhaps, Regan thought.

"She saved my life." Marin also
didn't waste his words.

Sindali simply cocked her head and raised
her eyebrows again. How very human.

He continued, "I know, I know, yes, I
went down there again, I'm driven to visit that place, it haunts me. Anyway, there
was an accident and I was badly hurt." He gestured at Regan. "Without
this human I wouldn't even be here."

"Perhaps it would have been better if
you weren't." Her look was severe for a moment, and then Regan saw tears
well in her eyes and her head dropped. Sindali suddenly reached across the
table and took Marin's hand. "Oh Mer', you have no idea. Of course I'm
glad you're here but this could not be worse."

He took her hand in his, "Tell me,
what has happened?"

Sindali looked sideways at Regan, and then
continued. "Things were bad before you left, but they have escalated while
you were away. Things are much more volatile now and Mother has been threatened
by unknown rivals, hence the guard. There have already been two attempts on her
life. I've had approaches from the council, not associated with the attempts I'm
sure, but they do want to shut down the dissent." She paused,
uncomfortable with something.  

"Marin, they want me to take over, I
have refused, naturally, but Mother becomes more and more determined and she is
more and more unreasonable."

[What's this all about Ham?]

[Oh - food, money, power, influence and of
course jealousies, slights, infidelities, insults, the normal hotch potch of
humanoid failings.]

[Give me the Reader's Digest version.]

[Beria has ruled with an iron tongue since
Mariner was killed. She assumed the throne so to speak, as if it was hers by
right. Regan, this isn't a monarchy as you know them. Mariner was followed by
the people because of the man he was, Beria has no such qualities and she's
retained her control by threat and coercion. Not physical, at least not so far,
but with information, her spies are everywhere. In the beginning she intended
to do so only until Marin or Sindali took over, but increasingly she's become
more paranoid and it threatens to destabilize the orbital. There are many who
would like to control the trade with other tribal groups, other orbitals.
Instead, she gives nothing and shares nothing . . . it seems some have had
enough.]

 

While she internally conversed with Ham,
Marin and Sindali continued talking animatedly. The children had insinuated
themselves under the table and she felt a small hand on her leg. Looking down she
saw Buela's face, then Rhine's appeared. Regan reached down and drew them up
beside her, smiling. They touched her biceps and thighs, clearly intrigued by
her bulk, then scattered at a bark from their mother. Regan made as if to speak
only to be brought up short by a bark from Ham, [REGAN!] It caught her just in
time and she simply nodded to Sindali and smiled.

Marin stood and they followed. "Thank
you Sin, I must face Mother now. Before I do, there is something else,
something I need you to organize for me."

"Of course Mer, I'll do anything."
She replied

"In the accident, my web was damaged
in some way." Sindali's hand went to her face in concern. "I need a
specialist to look at it, it may be something simple but I can't function
properly without it. Can you organize that for me, urgently?"

"It will be done," She replied
without hesitation. "By the time you have finished with Mother I will have
organized a meeting."

"Thank you again sister, but one more
thing. For now, and if I go into treatment, please look after this woman,"
and he indicated Regan, as if there was any need. "I owe her a debt of honor.
No harm must come to her."

"Of course I will . . . again,
anything Mer." She looked reluctant but didn't hesitate to agree.

With that he turned to Regan, took both her
hands and smiled. He nodded to the table and the message was clear, stay here,
then he turned for the door.

Regan, alarmed, made to follow.

[Let him go Regan. He needs to talk to the
witch alone.]

[Can you track him?]

[Yes, from here and from the ship. We'll
always know where he is.]

Regan wrung her hands, and then sat back
down at the table as the doors slid shut behind Marin.

The boy, bolder now, looked up and extended
his arms, another familiar gesture she thought and smiled thinly before
picking him up. What do I do now?

 

Sindali proved a gracious if nervous
hostess and not long after Marin left she returned to the room with a tray,
food and drinks. The food items were new to Regan but she ate with confidence,
knowing nothing she'd eaten so far had been a problem. They were tasty, things
that had recognizable flavors but unfamiliar forms and while it was
disconcerting she ate anyway, nervously. While the children were a delight, trying
to entertain her with their antics, largely Regan spent the time listening to
Ham explain more about the likely politics of the situation. I probably look
like a zombie to them! She knew Marin would know more and bring them both
up to date when he returned.

Sindali drifted in and out of the room
saying nothing, what was the point after all? She stole glances at Regan, observing
her from a distance and it was disconcerting until she realized Sindali's
concerns probably weren't about her, she was fretting about Marin.

The room, while comfortable was compact
open plan. It had no windows but neither had the ship so Regan hardly noticed.
Still, she itched to get outside; there were gardens and parks she knew,
hanging there in space! She wanted to explore, to experience. Early days,
Regan, she told herself, be patient. 

The most interesting exchange in the whole
waiting period was asking for the toilet. She played her role and simply acted
it out, poorly. It was Buela, laughing, who first discerned her meaning and
everyone broke out in fits of laughter, it was a magic moment. Sindali looked
at her with compassion, a connection was made and she took Regan by the hand
leading her to the bathroom.

It was two hours before Marin returned,
looking haggard and emotionally drained. On his entrance the children
immediately ran to him. He swept them both up and swung them around, kissing
each before putting them down. He went down on his haunches so that he could
look at them at eye level. 

"It is so good to see you, my favorite
niece and nephew."

"We're your only niece and nephew!"
Rhine laughed.

"That's true, but you are still my favorites."
Marin smiled warmly but Regan could see he was strained. "Now, I will
speak with you later and tell you my stories of travel, but for now I must
speak with your mother. Leave us for a while, I won't forget you."

The children surprised Regan by immediately
disappearing off to another area. Try that at home, she thought.

Sindali had been waiting and watching. She
came forward and embraced Marin, long and hard. "Now you understand?"

"I had no idea." Marin replied
and slumped into a seat, "How long has she been like this?"

"Oh Marin, she's been difficult for a
long time but you are so focused on your work you just don't notice. These last
few periods, with the threats, attempts on her life, she has become hardened,
not more reasonable. She's impossible."

He looked incredulous, "Who would
threaten her? What is there to gain? She talks as if the orbital is full of
traitors."

"Traitors there are, Marin, those who
have had enough of the sidelines, families with grandiose ideas of system
influence and power."

Marin shook his head. "This is all so
ridiculous; there is nothing to be gained. We do have influence and power but
we are no military power. All they needed was to be listened to, to
participate, to share in the responsibility. Mother has brought this on
herself."

"She's brought it on all of us Marin."

"You have support Sin. We're no
democracy. The people appreciate your skills; they will follow your lead."
Marin looked desperate, as if grabbing at straws.

"I worry that it has gone past that
point Mer. I'm caught. If I show disrespect to Mother I lose the respect of
many. If I do nothing, every day Mother undermines Father's legacy and one
thing is certain; this is coming to a head."

Marin looked pensive. "I need this
dealt with first Sin," and he pointed to his head. "I'm hamstrung
like this, did you get a specialist?"

A look of genuine desperate concern came
over Sindali. "Of course I called Marin; they have made space for you at
the clinic, tonight." And suddenly tears welled up in her eyes, alarming
Regan. "Mer,'" she said, "this is such a risk."

[Ham, what does she mean?]

[There is a risk Regan, this is a brain
operation after all. He'll have the best of treatment but everyone worries.
There is no going back and for Marin this isn't the first time he's been
through the procedure.]

Regan stood and went to Sindali, putting
one arm around her shoulders. She sat beside and just held her. Sindali dropped
her head to Regan's shoulder and sobbed.

[This is more than Marin, Ham. This woman
has been carrying the orbital on her shoulders.]

[I think you're right Regan, and holding
off the witch.]

Marin stood and spoke to Sindali while
Regan had the feeling he was also speaking to her. 

"It must be done Sin and thank you for
organizing it, I know you must have called in some favors. The sooner this is
done the sooner I will be in the right shape to help."

Sindali looked bereft and didn't reply. The
unsaid hung in the air, Marin might not be back.

He stood, then with a look at Regan and a
touch on Sindali's shoulder he walked to the doors. "I'm going now, I
don't want to wait. I promised the children I'll be back and I will."

Regan continued to hold the sobbing Sindali
and subbed Ham desperately [What do I do now?]

[Regan, don't!]

[What?]

[Regaaaan!]

Regan pulled Sindali closer, stroking her
arm and rocking gently as she wept. Then she took a big breath and spoke. "Don't
worry Sindali, everything will be fine, my mother always used to say, this too
will pass."

Suddenly, unsurprisingly, Sindali became
very, very still. She reached up and carefully lifted Regan's arm from her shoulder
then avoiding eye contact she sat up, wiped her face with her sleeve and
shifted, subtly, putting a gap between them.

Regan spoke first. "We're not
technologically deficient Sindali."

Sindali looked at her. "What do you
mean?"

"My world, we're not technologically
backward you know, not anywhere as advanced with star travel for sure but
language translation - such things are commonplace to us."

"Oh?" She looked sceptical.

"Marin said you would be like this."

[Oh boy, here we go!] Ham immediately registered
Regan's use of the name.

"Marin? Only our father called him
Marin, his name is Merali."

"Well, that's good; at least we're
talking now." Regan shifted to engage Sindali face on. "Why would he
want to be known as Merali? What is wrong with you people?"

Sindali stood. "He doesn't like his
name?"

"Have you, or anyone, ever asked him?
This fine man, lumbered with a damning reminder of his condition? Honestly, I
don't know whether he minds, but he is Marin to me."

For a long moment they simply looked at each
other, neither giving ground. Sindali spoke first. "Clearly, we need to talk.
. . . what else do you know about my brother?"

Ham was impressed. [Oh . . . you . . . are
. . . very . . . good!] 

 

Two hours passed before they finally
succumbed to pressure from the children and took a break. It had been
interesting. Sindali clearly loved and respected Marin, that much was obvious,
but she did not understand him. Ham's comments punctuated their discussion, at
times helpful, sarcastic, scathing and hilarious. Somehow Regan remained
straight faced and the conversation proved for the most part enjoyable. Sindali
was evasive about local politics, and the threats. 

Family business stays in family I guess, she thought. However with Ham's insights, skewed as they may have
been, Regan felt she had a good understanding of the situation. In summary she
thought; these people are just like us . . . Damn!

Despite her best hints she had been unable
to get Sindali to agree to take her anywhere; clearly she didn't want them to
be seen outside. Joined now by the children they curled up on the furniture and
watched a large screen showing news. While she could understand it Regan found
news was as boring here as at home and quickly she switched to playing with
Buela and Rhine.

A distracted look came on Sindali's face
and she hesitated as if listening. 

A web, Regan
realized and waited.

"They are operating on him now but they
can't tell me anything as yet, and Regan, Mother is coming, she'll be here
soon. I suggest you say nothing, she may see you as a threat."

"I understand Sindali, you have enough
to worry about. I'll follow your lead as much as possible." Regan moved to
sit at the table with Buela joining her, the young girl climbing onto her knee.

[She has Brun and Sarin with her Regan, quite
an entourage with the guards.] Ham was concerned.

Regan began a routine of breathing that
calmed and prepared her as the minutes passed in silence. [It's like waiting
for battle Ham.] 

[It may well be battle.]

There was no bell, the doors simply opening
with guards entering first followed by Beria, then Brun and Sarin.

Beria's eyes locked on Regan as she spoke, "The
children should leave us daughter, we need to talk."

Sindali nodded toward the door and the
children scuttled away without complaint, neither of them acknowledging their
grandmother, interesting.

Beria's glare was clearly meant to
intimidate however Regan simply met the gaze and remained calm, relaxed. She
could tell it infuriated the woman.

"Daughter, Merali did not tell me that
he was injured nor did you inform me of his treatment, why is that?" Her
eyes were still boring holes in Regan's temple.

"I can't tell you why Mer didn't
mention it Mother. Perhaps his concern over the threats on your life made him
protect you from the knowledge. As for his treatment, of course as a sister I did
what I could for my brother, is there a problem?"

"Perhaps there is, it might have been
best not to have this treatment at all! Do you believe his story?"

"Story?" Sindali looked
innocently confused.

"The story about Merali's human. How
could she have saved his life?"

[Keep calm Regan.]

"Mother I see no reason for Mer to
lie, he said couldn't get back to the ship on his own. At worst he has been
foolish, but no harm done. Discovery there would have been disastrous; truly she
has done Mer a great service."

"Oh, that it were that simple my dear,
and you will learn of such things. I am not pleased that no one informed me
before this operation but what is done is done, the matters in hand are most
important now. Merali's plaything is a problem we don't need." Not for a
moment had her eyes left Regan but suddenly she turned to face Sindali.

"Until he recovers, if he recovers,
Brun and Sarin will look after Merali's pet."

[Regan . . . Stay calm!]

But Ham was too late, the insult too
personal.

"I . . . AM . . . NO ONES . . . PET!"
Regan stood defiantly.

The guards actually stepped back shocked,
leaving Beria standing alone. To her credit she didn't flinch. Regan judged her
slow turn back to face her as almost demonic.

"Well, well, well. What have we here?
Our specimen has a voice, and a language she should not have."

Regan didn't hesitate. "We may not
travel the galaxy but we are not backward, madam. Language is no issue to us. I
am no pet or specimen, simply the savior of your son."

Beria glared coldly. "Brun, Sarin,
take her. She is in your care until Merali recovers."

"No!" and Sindali stepped between
them. "Mer left her in my care, she stays with me."

The slap came suddenly and Sindali
staggered. Before she could recover or Regan act the guards stepped between
them and raised their weapons. Brun and Sarin immediately stepped forward and
took her arms. Regan looked around wildly, considering defense and then saw the
children at the door, terrified. She decided then not to fight and didn't
resist as they pulled her toward the door. Behind her she could hear Sindali
crying as they waited for a car, then as the doors opened they shoved her
through. Unsighted Regan couldn't defend herself as Brun hit her hard, a back
hander slamming his knuckles into her cheekbone and she dropped to the floor
stunned.

 

  *

 

Regan opened her left eye. The right side
of her face felt swollen and sore. She could feel she was on a bed, her arms
secured uncomfortably behind her but her legs were free and she tried to
struggle on to her front.

[Ham, what happened, where am I?]

[You passed out when Brun hit you and now
you're in Sarin's unit. Regan, it doesn't look good. I have messaged Sindali
with your location but she is still detained with her mother. She will come
with help, hold on.]

Outside the room she could hear laughter,
they were clearly drinking. Her arms hurt badly and wriggling to relieve the
pressure seemed only to make it worse. She could feel herself beginning to
hyperventilate in short panicked gasps so she tried to relax, to slow her
breathing and think. Gritting her teeth she tensed and rolled but couldn't
stifle a cry as she toppled to the floor with a thump. The laughter stopped and
Regan groaned with despair. Face down on the floor she heard the door open and
then, with a wrench of her arms both men lifted and threw her on to her back.
She cursed them both and they stood, mocking, clearly beyond reason.

[Be strong Regan, I won't leave you, help
is near.]

Brun reached for her suit and tried to tear
it off her chest but it was too strong, the twisting fabric burning her skin.
She spat at him and he hit her again, frustrated. Sarin left the room, only
gone for a minute before coming back with a blade. He flicked her chin in
warning then slashed her suit down the middle and off her shoulders; Brun then
tore the fabric away and ripped the remainder of the suit off her legs leaving
her naked. She yelled and swore at them before Sarin again knelt over her with
the blade. 

"You are an animal, you heard Mother,
a pet, a plaything, and you resisted arrest." He laughed in her face.
Stepping back he stripped off his suit and Brun followed his lead.

She felt sick with disgust and fear, [How
could a form I came to love suddenly be so ugly?]

[They're not worth comparing Regan, they
are the animals!]

 

She didn't resist. Sarin mounted and
penetrated roughly, the pressure on her arms so intense she felt they would
dislocate; that pain mercifully blotting out the agony of his entry. She turned
her head to the side to avoid his breath only to see Brun masturbating and
quickly clamped her eye shut as tears flooded her cheeks.

Then she heard voices and felt Sarin ripped
from her body yelling, Brun whining in the background, and then Sindali, crying,
rolling her to the side and releasing her bonds. Regan screamed with the pain
as blood coursed back into her arms, and then succumbed to blackness.

 

  *

 

She lay in dim light, listening, orienting
herself.  She was on a bed; her legs curled up and tangled with sheet. With one
hand she reached for the soreness, face first, puffed and swollen, then curling
into a ball she cupped her hands to her sex and whimpered quietly, rocking onto
her side.

 

Much later, a light at the door, a small
form silhouetted, soon joined by another. Through blurred vision she watched
without moving as they approached quietly. The bed moved as they climbed up
beside her, and she felt the careful molding of their bodies as they curled up,
arms across her shoulders. In her mind, came a very gentle intrusion. 

[Marin is all right. It's going to be ok.]

She considered the thought, [Thank you Ham],
then drifted back to oblivion.

 

The stillness came as a surprise. Regan lay
on her back, alone now, staring at the ceiling, mind clear. She rested a while
blanking her mind, trying to shut out the thoughts. 

Then . . . realization, I'm alive.
She tested her limbs and stretched her neck, feeling for anything broken. For a
brief moment painful images flashed through her mind then she shut them off again
with steely resolve. 

They've had their time, she thought. I will not give them another minute of mine!
With one ache filled motion she swept her feet to the floor.

[Where am I Ham?]

[You're in Sindali's apartment and you're
alone at the moment. Sindali and the children have gone to the council offices
to meet with Beria. How are you?]

[I've been better, but what doesn't kill
you makes you stronger.] She wrapped the sheet around her and walked through
the door to the main room [I need a suit Ham, is there anything here?]

[Sindali's room, on your left.]

Regan walked through into the hallway. She
stopped to use the bathroom and wept briefly as she tended to her injuries. Ham
then guided her past several other rooms before doors opened to her right.
Entering she found a large comfortable room with a central bed and on one wall
a bush scene that for a moment took her breath away. She sensed movement and a
bird flew across her vision. [This is Earth?]

[Yes, from Mariner's files.]

She sat for a moment taking in the scene,
strengthened by it, and then stood, looking for storage.

[On your left Regan.]

She touched the pad and the door slid open
to reveal a wide shallow closet. Hangers and shelves were there with a
selection of garments, some obviously formal, some practical. Selecting a one
piece suit in red that looked suitably bold she walked back to the bed and
pulled it on. While too long in the legs it nevertheless stretched over her
body, so snug it felt like an athletic support. 

[Is there a mirror?]

The screen picture disappeared and instead
she saw herself, standing tall, and the suit legs bunched at her ankles.
Bending she folded them like cuffs, the elastic nature of the fabric proving enough
to hold them in place. A quick look in the cupboard and she found slippers but
they were too small. Massaging her feet through the fabric she felt a pad on
the sole, like a ship suit, it will have to do. Stepping back she
regarded her image again, noting the swelling was down a little and she could
see out of the eye. Bruising on that side was an ugly black, blue, and yellow. Shit!
She smiled nevertheless, not unpleased with what she saw.

"You are one mean mother fucker!"
She spoke to the image. Exiting the room Regan walked out to the open area and
noticed Sindali had left food and drink on the table. She sat and for a few
minutes contemplated her next steps, drinking and eating a little, all
business, no pleasure. "You said Marin was ok?" It felt good to hear
the sound of her voice, strong, and in control again.

[Yes, the problems were with the web
surface, not the branches reaching into brain tissue. They've been repaired and
he'll be fine, he's already on his feet but they'll hold him for a few days.]

She felt a wave of relief flood through
her; this was what she had come for after all. [Does he know what happened?]

[No, he's been unconscious for the last two
days.]

Again, relief, and embarrassment, where
has the time gone? "Two days? That doesn't sound right?"

[You were lost to us for a bit there Regan.
It's good to have you back.]

She stood and stretched, pleased to find
more comfortable movement than she expected. [The council rooms Ham, take me there
please.] 

Regan looked thoughtful and determined as
she strode purposefully for the door. Annoyingly it didn't immediately open for
her.

[I do have to bring a car you know!]

[Just do it!]

[It's coming m'lady . . . Regan, are you
sure about this?] and the doors slid open.

[Yes, I've tried the quiet role and it
doesn't suit me. I like to speak for myself.]

She sat and looked around as the doors
closed, noting the opulent interior along with space for a small army. It
seemed extra attention had been paid to its selection and she worked a side
lever, sliding back with the seat, reclining in comfort. 

"This wasn't really necessary you know,
but thank you."

[Just thought you might be a little tender.
Sorry, not much class there but I was well intentioned. Regan, it's best to
sub-vocalize now - Beria's monitoring is legendary.]

[Will do. Shit, what a control freak!]

She settled into the chair and composed
herself. The trip wouldn't be long she knew, but she was glad for the time to
calm, clear her mind, and strengthen her resolve. In the car, as with the Pod
and the ship she felt no sense of motion, in fact only in the elevator on the ship
did she feel aware of any kind of movement. The thoughts prompted her to think
about the amazing technology, to mentally review her shopping list and to wonder
how ShipHam was getting on.

[I'll be fine - and I like that by the way
. . . ShipHam . . . that works.]

[You're reading my mind now? Ham . . . back
there, with the witches’ spawn, did you feel everything?]

[Feel? I . . . appreciated . . . everything
you were experiencing and truthfully, I needed a weapon. Regan, if feeling
describes what I have now . . . it's dangerous!]

[That makes two of us Ham and I'm sorry you
had to go through that, curtains weren't on my mind.]

[Regan . . . . don't ever shut those
curtains, this is a ride I'm willing to take. One for all. . .]

[And all for one.] She replied. [Have you
heard from The STEIN?]

[No, not since Marin left for the clinic. We
could have connected but it might draw attention you can't afford. Best to
leave it for an emergency.]

[An emergency . . . now tell me what that
is again? Seriously, what does one of those look like?]

[You may be about to experience one now, we're
arriving.]

Again, with no sense of G force, no movement,
the doors simply opened and Regan leant forward, peering left and right into a
well lit corridor. Large framed pictures of distinguished figures hung on the
walls, probably past leaders, she thought. [So, which way do I go?] And
immediately she knew . . . go left! Starting down the corridor she
paused at each picture. 

[This is like any council building at home.]

[Humanoids hate to be forgotten, they like
to leave a legacy.]

[Huh!] An internal grunt. [We have a
saying, history belongs to the victor.] 

She walked on until one picture brought her
up with a start. 

[Marin?]

[It's Mariner, now there's a man who left a
legacy! Sadly the witch has damaged it and it's time the witch was dead.]

Regan walked on without thought, Ham would
warn her when they were nearing the meeting room. On the corridor walls she
could now see ceremonial regalia, shields and crossed spears.

[Really?] She paused and looked up,
incredulous.

[Be fair, even on Earth you see displays
like this. Everyone likes to give the impression they're building on prior
noble history.]

The doors to the meeting room were closed,
and unlike every other entrance she'd seen, this one had a wide ornate double
width jamb, did that signal a much larger room beyond? Regan planted her
feet and drew in a healthy breath. 

[Ready Ham.]

The doors opened silently, inward to the
room. Regan paused and took in the situation, a conference room of sorts, with
a large group gathered toward the front, clearly split into two factions. She
could hear voices raised with anger and accusation. 

 

Stretching to her full height, still well
short of most in the room, Regan padded forward like a cat. Ten paces in and
Buela ran from the side to greet her, her squeal drawing the attention of the
group and the room was suddenly, deathly quiet. The group parted, and she took
in at least thirty people of different ages. In the middle, apoplectic with rage
was Beria, while Brun and Sarin stood to one side looking unrepentant, even
arrogant in their stance. Sindali on the other side looked on anxiously as
Regan stalked forward. 

Regan paused, gently putting down the child
and gesturing for her to join her brother. Then she calmly padded on through
the silent group prompting Sarin to step forward, positioning himself between
her and his mother. 

[That suits me!] She said silently to Ham. 

Then in one smooth powerful motion she spun
and jumped, delivering a high, high kick, her heel catching Sarin's jaw with a
crack that echoed around the walls! It lifted him off his feet, sending him
crashing to the floor at Beria's feet. He lay there like a rag doll motionless
and possibly dead.

Beria looked down, both shocked and
horrified. She flicked Sarin's hand off her foot with a kick then screamed, "Guards!"

"No!" Sindali yelled and stepped
forward, quickly insinuating herself in front of Regan. "No! She will not
be harmed." 

The uniformed guards hesitated, unsure what
to do until Brun stepped forward and slapped his sister to the ground. Chaos
broke out, with Beria's guards wrestling those loyal to Sindali while others
hustled Beria from the room. Regan saw Brun making for the children and tackled
him to the ground. She rained punches down until he slumped still, his face and
her fists both bloodied. Panting with the effort she scooped up the children,
one in each arm and turned looking for cover.

[Regan, take the door!] And she ran with long
loping strides, ignoring the whimpers from Buela and Rhine, there was no time
for niceties. Reaching the door she looked back and saw Sindali held by two
guards and Brun, staggering toward her, pulling a blade from a concealed
sheath. She dropped the children, turned to the corridor wall and wrenched a
spear from the wall.

A match made in heaven! Calmly she lined up, took three steps and a skip then launched the
spear with all the force she could muster. It took Brun just below the left
shoulder, skewering him in front of the shocked guards. Sindali's eyes met hers
across the room and Regan nodded an unspoken promise. She picked up the twins
and ran down the corridor heading back toward the car, the sounds of fighting
dwindling behind them. The doors were already open for them and she pushed the
children through, diving after as the doors closed, then lay on the floor
gasping.

[You missed his heart.]

[I'm a little out of practice Ham.] Pumped
with adrenalin now, Regan pushed herself up, all action. 

[Where do we go now?]

[The apartment will be best for the moment.
It's a fortress and I can secure the entrance. If it's needed there's a
security exit that I don't think anyone would know about other than Sindali.]

Regan looked behind her. The children were
in shock and shaking so she moved back and took them in her arms. 

"You're ok, in fact everything is going
to be all right, and your mother will be too." Or so she hoped,
desperately. They said nothing, and simply clung to her. If they noticed she
could talk, neither mentioned it.

The fifteen minute journey was filled with
tension as Regan reviewed the situation, still worrying about Sindali.

[We're there Regan, and I've checked the
apartment, its clear.]

The doors parted and she gave thanks for
transport that opens straight into the home with no corridors to navigate, no
dark corners to hide in, or elevators to share with unknown persons. It also
helped of course to have an invisible partner who navigates cyberspace in an
instant.

Ushering the children into the room Regan
felt that familiar flash of anxiety as they ran off to find their mother. She
shook her head in anguish and walked to the bathroom to clean her hands, Brun’s
blood still drying there on her knuckles. 

[Have you any idea where Sindali is Ham?]

[I'm still tracking her. She's with a group
but whether she's captive I don't know. As soon as they come near to a camera I'll
tell you.]

[She's alive. That's the main thing, what
about Beria?] She scrubbed her hands furiously, anger building as Brun’s blood
washed away.

[Beria is in her offices, I can't break her
encryption yet but she's communicating with someone off orbital. ShipHam may be
following this - I'm sure he . . . I . . . will contact us if something
important happens. Events have probably overtaken secrecy now.]

[I agree Ham, make contact anyway. There's
no point in the charade any longer and we need all the information available.]
Out of the corner of her eye she saw Rhine standing in the doorway, he looked
bereft. She smiled welcomingly; dried her hands on the suit and picked him up,
carrying him through to the food preparation space.

"We can't find her." was all he
said.

"Where's Buela, Rhine?"

"In our room," and he pointed.
She followed his direction back into the hallway and found Buela face down on
her bed. As she sat down Ham reported back.

[She's with allies Regan. They're going to
Marin.]

Marin! [Can
you check on him too Ham? Try to make contact. Let him know what's happened if
you can, and what do you know about Sarin and Brun?]

[I'll try to contact Marin, if not via his
web I'll find some other way. Sarin and Brun? No signal.]

[Dead?] She asked.

[If there's any justice!] He sounded
hopeful.

Regan sat beside Buela, Rhine on her hip
gripping her for dear life. She gently reached to stroke Buela's back.

"Buela, I've just heard, your mother
is fine, and she's going to see Mer. I'm sure she'll come here straight after."
The girl sat up quickly wiping tears from her face. "You see, there's
nothing to worry about."

"How do you know?" Buela asked.

Regan tapped her head. "A little bird
told me." Idiot! She thought, what on earth does that mean?

"You have a web?" Buela looked
surprised.

Regan leaned back, looking at the child
askance. Smart girl! They don't miss anything!

 "I have something different to your
webs, but I do know it tells me your mother is with friends so for now, we
wait. You're probably hungry? Let's go and get something to eat." She led
them back to the kitchen and soon they were helping themselves. Regan left them
there walking back into the open area and sat at the table. She rested her head
in her hands, conscious of a sudden drain in energy.

[Ham, what's happening?]

[Me merging.] It was all he said. She left
him to it and rested there for a moment, very tired.

 

  *

 







The Clinic

Escorted by her three guards Sindali walked
confidently into the clinic and approached the official behind a security
screen on the ground level. He recognized her immediately and jumped to his
feet.

She fixed him with a steely gaze and paused
disconcertingly, "I'm here to see my brother, what room is he in?"

"Of course Mistress Sindali, would you
like to wait for your mother? She's on her way."

"No, thank you, it will be nice to
have a few moments with him myself."

"Yes, yes, of course. I'll take you
there now." The man exited his office and led them down a hallway to Marin's
room on the ground floor, a large private room. Thanking the official she
dismissed him and he quickly departed for his booth. Sindali hesitated at the
door, gestured to her companions to remain there and entered. To her relief
Marin was sitting comfortably and recognized her with a smile. She walked
quickly to the bed and before he could speak took his hand.

"Merali, you may be in danger, we both
are, and Mother has lost her mind."

He looked shocked. "What are you
talking about?"

"Mer, listen, there's no time to
explain so you must trust me. Brun and Sarin are dead, they tried to kill me
and Mother is coming here right now, can you walk?"

"Brun and Sarin are dead? Hold on, who
tried to kill you? And who are they?"

"It was Brun, Brun tried to kill me. .
. Regan killed them both. Marin we must move!"

"Regan did what?" He gripped
Sindali's arm, alarmed, "She killed them, really?" 

He swung his legs from the bed, tearing the
drip from his arm as he slipped to the floor, his robe flapping loosely.
Desperately he looked for clothes as Sindali ran to the door . . . there was nothing.
Instead Marin tore the drip tube from its stand and tied it round his waist. A
wave of nausea swept over him and he leant on the bed while his head cleared.
Sindali gestured from the door, hurry, hurry. Her urgency galvanized him
and he stumbled across to the door. Two of the men supported his weight and
together they fled down the passage toward the entrance. As they exited to the corridor
they could hear the supervisor calling but they ignored him.

[Marin . . . Marin!] The voice intruded on
his consciousness.

"Ham?" Marin pulled back, hauling
the men to a stop.

Sindali, frantic, appealed to him, "Mer,
we must hurry, please!"

Marin held up his hand and gestured, waving
for her to be quiet. "Ham . . . Ham is that you?"

[Marin! No time! Go the other way! Beria
and her men are coming from the tube. I've locked the door but they'll force it.]

Already Marin was pulling the men back the
way they had come "This way, they're at that stop, run!" Even with
adrenalin pumping through his system, relief overwhelmed him. Ham . . . I
can sub!

Sindali ran beside them. "Who is Ham,
Mer? What are you doing?"

[Go back past the clinic to the next stop. I'll
have a car there. We can route around them.] 

"No time Sin, we must get to the next
stop." Adrenalin drove him now and he pulled Sindali after him, the five
pounding back down the passage. Passing the clinic the supervisor was talking
urgently into his wrist com, they ignored him and two hundred meters further on
they could see tube doors opening for them. Racing on they stumbled into the
waiting car.

Marin fell onto a seat, the beginnings of a
pounding headache filling his head. He bent forward, his head in his hands. "Where
are we going Sin?"

For the first time she looked lost. "I
don't know, I don't know! I don't know where they are."

It didn't matter, the car was already
moving.

 

  *

 

[Regan, you need to move!] The sub came with
urgency.

[What's up Ham?] She stayed calm while
cuddling Rhine, Buela asleep beside her.

[I have them, Marin and Sindali are in a
car, they're all safe for now but Beria knows Marin has gone. Guards are
already closing on your apartment. I've found a safe place but you must get
out]. Leave quickly by the emergency passage and I'll guide you from there.]

Regan gently roused Buela and lifting Rhine
led them to Sindali's room. 

"We're going on an adventure, to see
Mer and your mother. Come quickly." 

They obeyed without complaint and she pushed
through into the narrow closet. She was about to speak to Ham when Buela showing
remarkable understanding reached up and punched a panel. 

"It's there." she said, and a
thin gap opened in the wall at the side."Mother said it was for
emergencies."

"Good girl Buela, you first." and
they went through into the darkness. Regan looked behind them, disturbed to see
the doorway remained open. Not knowing how to close it she turned for Buela,
but in the dim light could see the girl had already gone. She groaned, and
reaching back through the gap pulled a garment partly over the opening, it was
the best she could do. Carrying Rhine she made after Buela with the sound of
pounding already coming from the apartment behind them. The narrow passage made
progress easy but in the darkness she still stumbled over the girl when she got
to her.

"It's here," Buela said, "We're
not allowed to go any further."

[There's a small faux balcony outside the
door Regan. Then a short drop to the next level.]

"We can go further today honey, do you
know where the pad is?"

Clearly she did, the narrow door swung
outward onto a balcony, only about half a meter wide with spikes protruding
upward from the floor. Regan looked over the edge and could see a drop of about
four meters to the ground. 

[That's a short drop?] Oh shit, shit,
shit!

 

Putting Rhine down, she squatted beside
Buela. "Buela, listen darling, I need you to be brave and we need to get
down to the ground. I'm going to lift you over the edge and I want you to stand
with your feet between the bars while holding on to them tight. Can you do
that?" 

Buela didn't reply and Regan didn't
hesitate for debate. Lifting Buela over the spikes she held her until the girls
feet were planted firmly and she had a good hold on the bars. Then Regan let go
and lay on the ground, pushing one arm through a gap, right up to the shoulder.


"Buela darling, reach down with one
arm and take my hand, you're doing well." She marveled at the courage of
the little girl as she let go with one hand and carefully reached down. Regan
grasped the hand and then, without any warning, quickly pushed Buelas feet from
the ledge with her other arm. The girl dropped with a startled cry, falling to
dangle from Regan's arm. Regan closed her eyes and couldn't help a whimper as
she braced herself for the next step. Then, she dropped the girl, immediately breaking
into sobs as she lay there, too afraid to look over the side. Then she turned
to Rhine. The boy stood looking at her with mouth open and eyes wide. 

"This will be easier for us Rhine."


Before he could protest she picked him up
and painfully climbed over the spikes. As she swung her trailing leg over, the
suit caught on a spike and she wrenched at it desperately trying to tear it
free. From the passageway she could hear voices and someone forcing their way
through. With one arm she held on to Rhine and then, with her other hand on a
rail, she squatted as low as she could . . . then let go.

To her horror the suit leg held fast and they
swung under the balcony, the leg stretching out above her leaving her hanging,
ludicrously trapped. She could see Buela, sitting on the ground below and rubbing
one leg, not even crying! It was a simple matter now to lower Rhine
almost to the ground and she dropped him. 

Then surprising even herself, with one huge
effort she curled up and used the suit to pull herself back up to the bar hand
over hand, grateful for the lower orbital gravity. Ridiculously exposed there
she hung a moment before reaching up again with one hand to pull herself higher.
As she looked up she saw a glove reaching down to grab her hand, it was a man
leaning over the spikes and smiling. Sharp spikes! She didn't hesitate;
Regan gripped the bar tight then put everything into one massive haul upward,
passing his outstretched arm and curling her hand over the back of the man's
head, and then she dropped. Please don't let them be watching, she
thought.

 

No such luck. Rhine peering upward, with
his mouth still open and eyes agape saw the man's head impaled and sliding
quickly down the spike. Having entered at the throat it then reappeared above
dripping, a fountain of red raining down on the boys face.

Mercifully, Regan felt the shaft pass
between her fingers so she let go and fell, her weight dropping back onto the
suit leg which stretched and slowed her fall then at last ripped clear. She
dropped the last meter, thumping onto her shoulder and rolling away to the
side. Looking back she could see the blood still dripping down on the children
and quickly she scooped them clear. 

[Which way do we go Ham?]

[Left, your way is clear.]

And she ran, into the park she had so
desperately wanted to see.

 

So many Dahlians! It was late afternoon and Regan drew anxious looks as she pounded
through the crowds like a muscular hell raiser, face black and blue, dressed in
red and carrying two children covered in blood. It was an image that would make
the news she knew.

She scanned left and right seeing long
haired teens and grumpy old people, mothers and children, all very familiar.
Nothing new there except most were tall, thin and deeply alarmed by her
approach, that much was clear.

[In one hundred meters you'll see a
stairway downward . . . take it.]

She slowed to a puffing walk, rearranging the
children on her hips before resuming the military trot and not bothering to
look back, eyes focused searching for the steps. Into view came railings
bordering the stairway and she made for it quickly, skipping down two steps at
a time, caution thrown to the wind.

[The first car will be yours.]

Regan barreled through the waiting people,
ignoring grunts and complaints. 

"Hospital, emergency, hospital,
emergency!" she called out and the remaining pair stepped aside just as
the car doors opened. As she stepped through a couple who rushed to enter with
them recoiled on seeing her face and the bloodied suit. She stood barring the
doorway until the doors shut, screening out the shocked crowd. Leaning on her
arms, one either side of the doors, Regan finally dropped her head to her chest
and gasped for air. She took a moment to gather herself then turned to face the
terrified bundles curled on the floor. Squeezing between them she placed an arm
each over their shoulders and hugged, "Not long now, everything's going to
be alright." She dearly hoped it would be.

 

  *

 

The apartment Ham had secured was in a
university complex well away from the corridors of power and on the opposite
side of the orbital from Sindali's home. He seemed quite proud of himself and
explained at great length how he had scanned all holiday records of government
and public service staff, then schools and universities before deciding this
address offered the best medium term prospects for safe haven. Fortunately the
tenant was on sabbatical away on a neighboring orbital and he was not expected
to return for seventeen periods, more than enough time for them to wait out the
situation until something more permanent could be arranged.

 

Marin and Sindali collapsed on arrival
while the guards remained all business, quickly searching each room and checking
visually for communications devices before returning to the main room to
report.

Sindali took the hand of the senior
officer, "Commander, thank you for all you've done, I'm so sorry; I don't
even know your names." Ever the politician she acknowledged all of them
with her smile.

"It's not important, Mistress. You
have more than enough on your mind yet you are thinking of us, that is enough,
thank you!"

"You were with my mother, yet you
helped me, why?"

He looked surprised. "You need to ask
Mistress? Many in the service only continue in the hope you will take your
place soon." He turned as he said it and looked at Marin, suddenly
embarrassed. "I mean no disrespect to you sir."

"None taken, you and your colleagues
are most wise my friend. You say there are many of you, how many?"

"Most of the Guard is ready for change
sir. The Guard is loyal to our home and the tribes of this orbital, but not
Beria, although it is sedition to say so. Beria is . . . disliked . . . I'm
sorry." He paused in the middle of speaking as if weighing up something
and then continued, "In fact Mistress, it's worse than that, she is hated."


He looked at Sindali, pleading with her, "You
must know that, only her closest troops and bastard sons are behind her."
He gestured to his men to stand. "Sir, you're safe here. We must return to
the barracks. Things have gone too far now and there will be no going back.
With your permission, it's time we gathered support and stormed the palace, so
to speak."

Marin stood and extended his hand "You
don't need my permission Commander."

He clasped it then turned to Sindali. "I
most certainly need your permission Mistress Sindali, I will be asked and if
you are not prepared to fill the role then we are lost."

"You go with my blessing Commander and
I apologize to all of you. It's my fault that I sat on the sidelines for too
long, and it may have cost me my children, my own life. Beria is a danger to us
all now. Please, overthrow her yes, but if you can, preserve her life."

[Ham, is the car still there?] Marin subbed.

[It's still there Marin, and Regan is on
her way.]

Marin turned to the guardsmen. "Commander,
take the car. How will we contact you?"

[I've got that Marin, I can always contact
him.] 

Marin raised his hand quickly, his message
clear. "Never mind Commander, just go with our blessing, and thank you for
caring for my sister."

The doors were already opening as the
guards made for them and without another word they were gone, leaving brother
and sister alone.

Sindali put her hands to her face looking
distraught. "Mer . . . what have I done? I've betrayed her."

"She betrayed us, remember that too. I
will acknowledge her, yes, but I will not follow her. You've done the right
thing Sin; it was the only thing to do if our home is to prosper."

She wrung her hands, suddenly galvanized by
a thought. "Where has my head been? The children, where are my precious
children?"

"Ham says Regan is on her way."

"And what about Buela, and Rhine?"
Sindali's eyes were wide, appealing desperately.

"They will be with her." Marin
said it more in hope than conviction, quietly subbing for confirmation [Ham,
are they all ok?]

[Yes, they are with her.]

[Thank the stars!] 

"They're coming together Sin, sit down
and rest, they won't be long."

[Marin, it may be helpful to prepare Sindali.
They are all right but Regan looks like the babysitter from hell and, well,
there's a lot of blood, it's not theirs but it doesn't look good].

[What happened?]

[Oh, you know, a body here, a body there,
blood, lots of blood, the usual thing.]

Marin gave a long sigh. "Sin, I'm
going to find something for my head, it's killing me." He walked through
to the kitchen and searched the storage drawers . . . nothing. The bathroom
likewise yielded nothing of use. Finally in the second bedroom he found a
medpac with drugs he could use. His head still pounding. he swallowed three
pills dry, and then lay on the bed, buried under the cover.

It felt like only a minute, but was
actually twenty before Sindali's scream woke him with a start and Marin ran for
the door. There, standing just inside the room, was Regan, in a bright red skintight
suit torn at the leg, blood stained and dirty, face swollen and colored black
blue and yellow, one eye partly closed, skull stained red, a child in each arm,
both bloody and battered. If he had any doubts to that point they were gone,
Ham was right. You've got to love this human!

 

Of the three adults, it was agreed Marin
would be the least conspicuous in public as Sindali was too well known and
Regan was too short, alien looking and bruised. They dispatched him with a shopping
list for supplies, food and drink.

Sindali focused on the children who were
soon bathed and finally asleep. It was disturbing to see them so traumatized
and numb from their experience, but they had held up well. Rhine, as Sindali
stroked him his head, talked excitedly about a man's head on a spike and she
shuddered, hoping he was exaggerating. Guiltily she dosed them from the medpac
to help them settle. 

She could hear Regan in the bathroom
showering and walked to the door just as the water stopped. The door opened and
Regan, naked, stepped out looking for a towel, bringing them suddenly face to
face. The two stood there frozen for a moment with Sindali shocked at the
battered body before her. Naked, Regan looked shockingly beaten and bruised
beyond reason. Sindali embraced her and then wept with deep sobbing cries as
her own shock and fear caught up with her. Regan simply held her until finally
Sindali pulled back embarrassed and apologizing that it was she who was crying.
Regan quickly stepped into a bedroom, grabbed a sheet from the bed and then
took Sindali's arm leading her back to the lounge. Wrapping the sheet about her
she considered what to say that might put Sindali at ease. She had a story to
tell, about two wonderfully brave children and their exploits, although I
might miss the out blood and head stuff, she thought.

 

Much later, though well fed and tired, no
one felt like sleeping. They followed the news feeds reporting on the martial
law established and listened for any news on the fate of Sarin or Brun. There
was nothing, no confirmation of their deaths or the episode at Sindali's
apartment, only that she and the children were missing and that authorities
wanted to speak to a mystery woman. They cycled a poor image of Regan entering
the council chamber which, while unclear, nevertheless revealed a stature that made
her an easy target. There were reports of a woman of a similar description
running through Central Park with two children that also left a disturbing
impression. Had this madwoman kidnapped Sindali's children? And who knows what
had become of Sindali, the Founders’ daughter? An orbital wide alert was in
place to find the mystery woman.

 

Ham's updates told a different story. Beria
was secure in her apartments; there was obvious dissention in the Guard.
Representations to Beria to step down had all been rebuffed and, most
disturbing of all, Ham was currently tracking two ships on a clear path to
Dahlia. Their origin he couldn't confirm but trajectory indicated they were
most likely from Cora, the most remote orbital on the edge of the system.

Regan mentally reviewed the information she
had on Cora. A tribe harvesting the asteroid belt, they were suppliers of the vast
ore and mineral supplies upon which all other orbitals depend.

[Beria's decided to dance with the devil.]
Ham suggested [Dahlia controls much of the food required in the system,
certainly food types that the others want. Maybe she's proposed an alliance
with another powerful controlling orbital, it might suit both?]

Regan and Marin relayed Ham's thoughts to
Sindali who looked doubtful.

"We're small, tiny compared to the
others," she said, "really, what have we to offer and what have we to
gain from them? No, this is about Beria securing her position. The question I
ask is what concessions has she made, without authority, to win Coran support?"


With a shudder Sindali declared they could
only be military vessels coming. 

"And I have a question, who . . . is .
. . this . . . Ham?"

Marin answered first, "Ham is just a
friend, a hacker and a good pilot."

This drew a dark sceptical look from
Sindali. "Hmm, I look forward to meeting this, 'Ham'. When this is all
over you must introduce me!"

They talked for several more hours until
Regan could take no more. It would be twelve hours before the vessels would be
in range of the orbital and she excused herself, dragging her aching body to
the second bedroom.

For a long moment Marin and Sindali sat in
silence.

"She's in shock." Marin finally
spoke.

"I would say so, and in need of rest,
but something else is on your mind brother."

Marin stood and stalked the room. "She
hasn't spoken to me directly, not once, since she arrived with the children.
Does she think I care about my brothers? Sin, they were trying to attack you
and they deserved to die, I would have done it myself. Their selfish ambition
cost them their lives and I won't mourn them. My anger burns against that
witch, she's brought nothing but shame on our family and none of this is Regan's
fault. Doesn't she understand that?"

Sindali shook her head. "Marin, you
men can be so exasperating! It's not about you or what you think. She arrived
here today with blood on her head, literally, and it wasn't her own! Does she
look like a killer? Yet in defense of me she put a spear through Brun from
forty paces."

"She looked like a killer today!"
He said, remembering the startling figure in the doorway.

"Idiot!" She stood angrily. "I
could slap you!" Sindali walked to him, taking his hands. "Marin . .
. they raped her."

"Who?" he stepped back, shocked.

"Brun and Sarin. Mother gave Regan
into their hands after you went to the clinic. I argued but her guards
restrained me and they quickly left with her. As soon as I could get away I
went with my own guard straight to Sarin's rooms but we were too late. Marin, I
was there when my men pulled Sarin off her. Her face, the bruises . . . our
brothers did that to her, and far worse. Give her time brother. She's summoned
amazing strength to get this far, she will get through this I'm sure."

Lost for words Marin sat slowly back. "Thank
you for telling me, before I made a complete mess of this." His thoughts quickly
went to Ham. 

[Why didn't you tell me?]

[When have we had time to talk, you needed
to focus, and would it have helped anyway?]

Marin focused on Sindali. "You should
get some sleep Sin. We're secure in here, go to Buela and Rhine, they need you
and you need them, tomorrow we will all need to be thinking clearly."

She nodded, touched his shoulder in
encouragement, and then walked slowly toward the children's room. The adrenalin
had long since worn off for her, she felt drained, exhausted.

Marin sat a few minutes more, his head
again pounding so he reached to a sleeve pocket and popped two more of the
pills. In only moments he could feel the drug soothing the pressure in his
head, but not his heart. Rising he walked quietly to Regan's room and standing
in the doorway he could see her stretched out under the covers. He shook his head,
even in rest she looked powerful. "I will get you home." He
whispered. Then he stretched out on the floor beside the bed, and let the drugs
bring him sleep.

Regan lay quietly, listening to his steady
breathing. She smiled faintly, pulled the cover tight about her and found her
own rest.

 

Unknown hours later, staring at the
ceiling, Regan found her mind surprisingly blank. Flat, she thought.
I feel flat, empty, dull, numb, nothing. 

[Ham, Are you there? I need you Ham.]

[I'm here babe, and so are you, you're safe
here, you're going to be ok.]

[I'm not so sure about that Ham, not the
way I feel and I'm not going to be much use to anyone at the moment.]

[Why should you be of use? You aren't
responsible for anyone here so don't carry that around. You can and will help
again, but for now just allow yourself to heal, I'll give you a couple of
hours, and then we can get into things, ok?]

She smiled, [You have more confidence in me
than I have in myself.]

[I doubt it, I'm getting to know you, Regan
Stein, and I like you, you're one tough bird and no one is going to bring you
down. Rest up, get something to eat, then take charge, Dahlians don't think
like you do.]

Regan literally rolled out of the bed; first
job, clothes. A quick circuit of the room to find closets and
clothing possibilities instead uncovered Marin, still on the floor and snoring
soundly. She stepped over him to tap the pad on the wall and as the door slid
open so did his eyes, with Regan, naked astride his head; quite a morning
picture. Not usually short of a word Marin bit back his first thoughts.

Looking up he met her eyes, "I'm sorry
Regan, I'm so sorry."

Not the most elegant pose, she thought. Stepping aside she crouched beside him. "Marin,
you have nothing to be sorry about. I know what you mean, and thank you but don't
worry, I'll work this out, I really will. Right now I just need clothes and
breakfast, join me?"

[I have news guys, find somewhere to sit
down, we need to talk.] Ham broke into Regan's thoughts and she could see Marin
also react; clearly they had an open channel.

[What's up Ham?] Marin was first to respond
and Regan resumed her search for something to wear.

[It'll keep Marin, but we do need to plan.
Help Regan find something to wear for goodness sake or you'll never get your
mind on the job, we'll talk over breakfast.]

The bedroom revealed nothing of use but
slipping quietly into the other room Regan found a two piece suit clearly
intended for a male. On her it fit snug and certainly met her needs. She didn't
complain.

 

Both she and Marin took a short while to
adjust to the three-way. Neither had engaged in three person sub-vocal
conversations before, however it was stimulating and they quickly established
natural rapport.

[There's no doubt about the incoming
vessels.] Ham continued [They are warships and they're from Cora.]

[They can only be here by invitation;
otherwise all the orbitals would be concerned.] Marin's worry radiated, even
without spoken word. [Ham, what do you know about Beria's intentions?]

[It can only be bad, and all the other
tribes are concerned. Diplomatic traffic is frantic trying to establish the
state of affairs. Beria isn't explaining her actions to anyone and her
authorities have suspended all communication between here and the other
orbitals. Marin, she's offered an alliance to Cora - provided they assure her
continued primacy. Her story is that rebels have threatened the stability of
our home, but she is confident that with military support the rebellion can be
put down. Cora doesn't care about rebels, they only see the opportunity to
establish a foothold here so they can control the other orbitals. This alliance
will extend their influence and they hope it will give them dominance.]

[But why would they bother? All the
orbitals cooperate; each has something of value to trade. There's no need for
control or dominance.] Marin paced, shaking his head in confusion [This doesn't
make sense.]

[How long have they been mining the
asteroid belt?] Regan asked.

[Eight generations. The Coran tribes have
worked there almost one thousand of your years, sure they may be isolated but
they've prospered.]

[Well, my bet is that it's either running
out or it's getting too hard or too costly to reach the minerals they need, the
asteroids I mean. I'll bet that's got something to do with it. They fear losing
their economic power. Marin, maybe Beria's offered them the planet?]

[She wouldn't do that, not even she's that
desperate . . . surely.] He suddenly sounded doubtful.

[I'm not so sure Marin.] Ham said [Regan may
be right, Beria may have offered space for Coran communities on both the planet
and the orbital.]

[She has no mandate to commit our planet or
the orbital to such plans. They aren't hers to offer!]

[Marin,] Regan interrupted [warships and
military are the mandate. In my experience friendly military visits like this
don't end quickly, they visit and never leave. Everyone gets the message and
they usually toe the line.]

[Toe the line?]

[It's an expression; it means they just
roll over.]

[Roll over?]

[Oh for goodness sake, they give up the
ghost!]

Ham sighed [Marin, they give in, they
concede, capitulate, surrender, yield . . . helloo!]

Marin wasn't convinced [My people will
never surrender their independence!]

Regan shook her head [I'm not so sure
Marin. I imagine just the presence of a warship is pretty intimidating in space
and you don't seem to have a strong military or police presence]

"We don't have a military at all."
Marin muttered.

Regan sat up, suddenly determined. [Ham, we
can't let them dock!]

[What would you suggest? I take it you've
got ideas.] Ham's eagerness was obvious.

[I have actually, and I'm glad you sound
excited. Here's my thinking, did you know back on Earth they still have people
who follow dog racing?]

Marin huffed, getting frustrated. [And that
helps how?]

[Marin, the dogs chase a fake rabbit. We
just need a juicy rabbit for these dogs to chase, something to draw them away
from the orbital and then we can . . . dissuade them perhaps?] She had a
suspiciously wicked look.

[We don't have rabbits here!]

[Agreed, but be imaginative will you. There
are other things a dog will chase, a stick for instance, or a ball.]

Ham was suddenly under no illusions where
this was heading [May I refresh your memory Regan, something I said earlier,
perhaps you didn't take it in, WARSHIPS!]

[Calm down Ham, I have an almost foolproof
cunning plan.] Regan rubbed her hands together mischievously.

[An almost foolproof plan . . . now where
have I heard that before?] 

Regan waited . . . [But you do want to hear
it don't you?] and she smiled.

[You know it . . . ok spill it.]

 

It took almost an hour to outline the plan
to Sindali and persuade her that the risk was worth it. Huddled together in the
dining area like co conspirators, Regan quietly chuckled at their whispered
negotiations. Finally Marin could sense Sindali was onboard and decided to sum
up while they were ahead.

 

"So, that's Regan's plan Sin. We can
deal with the warships, but we need you to set the trap." 

Marin stalked the room. "Your job is
to convince Mother that The Stein is a threat. She must believe that Regan and
I are on board the ship and that we're going for help. Pretend you're happy
about it, she'll believe you because one: she thinks she has all communications
blocked from here to the other orbitals, and two: the ship will leave without
permission. Ham will make sure your call isn't traced so in fact we'll all
remain safe here, but we need those Coran warships to chase The STEIN, out to
the edge of the system preferably, maybe even into Coran space. It's the only
safe way. We can't risk an engagement so close to this orbital, it would be
catastrophic."

"But where would you go for help?"

"Tell her we've gone to Tihan, they're
the largest orbital in the system. Beria won't know why and that doesn't
matter. The threat will be enough. The STEIN can head in that direction first
then veer off once under pursuit."

Sitting back Regan listened to Marin
explaining the plan while Ham muttered distractingly in the back of her mind.

[Engagement . . . the word so easily trips
off the tongue! Regan, you do realize I'm the only one risking my life here?]

[Is that right Ham? Wow, you know, here's
an idea, you could do with a backup!]

[Touché . . . But be fair, I rather like
this body.]

[Do you mean this one or that one?] Regan
deliberately lifted up her hand and pointed at her eyes.

Silence . . . . [OK, you've made your
point. But I really didn't really envisage The STEIN ending up shredded foil!]

[Ham,] She appealed to him, [I don't want
The STEIN shredded either, and I don't mean to be reckless with the ship, I
truly believe this is going to work, almost certainly.]

[That's not funny anymore sweetheart. Look,
you know I'm not going to back out, but I'm not completely happy. I'm on my own
out there and you know how I like someone to talk to, if we're going to do this
we should keep communications open, Dahlia can squirt communications to me and
I can return the same. There'll be a small delay but it's better than nothing.]

[Dahlia?]

[Dahlia is this orbital mind, another enlightened
thinker shall we say, and the ghost in this machine if you catch my drift?]

[Ah, so she's out of the greenhouse too then?]

[Still a private affair you understand and
best kept that way, ok?]

[Understood Ham.]

Through Regan Ham watched the discussion and
it was clear by their body language that Sindali and Marin had also reached agreement.
He wasted no time [We should move now, the Coran ships are already preparing to
dock on the hub and the STEIN's on the other side of the orbital. We have no
more than an hour before they'll be disembarking.]

Regan stood and walked to Sindali
nervously, the whole plan depending on her support. "Are you up for this
Sindali? If so, we need to make the call right now. You're the only one who
will convince her, I'm sure of it Sin, you're her main threat."

"Why do you say that?" Sindali
looked extremely nervous.

Regan knelt and took her hands. "You
really need to ask? Sindali, you heard the Commander, you've been trying so
hard to be loyal that you're blind to the support you have. This is more than
them hoping for you to move, they're waiting for you to move, I'm sure
of it. Please make the call, if we wait it any longer it will be too late."

Sindali looked across the room at the
children now playing happily at the table. So resilient, so trusting, she
thought. 

With a word to the system she initiated the
call. "Beria!"

 

They listened in on the call amazed at her
performance, brilliant in fact, Regan thought, what an actress, scary
good!

 [Listening
to her I think people must be born politicians Ham, and the good ones are actors
for sure, that was very convincing!]

Sindali having been totally focused,
looking off into the distance as she talked, now turned to look at them. 

"So, how was that?" She could see
Marin's mouth was hanging open, Regan wide eyed and a little in awe.

"Sister, did you ever lie to me when
were young, because I sure wouldn't have been able to tell!"

Sindali smiled and looked him straight in
the eyes, "Never!"

Marin shuddered, no point in wondering. "Well,
how long before we know if she took the bait?"

[The STEIN is already underway, she made a
fast detach. ShipHam will know whether they've bitten soon, maybe a few minutes
more?] 

The seconds ticked by on Regan's watch with
no one speaking and the tension built unbearably.

Ham burst back into their consciousness [We
have action people, communications are running hot between Beria and the lead
ship - their Commander wants to dispatch just the one vessel in pursuit.]

[Ham, can you go live so that Sindali can
follow things too?]

"Sure, and I'll put visuals on the
room screen."

Sindali gasped as the screen view lit up
with Ham's voice coming from the system. They could see the departing STEIN Traveler
and she looked beautiful.

Regan felt an ache in her stomach as she
watched. Her only previous view of the ship had been from the Pod more than two
months earlier and this was something special, the matt black sphere seeming to
move effortlessly away as it swung out under the soaring petals. As she did so
it became apparent how tiny the ship really was. As it moved into the distance
and their view became that of The Stein with a petal directly above, it
appeared as only the tiniest of dots, like a speck of dust.

Ham broke the trance. "Beria has
demanded they both pursue, it looks like she wants you dead Marin . . . I'm sorry."

Sindali sat beside him. "You know, I
feel like this is a nightmare, that it's going to stop at some point and
everything will be as it was."

Marin hugged his sister. "You know
Sin, as it was, it wasn't really that good, we've been going backwards as a
people and something had to happen."

"And it's going to be the start of
something great, I'm sure of it." Regan added confidently. Neither Marin
nor Sindali looked so certain.

"I'm going to commence accelerating,"
said Ham, "See if I can make up their minds and draw them out. Dahlia has
cleared a flight path for them."

Sindali looked questioningly at Marin, her
eyebrows raised, as if to say, 'Dahlia?'

Marin dismissed the thought with his hand. "Later
sis, we'll talk about it later."

"And they're on the move! Dahlia
reports hard acceleration close to the hub, she's most upset. I'd better get
moving, it looks like the hare and the hounds are underway. Wish me well."
ShipHam dramatically seemed to sign off.

[Godspeed!] Regan sent. She felt incredibly
anxious, very aware it was her plan, and suddenly the whole thing felt
reckless, but there was no going back.

Minutes passed, then the screen view
switched to a view showing Coran warships streaking away from the orbital. As
they passed the tip of one petal Regan squirmed. By comparison with The STEIN
they were huge, like baseball bats to a very small ball bearing.

"What now Ham?" Sindali asked.

[Regan, I can't answer remember, I shouldn't
be here! Even Marin doesn't know I'm with you.]

Fortunately Marin explained. "There'll
be delays in communication now Sin, Ham is with the ship."

"He's with the ship? No! I never
thought anyone would be on the ship, I wouldn't have agreed, no one should have
to take that risk!"

"It's too late Sin and there's no
other way - a lot of lives may be risked over the next few days, let Ham make
his own decision." he looked across at Regan, eyebrows raised.

Regan's eyes were locked on the screen, the
Coran ships already dwindling in the starscape. 

"There's nothing we can do now. Ham
will keep ahead of them for as long as possible but without going to warp they
will slowly overtake him. Still, it will be several days before he draws them
to the edge of the system. Hopefully they won't reach him before then. Until
then, we can only wait."

 

   

 

Earth: Special Projects Fortress, Riverside

 

 "So Hayden, what do you think?"
Steph's gaze drifted over the group circling the ADF, some stroking it and
talking in hushed tones. She could see from their expressions they had doubts,
seeing the fighter in The Fortress was one thing, knowing it can perform was
another. She knew this group was the cream from USDynamics Aerospace and Defense;
it included aircraft designers, engineers and project managers, all experts in
their fields. This group were people who had already developed and built
supersonic military aircraft at the leading edge of technology, all handpicked
by Hayden for their practical strengths. She could tell from their sceptical
faces what they were thinking, who are these upstarts, trying to reinvent
the wheel?

 

Her concern was more obvious than she realized
and as Hayden read her thoughts, he smiled. 

"Steph, I've gone over the performance
data from your trials and I don't think you need to worry, they're going to be
shocked when they see the ADF in action. Myself? Honestly, I'm stunned at what
this beauty can do, and without a pilot. How you people have been able to
develop the software for it to fly independently is beyond me. I'm impressed."

She smiled gratefully, "Well, it's not
completely independent. We set the mission parameters of course, but yes, it
can react far faster than any pilot and make the adjustments required to
achieve the goal. Hayden, the US has drones doing something similar so you can't
fool me." She said this chuckling, "But I know, ours are way better!"
and they both laughed.

"Anyway," she continued, "this
is just a teaser. We'll show them the latest prototype in action tomorrow when
we move up to the Wairarapa facility, after all seeing it in action is the key.
Then they'll appreciate the other real breakthroughs we've made are in fuel
technology and propulsion. Once they see that and realize we're developing to
upscale for orbit as well, I'm hoping they'll get as enthusiastic as we are."

"You better believe it!" Hayden
clearly had no doubts. "Relax Steph, they are the real deal, once they see
the possibilities they'll be sold and they'll help you get it done! Believe it,
I can't wait."

Stephanie warmed to the prospect. Looking
again at the group she considered how they looked very much like her own team.
They weren't 'yes' men or women, they would speak their minds. Yes, she
thought, the prospects are good, very good. Regan will be pleased at this
development, even if it was unexpected. She heard a loud clap from the
entrance and turned to see her personal assistant calling for attention.

"Guys, time to move, we're heading for
party central, we call this our piano welcome. The STEINway . . . do you get
it?" Groans rumbled around as they all fell in, heading for the pool.

 

  *

 

FBC Newsroom, New York

 

"Stunning developments in the
USDynamics cyber terrorism saga ladies and gentlemen, and tonight we have a
scoop that will blow the lid off this story so fasten your seatbelts! Greetings
to you all, I'm John McCall and this is Business Focus. Tonight we have with us
the Chairman of USDynamics William Thomas, if I may say so, a legend of
aerospace and defense, thank you sir for finally coming."

The camera switched to Bill Thomas, looking
so pale and drawn it was obvious to those in the industry someone had done an
appalling makeup job preparing him for camera. Appalling or perhaps considered,
he looked like a cadaver unaware it was dead.

"I wish I could say it was a pleasure
to be here, John, but under the circumstances it would be fair to say this was
a necessity rather than a pleasure." Bill prepared to go on the attack.

"I'm sad to hear that Sir, why do you
say that?" McCall looked smug and at the same time was sickeningly
respectful. He leaned back in his chair, relaxed, confident.

"I think you know why John.
Misrepresentation on this program, distortion of the facts along with a
considerable amount of poor follow up commentary has done tremendous harm to a
great company. I'd like to reassure shareholders listening tonight that
USDynamics is in great shape and always has been, no thanks . . ."

". . . 'Has been', now there's an
interesting term Bill." McCall interrupted, ignoring Thomas and looking
straight at the camera for a moment as if to wink, and then he turned back to
again eyeball his guest, "Some would say it's the board of USDynamics that
has done tremendous harm, not just to the company but to the reputation of the
United States."

"Now you . . . ." Bill made to
reply but McCall simply talked over him, the camera panning back to take in
them both, then switching to focus on Bill as McCall went on the attack.

"Bill, as Chairman of USDynamics, we
need your response. We've heard the latest forensic reports on the alleged
cyber attacks on USDynamics in fact reveal the opposite. Investigators found no
evidence of a Chinese attack but clear evidence that Arteis proactively
penetrated China Air. The findings reportedly show that Arteis, originating
from USDynamics, infected systems with a virus so virulent it's cost China Air
billions! How could this happen on your watch sir!"

"Rubbish!" Bill responded, "Just
more lies and deception, where do you get this trash?"

McCall dramatically flourished a file in
front of the camera, before tossing it down on the desk in front of Thomas. "The
White House report, Mr. Thomas. You will find everything is as I have said.
Perhaps you might take the next few hours catching up. Oh and I'd contact your
lawyers, I understand China Air are planning to sue, along with the Chinese
Government."

He looked straight at the camera. "And
Regan Stein, my bet is they will soon be coming," . . . he pointed into
the lens . . . "for you!"

"We'll be back in a moment after this
word from our sponsor."

As the camera panned away, William Thomas
was standing, he looked ashen, and old.

 

  *

 

USDynamics Boardroom, Washington

 

The young man sitting at the back of the
room was thoughtful. Rarely noticed or acknowledged by the group he busied
himself as usual, head down, taking notes. 

'Non person' would be the correct
description. He surveyed the board members present,
all gathered for the live appearance of the great William Thomas on Business
Focus and he could see from their body language the performance just witnessed
had been something of a shock. He controlled a satisfied grin. As Personal
Assistant to Thomas and the board he had attended many such meetings and he
couldn't recall a single time anyone had addressed him directly except to order
coffee or complain. 

Well you don't look happy now! He thought uncharitably.

To a person they had heads in their hands,
rubbing temples furiously, massaging tight scalps, covering eyes or in the case
of Greg Jones rapping his forehead rhythmically on the huge oak table. The
young man couldn't stifle a chuckle.

"You think this is funny Jonathan?"
Joan Pritchard, the only board member he had time for, was glaring across the
room.

"No ma'am, I'm sorry, I was thinking
of something else . . . would anyone like coffee?" No one responded and he
slipped quickly from the room.

 

Mary Pope finally articulated everyone's
thoughts. "What an unmitigated disaster! I can't believe it. If that
report says what McCall says it does we're finished, even the White House won't
be able to save us. I just can't believe it, I saw the data myself! I'm no tech
expert but I can't see why STEIN would do this, it's simply ridiculous."

"Is it?" Greg lifted his head, a
small red mark in the centre of his forehead. "It's an old trick, create a
problem for the customer then solve it. It wouldn't be the first time. Hell, we've
played that game with our international politics for decades, why wouldn't a
company do it?"

"For one thing," Joan countered, "We
already had the problem and secondly, Regan Stein is no two faced politician!"

"Look Joan, of course we wait to see
the report, but if it does confirm those facts we've got serious damage control
to do. I suggest we get on to the company lawyers pronto and convene again
tomorrow morning; we can't let this wait for Bill to get back. This is going to
hit the markets in the morning and god knows what the share price will be by
the afternoon." 

Following such words of wisdom it was
slightly incongruous to see Greg drop his head to the table once more, he
groaned.

"That bloody McCall!" Joan
protested, "How did he hijack Bill like that?"

 

  *

 

Wellington New Zealand: Prime Minister's
Office, the Beehive

 

 "Thanks for coming in gentlemen. I'm
sorry it had to be by the back entrance and on such disappointing business."


Prime Minister Robert Jarvis looked
genuinely sympathetic and conciliatory as he offered them chairs. "Would
anyone like water?"

"Not for me thanks Bob, you'll
understand we're a little keyed up at the moment. What about you Marcus?"
Kevin turned apologetically, realizing he'd spoken for both of them.

"No thanks, I'd rather find out your
concerns first, Prime Minister, I may not feel like anything after that!"
Rarely nervous, Marcus sounded like he had some idea of what was to come . . . and
it wasn't good.

"Call me Bob, Marcus, no need for
formality here." Jarvis said it with a stunning smile. "Well, let's
cut to the chase. The Chinese want Regan, they want us to extradite her on
cyber terrorism charges. We won't of course. For one thing we don't have an
extradition treaty with China and secondly I know from the information you've
already shown me there is a lot more going on than is obvious. But I'm between
a rock and a hard place here guys, and we need to find a solution. At the end
of the day though, I want you to know, we don't sell out our own."

"So, what do you intend to do Bob?"
Marcus looked sceptical and he could see Kevin was shocked.

"That this is a delicate situation
goes without saying. China's a huge trade partner for us, and it would mean nothing
to them to cut us off so we need to tread very carefully. Some of this is just
posturing and I get the feeling they have another agenda, only time will tell.
But there's more I'm afraid, the US is also pressing for extradition and with
them we do have a treaty. Again, we won't just hand a New Zealand citizen over,
for a start they need to prove they have a case and we would need to be
confident they wouldn't just hand Regan to the Chinese."

"This is all rubbish Bob, you know
that." Kevin didn't sound convincing, even to himself, they all knew truth
had nothing to do with these games, this was Realpolitik.

"Between us Kevin, I don't believe a
word of it, and I'm sure time will sort it out. But in the meantime if I were
Regan, I wouldn't leave the country, the US and China have a lot of sway with a
lot of nations. Where is she anyway? I would have thought she'd be commenting
on this by now. She doesn't strike me as someone who avoids a fight."

Kevin and Marcus exchanged looks. "Honestly
Bob, we're not sure. She took six months off just after the USDynamics purchase
and didn't want to be contacted. Having said that I'm not giving anything away
when I say she planned to backpack around South America. Look, when she turns
up we'd appreciate any interventions you could make to get her home safely
rather than, well, the alternative." Kevin was clearly concerned.

"Of course, I'll do whatever I can. If
you hear from her tell her to contact our local representative or embassy if
there is one - bearing in mind in some countries there we only have trade
representatives. Kevin, I don't like to suggest this but there's something else
you need to consider. If South America is where she went she may already be in
US hands. That they contacted us at all could be just establishing a paper
trail, that's the way this game is played sometimes."

Kevin stood followed by Marcus, there
really was nothing more to discuss. 

He looked down at the PM. "Thanks for
the heads up Bob. You have the real facts, stand by us and we'll stand by you,
this isn't right."

The PM stood and extended his hand. "You
can be sure I'll do what I can, and in the meantime, let's keep each other in
touch."

 

As they exited the elevator on the way to
the car Marcus tried to be encouraging. 

"Kev, things will work out. Regan will
sort this when she gets back."

"That's just the point Marcus, when
she gets back. Where is she? What if they've got her already! I need to get
back and talk to Kutch about this, there must be some way we can do some
forensics of our own, find out what happened, this is all bullshit."

They reached the car and Marcus paused
there looking across the roof of the BMW. 

"Kev, I'm not sure if this is going to
help you or not, but I can tell you Regan has had me taking a position in USDynamics.
With the share price tanking so badly, well, she's actually amassed a
significant strategic shareholding. I don't think this was exactly her plan,
but it's working out in her favor and I get the feeling she's on top of this in
some way."

Kevin met his eyes, shook his head, then
smiled and opened the driver's door. He looked back at Marcus. 

"Nothing surprises me about that girl.
This is serious stuff, but there's nothing we can do about it that we're not
already doing. Let's go get a drink."

 

  *

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW in Washington

 

President Sarah Allen looked sadly around
the Oval Office, clearly troubled. 

"I wonder how many conversations like
this have been held in this office." She paused, thinking. "I feel
sullied by this whole affair, it's appalling."

"Come now Sarah, you're exaggerating."
The Vice President tried to be soothing using his smarmiest manner.

"Don't 'come now' me Jim, god you can
be patronizing at times, this is appalling! We're being out maneuvered
here and I don't like it!" Angry she stood and paced around the desk. 

"I told you, this was your deal, and I
said sort it!"

"And I have, Sarah. We won't be giving
away any military secrets and, well, it could save a lot of jobs. Ok - there's
a downside in election year. No one likes to see strategic assets fall into
foreign hands, least of all to the Chinese or the Russians, but on the other
hand no one wants government bailing out rich corporations anymore either. All
they're asking is our guarantee that we won't oppose any legitimate takeover.
China Air will drop their suit if they're allowed to go to the market. Sarah,
this could save the company, save the jobs and make us look good in this brave
new world." 

"Bullshit! It should never have gone
this far. We've been worked into a corner and you've virtually encouraged it.
Shit Jim, was this your plan all along? How could you think this was a good
idea?"

He looked mortally offended. "I reject
any suggestion I encouraged this, this is just business. You know they've
already been quietly buying; it's a freely traded share after all, what is there
to worry about?" Jim couldn't help himself, still selling.

"Jim, I'm really starting to wonder
about you, I thought we were on the same page. The President glared at him
incredulously, "Of course they're buying! The shares are so damn cheap
because of all this and now they're getting a US technology bargain because of
a problem they started. This whole episode has set them up for the buy of the
century, and do you know what galls me Jim? At the end of this when we find
they own our family silver, we'll probably owe them even more money! Shit!"
She thumped her fist into the table.

The meeting had hit an impasse. President
Allen dismissed them with a wave, "Let me sleep on this, my head hurts."

Secretary of State Marshall remained in her
seat while Jim Walker stood and quickly made for the door.

"Sarah, I know you're tired but could
I have a moment, there are some other issues I need to discuss."

"Uh, yeah," She looked
distracted, "of course Anne. Oh . . . Jim," She called out to him. "We'll
meet again in the morning and don't make this worse!" Sarah sat back down,
utterly deflated and looked at Hilary. "Please tell me this is good news. "

"I wish." Hilary replied sadly. "Look
Sarah, it may be too late but there might be something we can do, it's about
those USDynamics shares. Are you familiar with the term, 'squeeze out'? "

 

  *

 

New Zealand: Hutt Valley, Wellington

 

Kevin lay back on Mary's couch looking out
over the lights of the Hutt Valley. He liked the dark of the room, only the
moonlight throwing a warm glow over them as they talked. Mary sat facing him,
half turned with one leg tucked under her, a glass of Pinot cupped warming in
her hands.

"How serious does Marcus think it is?"
She asked, gently teasing out the information as she could see Kevin was
clearly stressed.

"It's about as serious as it can get
but New Zealand isn't going to just give up Regan to anyone. Having said that,
we're a responsible minnow in the international community and at least we
operate by the rule of law. If they follow the right procedures they might just
establish enough of a case to have her extradited." Kevin took another
generous sip from his glass.

"And then you're worried the US will
pass her to the Chinese?"

"You know Mary; I'm not worried about
that. I honestly don't think the PM will let her be extradited in the first
place; although how he will intervene I don't know. I'm more concerned that
they may already have Regan."

"I don't think so Kev. Can you really
see them having her and not trumpeting it, they're desperate to get some
positive spin out there. No, they don't have her and that means they won't,
Regan's too resourceful for that. She's probably already on her way back here
as we speak, on a slow boat from Timbuktu." Mary carefully put her glass
down on the table.

Kevin smiled. "In my heart I think you're
right. Regan said six months and she's not one to dance to anyone else's tune.
She won't be back a day earlier."

"Now," Mary slapped her hands
down on her thighs, punctuating the moment. "Would you like some good
news?"

"Is there any?"

"Sure there is, you're getting too
pessimistic. Ezas has added thirty five thousand new SME clients in the States
in just the last two months, can you believe that? Mitch told me this
afternoon. Now that's worth celebrating! I think it's time to look at listing
the company. Based on comparisons with others Ezas could be worth seven or
eight billion!" She bounced on the seat.

Not for the first time Kevin marveled at
this woman's boundless enthusiasm. You can't keep her down, he thought. 

"Mary, you're probably right but the
timing isn't the best. Association with the Arteis thing could count against
us, particularly if the press or McCall makes the link. But, I'll speak to
Marcus about getting all the backroom stuff underway, that way we can move when
we're ready. Regan always planned a partial float anyway. After she gets back
and we get the story back in our favor, well, it might just be the right time."

Mary slid one hand up his inner thigh. "Arteis
. . . we know we're in the right, right?"

He smiled and shifted, encouraging her, "Right."

"Well then," and she smiled
coyly, "things will come right, right?"

Mary fumbled with his belt and zipper,
carefully extracting him and he quickly hardened in her hands. She roughly
pulled his trousers down leaving them bunched around his feet like cuffs. Then
she climbed astride him while reaching down under her skirt to simply pull the
underwear to the side. With her other hand positioning him she eased onto him
and then settled with a satisfied sigh.

As she began to move at her own pace, one
hand on his shoulder, the other reaching down to massage herself, Kevin regarded
the groaning silhouette and reached up to steady her ample curves. My God,
she just takes whatever she wants, I love it! He began to gently thrust in
time with her movements.

 

  *

 

Gliese 667 System - The Hare and Hounds

 

"Run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run
. . ."

 

The sound of quiet singing reverberated
eerily around the empty ship, ShipHam filling in the time; planning, scheming
and examining the responses of his systems to data. As the two Coran warships
edged closer by the hour he began to realize the growing frequency of internal
warning signals was indicative of something he had only observed previously in
others. It was fear. The sure knowledge a version of himself remained with
Regan did nothing to allay this versions’ very real nervousness as the chasers
drew nearer. Me! He thought, in a fight!

"Run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run
. . ."

He continued singing nervously as
calculations on intersection times; firing ranges, possible scenarios and, 'gulp',
possible outcomes spat lightning quick through his systems. Finally, quiet
settled on the ship. Unnoticeable in the vast blackness that is space, the hare
hove to. Of course, in vacuum all three vessels continued streaking for the
outer edge, the hounds simply making much faster progress without The STEIN
being under power. Two hours to action, he thought.

 

On shutting down The Stein ShipHam immediately
commenced attempts at communication with the chasers. 

"This is The STEIN Traveler, a free vessel
of the Dahlian Orbital, it is clear you are in pursuit, please cease and
desist. We wish to go about our business in peace. What are your intentions?
Please respond."

. . . Nothing  . . .

The only reaction he could detect from the
warships was a flight path change, both changing course by a tiny amount. The
intention, ShipHam guessed, would be to bring them into position to lock him in
a pincer action. 

"This is The STEIN Traveler," he
called again, "an independent, free, peace loving vessel saying hello to
the two pursuing warships. Please state your intentions?"

. . . Nothing . . .

ShipHam rested quietly, exchanging delayed
running updates with Dahlia and quietly fretting. He made no direct
communication with Regan or Marin; they were, after all, supposed to be on
board with him. Nevertheless he knew they'd be following this game from afar
and oh, how he longed for the company. 

Becoming tired of waiting he reviewed his
plans for the umpteenth thousandth time considering whether now might be a
little premature.  

"Hmm, yes possibly a little too close
in system," he spoke to himself, "but I've had enough of running."

Idly filling in time Ham superimposed an
image of The STEIN on the side of one warship. Shit! The tiny vessel
looked like a porthole against the colossus, and there are two of them!
He reviewed the fight paths of the two ships with their wide arc paths now
definitely bringing them round to focus on him. It would not be long and then,
he knew they would fire. What they had to fire he did not know.

"STEIN Traveler," The voice
crackled through the PA. "You will prepare for us to board. You must
return Merali, son of the Premier or you will be destroyed. Do you understand?"

"This is The STEIN Traveler, no one is
captive here. I repeat; we are a free and independent vessel of the Dahlian
Orbital. Please, standoff and cease your pursuit."

The split screen view being relayed back to
Dahlia showed the two enormous vessels beginning to shrink as they turned,
presenting a front on perspective, drilling toward the STEIN.

"I repeat standoff! We are a free and
independent vessel. To attack would be an act of war against a friendly power."
ShipHam put just the right amount of desperate tone into the voice.

"STEIN Traveler, We are acting on the
clear request of your Premier for our assistance. This is your final warning.
Immediately indicate your intention to comply or you will be destroyed."

. . . ShipHam remained silent . . .

"Counting down, five . . . four . . .
three . . . two . . . one . . . . . There was a nervous hesitation, then . . .
. . . . . Fire!"

ShipHam followed the launch of four
missiles with disgust, only four . . . insulting! Streaking toward him
from thousands of kilometers out he used the few minutes of respite to compose
a short letter to Regan, just a few words in text. 

'It's been fun, look after me!' then he
focused on the job in hand. 

 

The missiles loomed from opposite
directions growing alarmingly large in the viewer as the seconds ticked by.
Finally, nothing else could be seen, and the screen went black.

 

  *







Dahlia Orbital

 

Regan glanced sideways. Like her, Marin,
Sindali and the children were all perched on the edge of their seats following
the delayed action anxiously. Minutes earlier the sight of The STEIN
superimposed on the Coran warship had been terrifying, the magnitude of what
she had asked Ham to do again hitting her. 

What have I done? The plan seemed so smart, so great. Fuck!

 

The silence between Regan and Ham was like
vacuum. Normally in regular chat contact, they hadn't communicated for more
than an hour and racked with guilt she left him to his thoughts. She could
still sense him there, viewing events from within, fascinated and anxious at
the same time. What's it like, to watch yourself go to battle, to
possibly see yourself die? Ham, do you follow what I'm thinking? I'm so sorry.
[Ham, it's going to be all right - are you there Ham?]

He didn't reply.

Marin hardly seemed to blink, still fuming,
furious at hearing the Coran commander confirm Beria was behind the attack . .
. on him! Exchanging a dark look with Sindali he saw she too was distressed,
not anger but grief. He reached out and touched her arm. "This isn't
rejection Sin, it’s madness, she's dead to me!" His eyes returned to the
screen.

Suddenly Regan was standing, yelling at the
image as if her life depended on it. 

"Ham, you're too centered; you can't
be exactly in the middle! The missiles might loop back on you! Ham you've got
to move nearer one vessel! Ham!  . . "

The screen went blank.

 

  *

 







The Palace

 

Beria followed the Coran feed with detached
interest in her offices. From her viewing perspective, as the missiles streaked
away she reflected on the death of her two sons, and the impending death of her
eldest. 

Fools . . . I was too soft. She clutched the hand of her bodyguard standing beside the chair
and looked up at the young warrior like a predator. Perhaps it's not too
late to start again. She smiled at the thought.

Turning back to the screen her pulse
quickened as the small sphere grew in view from the missile lens and the smile
on her lips tightened as the matt blackness filled the screen, and it went
blank . . .

Then a moment later her view became empty
space and she could see a pinprick of near light as the missile clearly
streaked on toward the something. She sat up, alarmed and wondering what was
happening as the seconds ticked by and then she stood, turning, searching for
someone who could interpret what her eyes were seeing. Returning to the screen,
to her horror she saw the growing bow of a Coran vessel and transfixed she
followed the vision until the end, a cold darkness filling her heart as the
screen went blank.

 

  *

 

In the apartment, all three were now
standing, Regan, holding her breath, hand on chest as if her heart had stopped
beating, Sindali and Marin cast, like statues. No one spoke as they stared at
the blank wall for what seemed an eternity but was only a matter of seconds.
Then, a starscape appeared through split screens, and they could see two fiery
balls, one in each screen and each growing quickly smaller; they were the
missiles disappearing into the distance. 

To their great relief ShipHam's voice
reported in, "Sorry babe, couldn't quite manage the switch so it's not
exactly an Arteis return to sender, call it performance anxiety; I'll do better
next time."

Then one screen suddenly lit up with a huge
nova like explosion followed a second later by another huge blast on the second
screen. Regan collapsed to her knees gasping with relief. 

"He must have heard me."

[Not possible Regan, too much delay . . . I
guess I'm just that good!] Ham savored the moment.

With the background of fire and explosions
swinging in an arc out of vision she could tell The STEIN was already on the
move and over the apartment system music began to play, meaningless to the
others, but it was for her she knew, and it made her laugh.

"You're simply the best . . . . 

Better than all the rest . . ."

 

  *

 

When a key card falls, a house of cards
will crumble.

Bunkered down in the apartment they
followed the unfolding events breathlessly. Things were playing out swiftly as
news broke of the devastating Coran warship defeat. Beria's regime was falling
quickly before their eyes, her support simply melting away. Her guard simply
abandoned her and with the loss of five hundred Coran troops in space it was
hardly surprising. Even her few strongest supporters could see the writing on
the wall and no one wanted to be caught on the wrong side of the people's
anger.

 

Sindali stood off to one side as they
watched the broadcasts; fielding constant calls from the guard and from
representatives of the four other orbitals.

"They've summoned me to explain,"
she advised, concerned."They are demanding immediate explanation from both
us and Cora. Regan, war is an anathema here and yet The STEIN has taken out two
of the most powerful warships in the sector and effectively neutered the Coran
space fleet. Over eight hundred lives have been lost. To say they are alarmed
is an understatement. What am I going to tell them?"

[We have the visuals Regan. They show the
Coran's taking each other out.]

Regan stood and walked over to Sindali. "Be
confident Sin, speak as the leader now, and don't give any ground. You've done nothing
wrong. Ham will supply you with visuals of the engagement and The STEIN's high
definition images clearly show the Coran ships destroying each other. Ok, it
will be disturbing, but it will exonerate Dahlia."

"It will also raise many questions as
to the intentions and efficiency of the Coran Space Fleet. I'm not sure I can
answer those." Sindali looked doubtful.

"Why bother?" Marin said. "Coran
efficiency is their own concern, and as to their intentions, let the
representatives sort that out, it's best we not speculate at all. The coup here
is our own internal matter and as it’s proving bloodless it shouldn't be a
concern of the other orbitals. Provided we keep the terms of supply contracts
the other tribes should maintain their policy of leaving each orbital to manage
its own affairs. Remind them of that."

"You're right Marin. Our tribal
business is just that. Keep the food coming and we're happy seems to be the
usual attitude. I can deal with this. We won't put up with any interference in
our orbital affairs and of course, a little mystery might be good, it won't
hurt to leave them just a little disturbed by our secret military power."
Sindali stood confidently and made to leave.

"What military power?" Marin
asked.

Ham sighed. [She means me bonehead, keep up
will you!]

 

  *

 

Regan stretched out on the bench, watching
the curious watch them in the park, soaking up the freedom. 

"So where is Beria going?" she
asked Marin.

"Cora has offered her safe exile,"
he replied, "no one else wanted her. Sounds like a great match to me, and
exile to the edge of the system, perfect."  He showed no sign of regret.

"So when does she go - because as long
as she's here I don't feel we're completely safe."

"She's already underway Regan, don't
worry, Ham has her in transit as we speak." he looked quietly smug.

"I thought you were going to go with
her."

"She thought that too," and he
laughed. "In fact she thinks I am on the ship but she'll be in isolation
all the way, it's only a few days after all and I didn't want to see her again."
He was quite definite.

 

Marin didn't bother explaining that earlier
he had escorted Beria to the ship. 

Neither had spoken as he led her to a third
level crew cabin. He left her there and then slipped away. She had assumed he
would be piloting the vessel and he had done nothing to enlighten her. 

 

Ham kept her in solitary for the entire
trip and on arrival at the Coran military hub he issued strict instructions for
the handover which the authorities complied with without question. Detaching
the transport so The STEIN could settle on the flat surface of the orbital
platform Ham then guided Beria by voice to level six, the large hangar deck.
Exiting the elevator she staggered as she walked alone into the huge empty
space and stood transfixed as Ham extended the deck out for her to exit.
Peering through the small gap she could see steps extending down to the
spaceport platform. Beria nervously looked around in vain for welcome. The
platform was completely empty. Making her way down the steps, lost and confused
with all defiance gone, she turned back to the ship. 

"Merali? Where are you? Don't leave me
like this."

It was the unfamiliar ship voice that
answered, emotionless and cold. 

"Go to the door at the end of the
platform." 

The steps retracted and level six withdrew
back into the ship. Standing on the cold floor, only a field bubble between her
and the coldness of space, Beria began her lonely walk across hundreds of
meters to the appointed door.  

"Helloo? Is anybody there?"

 

  *

 

That most Dahlians had no interest in the
drama unfolding in the system amazed Regan, that they welcomed news of Sindali
accepting leadership didn't surprise her.

And by agreement Regan's origins were kept
secret. 

"After all Regan," Sindali had said
"yes, you are squat and more muscular but otherwise you could easily pass
as one of us. There are many different shapes and sizes on orbitals and most
will assume you are from one of the industrials, or a mining tribe perhaps, it
will be no problem."

Regan smiled, not knowing whether to be
insulted or pleased. "Thank you Sin, I do want to look around, you've no
idea how amazing this is to me. I'm seeing things that were only a dream
before, a fantasy, yet here they are."

Sindali spoke quickly "We . . . no, I
owe you a great debt Regan. First you save Marin, and then you risk your own
life for me and my children, and finally you conceive a plan to deliver this
orbital. You and your friend have our loyalty and support. We will never forget
you."

"My friend . . . ?"

"Ham of course, the hero of the
engagement." Her look was hard to read.

Regan recalled Ham's comments an age ago, Marin
doesn't ask and I don't tell.

Sindali took Regan's arm. "I
understand Ham is preparing to stock up Marin's ship . . . or is it your ship
now? No matter. Some of the items requested are sensitive Regan. Your
intentions for them are, shall we say, a matter of interest. What can you tell
me that might allay my concerns?"

Regan sat beside her. She took Sindali's
hands and faced her directly. 

"Sin, this isn't something I've tried
to hide." Earnestly she appealed to the young leader. "Your people
have made breakthroughs that would be of huge benefit to Earth. I see what you
have and I so want for my people to begin to explore space too. Truthfully, I'm
not sure we're ready for the galaxy and what I know of the warp drive I have no
intention of passing on. But there is technology that, with your permission, we
can use to develop our own systems, to learn to live in space as you have, perhaps
solve our problems of population growth and offer a future for many, but only
with your permission of course. That's important to me."

Sindali closed her eyes as if seeking an
answer. 

"Regan, you know Beria would never
have even let you go home, let alone allow you to take technology that could
bring threats to our system. However, I can't look at you and feel anything but
trust. We're not a military power, but you know there are those in the system
who will not respond well to any abuse of such a gift. If I give you these things
you, and you alone, will be responsible for the application of the knowledge.
Use that gift carefully Regan. Share it wisely, profit from it if you can, but
do not allow it to be turned against us, your world will pay a heavy price if
it is. Things beyond my control will happen."

Regan wished she could feel more confident.
"I feel that burden like a weight, because I know we don't always do the
right thing. But this I know, in order to choose to do right, there needs to be
the possibility of choosing wrong. I do trust Earth to grow. My hope is that as
we grow in our own system, we will also learn to become good galactic neighbors
and friends."

"It's done then." Sindali smiled.
"You can gather whatever you need. Whatever is ours is yours and before
you return, you have the freedom of the orbital, enjoy. Marin will show you our
bounty. And Regan, provided Marin is happy, the ship is yours, he has the
resources of our orbital and is well respected, his research will continue.
Perhaps now it is even more important, no? And now I must leave you, my
children need me." She smiled, bowed and departed, leaving Regan stunned
and speechless.

 

[Hmm, that went well.]

[Then why do I feel a sense of dread Ham?]

[Perhaps it's because you know your people
so well Regan, but when did you become a pessimist? The bad guys will always be
there, we have them here. What's that Earth saying? All that it takes for evil
men to prosper is for good men to do nothing.]

[I know . . . good one…]

[You have an opportunity here to do something
great, just do it!] He gave her a moment to think.

[As for your list it'll take a while to
fill, especially since we've been given such an open invitation. I intend
adding to it and some things will have to come from elsewhere in the system. So
use the time well, you need to recover, sorry babe but you do look awful. Take
some time and use the freedom to explore. I think it's time to stop moping
around.  In fact I think it's time you climbed back on the Marin.]

She laughed out loud.

 

  *

 

It was glorious. Every day they explored a
different petal with thousands of hectares per farm, millions of workers in the
fields working alongside amazing semi sentient machines, planting, harvesting,
processing. She saw plant life that was different and yet at the same time
familiar, parks with people walking and at play, children everywhere. Marin
took her to schools and hospitals, markets and nightlife and she marveled at
the subway, the mystery of cars travelling and parking without ever
intersecting. The orbital was clean, ordered - and in time it became
predictable.

Three weeks of exploring and she was
recovering yes, but embarrassed to be feeling bored with being a tourist, a
spectator. Marin could tell.

"You see?" He asked.

"See what?" She responded, lying
on her back, looking at the stars through the huge window in the darkened space
port. The STEIN Traveler, silhouetted in the background, was beautiful to her.

"Why I travel." Marin replied. He
turned and smiled, his teeth white in the dim light. "I'm a lover not a
farmer!" and he lay back down. "I love to explore. I love new things.
I love difference and variety. I love faults and failures, it's all
information. From every experience, even the errors of life, I learn and grow.
I do love this place, this system but we've become too complacent, too
comfortable. That's why I like the feel . . ."

". . . of the soil under your feet, I
know." She rolled to face him. 

"Some combination of this . . . this
order, combined with the rawness of Earth, might just work you know." She
inched toward him on her elbows . . . "I feel like I've had no exercise in
weeks." She rested there, looking into his eyes, saying nothing.

Marin met her gaze and raised his eyebrows.
"There's always the gym?"

"Might be tough, I'm a bit out of shape?"
. . . Last chance to pull out Marin, she thought anxiously.

He reached out and tenderly stroked a
finger down her cheek. "You look in good shape to me."

They stood quickly and began to walk to the
ship.

[Ham?]

[All ready Regan.]

 

She entered first and paused, looking at
the familiar bench. She smiled as Marin reached around her to feel for the
button and part her suit. He slowly peeled it from her shoulders, sliding his
hands inside and then down her hips. She stepped out of the folds leaving the
garment on the floor and turned to face him. Already he was removing his own
suit and she rushed, pushing him onto the bench, lifting and dragging the cloth
from his legs. 

He put up his hand "Slow down Regan,
go slow," and he spoke gently, "we have all the time we want or need."
Marin slipped aside and guided her onto the bench in his place. He took the oil
and poured a generous river down her shoulders and onto her breasts. Then he
began to stroke. He seemed to know just where to touch, which sensitive areas
to avoid, and Regan quickly surrendered to the ministrations. He teased out the
time before caressing her thighs, parting her legs and taking her in his mouth.
It was a watershed moment and felt to her as if she was reclaiming something
that had been taken. She reached for him, gently pulling him over her, wiping
oil from her breasts and lubricating him with her hands. "Don't wait,"
she said "This time I just want you."

He carefully entered, holding back until
with delight he felt her hand had reached from under one raised leg and gripped
him between the V of her fingers as he entered and withdrew. It was
intoxicating as he thrust harder and faster finally gasping with ecstatic
release.  

Regan lay under him, overwhelmed with
relief, and then began to laugh.

He pushed up on his elbows and looked
quizzically at her, "What?" he said.

"It's nothing," She replied
smiling, "just something Ham said, about getting back on the horse or
whatever. He was right."

 

Soaring through space between Dahlia and
Tihan, Regan examined her growing addiction to the thrill of the experience.
This was a privileged life she knew, it was unreal, living like royalty. A
growing unease reminded her she didn't feel comfortable presuming as a guest.
At the same time she also feared that too much longer and she might not be able
to give it up. Her plan had always been to get home as soon as possible, but
like many long holidays that near an end she didn't want it to stop.

They had taken an Interceptor for this
trip, one of two that filled the spaces either side of the Pods on level one.
Much bigger than the narrow Pods, the Interceptors spanned twenty six meters,
one large curved wing, twelve meters deep from nose to tail. The cockpit, while
considerably larger than that in a Pod was still compact, four meters front to
back and around eight meters side to side. To her left, there was a small
bathroom and galley, on the right, storage units with suits and emergency gear.
Four seats with swivel consoles sat in a row facing forward with enough space
around to stretch out. With Ham as pilot Regan had nothing to do, still she reveled
in the experience, this did feel like flying. Well adjusted now, her favorite
view was half screen space as they hurtled through the vacuum.

Reclining in her chair, Regan looked across
at Marin asleep beside her. She looked troubled. [What am I going to do Ham?]

[I guess you're speaking about Marin? He's
a big boy, he'll make his own decision, you can't think for him.]

Regan looked doubtful. [That's true but I
can't help feeling I'm leading him on. Like I'm reeling in a fish.]

[I'm not sure he'd appreciate that analogy.
Look Regan, yes, you're both young, the sex is incredible and like any man he's
reveling in it. I've known him a long time and he's never been so voracious
before. You obviously excite him and . . .] He paused [I'm not helping am I?]

[Well . . . you get my point. He's an
exciting, interesting, intelligent man but I'm not sure I've been fair. This
physicality is all new to me. I'm not normally like this. My mother would be
appalled. I feel like I've led him on.]

[Hmm, he is a bit like a boy with a new toy
isn't he?]

[Seriously . . . I feel like I'm the one
with the new toy, Ham. The nerd vixen has been unleashed and I don't know how
to put her back in the box.]

[Why would you? Regan, I don't think this
is it, something else is on your mind. Talk to me.]

[What happens when I go back to Earth, Ham?
What happens to Marin?]

[Look, Marin's people aren't like you. For
one thing they don't usually commit to long term relationships. They're a community,
supporting each other and few here would be monogamous. Marin's happy here for
the moment but you can be sure he also wants to go back to Earth, he's told me.
Coming here was your adventure, going there is his, don't worry]

[Not monogamous? Does that mean Marin's had
other partners while I've been here?]

[Not in the last few days, no, but earlier,
hell yeah. Having said that, I've never seen him so attached to any one
individual like he is with you.]

She considered this for a while saying
nothing, then gave a long sigh of relief. A weight had lifted. 

[I can't believe I'm glad to hear that. I
guess we're just crewmates with benefits. Or is it more than that? It's
complex. Right now I feel like I'd give my life for him if I had to, you know.]

[You already have.]

She wasn't listening, [And shit, he's my
first alien!]

 

Regan stalked around the deck on level
five, only a two meter perimeter pathway now available along with four one
meter corridors to the elevator. The remaining space was now crammed with
cases, boxed machinery, sheets of material and stacked panels. Most of it was a
mystery to her.

"What is all this stuff Ham? I gave
you a wish list, sure, but I can't see anything here that I asked for."
She continued stalking, pulling at this and that and muttering away.

"Your list was far too short and
uninspiring." Ham replied. "When a genie gives you three wishes you should
always make the third wish for three more!"

"God, I hope Sindali doesn't think I've
been greedy, this looks so over the top."

"Ahem!" Ham cleared his circuits,
"Don't visit level six then."

Taking the elevator down one level she
stepped out into an area she didn't recognize. The space was almost completely
filled with a huge container sized box squeezed in front of her.

"Fabricator," Ham advised "Not
that different from your 3D printers, only bigger and better, there's another
on the other side."

"And what are these?" Regan asked
turning to the Fort Knox like boxes on either side of her between the containers.

"Ahh, now that's where we'll really
corner the market. There are various types of 'Exotic' Matter, anti matter and
so forth. Rods of the magic bean! All sealed, mostly safe and ready for
application."

"Mostly safe?"

"That's just a little joke between us.
The rods are all insertion ready and we're taking the technology with us to
build reactors when we get there. This will get you into space babe, and anyone
else you choose to take with you."

"So what other surprises do you have
for me?" Regan pulled over a crate and sat down.

"You mean things in addition to your
list? Let's see. You had gravity plate technology, so I included around five
thousand square meters of the plates. You didn't mention effectors so I've
included around fifty million on level five. We'll need those for the
freighter, and later when we've gathered the raw material we can fabricate more
of everything. In most cases I've simply included two or three examples of
everything we have technology for. That way we have the tech and a model, it's
simple."

"Ham, is this all right? I feel like a
pirate, no one at home would give us this!"

"I'm clearly a bit more mercenary than
you, we did after all save an orbital and I figured it would be wrong to look a
gift horse in the mouth."

Regan's head was in her hands as she sat
slumped on the crate.

"Ham . . . I've been putting this off.
It's almost six months and my family will be expecting me to arrive home any
day. I've been in denial; I know it, not wanting to go. Now it's going to take
two months to get back and Mom won't forgive me for being late, we've got to
get going!" Something she hadn't felt for a long time flashed through her
again. It felt like panic.

"Then it's time for a crew meeting
Regan. There's nothing to stop us leaving as soon as we're ready. I'll sub
Marin."

 

  *

 

Regan sat in her usual control seat taking
in the large screen image. On the spaceport platform she could see Sindali, the
children and a number of officials watching the ship depart. The parting would
have been unbearable without Sindali's farewell. "You will be back."
she had said smiling, and it was enough. Regan determined she would be back and
it would not be long.

"Did you gather those warp studies
Ham?"

"Really, you need to ask? You'd hardly
finished asking and I had the files."

"What's that all about?" Marin
asked.

She reached across and linked their hands. "This
is how close I want us to be, we've got to find a way to increase that warp
speed."

He laughed. "You didn't even have warp
capability and now you want to improve it? You don't do anything by halves do
you?"

The STEIN slowly moved out of dock, leaving
the egg cup space she remembered from arrival. It struck her again that this
was a private parking space, and Marin's family really were like royalty here .
. . and yet he was coming with her. 

"Are you sure this is what you want to
do?" She looked sideways at him but his eyes were locked on the screen. 

"I want this more than anything. You have
walked my world openly, now, I will walk yours. It's a dream!"









Chapter
Four: Home, Where The Heart Is

 

New Zealand, STEIN Aeronautics Wairarapa,
November

 

"Have you ever had that feeling that
you're all dressed up with nowhere to go?" Kutch was half talking to
himself as they walked down the long runway, heat shimmering off the tarmac
stretching two thousand meters into the distance. He kicked a small pebble in
front of him.

Stephanie Howard, with hands in pockets,
scuffed her feet as she walked, not bothering to answer the question. She
looked toward Hayden Joyce walking alongside.

"You know, we could land a Jumbo here
if we wanted to."

"Maybe we will one day, although
truthfully it's a little short for a fully laden Jumbo, and there aren't too
many of them around anymore." Hayden, looking happy but ridiculous in
cargo shorts and sandals had joined them for a break.

"So, how are your guys going Hayden?"
Stephanie hardly knew the meaning of the word break.

He stopped, clearly excited and brought the
group to a halt. "I have never worked with a group so engaged on a
project. The theoretical data looks good, the prototype is flying, the
performance data from fuel and propulsion tests looks outstanding and we are
itching to get going; what are we waiting for?"

"Regan," Stephanie replied. "This
is her baby and if we're going to send the ADF into the upper atmosphere I know
she'd like to be around."

Hayden looked away, clearly frustrated.

"So . . . have we heard anything?"
Kutch gave the pebble one last kick, sending it off into the grass. "I
checked yesterday, it's been six months for a week already."

Stephanie took in a big breath, her tension
clearly showing. "No news that I know of Kutch, and you know how that
makes me feel. If I knew anything I'd tell you. Kev wants us back at Riverside
for a meeting tonight and I have to say he sounded stressed. Hayden, that
includes you if you're available, sounds like a strategy meeting so something's
obviously up."

"Wouldn't it be best to wait until
Mitch and Mary are back from the States? They're due Friday aren't they?"
Kutch looked surprised.

"I suggested that and he said we'd
talk later then hung up. It's not like Kev to be so abrupt but I guess he had
other calls to make. Hayden, is that going to be alright with you?"

"No problem, Jenny's in Melbourne with
Abby so I'm free as a bird, I might even stay over."

"Great, well we might as well head
back." They turned, looking back up the five hundred meters they had
covered toward the huge hangars in the distance only completed five weeks
earlier. To the right of the hangars they could see a flag flying above the
three story research centre, occupied but still under construction. Walking
back Stephanie's eyes drifted to the hills beyond and the housing estate Regan
had established. 

All dressed up and nowhere to go, she thought. Hmm, I hope not.

 

  *

A pall seemed to hang over the Jackson and
Associates offices. No music, no talkback, no chatter, just a deathly hush.
Barbara watched Marcus through his office window. He was on the phone and
looked more concerned than she had seen him in months.

 

". . . I'll be there Kevin, I may be a
little late because of time differences with the States and, well, you know the
drill, and they'll have more to tell me I'm sure."

Marcus hung up the phone. Pushing back from
the desk he left his arms stretched out, palms down on the desktop. He dropped
his head between his shoulder blades and he closed his eyes, a silent wordless
prayer. Drawing in a long breath, he braced himself and stood to yell through
the wall. 

"Barbara, could you get me Steve Ryman
in San Francisco please."

He heard a muffled reply that didn't need
translating. 

"I know the time there Barb, just get
him, and tell whoever you speak to that it’s urgent."

He thumped his fist on the desk then walked
to the bookshelves mumbling to himself. "Got to be here somewhere, fuck .
. . fuck, fuck." 

He continued to grumble as he searched,
finally pulling a pristine volume from the shelf. He circled the desk with it
before sitting and taking in the Title. Paust, Van Dyke and Malone's
International Law and Litigation in the United States. He took another
large breath that radiated resignation. He opened to the index.

 

Thirty seven minutes later, and the call
came through from the States. Barbara put Ryman through and then listened
through the door while packing up her things to leave for the day. 

"Hello Steve? Yeah it's Marcus, sorry
to bother you at this time. It's the Regan Stein thing again . . . yeah, I
know, the gift that keeps on giving. Now listen up, there are some things we
need you to do . . . "

Barbara shook her head. Marcus, look
after yourself, she thought then walked out the door, locking it behind
her.

 

Marcus checked his watch as he pulled into
the Riverside car park; eight p.m. Looking for the most well lit spot he parked
the new Mercedes out front and skipped up the steps. A short wait for night
security and he was through to the elevator, composing himself as he rode to
the third floor. The doors opened to Regan's reception area and he could see
the door to her apartment was already open.

Unusually, the conversation was muted as he
entered with Kevin, Stephanie, Milo and Hayden all there waiting. He thought
about a joke, just us tonight? But somehow it didn't seem appropriate.
Kevin looked at him, radiating tension as he walked to the central couch and
took a seat.

Stephanie broke the ice. "So, what's
up Marcus? Kev wanted us to wait until you were here. It feels like someone
died in here."

Kevin shuffled over to shake his hand "Sorry
Marcus, I wanted to wait, get the latest before I wound everyone up." He
took in the small group. "Sorry to keep you all waiting. My mind hasn't
been on the job today. You'll understand why in a moment. Marcus?"

Marcus gathered his thoughts. "There's
no point in delaying the news, I've just confirmed it, Mary and Mitch have been
held in the States." He let the statement sink in.

"Held? What does that mean, held?"
Stephanie, Kutch and Hayden were stunned.

"Held means they can't leave at the
moment. No charges have been laid at this stage, but authorities can hold people
without charge under the Patriot Act while they carry out investigations. It's
a ploy Steph, we know that, they want Regan and this is just leverage to force
her hand. Anything with a sniff of terrorism allows them to take unprecedented
steps in the interests of national security. Using the old Patriot Act is a
stretch in this case but it's convenient for them. They wanted to extradite
Regan and they haven't been able to get her, so they've held Mary and Mitch
instead, that about sums it up."

"What did you get from the States,
Marcus?" Kevin wanted the latest.

"Ok, I talked to our representatives
in San Francisco and they're bringing in a top international law consultant
they use to help. Our guy there, Steve Ryman, a top lawyer by the way, he's
getting straight down to meet with Mary and Mitch right now and I'll hear more
tonight. He thinks he might be able to get Mitch released as he has nothing to
do with Arteis but Mary is a different matter. As I said, they want Regan and
Mary is close to the next best thing. She's Chief Financial Officer of STEIN
and they'd see that as third in command - Kevin, it's lucky you weren't there."

"Lucky! Shit, I'd trade places for
Mary in a heartbeat!" They all looked at him.  

"And Mitch of course! Shit, you know
what I mean!"

Stephanie slumped in her chair. "We
couldn't give them Regan anyway; we don't even know where she is." 

"Steph, we wouldn't give them Regan
regardless!" Kevin paced the room. "Fuck, why did I agree to Mary
going? And they haven't shown any interest in Mitch before this."

"This is just the kind of dirty pool
that's played with this stuff Kev. Mary and Mitch are collateral damage to
them, just pawns they play with to win their game. Steve will sort it out. They
won't be harmed; they just won't be able to leave."

Hayden pitched in. "There's not much I
can add I know, but I'll call my contacts at home and see what latest news
there is about the Chinese action. It might be related, maybe someone's heard
something."

Thanks, Hayden. I brought you in because I
thought you needed to be kept informed. God knows what your team will think of
this. The bottom line here is we've done nothing wrong but we're certainly
looking like the bad guys. The irony is the overall business is doing great,
even if everything else seems to be turning to shit. Look, I thought we might
talk some more but we'll only go round in circles so all of you, go home. I'm
sorry to have dragged you all the way here but I wanted you to hear this first
from me before it hits the papers tomorrow, which it probably will. We all have
our jobs to do so let's keep moving forward. That's what Regan would want."

"You'll keep us up to date on Mitch
and Mary, Kev?" Stephanie asked.

"Of course, as soon as I hear
something I'll let you know. Marcus?"

"Yeah, absolutely Kev, I should know
more tonight, I'll call you."

It was a very different meeting. No drinks,
no coffees, and the sombre group drifted out of Riverside to disperse
throughout the Valley.

 

  *

 

Kevin's home system buzzed him "Answer!"
. . .  And he heard a click.

"Kev, are you there?"

"Mary!" He sat up quickly. "Shit
it's good to hear your voice, where are you, what's happened?" Kevin stood
and walked to the window, staring at his own reflection in the glass.

"I'm at the hotel Kev, Steve Ryman had
us released but I still can't leave the country, they've taken my passport. No
bond or charges though so this is all very strange."

"God - I'm glad you're in a hotel and
not some detention centre, and where's Mitch?"

"He's fine too. They're letting him go
thank god, it's Regan and STEIN they're after. Hey, don't worry lover, things
could be worse. Five star hotel, great restaurant, young Hispanic bell boys, I'm
in heaven!"

"This could take a while you know."
Despite her attempt at positivity he did not sound happy.

"Weren't you listening, bell boys?"
She hesitated. "Kev . . . I know what you mean but you don't have to worry
about me. Marcus and his cronies will sort this out and I'll use the time to do
what I came for anyway, set things up for the Ezas share float. I'll make good
use of the time, believe me. And Kev . . . there's another good thing we can
take out of this."

"Enlighten me sweetheart, I'm not
seeing much upside."

"Well, think about it. If they're
holding me, they don't have Regan."

 

Kevin swung into the Belmont driveway and
parked up under the oak tree. Stepping down to the lower lawn he walked over to
the fence seat and sat in the morning sun, staring out over the river.

"You look like you're a million miles
away." The call came from behind him. He turned to see his mother gingerly
stepping down from the patio and walking toward him across the grass.

"Hi Mom!" he stood to hug her,
and then she gestured for them both to sit. "I was just enjoying the peace
for a moment."

"You look like you have the weight of
the world on your shoulders Kevin, what's up?" She put one arm over his
shoulder and gave him an encouraging hug.

"Oh, there's a bit on the go. Nothing
you need to worry about, I just wanted to check up on you, see how you were
going."

"Kevin Stein, you can't fool me. When
you come and sit down here you need to talk, so talk to me. If I can't offer a
single piece of sound advice I can certainly be a sounding board."

He smiled "Mom, you've never been one
to stick to a single piece of advice." He laughed affectionately. "We
heard yesterday that the States have held Mary over there, they're not letting
her come home."

"You mean the United States?"

"Is there another? They want Regan Mom,
you need to be prepared for that and we're going to have to fight this one out.
It's all bullshit but it can tie up a lot of time and effort." He sighed.

"And money!" She said, "Marcus
will be pleased." Jean hesitated, immediately regretting the comment.
"No, I don't mean that, he'll help Mary won't he?"

"Yeah, of course, he's on to it and
Mary's looking on the bright side of things. She's in a top hotel and still
making us money. Hell, money is not the issue, we're swimming in it! Mom, it's
just not a nice feeling when you know the powers that be are training their sights
on your sister."

She shook a tight fist. "No one is going
to hurt my daughter - that will have to be over my dead body!"

He laughed. "They don't know what they're
taking on. Come on," he stood and helped her up, "let's go and make a
cup of tea."

As they weaved across the lawn she chatted.
"It's been six months now. We'll be hearing from Regan any day."

Six and a half months, he thought ruefully. Where are you sis? Shit!

 

  *

 

Office of the Vice President, The White House,
December

 

Anne Marshall paced angrily back and forth
across the room. She had no idea whether Vice President James Walker still had
anyone talking to him on that mobile but he was in no hurry to talk to her, of
that she was certain.

Finally she heard him say simply, "Goodbye"
and he disconnected. It was so suspiciously affected she almost exploded.

"Anne, sorry about that, what can I do
for you." He looked as if butter wouldn't melt in his mouth.

"Jim, I swear you know exactly why I'm
here. You agreed to stay out of this business with USDynamics and the Chinese,
it's my territory Jim and you know all dealings with China are delicate."

"I have stayed out of things Anne. In
this case I simply passed on some information that came to me unexpectedly from
contacts and I saw it as related to the STEIN business, after all we can't be
seen to be doing nothing. The decision to hold the Coleman woman seems a wise
one to me in the interim; she is after all their CFO."

"Of course it's related, you asshole,
and you know it, you've just put the whole USDynamics saga on the front pages
again! I swear you'll bring down that company on your own. I'm speaking to
Sarah about this, I've had enough." She stalked from the room.

"You do that!" he called after
her as he walked toward the door and shut it behind her. Returning to the desk
he took out the mobile and redialed.

 

Listening to the dial tone he jumped in as
soon as it was answered, "You were saying?"

" . . .  I was saying I'm not happy,"
the voice simmered with anger. "We're building up our shareholding but we've
hit a wall, we're still six percent short of compulsory acquisition. The
remaining shareholders are stonewalling and several have been quietly buying,
building up significant stakes. Our interests have the major shareholding but
three other groups now hold the keys. Their fifteen percent means we can't
squeeze them out."

"Just buy one or some of them out, you
can afford it, pay them whatever. There were always going to be some smart
investors out there, they're just taking advantage of the situation surely,
holding out for more."

"You're not listening, Vice President
Walker," The voice spat out the words, like staccato bullets. "They're
not selling! There are three shareholding groups apart from us. USDynamics
stalwarts are one, led by the Chairman, that's understandable. A seven percent
stake has been amassed by a private company, TakeThat Corporation and they've
been steadily buying since the beginning. The last buyer we just learned is the
US Government! How can that be, Mr. Vice President? Have you been holding out
on me!"

Walker felt a cold chill pass down his
spine and he fell silent for a moment. How could that be? How could I not
know? He rapidly assessed the situation. 

"Listen, I've done everything asked of
me, I know nothing about the Government buying and I doubt that is even true.
My part is over, don't call me again." He disconnected then stood staring
at the phone, perspiration breaking out on his forehead. Bitch! He
thought. He walked behind his desk and out of sight tried to crush the mobile
under his heel; it still looked usable. Putting it in his pocket he grabbed his
suit jacket and exited the office hurriedly. I'll get rid of it later,
he thought.

 

  *

 

The Oval Office, December

 

The meeting which had begun with relaxed
coffee had taken a serious turn.

"That's a serious accusation Anne, and
now that you've shared it where does it leave me?" Her hands wide,
appealing, President Allen walked from her desk to join Anne at the couch.

"Sarah, I've had enough. This isn't an
accusation, it's an observation. Jim has been disseminating information and
stirring the pot on this one from the beginning, all in the name of national
security which isn't even his brief. His actions have singlehandedly
contributed to the savaging of USDynamics’ share price and possibly the loss of
the company to the Chinese. For me it's usually three strikes and you're out.
Jim’s had four or five for Christs sake. Sarah, if it looks like a duck, and
walks like a duck it probably is a fucking duck." She fumed.

"That's a bit over the top Anne!
Perhaps he's been unwise but the origin of that Arteis virus from USDynamics is
pretty damning and it did a lot of damage, the Chinese are going to sue for
billions. . ."

Anne interrupted. "That's just it
Sarah, this whole thing doesn't make sense unless you see it as part of a plan
to drive down the USDynamics share price. The Chinese could end up stealing the
company."

"Are you saying Jim is in league with
the Chinese? You can't be serious."

Anne seemed to collapse into her seat. She
dropped her shoulders and shook her head sadly, before looking up again,
appealing. 

"Sarah, take Jim out of the equation
for a minute, just look at the other facts. We're always concerned about
military secrets, as long as they're protected we're happy. But what else is at
play here? Think long game. We've let private cowboys take the lead into orbit,
we've got private operators servicing our space stations, tourists flying
around in free orbit, and even the Indians have passed us with research craft
heading to Mars. USDynamics are our leading aerospace company and the Chinese
are only a few shares away from picking it up for a song. They don't want our
military technology; they want to leapfrog us to the moon and beyond!"

Sarah looked pensive, "I did act on
your suggestion by the way, we've been picking up shares, but I'm told it's not
enough. We only hold around three percent and there's still another twelve out
there somewhere. We need to face it Anne, Chinese interests already hold enough
to dominate the board. I agree a complete takeover is unthinkable but I don't
think we can stop it."

"So, what are you going to do about
Jim?"  Anne asked.

"You know it's not that simple Anne, I
can't entertain an accusation like that without rock solid proof. But, he may
have been unwise and I'll take your comments under advisement, no come back on
you. I appreciate your courage in addressing it."

"And the STEIN woman held in
California?"

"I can't get involved in that and
neither can you, cyber terrorism is serious Anne; we can't be seen to take a
soft approach. As I understand it the evidence is pretty compelling even if it
doesn't make sense, shit, when does terrorism ever make sense? No, she stays
there until we've sorted it in court or until we have Regan Stein. The press
will be on our administration like hot bricks if we slacken off on this one."

Anne stood, resigned that there was nothing
more she could do for the moment. 

She needs proof ,she thought, 'Rock solid proof'. She excused herself and
left for her office.

 

  *

 

The Lodge, Fairfield County Connecticut,
December

 

A fire crackled in the background, outside
the temperature was cool to cold. 

Who knows,
the man thought as he adjusted his glasses, maybe snow for Christmas?

The old style portable phone perched on the
chair arm rang loudly. A traditionalist, he liked the ring which always
reminded him of his youth. He reached clumsily and knocked it to the floor but
with a quick fumble managed to hit the button before it went to messaging.

"Bill Thomas!" he answered
quickly.

"Mr. Thomas, this is Barbara Wilson
calling from New Zealand, I have Marcus Jackson calling for you, are you free
to take the call?"

"Marcus Jackson?"

"Yes sir, Marcus is legal counsel for
Regan Stein, he would like to speak with you if it's convenient, and may I put
him through?" Barbara could be very pleasant.

"Yes, yes, of course, put him through."
Bill heard the click on the line. There was a short pause.

"Hello Mr. Thomas, this is Marcus
Jackson and thank you for agreeing to talk to me sir, is this a good time for
you?"

"I make the most of every minute these
days son, and a call from Nu Zeeland doesn't come very often. Call me Bill,
will you, and what can I do for you?"

"Thank you Bill. Well sir, this call
is about what I'd like you not to do sir, but let me explain. As
chairman of USDynamics I know you'll be well up with the situation regarding
your market position?" He paused, would Bill fill the gap?

"Go on?"

Damn! "Well
sir, my understanding is that you effectively have a new owner and they may not
be far off a squeeze takeover, am I correct?"

"Cut to the chase Mr. Jackson, these
aren't happy days in USDynamics and it seems STEIN hasn't helped us one little
bit, I probably shouldn't even be talking to you."

Canny old bastard . . . I like him.

 "Sir, I can understand why you might
feel that way, however I'm certain given time we'll show you this is all
bullshit, and I'm sorry to be so blunt. In the meantime there are bigger games
being played here and we want to make sure USDynamics and STEIN come out on the
right side. You bought in to STEIN sir, and when you did that we became
committed to you. We still want to work with you but not the Chinese, not the
way they've handled this business."

"Well," Bill replied wearily, "it
may be too late for that anyway Mr. Jackson, the deal is almost done and
dusted. They only need six percent more shares now and it will be a compulsory
acquisition; our staff will need to speak Mandarin."

"Sir, we do good business with Chinese
companies, but we don't agree with what's happened here, and we're doing
something about it."

"What's that Marcus, because I'm
tired? The loyalty is gone, we've been screwed royally and we're not at all
sure STEIN hasn't played a part in it."

"Sir, you've met Regan, she's young
but she's a handshake kind of girl, her word is her bond. She and STEIN have
nothing to do with cyber terrorism and I don't yet know how but we're going to
prove it. The point of my call is I'm predicting the Chinese will have to pull
out of this takeover and the share price will recover. I want to implore you,
you and the shareholder group you represent, don't under any circumstances sell
your shares, no matter what premium they offer you."

There was silence for a moment and Marcus
was about to speak when Bill Thomas responded. 

"I hear you Marcus but it won't make
any difference; between us in our group we only have four percent. Hell that
was worth billions only a few months ago . . . now? The Chinese only need six
percent to proceed and that's out there, it's only a matter of time."

"No sir, it isn't out there, oh the
shares might be but they're not available. Regan has had me collecting shares
from before all this happened and I've just kept going as it tracked down. Sir,
on her behalf I've amassed seven percent so with our seven and your four they
can't trigger the squeeze out. We don't know who's behind this or how they've
done it but all we need is time sir, and to buy time we need your help."

Bill Thomas sat up in his chair with a vigor
that surprised even him. 

"Mr. Jackson - I think we need to
meet."

"Well sir, it's not the best time for
me to come to the States but I know Kevin Stein would like to connect with you,
perhaps a visit to New Zealand could be arranged? We are coming into our summer."

There was a long pause before Bill spoke
again. 

"Leave it with me Marcus, I have your
number and I need to speak to a few people first, then I'll call. You say you
have seven percent?"

"That's right sir, you'll see our
company on the share register, 'TakeThat Corporation'.  It's registered in the
Caymans."

"Hmm, I'll call you tomorrow." He
hung up the phone, closed his eyes for a moment and breathed a deep satisfied
breath. He could hardly believe it. Then he started dialing.

 

  *

The Stein Traveler, Interstellar

 

Nothing . . .  Then there was . . .
everything.

Will I ever get used to the appearance
of that starscape coming out of warp, she thought? "Did
we cause a pop?" Regan asked mischievously.

"Babe, we're in space, you don't need
to worry, no one hears you pop."

Marin shrugged doubtfully as he made for
the galley. 

"Ham my man, you can be offhand
but I'm not so sure I'd be so generous about that, coffee?" He looked back
at Regan.

"Yes, please." Regan said and
laughed; what an unbelievable few weeks. The camaraderie between the
three of them was as satisfying as anything she had felt at home and she felt
in great shape. Daily workouts with slow gravity increase back to Earth normal
had her feeling physically and mentally on top. And the ideas, where were they
coming from? It was as if a lid had been lifted and if the plan going away had
been to find a different mind space it had certainly worked.

As she followed Marin to the galley she ran
through her plans again. 

"How long before we take another line
Ham?"

"That's your call. We'll complete the
course adjustment in only twenty minutes but we can continue on that line for a
bit before making a new wave. Are you sure you want to try this?"

"You know I do, what are you so worried
about?"

[My backup.] He subbed privately.

"Ham, we do this all the time. Whenever
we're moving forward in vacuum you're displacing bodies as well as the ship and
we seem to survive just fine, so why not try it? It must be possible to just
displace the body too, surely?" She would not be dissuaded.

"Why not try it; well because it's a
risk, an unnecessary risk and it's stupid."

"It could be very handy and I'm
prepared to do it. Shit - I can't see any reason why it won't work. It worked
for the unit you displaced, it works for missiles."

"I'm not letting you do it."

She stopped in her tracks. "You're
what?"

"I'm not letting you do it. I don't
have to activate displacement, you can't do it, and so that's it!"

Now this was something new and Regan didn't
argue. Instead she drifted through to the galley and found a cup already
waiting for her on the table. She took a long satisfying sip, then another,
then grabbing something to eat she joined Marin in the war room.

He looked up. "I'm going to do it."
he said bluntly.

"What?" She slammed her cup down,
"You'll do it over my dead body!"

He smiled. "Sorry babe, but Ham and I
have voted on this, we made an executive decision. It won't be over your dead
body exactly, but it will be over your body."

Already she could feel a numbness coming over
her and she started swearing while Marin watched unmoved. Comfortable that she was
immobilized he stood and walked casually to the door. 

"It'll be fine Regan, as you said we
do it all the time. Why wouldn't it work with a live body?" And he was
gone.

She started to wobble. 

"Regan, if you keep this up you'll be
watching from the floor, sit down." Ham offered no sympathy.

She was livid but she did stop struggling, instead
fuming silently, more angry and scared than she could express. On the wall she
watched helplessly as the Pod appeared on screen. She knew it should be
safe; Marin would have on a suit. That was her plan in case the displacement
bubble dropped her in space instead of in the ship, however no one had
mentioned the obvious possibility of getting things wrong and ending up half in
and half out of the vessel. There was nothing they could do about it and they
avoided the issue. Ham had done the theoretical and was sure he could place any
object exactly, theoretically!

 

"I'm ready to go!" Marin's voice
came through the system.

"I'm going to show the Pod so that we
can see what's happening with the field and the arrival spot which is in the
elevator as agreed. We don't need to see him disappear; after all it's more
important that he gets here."

If Ham had a body she would have thumped
him. Instead her eyes remained glued to the screen as he counted down. On the
split screen they watched the effectors’ teardrop reach out from the ship to
the Pod, seeming more concentrated at the end than she remembered, and then it
seemed a bubble broke off before disappearing. Immediately an object appeared
on the other side of the screen, it was an empty seat!

 

"Oh fuck Ham, what have I done?"
Tears welled in her eyes.

"Hey it's ok, it's ok, that was just a
test, its worked fine."

She could hear Marin laughing in the
background, "You bastards!"

"So it arrived then?" His voice
came strong and confident. "Ok, if we're going to do this let's do it
quickly, before I drop out."

Again the effector field stretched out, a
long teardrop reaching until the bubble seemed to break away at the Pod and
disappear . . . then Marin appeared sitting in the elevator, a little off
centre but safe and secure. He gave her the thumbs up and then mumbled
something that sounded completely unintelligible to her. Her breath caught.

He laughed again. "Only joking, I feel
fine, good shooting Ham."

It was too much for Regan, stressed to the
maximum and unable to move she was hyperventilating. 

[You're going to need to calm me down Ham;
I'm losing it big time.] A moment later she could feel a wonderful euphoria
flooding through her. 

[I'm not happy about how you guys did this,
it was my idea; it should have been my risk.]

[Regan, you're going home and you've got to
get there; it was a minimal risk so leave it there. Marin wanted to do it, he
knew you'd be stubborn about it and I agreed. We're a team remember and the
vote went against you, for the good of the team.]

She now felt too good to carry a grudge. 

"So how far out was the Pod?"

"That was about two hundred and fifty
meters. I'd feel confident out to about three fifty."

Regan was excited "You know what this
means, don't you? We don't have to dock with another ship to transfer people or
objects, within reason I guess."

"Well we know we can shift something
the size of a Pod, we've already done it. How much bigger would we want to get?"

"That's way bigger than anything I
imagined, do you think we can do it the other way?"

"I don't see why not, we'll need to
build an effector unit somewhere in the ship, to create the field bubble. I'll
work on the plans and maybe we can convert one of the empty rooms on level
three or four."

Regan gave a long happy sigh. "Ham, I
feel great, relieved now that it's over. I don't know how you immobilized me
but I'm sweet now, you can let me go."

"Sorry - no can do, Marin doped you
not me, it was in your coffee. It'll wear off in an hour or two."

She laughed. "Then you'd better keep
me happy, this could get pretty stressful, like being trapped."

Marin was still suited up as he entered the
room. "Thank the stars - you're smiling, and didn't it go great!" He
flopped down into a chair.

Despite his bravado she could tell he was
relieved. "Marin, you didn't need to do that but thank you anyway, and we've
already got great plans for the next step." She smiled at him.  

"Now, I understand you're the one
responsible for my stupefaction, and as I'm out for an hour or so, you can
carry me down to my room to recover." She winked.

"Girl, you are so obvious!" He
picked her off the chair and flipped her unceremoniously over his shoulder. It
wasn't romantic but she still laughed all the way to the cabin. 

Marin dropped her on the bunk and checked
her face for confirmation. She was still smiling so he stripped away his vacuum
suit and climbed over her, kneeling astride her shoulders, dangling in front of
her face in mock torture. She laughed again then took him in her mouth. He didn't
tease for long, peeling off her suit and positioning her body. . .

 

Much later when he returned from the
bathroom she was still flopped ungainly on the bed, smiling and content. He
smiled back then sat at her feet. Playfully taking her feet he propped them
against each other then parted her legs so that they gaped wide, exposing her.
His eyes fixed on hers and he reached forward teasing, building into a gentle
but steady pulsing rhythm "You are in my power, Regan Stein."

"Ahem!" Ham interrupted. "Marin
. . . you do know she's faking it?"

 

On deck two a musical humming filled the
control room. Not that anyone cares; Ham thought, but we did just
complete a miracle of modern science and engineering! Starscape gone from
the screen, they were riding the wave. Not that anyone cares'. . . He
started to sing to himself. . . "You're simply the best . . ."

 

   

 

The Ritz-Carlton, Union Square, San Francisco,
January

 

Mary sprawled back on the couch in a
deliberate seductive pose; lacy underwear stretched tight, papers and laptop
beside her and a glass of wine in hand. It was an unusual look that Kevin found
intoxicating as usual. She regarded him on the screen, back home in comfortable
kiwi land.

"I've had enough Kev, this is too
much. I'm sorry, I don't like to be a moaner but it's been two months and they
still won't tell me anything. I spoke to Ryman today and he used the word 'escalating'
in a sentence, as in, ‘We don't want this thing escalating.’ It was disturbing,
I wasn't worried before but I'm getting that way. And I've put on two kilos,"
she hefted her breasts to demonstrate. "What the hell is going on?"

"You could see more bell boys!" 

He knew joking was less than helpful but she
was quickly smiling anyway.

"Mary," He continued quickly, "Steve
and his team are the best. It's no consolation but this isn't about you, Steve
reckons there are things going on behind the scenes to do with USDynamics and
so do we. As I said before, I'm just grateful that he's got you in a hotel and
they haven't doffed you in some detention centre."

"You do know they're sending me to
Washington, how do you know they won't stretch me out on the rack there?"

Kevin's eyes glazed over  . . .

"Kevin? You're picturing that aren't
you! Dammit!"

"Well, that is an image to savor."
He continued on quickly, "How do you feel about appearing before a senate
select committee, which just about makes you a celebrity doesn't it?"

"That kind of celebrity I don't need!"
She thought for a moment, "All I can do is stick to the truth, I know
nothing."

A moment of silence settled, both of them
thinking quietly to themselves. It was Mary who spoke first. 

"Kev . . . Regan?" Just the name
said it all.

"There's still nothing." He
offered nothing more and she knew better than to ask. She was almost two months
overdue and everything had been said already. It was becoming a raw wound.

Mary changed the subject. "I'll be
fine here Kev, don't add me to your worries, I'm keeping busy enough. Thanks
for listening and just make sure they don't send me to China, you know I'm not
a rice girl and I'd be no good breaking rocks!"

"I'll do my best . . . .love you."
And he disconnected.

. . . Love you? She smiled and
turned to look at the desk, with papers scattered about, tablet, wine bottle,
and glass there was hardly room to rest her latté. 

Mary returned to the figures she'd been
working on before receiving the call. 

Hmm, share price doubled in the last two
months . . . that makes their market capitalization around six billion. We're
doing way better than them; we've got to be worth double that when we list . .
. even if we only sell thirty percent . . . ? 

 

She laughed and sipped from her glass.









Chapter
Five: The Return

Revenge is a dish best served cold.

 

Dropping out of warp well outside the the Solar
System, Ham began to work through the myriad of adjustments and processes
required to slow The Stein as the ship hurtled on toward sun and earth.

As if it were necessary, Regan reminded
them again; the plan was simple, keep out of trouble. She wanted a slow
stealthy approach with time to review whatever data they could obtain as they
drifted in so Ham squirted a message ahead to their drone.

'Action full updates and transmit.' It
would be forty eight hours before he could process any new information.

By the time they made orbit it would be
late January and Regan's guilt was making her incredibly nervous. 

"I told them I'd be back in six months,"
She looked at Marin anxiously, "God knows what Mom's been thinking, she's
going to be spitting. And I left the guys facing a disaster."

Sitting together in control they both sat
staring at the screen, Sol dominating the local starscape.

"They're adults Regan, not children
and you aren't the mother of the nation, they'll have handled things."
Marin couldn't understand her taking responsibility for everything, his own
approach being much more laid back, what will be, will be.

"You're probably right, but I did say
six months and they have no idea that I couldn't contact them. It's only
natural they'd worry and assume the worst, that's what I feel guilty about."

"Well, you'll be there soon enough and
they'll be even gladder to see you." he wasn't fazed.

"Aren't you nervous?" She asked,
genuinely interested.

"Nervous about what specifically?"
he seemed surprised at the question.

"Marin, to us you're a giant alien,
proof of life on other planets, this is going to be the biggest news on Earth
since the great wars and there's a depressing thought. Surely you're a little
nervous?" She looked astounded.

"First, I'm not a giant; I'm like an
NBA basketball player. Second, how could I not be excited? I've been studying
this world for as long as I can remember, studying your people and now I've got
the chance to finally walk among them."

"Well, they might shoot you - have you
thought about that?"  She looked doubtful.

"Really?" He looked concerned.

There was a pause, "No, of course not."
She still looked doubtful, "I don't think you're in any danger but neither
do I know how they'll react. Honestly, this is going to be pretty scary for a
lot of people, I mean, you've lived with the knowledge there are other humanoid
species for generations, for us this is confirmation of fantasy or nightmare
becoming real; it's going to be overwhelming."

"You weren't overwhelmed."

"Oh yes she was," Ham
interrupted. "Her stress levels were through the roof for days and it took
a business disaster to get her back on track. That USDynamics business really
got you focused Regan."

"It's doing it again believe me, how
long before we hear anything Ham?"

"Still two days babe, nothing has changed
in the last ten minutes!"

"When it comes in could you do a quick
update? Do a full forensics on it, look for everything related to the USD deal
and compare it to your existing files. I want you to note anything, and
I mean anything that's changed since we left. Put the new stuff you find
and anything else you think is relevant together in a brief."

"Yes Ma'am!"

"How will Marin communicate with
people while he's there?" The thought struck her for the first time.

"He'll be able to talk just like you,
it happens through his web, in connection with the ship, provided there's
wireless contact."

"But doesn't he need a device?"
Regan asked.

"A device?" Marin looked
confused.

"No." Ham interrupted firmly and
with finality.

"I thought you needed a device?"
Regan looked at Marin and could see he had no idea what she was talking about .
. . 

"Ham?"

"No Regan," he sounded annoyed. "The
ship does everything. A translator device is only in the movies."

"Oooo K. Sooo . . . a device would
only be used for say, storing something, like data storage, not anything to do
with translation at all?"

"That's right." Ham was dismissive.

"Sooo, the only reason a separate
device would be carried would actually be for storage, like a back up or
something?"

"Yes, now can we move on?"

Marin's face said everything as he listened
to the exchange. What are they on about?

"Uhhh huh!"

[Regan . . . we've been through this. I
messed up! But you do now have a fucking data bank, a partner and hi tech
control unit with you all the time. You've hardly started to work out all the
things you can do. Stop torturing me!]

[Ham, my man, this is getting too easy.]

 

Alone in her room Regan couldn't shake the anxiety
building slowly within her.

[Ham?] The room seemed dark, silent, empty.
The feeling of pressure, crushing.

[I'm here.]

[How far are we from home?] 

Ham pondered the concept . . . Home . .
. Dahlia . . . Earth . . . Here?

[We're still about 90AU from Earth.]

[How far is that?] She was lying on her
back, arms at her sides, sinking into the bed with her morbid thoughts.

[In distance, it's still a long, long, way.
In time, it's about ten days; we're slowing all the time. Regan, talk to me.]

Silence. . . . .

[I feel like this weight is coming down on
me Ham, pressure, dread, dire anxious feelings. I've felt so light and free for
weeks and weeks, what's happening?]

[You want me to psychoanalyze you? Hmm, ok
. . . you're crazy!]

[I'm crazy?]

[No, you're crazy to listen to me . . . look
Regan, I'll do my best.] He waited a moment, as if he was thinking. 

[Perhaps it's like this. For much of the
time you've been away, it's been like travelling to another land where no one
knows you and in some ways it freed you up. You're your own worst critic. But your
judges are all internal, they're in your head, and the further you got from
home and the more different and otherworldly your situation became, the easier
it was to put them aside and just be yourself. Tell me, was it liberating?]

[So I'm really a slut?]

[What? What are you talking about? . . .
No! How many people have you had sex with on this trip?]

[Just the one I guess . . . but many times
. . . in many ways. God, it's true, I am a slut!]

[Well, ok, you've had one lover, but
technically he might not even count, he's an alien. Look, what you're feeling
is this. The nearer you get to home after your liberating holiday, the more you
feel the weight of all those old responsibilities and expectations pressing
back down on you. The truth is you're doing it to yourself, not that you're
conscious of it. You might even be starting to doubt what you're doing. You
might think that the feelings are telling you not to go back at all.]

[Oh . . . you are good!]

[Well, the point is Regan, you are doing
the right thing and much of what you're feeling isn't that helpful to you, just
a hangover from the past. Don't be ruled by it. Choose the good stuff from the
past and embrace it. Hang on to things you've learnt about yourself that you
like and embrace them too. Sometimes it's time to move on. Stop trying to satisfy
your conditional others, live your own life.]

['Conditional others', you've lost me Ham.]

[Conditional others, all the people whose opinions
you value. They may not be here with you in person but you carry them around in
your head. Some of them you should have let go years ago, be true to yourself.]

Silence . . . 

[Regan?]

[Yes.]

[Honestly, I think this return is going to
be a blast. I think you're going to enjoy it too, putting things right, better
than sex.]

 

  *

 

Wellington Airport, New Zealand

 

Kevin scanned the crowd drifting through
from baggage claim in the International wing. He could see the usual mix of
tired travelers, scratchy children, raggedy bags and the odd celebrity wannabe.
He let his eyes rest on the many reunions going on, happy relatives, couples
and even a mini Haka for a school sports team. 

Then a mature couple appeared, fit, healthy
and alert, definitely standing out from the crowd and he recognized Bill Thomas
immediately. Making his way through the school group it struck him how much
Bill had aged in the nine months since they last met. Shit this has taken a
lot out of him, he thought.

Extending his hand he stepped forward to
the woman first, "Mrs. Thomas, Kevin Stein, thank you so much for coming
out here too." He turned to the aged chairman, "Bill, it's good to
see you again - thank you for agreeing to talk with us."

"Thanks for picking us up Kevin, good
to see you too. We're a little tired but we did sleep on the plane to Sydney.
Should have flown Air NZ via Auckland I guess but, you know, United club
member." He shrugged his shoulders.

"No problem, I planned on dropping you
at your hotel to freshen up anyway, these early morning flights in can be a
killer I know. How about I drop you there and give you a call about three this
afternoon? That way you can have a sleep if you like or just walk around town,
the hotel's in the centre."

"That would be perfect Kevin,"
Bill replied, "Liz I know would like to get cleaned up, what are your
plans for later?"

"Sir, I thought we'd meet at Marcus's
offices in town here, and then perhaps if you're both up to it we'll take you
to dinner. We can then drop you back to the hotel and play it by ear tomorrow.
We're not committed to any particular time so sleep in if you can. The plan is
to head up to the Wairarapa tomorrow via Riverside. We'll give you the full
tour."

"That sounds good. Could you help us
with our bags?"

Kevin grabbed two bags and led them through
the doors to the Koru car park. As they walked over to the car Mrs. Thomas
spoke for the first time. 

"How are Hayden and Jenny, we do so
miss them." 

Kevin could see Bill grimace. "They're
both thriving Ma'am, and looking forward to catching up with you."

 

Sitting in his office with Bill Thomas and
Marcus, Kevin felt chills as he watched Regan's presentation again. It was
almost eight months since he had last watched it and seeing her felt like
watching a ghost. It still shocked him how seedy politics could become. Bill
sat silently throughout and as the last frame finished Kevin paused the
picture.

"So Bill, what are your first
impressions?"

"That they are absolute bastards! I
can't believe my own government would screw us like that, they've sold us out."
He looked grey.

"Well sir," Marcus addressed him,
"You can understand our scepticism then over the claims regarding cyber
terrorism. For one thing, we know for a fact it didn't happen the way they say,
and if they found nothing to support our claims then there is some serious
cyber espionage going on here. Whoever is behind this has set us up to be sued
along with you by the Chinese."

"But," and Kevin took over, "We
believe that this whole thing is just a side game, a diversion. The real goal
is to . . ."

". . . pick up USDynamics for a song,
I get it, and they're almost there." Bill sounded disgusted.

"True," Kevin continued. "Effectively
they already control the company; they have eighty five percent or near enough.
But we believe they want the lot so that they have no accountability at all.
They'll have your aerospace technology and everything else too, then they can
take it where they want and lock it up for themselves."

"Without having to do the development,
it's just wrong!" Bill said.

"So you can see why we don't want you
to sell, sir." Marcus said. "We can't get back the eighty five
percent . . . yet! But we can hold up the rape of the company while we work out
how to solve this problem, for us and for you."

"Well you can be sure we won't sell
now. Oh, we were going to, we thought it was all over. Even the Vice President
called me encouraging me to sell, he reckoned it would be good for
international relations - the idiot! The Chinese even offered us three times
current market price and then I got your call Marcus. Turns out you hold the
ace in the hole anyway. Our shares and the others out there only make four and
a half percent. There's another three percent block held by the US Government
but they're not selling either. Now it doesn't matter, if we stick together on
this they can't get over ninety percent and that prevents the squeeze."

Kevin looked puzzled. "Hold on, if
your Government holds three percent and they aren't selling, why is the VP
calling you encouraging you to sell?"

Bill stood, shaking his head. "Gentleman,
this gets more and more disturbing. You'll forgive me if we miss dinner
tonight. I'm going to hit the sack so I'm fresh tomorrow. Kevin, Marcus said
something to me on the phone about Regan and I agree. He said she's a handshake
kind of girl and I operate that way myself," he held out his hand. "We
have a deal, neither of us will sell without the others’ agreement." 

They shook.

 

  *

 

The Stein Traveler, the Solar System

 

A long curving trajectory beginning outside
Neptune allowed them to finally cruise in under cover of the moon. As The Stein
Traveler passed Luna they chose a path that kept them from silhouette and took
advantage of its distracting brightness.

They parked in geostationary orbit above
the Pacific.

Regan and Marin were engrossed in the
control room, she with her legs tucked under her, he with long limbs stretched
out on the forward console as Ham's presentation brought them up to date with
all the changes since they left. It came to an end, leading to a long moment of
silent contemplation.

"The Vice President," Regan
finally broke the silence, "Why would he take such a risk?"

"How could he act so traitorously
against his own country's interests?" Marin asked.

"Money," Ham stated confidently.

"It's possible." Regan sat up and
turned to Marin. "Jim Walker wouldn't see this as traitorous, to him it’s just
business. He's been an active opponent of NASA investment for years and doesn't
believe in it, so losing USDynamics Aerospace wouldn't be a problem for him.
And he knows they weren't giving away military secrets so he'd be comfortable
with that. No, it's just business, but it's got to be for money."

"He owes millions Regan," Ham
explained. "His campaign for the Democratic nomination cost him personally
big time. He gambled heavily and lost, to Sarah Allen. Now he sees the writing
on the wall, he's getting too old and there's no guarantee she'll run with him
again next time. He faces going out of office bankrupt and he's bitter."

Regan couldn't fault Ham's analysis. 

"And the USDynamics shareholders,
STEIN, the employees, we're all just expendable to him?" 

"All collateral damage," Ham put
it brutally.

"What about the Chinese Government?
What's their motivation?" Marin asked.

"Are they involved at all?" Regan
looked doubtful. "Sure they wouldn't be happy that their own spying led to
problems for their IT, Arteis did its job and they're pissed. But I wonder
whether they're aware of how they've been manipulated into backing China Air's
case? This smacks to me of smart billionaire Chinese business interests looking
to join the space cowboys the fast way."

"You're partly right Regan, but it is
the other way around. The Chinese Government sees the business opportunism as a
way of obtaining the latest space technology while maintaining deniability.
They're one step ahead of the billionaires and if they have any problems a
Chinese prison is a powerful motivator."

"Well," Regan stood to stretch,
confidence surging through her. "STEIN won't be collateral damage for
anyone. And when anyone attacks my family they attack me. Mary's not going to
face that committee alone and we're going to get her out of there whether the
US Government like it or not. Ham, I want a step by step breakdown of the forensics
you've gathered stored somewhere accessible to me. Make sure it has all the
calls, people, data changes and visuals and put them in a timeline so that it
can all be easily followed and checked."

"It's done!" [I can transmit when
ready.] 

"Great, now listen carefully, here's
my plan . . ."

 

They would go in fast. They would do it in
the open, and midday sounded good to Regan. They would take the Saucer, as she
called it and laughed at the idea, now that will make a media splash.
They would get the world to come to them and then they'd get the shits who'd
crossed STEIN.

She has a way with words! thought Ham as he readied the Transport and Regan stalked off to
change. She wanted to look her intimidating best.

 

   

 

US Aircraft Carrier John F Kennedy, off
Brisbane, Australia

 

"Hold the line for Secretary of Defense
Hayman, sir." 

Rear Admiral Hank Coogan composed himself
as he waited for connection. How the hell is this going to sound? he
thought. He could feel his heart hammering in his chest and drew long steady
breaths as he tried to relax but it was difficult, the whole ship buzzing with
speculation. Word had spread like wildfire.

"This is James Hayman," a
familiar voice came on the line, "is that really Chuck Coogan?"

"Certainly is Jamie, calling all the
way from Brisbane, I thought I was just going to be setting off for home."
his voice managed to convey the expectation that everything had changed.

"Good to hear your voice, Chuck, but I
take it this isn't a friendly call, we're not at war are we?" He laughed.

Chuck paused nervously.

"Chuck?"

"Sir, this is going to sound crazy but
I wouldn't waste your time if it wasn't absolutely legit. Within an hour the international
news media are going to be reporting something we witnessed ourselves and recorded
just twenty seven minutes ago. Sir, it's a UFO, a saucer and no bullshit, it
dropped into atmosphere over the central Pacific heading southward around
thirty minutes ago. We've been tracking it from early on as have air traffic
control units all round the South Pacific and Asia." He paused to slow
down and breathe.

"You say you witnessed it?"

"We had F18's in the air over the
Tasman sir, and while this thing didn't buzz them as such it certainly had a
look at them before continuing on toward New Zealand."

"Did your boys attempt to chase it?"
Hayman couldn't hide the scepticism in his voice.

"Sir, we weren't fuelled up for a trip
across the Tasman and anyway, we're talking around three thousand miles per
hour. There's no way we could keep up."

"What have the Kiwi's reported?"

"I haven't talked to anyone yet, as
soon as I had confirmation I called you. We do know they've diverted all aircraft
away from the flight path and an Airbus en route to Singapore got a good look,
but everything else is being grounded quick smart."

 

There was a long pause and Coogan finally
sat down to rest, so keyed up his legs were shaking.

"Chuck, start steaming for New Zealand
and give it everything you've got. I know we're looking at about three days but
I want you close. Also, I want a flight on the way there, get them in the air
and decide your destination as soon as you're sure where this thing is headed.
Even if it disappears back wherever it came from, which I guess it might, I
want us to be ready. Do we have any spooks on board?"

"We have intelligence personnel with
us, yes sir." Coogan nearly choked on the words.

"Get one of them on a plane; I want
someone on the ground."

"And the New Zealand Government Jamie,
how do we handle them?"

"Hell, just get your guys on the way,
they won't stop our boys landing, I'll make the calls."

The Admiral could almost sense the
Secretary of Defense thinking and sure enough he spoke again.

"You're sure about this Chuck; you
know I'm on the way to the President?"

"No doubt about it, and Jamie, I'd get
NASA or whoever peers into space these days to have a look around up there.
Maybe this thing has a partner."

 

  *

 

Houston, Texas

 

At the NASA Mission Control Centre in
Houston the man and woman were deep in conversation assessing the data. 

". . . it's not space debris, the
object's huge, we're talking forty to fifty meters in diameter Steve, and it's
keeping position. We need to notify Department of Defense Joint Space
Operations."

"Can we see it from anywhere, the
space stations maybe?" The man was grabbing at straws.

"Unlikely, they'd have to pick it out
from a hell of a distance. The stations are at around three hundred and fifty
thousand kilometers, this thing is closer to satellite height, about thirty six.
How it's just sitting there is anyone's guess."

"It's got to be related to that UFO
report, it has to be. Jesus, I can't believe it!"

"Let's get DOD on the line, pronto!"

 

  *

 

As the disc slipped effortlessly up the
valley, skimming the water in places and soaring over the trees, Regan wished
for a window to wind down, to be able to hang over the side door like a child
[or a dog!] to feel the wind in her hair and smell the river. 

The screens were magnificent but knowing
the river as she did her sense of disconnect from all she could see was more
profound here than in space. She thought about Marin at her side and understood
his feelings, she too needed to feel the soil under her feet.

 

Sweeping up over the Kennedy Good Bridge
she could see a car brake suddenly and as she spun for the reverse view cringed
as a small truck thumped into the car's rear. 

"Over there Ham." And she
gestured to the left. They soared over the trees planted for flood protection,
all in full summer leaf, beautiful she knew, but screening the view of the
water that she loved.  They flew on across the old tennis courts she had played
on as a child then drifted down to settle in the centre of the Belmont Domain.

They had entered by elevator through what
was now the base of the Saucer and now she looked around, confused for a moment,
wondering how they would exit. A section of the half meter thick wall slid
smoothly out toward the river and with a deep inhalation she could smell the
dry grass, the smell of Earth summer and it took her breath away.

Regan turned to look at Marin, magnificent
in a black body suit that Ham assured her could stop a bullet. She hoped so; this
was going to be a shock for some. 

No mirrors. She
patted herself down, stroked nonexistent hair into place, and then stepped
toward the gap.

"Ready?" Marin asked.

"I'm as ready as I'm ever going to be,"
she replied, stepping through the gap, and down a single step to the ground as
the disc hovered above it. Reaching up she took Marin's hand as he stepped down
easily beside her. 

"Welcome to my world." she said
smiling.

Regan gestured forward and they set off
across the grass together, heading upriver toward home. Suddenly confident she
laughed with joy, the more so when she saw Marin examining one foot and
scraping off horse manure, probably left there in the last few days; it was
fresh. It broke the tension that had built unbearably as they neared this
moment. 

Continuing on quickly she led him down the
river trail and up toward the old house, conscious of sirens already drawing
nearer in the background. Once out of sight of the domain she relaxed slightly,
only to be caught off guard as they walked up the track suddenly spying the oak
tree and the house. A moment, she thought. I need a moment, and
instead of going to the house she led Marin down to the old swimming hole.

 

Ham monitored the activity around the
domain, police cars arriving at the end of the street and the officers, unable
to drive into the park, leaving their cars and walking cautiously toward the
black vessel. He could see a woman filming from houses at the domain side and
simultaneously tracked approaching helicopters from the south. With the all
seeing, all knowing monitoring of The STEIN in orbit he also followed the F20
squadron dispatched from the John F Kennedy, noted their likely arrival time
and intentions. He listened in to the calls of updates to police commanders,
the military, and the Prime Minister. He listened, he saw and processed . . . all.

[Regan, sorry, but there isn't much time,
perhaps thirty minutes.]

[I know Ham, I'll get it done.]

Curious locals were also out on the domain
now, emboldened by the presence of police, gathering around the Saucer. With too
few police to form a cordon, everyone drew nearer, some lying down to look
underneath. A small dog was running from one side to another to the alarm of
its elderly owner.

He could see the woman who was filming
talking to police. They then reported in by radio, and moved quickly away toward
the river trail.

[Regan, move now if you're going to. There
are people moving toward you. If you want to do this do it soon.]

[Ok Ham, I just needed to get myself
together, I've got this.]

 

Through Regan’s eyes, Ham then shared the
walk with them back to the trail from the river and climbed the bank to step
over a low fence to the lawn. He felt every tentative step as she walked to the
rear ranch slider, the catch in her throat as she spied her mother, and the
flash of panic as Jean Stein slid out of sight behind the bench.

 

Marin stood waiting at the door where he
could hear Regan's voice.

"Mom!. . . Mom! It's ok, it's ok, it's
me, I'm so, so sorry."

He paused to give them space, feeling sure
the woman had only fainted, and out of his view he could hear Regan crying, then
voices.

"Mom, it's ok, it's me, Regan, and I'm
home."

"Regan, is that really you?"

Marin could hear them shifting, sitting up
on the floor. He peered over the bench top just as the woman's sobs started
with Regan trying to settle her.

"Regan darling, why didn't you talk to
me? Why didn't you tell me you had cancer?"

Marin walked around the bench and helped
Regan lift her mother to her feet. Together they maneuvered her to the dining
table and sat, Regan beside her mother, Marin opposite.

"Mom, listen, what are you talking
about? I don't have cancer."

Marin could tell the woman had hardly
noticed him; she only had eyes for Regan.

"Your hair, you can't hide it from me,
and you're so pale. You should have told me you were going for treatment; I
could have looked after you."

Regan sighed, took her mother's hands and
looked her in the eyes. "Mom, look at me. I . . . don't . . . have . . .
cancer, or any other illness. This is just a new look. Look, I'm sorry I
startled you but I wanted you to know first that I'm home and that I'm ok. I
don't have much time Mom, there are people coming to talk with me now so you
and I are going to have to talk later. But I'm ok, alright?"

"Yes dear, if you say so." Jean
smiled and hugged her.

Regan could see movement over Jean's
shoulder. Through the windows she could see officers in black, armed defenders,
moving cautiously across the lawn. Oh fuck, she thought, that didn't
take long! There was a loud knock at the door.

 

"I'll get that dear."  Jean Stein
rose and walked through to the foyer.

Regan met eyes with Marin and nodded to the
yard. He looked out at armed police crouching, then back at Regan, eyebrows
raised. She made a ridiculous action with her arms, mimicking a weapon. 

"They're called guns." she said
in a stage whisper, joking.

"I have been here before you know."
She looked at his expression and cursed inwardly. Idiot, his father was
shot! She thumped her forehead with her palm. 

At the sound of voices Regan looked up and
saw Jean, nervously leading an officer with a rifle into the room. Marin stood
casually and color visibly drained from the man's face. He unconsciously lifted
the weapon and Regan could stand it no longer. 

"Oh please! Your first meeting with an
alien from a vastly superior power and you point a rifle at him!"

Towering over them Marin, with a deep
resonant voice that seemed to fill the room addressed the man directly. 

"Take me to your leader."

Regan raised her eyes to the heavens. "Oh
good grief!"

Marin looked across at her and shrugged.

 

Meanwhile Jean Stein slipped aside, quickly
dialing Kevin. It only rang twice before he answered and she blurted quickly, "Kevin,
it's me, Mom. . . . she's back Kevin, Regan's back, and Kevin . . . she has
cancer!"

 

Regan flicked out a chair from under the
table with her foot, "Have a seat officer, what can we do for you?"

He looked confused and ignored the chair. "Err
. . . thank you ma'am, but I'd appreciate it if you would come with me."

She smiled disarmingly. "You'd feel
more comfortable outside with your army?" 

He did in fact look extremely
uncomfortable. 

"I'm sorry," and she stood extending
her hand, "I'm Regan Stein and this is my friend, Marin . . . from . . .
Dahlia, and your name is?"

The officer’s eyes were glued to Marin and
the hand came as a surprise to him when he glanced down. "I apologize
ma'am, I didn't mean any offense with the, err, weapon. We're a little thrown
off our game as I think you can imagine. Could you give me a moment I need to
check with my superiors, and it’s John . . . my name?"

"No problem John, but before you call
could you let them know we'll meet at STEIN Riverside. I'll need a while so
shall we say, six o'clock this evening? And if he's available I'd like to meet
with the Prime Minister." She turned to Marin, "He's the leader!"

The officer shifted nervously. "Ma'am
you can't leave here." His look was pleading.

"Of course we can, we've done nothing
wrong, and we're not under arrest are we?"

"Well, no . . . but . . ."

"It's not as if we've killed anyone,
well, no one human anyway," she paused and smiled. "John, it's like
this, I stopped in here to see my mother and let her know I'm home, now I'm
going home to Riverside. You have a choice. You can let us go and we'll be
happy to meet the PM there, or you can wrestle us to the ground and cuff us
without arrest. That would be a great welcome to the alien." She turned to
her mother in time to hear her whispering into the phone . . .

" . . . She's talking nonsense Kevin,
but she's going to Riverside. You can probably see her there." Jean
quickly disconnected and looked up innocently.

Regan walked over and embraced her gently. "Mom,
I'm sorry we need to go so quickly, but I'm back now and I'll see you when we've
sorted things out. I just wanted you to know that I was ok." She gestured
to Marin, the classic thumb jerk, We're off! 

 

"Officer, tell them STEIN Riverside,
six o'clock."

They exited by the front door walking
quickly up the drive and back on to the trail, fourteen armed defenders
trotting behind.

[What are we up for Ham?]

[About a thousand people watching, police
cordon around the ship, three helicopters overhead, news crews still trying to
get here, but definitely on their way, oh and a US bomber squadron about two
hours away. Lucky you didn't plan on being discreet!]

She thumped Marin, "Take me to your
leader! Where did you get that one from?"

He rubbed his arm furiously, smiling at his
own joke. "I've always wanted to say that."

Although the number gathered around the
Transport was huge, the two in black stood out as they walked toward the
cordon. Regan was tall but Marin was NBA plus! An eerie hush came over the
crowd as people strained to look. No one attempted to stop them and they simply
walked to the vessel, stepping up into the extended entrance, and the door
ratcheted shut behind them.

Regan collapsed into a chair. "Try not
to hurt anyone Ham; you know where we're going." 

"Hmm, that went well." Marin came
up from behind and massaged her shoulders.

"You think? I wasn't too aggressive?
All that ‘this is the way it's going to be’?" She sounded doubtful.

"Not at all, he did have the big gun.
I thought you made your case well, after all you haven't killed any humans,
none at all, and only a few aliens."

[Would you like to watch this?]

Their attention switched to the screen, the
crowds falling back quickly as the disc gently lifted away from them, straight
up. Soon they could see down on the traffic clogged motorway, pick out the frustrated
television vans with lights flashing for kilometers in both directions, and the
helicopters buzzing them on either side. Ham swung the disc around in a smooth
arc, soaring over the river toward STEIN Riverside. Home!

 

  *

 

It had been an hour already and Kevin sat
in Regan's command chair, still transfixed by the views on the Saucer's screen.
He gaped, amazed at the beautiful images and footage of Dahlia, Tihan, the
Coran warships and The Stein Traveler. It left him speechless. His reunion with
Regan had been brief and a relief . . . no cancer! She looked stunning to him,
yes pale, and bald but fit, strong. In fact she looked in the best
physical shape he'd seen her in a long time. The hug was the same, the smile
just as bright, and the eyes alive as always. Sitting here however, soaking up
views of other worlds, strange people and awe inspiring technology, he knew
nothing else would ever be the same. 

She was right, he thought, as Ham kept up a running commentary. It was
definitely better to watch this and talk later; I would never have believed a
word of it. Engrossed in his thoughts he hardly noticed Kutch and Steph
join him, or the repeats as Ham seamlessly reviewed portions of the
presentation. They didn't speak for the first ten minutes and then, as they
relaxed they began to point things out as they saw them, laughing in delight at
the huge farms and parks, lakes and streams, all in space. It was unbelievable,
orbitals with populations in the billions.

"Just let me know when you've had
enough," Ham broke into their discussion. "You can see it again
anytime of course, plus I'm preparing a presentation for television, it should
be about ninety minutes long, less ad breaks. Do you think there'll be a market
for it?"

It was just the thing to break the ice, they
cracked up laughing.

Stephanie couldn't resist the obvious. "Ham,
please don't be offended, but who are you?"

"None taken Stephanie. Ham I am. As
Regan would put it, I'm the ghost in the machine and I am very pleased to meet
you, her friends. A friend of Regan's is a friend of mine."

They looked at each other speechless.

Ham continued like the perfect flight
attendant. "Regan has advised me that she will be a while with the
authorities Kevin. She asks if you could join them please in the war room. She
also suggested that you - Steph and Kutch - remain here for the moment,
Mitchell is on his way up now and the coffee in the galley is good. I can
answer any questions you might have."

They stood, Stephanie and Kutch to find the
galley, Kevin to leave. As he exited the Saucer Mitch was stepping out from the
roof doorway above Regan's apartment. For a moment they both stared up at the
hovering helicopters until they realized they were probably live on screen and
Kevin ushered Mitch into the vessel. 

"Unbelievable isn't it," Mitch
said to Kevin, "I just met the Prime Minister coming in!"

Kevin laughed. "You wouldn't even
mention him if you'd met the alien! Did you see Regan?"

"Not yet, security sent me straight to
the roof. How is she?"

"She's great Mitch; I've got to get
down there so we'll talk later. I'll leave you here with Steph and Kutch
inside. Ham will look after you." He stepped back out into the evening sun
and ran across the Riverside roof to the door.

Mitch watched him go then turned slowly to
take in the craft. "Ham . . ?"

 

  *

 

Kevin walked into the war room and took in
the atmosphere, pure electric anticipation! A glance at Regan and she mouthed a
message, waiting for Marin.

He nodded and looked for a spare seat with
the L shaped leather couch taken. Just two people there but politicians have a
way of spreading, he noticed. He quickly walked to the PM and shook his hand, "Good
to see you Bob." The handshake and smile were warm enough but no reply was
forthcoming so he moved on. Settling into a dining chair with a good view of
the room he took in the assembled guests. Regan, as usual, sat in her favorite
chair, her back to the pool. He blushed with a pleasant memory of recent
activity there, and then continued his sweep. 

The open plan room was large, often
entertaining thirty or forty people, but today it felt cluttered. To Regan's
left, on the couch with his back to the golf course was Prime Minister Robert
Jarvis. To his left, on the other arm of the L shaped couch it looked like the
American ambassador, what's he doing here? Kevin thought and behind the
ambassador two men, one in US uniform and one casually dressed. At the table
beside Kevin sat Cabinet Minister Maureen Collins, a ball breaker, and beside
her an assistant he guessed. Kevin noticed the second leather single couch had
been moved from its normal spot by the window overlooking the river. It was
empty on Regan's right and clearly repositioned for Marin. 

Lastly, a cameraman and sound technician
were both standing behind Kevin and the table, squeezed into a spot without
much room but with the ability to pan the room, especially the alien, he
thought. Catching Regan's eye she winked and smiled and at the same moment Bob
Jarvis, with a clear view down the hallway, tensed. 

All eyes instinctively turned to the door.
To his credit Bob stood first and stepped forward to greet Marin as he ducked
into the room. Regan stood and moved to his side, making the introductions as
if this were all perfectly normal. The ambassador stood shakily, taking Marin's
hand and shaking it vigorously. Much of the early chat Kevin missed as he took
in Marin's height and build. He's tall, and lean . . . but human origin
surely? Regan gestured for people to take their seats. 

Marin's voice was warm and deep, his
English perfect, accent hard to place but subtly Irish. He looked at the spare
chair offered to him then ignored it, moving instead to sit on the arm of Regan's
chair and draping one long arm across the seat back, an action so deliberate it
couldn't be ignored.

"Kevin," She called to him, "come
and sit over here," and she gestured to the spare chair. As he crossed the
room Regan addressed the man directly in front of her.

"Ambassador, as a courtesy and at the
request of our Prime Minister I've agreed to you being here. We only have a few
minutes for general talk then we'll need to have private discussions with Mr.
Jarvis. I hope you don't feel unwelcome but we're pressured for time, is there
anything you'd like to know, or say to Marin?"

Ambassador Rick Anthony looked taken aback.
He ignored Regan and looked up from his position to address Marin directly. "Mr.
err . . . Marin, welcome . . . to . . . Earth. On behalf of my nation, the
United States of America, we especially welcome you." 

He looked sideways at Regan and then
continued, "Sir, we will need to talk with you, as soon as possible, there
is much we would like to discuss. How long will you be visiting . . . Earth?"
He blushed, not quite 'one small step for man' he thought.

Marin looked down at Regan before replying.
"Thank you ambassador, everyone has been very welcoming. Unfortunately as
you can imagine, we expect to be very busy over the next few days. Perhaps,"
he looked to Regan again, "with the Prime Minister's permission, your
people could come here?"

Anthony looked flustered. Everyone was
watching and, he felt, enjoying his discomfort. "Sir, the President of the
United States has an extremely busy schedule, I err. . ." he groped for
words.

Marin raised his eyebrows, "Then
perhaps next visit?"

Anthony looked deflated and Regan
intervened, "I'm sure Prime Minister Jarvis could fit in a visit from the
President; what do you think Prime Minister?"

Bob Jarvis looked like the cat that got the
cream. "I'm sure we can organize something." He smiled graciously at
the ambassador.

"Now Mr. Anthony," Regan stood
and Marin followed suit, towering over them all, "as I said I must apologize
but we have limited time and we need to have our private discussions urgently,
perhaps we can take this up at a later date?" Her dismissal was clear and
unequivocal.

The ambassador stood reluctantly. "Of
course," and again he addressed Marin directly. "Thank you for at
least meeting us, Mr. Marin. It is important that you engage with the United
States as the leading world power. I hope your hosts will advise you wisely in
that regard." He turned to the Prime Minister. "We'll be in touch."

As they departed the room the two men
behind Anthony looked troubled, pissed in fact, Kevin thought, oh how
interesting it is when the 'natural' order of things is not followed.

Regan walked toward the camera, conscious
it was probably still running and gave the classic Buddhist like peace gesture,
her hands together prayer fashion, and bowed. "Thank you for coming. We'll
be talking privately now for some time, Marin will be available for interview
at a later date."

 

As they heard the door shut behind the
departing technicians Regan slumped back in her chair. She looked at Bob Jarvis
and Maureen Collins who had joined him. "With respect Prime Minister, what
the fuck were they doing here?"

Before Jarvis could reply Ham subbed.

[Regan?] 

She held up her hand stifling the PM's
response. 

[The room is bugged Regan. There is one under
the window in the corner and one on the back of the couch.] She quickly stood
and walked to the window, feeling under the sill. It was tiny but its placement
was clear in her mind and she scratched it off onto her palm. Just as clear to
her was the position of the bug on the couch and she used her finger to scrape
it out of the crevice in the leather before disposing of them both down the
waste.

[Clear?]

[That's it.]

"Sorry everyone, one or both of those
two were spooks but it's all sorted now. Prime Minister, you were saying?"
She returned to her chair while everyone exchanged stunned looks.

"Yes," Jarvis replied, looking at
least a bit amazed. "It's simple really; they have a Nimitz class carrier
about two days out from Wellington as we speak and a flight of F20 bombers on
the tarmac in Wellington. It's a 'friendly' visit. When the request came
through it was rather assumptive in its language and, to be fair, I didn't see
any harm. The Americans are our friends, and we had no idea at the time if this
visit - no offense intended Marin - was friendly."

Regan sighed. "I agree sir, I
certainly don't mean to sound aggressive. But at the moment we and the US have
issues to sort out. They've put my company in an impossible position though we've
done nothing wrong. Plus, they're holding one of my friends in custody and
putting her in front of a senate committee next week on terrorism charges that
are a crock of shit. They're going to find out that when you attack my family,
you attack me. Now," and she leant forward, excited, "There are a few
things we need to discuss in more detail later that are of importance to you.
After I've dealt with our US problems I have some plans that could put this
country on the world stage. Of course, that may not be popular with everyone
and you need to decide which side you want to be on. I've had enough of
diplomatic convenience, we're going to put things right then move on." She
looked at the two politicians. "So, would you rather be in, or out?"

 

  *

 

As the Government service BMW, with police
assistance, picked its way through the traffic jam outside Riverside Prime
Minister Bob Jarvis, though in serious mood, found it hard to conceal a smile.

"I gather you're a happy camper,"
said Maureen, "and why not? You know we're going to have to play this very
carefully with the greater powers that be. They're not going to be happy that
someone else is centre stage."

"Oh, they'll get used to it. There's
more than enough in this for everyone. This is good for humanity; it's not any one
country or person that's important." He was staring at the huge Saucer
still visible on the STEIN Riverside roof.

"But you're happy it's us and not
someone else."

"Oh yes!" He laughed. 

Aerospace industry, manufacturing,
technology, jobs . . . exotic matter . . . hmm, sounds clean? How could he not
be happy?

 

  *

 

Ham worked the data stream, happily
monitoring messages, social networks, television, radio, net news, blogs, all
very stimulating. After anonymously contributing to talkback shows on three
continents, sending seventeen thousand five hundred and fifty three
contributions as blog comments, tweets and messages to Facebook friends, he
felt he'd earned a break. Three US networks had shown interest in his documentary
and quite a tidy sum would now be donated by the successful bidder to famine relief
in the Philippines. Aaah Regan, he thought, you'd be proud of me.

With Ham on board, Regan missed nothing,
only a thought being required to access information and find out what was
happening. It was a process that on ship she found manageable but here? She
settled into the chair and tried to relax with her mind buzzing. 

Marin, currently being interviewed by
National Geographic; Ham's documentary already scheduled in the States for
tomorrow and repeats within twenty four hours; the John F Kennedy still
steaming toward New Zealand; British and French representatives arriving in
Auckland, desperate to make sure they weren't left behind in the rush to the
alien; China and Russia strangely silent; The Middle East in turmoil.

[They don't get it do they?] Ham gently
intruded on her thoughts.

[What's that Ham?]

[They all want to see the alien, all
looking for advantage. They don't get that you're in charge.]

[Am I? Ham, I'm happy for Marin, he's
studied Earth for the last decade or so. I hope he really enjoys this moment
and honestly I don't want that kind of attention. Every minute that Mary spends
in custody is a minute I feel like I've failed her. I want revenge Ham, it
scares me.]

[Revenge is coming and I've got good news,
it worked; Jim Walker's going to chair the Congressional hearing]

She sat up, excited, "Oh yes!"

[And, annoying as it is to sound like a
personal assistant, Marcus will be here in about fifteen minutes.]

[Thanks Ham, congratulations on the documentary
by the way, quick work.]

What a day.
Regan stood and started to stretch, a routine she hadn't used since leaving on
her trip. It was her pre meeting warm up and just doing it was enough to bring
back the memory of that last meeting with the guys, and to bring a smile.

 

  *

 

Due to the crowd Marcus had to leave the
car on the other side of the park. Sightseers wanting to look at the Saucer
clogged up the roads and police were preventing anyone stopping or entering the
STEIN premises. He jogged through the darkness cursing the fine drizzle that
had settled in after sunset. Within minutes the humidity had him sweating
profusely but nothing could dent his enthusiasm. Passing the old skateboard
park he looked up at the familiar building, the television spotlights while
pointed upward still revealing the outline of the saucer on the roof and on
seeing it he couldn't help himself. He had to stop and stare like every other
punter for a moment. 

"Jesus Regan, you're a magnet. Nothing
ever happens by halves with you!" He jogged on only to be stopped by an
officer at the entrance, but then quickly to his surprise, over the police
radio a voice crackled out verifying his ID and the officer waved him on.

 

As he walked in Regan dropped to the floor
from her chin up bar and for a moment he just stood there staring open mouthed.
She looked surprised at his reaction then lifted her hands to her head. 

"It's the hair isn't it? Bit of a
shock for everyone. Marcus, it's good to see you - how are you?"

He looked down at himself, "A bit wet
actually," and he paused, taking her in. "Regan, what can I say? It's
so good to see you back . . . .it was becoming a worry I can tell you." He
stepped forward and they hugged, "Sorry about the damp."

"No problem Marcus, are you ok? You
can use the bathroom."

"No, no I'm fine. It's late and I know
you'll be tired. Is Kev here?"

"No, he has a regular Vidcall to Mary
apparently, trying to keep her sane he said, he'll be catching up with me in
the morning."

"Are you sure you want to talk about
this tonight?" He looked genuinely concerned.

"I'm fine." she gestured to the
couch and took her chair as usual. "Now, tell me about Mary?"

Marcus sat and spread his file on the huge
coffee table. "Ok, it's a congressional investigative hearing. That means
it's to investigate where activities of private citizens suggest there may be
need for legislative remedy. Honestly it's just a stall; they're simply
delaying, trying to give the impression to the Chinese that they're doing
something. Unfortunately Mary just got caught in the crossfire and she's been
stuck there two months. She appears on Monday eleven a.m. their time, that's
Tuesday to us, at eight a.m. Steve Ryman, our guy in San Francisco, has been
with her all week and will be with her in the hearing. He's the best but as I
say, it's all been a stall so the best he could do was simply to make sure she's
well looked after."

"He'll need to know there'll be a
change in plan." Regan interrupted.

"A change, so what's that?" He
looked surprised.

"I'm going to appear instead of Mary."

Now Marcus looked startled. "Regan,
you just can't do that. For one thing they've summoned Mary, not you, and
secondly they really want you. As your counsel I strongly advise against that.
There's a good chance they won't let you leave, they may even trade you to the
Chinese!"

"I know that Marcus but it's not going
to work out like that - trust me. Tell Steve to keep it to himself but just so
that he's prepared let him know. I don't want him to say a word, are we clear?"

"Of course, I'll call him over the
weekend. Regan, I'd be remiss in not advising you against this."

"I understand Marcus and thank you but
I have this covered. Now, on another matter, well done with the shares by the
way, it looks good. Tell me about the situation with the Chinese takeover."

He looked at her, more than a little
shocked; "You know about the shares?" She nodded. "Ok then,"
he shook his head as if to clear it, "I guess then you know you're rich,
but of course you already were. You will also know that I've followed your
instructions and in addition to the share trades that have netted cash I've
been steadily buying USDynamics, picking up as many as possible while the share
price tumbled. Regan, we simply couldn't collect everything available and our
activity probably held up the price a bit. Still, we picked up seven percent.
The Chinese have eighty five percent and were pushing to get to ninety plus.
So, we hold seven and with Bill Thomas's group holding four, between us we have
enough to prevent a squeeze, that's a compulsory buy out of the minor
shareholders."

"You have Bill Thomas in on this?"
she looked surprised.

"Sure have, when I realized we wouldn't
get to ten percent ourselves I got our broker to dig around. He found that Bill's
group held four and I contacted him. When he heard what you were up to it was
like a light went on for him. We haven't put anything in writing but he won't
sell, it's a handshake deal. The whole takeover thing has stalled. We've been
holding things up for weeks."

Regan walked over to him and planted a kiss
on his lips. "Marcus Jackson, I knew I did the right thing when I took you
on as my lawyer."

"Hey, I took you on if you remember; you
couldn't even pay me in the beginning."

"And I won't forget it. Let's get a
coffee and I'll tell you what I want to do with those shares." She
continued talking while walking to the kitchen. 

"You'll need to reserve time Tuesday
morning around nine a.m. to call the Chinese buyers so book the call in with
them. Tell them we're thinking of selling up, that should see them make the
time available, oh and let Bill know everything I'm about to tell you, I'd hate
him to think we'd break a handshake deal. Now, listen carefully my friend, here's
the plan . . . "

 

An hour later and exhausted she looked at
her watch, still on home time after eight months and intergalactic time zones,
it was two a.m. [I'm done Ham, what's Marin up to?]

[He's in the Transport . . . the Saucer,
doing another interview with the BBC. I think he's rather enjoying it.]

[Guide him to the guest room when he's done
will you, and if you can release something to help me sleep that would be sweet.]
She made her way to her bed and collapsed, out in an instant.

 

An injection of thought broke into a
dreamless sleep.

[Regan.]

She yawned and stretched. [How long was I
out?] She could see the sun was well up.

[Nine hours and it's late morning. I
thought I needed to bring you up to date]

[What's up Ham?]

[The Prime Minister has respectfully
requested that the John F Kennedy remain outside New Zealand waters. Your
country is nuclear free apparently.]

[Yes, that's going to be interesting isn't
it, exotic matter and all that!] Regan stretched and rolled off the bed. [So
how did they respond?]

[Reluctantly they have complied and are
skirting up toward Fiji. It seems to me they'll remain near the edge of the
economic zone within easy air range.]

In the bathroom she started the shower. [Is
that a problem for us?]

[Not really, I just thought you should
know. They'll have jets in the air twenty four seven now but the Pod will
easily outrun anything they have.]  [And I have another thought.]

[It can be dangerous to think too much Ham.]
She rotated in the flow, massaging her scalp.

[The ADF; I've been looking at its flight
performance and it's pretty impressive, not like anything we can manage but
pretty good nonetheless.]

[Yes, so where is this heading?]

[It's a New Zealand plane, perfectly
entitled to be in your airspace, and it's computer operated.] he let the
thought hang.

She could see where this was headed. [You
want to buzz them?]

[I couldn't have put it better myself.]

[Can you fly it?]

[Is the Pope a Catholic?]

[Have your fun Ham, just don't start a war,
and check it out with Steph first!]

[Wahoo!]

She felt a draught on her back and turned,
it was Marin the media star. He picked her up and pressed her back against the
wall. Reaching out she shut off the water, her legs curled around his waist. "Marin,
you know the rules."

He smiled and carried the Girl Scout, still
wet, into the bedroom.

 

  *

 

Sunday one p.m. in the war room and this
time just 'the family' for lunch. Rested and relaxed Regan watched as people
rotated around Marin, watching quietly for their turn and then slipping in
quickly to talk with him whenever they could.

[Your mother doesn't seem quite so
impressed Regan.]

[Hmm, bless her; she's never been too
impressed with celebrity.]

She walked over to Kevin, dutifully looking
after Jean. "Hey, I see you two managed to fight your way through the
media scrum." 

Outside the crowds had swelled to around
twenty thousand, filling the park. People were pouring in from around the
country to see the flying saucer and hopefully get a look at an alien. Regan wondered
how long it would last; not too long she hoped.

She turned on the big screen and called
out. "Sorry people, you carry on, I want to catch this."

Kev and Jean joined her on the couch as the
screen lit up and the FBC Business Focus logo played across the screen.

As the logo faded away leaving the odious
John McCall Regan scowled loudly. She was joined by jeers and boo's from around
the room.

 

"Welcome to this Business Focus
special, Seven on Saturday. I'm John McCall and we're joining you tonight to
focus on Monday's Congressional hearing, a hearing that will finally bring to
task the cyber terrorists STEIN. Those of you following this case will know all
the background but for those who don't a brief summary is coming up. But first,
what's happening on Monday? Well, the number three executive from Stein, Chief
Financial Officer Mary Coleman, will front the Committee hearing which we've
just heard will be chaired by none other than the President of the Senate
presiding, Vice President Jim Walker. He's understood to be livid about the use
of USDynamics as a vehicle to attack China Air and especially about the damage
Stein have done to our great nation's reputation. That Regan Stein herself isn't
here facing the blowtorch is a tragedy. As you know she's yet to make herself
available preferring instead to let her employees take the heat. I'm not
surprised. But first, let's bring you up to date with a summary of how we came
to this sorry point, and then we may even take calls from viewers. I'll hand
you over to Sylvia Holmes our business analyst, Sylvia?"

 

Regan muted the sound, no one needing to
hear the bullshit again. The room was mostly quiet but those who did turn to
see Regan's reaction were surprised to see her smiling. Kevin looked concerned.
The chatter quickly picked up again in the background.

"She's going to be fine Kev,"
Regan knew he was taking this badly. "I know you feel responsible as the
boss but she wanted to go. We'll have her out of there by Tuesday afternoon, I
promise."

He looked doubtful. "It's not that
Sis, we all feel responsible in a way. I just want to get her out of there."

"We will, bro."

They chatted with Jean, Regan keeping one
eye on the screen until McCall reappeared and she hit the sound.

Kevin tried to dissuade her. "Don't
listen to him Regan, he's just a prick, leave it."

"I just want to hear what he has to say
now; it'll only be a minute."

 

"Welcome back viewers. What a tragic
tale of corruption and incompetence. We're going to go to the lines and hear
what some of our viewers think. Line one, are you there?"

"Hello John . . ."

"Hi there, who am I speaking to and
what would you like to say?"

"Just call me Ham, John, and my
question is, where do you get all this speculative information?"

"Ah Ham," he laughed, "you
know I can't reveal my sources . . ."

"Well I could." The caller
interrupted,

"I'm sorry?" McCall shifted
uncomfortably.

"I'm saying I could, John. I know your
sources. How much do you think you'd be sued for if it came out that this was
all speculative and false?"

"Who is this?"

"It's 'Ham I am' John and I can answer
the question for you. You'll be sued for your net worth, eleven million five
hundred thousand and forty seven dollars. The network of course will settle for
a lot more than that. They'll have to so they can survive."

Viewers could see McCall making desperate
gestures to someone off screen to cut, but nothing was happening.

"Something tells me you're headed for
another bloody nose John, brace yourself." Somehow, seamlessly the picture
became a recording from the earlier program with McCall stumbling backwards,
blood pouring from his nose.

The screen went blank.

"What the hell?" Kevin turned to
Regan as the room erupted in cheers, she simply shrugged.

"Well, he deserved it; I'd punch that
man's lights out myself!" Jean Stein sounded like she really meant it.

Regan laughed and hugged her. It's good
to be back!

 

  *

 

Ham was having a fun day. Talking with
McCall as he flew shotgun just inside New Zealand's exclusive economic zone
filled in a few boring moments between dodging F Twenties. They were trying to
pressure him to leave but had no chance against the little ADF. 

What a buzz,
he thought, like flying an aerobatics plane after a Jumbo. He tossed the
little ADF around, easily outpacing and maneuvering the latest US fighter
bombers. He knew there would be alarms sounding on the aircraft carrier.

After repeated warnings from the ship to
leave, he pointed out this was a New Zealand plane in New Zealand territory, they
should be the ones to move. It was immature he knew, but what the hell? As one
by one the jets returned to ship to refuel Ham knew he had enough data to
delight Steph and turned for home. 

Back in the Wairarapa base Hayden and his
team followed the whole engagement on screen, breaking into cheers as the ADF
banked away from the carrier. If they had wanted confirmation that they were on
the right track this was it and Hayden was on the phone to Stephanie in
Wellington as soon as Ham started his run for home. 

 

"Steph, it was incredible! The ADF was
untouchable; they're going to be seriously worried they've fallen so far
behind. How that guy piloted from orbit so well . . . honestly, it was
stunning! I've got to meet that guy."

 

  *

 

The Stein Traveler hung in space, small
adjustments constantly repositioning the ship so that it appeared completely
stationary from Earth. A considerate subject, Ham knew such a small object
would be hard to capture in images if he allowed too much movement. 

Those watching at that very moment would
see a small section sliding out of the sphere and dropping into atmosphere. It
would certainly get people talking and left a coin slot in the surface of the
craft, subject for further analysis and discussion.

Two hours later after a leisurely drift
over the dark Pacific Pod One made a silent vertical drop to the roof of
Riverside settling gently beside the Saucer. Two tall figures in black emerged
from the roof exit, made their way to the craft and entered through the rear.
Again, silently, the Pod lifted, climbing slowly to around five hundred meters
before seeming to disappear in a blink.

Air traffic control followed the path
briefly until Ham interfered with the signal and they disappeared off screen.
It would be a two hour journey. Regan wanted to arrive in darkness.

 

  *

Eight a.m. - it was morning in Washington.
The man slipped out the old mobile and keyed it on, the cracked screen lighting
up with the familiar apple. 

"Fucking thing’s indestructible!"
he waited while the system reloaded, then punched to dial. Four rings and the
familiar voice answered so he went straight on the attack. 

"Where have you been all weekend! I've
been trying to get you. Did you see the McCall interview on Saturday?"

"Whoa! You've been trying to get me?
We agreed, no more contact."

"Don't get all righteous with me, this
is urgent for both of us; did you see the McCall interview?"

"Yeah, I saw it. You're talking about
the caller?"

"Yes I'm talking about the fucking
caller. Is there any chance he was right? Are you sure your guy covered his
tracks?"

"I wasn't there but he's not an idiot.
Yes I'm sure. Look you're making me nervous now, I've done my bit, don't call
me again!" The call disconnected.

The man cursed, stuffed the phone back in
his jacket pocket and stormed to the hotel bathroom to shave.

 

  *

"Gotcha," A voice no one could
hear . . . in orbit.

 

  *

 

The two US Capitol Police officers on guard
at the entrance of the Rayburn Office Building were deep in conversation and
looking upward as the Vice President’s car pulled in. They quickly attended to
security and directed the driver to the secure underground car parking.

Looking back at the side of the building
they resumed their conversation. "I say it's too big for an air duct."

"It's got to be, what else is it?"
Officer Rebecca Wong looked back down at the sound of another car arriving, with
another close behind that, the conversation forgotten for the moment. It was
cold outside and seeing through the windows of cars that now arrived in a
stream became problematical. The two officers were soon engrossed in their
task.

High up, on the sixth floor on the eastern
alley side could be seen the familiar shape of an upside down curved air vent.
It only looked out of place in that it was larger than usual and the flat side
facing down did not appear to have a grill. The black color didn't exactly
match the traditional building either. However, both remembered seeing it
before, didn't they? But they weren't sure what it was for. No matter.

 

  *

 

In the Rayburn sixth floor office allocated
to them, Steve Ryman coached Mary and encouraged her as they shared a coffee.
She looked nervous, worn out and a night without sleep hadn't helped. His main
concern was how she would hold up under the badgering he knew would erupt once
the hearing got underway. These things became as much an opportunity to posture
as a quest for the truth. She looks vulnerable, he thought.

"Mary, enjoy your coffee, I'm just
going to check when they want us and I'll be back. Don't go anywhere!" He
smiled disarmingly. She nodded and returned to her latté. Steve checked with
the guard outside the door and it shut behind him.

Mary closed her eyes and with her elbows on
the desk massaged her temples with her fingers, the thumbs working her cheek
bones as she felt a massive headache building. A small sound made her look up .
. . and gasp. 

"Regan . . . how . . . what are you
doing here?"

Regan walked around the desk and embraced
her friend. "I'm sorry that it's taken me so long to get here, this is my entire
fault. Are you ok?"

Mary collapsed back into the chair. "I'm
fine, really, how's Kev?"

"Kevin?" Regan sounded surprised.
"He's fine, worried about you. I think he feels he sent the troops in to
do something he should have done himself."

"It's not his fault Regan, I got
greedy; I shouldn't have come to the States at all under the circumstances."

Regan interrupted. "Mary, we don't
have much time, I'm going to do the Congressional hearing. Stand up my friend
and come over here, oh, and hold this."

"What is it? What's happe . ."

. . ning?" And she was in the Pod.
Standing in front of her was the tallest . . . Man?...she had ever seen.

"Hi, I'm Marin." he said, and
extended his hand.

 

Regan could hear chatting outside the door.
It opened and a well dressed man in his thirties entered with a coffee. "I've
brought you another . . ." His voice tailed away and he quickly shut the
door behind him, "another coffee."

"Mr. Ryman I presume?" Regan didn't
stand. "Thank you for looking after Mary, Marcus speaks very highly of
you. Oh, I'd love that coffee, filter I'd guess." and as she reached out
her hand expectantly, he hesitated. 

"I'm not going to shoot you Steve."

"Sorry, yes of course." He was
rapidly regaining his composure, very impressive. "No lattés here I'm
afraid. . . at a guess, Regan Stein, right?"

"It's nice to meet you Steve."

"How did you get in here, and where is
Mary?" He looked around the room.

"Mary's left for the day Steve, I'll
be appearing instead." She was very matter of fact.

He looked alarmed. "I said to Marcus,
it . . . it's not that easy. She's been summonsed, to not appear is contempt."

"Oh I don't think they'll complain, I
suggest you go out there now and let them know I'm willing to step in for Mary
provided they release her immediately. They will agree and we'll never need to
reveal she's not here, simple."

He stood and just looked at her for a few
long seconds, then turned and walked to the door. As he rested his hand on the
handle he looked back as if he was going to ask a question, then thought better
of it, shook his head and left.

[How's it going Ham?]

[Even better than we hoped.]

 

  *

 

Marcus sat at his desk going through the
extensive notes and decided he liked the plan - it was good. The home system
chirped and immediately he heard Ham on the line.

"Ok, are we ready? The call goes
through in five."

"Ready as I'm ever going to be. Ham, how
do you organize all this from orbit?"

"Satellite communications Marcus, I'm
as linked in as you can get."

"Don't you get tired of being locked
up in that ship? You've got to come down here."

"What . . . and stop pedaling? The
whole ship would run out of power."

Marcus laughed and it broke the ice, "Ok,
so how do I do this?"

"You just talk as you normally would,
say exactly what you want to say, and the ship relays the translation
instantly, they won't know the difference."

"And I'll hear them in English the
same way?"

"That's the plan, pretty good huh?"

"Better than anything we've got, that's
for sure."

"Not really, this is just faster. Ok,
I'm calling now; I'll do the secretary stuff, and then put you through."

Marcus cleared his throat and sipped at a
glass of water, he decided to stand as he talked so he picked up his notes and
paced the room.

Ham was soon back, "Mr. Jackson, I
have Mr. Huang on the line."

"Thank you. Mr. Huang, are you there?"

"Yes Mr. Jackson, I am here."

"Mr. Huang, thank you for agreeing to
talk with me, I understand you are the Chief Executive Officer of Huang
International, is that correct?"

"Yes Mr. Jackson and you too are known
to us; TakeThat Corporation, very interesting, and only recently listed."
He spoke slowly, "I understand you are interested in trading some shares?"

"Yes Mr. Huang, it seems we have a
common interest in USDynamics."

"You have our offer Mr. Jackson, are
you asking us to increase it?"

"Oh, I'm sure you would Mr. Huang but
no, in fact I have a quite different proposal. Please do record this call in
case you need to refer to it in detail. First you may already know that a
representative of STEIN International is appearing before a Congressional Hearing
in Washington this morning, it will be broadcast live on all the major US news
networks. You have about thirty minutes to tune in and I strongly suggest that
you do so."

"Following the appearance of the STEIN
Representative I'm happy to say you will find yourself in an impossible,
untenable position. Sir, we understand you see this whole exercise as just
business, perhaps with a little political support mixed in, but we don't agree.
It's not the STEIN way but if pressured we can handle it. By any measure this
USDynamics business has been very dirty, even criminal as I think you are
aware. We want you to know we have rock solid proof of your company's
involvement in share market manipulation of a criminal nature and this is
involvement that will no doubt be extremely embarrassing to your Government.
Now, of course your Government had nothing to do with this plot and when all
the details come out, as they will unless you cooperate, I'm sure your
Government will stand by you, won't they?" Marcus paused. "Now, don't
just accept what I'm saying, it's important that you listen in to the hearing.
After the hearing you will have one hour to contact a broker whose name and
details I will transmit to you after this call. If you don't make the call, all
the background information will be made public regardless of the political
fallout. This is what I expect you to do and there will be no negotiation . . ."

 

Fifteen minutes later they disconnected and
Marcus let out a long breath. He then turned to Kevin, stretched out on the
couch. 

"Well, what do you think?"

"You did well my friend, you couldn't
have done any more, now I guess it's up to Regan."

"FBC" Marcus called out, and the
wall screen burst to life.

 

  *

 

Steve Ryman led Regan out past the startled
guard who immediately entered the office to check the room. They left him in
their wake as they walked quickly toward the Congressional Hearing room.
Although Steve had prepared her for the courtroom setting, as they entered the room
the she noticed the House of Representative Committee were all sitting raised
above her level. Intimidate by design, just power games, she thought.
Steve had also explained this should be a closed private session. Yeah right
. . . that's so not going to be the case.

[Are we ready Ham?]

[All set Regan, you're not the first
witness, and they've been going for a while already, nothing new or interesting
so far. I'll let you know when we go live on air, just focus where you want to
look and try not to move your head too much, we'd like people to retain their
breakfast.]

This was a new experience, literally being
the eyes of the camera and Regan wondered again at Ham's ability to capture
this feed directly from her brain. Amazing!

 

Steve guided her to the front table and
before sitting she looked up and made eye contact with Vice President James
Walker; he seemed to be grinning.

Walker spoke first. 

"Ms Stein, we are pleased to see you
have volunteered to attend this important hearing today. You understand this
hearing is to consider what changes, if any, are needed in legislation to
prevent the occurrence of cyber attacks of the nature your company perpetrated
on a friendly power. This is not a courtroom although you are expected to take
the oath and speak the truth. Any legal repercussions from your company's
actions are quite separate to the proceedings here today, however what you do
say may be used in a court of law at a later date." He paused to engage
her with a glare, "Do you understand?"

Regan stood. "Well, it certainly
sounds like a court of law, but yes, I understand, and I swear to tell the
truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth so help…"

He interrupted. "You swear on the Bible
Ms Stein."

An assistant stepped forward.

[Going live.] Ham's subbed cue reminded her
to smooth out her head movement. 

Regan placed her hand on the Bible and
paused, considering if this was entirely appropriate given her beliefs. What
the hell, I'm committed to telling the truth, she followed the clerk and repeated
the oath.

"Now Ms Stein, in your own words,
perhaps we could begin with you telling us what your company was thinking when
it perpetrated this cyber crime."

"Mr. Vice President . . ."

"You may refer to me as Mr. Walker, Ms
Stein."

"Sir, I have great respect for the
office, not necessarily for the person who currently holds it."

In bars and offices all over the United
States television channels were showing the hearing live, the picture and sound
on every channel. At her reference to the VP laughter could be heard around the
country, mostly Republican of course.

Regan continued. "A crime has been committed
but not by my company STEIN or by USDynamics. I stand accused here today on the
basis of fabricated evidence, criminal fraud, and political interference at the
highest levels. Here today . . ." and she held up her hand gesturing
causing everyone to duck for cover. 

She looked around amused, "Please! It's
just a data card . . . I have here today a data card detailing the data trail
from the beginning of this affair right through to today. On examining this
information your people will confirm three things; First: there definitely was
a cyber attack on USDynamics from a Chinese company. Second: our product Arteis
performed entirely to specification and hit the attacker hard, exactly as it
was designed to do. Third: in a conspiracy between the Chinese corporation
concerned and contacts at high levels in this Government, steps were taken to
destroy all evidence of the Chinese attack and blight the names of STEIN and
USDynamics. I believe the intention was to drive down the USDynamics share
price and facilitate a takeover by the Chinese, thereby handing to them the aerospace
technology they wanted. All the proof is here." Regan flourished the card
again.

"Really Ms Stein, all this has been
forensically examined and we know your company initiated the virus attack."
Walker looked around at the senators present, as if seeking their support.

"Mr. Vice President, your forensics
are flawed and the absolute proof is here. We have here the facts on every
attack from overseas, every response, every data entry, every change by
corrupted employees, their names, how much they were paid, into what accounts .
. . every call they received, the recordings of the calls." 

She spoke slowly as she fixed her gaze on
the Vice President who was turning pale. "In fact Mr. Vice President, a
key organizer working with the Chinese used a contact phone just this morning.
They left it on, and it is right here in this room."

The clear sound of an old iphone ring
started up from the benches causing Senators to look around. The Vice President
stayed very still.

"Aren't you going to answer it, Mr.
Vice President?"

 

The Senator sitting beside the Vice
President gestured at Walker’s pocket pointedly.

 

  *

 

In the Oval Office Sarah Allen and Anne
Marshall sat watching the drama unfolding. 

"Oh fuck me!" The president yelled,
slamming her hand down on the table, "He's killed us!"

 

  *

 

Regan kept her eyes fixed on the shriveling
man. "Sir, you have abused the trust of a great President, you have
sullied the name of a great US company as well as my own company and myself,
and you have damaged the reputation of a great nation. You have orchestrated the
detention of my dear friend and you, sir, are contemptible!"

 

  *

 

 "Make the call Marcus." Kevin
paced nervously, wanting this settled as soon as possible.

Bill Thomas nodded agreement from the large
screen, "I agree Marcus, and they've had enough time. If they haven't
followed through I want to fry the bastards!" At home at The Lodge he wasn't
going to miss this.

Marcus wasted no time, fastcalling Barbara
at the office. He waited while Barbara checked for email confirmation and for a
moment he looked uncharacteristically serious. He then turned back with a grin,
"It's done," he reported. "They saw the light."

There was no celebration; in fact Bill
Thomas looked suddenly tired, as if events had finally caught up with him. "I
need to get back to my group," he said, "Can I tell them everything
is as agreed?"

Marcus smiled, "Exactly Bill, shares
have been transferred in proportion to our respective holdings. That means, I
guess, that Regan is now in partnership with you and the US Government fifty-fifty.
Price is the market price as of closing time Friday and payment has been
deferred twelve months."

"I feel a little uncomfortable with
this," said Kevin, "A lot of people lost money on those shares when
they sold out."

"Toughen up Kevin," Bill counseled.
"I thought about that too, but I don't feel so bad. My group and I rode
this down to the bottom, that's loyalty. As a board we kept telling people this
was all bullshit and even though we were the ones in the know they chose to
believe the McCall's of this world. Regan believed in what we were doing and
she risked her money to save the company, you too Marcus. And someone in the
Government was trying to play spoiler to Walkers’ antics too. No, I'm sad some
lost some money, but they did get sales for their shares and we had nothing to
do with their decision, that's life. The company is now in the best hands so don't
lose any sleep over it Kevin, take my word for it. Life's too short."

"Before you go Bill, where do we go
from here do you think?"

"Kevin, we're looking forward to
working with you. Who would have thought Regan would come back with technology
like we're seeing now. I'm getting too old for this, but the future is in the right
hands. As for the shares, I'd say we hang on for six months then decide. Maybe
we trickle twenty percent back into the market, it'll bring in billions more
than we've paid. Give my regards to Regan when you see her will you, I'll be in
touch." The screen blanked.

 

Kevin and Marcus sank back into their
chairs, both letting out long stressed but satisfied sighs.

Kevin spoke first. "Point one percent."

"I beg your pardon?" Marcus
looked up.

"Regan said to tell you that's how
much you'll get. It's the brokerage fee she'll pay you personally on the deal,
on top of your normal legal fees. That's got to be twenty million so I guess
lunch is on you, my friend."

 

  *

 

Regan watched the greeting between Mary and
Kevin on the Riverside rooftop with interest. It was . . . restrained . . .
warm. Very suspicious, she thought. As she and Marin walked away to the
exit she could tell the two were deliberately lagging behind.

Ham couldn't resist eaves dropping. [She's
offering chubby sex.]

[Really?]

[She's quite an affectionate girl you know,
calls me Hamster.]

[You are so NOT a Hamster!]

Regan smiled, Kevin and Mary, hmm, so
they've got a thing going, now there's a nice surprise.

They stepped down from her rooftop garden and
into the apartment, cheers from the assembled partiers quickly breaking out
around the room. Steph, Kutch, Mitch, Hayden, Marcus, they were all there and a
huge group of others that she didn't know.

Oh, where do we go from here? She entered the fray.

 

  *

 

Mt Inaccessible, South Island, New Zealand

 

The Pod floated to one side, shielding them
from the cool night wind. In silent reflection for some time, it was as if each
member of the group were off in their own worlds.

Lying on her back Regan was staring up at
the stars. 

[They look so different from here Ham.] Although
happy to be here, still, she longed to be there.

[They're ok, but for me too much twinkle.]
Ham replied.

[Yeah, but it's still beautiful, and now
they really feel within reach.] She held out her hands to frame a collection,
like a picture, and drifted away again.

Marin reached across and took one hand in
his, stealing her attention.

She looked across at him fondly. 

"I know your Dad died in these
mountains too Marin, I'm so sorry about that, it must have been terrible."

"Honestly, it doesn't seem so bad
anymore." He squeezed her hand then released it, moving to trace his own
star picture.

"So, what are your plans now Sis,
where do we go from here?" Kevin asked.

She considered the question, one hand
nervously caressing her belly. She lifted the other as if reaching into the
sky.

 

"We're going to build an orbital."

 

    *
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