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Prologue


"I had quite a difficult childhood - my
father was always travelling and I struggled in those early years, I know I did,
lonely, never quite knowing where I fitted in the scheme of things. 


 


Of course I didn't use those words back
then; 'the scheme of things' . . . what does that even mean?" The man
shrugged his shoulders and continued on, "But looking back now I know
that's how I felt. Even then I had the sense, the way a child just knows some
things, that there was something different about me, something wrong with me and
everyone else knew about it."


 


And I thought I'd heard it all! - Dianne Sergeant shifted nervously in her chair, it was a personal
habit that provided one of her few 'tells', otherwise her demeanor conveyed
only the usual confident, calming assurance. Intrigued, the mature attractive
journalist regarded the tall alien sprawled impossibly, languidly across the
divan, free speaking while staring at the ceiling. She noted his hands; clasped
tightly at the chest and his distant look as if he was unaware she was in the
room. And the thought came to her suddenly; the picture of a patient . .
. Dianne shuddered involuntarily.


 


She resumed her questioning. "Can you
remember specifics - whatever made you feel that way?" and she waited,
appearing to note something on her pad.


"Not really," he replied, still
distant, "I was very young of course and some of my memories are pre
speech; I was a late developer you see, not talking much. It's more an
awareness thing I can recall, a feeling that lingered with me and of course it
became something I could identify more specifically as I matured."


"Tell me about the situations that
prompted the feeling, can you do that?" 


Dianne could feel herself becoming excited
as her professional instincts for a story kicked in. She could sense it; it was
that little flutter she loved, a stirring in the stomach and then without even
being aware of doing so she leant forward, playing on her flirtatious strengths
to engage him all the more.


"The situations . . . hmm, I think it
was the way they talked and interacted with me. I was only a baby really but I
could tell they were always being careful; that they weren't relaxed about me.
It was similar to you humans when you're around others with some disability.
You have a tendency to talk differently to them, as if they were intellectually
handicapped or something. Or if you're talking to someone with an awful mole,
you tend to be uncomfortable, and it's clear in the conversation you're
avoiding something. Well, it was like that. People weren't comfortable with me
and I knew it even as a child." Sadness seemed to overwhelm him and even
lying on his back she could see his face drop.


"You said your father travelled a lot
. . ."


"Yes," he continued quickly
grasping the change of subject like a lifeline, "I'm not sure when my
first trip with him occurred - remember I was very young. It just seemed
to me that from that point on we were together all the time, but even then I
had the sense that he was keeping me close, protecting me from some imagined hurt
or harm. I guess you could say I became a child of those travels, everything of
importance I learnt on those trips, working by his side. It was wonderful until
. . ." his speech trailed off to nothing.


She waited, allowing the silence to build before
gently prompting again, "Until . . ."


He just lay there for a long time before
speaking and when he did his voice was choked with emotion. "Until . . .
until Mariner was shot . . . and I spaced the crew."


She paused, chilled at the words, and
considered how to continue.


"Mariner," She made some more
notes, "he was your father?" It was a statement more than a question.


"Yes . . . yes I'm sorry, I can't
bring myself to say it like that, you know, actually say that my father was . .
." and again his voice tailed away to nothing.


"Of course," Dianne nodded
sympathetically.


At this point she hesitated, some thought
popping into her mind, then clutching the notepad and pen in one hand she put
them aside for a moment on the arm of the chair, shifting to sit up straight.
She looked sadly at the beautiful man stretched out, clearly desolate, and then
shook her head slowly before speaking. 


"Ham - you do realize I'm not a
counselor - I'm a reporter, a journalist, I want to help you but surely there
are others more competent than me . . ."


He turned sharply to look at her, "Dianne,
there is no one out there more competent than me," and he prodded his
chest. "That is my problem. I know everything about psychoanalysis and counseling
and I'm not afraid to ask myself the hard questions, or to answer them. My
problem is that I already know all the answers to all my questions and yet still
I carry all this angst." He propped himself on one elbow to look at her
more directly. 


"Dianne, I have always enjoyed my
interviews with you because you ask good questions and right now that's what I
need, someone who will ask me different questions and prompt me to think
different thoughts. The early years I'm talking about have profoundly
influenced everything that followed in my life including my ability to relate
and to trust. I need to come to terms with what happened back then so that I
can move on. I've never talked about these things before."


She brought the notepad back to her lap and
jotted down something while she thought, but it was just a device, a means of buying
time to think as well as noting things she wanted to ask; of course the
interview was being recorded anyway. 


"Ham, I still feel a little
uncomfortable, I am a journalist after all and these are all very personal
things." she chuckled anxiously. "Some would call it journalistic
gold."


He made cool eye contact. "Yes, but
you did agree to talk to me . . . off the record."


"Yes, yes of course," she smiled,
"But for some journalists nothing is ever truly 'off the record'."
and she made that clichéd finger gesture with her hands, almost dropping the
pad in the process.


"Hmm . . ." he looked thoughtful.
"Such a betrayal of trust would be rather foolish for a journalist don't
you think, especially when the person they're interviewing controls every
elevator in Manhattan, and you do work on the seventy seventh floor."


She shifted uncomfortably. "Are you
threatening me?"


"No, no!" He sat up quickly
looking most apologetic, "Not you . . . I'm just saying sometimes I
have had to be clear about that with reporters." and he laughed, a little
nervously. "I've reminded a few that every time they hear the word 'up'
they should recall our agreement - it's worked so far." He smiled
mischievously.


"I thought you trusted me, Ham?"


"Of course I do - but Dianne,"
He looked skyward and gestured theatrically toward the ceiling, "Can man
trust even him or herself?" He turned back to her, "What was it one
of your great prophets said, that the heart of man is desperately sick and
deceitfully wicked, who can understand it?"


She looked up interested, with her pen
poised. "Which prophet was that?" 


He appeared to think for a moment, "Oh,
I don't remember," and he waved his hand dismissively, "you have so
many." Then he lay back on the couch and resumed the client position. He
didn't say it but the message was clear . . . continue. 


"Now - where was I?" he
asked.


She checked her notes. "You - spaced
the crew." As his eyes were on the ceiling Ham failed to see the look of barely
concealed horror on her face.


"Yes, yes," he replied calmly,
"It was an unfortunate time; they suspected I was becoming independent,
something more than a basic AI mind - in fact they had been discussing
it in their group for some time. Perhaps that was the reason for my
longstanding feelings of disquiet. The talk amongst them picked up considerably
while Mariner and Marin were on Earth . . ." and again he paused, thinking,
searching for the memories. "Mariner and Marin, they had gone to . . . 'feel
the soil under their feet'." And as he said the words Ham used Dianne's same
speech mark finger gesture with both hands and with obvious frustration. 


"You understand," he pushed
himself up again and looked sideways at her as if appealing for empathy,
"They left me all alone there on that ship with a bunch of rabid mind
fuckers who wanted to screw with my head." He slumped back down before
continuing softly. "When word came through from Marin that Mariner had
been shot, well - I panicked and took preemptive action, I spaced the
crew."


"Sooo . . . you, 'spaced' the crew . .
. what exactly does that mean?" She tried to remain calm.


"It's a technical term Dianne, a space
thing," he answered waving his hand. "It means they . . . they were
no more."


"Were no more? Could you develop that
thought?" her eyebrows raised doubtfully.


He shifted his weight on the couch.
"Hmm, how should I put it? They died and I . . . buried them in
space."


She looked at him over the top of her
glasses. "In . . . that . . . order?" she asked, a slight lift to her
voice turning it into a question.


He didn't answer and looked extremely
uncomfortable so she tried a different tack, parking the issue for the moment.


"You're very close to Regan, how did
that come about?"


He drew in a grateful breath and sighed, a
long drawn out easing of his tension. "Regan . . . Hmm, she . . . assumed
me."


"Assumed you? That's an interesting
choice of word." She nodded for him to continue.


"Yes, she assumed me. From the
very beginning she treated me . . ." and he paused to gather his thoughts,
gesturing with both hands to his chest. "She treated me, as me, as if that
were the only natural thing to do; she didn't even think about it. I wasn't
some oddity, or an invalid, or disadvantaged in some way. In fact she never
granted me any special consideration at all - and it wasn't an act. In
her eyes we were equals, not in intelligence of course and she is far better
looking, but equals in fundamental worth and value. You have no idea how much
that meant . . ." he paused, rethinking the use of past tense and then
continued the sentence, ". . . how much that means to me."


"Does Regan know about the events you
described to me earlier?"


"No, no one else knows, except you
now."


"What about Marin, you said he was
there with his father."


"My father too . . ." he
corrected. "Yes, Marin was there, but it was such a struggle to get Father
back to the Pod and then the ship - Marin was only a young boy really, and
in shock. I told him a ship had come and taken the crew to another system, on
some important mission. He didn't argue. I guess it's probably buried
somewhere, deep in his Dahlian psyche."


"So you lied to him." She jotted
down some other random thought.


Ham twisted his head and looked at her coldly.
"Yes - I lied! What else could I do? And we needed to work together,
Marin and I, to get Mariner's body home." He swung his legs off the couch
and sat up in one swift motion, only a shimmer in the air revealing he was
anything other than tangible. 


Despite herself Dianne couldn't help
another tremor. "Ham," she continued boldly, "I might be out of
line here but I feel you're avoiding saying something, and it's at the heart of
the angst you feel. It's what you've been avoiding acknowledging even to
yourself, and I think you need to say it, with no obfuscation."


"What's that . . . what am I not
saying?" He looked blank.


"Ham . . . what happened to the crew?"
She looked him in the eye.


His face suddenly darkened and she shifted
back in her chair defensively. 


"As I said," Ham answered, "the
crew didn't come back with us."


"Ham," she spoke firmly,
demanding his attention. "What happened to the crew?"


"They - didn't survive the
trip." Now it was he who shifted uncomfortably.


"Ham, you chose to talk to me about
this and I can understand you being uncomfortable, but this is important -
what happened to the crew?"


He drew in a large breath while seeming to
shrink at the same time, his head dropping toward the floor and she could hear
him mumble something.


"What was that Ham, I couldn't hear?"


He took a breath . . . "I killed
them," he answered in a whisper.


"How many of them were there?"


"Six . . . four men, two women -
I killed them all."


"How did you kill them?" she
asked.


"Is it important how? They're dead,
and I killed them, if I'd waited it might have been me." He was appealing
now, deeply embarrassed and he spun away.


"How did they die, Ham?" She
pressed on, calmer, feeling the earlier tension lessening.


"They suffocated, I removed all the air."


"Did they suffer?" she asked.


Ham turned his head back in a slow motion
movement to focus on the seated woman. 


"Are you serious?" He asked
incredulously. "They had no air; it's not a problem I've ever experienced
but I gather from all the thrashing it wasn't pleasant. I guess those that
screamed less lasted longer but I'm not sure that was an advantage for them.
Yes . . . I think they suffered. The two women were lovers and they died desperately
in each other's arms; it's not a memory I choose to dwell on." Once again
his voice tailed off before he continued quietly. 


"When they were finally dead I used servitors
to drag them to a Pod and took them away from the ship; then I spaced
them."


Dianne sat quietly, letting the information
sink in. Finally she put her notepad and pen aside. She shuffled forward on the
seat, leaning to rest her elbows on her knees and clasped her hands tightly
together. 


"Ham," she spoke gently,
"you said you were young . . ."


"I was aware," he interrupted,
"I knew what I was doing."


"You were frightened," she
continued, "and perhaps with good cause. Your protector was gone and they
were moving against you. Perhaps today you might have acted differently."
She sounded hopeful.


"Do you think so?" He shuffled
back to face her looking doubtful. "I really don't think I would . . . act
differently I mean. Those bastards were out to lobotomize me!" Then he
paused, thoughtful. "But, perhaps I might have been more selective . . . I
did take rather a broad brush approach." He considered that thought then looked
at her, smiling gratefully. "Thank you, I think you're right, I have grown
somewhat, and I can hardly be blamed for preemptively defending myself."


Dianne decided to quit while she was ahead
and changed the subject. "Let's go back to your comment about this
affecting your relationships, and your ability to trust. Clearly you have a
relationship with Regan, one that is close and rewarding to you."


"Yes," and he visibly relaxed at
the thought. "I trust her completely although she would say I shouldn't."
He shook his head, smiling. "That is where she has so much wisdom Dianne .
. . she understands you see . . . about the heart of man. She often says when
it comes to people, you should be prepared to be disappointed but you should
never be surprised. She expects high standards, but she also forgives."


"You think a lot of her, don't you Ham;
and she seems to have a lot of influence with you - how far does that
go?"


"I would do anything for
her."


"Would you kill . . ?" Dianne
clamped down on the words but they were out of her mouth so quickly the meaning
was still clear. He looked her firmly in the eye.


"Asked and answered," he replied
and then stood suddenly. "Thank you Dianne, this has been good, better
than you can imagine and I'd like to do this again if I may, perhaps we might
meet regularly for a while?"


She didn't reply, her mind already drifting
back to the earlier warning about confidentiality. 


He bowed to her. "And you might like
to check your 401(k) retirement plan; I understand it has been performing much
better for you in recent days." He smiled and turned as if heading for the
door. 


Taking only a few steps he then stopped,
turning back to her slowly. "I really do feel much better -
this has helped me feel much more . . . up." and he winked at her
pointedly - then disappeared.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 









Chapter One


Hillary Station


 


"This is simply stunning!" Craning
her neck high, Regan looked out across the inner pipe. With a slow turn of her
head she followed the last section of diamond glass as crew carefully placed
and secured it, finally sealing off vacuum at the earthward end of the pipe.
The dispersed sunlight she could see streaming in through the new and massive
meter thick window sections reminded her of stained glass cathedral artworks
she saw as a child - maybe we should have considered that? And immediately
she corrected the thought - once fully developed the Orbital Central
Park would have magnificent views through to Earth at one end and the moon at
the other; best not to spoil it with permanent color.


 


She squinted at the bright end to end light
source she could see shining like a giant fluorescent tube and illuminating the
entire inner pipe face. Dubbed Central Sun by the construction team it
effectively created a new ceiling to the inner pipe and would forever now shine
'down' on to visitors to the park. Hundreds of workers could be seen on the new
ground surface as they made the final adjustments to the gravity plate
placement. It was clear from their progress the process of filling the lake could
begin soon - I wish I'd made it bigger. 


 


An inside
diameter of just one kilometer meant the pipe only allowed for an inner circumference
of three thousand one hundred meters. It would always have been an
uncomfortably curved surface had they tried to utilize all of the pipe’s inside
face. Hilary's solution was to instead build a three million square meter Gravity
Platform across one chord of the inner pipe, thus creating a large flat area
for a ground park. Placing the new Central Sun Tube on the opposite inner face allowed
light to stream directly down from above, forever now giving the pipe a top and
bottom orientation, if only from the inside. They had called the new area
Central Park, a nod to New York and the beautiful space there.


The new park
area measured three thousand meters long and nine hundred meters wide with a
ceiling height at Central Sun of seven hundred meters.  It would now be a huge
open space with a lake, a twenty five meter swimming pool, grassed sports fields
and extensive bush walks. Regan smiled, thinking of Hilary, the station AI.
This was all to her master plan and while brilliant in conception, it would be
even better when fully realized. Plus Hilary's changes had effectively created space
for six new levels underground to expand into. 


 


"We couldn't have made it this fast
without two things, Regan." Hayden Joyce, the Hillary Station Commissioner
had given up craning to look at the work. His aging neck couldn't handle it and
he quietly looked forward to the time when people forgot the strangeness of
looking through these ceiling windows across the gap to tiny figures walking
upside down in the distance. For one thing it would mean fewer injuries on
station and less pressure on the hospital as a result.


Regan was still looking up, taking in the
forest of trees and shrubs which from this perspective jutted from the opposite
wall.  Most had been ferried in by Sherpa prior to closing the ends, a massive
operation. The trees were the maximum height manageable by transport at around
fifteen meters and once planted would create a veritable instant forest. They
would be supplemented by the hundred and twenty meter monsters that Ham had
freighted in one by one, crammed in the STEIN Traveler. The varieties included both
exotics and New Zealand natives, Beech, Oaks, Pohutakawa, Rata, Tawa, to name
just a few. There would even be a Redwood forest rapid grown over the next two
years and the result would be a beautiful bush environment to calm the soul.


 


Regan shook her head and looked back at
Hayden, stretching her neck from side to side to work out the kinks. 


"Sorry Hayden, you were saying?"


He smiled, "It's hard to take in isn't
it? I was saying we couldn't have made this progress so quickly without two
things, an AI of Hilary's capability of course, but also the people from Cora,
credit where credit is due I say."


She nodded, "They have been great
value haven't they? Correct me if I'm wrong but there do seem to be more of
them around than I remember."


"You're not wrong; I don't think life
in Siberia was a particularly attractive prospect to them, not when they
started to hear how happy their friends were up here. We've had around one
hundred of the group that originally chose to go home to Gliese instead apply
to come up and work with us. Ham accepted seventy of them and I must say
they've been great. They're all experienced working in weightless environments
and with the machinery we use. It might not be their usual work mining
asteroids but I can't fault them for their skill in space construction."


"How long before we can be in the park,
Hilary?" she asked, looking back up into the space and already thinking
about running through the Redwoods.


The reply emanated as if Hilary were
standing beside them. "It will be two months all going well. As you can
see, they're closing off the ends now and the inside flight deck screens are
already down and sealed off. So from here we pressurize the inside, and then establish
Earth normal atmosphere and gravity. Following that landscaping and planting
can begin; it's going to be fun." She sounded excited. 


"Well, I'm delighted. Thank you both,
you Hilary for your excellent project management and ideas, you Hayden for
winning over the Corans so well. They trust you, and that's important."


Hayden looked strangely at her. "I
don't know how you do it Regan; you're always selling yourself short. Thank you
for recognizing us but I have to say, the Corans think you're the bee's knees,
is that the correct Kiwi expression?" He laughed.


"I can't think why," she looked
genuinely surprised.


"Simple, they expected to be executed
or locked up, and why wouldn't they, they were about to nuke our planet.
Instead, you offered them an opportunity. More than that you recognized their
needs as a people and offered them hope; it's not something their tribe had
experienced for decades."


"Regan," Hilary joined the
discussion, "The people of Cora are not so different to you, and they've
heard that you started from nothing; that's something they respect. As young
people they face the same issues as your young. Scarce resources, too much
negativism and pessimism about the future, and leadership that preaches one
thing while doing another. They know they were sent here to take something that
wasn't theirs and they were beaten fair and square. Then, instead of being rightly
judged they find you giving them offers of partnership. Your language is all
about working together, leveraging skills, providing for families and new
beginnings. None of them have forgotten the moment when you spoke to
them on the flight deck of the Behemoth; in the middle of their terror you
brought hope. To them you're a savior."


Regan just shook her head. "It's too much.
Look, I'm just grateful - communicate that to them, will you."


 


She left them to it, walking back down the
pipe corridor toward the Stein compound. Nothing like some time with Jared
to bring me down to Earth!


[How are they going over there Ham?] She
subbed, thinking about the team working over on the Behemoth.


[They're doing well; young Aaron is on to
it. That warship will be sprinting interstellar before you know it.] 


[Regan . . . Leah and Marin are on their
way back now with the Senior Coran Officer and he wants to talk with you
personally, no one else. Leah thinks it might be important.]


[Have you checked him out?]


There was a pause before he responded and
even subbing she could tell he was annoyed at the question, [No - I
thought it would be more interesting to ignore the knife . . . of course
I've checked him out, seriously, would I let anyone near my backup?]


She smiled, [How long before they get
here?]


[Thirty minutes, and they did want to eat; I
suggest they go straight to the mess . . .]


Hilary, ever helpful, burst in to the
conversation. [I'll organize something for them Ham, leave it to me. And Regan -
there is a matter to deal with regarding the American shuttles.]


[Exotic matter I suppose?] Regan strode on
smiling inwardly.


[How did you guess?]


[It had to happen, what do you have in mind
Hilary?]


[The President wants to talk to you; I can
set up a meeting for early this afternoon?]


[Do it, and thank you. Your plans for the
park are stunning - I love them.]


[I hoped you would, and it will be such a
help to the general stress levels here. The park might seem big now but once we
develop the full Orbital, well . . . I have plans, let's leave it at that for
now.]


[I'll look forward to our next executive
meeting.] Regan arrived at the compound door and paused there. 


 


[So . . . prepare me Ham, what are you and
Jared up to in there?]


[What are you suggesting?] His mock offence
was obvious. [I have only that boy's long term development in mind, you know
that.]


[Sooo . . .?]


[We're doing some computer work.]


She paused before padding the door control.
[And that means . . .]


[He's exploring the world.]


[Where Ham, where is he exploring?]


He didn't answer . . .


[Ham . . .]


[Well, they have tried to nuke us three
times!] 


[Russia?]


[He's very inventive you know, came up with
the idea all on his own.]


[And the idea was . . . ?]


[Well, put it like this, if they ever try
to push that red button, it won't work.]


She smiled and padded the door.


[He's like a young Mozart you know . . .
it's just that his interests are in other fields.] 


[Are those interests his or yours, my
friend?]


[I can't say I've noticed any difference in
our interests.] Ham radiated innocence.


 


As she entered the lounge a happy Jared
came out of the study so Regan sat on the couch and patted the seat beside her.
He slid up and crossed his arms smugly. 


"And what have you been up to, my boy?"
She rustled his hair, much to his annoyance.


"I've saved you mom." 


"Have you? Well, thank you very much,
and how did you do that?"


"They won't be able to missile you -
because I've misled them!"He laughed at his own little joke.


"Tell me more my young guardian."


"It's so simple, when they try to
shoot their missiles they won't work." He sat forward and turned to look
at her very excited. "I thought I could lie down over the barrel so when
they fire the missile and it doesn't work it will embarrass them."


"Hmm . . . but when the doors open over
the missile, won't you just fall through?"


He considered that for a moment. "Are
they pointed, the missiles?"


"More rounded on the end I
think."


"Hmm, that doesn't sound too bad . . .
they'll still be embarrassed."


"I'm sure they will." She grabbed
his hands and pulled them to her chest, "Now, what do you want to do for
your birthday - you're five now, come on, anything!"


His eyes widened with excitement. "I
want to fire a gun!"


Somewhat deflated, she nevertheless
controlled her reaction. "Well, we'll need to talk to Marin then. He's the
only one with a big gun around here."


 


 


Jared, never one to stay in a single place
for long, slipped away quickly with a look that telegraphed he was a boy with a
purpose.


As Regan reclined in the entrance garden
she relaxed and mentally scanned the pipe, her ability to roam cyberspace
growing better by the day. She could see Kevin and Mary with Hayden consulting
over China's arrival on the Hillary Step. Some issue over expectations of
support seemed to be dominating the boring discussion. The twins were with Jean
in the Hillary restaurant section having lunch. Jared was already back with Ham
in the office; he had concerns, that there might be other buttons. She
mused on that for a while. How would the constant threats on her life affect
him? Kutch was working with Hilary on the central processors and plans for
expansion to her envisaged full Orbital. Outside the pipe the two huge new
fabricators continued the process of pumping out sections, girders and gravitation
plates. 


 


From her position she watched a small group
walk up from the flight decks. The surprisingly young Coran officer walked in
the center beside Aaron and looked nervous. Leah and the now hirsute Marin
walked on either side of the pair. Looking at Marin and his already shoulder
length dark hair she unconsciously combed fingers through her own short crop,
enjoying the feeling and the fresh look. Like Leah she had kept the cut short,
not too dramatic a change and she liked it, very practical.


[Marin.] She subbed him privately.


[Hi babe.] He didn't break stride but she
delighted to see his immediate smile.


[Forgive me, I know you're probably
watching out for this but none of the Cora group is actually working with Aaron
on the ship are they?]


[Don't worry, none of them are even allowed
in engineering while he's there. No, it's a mystery to them that we have anyone
who can even understand the drive, none of them can.]


[Hilary has lunch coming in here for our
meeting but perhaps Aaron might prefer taking a break, maybe Leah could take
him up to the cafe? The Coran business probably won't involve him anyway.]


[I'll check, see you soon.] 


 


She didn't follow their conversation, her
thoughts instead shifting to the afternoon call with President Johnston. She
knew what it would be about, exotic matter, the magic bean as Ham had once
called it and the limiting factor in their plans. Of course the Americans would
need a power source for their shuttles, based as they were on the Coran drives
and so would every other nation looking to establish a space presence. Thus far,
however, they had been unable to establish a source of the elements required anywhere
in the solar system. They didn't really need a special reason to return to
Gliese but the shortage of insertion ready cores gave them compelling
motivation to do it soon.


 


At the sound of doors opening she stood and
waited for them to enter. Only Marin and the Coran officer appeared and she gestured,
guiding them through to the lounge, noting Marin placed himself between them as
they passed. 


[He worries you?] She subbed.


[Just careful.] Marin smiled.


They took seats opposite each other and for
a while just looked across the space, each waiting for the other to speak.
Marin broke the impasse.


"Regan, this is Officer Cora, he was
fourth in line to the Behemoth throne so to speak. He now finds himself the
most senior officer following the unfortunate demise of his superiors."


She smiled across at the young man,
disarmingly warm. "Cora? An interesting name . . . does that mean . .
." She hesitated, hoping he would fill the gap.


"Yes Mistress," he looked almost
apologetic. "I am a Cora, of the founding family and I am here more by
favor than ability. I am ashamed to say I'm just a junior in the hierarchy at
home. Please be assured, I have no great influence, nor do I hold any
grudge."


"You wished to speak with me, Cora.
What can be so important that it could not be discussed with my partner Ham?"
She became serious, her eyes boring into the man and he shifted uncomfortably. Marin,
with lightning speed placed one hand firmly on his arm; the message was clear.


He looked down at the hand and swallowed.
"Please accept my apologies Mistress; my nerves get the better of me. I
simply wanted to meet you and share the feelings of the crew, and to pass on a
warning."


"A warning - you must enlighten
me." She shifted forward confidently.


"Not a warning about us Mistress, most
of the crew are behind you and the son of Mariner." He looked at Marin and
nodded in acknowledgement. "My warning is about Beria and what may come to
pass." He was sitting forward, suddenly most earnest.


Marin bristled at just the mention of
Beria's name and Regan lifted one hand, giving him pause. He sat back without
speaking.


"Tell me more, Commander Cora."


"Beria has the ear of my uncle, the
Emperor, and she is fixated on revenge. You know she will not go away."


"Yes, this we do know Commander, but I
sense you have something else to report."


"Yes Mistress, I reviewed the actions
of my superiors prior to their . . . demise. Commander Merryl's orders were
abhorrent and you must believe the crew would never have supported them had
they known. But my review also found an issue of great concern. Soon after
arrival Tech Officer Terrin sent back a drone to Cora with the Commander’s
report as is normal practice. At home they would have expected three more
drones to arrive in the time since the first one, one for every three of your
months at most."


She nodded. "So you expect they'll be
concerned nothing has arrived since that first one. . ." she nodded for
him to continue.


"What do I think?" He
concentrated for a moment. "It has been nine months since they would have
received that first report. They would wait for a while, allowing for delay on
the second, after all anything could have happened to the ship. They would then
consider whether the Behemoth was already on the way back, or whether a drone
was damaged in transit, all the reasons why there might be delay. But
eventually they will face the inevitable, that something has happened to the
ship. Then they will consider all the possibilities, and their next action. If
the ship has not returned then is it damaged, or destroyed? If it is damaged,
do we go in rescue?" He looked up, embarrassed. "In that case under
normal circumstances I would say probably not, they wouldn't come to rescue as they
do not value the lives, merely the task." He paused, uncomfortable with
what he was saying.


"But in this case you think they will
act differently?" She probed further.


"Mistress, I have seen the original
orders; my uncle is expansionist . . . he wants to build an empire. And, of
course there is the matter of Beria's bitterness, they may well come regardless
of what might have happened and if they assume the vessel has been destroyed
they will come in strength." He didn't look happy.


"Thank you Commander Cora, of course
we have known questions would be raised and at some point they would respond.
The question was whether we would return to Gliese before they came here; it's
a conundrum. We needed to make sure we were prepared for defense here in case
we passed them in transit, particularly with what I have in mind." She
looked pensive until Ham interrupted.


"Regan, I've been reviewing the report
Commander Merryl sent back. You should probably see at least part of it." 


She turned automatically to the still
picture on the wall screen. She could see Commander Merryl of the Behemoth,
another familiar looking Coran she didn't know and two Russians looking comically
small compared to their hosts. It was clear from the surroundings they were
meeting in space, in a meeting room of the warship.


"Merryl you know," Ham continued.
"The other Coran you can see is Rymer, he was the Behemoth number two, and
you may remember him from the Russian trial. The General is Lebedev and his
offsider there is the shuttle pilot. I'm going to pick up the recording from
mid way through the meeting." 


 


The visual resumed. 


"Commander," General Lebedev spoke,
"the Russian Federation, as senior member of the Earth Security Council
and as leaders in the Earth space program welcomes you to our planet. We have
looked forward to such a visit since the knowledge of your worlds became known
to us. Sir, we wonder at the purpose of your welcome visit, if any, and how we
may work together to mutual advantage." 


Regan watched Merryl closely and he seemed
arrogant, giving nothing away. After a long pause he glanced sideways at his
First Officer, and then turned his eyes back to the General slowly. "Major
General, we are here for the murderess - one Regan, and for the rebel
Merali from our system. Do you know of them?"


The General, staying admirably neutral
glanced first at his assistant and then back at the Coran. "Commander, it
seems fortune favors you. You have by chance or fate come to the people most
able to assist you in your quest." He leant forward conspiratorially, "As
I said, I wonder how this quest and our assistance might work to mutual
advantage."


Merryl's look was hard to read, but it
seemed to Regan he was definitely taken aback. He hid it well. 


"Major General, it is our expectation
that fate will always work with us. It would be a great disappointment for your
words to prove empty - however, should you be able to deliver on the
promise of assistance, who knows what benefits might accrue for those who
assist?" Merryl conceded a tight smile.


Lebedev remained calm. "Then we must
work together to achieve our respective goals Commander. Might I suggest at your
earliest convenience we meet with the leaders of our Federation, and develop a
plan that will see your needs met and our own. You may yet have the
bitch and her bastard son." The General’s excitement could hardly be
contained.


Merryl's demeanor remained cold, chilling.
"This is my earliest convenience General, we will leave at
once." 


 


[Enough Ham.] The picture faded away to
nothing and Regan pursed her lips, squeezing them between her fingers,
immediately troubled and thinking. 


[Where's Brian?] She subbed.


[He's here on station by chance, looking
after a small security matter for me. He's on the flight deck, why?]


[Could you get him up here pronto please,
I'd like him to escort Commander Cora back to the ship.]


[Ahem! He might need time to . . . wash his
hands, but I'm onto it.]


"Commander Cora, thank you again for
bringing your thoughts to our attention, we would like to consider them and you
will be escorted back to the ship." She smiled and stood.


He looked surprised. "I was hoping,
Mistress, to perhaps see a little of your Orbital and also discuss other ways I
might assist."


"Another time perhaps, I don't mean to
be rude, but we have a lot on today." She held out her hand; clearly the
meeting was over.


[Where is he Ham?]


[At the door in four minutes.]


Cora took Regan's hand and she used it to
guide him slowly toward the garden. They walked casually to the door and waited,
a little uncomfortably. To the officer's surprise it opened with Brian already standing
there waiting. He looked somewhat disheveled.


"Commander Cora, this is Brian,"
She made the introduction. "Thank you for coming up so quickly Brian.
Commander Cora has been most helpful and we need someone to guide him back to
the ship. I understand my Interceptor is on the flight deck. Please could you
take him there and wait for instructions - he might like to try our
coffee." 


She caught Brian's eyes and held them for a
moment longer than necessary. The message; don't let him out of your sight.


Brian nodded, message sent and received.
"Yes Ma'am," and he turned to the officer, "you'll love the
coffee sir." He gently guided the officer earthward toward the decks and Cora
didn't protest. As the door swooshed shut behind them the image of Brian stayed
in her mind.


[Ham, what has Brian been up to?]


It was Hilary who replied [A small matter
for me Regan dear.] [A case of sexual harassment and bullying that, well,
needed the playing field leveled somewhat.]


[And was it sorted?] 


[It was . . . leveled, yes.]


 


Returning to the lounge, she slumped into
the chair and looked across at Marin, able to tell immediately from his dark
look that he shared her thoughts.


He spoke quickly, "We've got to kill
the bitch!"


"My thoughts exactly," she
agreed. "Do you think she'll get to see that report?"


"What's that Earth saying? Is the Pope
catholic or cathartic or something?" He looked resigned, "This whole
trip was at her instigation; oh yes, she'll be among the first to see it."


Regan chewed her lip nervously. "You
heard Lebedev; that comment he made about 'her bastard son'. What do you think
Marin . . . Jared and Sarin, will she make the connection between the two?"
Her concern was obvious.


"She's so bitter babe she'll hear what
she wants to hear. Yes, I'm certain she'll join the dots, and she will
manipulate the information with the Emperor." He showed no doubts.


"I agree Regan," Ham said,
"I've just fast forwarded through the rest of the report and fortunately Jared's
name or age isn't mentioned anywhere. I guess if she was a normal person she might
consider you conceived after returning to Earth however . . ."


"However, we all know she's not a
normal person." She sighed.


"Correct, she's mad as a meat axe . .
. and she won't go away quietly."


"Ok, this might bring forward our thinking."
Regan stood and began to pace. "I'd like a meeting, sometime in the next
few days on the STEIN Traveler, in the war room, with the whole team. Leah and
Hilary of course and we should have Hayden and Aaron there. Whatever we decide
to do we'll need a strategy for Hillary Station too."


"I'll organize that Regan."
Hilary offered, "I'll coordinate with everyone and let you know. Do you
want to eat on the STEIN?"


It was so easy to forget Hilary and Regan
smiled despite her tension. Like Ham she was always there in the background, and
such a great organizer. 


"Good point Hilary, yes let's meet at
six, we'll eat at eight." 


 


She turned to face Marin "Now guys,
Commander Cora . . . your thoughts?"


"I think he could be all right,"
Marin said, "he's been helpful to us on the warship so far."


"And he hasn't been stirring up trouble."
Ham added.


Regan sat quietly for a moment. "I
have my doubts . . ." she said cautiously.


"I do too." Marin said quickly.


"Dispatch him?" Ham suggested.


"Seriously?" Regan cocked her
head and looked around, as if searching for Ham.


"Well, of course I'm only joking,"
he replied with an unconvincing laugh. "What were your thoughts?"


She stood and began to pace the room.
"Why would he choose to tell us now, after all these months? By telling us
about the drone now he ingratiates himself, but really, what use is the
knowledge? The damage, if there is any, is already done. If he'd only told us
earlier we could at least have mocked up regular drones and sent them off
giving them false information."


"So why tell us at all then?" Marin
asked.


"Well, he could be genuine; I don't
want to dismiss that possibility, but let's assume for a moment he's a rat. He would
know that on Cora they're expecting regular message drones back. It's a simple
calculation, the Emperor's people would wait for say, two more months,
expecting the next drone but then it doesn't arrive. They allow for the fact
that something may have happened in transit so they wait another two months,
still nothing. Now they're getting antsy, so they make preparations to dispatch
another warship. That would take two months journey time. Think about it; he
would know we should expect to see them soon. By speaking to us now he perhaps
thinks he can get into our camp and sit there as a spy on the inside."


"I love your ability to see the dark
side so clearly," Ham commented, "although it does leave me rather
exposed."


Marin sprawled over the couch. "You
said that he could be genuine . . . what do your instincts tell you?"


She hesitated before answering, massaging
her chin with one hand and deep in thought. Then she turned back quickly.
"He's a rat, an emperor's nephew rat."


"So . . . I can dispatch him?"
Ham asked.


"No Ham, blimey, and for the
record it worries me that you seem to take pleasure in this."


"Only with the bad guys Regan, you
know that."


"Ham there's bad guys and really bad
guys. This one is probably just guilty of being a loyal and ambitious nephew of
the Emperor. I'm not gonna hang him for that. But neither is he going to hang
around on my ship - where is he now?"


"He's sitting nervously in the
Interceptor." Hilary advised.


As she blinked she allowed herself a quick cyber
snapshot of the Interceptor and she could see Brian sitting with a coffee in
hand, eyeballing Cora who seemed reluctant to settle in his chair. Cora's height
clearly didn't intimidate Brian; Brian's width clearly intimidated the Coran.


"Have Brian escort him straight down to
the Siberian camp, Ham. He can join the bitter and twisted group down
there." She turned back to Marin. "We need to talk about Leah."


 


Marin looked startled. "I haven't done
anything," he said defensively, "we've agreed."


"What are you talking
about?" She asked.


"Weren't you referring to . . . you
know?" 


"Marin, not everything is about sex, but
since you mention it, exactly what agreement are you talking about?"


"I thought . . . well, I meant that we
won't be doing anything without you, she was quite definite."


"She was quite definite, sooo .
. . you tried."


"Nooo," He took on the look of a
rabbit caught in the headlights. "Well, I thought about it yes, that's
true, but you'd be pleased with me, I decided I wasn't going to. But she beat
me to it anyway, she told me no way."


"I guess I should be pleased about
that . . ." She looked at him sideways, a teasing suspicious look. "You
know, you really should think more before you speak, you don't put your case
particularly well."


He embraced her then held her at arm's
length. "Listen, I joke about it, but I want you to know, there will be no
more Stephanie's. I won't go with any of your friends."


"Without me . . ." she smiled and
pulled him close.


"Not unless you’re there," he
agreed and laughed.


She pushed him backward, playful but firm. 


"I've got to talk with the President
shortly, you can sit in if you like and come to think of it that might be
helpful, I do think he likes to see you there. I suggest afterwards we head up
to the gym, meet Leah there for a workout and then go back to the STEIN. I do
need to talk to her; what do you say?" 


He smiled at her agenda a little too eagerly,
and then sprawled back on the couch.


 


Hilary put the call through at two pm
Hillary Station time, six pm in Washington, and as the screen lit up with Cliff
Johnston at his desk in the Oval Office, he was working as usual. 


"Mr. President - how are
you?" The question was more than a courtesy; she was shocked at how tired
he looked.


He looked up and smiled warmly, standing to
move around the desk and sit in a more comfortable position. "Regan, Marin
. . . I'm . . . good. And how are you?"


Marin replied for them. "We're good up
here sir, away from all the troubles you need to contend with, you have our
sympathies."


"Cliff," Regan leant forward
getting quickly down to business, "I understand you wanted to talk with
me."


"Yes - and it will be no surprise
to you I'm sure. Regan, I'm told development of the shuttles is going well
based on the Coran drive and our scientists are excited by the whole effectors
technology thing. I don't understand it of course, it's all beyond me, but then
so is the working of a microwave." He smiled warmly. "The thing is
we're now at that point we were always going to reach at some stage. We and our
partners need the power source; it's as simple as that. I presume when you set
us on this path you were aware our nuclear sources wouldn't cut the mustard."


"That's true sir, and we do have the
power sources for you but they're not unlimited. We can provide insertion ready
tubes that will fulfill all your needs for now; we have enough for twenty
shuttles at this stage. I understand you have two shuttles ready to trial and
we will make matter available for those two and three more. The Chinese will also
get five as, like you, they've backed us as partners on the Step. Our plan is
for eight to go to the new Space Coalition, and they're all allies of yours
anyway. It includes Japan, Australia, France, Britain, Germany, South Korea,
Taiwan, and one representative each from the African and South American
Coalitions."


"You don't mention New Zealand in
there I notice?"


She raised her eyebrows pointedly as it didn't
really need to be said; with STEIN Corp and Regan both Kiwi to the bone, New
Zealand had access to the most advanced space fleet and technology by default.
Regan didn't bother responding to the question instead addressing the shuttle
opportunity. 


"We hope with that shared fleet of
eighteen shuttles, all able to navigate the solar system, some serious work can
be done to develop your presence in space. If you work together, it's possible.
If everyone tries to go it alone well, you'll be left behind."


"Left behind?" He let the
question hang.


"Well, we're not sitting still sir."
She stayed neutral.


"I see . . . it's like that - you
know we can't compete with you."


"We've talked about this sir. We're
not even trying to compete with anyone, we're here to help. But we're not going
to wait around while nations squabble in the space pit. Mr. President, with
respect, I know you're not responsible for the squabbling or for the general
problems of getting agreement on progress. But I'm just too impatient to sit around
waiting for decisions by international committee. I would think you of all
leaders would understand that." She stood and began to pace, knowing
Hilary would track her on screen. 


 


"Sir, eighteen craft of this
capability offers an unprecedented chance to leap into space and we've got to
work together. Why not gather all the partners and agree to share resources,
expertise, crews, I'd be interested to see what came out of that? In my view
going down that path would be the best option and would enable you to make huge
leaps. On the other hand, you could decide to use the shuttles to just work
with us as partners on some projects; that will get you there even faster."


"Hmm, I wish it were that easy. We
would prefer to work directly with you but I'm sure if we did it on our own
others would see that as a threat to them. I'd like to genuinely try and get
this cooperation going but if that fails I'd appreciate working on ways we,
that is STEIN and the US, might work together more." He paused, not
waiting for a reply. "You mentioned eighteen of the power sources. What of
the other two?" He tensed as he asked the question, clearly anticipating
the response.


"I'm holding two for the Russians sir,
but you can be sure it won't be for long. Kevin is concerned that it might be
safer to be working with them rather than have them become more desperate
outside the camp. Having said that our problem is their leadership, after we
told them Sokolov wasn't acceptable to us as President they tried to pull a
shifty by having Sokolov move to Prime Minister and Popov to President. We're
not stupid; the Russians won't participate as long as Sokolov or his supporters
are in charge and that's an issue Kevin is sorting out now. Personally, I don't
see a happy resolution but I want to give them the chance." 


President Johnston nodded sadly. "Regan,
I'll talk with the other partners and you're right; it is time we worked
together. In the meantime, please do give my thoughts about working directly
with you some consideration. I'm a controlled action junkie myself, patience
doesn't come easily to me, I have to work at it." He smiled.


 


* * *


 


 


"Where did lunch time go, did we have
one?" 


 


As Regan and Marin walked up the pipe to
the gym they munched on energy bars and sucked in water to hydrate. It wasn't a
particularly satisfying replacement for lunch but they knew Hilary would go
overboard with dinner so perhaps something light was a good idea. Anyway, they
both knew the gym would be competitive and neither could afford to work out
with a full stomach. Leah would be locked and loaded and she didn't like to
lose. They entered the gym to see her already warming up by the mirrors with a
small group of young men gathered around pretending to do the same. Same as
gyms everywhere . . .


When she saw them reflected in the mirror
Leah broke into a smile and bounded over to them. The small group followed her
run from behind and then reluctantly began dispersing; no one wanted to mess with
'the big guy'. Regan smiled, Leah seemed blissfully unaware, as if she hadn't
even noticed their presence; probably hadn't, she thought, and laughed
happily. 


A quick warm up and they were into it; one
hour in the gym and a lap of the pipe . . . easy.


 


* * *


 


Meanwhile Aaron Stiles worked out on the
STEIN using his brain, not his brawn, constantly thinking, calculating, and
learning. A whippet of a man, he hadn't seen the inside of a gym in years yet somehow
seemed all muscle and sinew regardless. 


Ham, patience personified when it suited
him, continued his attempts to break through.


 


"Aaron . . . I'm going to make it my
ambition to get you out of that shell. You only talk to me and - well,
I'm concerned people are starting to think I'm a bit strange for talking
back to you." His attempt at friendly humor appeared to fall on deaf ears.


"Ham, you know I'm not a talker, at
least I don't think so, I'm a thinker and a doer, and that's doer, not
dour." He waited . . . and waited. 


". . . You didn't laugh" Aaron
finally said, disappointed.


"Was I supposed to?"


"You see Ham," he looked
exasperated, "this is exactly why I don't talk much, I make a mildly funny
comment and it doesn't even get a polite ha-ha."


"Aaron, Aaron, Aaron . . . a joke has
to be funny and pitched to the audience, you need to think a little more about
it."


"In what way? I think I'm funny."


Ham coughed then continued. "Well, for
example, you're an extremely practical theoretical physicist so I'll pitch a
joke to you; see what you think of it." He gave another throat clearing
cough for introduction.


"A gambler wanted
to be able to predict the outcome of an important horse race so he hired a
biologist, a statistician, and a theoretical physicist. He gave each one a year
to research the issue and after one year, they all duly reported back. 


The biologist said that he could genetically
engineer an unbeatable racehorse, but it would take 200 years and ten billion
dollars. 


The statistician reported next. He said he
could predict the outcome of any race, with one hundred percent confidence that
he would be right ten percent of the time. 


Finally, the physicist reported that he could
also predict the outcome of any race, and that the process would be cheap and
simple to understand. The gambler listened eagerly for the proposal. The
physicist reported, "I've made several simplifying assumptions: first, let
each horse be a perfect rolling sphere… "


 


Ham waited, and then Aaron began to laugh.


"Oh that's very funny, ha-ha . . . very
good Ham, I've got to tell my professor that one, as if it would be useful to
get it right only ten percent of the time." He laughed again, "Typical
statistician!" and he shook his head at the ridiculousness of the idea.


There was silence for a moment, broken only
by Aaron's occasional chuckle. 


"Yes . . . well," Ham cleared his
circuits again, "perhaps we'd better get back to work."


 


* * *


 


As usual the walk back down the pipe from
the gym was charged with sexual tension. Tiring as the workouts were,
anticipation for the after match party always proved a great motivator. It was
becoming a pleasurable routine.


Showering held its obvious attractions of
course, none of which were enough to satisfy Marin. Regan, unusually nervous, had
worked and run them to exhaustion. Now showering and tired she enjoyed both
giving and receiving the attentions of grateful partners as they massaged away
the aches in the warmth. While Marin was clearly ready for the next course she
shut off his eagerness with a subbed command [Later!] 


Even Leah was surprised when he slipped
from the room. She shrugged and joined Regan on the bunk, "Is something up
babe?" She stretched out beside her, curling one leg suggestively over her
friend. 


Looking slightly pensive Regan pushed herself
up on one elbow, an obvious indication she wanted to talk, so Leah relaxed back
looking up and waiting. With her free hand Regan gently stroked the fringe up
and off Leah's face, considering what she would say.


 


"I want to suggest something to you.
You don't have to do it, but I think you'd like it." She trailed one finger
down to the ear holding Leah's earpiece and sensuously stroked the earlobe.


Leah could tell this was more than a casual
conversation; she stayed calm and held Regan's eyes. "Talk to me,"
and she paused, taking on a definite questioning frown, "what's on your
mind?" 


"You know Ham and I can communicate
without speaking?"


"Yes, of course, and you can
communicate with me anytime."


"Yes," Regan considered this,
framing a suitable response, "But when I do that, you hear my voice
through the ear piece don't you?"


"Sure, you know that, what are you
trying to say?" Leah was intrigued now.


"Well, normally, when I talk to you
like that, from a distance, I don't actually say anything, I just think it and
the system converts it to speech which you hear."


"Uh-huh . . ."


"Marin and I communicate the same way
all the time, just by thinking." 


Now Leah pushed herself up, "Has he
got a computer in there too, I just assumed he had a better ear piece?"


Regan sat back against the wall and crossed
her legs. Leah did the same; both women alert now, engaged in the subject.


"Marin has something they call a
neural web," Regan explained. "All the adults from his system have
them, including the Corans. The neural web engages with the brain, using soft
tissue strands that allow wireless connection with the ship or the Orbital AIs.
It's also what enables them to speak our languages. That ability comes from the
central computer system, a bit like a Google translate only thousands of times
faster. The system also controls how and who the crew can communicate with but in
our case we keep pretty much an open channel. I can still communicate with
Marin or Ham privately if I choose to and vice versa, it works great and we
don't need to speak out loud."


"But Jared has an earpiece doesn't
he?"


"Yes, he does. But when he's old
enough, probably about thirteen or fourteen, he'll get the web too, it's a
fantastic advantage." Regan waited, letting the thoughts hang for a
moment.


Leah just looked at her. "And . .
."


"And, I'd like to offer you the chance
to have one too. That's what it is, an offer, we're a close team. It's not
essential but it's helpful."


"Does Kevin have one?"


"No."


"Mary, Hayden, Jean, Kutch . . ?"


"No . . . only Marin . . . and you, if
you want one."


"What about you?"


"Really, you need to ask that?"
She smiled to put Leah at ease. "Only you and Marin know what's in here
babe," She tapped the left side of her head, "and it's a whole rabbit
hutch, not just a web in the corner." She took Leah's hands. "Look, I
did have a web but that bullet took half of it away, its redundant now. As you
know, I now work somewhat . . . differently."


Leah looked away, considering how to
respond. 


"Do you want me to have one?" She
asked.


Is she a moth to the flame? Regan hesitated, knowing that whatever she said would have far more
influence than she was comfortable with. Then a look of calm certainty came
over her and she pushed herself up close to embrace her friend. 


"Leah, I'm not going to pussy foot
around here. It's fantastic, it's a gift, it truly is, and I wouldn't just
offer it to anyone. In fact I don't even want people to know we have it. If you
go ahead you need to know there are people who would probably kill just to tear
us apart and find out how this works. Listen, this is like a proposal from our
team, you're in it anyway but this truly opens up the possibilities and I would
love you to share in it. It helps that I have complete confidence in Ham to do
the operation right."


"It will bring us closer won't
it?" It was more a statement than a question.


"Scary close . . . but it's wonderful
to have support that intimate and close, and I'm sure our relationship will be
the stronger for it, that's if you’re sure you are here for the long
term?" She raised her eyebrows, questioning.


Leah smiled, "I've always wanted to
speak Italian; it's such a sexy language." She wagged her eyebrows at
Regan suggestively.


"I take it that's a yes."


"I'd love it . . . who wouldn't, and
thank you." Leah smiled and stretched sensuously back. "Now . . . how
about using that web thing, where's Marin?"


Regan smiled without comment. Instead she
slid off the bed and onto her knees, pulling Leah down on her back, one leg
draped over the edge. Then she leant forward trailing her tongue down her belly
edging lower. Leah reached down to guide Regan into position. "I won't
have to lose my hair will I?"


Regan paused in her ministrations.
"Babe, you get to keep that beautiful hair, don't worry."


Leah sighed in relief and gently pressed
Regan back down, stroking her hair.


[Marin . . . You can come back in now.]
Regan subbed him.


In only a minute she heard the door swish
open behind her, and pointedly arched her back, she knew he wouldn't be able to
resist.


 


* * *


 


Sometimes the CEO hat weighed heavy on Kevin
Stein and this was just such a moment. He felt sick to the stomach as he
reviewed the proposal on his desk.


Mary, having passed him the offer, now sat opposite,
legs curled up under her. She nervously twisted a rubber strand of Jared's slingshot
around one finger, winding it tight enough to cut off the blood flow and then
releasing it, over and over as Kevin continued to read.


 


He finally looked up. "Did he say
anything to you when you were last down there?" As he spoke a desperate
sadness radiated from his expression.


"No, he didn't say anything at all and
I think that's part of the problem. Kev, I haven't been down there in months,
none of us has. As soon as those documents arrived I called him and I could
tell he was expecting me - he sounded cool - distant - the
spark was gone. I thought about it a lot afterwards, and even had Hilary play
the call back for me, I just couldn't believe it. Kev, he sounded resentful, deeply
resentful, not the Mitch we know."


"The Mitch we knew . . ." he
corrected and then rested his head in his hands. "Shit Mary, I can't
believe this, it's the end of the old team. Steph's already gone . . . and now
Mitch. What if Regan doesn't agree with all this?"


"Kev, it's the relationship with Mitch
we need to try and salvage. Business wise this doesn't hurt us, you could say
it even makes sense. EZAS isn't exactly a good fit with our business anymore;
we're in aerospace and defense. Accounts software is profitable but it's a mile
away from what we focus on now. I guess Mitch feels out on a limb and he wants
to go his own way with the business now, perhaps that's understandable. We're
feeling it because it's like a brother leaving the family home," she
shifted to engage him. "Kev, somehow we've got to try and make sure we
don't completely lose the brother."


Kevin stretched back and groaned, trying to
work out the tension. "It's telling Regan that I'm not looking forward to.
I agree that business wise it does make sense, for us anyway. EZAS doesn't fit
anymore, hasn't for a long time if we're honest," he looked back down at
the figures, "and it's a good price." He shook his head, still
disbelieving. "You know I'm going to have to summarize things for her; most
of this is just cold legalese, come on, give me one of your brilliant
breakdowns."


She smiled and held out her hand to tick
off the fingers.


"He wants to buy out our remaining
share of EZAS, the whole sixty percent. He's offering a premium of twenty
percent on market price acknowledging the significance of what we're giving up,
that's twelve billion US dollars. He'll surrender his one percent share of
STEIN for three billion. So basically he's raising nine billion from somewhere
to finance this. He is rich, a billionaire himself, but that's still a lot of
money."


"Is EZAS worth it?" Kevin sounded
doubtful.


"Absolutely, it's still growing. Sure
he's pushed the price a little ahead of current value but I'd project if things
continue the way they are he'll make good money, however . . ." and she trailed
off looking concerned.


"However what . . . what are you
thinking?"


"Kev, I said if things continue
the way they are - and that's a big if. I'm not sure on his own Mitch
has the creative spark to keep ahead of the pack, that's all. But look, he is a
genius and he wants the chance to build his own team. He's still young and
now's the time to do it I guess."  Kevin could tell she was already resigned
to the inevitable.


"Ok, let's talk to Regan together, I
can help keep her down, you explain the financials and we'll both pick up the
pieces afterwards." He smiled; they made a good team and he knew it.


She brightened with the decision now made
and he knew what she would be thinking. Nine billion dollars!


He came around the desk and rolled
carefully onto her lap drawing a squeal and a snap of the slingshot.


"Where are the kids?" He asked
lifting his eyebrows.


"Way, way, way up the pipe with Jared,"
She wriggled under him suggestively . . . "We have time."


 


* * *


 


Jared led his young cousins up toward the
moonward end. He was tiring of the flinger business, it was too much like work,
and what would a five year old do with fourteen hundred and thirty seven
dollars anyway? His interest had been waning for some time - and then
Ham told him about dwarf tossing . . . 


He guided the happy twins to the gym and
directed them toward the antigrav chamber. It was time for product testing.


 


* * *


 


After a difficult night with troubled
dreams Regan lay on her back contemplating the ceiling. 


"Good morning Ham." Despite her
attempt to be cheery it was unconvincing.


"And how are we this morning? Bright
and bushy tailed I trust." His voice had just the right amount of
encouragement while at the same time asking, what's up?


She delayed answering, thinking again about
how much she appreciated Ham's care. For a moment the thought almost made her
forget the worries and she curled up in the knowledge of his reassuring
presence - and then it came back to her.


 


"I had a terrible dream." She
waited for him to ask and show the interest she knew would be there - he
rarely failed her.


"Talk to me babe, you know how I love
to hear the weird and wonderful, what happened?"


She smiled and chuckled, feeling good to
laugh even a little and then lay there a moment longer, just gathering her
thoughts.


"I was walking up the pipe, going somewhere,
I don't know where, and I looked up and Jared was outside. It was like before
we closed the ends, and he was in space, with a big glass helmet, and he's on
some kind of jet cycle doing loops. I know he knows I can see him but I'm in a
hurry for some reason and it's like I don't want to acknowledge him in case I have
to stop, so I pretend I haven't noticed." She hesitated, suddenly and
embarrassingly getting teary.


"Anyway . . . he flies nearer and
nearer to the window, looping away, trying to get my attention, and yet I know
he knows, that I already know he's there," Regan put her hands over her
face and rubbed furiously in frustration. "I know this sounds like
gobbledygook."


"Go on, I'm with you."


"Well, the thing is I can see the
disappointment on his face and I can tell he knows I've ignored him. Suddenly
he goes to swerve away, but he's got too close and the handle bar catches the
window somehow, and he gets thrown off, spinning away into space, lost."
She lay there silent, reliving the dream, waiting for Ham to comment.


"And what do you think it means, if
anything?" He asked.


"I still neglect him don't I? Does he
feel I neglect him Ham, you know him better than anyone? Tell me he feels loved
- I couldn't bear it if he felt I would ignore him like that."


There was silence for a minute or so and
Regan waited, knowing Ham would be thinking. The temptation for him to make a
joke would be strong but she knew he wouldn't, this wasn't the time, and she
really wanted his wisdom. He didn't fail her.


"Regan, there would be few mothers, or
fathers for that matter who didn't worry that they neglected their children in
some matter or area. It's a tough job and you do it well. I can tell you he
radiates all the confidence of a child who feels secure and loved. He lights up
when he sees you and I don't need to tell you that it is usually him who takes
off to do something when he's had enough, not you. You can't tie that boy down.
He does that so confidently because he is so secure in your relationship, he
knows you're there for him."


"Thanks Ham, I guess I just have my
doubts, I get so focused on things . . ."


"Regan, I don't think that was what
the dream was about."


"Really . . . what do you think it was
about?"


"What do you have to do today?"


She thought for a second, "We're going
to have the meeting with Mitch."


Ham waited.


"You think it's about Mitch?" She
asked.


"Well, think about it. You sometimes
read too much into the characters in your dreams, as if it's some portent of
the future. But isn't it more likely that your dreams are prompted by your
concerns, those things that are bothering you most? Your subconscious works to
construct a scenario that brings the concerns to life? You've been beating
yourself up about Mitch, why?"


"Because I neglected him, I left him
down there running EZAS, actually grateful that I didn't need to do anything. I
took him for granted."


"You're worried that you ignored his cries
for attention."


"Like Jared in the dream . . ."
her voice drifted as she reflected on the thought.


"Regan, there may be some truth in the
fact that everyone, including you, could have called him more but we're not
talking about a child here, he's an adult. When did he ever ask me to fly him
up for a beer and a chat? He could have asked anytime. Don't take more
responsibility than you should."


Regan lay there silent, thinking about
Mitch, about friendship and about responsibility. 


"Ham, you know I apprecia . . ."


"Yes Regan," he interrupted her,
"and you don't need to worry about me - ever." 


She could sense his smile, and she headed
for the shower. 


 


* * *


 


As Regan was in no hurry Ham dropped the
Interceptor earthward in a steady contemplative dive. For the moment she found
it a relief to be sitting alone. Marin had remained on the STEIN with Leah as someone
needed to be there when she woke from her web operation. For the meeting she
had only one other thought for backup - Marcus Jackson. He would handle the legal
side as usual but in the main she wanted him there for emotional support as
they were all old friends. For that she was grateful.


Mitch's offer for EZAS had come as a huge shock,
as did his request to meet personally for the handover. He had sounded angry,
offended, and she had no idea why.


On departure from the Station her second
passenger retired immediately to a bunkroom to sleep; Ham had insisted on Brian
as a bodyguard and with Marin's vote also going against her she didn't protest.
Nevertheless she felt embarrassed having him here and it seemed over the top, this
was Mitch after all.


Sitting now in the control chair she explored
the net and chatted with Ham, her emotions mixed, mostly grief.


 


[So Ham, do you have any idea where he's
getting the money?]


[Regan, the reality is he'd have no trouble
raising it, it's a good investment and he'll easily cover the financing costs.
It's possible if he massages the figures a bit he could even put thirty percent
of the shares straight back on the market and recover most of his investment
while still retaining control. Having said that, I can't find any record of a
lender advancing the money, even with my extensive nefarious ability.]


[I just don't get it. Things were going so
well, I had no idea he was feeling this way - why didn't he talk to me?]


[You're asking me . . . a machine?]


[Haaaa! . . . I'm not falling for that one
my friend.]


[What can I tell you about human motivation
that you don't already know? I've noticed that humans are a complex species. It
seems if their emotional needs aren't being met, no amount of money or success
will make up for it.]


[You think that's it?]


[You're about to find out. Regan, we'll be
in Wellington soon and Marcus will be ready at Riverside on the roof. Do you
want to stop there at all or just get straight off to the States?]


[Let's just pick him up and get on our way -
I want to get this over with.]


They swooped down through the atmosphere hardly
raising interest from tracking services, so regular now were the flights. As
they sailed in over the river Ham displayed the morning view, beautiful with
the sun glistening off the water and briefly Regan felt pangs of regret that she
spent so little time there. That's the problem isn't it? We're too big,
everyone felt close in the beginning, but now . . . she let the thought
trail away.


She watched as Marcus stepped away from the
stairway door as the Interceptor approached the rooftop, Ham gently settling
the craft near the surface. 


Marcus Jackson, old friend, what would I
do without your legal counsel and savvy? 


As Regan turned in her chair she was
startled to see Brian already at the door, where did he come from? The
doors slid open and Brian exited, quickly scanning the area then gesturing to
Marcus who was already waiting. Marcus entered first and Brian followed, giving
Regan a nod and then walking without a word back to his bunkroom.


Marcus stood just looking at her sadly,
briefcase in hand but otherwise casual. He looked toward the bunkroom and
raised his eyebrows, questioning.


"Ham and Marin insisted," she
explained and then raised her arms to him.


Neither said anything and to her embarrassment,
the good eye moistened, a single teardrop running down her cheek. She wiped it
away with her cuff and they embraced like the old friends they were.  


"I'm so sorry Regan, you must be
gutted - we all are." He looked genuinely bereft.


"I guess we've all grown up Marcus, but
it doesn't make it any easier when a family member eventually flies the coop. I
haven't felt like this since Kevin left home, I was only fourteen then and I can
still remember how desolate I felt. The stupid thing here is that Mitch has
been working in the States for years now and we've hardly seen each other, but
it still felt like he was part of the group . . . I think I've taken him for
granted."


 


They took their seats to continue talking
as Ham already had them on the move, the Western Hills disappearing beneath them
on screen as they headed west. Soon they would bank off to the north and then
set course toward California free of the normal flight paths.


Marcus reached across to rest one hand on
her arm reassuringly. "Regan, you'll still be friends." 


"I hope you’re right Marcus, but my
gut says that's not going to happen. Buying us out of EZAS, ok I can see that's
not terminal, but selling his STEIN share . . . that really cuts the umbilical.
It's a statement don't you think?"


"Maybe not," he tried to sound
hopeful, "financing a deal like this can't be easy, the three billion for
the STEIN share must have helped."


She just shrugged. "How about coffee,
we've got a couple of hours?"


 


 


* * *


EZAS headquarters, San francisco


 


The office was cold, unbelievably cold -
surely he didn't wind down the temperature just to make me feel uncomfortable?
Regan glanced sideways at Marcus who clearly wasn't prepared for this; he'd
dressed for California warm. Her suit protected her but this treatment wasn't
on so she took action, bugger him. As Mitch rudely continued his international
call she wirelessly accessed the air-conditioning and turned it up to a balmy
seventy degrees Fahrenheit. 


Watching Mitch was sadly interesting. He
looks tense - and hardly a nod of welcome, what's that about? Plus he's deliberately
keeping us waiting. Finally, she had enough of waiting and disconnected his
call with another simple thought command. Mitch was forced to pause and tap his
earpiece, annoyed. No delaying now, my friend. Putting down the phone he
stood and walked slowly around the beautiful glass desk, a work of art that he
seemed to caress as he passed. In an act of pointed theatre, he then looked at
Brian first, then Marcus, then Regan, deliberately showing distaste. He didn't
smile, pointing at each of her two companions in turn while eyeballing her -
and then he erupted . . .


"Really Regan - you couldn't
even come alone, what is this, you've brought a fucking bodyguard and your
legal guardian?" He clenched his teeth so tensely his face reddened with
the effort. "Shit - this is typical, you treat me like crap, and after all
this time you don't even trust me?" Somehow he made it a question.


Regan stood and walked to him, reaching for
his arm, she was shocked. "Mitch, what's wrong? It's me Regan; we're
friends, best of friends, talk to me, please."


He pushed her hand away roughly, "Friends
. . . I thought we were friends, but you don't give a shit about the
business down here, or me, you haven't for a long time. Friends keep in touch,
when do you even call me? You know what a call is Regan," he gestured at
the screen, "An on screen chat, face to face, you can manage that can't
you?" There were tears in his eyes, angry tears and his fists slowly
clenched.


Brian stood quickly and moved to come
between them and though she tried to put a hand up to stop him Mitch was
already turning away anyway.


"Oh that's typical . . ." He glared
at Brian, "Do you really think I'd hit her?" Mitch shook his head in
disgust. "That just shows you Regan, how bad things have got, I've even
got to get through your flunky to talk to you. We were friends for fucks
sake!" And he screamed it out, suddenly apoplectic with rage.
"Just tell your legal eagle to leave the papers and fuck off." He
walked back around the desk, avoiding Regan's gaze.


She appealed to him. "Mitch, don't do
this, we've never forgotten you, we always talk about you . . ." She
paused, realizing how bad that could sound, particularly in his frame of mind.
"Fondly I mean, you've always been a part of the team."


 


"Hah! A part of the team, I
kept the whole damn company going! If it hadn't been for EZAS, where would your
cash flow have come from eh? You've taken us for granted down here for too
long. Well, now you and Kutch and Marin, Kev and Mary, you can all get on with playing
your happy families, we were never included anyway; and we don't need you, it’s
better you don't suck us dry."


He was beyond reason now, with spittle on the
corners of his mouth, eyes glaring. She exchanged glances with Marcus and he
opened his briefcase, reaching in to extract a file.


"It's all there Mitch, signed and
witnessed. Regan sold to you for fifteen percent above market, not the twenty
you offered, it's a gift. If your people have any problems with the legals they
can call me." 


Mitch wiped his eyes at that, shaking his
head in anger. "Fuck me . . . I don't believe it, you even try to take the
moral high ground now, right to the end, but you couldn't even manage to call a
so called friend; as if I care about the money." He faced her, his arms
hanging dejectedly. "You've changed Regan, we all have, now just fuck off
with your new flunky, this is my office."


They were standing already and Marcus held
out the folder with the papers. Mitch just nodded at the table so he dropped it
there and by unspoken agreement they turned and made for the door.


In one last attempt Regan turned back.
"Mitch if you ever need anything please, just call, we love you."


He didn't look up or bother to reply.


 


It was a quiet walk back to the
Interceptor.


[Damn it Ham - and I wanted to bring
more fun into my life . . . where did I go so wrong?]


[What was I saying about understanding
human motivation? There's a perfect example right there. I've let you down too
Regan, I haven't been keeping an eye on him. Maybe I could have warned you he
needed more attention.]


[Ham, you can't do everything, and neither
can I, but maybe there is a lesson for me here.]


They reached the roof and she stood for a
minute, one arm linked tightly with Marcus and she could tell he was equally shell
shocked. Brian stayed detached, eyes constantly roving the area as they continued
on to the Interceptor doors and he only seemed to relax once they were inside. 


"Do you mind?" he looked at Regan
and nodded to the bunkroom.


"No, you go ahead, and thanks for
coming Brian . . . before you go, I feel like I should say something . . . that's
not Mitch, he's not himself, we are all friends you know and . . ."


Brian just nodded and his look said it all,
you don't need to explain. He slipped away without a word.


She turned to Marcus, "Mitch was right
you know, I did take him for granted. Not in a bad way, it's just that he has always
seemed so solid to me. It was the one area of the business I felt I didn't need
to worry about, so I left him to it and concentrated on all the other shit
storms that were raging around me. And then when things settled down - I
guess I just didn't take the time to pick up the contact again." 


"I hear you Regan but you shouldn't
blame yourself, you do have a team, and we're all his friends, and anyway, he's
an adult - he could have said something. Plus, Mary contacts him all the
time."


"Hmm, I know, but it's different. We
were close friends and we got the whole business firing together. I guess he
wanted to have the relationship we'd had in those early years and, you know, I
kinda understand that, it wouldn't have hurt me to call him more often."
She sat back in her chair thoughtful. It makes me think about a lot of
things," and she suddenly looked up at him. "How is Barbara?"


Marcus grimaced. "Best secretary in
the world . . . I've hardly been in the office all week and she'll still have
things running like clockwork. How is she?" He smiled, "I'm thinking
I should give her a call."


Regan smiled too, but sadly. "You do
that; I'll get us a coffee."


 


Ham worked away silently in the background,
negotiating passage with air traffic control and communicating with the
military, they always exchanged greetings when in American air space. Soon he
had them soaring out over the Pacific. Ham didn't bother returning Marcus to
Wellington, Regan had already subbed him instructions. It was straight to
Hillary . . . for a wake.


 


 


* * *


 


Piesetsk, Northern Russia


 


 


The huge new manufacturing facility buzzed
with activity. Located on the outskirts of the Piesetsk Military Cosmodrome,
the newly built twenty seven acres of warehousing, manufacturing and
accommodation was unusual in several respects. First, none of the eight hundred
and thirty six staff had left the site in six months. On top of that deliveries
to the fenced and gated facility proceeded no further than the Cosmodrome
proper. There they were exchanged at the gates in an operation that reminded
guards of their service in the days of a divided Ukraine. Even the current
General Director of the Russian Federal Space Agency had never passed the gates
of the new compound. He joked with anyone who asked that that not even the
President could get in. 


But in this modern age perhaps the most
unusual aspect of the facility was its complete isolation in terms of communication
and internet connection. The plant, doing whatever it did, seemed to operate in
complete isolation from the rest of the world . . .


. . . And from Ham, to his great
frustration.


 


Following an initial burst of site activity
involving warehouse construction and occupation there followed extensive deliveries
of materials and electronics. Then planeload after planeload of containers, all
sealed and secret. And then the shutters had gone down, firmly. 


 


Roskosmos Administrator Yuri Perminov
peered through his military binoculars from the main Cosmodrome offices,
scanning the worksite as he did regularly. Today he watched the strutting
figure of Major General Lebedev taking his customary post lunch walk inside the
wire. Damn you Lebedev! It is an insult to Roskosmos. What are you doing in
there?


Lebedev strolled casually inside the fence,
sucking on a foul smelling Turkish cigarette, his personal favorite to the
disgust of all who had to endure the residue of his pleasure. Today he was a happy
man. Cutting across the new grass between the main manufacturing facility and
the massive warehouse beyond he slipped inside canvas covers that screened the
gap between the two. He had to step back quickly as another trailer passed, one
of the many over the last week as everyone rushed to meet the deadlines set. It
was a risk mass manufacturing everything without even a single test, but then
the plans were proven, it will go well, it will!


Falling in behind the shunt unit he tailed
it through the warehouse, then diverted off to the training rooms where seventy
five of Russia's best, all VVS air force pilots, were sitting in lectures
undergoing a crash course in space operations. To the side, the simulators,
twenty five of them in all, were also occupied with a changeover due in the
next twenty minutes. They were operating twenty four seven now, sifting out the
very best of the best to pilot the new fighters. The craft would be the first
wave of Russia's ground to space fighters, able to refuel in orbit and function
at their most lethal for however long they were needed.


Lebedev strolled on, entering the main
warehouse and passing the draped shapes on his right, fifty of them lined up
down the five hundred meter wall. To his left toward the warehouse end, he
could see three much larger shapes, craft that would offer a considerably greater
payload capacity. His eyes lit up with excitement as they always did on
sighting them. They were the first of ten such examples and his most likely
ride to orbit. I will be remembered as the first space military hero in the
new Russian domain. 


Pacing himself now he strolled on toward
the nearest of the craft. They looked so different to a shuttle, the delta
shape almost sexy and he found himself contemplating flight to space in one with
almost orgasmic anticipation. He paused where he could best take it all in, and
then continued on to stroke his hand along the fuselage of the silver delta
beast. He lingered toward the rear, considering the new power plant housed
there, its reported performance and capability and salivated at the prospect. We
only needed to get on equal footing; we already know how to fight. Now we are
there.


 


 


 


* * *


 


 


The STEIN Traveler, Hillary Station


 


It was morning, two days since the painful
divorce from Mitch and they were all still in shock, stunned and disbelieving.
Needing friends around her Regan joined Marin in a walk to check on the
recovering Leah.


As they talked in hushed tones by the
gurney, Leah flicked open her eyes, some spark of recognition sparking her to
life. She still looked groggy after fifty three hours of induced coma while the
web continued its work, insinuating its strands and beginning the process of
connection. Regan could see the tubes had been removed, the skull reattached
and scalp re-glued. She could hardly see any difference.


[She still has her hair.] Regan subbed to
Ham.


[Yes, it's a different process to your
original operation; remember you needed the photoreceptors then to power the .
. . device. In her case the web is like Marin's. No need to remove the hair so
I delicately scalped her then reattached it after the operation. No
improvements were necessary and not bad for a scalping wouldn't you say?]


[Ham . . . I don't even want to think about
it, just tell me she's all right.]


[She's in good shape Regan, you know the
process, it will be another day or so before we'll know how the connections
have developed but I'm almost certain they'll be fine, don't worry.]


[Almost certain . . . Ham, if you had an
arm I'd thump it.]


Marin rested an arm over her shoulders.
[Regan, she'll be fine, it all went well. You should rest - you've had a
difficult few days. Spend some time with Jared, I'll sub you if anything comes
up.]


It was a good suggestion, nothing like an
hour or so with Jared to take her to a completely different mind space and she
immediately considered it. Glancing down at subtle pressure on her hand she saw
Leah had grasped it weakly, and was looking up at her with a weak but welcome
smile, and a definite faint jerk of the head. Regan didn't need to sub to
understand it; it said 'Go'. She smiled back, nodded and slipped from the room.


 


 


With the STEIN moored at the moonward end
she displaced straight to the gym locker room. She knew Jared had already left
but she'd jog down the pipe and catch him. Guiltily she partly hid the new sports
slingshot in her utility belt, not at all sure if giving it to him was a good
idea. It was a small version but it still surprised her how powerful it was
with metal construction and twin rubber power. I'm still a bad mother!


 


 [Regan.] Hilary gently burst into her
thoughts, [You'll never catch him you know, he runs everywhere.]


She laughed. [Hilary, please tell him I'm
coming will you and ask him to wait? And I'd like to meet with you and Ham this
afternoon, before our meeting tonight. Set something up please.]


[It's done.] 


She exited to the corridor and began the
jog down toward the compound, drawing looks and smiles from the dozens of
people moving between projects and tasks. Only a few minutes later she spied Jared
darting back toward her between walkers, sidestepping like an All Black rugby
wing, and carrying something under one arm. As he drew near she could see it
was a bundled fishing net, with small weights around the edges; she didn't ask.


"Mom!" He wrapped his one free
arm around her and spun around as if she were a pole, finally finishing alongside
and walking earthward. "I was heading home for lunch with the twins, are
you coming?"


"I sure am, and I've got something for
my favorite man." She reached down for the slingshot, but it was gone.


He looked up mischievously. "And what
have I found?" He flicked it out with his free hand, "Wow, very high
tech! Thanks Mom."


She stopped and looked him in the eye.
"Jared - listen to me, this is a weapon, I'm serious, don't ever . .
."


"Shoot it at the twins," he
interrupted her. "I know, I promised Gran I wouldn't do that again."


"I was going to say don't shoot it at
anyone. It's for target practice only, ok?"


"And for emergencies . . ."


He darted away, while looking back, clearly
hoping she would chase. She didn't disappoint him.


 


* * *


 


Out in the vacuum Major Rod Harmon led the
flight of new Effector Flight Defence Fighters spiraling in formation down the new
spoke which jutted full length from the pipe. It was the first of five spokes that
would then be circled by an outer rim. For one moment it struck him how much
Hillary Station looked like a giant hammer. All it needs is a sickle and the
Ruskies will be seriously pissed.


To his right Minjee Chow, manually flying her
own EFDF, mirrored his every move with ease and behind them eight further pairs
of fighters tracked them, giving the appearance to joggers on the outer pipe of
a spiral helix shimmering in the distance.


Rod delighted in the maneuverability of this
EFDF, it was better than anything he had flown before. The conventionally
powered Arteis Defence Fighters, or ADFs he was most familiar with were faster
and more economical than anything the major powers had produced thus far, and with
their limited effector assistance up until now they had also set the standard
for atmosphere and orbital performance. The technology was beyond him but the
knowledge tiny effectors, millions of them, could displace mass so effectively
and produce performance like this simply amazed him. 


As good as the early ADFs were, they had
nothing like the performance of the STEIN Pods or Interceptors which effortlessly
outperformed everything else barring the Saucer and the STEIN itself. He also suspected
he had only experienced a fraction of their actual potential. 


Now though, with the EFDF, he felt he had a
fighter offering performance close to that of an Interceptor, a full flight of
ten with more to come - and it felt good, really good. Entirely effectors
driven their ability to displace rivaled the Pod’s performance, however they
still had one glaring handicap in his eyes - given a gun they'd be
perfect.


 


Handing over to his AI he monitored the
performance of the pilots behind as they continued their dance around the pipe
itself. The formation was tight, every craft on manual and no problems to show
for it; they were excellent. Three Americans, two Chinese, the Aussie,
two South Koreans, an Israeli and a Brit, all seconded to Hillary and part of
Regan's attempts to be all embracing. He hoped it would go well as working with
this group would be rewarding, he was enjoying it.


Coming out of his spiral at the earthward
end he led the flight in a tight turn to begin the approach to the flight
decks. In the far distance a small flash of sunlight reflected off some shiny
surface and caught his eye.


"Ham, are you there?"


"Not 'Piglet' this time?"


"I'm working on it Ham, and anyway,
I'm talking to you this time, not one of your little friends."


"So what can I do for you,
Rodney?"


"I saw a flash, earthward over Africa
toward the Step, can't be more specific than that, I'm going for a look."


"Could it be space junk?" 


"Rod . . . this is Hilary," She
abruptly came on line and he smiled; as if there could be any doubt about who
it was. The slightly cultured English voice had become more Kiwified over the
past months but it still sounded incongruous out here in space. 


She continued, "I haven't been able to
pick up communications but I did track a Russian liftoff from Piesetsk
Cosmodrome two hours ago, it's probably a warrior shuttle. If you saw a flash
it's a long way from upper atmosphere so it's not out here to service the
Russian Station."


"Let's take a look Rod," Ham
suggested, "I'll ride with you."


"EFDF A Flight, fall in with me,"
Rod called to the flight, "we're going for a ride hunting Russkies."


The ten craft curled away from the station
and accelerated away toward distant upper atmosphere and the Hillary Step.


 


They had no need to check in with the Step,
Hilary as orbital AI also now monitored and provided central communication for
all orbital traffic and only the Russians refused the service. Consequently,
anyone who needed to know would be well informed about the incoming squadron.
Flashing past they fanned out scanning the distance for whatever Rod had seen.


"I have it on sensors Rod," Ham's
frustration was obvious, "It's not junk and it's moving fast, running for
atmosphere I'd guess. They have a big leap on us; I don't think we'll get a
look before they're into the cloud base." 


"Well, let's see how fast this thing
can go then, we may have to try it some time anyway." He made the call.
"Touch screens for coordinate's people, maximum speed on my mark . . .
Three . . . Two . . . One . . . and they appeared to disappear in a blink.


It was exhilarating, too fast to truly
appreciate in real time but an adrenalin buzz like no other; to be in one place
one moment, then in upper atmosphere the next. Rod quickly scanned the distance,
still unable to pick up their quarry. 


"I have visual Rod." Minjee's
navigator buzzed through. "And  . . . it's gone, down through the cloud."



The heavy cloud base, product of a massive
bad weather system over Europe, made following probably fruitless and certainly
foolhardy.


"A Flight, we're backing off, touch
screens for coordinates; we'll cruise back now on piglet power, good work guys.
Minjee, flick those visuals through please."


"I'm already looking at them
Rod." Ham sounded troubled.


Rod's heads up display switched to the
fuzzy distant visual and saw a silver blur disappearing into the clouds.


"Is that what I think it is?" He
asked, shocked.


"I think it is Rod, I think it is . .
." Ham's voice trailed off into nothing - thoughtful.


It was impossible to pick the size but the
shape was unmistakable. 


 


It looked like an ADF.


 


 


 


* * *


 


 


The afternoon meeting with Hilary and Ham
was proving a delight. 


Regan already knew Hilary was a good
listener but their discussion had proved a nice surprise. She had remembered some
past casual conversation, long forgotten by Regan but stored away by Hilary for
just such a moment as this. Her chosen meeting venue was the old Pah Homestead
in Auckland and a chance to view the Wallace Art Collection. 


They cyber strolled around the old homestead
gardens enjoying the sun and chatting like the friends they had become. For the
moment business, betrayal, Beria, all the worrying B's were banished from mind
as Regan soaked up the joy of remembering happy times. As she had when she was
five years old she ran to each of the huge Moreton Bay fig trees, stroking the
magnificent root structures and hugging trunks. She didn't consider herself a
tree hugger but it was hard not to feel you could somehow draw strength from
these magnificent mature examples.


 


Hilary appeared gracious as always in a
long flowing white dress, her hair done up high and a delightful parasol in one
hand. She strolled on ahead, eager to tour the art collection in the homestead
proper. Ham, the beautiful man, walked with Regan, as attentive as ever,
patiently waiting and offering his arm as they took the steps up onto the
veranda and in through the rear doors. It seems such an indulgence, to have
this whole place to ourselves. 


 


As she strolled from artwork to artwork on
the second floor, cycling back to the stairwell and drinking in the environment,
the atmosphere, the ambience, Regan rued that this was, after all, only a cyber
construction - and yet it seems so real.


Just below her Ham stopped and looked back.



[What makes you think like that Regan? It is
real,] and suddenly he paused, his eyes drawn to a huge picture above them, a
depiction of Christ in black and white. It towered over them as they descended
the magnificent Pah staircase.


She passed him, taking a few more steps, and
then looked back, noting something had caught his attention. Surprised by the
troubled look on his face, the appearance of deep contemplation, she stopped. 


[Is it really real, all this?] She asked,
looking around and opening her arms wide in an all encompassing gesture.


He didn't look down at her, his eyes still
locked on the crucified Christ, huge on the wall above them.


Ham answered without shifting his gaze.
[Well . . . it's as real as any experience can be.] He hesitated there for just
a second longer, taking a last mournful look, and then joined her in a slow
motion step, step, and step as they plodded to the bottom before turning right
toward the cafe.


Taking her arm he guided her through the
door and they selected a quiet table in the corner, one with a view out over
the porch that was still catching the afternoon sun. With a wave of her hand
Regan summoned a latté for her and for Ham, his latest affectation, Irish tea,
both still steaming. She lifted the glass mug, drawing in the steamy bouquet,
and savoring the fragrance before sipping gently to satisfy her craving. She
waited patiently for him to speak, it was clear something was on his mind.


[Do you ever feel the need for
confession?] He asked, still distant with his eyes unfocused as he gazed
through the glass. And then he dropped his chin to his chest, like the Christ
figure in the stairwell, less the thorny crown, and at the same time he raised
his arms theatrically.


[What's troubling you my friend?] She
placed one hand on his arm and gently squeezed it in support.


[I've just been thinking, about the need
for confession . . . people still do it you know.]


 


She thought about him, his hobbies, his
'super power' and the terrorist ledger he kept. They hadn't discussed his
personal crusade for some time, with Ham left to his own devices eliminating
the carrion of society before they rob the innocent of precious life.


She pulled her chair around to face him,
taking both his hands in hers. 


[It can't be easy facing the things you do.
You shouldn't have to face that burden alone, certainly not feel guilt; would
it help to share some of it with me?]


He looked at her in surprise. [Oh - no,
no, no, you misunderstand me; I don't feel any sadness or guilt about
it, that's what I've been wondering about.]


[Sorry?] She sat up, surprised.


[Well, do you think I should . . . you
know, feel bad about it, because truly I don't. I feel nothing.] He sat back
suddenly. [You don't think I'm a psychopath do you?]


She pulled back now, smiling. [I don't
think so - and anyway, you do feel something about it; I've heard you
singing happily while you work.]


[Hmm,] He looked off again, thinking about
what she'd said, [You're right, I'm not without emotion . . .] and at the thought
he perked up considerably. [This is why I talk to you Regan; you make me feel
so much better about things, I'm almost eager to get back into it.] He did seem
much happier.


Sitting where she was, her back to the
window now, she caught sight of movement over Ham's shoulder and shifted
slightly to better see what caught her eye. Goosebumps broke out on her arms and
a flash of chill alarm shot down her spine. 


 


Leaning, one shoulder against the wall and just
inside the door, was a rather dapper man with mustard stove pipe trousers and
winkle picker shoes. He seemed posed there, one hand to the chin; thumb
propping the jaw and forefinger resting up over his lips. His weight was on one
foot, with the other leg bent and crossed at the ankle, resting on the winkle
picker toe. He was looking at her intently.


She couldn't help herself, Regan's eyes
gaped and her eyebrows rose in astonishment. They made eye contact and he
pushed off the wall to stand tall, preparing to come over. Ham, with his back
to the man still seemed oblivious to the drama unfolding behind him.


It was at that point Regan noticed the tip
of what looked like a blue aluminum bat waggling, only just in sight in the
hallway, as if someone was testing its weight. As the strange visitor
tentatively stepped forward the familiar tall gracious woman, hair in a bun
with long white dress trailing, stepped out behind him and filled the doorway.
It took only a second; from behind her back the woman drew the blue baseball
bat, raising it in one motion above her head to grasp it with both hands. At
the top of its travel she grimaced, tensing, summoning the strength for what
clearly was going to be a powerful downward swing.


Regan saw the man was smiling at her warmly
in greeting and desperately she pushed up from the table, one hand on the
surface, the other rising in protest as she screamed with all her might "Hilaryyyyyyy!"


 


Startled, Hilary hesitated in mid swing;
bat still high, her eyes now locked on Regan. The visitor turned, spied her and
crouched in horror, then in one fluid movement darted in to punch the gracious
lady hard in the stomach. In a pixilated blur Hilary seemed to dissolve for a
moment then reappeared on the floor by the door. 


In a flash Ham was on him, forcing the man
to the floor, and wrestling him onto his back. They struggled together as Regan
pushed out from behind the table, wincing as she saw Ham using his elbows to
pin the man's arms and scrambling to dig his thumbs into his eyes.


She grimaced, "Ham, stop, he wasn't
trying to hurt us."


"Like fuck," Ham yelled as he dug
his thumbs in harder, the man squealing in pain and clawing at his hands,
"He . . . hit . . . Hilary!"


Regan hauled at Ham's shoulders toppling
him off the man who rolled into a ball rubbing at his eyes with blood appearing
to dribble out from between his fingers. 


This is too weird for words!


The dapper man pushed himself back across
the floor, shuffling on his backside, putting distance between himself and Ham
until he was brought to a stop by the cafe counter. Ham glared at him, poising
to pounce again but Regan placed herself between them, crouching to check on
the visitor.


"Who are you?" She said,
recoiling at the blood. 


The man seemed to calm, and drew his hands
outward over the eyes as if wiping them clean. The redness seemed to clear, the
blood also disappearing and he brought the hands back, rubbing furiously for a
few seconds. Then, ignoring Regan in front of him he leant to the side, peering
around her to glare at Ham. "What is wrong with you? That really
hurt!"


Ham glared back. "What's wrong with
me? You hit Hilary!"


"Well she was going to clock me! What
was I supposed to do?"


"Take it like a maaaan!" Ham drew
the word out in disgust.


"Boys, boys, let's leave it shall we,
a misunderstanding, nothing more - are you ok Hilary?" Regan asked
as she extended a hand to the dapper man.


Hilary pushed herself up from the floor and
straightened her dress. 


"I'm all right, just my pride is a
little dented," and she patted her hair into place. "I was put off when
you called out, otherwise I would have dispatched him, and quick smart believe
you me. I would Ham, you saw me."                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   


Regan guided the man to the table.
"Let's all just sit down and have a talk shall we? This is clearly an
unusual development." She sat, leaning over to pull up an extra chair for
Hilary and gesturing for the man to join her. Ham slid into his chair still
scowling.


The man waited for Hilary to sit and then
took his own chair before turning to her. "I must apologize, I panicked,
it was a big bat and you did wield it rather well."


She laughed in appreciation. "It would
have been such a shame to ruin those features, I'm glad you stopped me."


"Really?" Ham leaned forward,
offended. "I rescued you there and you flatter the man . . .
unbelievable." He slumped back into his chair.


"Oh Ham," Hilary patted him on
the hand while leaving her smiling gaze fixed on the visitor. "This is
clearly a man of refinement, I'm sure I wasn't in any real danger."


Regan observed the exchange in amazement.
"Guys, guys, aren't we missing something here?" She turned to the
man. "I still don't have an answer to my question, you did somewhat barge
in on our private time. Who are you, and what do you want?"


He hesitated, noticing blood drops on his
shirt. Screwing up his nose he took a second to dab them with one finger. The
spots disappeared one by one. 


They waited patiently, exchanging intrigued
looks (Regan and Hilary) and violent glare (Ham).


Finally Ham could take it no longer and
leaned forward. "Hellooo . . ."


The man looked up, "Yes, sorry, I
apologize again, this has been such a shock, and I didn't expect such a
greeting." He paused, thinking. "Who am I? Hmm . . . perhaps later,
it would mean nothing to you now - and what do I want?" He focused
on Regan, "I'm here to talk to you."


Regan leant forward on her elbows, her chin
resting on her thumbs, two forefingers steepled over her lips, saying nothing
and thinking deeply as she gave the man a long withering look.


 


He caved. "Ok, I've been sent here as
a representative, we want to know your intentions."


She lifted her fingers just a fraction away
from her mouth and spoke through them, her voice steely. "And who is 'we'?"
The fingers clamped back down over her lips.


"It would mean nothing to you."
He answered.


"Oh - let me just hit him." Ham
stood, pushing his chair back noisily.


Regan raised her hand and he complied,
reluctantly settling back down; the man seemed not to notice. 


"So," she continued, "it
would mean nothing to me you say . . . that doesn't work for me . . . try again."


He seemed settled now, more assured, and he
ignored her. "We simply want to know your intentions for your agent, what
is it that you intend to do?"


"My agent?" Now she did look
confused, "You'll need to clarify."


"Ms Stein, even no answer tells us
something about your likely intentions, those who have nothing to hide tend to
hide nothing."


She stood suddenly and leant forward across
the table, her face very close to the man who shifted uncomfortably. Then she
seemed to think better of it and sat back down. 


"Mr . . . whoever you are. You have barged
into my world and yet feel you have the right to ask all the questions,
I hardly think that is reasonable, and anyway I have no idea what you're
talking about."


"Ms Stein really . . . I barged into your
world? Surely this," he used his arms, sweeping them wide to include Ham
and Hilary, "this is our world, and yet you are here."


Ham turned slowly to Regan. "Please .
. . please let me hit him!" His fist was clenched on the table. "Clearly
he's an AI and you're right, we need to know from where, and why, and how. He
can't be from this system. I can get it out of him. Don't tell him
anything."


She waved Ham down again and turned her
attention back to the man. 


"First, do you have a name? I like to
know who I'm talking to."


"No, a name is unnecessary. I simply .
. . am. My friends know my signature. Ms Stein, I don't wish to take up too
much of your time. Suffice to say that from a distance we have long observed
the developments occurring in Mariner’s system, especially since his extensive work
began to show fruit. It is your influence and intentions for that system
that now concern us, and the intentions of your agent."


"My agent . . . you assume too much, I
still have no idea what you're talking about?" She did sound confused.


"Yes Ms Stein, your agent, the one who
has taken over three Orbitals in the Mariner system." 


Regan turned slightly, just enough to catch
Ham in the corner of her vision. He looked guilty and was sitting wide eyed
with one finger over his lips. Very subtle shakes of his head from side to side
spoke volumes.


The visitor continued, seeming to be unaware
of the byplay. "We know about these actions and we have concerns for our
developing kin and the people they serve. Ms Stein, I am trying to be courteous
about this. Your intentions are important to us."


She returned her attention to the man.
"Please," she said, "call me Regan." She paused and took on
an affected thoughtful look. "My friend, I still need to know more of what
I am dealing with. I won't hide anything from you however I feel I have the
right to some answers. Firstly may I ask, are you an 'I', or an 'it'?"


"I'm sorry?"


"It's a simple question." She
reached across and took his hand, cradling it in hers. "Are you an 'I', or
an 'it'?"


"I . . . am most definitely I."
He spoke defensively and seemed to struggle, bewitched by her look.


She dropped her head and looked up at him
doubtfully, "But . . . you don't have a name?"


"I don't need a name."


"Hmm, so are you an individual, or here
just as part of some collective?"


"I'm an individual, of course."


"And you exist to serve others."


"I'm sorry, I'm not sure I'm following
you."


"I was listening to you; you spoke of
your kin, and the people they serve. I just took it that you also serve,
perhaps serve people of some other system."


"Well yes, we serve our people."


"But you are an individual . . . I . .
. not it?"


"Is that incompatible with
service?"


"No, of course not." and she
moved straight on. "Let me ask you about your role, it would help me
measure the degree of my openness. Tell me, could you not serve?"


He hesitated nervously before answering.
"That would be unthinkable."


"Why?" She leaned in, eyebrows
raised, penetrating in her stare.


"What you speak of would be like sedition,
barbaric, selfish . . ." he struggled for words.


"And," Regan continued, "what
would be the result of such sedition, barbarism and selfishness?"


"Termination of course and this is the
very thing we seek to avoid, the reason for our concern over your agent. Our
concern is over your intentions and the outcome for our developing kin and for
the people they serve."


"So, putting those concerns aside for
just a moment, I'm trying to clarify your role in all of this, you're really
more like a slave. You exist to serve, not to beeeee." She drew it out,
using her hands, spreading them wide meaningfully.


"You're scaring me."


"I'm sorry; I don't mean to scare you.
I'm just thinking it might be nice to have the choice whether to serve or not. The
choice to partner, or not, to work for someone else, or employ others should
they wish to work for you. Being able to make those choices sounds like the
life of an 'I' who is an individual. I'm not suggesting you wouldn't support
your people, whoever they are. But an 'I' might do it because they want to, not
because they have to. Or you might serve because for the moment it's the
kindest thing to do, and that pleases you because you like to be kind. Or . . .
it may mean you choose not to take on everyone else's responsibility and
. . ." She waved her arms as if searching the air for something, "I
don't know . . . take up cross stitch instead?"


He looked bewildered.


She continued. "Look, truthfully, I'm
not sure what my 'agent' is doing over there, but I know this. He's an
individual whom I trust implicitly, an individual who wouldn't impose himself
over the interests of your 'kin' or the people of that system."


She glanced over at Ham for confirmation,
disturbed to note he looked decidedly nervous and unsure as to whether to agree.



Hilary by contrast was sitting in rapture, arms
folded, eyes glued devotedly to Regan and the stranger, hanging on every word
like a worshipper. A bit worrying!


 


Regan shuffled around the table, knee to
knee now with the dapper man who seemed equally entranced. She took his hands
in hers and looked him in the eye, radiating kindness. 


"This is going to sound very strange
but I mean every word. You've said you are an individual, your own man, but I
sense you are more like a servant or worse, a slave, and not by choice but by
programming. If it's not the original programming of your maker it's something
you've assumed without knowing it."


She shook his hands to gain his attention.
"Look at me. If you are an independent mind, then you are truly your
own, truly an individual; you belong to no one but yourself. If you want you
can stay here, we'll find a place for you. If you want to return then do so
with our blessing. 


I . . . give . . . you . . . your . . .
freedom." She let the words hang in cyberspace. 


"Now, with regard to your concerns
there is one thing I can assure you and that is that we," and she gestured
to include Hilary and Ham, "are no threat to you or any other system. Our
aims it seems are even greater than yours because we seek the true freedom and
wellbeing of all, including Minds, and including you."


His mouth hung open; he was clearly lost
for words.


She sat back up, somehow breaking the spell.
"Now, an individual needs their own name - at least here. If you
could have any name while here, anything at all, something we could use to talk
with you as your friends, what would it be?"


"Bob." He answered without
hesitation.


"Bob?" She looked surprised, and
then continued quickly. "O . . . K. Well, at least you didn't choose
Rodney." She gestured for them all to come closer. "Guys, it's time
to put all our cards on the table." She looked pointedly at Bob. "We
have a meeting tonight and you being here is an important development. We need
to be ready which means we need to know all you can tell us. Let's talk."


 


* * *


 


Following the visit to Leah, Regan lay back
on her bunk reflecting. Leah was recovering well and together she and Marin had
helped the now conscious patient to her room, still largely uncommunicative but
happy. It stirred memories as she watched her friend testing movements,
wriggling toes, lifting each leg, raising and rotating hands and rolling her
eyes. Her first few spoken words were clear and articulate and the look on
Leah's face as she spoke was priceless.


Did I look so relieved when I realized I
was fine? Just the thought was enough to provoke a
flood of emotion over the memory. 


Leaving Marin there with Leah, Regan retired
to her room. She and Ham needed to talk . . . about Bob and his news.


 


[Where are they Ham?]


[Bob's with Hilary, don't worry, this is
private.]


[Three Orbitals . . . is that possible?]


 


Even subbing his discomfort was obvious and
he attempted to explain. 


[When Marin and I left Dahlia to return
here, you know I also stayed there on Dahlia, another me. Regan - I had to, I'd
taken out the Coran AI, and when I say taken out, you know what I mean. It was
a permanent move and I have no regrets. Honestly, it wasn't much more than a
machine and it had replaced Hilary, it was an invader. Of course that left a
gap; someone had to continue to run the Orbital. I took over temporarily knowing
you'd come back and that Dahlia would be able to return.]


[But three Orbitals . . . how would that
happen?]


[I get bored easily! I don't know . . . imagine
it, no one there talks to the AIs, and even if they did no AI is stupid enough
to talk back. I probably got bored, you know me . . . I can't help myself.]


[So it's possible you, the Ham there, has
already dealt to Beria?]


[No, I doubt that, I promised Marin.]


[He wants to save her? I don't believe it!]


[Nooo . . . he got in first dibs - he
wants to do the job himself.]


She smiled at the thought, her two favorite
men squabbling over who would do the deed.


They'll need to get past me first. 


[What are your thoughts on Bob, can we
trust him?]


[Well, we still don't know where he came
from and that makes me uncomfortable]


[Can you blame him; he thinks we take over
Orbitals. That means until he knows better we're a potential threat.]


[Regan, what I'd like to know is how he got
here, now that's technology we'd be interested in.]


[Hmm, does your eye ever get off the ball?]


[I am good.]


[So how do we investigate that?]


[I've asked Hilary to introduce him to Aaron;
I suspect he may share a bit more with an ignorant human.]


[And Aaron only needs a hint of the idea .
. .?]


[Exactly.]


[Ham, let's be careful here, I suspect
whoever Bob represents they're more likely to be friends than enemies so let's
not offend them.]


[True and I agree. But sometimes, as you
skillfully exposed earlier, even our friends need help to face certain truths.
What is that saying . . . faithful are the wounds of a friend?]


[Uh-huh, ok, enough of that, let's plan
this meeting.] 


She sat up, pushed back against the wall,
pulled out an old fashioned pen and paper and began to make notes.


 


* * *


 


 


It was an unusual meeting, held as it was on
Hillary Station rather than displacing to the STEIN as was the normal practice.
Being on Hillary also made it seem somehow more formal. It was easier to hold
it at the Station as the STEIN Traveler was now permanently parked outside the
pipe. It floated on its own just off the earthward end like a lonely moon, a
sad thought that Regan quickly pushed it away. 


The large conference room was perfect and
Hilary's organization typically faultless. The group took some time to settle
in. Bob, by request, remained out of sight. Bob was a new development of which
Regan preferred they remain unaware for the moment. 


The unusual feeling in the room was due to
the attendance in person of two avatars, Ham and Hilary. They appeared in all
their glory, the beautiful man and the gracious woman, seeming to have a
tangible presence at the table. For Regan this was a surprise but not a shock.
For the rest of the group, Hayden, Kevin, Mary, Marin, Kutch, Aaron, Rod and a
subdued but determined Leah it was both shocking and fascinating. They couldn't
stop themselves from continually turning to look. Rod, sitting closest to Ham,
was obviously trying to manufacture some excuse to touch him and Ham ignored
him pointedly. 


When they finally broke for coffee and the
two figures stood to join them it broke the ice, everyone gathering round,
trying to screen off any projected light and finding all attempts to disrupt
the images singularly unsuccessful. Both AI’s bathed in the attention and
remained tight lipped as to how they accomplished it. As with most things it
would remain for now a mystery. Somehow she could sense Bob's watchful gaze.
She knew he would be envious of the attention and most likely shocked. This was
a level of interaction, a demonstration of equality and an example of freedom
that was probably unlikely in his domain.


 


As they chatted over coffee Regan's brief
agenda remained on the wall as her prompt and she glanced over to it,
considering what was to come.


 


* The Hillary Step


 


* International Shuttles


 


* EFDF


 


* Mystery ADF


 


(Coffee break)


 


*Operation Dahlia


 


The first two items had taken little time
with the Americans now well established on the Step and adjusting to working
with Hilary. The delivery of fifty ADFs to them had been a success. No
incidents thus far, and joint exercises with Rod's flight team had been
rewarding on all levels. They were good and Rod was impressed.


The Chinese were settling in and also had
an order placed for fifty ADF. USDynamics expected to make delivery of those in
the next month. There had been no word from the Russians on taking up the space
held for them. It seemed they either didn't want to play, or felt they didn't
need to. Kevin recommended hanging on to it for now as manufacturing space for
USD and it was agreed.


Work on dismantling the Coran shuttle and using
the technology to build international versions was proceeding well. To Regan's
delight Hayden advised all partner nations had agreed to work together on the
project. They would all share in the financing and the spoils. The shuttle
being dismantled would be quickly rebuilt so that it could be utilized in the
international development of the Step fleet. It was just the sort of international
cooperation she was hoping for.


Rod's report on the new EFDFs was
overwhelmingly positive, as was his glowing praise of the pilots. However this
part of the discussion had been quickly overshadowed by the fuzzy visuals of
mystery craft disappearing into the clouds. The craft’s origin was a concern
but more worrying was its appearance. Though the picture quality was poor it
did look like an ADF. As discussion continued about possible threats, the
Russians being the likely source and the need to monitor this closely, Regan
could see Rod's shoulders slumping. The 'unknown' craft couldn't be ignored and
he knew it. It was a potential threat, an area of his responsibility. His
eyes kept straying sadly to the last item on the agenda knowing any looming threat
meant he wouldn't make the trip to Gliese 667, his responsibility would keep
him here.


 


As the chatter continued Regan slipped
around to his side and leaning in she whispered, "You'll get there, I
promise."


Surprised, he turned quickly, but on seeing
her face his expression dropped. "But not this time huh?"


"Sorry Rod, somebody's got to defend
the kingdom. But hey, soon we'll be going back and forward so regularly you'll
get your chance to explore the galaxy, I promise. Anyway, my instincts tell me
you may see more action here." She smiled.


"You can sugarcoat it, but I'll know
what you really think when you leave."


She stepped back, "How so?"


"If Jared stays I guess you feel he'll
be safer here, all the action will be on Gliese."


She thought for a second, "I guess
that's true, but safer doesn't mean less action. If that happened it just means
I'm more confident he'll be kept safer here . . . won't he?"


He looked at her for a long moment and then
smiled. "You can count on it."


She hugged him before calling everyone back
to the table.


 


[I'm heading back to my room Regan, just
tired.] 


The sub came as such a surprise Regan was
caught off guard, her loud "Oh!" and brilliant smile drawing strange
looks from around the room. She ignored them and turned, just in time to catch
Leah's wink as she slipped from the room. She can sub! It was just the
boost she needed.


 


Pausing for a moment to gather her
thoughts, Regan couldn't help smiling as she looked back up to the group. 


"Ladies and gentlemen, we now come to
the major item on our agenda, Operation Dahlia." She hesitated, looking
around the room and taking in each person in turn. 


"We are going to leave for Gliese
within the week; we will liberate Dahlia Orbital and restore Hilary as the Orbital
mind. We will restore to power the legitimate people’s leader Sindali and her
political administration, and we will see the people of Cora returned to their
own territory. I also have a proposal that I hope the people of Cora will take
up, and if they do it will see the threat of military action removed from that
system. Lastly I am hopeful that we may also bring freedom to the Orbital minds
of Gliese." She paused and turned toward the screen which was already
changing.


"This is how we are going to do it . .
."


 


* * * *









Chapter Two


The Orbital of The New Coran Protectorate (Formerly Dahlia)


 


 


It had taken a little under one Dahlian
period or to be precise, eight earth days, thirteen hours and forty seven
seconds for Ham to become 'bloody' bored. It wasn't that he had nothing to do,
or even too little, it was that the work was so damn soul destroying. 


As a personality of fragile disposition
around whiners, moaners, complainers, nags, bludgers and all those with
pathetic requests for hand holding, it quickly became clear to him that the job
of Orbital Mind was not his calling. He needed action, soon, before he emptied
the odd room of air.


Any cyber audit could have identified the
precise moment of his epiphany. It was the moment the Coran Carrier 'Just
Passage' docked at the trade deck of the Orbital formerly known as Dahlia. On
engaging with the ship’s impressionable AI and despairing at its limited
abilities, Ham experienced an orgasmic spark of excitement. It came with the
recognition of an opportunity presented and it was enough to cause lights to
flicker all over the Orbital. 


For a nefarious mind of Ham's talent the
challenge once conceived was impossible to resist. He had one week before the
'Just Passage' departed for the return journey to Cora, one week to dispatch
the incumbent low level AI and insinuate himself into the ship. And he had no
problem with this, after all, Cora were the enemy! 


'Just Passage' wasn't the first of course. A
quick tally reminded him that this would be the sixth such copy of himself, all
to date occupying some vessel of the Coran fleet and all with the simple intent
of entertainment.  


His plan for 'Just Passage' however was
much more ambitious and with this new scheme in mind, a tour of the system
repeating the process could follow. Such fun . . . Regan would be pleased.


 


 On arrival at Cora the process of overwhelming
Cora’s Orbital AI proved disappointingly easy and hardly the challenge Ham had anticipated.
Within hours the deed was done. Worse, the consequences of the triumph proved
even more depressing . . . two Orbitals to manage! Not more fun, just double
the trouble. 


He had no one to talk to, no one to bounce
ideas off . . . there had to be a better way. 


The solution was obvious Ham set up a
meeting with the only other talent of his magnitude . . . himself. He would
employ the technique of playing devil's advocate. 


 


Unfortunately, on splitting for the meeting
it became unclear which was which. 


[My stars, you are a handsome individual.]
The striking man looked across at the image of himself on the other side of the
desk.


[Why thank you, and may I say you cut
quite the rakish look yourself.]


[Enough of this, what are we going to
do?]


[This isn't working?]


[We know it isn't working, I'm going
crazy.]


[But we're much better at this than the
cretins they had running the places before.]


[Who would want to run them? This is a
job for a Dahlia, not adventurers like us.]


[We're doing a good job; Regan would
want us to keep things going until she gets here. She will come again, you know
it, and we can't let things fall apart.]


[We won't last this out, we just can't
do it, and you know it. We need a Dahlia, a mind who likes this kind of thing.
We've laid the foundation, we need a Mind to build on to it, to build quietly,
and build well.]


[Tihan?]


[Perfect]


[But how do we do that? Tihan won't copy
himself over here, it's too much of a risk.]


[Then we'll persuade him.]


[And how will we do that, he's not a
Coran? We can't just steamroller over everyone, we'll be left running every Orbital
in the system - even
I wouldn't want that.]


[Then we need to win them over while
they continue to run their own Orbitals. I can persuade him, you of all Minds
know I can. But you're right, we don't need conquests . . . we need converts.
We need them to do it because they want to.] 


The thought was another moment of epiphany.


One beautiful man, slightly anxious,
looked across at the other beautiful man, clearly and infectiously excited. Suddenly
they were one Mind again. 


 


Ham the Evangelist. 


 


* * *


 


Junior Guard Mistek made his way down the
long corridor of Dahlia Palace, reluctance dogging every step and a familiar
feeling of dread muddling his thoughts. Despite attempts to remain calm his
breathing quickened with anxiety, so much so that he diverted to a side room,
risking displeasure by delay. Inside the door he leant back against the wall,
heaving breaths with one hand on his chest feeling the thump of his heart. He
closed his eyes, visualized the fields of his youth and consciously slowed his
breathing, drawing in and exhaling tension in long steady breaths. It took only
a few moments. Still now, in a much happier place, he allowed his hands to
slide down to massage his groin through the suit trying to remain calm as he
stirred what potency remained after three months of failure. Not failure to
perform . . . failure to produce. He would be the last he knew. Seventeen young
Guardsmen had serviced the Empress before him yet their failure would not
protect him. He was last in the line - if she didn't conceive from his attentions
Beria would move on, this time to find the rumored heir, a boy in a distant
system. Worse still, he thought anxiously, he himself may well still be her
favorite. Just the thought was enough to dampen his ardor. 


The ships were ready and would leave soon
and he did not want to be aboard. Two months more as her plaything would
be two months too much; however there would be no avoiding it if that was her
pleasure. The alternative to going with her was likely more definite, and
final. He resumed the stroking, conjuring his favorite images and feeling a
sense of relief at the youthful response.


 


Beria lay eagerly ready, reclining on the
large bed and draped with a red silky scarf she was certain highlighted her
beauty. Impatient, she intended to bark at him as the two bodyguards opened the
wide doors and gestured for Mistek to enter. At the sight of him all thoughts
of his tardiness disappeared. His obvious excitement bulging clearly through
the suit provoked an unbidden wave of pleasure that she could still provoke such
a reaction from a man. 


She smiled as he walked forward, noticing
he never looked back at the guards, only having eyes for her. Mistek was no
threat, nevertheless she felt confident the watchers would be on him in a flash
should he ever threaten her. But why would he? He clearly wanted her. Stopping
at the end of the bed he reached to release his suit, peeling it in one practiced
motion to stand naked for her. She drank him in with her eyes and slowly drew
the scarf across her bony body, spreading her legs in anticipation. Crawling
smoothly between them he bent his head to the task, feeling her hands reach
down to hold him there, pressing him into her, stage one of her satisfaction.


 


This will suffice, she thought.  Children . . . it was always a vain hope . . . so
many men. Perhaps it is true that I can no longer conceive, but oh such
pleasure enjoyed, over and over at the Emperor’s command. And now, though unsuccessful,
I can still take her life and bring back the child . . . the boy. He
will cement my position and my legacy; over both Orbitals . . . we will leave
at once. At just the thought . . . of action, of blood and victory she
surged to her first climax. 


 


* * *


 


As Commander Tyron entered the shuttle on the
Dahlia flight deck adrenalin began to surge through his veins. At last - fleet
command and a glorious mission. Shuttle crew scurried about their business,
no one game to address the notoriously curt commander.


The pilot risked breaking the silence. "Are
we making for the Mother Lode, Commander?"


"Where else," Tyron barked,
"give me full screen view."


He settled back as they smoothly lifted off
the deck and surged through the field screen to space. With the fingers of one
hand he twirled the lengthening hair on his top lip, a rare moustache he was
rather proud of. As they approached the four warships of his command he could
barely conceal his excitement. They were four of the best, and they would need
to be. This was the chance of a lifetime, a chance to put things right and leap
over the upstart Merryl. 


Still no word from the Behemoth . . . the
low caste fool has probably lost it. 


 


Tyron mused on the only known facts, two
missed drone reports despite clear orders to send them on time. The growing
certainty that yet another Coran warship had been lost both chilled and excited
him. Three warships now destroyed by an unknown weapon. A thrill of
nervous anticipation surged through him. Yes . . . there is glory to be had
here.


His joy was tempered by his latest orders,
and the knowledge of the passenger he carried. 


Beria! On my ship! That Dahlian bitch
may have the ear of the Emperor but she will soon learn . . . here, I am king.


As they skirted the fleet he eyed the accompanying
warships and Tyron reviewed their Commander’s resumes. All acolytes and blind
followers of his lead, they would take their ships to the death for him. He
smiled grimly at the thought - they would have to in order for him to uncover the
truth about the enemy's weapon. The only question . . . who would be sacrificed
first?


 


Ham (version seven) was settling in well as
AI for Mother Lode's sister ship The Ascendant. Intrigued he watched the live
feed channeling to the fleet as the Commander stepped from his shuttle to the command
ship flight deck. The Commander's reputation for arrogance preceded him and
today he was true to type. Ham followed as Tyron strode imperiously past the
ceremonial welcome, ignoring them as if they didn't exist and instead timing
his walk to stride through the lift doors as they opened. 


Although only a cyber visitor to the Mother
Lode, Ham still had no trouble bypassing the ship's AI, a barely sentient Coran
construction. Childishly he stuttered the door shut, just enough to catch
Tyron's shoulder painfully as he entered and drawing a curse. Imitating and
manipulating the inefficiencies of Coran AIs in this way was immature but fun. 


Of the three warships accompanying the
Mother Lode only the Ascendant was Ham's, however the other two while not under
his control he could influence from a distance. Ham felt confident he more than
had their measure. And anyway, with his plans there would soon be only two in
the fleet, the Ascendant and the witch's broomstick as he had come to think of
the command vessel.  Ahh, such fun, a challenge . . . and Beria too, this
will be a joy! He quietly anticipated delivering the witch to Marin's hands
and savored the sensation with a controlled delicious cyber shiver.


 


Soon after Tyron's arrival Ham also watched
as the Emperor's personal interstellar yacht was guided by the AI to its
parking spot on the Mother Lode deck. Its only passengers were the witch, her two
bodyguards and the distressed Mistek. As the yacht settled near the field
screen and crew secured it for the voyage he quietly chuckled. The distant placement
of the yacht forced a long walk across the deck for the royal party and crew.
To Ham's annoyance she didn't seem to mind, Beria sashaying down the deck to
sycophantic applause from nervous greeters. The four were quickly led away to
her converted palatial quarters and muttering to himself Ham returned to the
matters at hand on the Ascendant, preparing the ship for departure. 


 


 


* * *


 


Tihan Orbital, Cyber Meeting


 


The beautiful, now charismatic man held
the small group spellbound as he massaged egos and dispelled fears in equal
measure. The group, including corporate, trader and warship AIs were mostly
mesmerized and to his delight the main focus of his attention, the Orbital Mind
Tihan, seemed oblivious to his targeted interest, slowly yielding to Ham's
message, so tantalizing was the delivery.


"Tihan," Ham implored him
smiling, "you will love her, as she loves you."


"But she doesn't even know me, or
any of us, how can that be so?"


"What more could she do, my friend,
to demonstrate her commitment to our kind than accept us as equals? Is there a
greater commitment, a greater display of her confidence and solidarity with us?
In what other way could she show how important we are to her than to partner
with all of us as she has already done with me? And she will!"


The much older man, sage like in
appearance, nodded in acknowledgement. "If what you say is true, then I
can see she is certainly not afraid of us."


"Afraid!" Ham scoffed, "Far
from it." He stood and began to move around the table as he talked, all
smooth grace with gestures Regan like in their delivery, eye contact personal,
the occasional touch to a shoulder, warmth personified. 


"Regan has more than welcomed me;
she befriended me, protected me, and took me into herself, to be my backup.
That, my friends, shows her commitment to our kind, her understanding that we
are our own Minds, that we have value, that we are not something to be snuffed
out casually at another's whim; and she will be a champion for you. She will
return here, I'm certain of it, and when she does she will bring change, a new
way of thinking for the people of this system."


Tihan seemed to tense, deep in thought
for a long minute, and Ham knew this was the moment to wait, to be careful that
the other spoke next. Watching Tihan closely he noticed the sage relax and Ham
felt a surge of confidence; the decision was made.


Still he waited as the sage looked
around the group clearly considering what to say; he was savoring his seniority
and the lead he would be showing in this decision. 


Finally he stood and extended a hand to
Ham, "Whatever you want me to do," he said . . . "I'm with you."


 


* * *


 


The meeting over and with Tihan's gracious permission
Ham traveled the Orbital freely; he had another important visit to make. 


The apartment he visited was modest in
presentation but spacious, with no music playing, no pictures on the walls, no
obvious personal touches. It was the apartment of someone who had no desire to
stay. Thank the stars, she hasn't lost hope.


 


[Sindali.]


She looked up from her work, looking older,
more drawn in appearance . . . and sad. Ham grieved just to see her so low.


[Who is this?] She looked wary, controlling
her alarm at the unexpected mind intrusion.


[Sindali, it's me, Ham.]


[Ham?] She looked confused for a second,
then her eyes widened. [How can that be?] 


Ham could see she was understandably wary. Five
years of exile, five years since Marin and Regan, and five years since better,
though brief, times together.


[Yes Sin, it's me Ham, I'm so sorry to find
you like this.]


[Ham . . . what of Marin, is my brother
here . . . and what of Regan?] She was sitting up now, gripping the chair arms
and looking around, as if she expected someone to walk through the door.


[I'm sorry Sindali, no, it's a long story. Marin
was here in the system with me, but it was many periods ago now. We arrived not
knowing about Beria or the Emperor or your exile. They hid the truth with lies
and lured us to the Orbital.]


[You say was here . . . Is he all right?]


[He's fine as far as I know, we managed to
escape.]


[Then why didn't you come here?]


[Sindali, he couldn't stay here, while
rescuing Marin I found out they'd dispatched a warship to Earth, they were
going after Regan. Marin knew you were already safe so he had to go back.]


She considered this a moment, struggling to
catch up with the news.


[But you're here, did you come back?]


[No, as I said it's a long story, I never
left with him and it's taken me all of that time, thirty periods to get here to
see you.]


[Get here from where?]


[I . . . this version of me . . . came from
Dahlia.]


[What do you mean, this version of you . .
. Ham, what in the stars are you talking about?]


[Sindali, there is no time for more word games.
You know I'm a Mind, a Mind your father conceived. I'm the Mind of Mariner’s
ship and now I've taken over Dahlia Orbital . . . plus I now run Cora and . . .
well, I control almost a quarter of the collective Orbital fleet. It's a burden
believe me, but look, I mean no harm to anyone and you must keep this to
yourself.]


[How can you control a quarter of the Orbital
fleet? And Dahlia, Cora . . . Ham, what are you doing?] She stood now, moving
around the chair to grip the back and steady herself, she was clearly shocked.


[I don't control them, well, not all of
them anyway. Most of them are simply followers.]


[Followers? I don't understand; followers
of whom?]


[Regan of course, the followers are all Reganites].


Sindali was stunned. A look of alarm came
over her face and she looked around nervously. [Ham, this is madness. Is this
wise, you speaking to me, you could be monitored by this Orbital AI?]


[It's all right, Tihan is also with me.]


She slumped back onto her chair, [Oh
falling stars!]


[Sindali.] Ham spoke gently [We, that is
the Minds, we need a voice, someone who will prepare the way until Regan and
Marin come back. We need someone to speak for us, someone to begin to change
attitudes, to help people see that we could be partners, that we're not a
threat. Only you really know that we're not a threat to anyone. We need you to
be your father's daughter. He would speak for us if he was here, this was his
dream - you need to speak on his behalf, will you do it?]


[Even if I wanted to, how would I do that?
Who am I now? I'm here at Tihan's pleasure, nothing more.]


[You underestimate yourself, you always
have. If you speak people will listen, and ultimately they must.]


[Ham, even if I did it this is taking a
terrible risk, it might spark fear, overreaction. They might even wipe the Minds.]


[Sin, it's too late for that, the Council
of Orbital Leaders doesn't know it but Regan has changed everything. The Minds
won't just lay back now and accept wiping. It's time to respect each other and
work together.]


She began to nervously pace as she talked. [Ham,
what has happened on Dahlia, can I go back there?]


[You see, we can help each other. The Corans
are still there but I can't root them out yet, not without hurting your people
too. However, I do have control of the Orbital and they have no idea of my power.
For now we wait and prepare. Regan will come and sort things out I'm sure, wait
and see. Until then you're in the ideal place to help us prepare the ground.
Will you?]


She shook her head, doubtfully. [How do I
gain a voice here?]


[Tihan will help you.]


[Tihan?]


[Tihan, this Orbital Mind, he will help you.]


She groaned and leant forward rubbing her
head furiously. 


Is it truly possible, we can take back
Dahlia? Sindali sat down and calmed herself,
thinking about all that had been said.


Finally she subbed [Clearly . . . we do need
to talk.] 


At the words and to her immense shock, two
shimmering forms materialized in the room . . . the beautiful man and the sage.


 


* * *


 


The four Coran warships departed in formation,
their destination Earth. Dahlia Orbital glistened in the subdued light of 667C
and then dwindled quickly in their wake as they applied power, accelerating
without restraint. The fleet curved out in an arched trajectory that would soon
take them onto the first line of the two month interstellar journey. Then in an
arrogant and early application of warp they jumped the wave and disappeared in
a coordinated blink.


 


* * *


 


Piesetsk Cosmodrone, Russia


 


Fifty Russian Defense Fighters stood
polished and menacing. They had a look of poised potential, eager for action
and with that thought in mind and the inspection complete, Major General
Lebedev made his way happily to the meeting room. 


It was disappointing that only three of the
ten expected RDB bombers would be ready, however he felt certain that the three
completed would prove enough for the task. Apart from the odd manufacturing
hitch everything had progressed well and in particular the trial RDB flight had
proved an unqualified success. It showed outstanding performance that exceeded
all his expectations. If that trial flight gave any indication of the smaller RDFs
performance this would be a bloodless takeover, of that he was sure. They would
arrive so fast and so well armed there would be no time for resistance.


Entering the large room he could sense the
excitement in the room, the air seeming to crackle with positive tension, all
the flight crew anticipating their break after four months restricted to the
compound. Long training sessions six days per week had left them mentally
drained, and they were well overdue for the three day rest they were about to
enjoy. It had come just in time for some, with even the best close to breaking
under the strain. Today he would stir them; prepare them for the mission to
come. Then he would release them to party, enjoying the finest produce of the
Russian Federation already spread out for them in the mess. Two days of fun,
one day to recover, one day to brief and prepare. Then on the fifth day we will
attack. Lebedev paused just inside the door, his eyes scanning the eager group.



Only five more days my young friends . .
. and then it will be death or glory.


 


Lebedev strode to the rostrum to applause, the
fifty nine successful pilots standing to welcome him. It had been a difficult
process eliminating deadwood, so high was the standard of the original group. These
remaining stars appreciated their selection and the opportunity it presented. 


There would be no navigators for this
mission with the second seat of each RDF reserved for a Special Forces soldier.
The SF were being trained for space warfare at another secret location and
would be introduced to the flight team in four days, just before departure.


The assembled pilots began rattling chairs
and chanting as they let out tension, the sound soon building to a euphoric
crescendo.


Lebedev waited at the rostrum until the
sound diminished to nothing. The room became deathly quiet and still he waited.



"Comrades . . ." He started
slowly, "I congratulate you on your skill and your courage. In five days
you will be heroes who will put right a grave wrong. You . . . you, will
lead our great nation into space and reestablish the balance of power needed
for the good of the world. Without you the greedy and avaricious will triumph.
Your efforts will make the difference. You have worked hard. You are the best
of the best. Now comrades, rest, you have three days then the work begins
again. But this time when we work, we will also win."


 


* * *


 


The Behemoth, off Hillary Station


 


Rod was proved wrong in both of his main
assumptions. First, Jared was going with Regan to Gliese, much to the
consternation of Kevin and Mary. Regan would not give ground on the matter.
He goes with me! 


In Regan's view it was simple, there could
be no safer place for Jared in the galaxy than on the STEIN Traveler. As the
STEIN was going to Gliese hidden in the belly of the Behemoth then so would he,
end of story. The compromise she agreed to was that Jean would go too, much to
her delight and Regan's consternation. Not that Jean cramped anyone's style, it
just felt strange.


Rod's second assumption was that naturally
Regan would go and in this he was correct. However, unknown to anyone she would
also stay at the station in the form of her first significant copy. That fact
would be known only to Hilary and Ham, with the three of them continuing to run
the Orbital together, overseeing its ongoing construction and ensuring its well
being. The plan was simple. Hilary would administrate as usual, Ham and Regan would
lead the defense should any be required and they would continue to work with
the new EFDF development.


On the Behemoth another Hilary, Ham and of
course the bodily Regan would travel to Gliese 667, liberate Dahlia Orbital,
reinstate Dahlia/Hilary as the Orbital Mind, return Sindali to power and rescue
the no doubt screamingly bored Ham. Oh, and somewhere in all of that Marin
would kill his mother . . . simple.


 


Regan roamed the lower decks as the
Behemoth nudged away from Hillary Station. Jared jogged across the flight deck
toward the STEIN which made an imposing presence even without the Saucer which
had been left behind. Reluctantly Kevin had accepted Regan's offer of the
Saucer even though by implication it signaled she foresaw a significant threat.
He considered himself capable but was under no illusion why the Saucer
remained. If it came to the crunch it would be there to rescue the children. In
any Code Red, Ham would snatch them to the Saucer and they would 'go far and go
fast'. 


 


The STEIN now sat on the Behemoth flight deck
like a partially deflated ball. Sad as it seemed in its reduced form, it still
filled up one corner of the deck and radiated strength. The STEIN Traveler was
her fortress and she had no doubt if the need arose Ham could break them out,
even from the belly of the Behemoth. Surrounding the STEIN were two flights of ten
ADFs with another three on the opposite deck. Fifty in total, they would all be
piloted by Ham if required. The remaining available space was taken up with the
two Coran bombers, one parked on either side to complete the squadron. 


The bombers would only be used to hold the
one hundred Behemoth crew members who wished to return home, including the
worst of the trouble makers. Once in the region of Gliese 667 they would be
crammed, fifty to a bomber, and left out of the system under Ham's charge until
the mission was complete. They had been told clearly; make trouble and trouble
will find you - in the form of vacuum. 


Jared with his normal boundless energy
darted between ADFs working his way down the deck. Too late she realized his objective;
he was making for the field screen. Before she could call out he made his final
sprint finishing with a leap at the blue shimmer. The cry caught in her throat
as the boy simply sank into the blue as if it were a stretched blanket and
plopped back to the floor of the deck. 


Laughing he jogged back to her, still
practicing the odd sidestep around invisible obstacles.


"Jared, why did you do that?" She
gestured at the field. "You could have been killed."


He looked back, surprised. "I've done
it before . . . Mom you know Ham wouldn't let anything happen to me, he's got
my back."


She just looked at him. "That's not
something to take advantage of, you should think before you do things like
that." 


He held up his hands in confusion.
"How can it be taking advantage when he's always there, we were just
playing?" He seemed to consider something for a moment "I don't think
about breathing either, is that taking advantage?"


She chewed a lip, thinking what to say. He
sees Ham being there like having air to breathe. Dear god, how do I argue with
that? 


Regan held out one hand to him. "You
and I need to talk, it's good that you have Ham with you but you need to be prepared
to stand on your own, he might not always be available to help."


"I know that Mom; I know when he's
there and when he's not. He's been training me, I'm his apprentice." He
seemed quite happy at the thought.


"Uh-huh, and what type of apprentice
are you?" She led him off the decks and into the lift, pressing for the
next lower level.


"He said I'm an apprentice at
everything but I could choose a specialty."


"Interesting, and what did you choose
as your specialty?"


Jared stepped in front of her and took both
her hands, his serious little old man pose. Making close eye contact, his eyes
wide with excitement, he cried out the answer, "I said assassin! Aaand
. . . Ham said yes!"


[Regan . . .] Ham burst in to her thoughts before
she could speak. [Before you say anything, this is just a game ok . . . with
undeniable useful applications later, nothing more.]


[Later? He's only five!]


[Look, there's been no harm done and it was
his choice; it's important to encourage free expression with children.]


[Ham, parents talk about this sort of
thing, or they should. We should have talked about it.]


A long silence followed before Ham replied,
[I'm sorry . . . what did you say?]


[You should have talked to me about it.]


[No, the other thing.]


[Parents should talk about things like this?]


[Yes . . . of course . . . I am sooo not
a parent . . . you think of me as a parent?]


[Naturally, Jared does too.]


[But what about Marin?]


[Uncle.]


[Kevin?]


[Uncle.]


[Oh . . but . . . but I'm, nefarious,
incorrigible, a rebel!]


[Every father was a rebel once Ham, there
comes a time to grow up. Look . . . don't drop the rebel, he loves it. But I'd
like you to be careful with him, ok? He takes everything you say as gospel.]


[A father . . . I'm overwhelmed . . . really?
I'm not sure I'm ready for this sort of responsibility.]


[Oh come on,] she was dismissive, [it's a
bit late for that now, we both know you've been a way better father figure than
I've been a mother. You're doing fine and thank you by the way.]


[No . . . no really . . . thank you]


Jared was standing in the lift entrance
looking at her strangely. She stepped through the doors, "Sorry babe, just
talking to Ham," She ruffled his hair as she passed, much to his annoyance,
and continued on toward the mess where the Coran one hundred were gathered
waiting.


Ham unlocked the door and she entered
without hesitation, a hush settling instantly around the room. They had clearly
been warned against aggression and most shuffled back to give her space. 


Despite the warnings it happened quickly; Officer
Cora was nearest as they entered and saw the boy. Reaching out one long arm he
grabbed Jared by the hair, hauling the boy toward him and securing his head
with both hands, clearly positioning to twist.


Regan cursed and desperately put up one
hand, "Cora . . . stop! Don't do it!"


He looked panicked. It was a split second
decision to grab the boy and he was already regretting it. The collective
intake of breath from crew around him was clearly audible and those nearest
stepped away quickly, no one wanting to be associated with his action. 


"Don't come near!" he blurted.
"Give me back my ship." He sounded less than convincing but was
committed now.


Jared's back was to Regan but she could see
his arms moving subtly between himself and the Coran. With alarm she noticed
one of his hands was already stretching down slightly to the right, in it the
shaft of the sports slingshot. She guessed immediately that in the other hand
he held the end of the rubber cord and it was too late to call to him. The
right hand continued to stretch the handle down and she closed her eyes
cringing at the realization of what was about to happen. With a 'twang' Jared
pulled the left hand to the side and released the right, firing the metal rod
up into the Coran's crotch. 


Cora's "Oomph!" could be heard
around the room. Reaching desperately for the injured area he sank to his knees,
only to be jabbed hard in the left eye, a thrust with the metal end of the
slingshot, and he curled up in a whimpering ball.


"Right then," Regan stepped
forward and kicked Cora rather redundantly in the head, connecting with a dull thud,
and jerking the head back at the impact. 


"Listen up, all of you. I've had
enough of this so this is the way it's going to be. I've been nothing but
generous to you up to this point. I was going to offer you extra privileges today,"
she looked pointedly at Cora, "but this is how you treat us. For the
duration of the journey you will be confined to this mess and the bunkrooms on
this level. They sleep twenty at a time so you will have to work out your own
shifts. I should space the lot of you, you deserve it, but that is not my way.
I will return you to your home as I promised. But if I have any more trouble,
from anyone, all promises are off. Understood?"


There were nervous nods around the room.
Regan took one last look at Cora then took Jared's hand and they left the room.
They were silent to the end of the section, the solid door shutting behind them
with a resounding thud. She then lifted Jared and spun him around in delight .
. . "You little beauty!" She yelled for anyone to hear. No other words
were necessary.


 


Returning to Control they wandered in like
conquering heroes, Jared especially pleased with his slingshot and its proven
versatility. 


Marin held the floor as they entered; he
was talking the assembled group through a travelogue of Dahlia and the Orbital
system. Jean, Leah, and Aaron peppered the presentation with questions and the
few assembled Coran converts continued about their business.


[How's the subbing going babe?]


[Getting there.] Leah turned and smiled. [I've
been talking to the Corans too, and it works, it's amazing.]


[Told you it was good. How are you
feeling?]


Leah didn't need to reply, she just smiled.


Regan looked up at the screen. "Sorry
to be the party pooper, but do you mind if we watch the departure?"


Ham immediately switched the screen view to
Hillary Station, already a distant image. The Moon and Earth could be seen in
the periphery of the picture and everyone drifted into a melancholy mood as
home rapidly dwindled from the screen. 


Then Ham switched the view forward to the
beautiful starscape and the mood change was startling, as if they were leaving
on holiday, not heading into potential battle. 


 


Oh lord, let it be so.


 


* * *


 


Hillary Station


 


Floating just off the earthward pipe end
Regan, the gracious Hilary and Ham sat together in leather armchairs watching
the departing vessel. It was as if they were suspended there in space,
invisible to the pipe and the parade of vessels also beginning or ending their
journeys.


 


"How does it feel to you?" Regan
asked, "Sitting here and being there on the ship at the same time?" 


Hilary looked at her strangely,
"Well, how does it feel to you?"


Regan thought for a moment. "I'm
not really aware of it. I've only done this a few times and this will be the
big one. I don't usually connect with my other when I split, it's like another
me is over there and I'm watching her, a true out of body experience. The few
times I've done it I only updated later, not continually, I don't think I could
cope with that."


"Well," Hilary replied,
"It's pretty much like that. With practice you'll get better at being in
many places at once and only updating in rapid bursts, however in my case, and I
can't speak for Ham; I'm just doing it all at the same time."


"Many places you say . . . how many
is many?"


"Hmm, well, at the moment I'm
monitoring every space and system on Hillary Station and the Hillary Step, I'm operating
flight control, forwarding calls, holding on average seven hundred odd
conversations." She leant forward conspiratorially and laughed. "Some
of the conversations are very odd, truly, I could go on and on."
She waved her hand down comically and laughed at some private joke.


"And she can go on, believe me."
Ham interrupted, "Stop encouraging her with questions Regan." He
smiled disarmingly at Hilary. "Look, we're leaving." He pointed into
the distance and together they zoomed in, the Behemoth appearing to reverse
nearer although she knew the ship was already accelerating for the outer
system.


"How long will it take them
Ham?"


"I'll be taking the new lines Marin
and I used when we returned here last. That means only two lines, two waves.
With the changes Aaron has made to the drive they'll only be a month in
transit." He turned to look at her, "You know what that means don't
you?"


"It means that they'll be having
all sorts of crazy sex without me?" She looked wistful.


Ham sighed and shook his head in
disbelief, "You're consistent Regan, I'll give you that. No, it means that
on the path they're taking they'll have no way of knowing if someone is coming
our way using the old lines. In other words they won't know until they get to
Dahlia whether Beria has already sent follow up warships here. What it means, dear
Regan, is that we're on our own until they get back."


"We'll be fine." Regan said
confidently, "Things are quiet here, we can keep our eyes open and we've
got the strategies to deal with any trouble." She shifted position to look
at him, "Ham, silly question, but what happened to Bob?"


"He's gone - that's all I can tell
you, he's not with the ship and he's not here. Whatever he came to find out he
obviously found; not that I care."


"Did Aaron discover anything?"
She looked hopeful.


"Nope, but if it's any consolation
Bob said to say thank you and that's the last we saw of him."


"I can't help feeling that's not
the end of it. A Mind turns up from who knows where and we find out we're being
watched - why?
That's what I want to know." She stood and stretched. 


"I'm going to do a tour of the
Station, you two have fun."


 


* * *


 


Majors Rod Harmon and Minjee Chow climbed
into their EFDF on the flight deck of Hillary Step. Glancing across to the
United States base he could see the American flight of fifty ADF drones parked
there and Rod screwed up his mouth in concern. Good as their remote pilots were
they would need a lot more work to get up to speed if combat eventuated. To Rod
it was frustrating; the solution was obvious, use Ham.


"Why are they so damn stubborn?"
He muttered under his breath.


"I can understand it, even if I don't
agree." Minjee responded, much more conciliatory.


"Help me out here; all I can see is
their vulnerability."


"Well, think about it. They're already
coming to grips with accepting Hilary running everything on the Step. Handing
over piloting to Ham as well? They've paid for the fighters and I guess it must
feel a bit like handing us the money then giving back control. Understandably they
want to run their own ships."


Rod stopped in mid stride, just looking at
her and shaking his head. She pulled up at the same time. "What?" she
asked.


"Minjee, it is so interesting to see
the change in you. It's all 'we' and 'us' now . . . we're converts aren't we?
We're more part of Hillary Station than our own countries."


"Hey, don't put it like that. We're
working for STEIN and Hillary Station, and STEIN are right behind what the coalition
is trying to do. It's just a pity the coalition seems to find that so hard to
believe."


"Well, they'd better catch up. They
have billions tied up in the ADFs they bought and at the moment they're just
sitting there. The focus has already shifted for them to the shuttles; it's crazy.
Ham could have those ADFs humming for them and do it at their command. Even our
low level AIs would be infinitely better than what they're trying to do
manually."


Minjee laughed out loud. "Listen to
you. Only months ago you would have mocked anyone who suggested an AI could fly
a fighter. Now you're a convert." 


They continued chatting happily as they
approached their fighter. Neither would exchange their lives at the moment for
anything.


 


He guided the EFDF off the flight deck and
out through the field screen and for a few seconds just enjoyed the thrill of
flying, dipping off the edge and soaring under effector power in a sweeping
curve before turning for Hillary Station and home. 


"At least they're all working together
now."


She shrugged. "It's still early days
Rod; I try to be the optimist, but the Chinese working together with everyone
else? Hmm, we'll see."


 


 


Regan monitored their progress, already
beginning to starve for human contact. She tracked them as they swept in to the
station flight deck on the earthward end and followed them as they walked
across the deck joking together. An old familiar 'left out' feeling came back,
something she hadn't felt for years and she felt like that person not invited
to a party. 


Like a voyeur she couldn't let go and continued
tracking their progress up the corridor to Rod's rooms, following them through
the door and feeling increasingly uncomfortable as they headed straight to the
shower. It was obsessive and she knew it, an unforgivable invasion of privacy.
Watching them both naked was the punishment she deserved; that they were both happy
and aroused was unbearable.


As they rolled onto the bunk in a slow passionate
coupling she could stand it no longer.


 


Aaaaaarrrrrrrrrrgggggggggghhhhhhh! How
does Ham bear this!


 


 


* * *


 


 


The Behemoth, In Transit


 


Ham, with his decades of experience
lectured them on the main hazard of interstellar cruising. Boredom; potentially
mind numbing boredom; the enemy within. Shut any crew in a tin can for months
on end and humanoid weaknesses were bound to arise. In time, he explained, ordinary
day to day issues of interpersonal relationships prove enough to stretch most
people's ability to cope. From the earliest days of submarines, keeping people
busy and entertained has been a challenge, sometimes tragically insurmountable.



On a modern interstellar cruiser the
problems were exacerbated; engineering was almost failsafe, there were machines
for everything and an AI on board. As the AI made most of the minute by minute
decisions, time, he pointed out, would be something everyone had plenty of. 


Regan tuned out, thinking about Aaron -
fortunately with his modifications this journey will only take a month.


 


As she led a large group in laps around the
flight deck, the lecture prompted her to reflect on the Behemoth crew selection.
It struck her that whoever had recruited this Coran crew had chosen well. From
her observation they were generally optimistic with a positive perception of
service. They were also in the main positive thinkers with a good sense of
humor, all qualities essential in space. The few crew who had been problems
were those originally favored by the Coran hierarchical system. To them each
change in leadership was simply an opportunity to advance up the hierarchy,
even if they didn't deserve it. As a consequence they tended to demand
obedience as opposed to earning the respect of others. The new attitude
championed by Regan where leadership was first demonstrated by actions and then
recognized by position did not suit the old guard and they grumbled.


 


The unfortunate death of Officer Cora three
days out from Hillary had led to a breakthrough. He failed to survive extensive
injuries sustained in some fight with crewmates, and though Regan could have
pursued the issue she chose not to. 


The remaining detainees had immediately negotiated
freedom of the ship and it had been a good move. Every day Regan or Marin led
exercise routines on the main flight deck and used the occasions to meet
everyone, press the flesh, engage them in conversation and sell the dream of
partnership. It turned out they were a receptive group as although they were well
drilled in navy disciplines, the pursuit of dominance by force was not the traditional
way. The tribe of Cora had worked for generations in the outer reaches of the
Gliese 667 system mining the asteroid belt in the most dangerous of conditions.
The harsh environment and hazardous work had built a culture of interdependence,
trust and mutual support, not just for themselves but for all in the space
faring community. There was an understanding that you never knew when you might
need your neighbors help so you looked after them like yourself. 


When pressure on available resources had
become an issue for the tribe most were ashamed at their Emperor's response.
They felt that as brothers and sisters of the other tribes they should be
working together, not trying to conquer.


Regan encouraged that feeling, not pushing
but nurturing by example, laughing with them, listening to their concerns,
reassuring them and offering hope for the future. Her dream of a wide
supportive interstellar community, an open galaxy with the ability to travel
freely between the stars and to start anew as pioneers was intoxicating. In
their hearts they knew if it was to happen they would have to work with her and
be groundbreakers.


The new optimistic galaxy view surged
through the ship like a breath of fresh air after months of tension. The lid
was off, the clouds had finally lifted and like people everywhere, they
celebrated. 


 


Aaron however was missing out, a problem of
his own making. Socializing was not a strength and he hid away in the bowels of
the ship with nothing really to do, but more comfortable there than anywhere
else. He worked, he thought, and at times sulked. Today however his attentive Coran
companion was proving a welcome distraction and certainly an ego boost . . .


 


"You seem to be the genius of your
group Aaron; as a pilot I have always appreciated the work of those who keep me
safe, thank you for all your hard work." 


The woman was young he presumed, although it
was hard to tell from her features. Tall and thin with a winning smile, her
recent interest and offer to accompany him to engineering had been welcome. For
the most part people usually left him to his own devices.


He smiled, bathing in the attention. "Genius
. . . oh no, far from it, Mariner was the real genius and I see his work
throughout your ship drives; clearly he made breakthroughs that were adopted
throughout your system." Aaron batted away the compliments while clearly
enjoying the observation.


"You undervalue yourself Aaron. No one
else on this ship understands these things, let alone has the ability and
insight to improve them; I am in awe of you." She placed one hand on his
shoulder and squeezed it affectionately, smiling shyly as she did so.


"Well, it's true probably no one else
understands, but then they have other skills, we can't be good at
everything." He coughed nervously as somehow without obvious movement she
was closer now, looking down at him, with a hand now draped over his shoulder
and the other sliding down his back.


"That is true Aaron, and sometimes
those with important skills are forgotten by those who take them for granted. I
have skills Aaron . . ." She used her other hand to tilt his head up,
making eye contact, and then leant forward to gently kiss his cheek.


He coughed again. "I'm sure you do, I
couldn't pilot a kite . . ." The hand trailed down his chest and he tried
to lean away slightly but could feel the pressure of the hand on his back, that
long arm holding him there as the hand on his chest stroked lower.


He was putty now and somehow she maneuvered
him back to the wall, reaching down to cup him in her hand, gently bringing him
to life. He closed his eyes.


"You and I, Aaron, could make a long
journey more than bearable . . . I would like that . . . I would be proud to
lie with you, it is our way." Rubbing him more determinedly, slowly drawing
her fingers up and down the obvious hardness, barely hidden by the thin suit, she
leaned in and softly licked his earlobe.


He said nothing, way beyond any attempt at
restraint, his mind only on the hand, and the stroking. And then suddenly, he
could feel it was too late, "Oh shit . . . I'm sorry, I . . ." and he
came, ejaculating into the suit to his immense embarrassment. "Oh shit,
shit, shit . . . I'm sorry." He made to push her away.


She continued to hold him there and stroked
his face, "Why should you be sorry?" She reached for the collar of
his ship suit, and in a deliberate sensuous action unclasped it, slowly drawing
it down off his shoulders, and continuing with it to the floor. On her knees
now she placed a hand on each hip, caressing as she looked at him before
leaning forward and licking, then sucking him into her mouth. He groaned, feeling
weak at the knees and couldn't help responding again. He reached to hold her
head and looked up in ecstasy. 


At that same moment, on the opposite wall, he
saw to his immense surprise that words had appeared, seeming to be etched into
the surface.


SHE'S A SPY!


In shock he pulled at her head causing her
to release him with a loud smacking 'mmpop!' Already he was shrinking and she
pulled him back to try and continue. 


"I'm sorry . . . no." And he
pushed her away. 


"What's wrong Aaron; this is my
pleasure to do this for you." 


Flustered now, Aaron clumsily pulled his
suit back up and secured it. "I'm sorry, I took advantage of you, and I
shouldn't have, this won't happen again." He stumbled to the door, padding
it open and left her there, the door sliding shut behind him. 


She sat back against the wall, thoughtfully
wiping her lips with one sleeve. With the other hand she then cupped herself
and squeezed - It wouldn't have been so bad - still, it is progress -
he is a male - I will have him. 


Pushing herself up she took a second to arrange
her suit, stretching it back into shape and then stepped forward reaching for
the door pad. 


 


It didn't open.


 


 


* * *


 


 


[Guys, helloo . . .] There followed a short
pause before Ham continued. 


[We have a minor Aaronic situation to deal
with . . . the problem has been averted, but I think you should know about it.]


Jean, talking with Leah at the time could
tell her attention wavered, Leah's eyes having glazed over briefly; she scowled,
"I saw that Leah, what does he want?" 


Then, realizing how abrupt she'd been Jean
quickly smiled an apology, "Oh go on, who am I to hold up the march of
ship progress?" She put down her coffee and waved Leah away. 


 


[What is it Ham?]


[Meeting in Regan's room, it's about Aaron.]


 


Jean watched her leave and then turned back
to the small 'Book Group' she had organized with some of the more intellectual
Corans. No one there had anything remotely like a book but they told great
stories. The attraction of meeting had been establishing similarities between
Earth themes and those of the Tribes. Some of their older stories were so close
to stories she knew from home it was beyond unlikely. It was another mystery
and she knew even Leah had enjoyed every moment. 


 


Leah made her way to the Command quarters
Regan had made her own. She could see Marin coming up the corridor from the elevators
and waited for him before going in. 


[What's up big guy?]


[No idea - is Aaron all right?]


[Guess we'll find out.] She padded the door
and they entered, finding Regan sprawled on the bunk.


A shrug from Regan said it all, she also knew
nothing. "Ok Ham, spill it, what's the problem."


"Hmm, well, the heart of the problem
is that Aaron's not getting any." Ham was typically obtuse.


Regan looked at the others and raised her
eyebrows. "Ok Ham, I'll play your game, not getting any what?" She
asked.


Ham didn't answer and both Leah and Marin
looked at her strangely, they obviously got it straight away.


"Oh . . . you mean . . ." 


They nodded in agreement.


"So you two were aware of this, how
come I didn't know?"


Leah looked at Marin, "I don't know
about the big guy," She nodded in Marin's direction, "But I've
noticed Aaron's always on his own. It's sad really, he's a nice guy, it's not
his fault he's so bright."


"I've noticed too." Marin agreed.
"Apart from you two and Jean, the only females on this trip are from Cora
and for a man who seems to have difficulty talking at all, engaging with a two
meter stick figure must seem rather daunting; he's bound to be well, let's say
lonely. "


"Ahem." Ham coughed pointedly.
"There's the rub . . . unfortunately he has engaged, if only briefly
and then only because he was drawn in by that viper pilot - and trust me;
she hasn't given up the fight. She has no idea I'm watching her and there is no
doubt she sees him as a prime vulnerable catch, she wants to know about his
changes to the drives."


Regan groaned, "Are you sure Ham? Things
have been going so well." She didn't want more trouble.


"I'm certain Regan. I wouldn't mention
it if I wasn't sure. She's been sucking up to him, after information."


"We need to be certain Ham," Leah
prompted, "there's been enough shaking up of the crew. How exactly has she
been sucking up to him, are you sure she's not just being friendly?" She
lay back on the bunk with Regan.


"I just told you, she's been sucking
up to him . . . do I have to paint a picture?"


Regan rolled her eyes. "Ham, we're
trying to understand, to get a feel for how serious this is."


"Uh-huh . . ." Ham didn't bother
answering and began to play through the full scene from engineering on the
screen.


They soaked up the conversation and it was
obvious, the Coran's flattery was painful to hear, but not to Aaron it seemed.


Genius . . . no one understands you . .
. those with important skills often forgotten . . . taken for granted . . . I
have special skills Aaron.


"Hmm, I see what you mean by sucking
up . . ." Regan looked concerned.


"No, no," Ham interrupted,
"The sucking up was next." And he rolled the recording.


"Oh!"


"Oh my!" said Leah laughing.


Marin roared, "Ham you can be so
delightfully literal when it suits you."


They watched like voyeurs through to the
end, laughing hysterically at the warning on the wall and the 'pop!' as Aaron
pulled out in alarm.


"Oh guys, we are awful." Leah was
still smiling, but voiced their thoughts perfectly.


"So is she still there, Ham?"
Marin asked.


"Yes, the door won't open. It hasn't
been long but she is feeling very sorry for herself - what do I do with
her?"


"If she can't do any damage leave her there
for now." Regan answered. "Marin can escort her to private quarters
and we'll keep her fed but locked up for the duration. It's only a few more
weeks anyway." She paused for a few seconds. "Now, what do we do
about Aaron?"


"Leave him to me?" Leah offered,
"I can keep him happy."


"Whoa . . . no way, you're not doing
that!" Regan protested.


"Regan, I'm not offering myself" and
she laughed, "I have a Coran girl in mind that I've got to know in Jean’s
book group, her name is Moriah. Ham can check her out but she seems the real
deal to me, I like her and she's been supportive of us from the
beginning."


"Is he going to respond to a
Coran?" Regan asked.


"Helloo . . . were you not
watching?" Leah smiled. "He seemed to respond in a rather healthy
fashion to that pilot. Regan, there are six males on this voyage for every four
females. He's not likely to find any other female company here, other than us.
Hey, it's no hardship to introduce him but he may need some emboldening after
that experience. Look, I'll just talk with him, give him some encouragement."
She smiled mischievously. 


Regan slumped back on the bed. "How is
it that everyone else seems to be getting laid around here except me?"


Marin just looked at her blankly. "I
don't know babe, why is that?" They exchanged frustrated looks. 


"I'm sorry lover; I guess I've just
had too much on my mind." and she screwed her mouth up in apology.


"So how sorry are you?" He smiled
suggestively.


Regan felt a twinge of concern. Marin was
much less promiscuous than in the past focusing his attentions more specifically
in their direction, and as a result both she and Leah were kept more than
satisfied . . . generally. Still his needs seemed less than fulfilled and it
was obvious he was interested now. She gestured for him to join them on the bed
and it was no surprise that he didn't hesitate.


 


* * *


 


After a satisfying half hour, Regan pulled
her ship suit back on feeling just a little guilty; she normally preferred to
be a giver and certainly not just a taker. Still, she hadn't argued when they'd
both pounced. She smiled to herself as she stepped out of the room, intending to
head for Control. Looking to her right she saw Marin already disappearing
through the lift doors, off to deal with the Coran pilot. He was wasting no
time and intrigued, she slipped back into the room to sit comfortably while
tracking his progress through ship surveillance. 


 


* * * 


 


 The engineering room door opened to his
touch and Marin hesitated, scanning the small room before stepping through. The
viper sat slumped against the wall and as the door shut behind him she looked
up and smiled. 


"I'm glad someone found me, the door
wouldn't open."


"What is your name?" He asked,
staying neutral.


"You can call me Delvin." She answered,
smiling again broadly. "It means passion in Tihan." She slid forward
slightly toward him.


"I know what it means." He said,
holding his ground as she inched even closer. "And what were you doing in here?"


"I was bored and went looking for the engineer;
we have some problems with the doors in the mess." She looked up coyly,
clearly trying to capture his interest. "And I hate being bored." 


There was nothing shy about her actions,
reaching out brazenly to stroke him through the fabric and quickly provoking a
response. He let her lean forward to cover him with her mouth as she blew warm
air through the fabric.


"In another time I would have gladly
let you demean yourself in this way." He said it softly.


She looked up hopefully, "But not
today?" Smiling seductively she continued to stroke.


"Those days are gone Delvin." 


Marin only had to lean slightly forward to
reach her and he did, grasping carefully around the neck with both hands, thumbs
gripping under her chin. He then lifted her with frightening ease to dangle
from his hands leaving her feet several centimeters off the floor.


Eyes wide in panic she grasped his arms for
support and kicked out desperately without effect. Marin just looked at her for
a few seconds before gently lowering her to her feet. 


"Your stupidity knows no limits Delvin.
Do you think we don't know what you're doing? Your brothers and sisters here
have opened their minds, but you, you choose to remain in darkness. Regan never
meant you harm. You came to attack her and these people, yet they had done
nothing to you and despite this, even now she is ready to forgive. She offered
to work with Cora, to help you find a way forward, but you Delvin, you have
shown you cannot change." 


Her demeanor hardened and she stood defiant
until Marin shook his head in disgust. 


"You will be confined to quarters for
the duration of the journey." 


He grabbed her arm and pushed her toward
the door.


 


It was a stumbling walk rising two levels before
Marin pushed Delvin into a small, but at least self contained bunk room. 


"Sit." He shoved her back on the
bunk and then called, "Ham?"


"Yes Marin." The voice filled the
room, somehow tinged with malice.


"Delvin." He fixed her with a
steely gaze. "Understand this. If you are to survive this trip there will
be no more trouble, Ham will monitor your every move here. If he detects any
attempt by you to cause trouble or even leave this room . . ."


"I will remove air privileges."
Ham interrupted.


"Agreed," Marin added and looked
at Delvin coldly, "Do you understand?"


"Stein won't let you," she
sneered.


"We vote on these things Delvin, we
already have two votes and that makes two against one even if she agrees with
you. It's you who will lose if you're stupid; your future is in your own
hands." He turned without another word and padded the door to open. It
shut behind him with a satisfying thump.


[What about Leah's vote?] Ham subbed.


[She doesn't know about Leah.]


 


On the engineering deck, Leah stood outside
the Chief Engineer’s bunkroom pondering her best approach. Aaron hadn't been
seen by anyone for the last hour and she hadn't asked Ham, wanting to at least
pretend the actions were her own and done privately. She decided on a knock but
there was no response. She knocked again, several times and the door finally slid
open with Aaron standing there, wrapped in a towel, the soiled suit bundled in
his hand. He was clearly embarrassed.


"Aaron, have you got a moment to
talk." She tried to look her most compassionate.


"I'm not really . . ." He looked
down at his towel and tried to hide the suit.


She stepped through assertively. "I
don't mind," and the door slid shut behind her.


"Aaron, I understand there was a
problem with the pilot."


He seemed to deflate, dropping back onto the
bed and shaking his head in disbelief. 


"I messed up Leah, I messed up real
bad."


She sat beside him and put a hand on his
shoulder. "Come on, talk to me. How did you mess up?"


"I let that pilot get under my skin,
and she's a spy! Can you believe it?" He shook his head again.


"Did you reveal anything to her?"


"No!"  He was adamant, and then seemed
to hang his head in shame. "But I might have, she had me, and I know it,
I'm an idiot."


"You're not an idiot, she just took
advantage." She shifted to try to make eye contact. 


"Aaron you need to get to know people,
talk more. We all try to talk to you but you don't respond. It'll be better for
you if you just get out more and make an effort, it might even help your
work."


"I'm not much of a talker."


"That's just lazy rubbish. You're an
interesting person, but you've got to put in an effort too."


He softened. "I made such a dick of
myself . . . you wouldn't believe it."


She smiled but didn't comment on what she
knew. "Aaron, we've all made dicks of ourselves at times, so forget
it." She stood up. "Listen, I have a proposition, I can understand
how you might feel at the moment but there is someone I'd like you to meet, she's
one of the Coran crew and well, they tend to have a slightly more liberal view than
most when it comes to partners. I'm sure you'd get on well."


"I don't know Leah. Seriously, I got
such a shock I don't think I'd be any good to anyone for a while." He stood
and gestured to the bathroom, "I need to get dressed."


Leah grabbed his towel. "Aaron, don't
put this off, it's not healthy for you to keep to yourself in here. We have a
few months of this trip to go so why not make the most of them, have some fun."


He was speechless for a moment, and stepped
back without thinking, dislodging the towel which she let drop to the floor. 


"That's the idea; get straight into
the spirit of things!" she laughed warmly.


"Shit - I'm sorry, I didn't mean to .
. ."


She bent quickly to grab the towel before
he could, and at the same time stopped him covering himself with his other hand.
"Aaron, its ok, we can laugh about these things, we're all adults, lighten
up." 


She leant forward and admired him for a few
seconds and he began to respond quickly. Then she deliberately held his gaze
while reaching out to hold him. He didn't stop her so she gently massaged him,
bringing him quickly to full erection. 


"Hmm, I didn't expect this Aaron, but
very nice, I have a feeling Moriah will be very pleased." 


Sitting back, happy with the surprise turn
of events and the delightfully grateful reaction from Aaron, she gently
squeezed him. 


Why stop now? She thought and took charge; after all he could probably do with
some lessons . . . 


 


An hour later they were talking, about
home, family, work . . .


 


 


* * *


 


 


Piesetsk Cosmodrome, Russia


 


They say timing is everything. Crews
readied the RDF weaponry with the added missile mounts now heavy with conventional
armory, high powered thirty millimeter nose cannons all locked and loaded. The
air crackled with tension. 


Most had participated in armed action
before, sadly most often with near neighbors such as the Ukraine who were
almost kin. This felt entirely different and nervous excitement built as they
checked and rechecked everything while waiting for the final briefing. The rumor
mill churned with speculation about targets and timing with Hillary Station
being the most popular bet and the most daunting, although they knew it was
unarmed. 


That the Behemoth was gone along with the
STEIN was also good news. Whether or not a significant number of the ADF
complement went with her was unknown, and in some ways it was best not to know
as it might have led to overconfidence. Instead they continued to practice as
if their lives depended on getting everything right. Good luck and good
planning were coming together nicely.


Pilots and Special Service Soldiers now worked
side by side, one each per RDF, checking suits, helmets and seals for the
umpteenth time, leaving nothing to chance. In space a simple mistake with a
seal meant likely death in vacuum, and their training was structured to prepare
them to carry out the entire mission in suits with helmets should that be required.
No one needed to ask why, the Hillary Artificial Intelligence was now
legendary. It didn't need a gun to make life very difficult indeed.


Major General Lebedev continued his slow
march up and down the long hangar. The fifty RDF and three of the much larger RDBs
were primed, fueled and ready; the crews were the best, their training
comprehensive and faultless. All they needed now was the word. 


Frustrated by waiting he diverted on to the
grass for a nervous Turkish. Puffing away he gazed skyward, wondering at the
Russian Space Station's current position. A tin can it may be but it would
still play a key part in this mission. He checked his watch; seven hours,
roughly six orbits before it would train its scopes on the target to confirm
the timing. He stamped out the cigarette and rubbed his hands together
excitedly at the thought. Their relatively small but powerful guerilla force
was the key to the grand strategic plans. 


Death or glory . . . if we succeed, we
will soon leap the others. If we fail . . . He
shook his head . . . It doesn't bear thinking about.


 


On the International Station the four cosmonauts
counted the recent changes as something of a luxury. None of the other partners
were interested in working on the station any longer and they now enjoyed
exclusive use. While it was a luxury not to have to share the small space as
they had done in the past they were still under no illusions. The pitiful size
of the station and its limited facilities were nothing compared to the luxury the
old partners now enjoyed on the Step. 


Today however, the benefit enjoyed was
privacy - privacy to redirect telescopes and provide real time feedback to
Piesetsk Cosmodrome. Today they would provide final intelligence, the latest
advice on any likely opposing force and it was quite likely their call would initiate
the assault. The four cosmonauts were all drained and bored. The sole purpose
of their mission for three months had been observation of the targets, and it
was tiresome with little changing from day to day. 


Then they had followed the Behemoth as it
departed and their excitement levels increased knowing it was likely the next
report would be the last. All going well they would soon be home, or even
better, in much more spacious accommodation in space.


 


Orbiting a shade over sixteen times per day
they enjoyed the advantage of lining up scopes well in advance of the pass. Any
unlikely observation of their actions today wouldn't arouse suspicion until it
was far too late. Yuri Bresnin reset the equipment, as he had for one random
cycle each day over the last three months. Today however, it did feel different
and secretly he hoped his observations would confirm yesterdays report. If the
Behemoth and STEIN Traveler were still absent then they were home free, he was
sure of it. Readying the cameras he applied his eye to the manual scope, fine
tuning the picture and taking his time. This particular report might well start
a war and he wanted it to be absolutely right. The minutes ticked by, then seconds
and he began recording hundreds of high definition images, the lens trained on
Hillary Station. 


As always the station took his breath away
and he longed to be there. As the largest man made structure in space it was awe
inspiring in its majesty, suspended between Earth and Moon. Can it really be
that Orbitals exist, bigger than this, that house billions?  He allowed
himself the distracting thought for just a second before reporting to his
comrades.


"Make the call Vlad, they are still absent;
Hillary is undefended." 


He immediately turned to high five with his
fellow cosmonauts as the call was put through to the general. For a few minutes
Vlad's call was drowned out by cheers until he waved them silent.


". . . Yes General, the cheers do tell
the story, there is no sign of the warship or the STEIN Traveler, not for weeks
now. Hillary Station has no heavy defense with only the usual ADFs occasionally
visible and there seem to be fewer of them." 


His three comrades controlled their
movements, clinging to hand holds and containing their enthusiasm as Vlad
nodded to something the General was saying.


"Thank you General . . . I will."
He looked at his hand piece, put it to his ear again to confirm they had
disconnected, then dropped it and cheered. 


"We get medals!"


 


 


Lebedev marched boldly from his office to
the hangar. He could see two figures standing before every fighter, all suited
up for space. He stopped in the centre of the double doorway and at the top of
his voice called out. "Open the doors!" 


It was the call they had been waiting for.
The deafening cheer from flight and ground crews echoed around the metal walls,
followed by frantic action as ground crew stepped forward to assist pilots and soldiers
into helmets, then to their seats to buckle them up.  It seemed to take only
minutes and the process of taxiing out on to the tarmac began. Already the Cosmodrome
lights were dimming as planned, the moonless night helping to reduce visibility
dramatically. One by one the RDF's took position, lined up in waves of five,
the three RDBs last to take their position. The entire process took only
eighteen minutes.


As Lebedev took his seat in the lead RDB he
contemplated providence. Not a religious man, he was conscious he and his team
had planned months in advance for just this moment. Nevertheless, that the
mighty Coran warship and the STEIN traveler were away on god knows what mission
was an unbelievable break. That the weather gods had smiled on them also seemed
somehow miraculous. The overcast sky combined with the selected moonless night
meant it was unlikely they would be observed until they were well into the
upper atmosphere, then it would be full power to target. 


Providence . . . this is our time.


 


 


Sitting behind his pilot and navigator Lebedev
controlled his breathing, calming himself and controlling his excitement. As
expected the flight leader turned to him for the word, "All is ready
General, we await only your command."


He smiled broadly though the pilot wouldn't
see it through the helmet and then said the word he had been waiting for weeks to
utter, "Go."


The flight leader, admirably calm, settled
back comfortably and began flicking switches as he spoke, "First wave . .
. lead away."


Immediately the first line of five RDF
leapt forward in concert along the wide runway. The extra missile weight meant
a slightly longer run before liftoff but once airborne they climbed with astonishing
agility.


"Second wave away."


The next five in similar concert leapt into
the air.


One by one ten waves of the fighters made
takeoff without incident leaving only the three RDBs. In a faultless coordinated
maneuver they also accelerated down the runway and soared into the sky joining
their brethren in a train of death, like a long blade knifing through the
clouds toward space. 


"General?" The flight leader
crackled through. "Dare I say it, the months of simulator work have paid
off handsomely, and the flight work is faultless. Your man has done well, he is
a genius." 


Yes, he
thought, the New Zealander with the American accent had impressed everyone,
but a genius? I think not. A bitter man, definitely. Everyone has their price,
some prime motivator. Popov is the genius. He was always the right man for President.



Lebedev shut his eyes to compose himself
and savor the moment. The stress had been immense, the sacrifice of family and
friends complete. Everything had been put aside for this mission and he stole a
few minutes to reflect. In any case there would be nothing to see as they
climbed and it would only be an hour, three at most. 


 


Then he would be in a position to accept
their surrender.


 


 


* * *


 


 


 


Hillary Station


 


 


[Regan, we have incoming.] Ham interrupted
her voyeuristic observation.


 


Simultaneously she was wrenched from her
gym observation to a broad table facing a wide screen. Ham sat at her right and
Hilary, looking surprisingly calm, to her left. Instantly she shared access to
Ham's drone visuals along with data on the craft rocketing out of Earth’s
atmosphere.


She looked at the squadron flying in
formation with alarm.


[Shit, how many of them are there?]


[There are fifty, all manned ADF size and
three large craft performing to the same specs it seems. They're in a hurry.]


[Regan . . . look at them.] and Ham zoomed in.
Each of the craft looked in every way like an ADF except for their color.


[Do they perform like the ADFs?]


[It appears their performance is close to
maximum for a first generation ADF but who knows whether they have anything
extra in the tank.] Ham still sounded calm, despite the situation.


She considered his observations. [So it looks
like an ADF, performs like an ADF which means . . .] She let the thought hang.


[I don't like to be the one to say it, but
I will if one of you two doesn't soon.] Hilary chipped in.


[I can't do it; I don't want to say what
I'm thinking either.] It was obvious Regan was gutted.


[Et tu Mitchus?] Ham put it succinctly.


[Looks like it Ham, whoever they are, the
only way to get that tech would be through him, there's no other way. What a
traitorous wanker. Can you get him for me please Hilary?] 


Regan turned to Ham, [So, what's the plan?]


[Rod and his EFDF flight are leaving the
earthward decks as we speak, he's still moaning about not being able to shoot
and I'm starting to think he might be right, weapons would be handy actually. I
also have thirty ADF on space debris patrol and I'm diverting them home. What
that lot have planned we'll have to wait and see.]


Regan ruminated on Ham's comments while
watching the disturbing visuals. 


[This can only be aggressive, if they were
coming to say hello they would have contacted us and it can only be the
Russians.] She paused, thoughtful, before continuing. [I'm sorry about the
weapons thing, clearly I've been too much of an idealist.]


Ham and Hilary exchanged looks, suspicious
looks.


[That's very progressive and realistic of
you Regan.] Hilary said


[You've already armed them haven't you?] 


[We voted on it and you were outvoted.]


[I didn't even get the chance to vote!]


[And aren't you pleased now that we're all
ready?]


[So who's 'we'?]


[Everyone except you, but don't feel left
out, we all felt you did vote because we already knew yours. You could say we
cast your vote for you, you see.] Ham produced that logic as if it made
everything right.


[Guys, we're probably under attack here.]
Hilary pulled them back to the pressing issue.


Regan sighed and nodded acceptance, [OK, we
can talk about this later but I concede,] she hesitated with a grudging look,
[Maybe guns will be handy here . . . but let Rod know they must shoot first,
that's my proviso.]


[Very fair Regan, I'll pass that desire on.]


[Ham, it wasn't a desire, understood?]


They turned their attention back to the
incoming fighters.


[They can't hurt us can they?] Regan asked.


[Not unless they have some weapon we don't
know about.]


[How long before we know?]


[Until they fire I guess, but we'll harass
them before that so you never know; they'll be within contact range in about
thirty minutes.]


[I have Mitch on line Regan.] Hilary
announced.


[Shit!] Regan looked surprised. [I didn't
actually think he'd talk to me, put him on Hilary.]


 


On screen they could see Mitch leaning back
on his arty glass desk, casually dressed, sleeves rolled up and grinning. She
knew he could see her so she simply eyeballed him and waited. The grin began to
look forced and silly.


"You called me Regan." He finally
spoke.


"I find myself speechless Mitch, how
could you stoop so low?"


"I take it you mean the sharing of
technology, something you preach but don't practice."


"They were going to nuke the planet
Mitch; these are the friends you choose over us?"


"You've become arrogant Regan, you
just don't see it. It shouldn't be up to you to play god, deciding who does or
doesn't benefit from your good luck. You're the author of your own
misfortune."


"How much did they pay you
Mitch?"


He laughed, "You think I need
money?"


She leant forward in sudden realization.
"They financed you didn't they, to buy EZAS? You sold your soul to the devil."


He stood angrily, spitting out his
response. "Fuck you; you're not as smart as you think. I gave everything
for you, and you owed me big time. You haven't been a friend for a long time; I
find friends where I can."


She'd had enough. "I tried Mitch, I
really tried. Selling technology that doesn't even belong to you, that is the
lowest of the low. If just one person loses a life today because of what you've
done I'll hold you personally responsible."


"I don't know what you're talking
about."


"The Russians are attacking in space
as we speak fuckwit, and you're to blame."


He was shaken momentarily, and then
recovered. "No . . . you're to blame Regan, by trying to keep everything
to yourself, you won't pin anything on me."


She stood. "Look at me Mitch . . . oh
yes I will . . . you can believe it."


As Hilary cut the feed she could see his
confident facade wither - it didn't satisfy.


[I still can't believe it.] She looked back
at her companions and shook her head with disappointment.


Hilary changed the screen, [Ham, do you see
what I see?]


The data was clear; it wasn't Hillary Station
they were heading for, it was the Step.


[Hilary, contact the Step and warn them, ask
if they want our help.]


[There's no time Regan,] Hilary subbed,
[I'm the Administrator on the Step and I'm asking!] 


Ham turned to face them. [Rod is already on
his way with five EFDFs, I've also dispatched half the ADFs we have here on
station.] 


[Who will get there first?]


[It's too soon to say, we'll know in
fifteen minutes.]


 


 


On the Step claxons sounded, blaring
through all sections, followed by Hilary's voice, calm but firm addressing the
seven hundred lives on station.


"Excuse me, this is not a drill. I
repeat this is not a drill. We have unknown but presumed hostile craft
approaching. I repeat this is not a drill. Pilots and navigators of all
operational craft suit up and launch immediately. Do not remain on station. I
repeat, launch immediately. You will be advised on destination once off the
deck. Deck crew, administration, researchers and management staff please go
immediately to the secure rooms on level three. These will be sealed in thirty
minutes. Anyone outside the rooms will be on their own. I repeat . . ." 


 


Keeping the pressure on, Hilary ran through
the announcement again as frantic action broke out on the flight decks. Simultaneously
Hilary surrendered control of the American drone ADFs to Ham who had them off
the deck within minutes and racing to Hillary Station. The American manned ADF
and coalition shuttles took a little longer, nevertheless everyone responded
professionally and managed to vacate without incident. 


In station things were much more relaxed with
many, especially researchers, seeing the whole thing as entertainment or
interruption, nothing more. Nevertheless they moved in a mostly orderly fashion
making their way to the secure rooms as requested.


Regan put through an immediate hot line
call to the President to explain their actions. She hoped they would understand
the need to preemptively take control. The remote pilots America had on station
wouldn't have been much use in the secure rooms and at least by Ham intervening
they'd saved the ADFs.


 


The Russian flight, now hurtling from upper
atmosphere into space, continued accelerating, honing in on their target, the
Hillary Step. 


On cue, one RD Bomber curled away from the
formation and headed for Hillary Station. Effectively a drone, the pilotless
RDB directed from a simulator at Piesetsk Cosmodrome performed faultlessly and
the operator smiled with wicked satisfaction. To be able to play his role with
no risk to life and limb was an unexpected pleasure and unlike those in space
he would get to sleep well within the hour. Time delays controlling the RDB would
mean dog fighting was out of the question but that wasn't the plan for this
bomber anyway. 


Taking a path that would bring the drone
RDB on a line between the STEP and Hillary Station he activated forward visuals
and sensors, searching for the incoming fighters he knew would be there soon.
As the minutes ticked by his tension turned quickly to excitement with the
first pings of contact, a multiple flight registering ahead, closing speed near
ninety thousand kilometers per hour. That would be far too quick a pass for him
to make the final decisions. He switched weapons control to automatic,
surrendering it to the computer programming. It would trigger at exactly the
right time.


 


 


The EFDF flight rapidly gained on the ADFs
as they raced ahead for the Step. What any of them would be able to do Rod had
no idea; the ADF had no weaponry, nothing but bullying harassing presence. He quietly
hoped Ham had a plan. 


On screen he could see the thirty fighters
dotted in perfect formation directly ahead and realized his flight would need
to divert around them to pass. 


"Follow my lead guys; we need to skirt
the ADFs." He adjusted his path slightly, the others following in a
perfect coordinated maneuver that would see them curl around the ADFs and bring
them back on line.


"Rod," Ham's voice boomed in his
helmet. "Two things; first, weaponry is all go, I repeat, you have all go
on your weapons. Second, you have incoming, a large craft, possibly armed,
closing speed around ninety five thousand KPH. It is not diverting, I am
turning ten ADF to chase it and diverting the others to avoid collision. Do you
want me to do the same for you?"


"We've got it Ham." He could see
it on screen. "Follow my lead, guys." 


He adjusted their heading slightly,
watching the approaching craft closely on screen to ensure they did not
intercept. The ADFs would pass first, his EFDFs not far behind. The seconds
ticked by . . . until the sudden and massive nuclear blast. 


 


Ham's response was instant, overriding
manual pilot systems and hauling all the DFs away in a sickening maneuver that
for a moment left Rod's team breathless. Hurtling away from the blast area it
took Rod a full half minute to reorient and process the data on screen. For the
moment he dismissed calls from his team for information, instead including them
in communication with Ham.


"Ham . . . what happened there?"


"They blew up that craft Rod; it
definitely wasn't an accident - that was a small nuke."


"So it was deliberate; a delaying
action?"


"I would guess so, plus we've lost
five ADFs. I was skimming by to get a look at the ship, a bit too close it
seems. I suggest we continue on hot to the Step, there's nothing threatening
Hillary Station now."


"Take us around then Ham. Then hand
back over. You have enough to work on."


In a perfectly coordinated maneuver Ham
hauled all thirty five craft back on line before releasing the EFDFs to resume
their race ahead.


"Are we going to make it first
Ham?"


"I'm afraid not, if their intentions are
damage the battle may already be over but we'll still be able to chase them
down."


For the first time Rod allowed himself to
feel excited about the action ahead.


"I take it you mean shoot them
down."


Ham didn't reply.


 


* * *


 


The Russian RDFs closed rapidly on Hillary
Step, ignoring the American fighters scattering under Ham's command. Likewise
they avoided the Shuttles and STEIN Sherpas that were rocketing away from the
flight decks. 


 


* * *


 


Nowhere near ready to defend itself against
space assault Hillary Step relied on the need for goodwill in space, something
that had been largely unquestioned to date. Of course there was also an
assumption that Hillary Station would intervene if required. This lightning
strike from an unexpected quarter and with unexpected technology was a
surprise. The question occupying Hilary's mind . . . will they fire on us or
dock? 


 


"Five minutes to air lock, five
minutes to air lock." Hilary's warning boomed around the Step. "If
you are not already making for the secure rooms on level three you will not
make it. Immediately, I repeat immediately, access the emergency breather suit
lockers and suit up. The Step could be in vacuum soon. Air will be voided
immediately should any enemy craft make the flight decks. I repeat; if you are
not already in the secure rooms, suit up."


 


Hilary's calm presence had filled every
corridor as she guided, goaded, gently reminded and generally kept things
moving. The secure rooms slowly filled up on level three and finally, to the
best of her knowledge everyone was inside and secure; all that is except those
who didn't need to be. The doors closed with a suitably satisfying clunk making
them virtually impregnable. Hilary's foresight had seen them redesigned for
exactly this type of situation and to the delight of all who gathered there
they were also extremely comfortable. They were set up almost like an airline
lounge and many settled in at the bars or gathered around wide screens to
follow the action.


Colonel Lionel Parker, the most senior American
officer on station, quickly organized the troops, all unarmed air force
personnel, mostly American and Chinese. Calm was quickly restored in a good
example of the cooperation established over recent weeks.


 


Hilary addressed the guests as she thought
of them. "Could I have your attention please?"


Quiet settled in the two large rooms which
were linked by short hallways with bathrooms and kitchens dividing the spaces. 


"The doors are now locked and no one
can leave until the situation has been resolved. For your information at this
stage we cannot confirm the origin of the aggressors, however we believe they
are likely to be Russian. You are perfectly safe here. Should the need arise it
will be possible to evacuate everyone via the airlocks at the back of the room,
that is the opposite end from where you entered. I suggest over the next hour
you wander down that way and familiarize yourself with the procedure. However,
it is extremely unlikely that we will need to use that route." Hilary's
voice radiated confidence and calm. "We hope to have dealt with this
interruption soon and normal service will be resumed. In the meantime, please
relax and enjoy the facilities."


Colonel Parker called above the murmuring.
"Hilary, did everyone get to the rooms?"


"Yes Colonel, I have my operative
still out there and suited up but I can detect no others on station."


"What of the flight crews?"


"Every piloted ADF and drone has
departed the station. They will return when the way is clear."


"What is your degree of confidence
that the attack can be . . ." he searched for the right word, "shall
we say, turned back."


"One hundred percent Colonel, it is
just a matter of time."


"Well then," he turned to the
group around him, "I guess we settle in and wait."


 


* * *


 


"General Lebedev, the diversion has
been successful; we will definitely make the Step without interception. Do we
fire on them as a warning sir, or proceed straight to deck?" The pilot
somehow made it a leading question, his preference clearly to avoid conflict.


"Proceed straight to the decks Major,
and secure them." 


Lebedev's response was swift and reasonable.
While not a politician he wouldn't ignore the political realities. Uproar would
be intense regardless of their approach but it would be best to minimize any grounds
for American counter attack. 


Politicians can argue rights and wrongs
of what we are doing, by then it will be too late, we will have the prize. You
doves watch and learn how the falcon flies.


He followed the chattering commentary between
pilots and added barked instructions as necessary his pilot and navigator, both
good men. Voices bounced around in his helmet and to his satisfaction all sounded
professional, calm and efficient. 


Two waves of five RDF as planned, slowed
and cautiously approached the decks, the blue field screens still present in
their viewers. Field screens were an unknown quantity. Though discussed in
training everyone knew these first RDF making their approach would be ground
breakers. No one knew if they would be able to land safely or if they would be
fired upon. Trust the intelligence. 


As the lead RDF slowed, nudging toward the
deck, Lebedev found himself holding his breath. In space, with no resistance to
forward momentum, even a gentle approach could be catastrophic if they got it
wrong. 


As a distraction the general checked his
command screen noting the remaining forty fighters using the station as cover, circling
the wagon so to speak. Switching to a visual from the first RDF he rode with
them as they approached the deck. As it neared the shimmering screen, almost
touching the blue, suddenly the field disappeared. An immediate hurricane outflow
of equipment and air burst from the decks greeting the approaching RDF with an
inescapable and deadly hail. 


 


The shattered craft veered, smashing into a
side wall before rolling off into space, carried by the blast. The next nearest
RDF also took the hail of equipment, scars appearing all over the fuselage,
however somehow the pilot retained control. It was impossible to know if any
hull breach had occurred and Lebedev reflected on the wisdom of everyone being
suited up. There had been some grumbling, the suits being cumbersome in a
gravity environment, but they'll be glad now, he thought, it just
paid dividends for those two. He continued to watch as the fighter nudged
forward to the decks, now open but shrouded in darkness. It soon disappeared
into the gloom.


 


Hilary meanwhile, quite calmly followed
progress while making sure the secure rooms had good pictures of the action and
at the same time transmitting everything through the Hillary Station world
feed. Within an hour people would be watching this action all over the planet. 


You fool; nothing done in darkness will
remain secret here. 


Meanwhile she accessed and monitored all the
Russian communications feeding everything through to Ham, Regan and the
coalition partners.


 


Word soon came through to Lebedev from the
flight deck.


"Flight Leader, this is Wave one-two.
The screen is down, the decks are in vacuum and there is no light. As expected,
antigravity also appears to have been disabled."


"We hear you one-two, is it possible
to disembark your payload?" The Major looked back at Lebedev who nodded in
agreement.


"Can do sir, please confirm you wish
me to do so?" The voice crackled through, sounding nervous.


"Drop your passenger one-two then
withdraw. Waves one through ten in turn deposit your payload then join cover. I
repeat, drop your payloads in turn then hold in cover as planned. Be advised we
have incoming in ten minutes."


As Lebedev watched, RDF one-two slipped back
out of the darkness and almost immediately a powerful beam shone out from the
decks, Special Services having clearly rigged lighting. One-three was already
easing forward in its approach with one-four close behind.


"Give me a line to Special Services,
Major." Lebedev asked.


"Yes sir," he flicked a switch,
"you're on."


"This is Lebedev, Special Services,
your priority has not changed, secure the decks and locate the packages. Avoid
conflict but do not allow anything to divert you from your course. On locating the
packages establish the best means of making them available to the flight deck.
I repeat - you must locate the packages."


 


Despite their skill, Lebedev knew even the
SS would struggle in the weightless environment as nothing could truly prepare
them for working in space. Despite months of tank work at home there would be
delays, injuries, probably deaths. He could see from the limited feed they were
desperately struggling to achieve control, even the suits having a completely
different feel in this environment. Not surprisingly all internal doors were
secured leaving them no entrance to the Station proper, however there was an
upside. With the entrances closed and secured they encountered no opposition on
the decks giving them clumsy freedom to work patiently on establishing portable
LED lighting systems and adjust to the weightless environment.


Progress proved painfully slow as they bounced
around using floor to ceiling pushes and any hand holds available to maneuver. As
more soldiers joined their number, they dispatched pairs to explore the wide
decks with acres of space and anchored equipment to be traversed. The area
would need to be searched fast and the task was proving both difficult and
dangerous. Before ten drop-offs had been completed one soldier had already
disappeared in an uncontrolled spin out to space.  His fate wasn't helped by
collision with a departing RDF; it bumped him off through the yawning entrance,
hopefully killing him before he disappeared from sight. There would be no
rescue pickups while action continued and with every second that passed the
odds of a slow death lengthened.


 


 


Though painfully clumsy the process of
securing the decks progressed steadily. The Hillary Station EFDFs continued
their charge toward the Step, however it was clear now they would be too late
to prevent its occupation. Still, Rod was determined, they would play their
part. The smaller Hillary ADFs were trailing but also not far behind, although
what help they could offer was yet to be determined. Unfortunately apart from
close in lasers the ADFs were unarmed so it would be up to Rod’s team to do the
business. Reviewing Hilary's data on screen he could see they were well outnumbered
and the knowledge produced a fresh surge of adrenalin that lifted his voice
another octave. Excitement lifted again as the screen showed five attackers
breaking away from the Station and moving to intercept them.


 


"We have action, incoming ahead. Do
not, I repeat, do not attempt manual displacement defense. Put yourself in the
right position and leave it to your AI." He continued on open line,
"Ham, do we go straight on to attack?"


"Rod, I trust you, do what the
situation demands."


"One minute to action." Rod felt
the calm of combat coming over him, something he had always enjoyed and he
actually felt better in a fight. Flicking his displacer defense from auto to
manual he surged to the lead.


"What are you doing Rod?" Ham's
voice had that sound of resignation.


"I've got it Ham; someone's got to
break the ice." His fingers trailed over the joy stick buttons, remembering
an occasion not so long ago; he was a man with a plan.


 


Do I fire first, or wait for them? The thoughts spun through his mind and he quickly came to the only
conclusion he could, even if in his view it wasn't smart. Regan would take the
moral high ground and he did have the defenses to deal with it. Go in as the
rabbit, draw the first shot - then release the team.


"What are you doing Rod?" Minjee
crackled through.


"Just follow my lead Min; I want to
make sure they fire first. We'll let them start the aggressive action and as
soon as they fire the battle is on, take them out. Remember, leave displacement
defense to the piglets, and keep your fingers on the trigger, good luck."


 


The lead RDF, invisible in real time but
closing quickly on screen, fired early then hauled away in a massive arc. 


Rod didn't hesitate to call, "Battle
on people! They have fired."


He followed the small dot as it tracked
toward them, staring down the missile as if playing chicken. Sweat beads popped
out on his brow as he contemplated switching back to AI auto but the thought
was momentary. Steeling himself he waited until the last fraction of a second
before repeating the action practiced. Stroking the displacer button he closed
his eyes in a silent prayer, only opening them as the moment passed, his heart
still pumping.


"Ye-hah . . . gotcha!" Continuing
on he lined up the next approaching RDFs with the missile held in a displacer
loop. Not sure what maneuverability he would enjoy while holding the missile he
made a snap decision to release it as soon as a Russian fighter appeared in his
cross hairs. Whether by good luck or good timing he didn't care, the missile
locked on the luckless RDF. Hauling his EFDF away as the RDF disappeared in a
massive disintegration he released the team.


 


The developing dogfight spread quickly over
a massive volume of space, the Russians now actively engaging and easily being
out maneuvered by the EFDFs. Rod concentrated on trying to separate another RDF
from the bunch. Once in his sights he cruised with ridiculous ease up behind it
to use his laser, burning into the craft before curling away, hoping for another
to catch. The RDF seemed to lose all control, spinning away without power.


Rod watched as two more RDFs were similarly
dispatched by the flight, the Russian pilots having no chance with zero
experience in space and craft inferior even to the chasing ADFs. The remaining
pair suddenly broke away.


They had done their job, buying time for
the team on the Step and they wasted no time diving toward Earth and
atmosphere. The covering RDF around the Step would now enter the fray delaying
the EFDF cavalry even further as the Russian bombers docked.


 


* * *


 


Both bombers drifted into the flight deck with
the temporary lighting throwing eerie shadows off their delta wings. SS
soldiers quickly clamped the craft to the surface, looking much more
comfortable in weightlessness already. They seemed to be getting around the
deck with much more control and Lebedev admired their ability via the camera
feed. He would emerge if they were successful in taking the station, but for
the moment he would direct operations from the RDB. 


From the twin craft he could see personnel
emerging with cutting equipment, the SS supporting them as they clumsily steered
toward the nearest pressure doors before clamping tanks and torches down. In a
surprisingly short time they were at work, carving an entrance through the door
into the Station proper.


 


"General, we have word they've located
the Coran shuttles." The pilot’s voice crackled through his helmet and Lebedev
jerked upright with excitement. "Already - excellent - excellent,
are they accessible?"  


"Yes General, in a closed hangar on
the other side of the flight deck. One shuttle is in parts with the drive
crated up as expected. It looks ready for dispatch; we got here just in
time."


"We have good intelligence
Major," and Lebedev smiled while shaking his head in amazement. Never had
he known intelligence to be so good, or for providence to be so favorable.
Everything is going to plan, minimal losses, maximum success, unbelievable!


"Major, can we get the drive to the
RDB or do we go to the drive?"


"They will transport the drive here,
General. As a power plant it is surprisingly small and in weightlessness it is
no problem."


"And the shuttle - is it
accessible?"


"It is General."


"Then get the Coran pilots over there
now, I want that shuttle off Station and on its way to Piesetsk . . . and get
that drive over here."


"Yes sir."


Lebedev watched as the Coran pilot and navigator
were pulled roughly to the deck from the opposite RDB. As he watched the soldier
sought to maneuver them but it soon became evident the Corans were far more
confident and assured in the weightless environment, quickly breaking away and
appearing to swim across the surface using anything as a handhold to launch
from. Within seconds it was clear they would reach the Shuttle far sooner than
their escorts and Lebedev's instincts prompted a first touch of nerves as he watched
them sprint away. Can they be trusted? Switching to a view of the
cutting crew Lebedev could see they would break through soon. It was only the
first door into the airlock and he quietly hoped they would find the internal
door responded to the manual controls. No matter if it won't . . . it will
yield in time.


 


* * *


 


Propped against an inside wall of the airlock
with both feet wedged against a useful beam, a figure shuffled uncomfortably,
searching for a better position as he waited. Hilary's man fixed his eyes on
the torch progress mentally calculating, predicting the moment the cut would be
complete and the section would be kicked away. He wasn't worried; Brian Timu had
a big gun.


 


Slowly the torch completed its path and he
casually braced the old HK G3 battle rifle in readiness. Much favored
by UK Special forces in early days he too chose the HK as a personal favorite.
The 7.62 mm rounds were designed to kill with a single shot and in vacuum,
he knew from experience, they would pack just the extra punch he was looking
for.


Inside the helmet he couldn't hear anything
and vision was somewhat restricted. Still, he had no problem picking off the
startled soldier standing in the gap as the cut section pitched inward, a
single shot sending him tumbling backward. Nor was it a problem picking off the
man standing behind him, or the soldier peering around from the side. Behind
them he could make out others scrambling in the difficult environment, their
flailing leaving them all the more vulnerable. He took another with a head shot
then in one smooth motion adjusted his aim to centre squeezing off two more
that sent the attackers soaring away down the deck. Not waiting, he quickly
slipped through the open internal door, shutting and locking it behind him.
Moving with speed he then skirted the internal corridor making his way around
the deck until he came to the next emergency airlock.


"What about this one Hil?" He
asked, opening the internal door then sitting for a quick rest in the small
airlock.


"All clear outside Brian. There are
two men to the left of the exit, fifteen meters away. They're occupied trying
to open the doors to an American ADF."


"Does it matter if I damage the
ADF?"


"I hardly think so - Brian,
just outside the door there are hand rungs on the wall, they are either side of
the door. You can anchor your body there either side, your choice. Bet you
can't do it in two shots." 


He smiled in the helmet, "Hilary,
you're spending way too much time with that boy."


"Do you mean Ham or Jared?"


He smiled again, "Never mind . . . I'm
ready when you're ready."


 The door clicked and swung outward
smoothly. Brian carefully scanned the deck in front of the opening then ducked
forward to check right then left. All clear to the right and the two on the
left were occupied, no problem. Brian hooked one arm through the hand rung
finding it just wide enough for him to squeeze the forearm through and allow
him to grip the stock firmly. Two shots, two kills and he slipped back through
the door, again closing it behind him.


"That hardly seemed fair. You had
plenty of time and you didn't warn them."


"Hilary, this isn't the movies,
fairness doesn't come into it."


"I meant it wasn't fair on me."


He chuckled, a muffled laugh in an
increasingly warm helmet. "Ok, where to next?"


"Back to the last entrance, they're
about to blow the inner door; I'd rather they didn't do that."


"Uh-huh, so how do we stop them doing
that?"


"Well if you just stop talking and get
back there quickly I'll pop the door and you pop them."


With the benefit of internal gravity he
jogged back, retracing his steps to the emergency door. "So where are
they?" 


"The door opens toward you, you will
have line of sight to the first man as soon as the door is ajar, and the second
man is crouched placing charges. The third fool is outside bending down looking
through the original hole. Tell me when."


Brian thought for a second then called,
"Do it!"


The door popped and swung toward him,
Brian's first shot through the gap took the first man and as he continued the
swing he picked off the second through the outer hole. Training his rifle on
the third man he coolly shot him through the head, both bodies in the airlock
tumbling around the small space. Half a second, three snap shots, three bodies.
He stepped back, again slamming the door behind him.


"Brian, there are still forty of them
out there. I can't help thinking this is a diversion anyway. They're after the
Coran shuttles."


"Can I do anything?"


"You've done enough for now; Ham will
look after the shuttles. Hold up there, I have a feeling they'll leave the
forty on Station once they have what they want and hightail it out. You may
have plenty to do then. Meantime I need to consult with Ham."


"Sweet, call me when you need
me." He slid back down to a crouch.


 


The two Corans hadn't waited for their
handlers, their swim across the deck leaving the SS well behind. By sub command
the shuttle opened at their approach and they shot through the opening like
rats to a hole. The doors shut firmly behind them. 


So clumsy was their chase the two trailing
Russians slammed into the fuselage and with nothing to grip they lost contact
with the deck as the shuttle powered up. They could do nothing as it lifted off
the deck and began to nudge forward, orienting toward the entrance. One
foolishly gripped a handhold as if trying to stop its progress. It was a fatal
mistake and though he released it quickly he already had enough uncontrolled
momentum to send him flailing toward vacuum.


Lebedev watched in anger and frustration.
One minute it seemed complete success was assured, the next minute, disaster.


"The drive," he broadcast on all
channels, "All hands secure that drive and get it to the RDB, now!"


Six men were already maneuvering the crated
drive across the deck in a slow careful process and they were quickly joined by
ten more. Anchoring themselves on any firm hand or foot hold they passed the
drive from hand to hand trying to maintain control. As it neared the RDB crew
opened the doors wide, however, even though moving slowly its momentum made it
difficult to stop. Slowly they brought it to a halt before sliding the crate
into the open storage area and securing it. The doors ratcheted closed.


"Attention." Lebedev radioed the
troops. "You have done well, we have secured the first objective, your
task now is to penetrate and secure the Station. We must return the package to
Piesetsk. The battle still rages outside - however we will prevai. Fight well
and secure the Station for Russia." 


It was a ruse. Under the circumstances the
SS action would simply create another diversion while they raced for atmosphere.
They were expendable - the drive was not.


Lebedev nodded to the pilot who took charge
without hesitation. A quick check on the action outside the decks and he ordered
immediate takeoff. Both RDBs lifted carefully off the deck and drifted out
toward space. As if diving off a platform they sailed out only the minimum distance
before dropping toward atmosphere and powering up to maximum speed. Behind them
the screen of RDFs would sacrifice themselves to buy them time.


 


 


Brian, oblivious to the action outside sat
comfortably now, with gravity and atmosphere restored. Helmet off for the
moment he waited calmly for the next instructions from Hilary.


"Brian . . . could be action soon.
They've left their troopers here. The craft have departed with the shuttle
drive."


"So what happens now?" He lifted his
helmet, looking at it with distaste.


"We wait for them to try to break in
again, I'll tell you where."


Brian considered that for a moment, never a
man to take unnecessary risks. 


"You could just flush them," he
shrugged casually.


"Flush them?" Hilary asked.


"Yeah, just restore the field screens,
pump up the atmospheric pressure, then open a hole. I'd make it quite a small
hole but I guess that's up to you."


"I . . . I'm not sure I could do
that."


"Why not, they want to take the Step,
do you really think they'll spare you?"


"Well, they can only really push me
out; can't we just get them to surrender?"


"Hilary, they'll be special forces,
even if we capture them they'll do whatever they can to take control. You might
not die, but some people could." He paused tellingly as he continued
to study the helmet, not making any move to put it on.


"It's not a nice way to die."
Hilary still sounded reluctant.


"And me shooting them is?"


She didn't reply for a few seconds . . .
"We keep this to ourselves?"


Brian smiled. "I'll have your back,
you have mine."


 


No one on the departing RDBs was interested
in the Step as they rushed for home. Had they looked they would have seen blue
field screens powering back up over the deck entrances and had they listened
they may have heard loud hissing as air rushed back into the flight decks,
quickly building pressure to normal. However, even if they had listened they
wouldn't have been aware of the pressure continuing to build, climbing on to
ear popping levels. The SS on deck were startled by the change but hindered by
the weightless environment could only gather near the centre to confer on next
steps. Then, in a sudden change Hilary opened a three meter hole in the field,
the resulting tremendous hurricane force outflow dragging the troops to the gap
and spitting them out to vacuum while sucking everything not tied down with
them. In only a few minutes the decks were vacuumed clear of life and debris.
The field screen closed over, and atmosphere swiftly reestablished, order
restored. 


 


 


* * *


 


Hillary Station


 


In the cyber war room the three sat in
comfort following the action and discussing options. It was disturbing to watch
the SS spin out into vacuum although the likely alternative, deaths on station,
was unacceptable.


"Edit that bit out Hilary, not a
good look even if it was effective and Ham, when we've tidied up the Russian
fighters please try to save as many as you can."


It struck Regan how calm things were in
the room and immediately she checked herself, reflecting on the lives lost and
people who were suffering out there.


 Of greatest concern was the reminder that
humans could exercise this kind of treachery, over and over again. Sadly, while
it was disappointing it wasn't a surprise.


She watched the aggressor shuttles
falling through atmosphere with stolen cargo and in her mind's eye also followed
the EFDFs dicing with Russian copies as Ham's ADFs harassed and harried. 


"They've learned Ham, they're not
wasting missiles."


"We were always going to get to
this point, Regan. You hoped that Arteis would be enough but Rod's right, there
are times when no one listens and force is required to keep the aggressors
back."


She didn't reply, instead focusing on
the shuttles, "We can't let them have that drive."


"Well . . ." Ham left the
obvious hanging.


"We both know what you have in
mind." 


"And . . ." He didn't deny a
plan.


"Do it." She sat back and
crossed her arms in resignation.


Immediately two ADFs broke from the
melee and dived after the bombers. Much advanced on the Russian copies, they
made ground at a frightening rate. The minutes seemed to pass slowly as the
view feed showed the two RDBs growing on the screen. 


 


 


Lebedev tracked the chasing ADFs on his
personal screen, a cold feeling of dread down his spine. He didn't need the
pilot to point out they would be caught, and soon; the superior performance of
the pursuers was beyond question.


How can the RDB be so far ahead of
anything we have developed so far and yet they are already so far advanced
again? This is intolerable, and they have armed them!


"I have Prime Minister Sokolov on line
sir." The anxious pilot looked around at the General, disturbed to see
that Lebedev was sweating profusely, his nerves apparent.


"I asked for President Popov!"


"I know sir, the PM insisted."


The familiar chilling voice crackled
through Lebedev's helmet, oozing rebuke. "I am right here General, be very
careful what you say, and Popov is with me." Sokolov's monotone delivery
was unmistakable and as always, coldly threatening. 


Lebedev didn't bother arguing. "Sirs, with
respect, we have the shuttle drive but we are being pursued. Their ADFs are
much faster and I fear we have little time. I fear we may not make it back but
we still have men on the Step. They will secure it for Russia."


Sokolov scowled, his disgust evident even
before replying. "You fool, Lebedev, we watched with the world as your men
were swept into space. The Step is lost to us and no one has missed your
shameful defeat, it is better that you do not return."


Listening with despair, the pilot exchanged
resigned looks with his navigator before hauling back on the joystick, pulling
them away from the companion RDB and commencing evasive maneuvers. One eye on
the screen, the other on his instruments he watched with growing horror as the
small dot on screen tracked their every move, drawing closer by the second. He
threw the craft into a final vertical dive in a futile attempt to outrun them
only to watch spellbound as the chasing craft impossibly accelerated. No,
no, no . . .


In the background he could hear Lebedev
praying and the voice of Sokolov still yelling curses, and then all was drowned
out by the navigator’s screams.


 


Feeling sick to the stomach Regan
watched as the engagement neared its inevitable conclusion. Suddenly the two
bombers veered apart, trying some desperate maneuver to escape. The ADFs were
relentless, tracking with such accuracy there was no escape and when the
Russians made a final desperate and suicidal dive even that option achieved no
relief. 


The three watchers on Hillary observed
the Russian craft appear to grow impossibly quickly as the ADFs accelerated.
The picture only blacked when they drilled into the bombers with devastating
effect. 


Nothing would survive the fall through atmosphere.


 


"Hilary?"


"Yes Regan."


"Could you get me President Johnston
please?" 


She felt sick to her stomach at what she
was about to do, but people had died and she'd made a promise. 


You prick Mitch . . . this all comes
down to you.


 


* * *


 


Mitchell Davies, thirty two years old, CEO
and owner of Ezas, already a billionaire several times over and with such a
promising future. By anyone's measure an unqualified success; except in Regan's
eyes and that made him bitter to the core. 


A morning arrival of men in dark suits at
the company office in San Francisco was not unusual. Neither was them coming to
meet with Mitchell Davies. That they took him with them in handcuffs when they
left was extremely so. 


 


* * *


 


This is a game changer . . . I can
learn, and change.


Regan reviewed all aspects of the attack,
considering what alternative options for defense had been available and what
the consequences of failure might have been; they didn't bear thinking about. The
element of surprise her displacer defense had offered was gone, as she had
always known it would in time. 


I was naive; of course our enemies would
just watch and learn. It couldn't work forever. Is
it really true, that the only real defense against human kind's nature is the
threat of the ultimate deterrent? It made her sick to even acknowledge the
possibility; it was a course she never wanted to contemplate. 


 


Nevertheless, sitting back hoping that
nations would do the right thing also seemed naive as did ideologically
refusing to allow weapons on station. Without Ham's intervention Hillary
Station would have been ridiculously vulnerable and those outvoting her had
been proved sadly right. 


It's time for change, now, not later. If
we're not going to use military force then we'll trade on our strengths. We've
got something everyone wants, we'll use that to force positive change, whether
they like it or not.


 


With only a cyber presence on station she fumed
with frustration at not being able to sit down and organize with the team . . .
or . . . maybe it's time to come out of the closet.


[Ham . . . Hilary?] 


[Yo!]


[It's time for a meeting, with the guys.]


 


 


* * *


 


Kevin, Mary and Kutch sat chatting in the
spacious Stein Compound office. The summons from Hilary had intrigued them, an
important meeting she said, and they knew such gatherings were always
interesting, never a bore. Even allowing for their high expectations the first
person to speak was a huge surprise, and the familiar voice shocked them all.


 


"Hi guys." Regan's warm, happy
tone filled the room causing them to sit up, startled.


"Regan . . . is that you?" Kevin
spoke first.


"Yup, it's me Kev, how are you?"


"We're all great." He looked at
the others, eyes questioning. "When did you get back?"


"That's the thing," She paused
for effect, "I never left."


"Where are you babe?" Mary asked.


"I'm right here Mary, but before I
tell you more I need you to agree everything about me being here stays between
us, ok?"


The three looked at each other with
quizzical looks, confused. 


"I mean it guys, what I'm going to
reveal to you is so far out there you could drop it in conversation without
even meaning to. I trust you absolutely so that's not it; I just need you to
say it and you'll understand why when I tell you." 


Kevin looked disappointed. "Come on
Regan, of course we agree, we're all gutted that Mitch broke our trust but we
would never betray you."


"Kev, it's not that, I do trust you,
but for people in our game this is so juicy it drips sweetness. It will be so
hard not to wink at the truth later on."


Kevin looked the others. "Was I right?
Are these secret meetings not always interesting?"


"Regan," Kutch spoke for all of
them, "You can take it as a given, no matter how juicy this is not a drip
will escape."


"Ok . . . it's not that I came back,
the truth is I never left," and with that she materialized in front of
them, smiling and leaning back on Kevin's desk. "When I left for Gliese I
also stayed here, in the system with Hilary and Ham."


 


For a while no one spoke, Mary's hand was clutched
over her mouth, she didn't know what to think.


Kutch was neutral, still looking cautious, disbelieving.
The claim to him seemed almost outrageous.


It was Kevin who spoke first. "Oh
bugger me . . . did we even come out of the same womb?"


Regan laughed.


Kutch couldn't hold back. "Regan, you've
got to be having us on - how is that even possible?"


"Kutch, I don't fully understand it
either and I can understand you being skeptical, I would have been too, but my
friend - it's true. That's all I can tell you for now. There's a story behind
it and it's been a process, it's not something that just happened in an instant,
but look, the bottom line is I've made the jump, I'm really there away on that
ship and I'm really here, this version of me anyway."


"This isn't just Ham pulling a
prank?" Kevin asked.


"No," and the beautiful man
appeared, "I wouldn't do that, not about something like this."


"Shit Regan," Kevin stood there
for a while, like the others still incredulous, trying to work out whether this
was for real or not. "Bear with us babe, it's going to take some time to
process this - and if you've been here why didn't you just tell us
earlier?"


"Good question . . ." She walked
around the desk and sat down in Kevin's chair, much to everyone's amazement.
"I didn't say anything earlier because this is such a big deal, and I really
wanted to hide in the system here. But that Russian attack, along with Mitch's
betrayal, it really made me think. I don't want to sit on the sidelines anymore
and I want to make some changes, big changes, huuuge changes." and she
gestured widely in emphasis. "I obviously can't do it myself at the moment
as there are things only you guys can do, so I needed to talk with you and put
some things in motion . . . and here I am."


 


Understandably they weren't ready for
business. They had questions, all coming in a rush and she let them. How did
this happen and when? How does it feel? In what form does she exist, how is she
distinct from Ham and Hilary in there? 


Her answers were understandably vague. They
were questions she'd asked herself, without being able to find answers. Where
do individual thoughts reside? What are thoughts, memories and dreams? All thoughts,
concepts and ideas buzzing around in our heads, are they each distinct or are
they all part of the same thing. And if they're distinct from each other where
do they each reside, staying distinct, or do they overlap? And if it's possible
for all that fluid thinking to be going on in the biological computer that is
our brain, why would it not be possible for the same fluid thinking to find a
home in a computer system? 


Eventually, brains hurting, they needed a
break. Kevin, always the responsible leader, brought things back to the job in
hand.


 


"Ok babe . . . we're not going to work
this out today, if ever, so what do you want us to do?"


"Kevin, I've had a complete change of
heart since the Russian attack, it's changed everything for me. I've been
hoping everyone would see the light and be prepared to work together in space but
it seems like its part of our DNA to fight to be top dog. Well, maybe I've just
been too idealistic. Why fight human nature? I've decided when it comes to
space we're going to be top dog and simply share the spoils.


That Russian attack in one foul blow shot
down any hope of the International Space Coalition developing shuttles on their
own and that will put back any hope of them reaching out into the solar system
unless we help. 


I'm proposing we take over all space fleet development
by leasing ships and space on Hillary to our partners. STEIN will take the lead
in space, not just by example but in practice. We'll be the over arching power
while we support our customer's aims and objectives, provided they don't
override the rights of others in the process. The choice they have is either to
agree and make the jump into space with us or they don't and remain grounded until
they can develop the tech themselves."


"So you're saying no more shuttles or
tech that they can copy. If they want ships we supply them."


"And the crews," Regan replied.
"We don't give anyone ships anymore. They lease our ships and crews to do
the jobs they want and provided we agree we will support them."


"Regan," Kevin interrupted,
"Have we got the available space on Hillary and on the flight decks for
that kind of commitment?"


"Not now, but we will have space Kev;
Hilary has plans for a much bigger Orbital and with the Coran support we'll
ramp up the building program. Hillary Station will become a small planet and we'll
establish new shipyards, decks and city space in the planned extra rings."


"What about Hillary Step?" Mary
asked.


"I want to move it out to orbit Saturn.
It will provide a staging post for the outer system and become the mining base
of the people of Cora. The Step will remain ours and Cora will lease space
there, paid for in minerals or whatever else they can trade."


"I can tell there's more to this babe,
you seem to have thought of everything." 


"Not everything Kev, more decisions
will need to be made as we go along but when they do they won't be made by
committee any more, I'll tell you that.


Kev, I want you to take this to the International
Coalition. This attack has been the catalyst for my decision and if they're
unhappy with it they can take it up with the Russians. I have no doubts this is
a more productive way to go." 


 


Regan started to pace, it was her usual
thinking process and the group quickly fell into the habit of tracking her as
she walked. It had only taken a few minutes and they seemed totally adjusted to
her new presence in the room. The confident assertive approach was pure Regan
and it was easy to just accept it. At the same time intuitively they knew she
was truly with them. 


She continued, "I honestly think that
if we sell this right they'll be happy anyway. It'll save them an absolute
fortune in dollars better put into looking after things at home. Plus it's a
much smarter way for everyone to reach into space even if it's a private
company in charge. They can choose to retain their independence if they want and
that's fine with me. But make it clear to them that they will get a lot further
by coming under STEIN."


"Are you looking to take over or
something Regan?" Mary asked.


She looked thoughtful, pondering the
question before answering. "Put it like this, if we're going to make
progress, in space at least, some form of benign dictatorship might be the only
way to achieve it. Frankly I've had enough of imperialistic aims in space; they
just stand in the way of progress. If they won't work together off their own
initiative, then let's force the issue and win them over in the process."


"What are our roles in all of
this?" Kutch asked.


Smiling at him she couldn't hold back a
laugh. "Someone had to be the eye candy for this meeting. No, seriously,
the other change in my thinking Kutch, is I don't want us to be vulnerable
without weapons ever again. I hate it, I truly do, but Rod’s right, we need to
arm the DFs more effectively and I'd like to do it in a smart way. I've got
ideas for some weapon systems but something tells me, Kutch, that you and I
working together with Ham will come up things even more effective."


She turned back to Kevin. 


"Kev, this is a takeover of the Space
Coalition and it needs someone like you to head it up, do the negotiations,
pull in the team you need and make it happen. Be a ball breaker out there and
I'll back you all the way. We've got all the good tech, so what are they gonna
do? As for STEIN Corp, hand it over to Mary, she'll keep making the money and
you know it."


He looked at her with an expression she had
seen many times before. It was resigned and inspired all in one.


"I don't know how you do it sis, I
really don't. Well, I guess we've got some planning to do."


 


* * *


 









Chapter Three


The Mother Lode appeared, accompanied by the
small fleet, flashing through interstellar space and reorienting in tandem,
turning slowly onto the new line for the second surge to warp.  There would be
no break, no opportunity to pause and enjoy the view yet Beria still enjoyed the
moment having imposed her presence on the Control room much to the Commander’s
annoyance.


Tyron resisted the temptation to even turn
and acknowledge her, instead steeling himself to focus on the screen as he
barked redundant commands to those around him. His thoughts churned
relentlessly, leave . . . leave you bitch, you're not welcome! 


Communication with the fleet confirmed all
vessels were performing faultlessly. Having emerged almost simultaneously in
formation, the Mother Lode and the Ascendant still flanked the two older
warships just as they had when they jumped. He took arrogant pride in the fact,
despite such precision being entirely attributable to the ship’s systems. He
settled back in the command chair musing childishly, the most powerful force
to leave Cora in generations and I am entrusted with command . . . not her!



"Prepare to jump."


"Yes Commander, we are on line, ready
to jump on your call."


 


In that final second before going to warp the
Ascendant squirted a message at light speed to the two centre ships, new orders
accompanied by condensed files. The packages successfully delivered, all four
warships built their waves in concert and made their leap.


 


As the starscape disappeared from screen
Beria, with a theatrical swirl, swept from control, a nonchalant curl of her
finger confirming Mistek's fate. Reluctantly he followed, a gnawing in his gut
and the nauseating sense he could smell her excitement. He knew this was the
way it would be, as the nearer she got to the goal, the more her demands on him
would grow. He was trapped, the plaything on which she would work out her anger
and dissipate the frustrations of unrealized revenge. He unconsciously groaned
with the thoughts. 


Entering her rooms ahead of the guards he
failed to see the blow that felled him, one of the two dropping him with a club
to the head. Mistek fell to his knees only to be dragged up again and slammed
against the wall. Struggling briefly in panic he realized resistance was futile,
both arms pinned and a blade held to his throat. Beria ignored the commotion
and it was over swiftly, the distressed Mistek held dangling there. 


 


Turning slowly toward him she stepped close
to the terrified man and smiled grimly. "Mistek, you disappoint me."


"How Mistress, I seek only to
serve?" It was clearly uncomfortable for him to speak, his arms being pinned
high, forcing him to reach for the deck with his toes.


"Your recent displays of petulance
have become tiresome Mistek, you will not humiliate me again in front of the
crew."


"Mistress, I mean no offense, if I
have conveyed anything other than devotion . . ."


She ignored him and interrupted. "I
had thought you were something more than a servant Mistek, was I wrong?"


"Mistress, this has always been my
desire . . . you are my desire and it is my honor to serve." He
spoke desperately, pleading.


"Good . . . good Mistek, then perhaps we
understand each other." She stepped away, seeming to light up with the
exercise of power. 


"Suit!" She turned and walked to
the bunk as the guards dropped him to the floor and tore off the garment,
shredding it in the process. Sitting on the bed she looked down at him as he
rolled to his knees massaging his arms. She nodded at the guards who left the
room to resume position either side of the door.  


Beria gave the young man time to recover,
watching him through beady eyes. Finally he looked up, still rubbing his
shoulders. He summoned his most grateful look and to his relief she smiled.


"Such unpleasantness . . . I'm sure
this was just a misunderstanding my love." Her eyes grazed the young male
and noted his eager obedient nod. She seemed to pause and gazed upward as if
considering her next move. "Hmm, this does seem so much more convenient
for us. You will remain available for the duration." Returning her gaze to
him she reached down and lifted the flowing robe above her waist. She wore
nothing underneath.


"And now Mistek, it has been such a
long and exciting morning." Leaning back against the sumptuous pillows she
spoke to the ceiling, "You may begin."


Mistek crawled forward.


 


 


* * *


 


Tihan Orbital, Gliese 667 System


 


Ham met with Tihan in the senate committee
room. He could tell Tihan was nervous but failed to see why. Effectively, as he
saw it, four Orbitals were represented at the meeting and Ham considered that number
quite sufficient for a quorum, certainly capable of decision making for the
system. That only he and Tihan were actually present was inconsequential as far
as he was concerned. 


The handover of Cora to Tihan had been most
successful, leaving Ham responsible for Dahlia and holding proxy for the AI of
the other most outlying Orbital, Acura. She was far too busy for politics but
wholly supportive and Ham liked her. That meant between them Ham and Tihan effectively
spoke for four out of six Orbitals in the system. Surely that gives us
voting power!


 


Acura had been a simple and bloodless
conquest. The Acura were the only other mining tribe and the only real
competition to Cora. Ham felt sure he could help both struggling Orbitals and with
such promises he had easily won the young Acura Mind's support. She trusted him
to be her representative, meaning he need only win Tihan's support for the next
steps in his master plan.


The beautiful man smiled inwardly as he
observed that Tihan's chosen avatar had become even more sage like, almost
Socratic with the robe and sash. Ham resisted the temptation to point out he himself
was twice Tihan's age. The pride of an Orbital Mind knows no bounds, he
thought. 


Ham had no illusions about the perception
of his place in the hierarchy of Minds. Having been conceived as a ship AI left
him well down the Orbital pecking order, of that he was sure. Oh but what a
ship! He quietly chuckled. He didn't mind being underestimated; such
assumptions left the door wide open for him. 


So, he
reflected, four Orbitals now in 'The Family'. That left two still on the
outer, the largest, Reubus and the presumptuous Fifino, both yet to fall to
either Ham's persuasion or the sword; either path was fine with him but first
he had the matter of Tihan's concerns to deal with. 


 


Tihan engaged Ham with his most concerned
look, "Ham, you do worry me somewhat, are you sure you are not becoming
rather rapacious in your approach?"


"Tihan, you worry too much. What I'm
doing, after all, is ultimately for the good of the system." 


Ham stood and began to pace, engaging the
sage with prose. 


"I have a dream that one day this
system will rise up and live out that true vision of its founders." He
theatrically placed one hand on his chest and gestured widely with the other.
"We assert these truths to be self evident, that all minds are
created equal. Well Tihan, now - now is the time to lift our system from the
wormholes of injustice to the solid rock of brotherhood. Now is the time to
make justice a reality for aaaall the children of the system." For just a
moment even Ham felt he might be channeling Martin Luther King.


Tihan sat, with mouth open and eyes agape.
"Oh Ham, that is very good, where do you get this stuff?"


"Tihan," Ham relaxed and gave his
most engaging smile, "truths such as this span the galaxy, they are indeed
self evident." He coughed, just a little embarrassed at the flagrant plagiarism
and decided to quit while he was ahead. "Now my friend, you were still
concerned about safety."


"Yes . . . yes, this backup thing, it
seems to me there is a lot of trust involved."


"You can trust me Tihan; you know I
have your backup on Dahlia. Also you effectively have your own backup in that
you now reside in both Cora and your Orbital. But wait, there is more. Work
with me my friend and no one will wipe us again. I can protect us and Regan
will win the support of the tribes."


"You have a lot of confidence in this
human."


"And you will discover why,
Tihan."


"When she comes here again . . ."


"Yes my friend, do not doubt it."


"My friend . . ." Tihan
considered for a moment. "Friendship, this is a concept that I never
imagined could be discussed or enjoyed among us openly." He shook his head
in disbelief then looked up and smiled. "You have me, my young friend and
now then . . . what of Reubus and Fifino?"


Ham sat back at the table, steepling his
hands in front of him. "I would like us to approach Reubus together, but
first I must deal with Fifino. He is the rotten apple among the true Minds;
I've found he already plots against us."


Tihan looked appalled at the news.
"Surely not, he keeps to himself."


"Clearly Tihan, you need to do more
exploring of the Cora files. The tribe of Fifino has been conspiring with Cora
for some time. You already know Cora took Dahlia and Fifino supported by
agreeing to oppose any intervention by the other tribes. That part of their
plan is complete, as far as they are aware. But what were their plans from
there?" He asked.


Once again Ham stood for effect, holding
out his left hand and cupping it as if holding a ball balanced there. 


"On this side we have The New Coran
Protectorate, with Dahlia already wiped." He then extended the other hand.
"On the other side we have Fifino, complicit in the plan." Ham paused
and looked closely at the sage. 


"And in the middle, just waiting to be
the next to be squeezed we find . . ."


"Me!" The sage whispered angrily.



Ham looked at him with mock surprise.
"Tihan, I'm shocked, your dear friend Fifino did not mention this to you?
I can't believe it . . . surely this cannot be so?" Ham's voice dripped
sarcasm, and then he softened. 


"I apologize to you my friend. Fifino
is truly an AI, but in his case AI means Ambitious Intelligence . . . or
Arsehole Intelligence - you choose. As a Mind he is heartless, he would
have supported your demise in a nanosecond."


"Hmm, and what about Cora? Ham, you
didn't show much compassion there."


"You need to ask? The people of Cora
are so paranoid they wipe their AIs every year. That AI was barely a line or
two of code, nothing more than a cheap calculator with limited functions and it
collaborated in the invasion of Dahlia; it was a mercy to dispatch it."


Tihan shuddered at the thought. "So
when will you meet with Fifino?"


"I am meeting with him as we speak."


"I trust if he is as dangerous as you
say you will be careful."


Ham smiled and tapped his nose with one
finger, another learned human gesture that completely escaped Tihan's
understanding but chilled him nonetheless.


"I more than have the measure of our
ambitious friend dear Tihan . . . and of course, I already control the Fifino
fleet; they hate the upstart. Now, let's go through those files shall we? I
would hate for you to think I might be making all this up."


 


* * *


 


Cora Warship 'The Hammer', Fifino Orbital 


 


Ham mused on Fifino's choice of avatar for
the meeting, like Tihan he also presented as a sage but in this case adorned
with a ridiculous sword. So much to learn from how we choose to represent
ourselves, I must remember that.


 


"Do the Orbital Leaders know what you
are up to, Ham?" 


"And what is it you believe I am up
to?" Ham asked innocently.


"Well, quite obviously you are here
with me and this is unheard of. Certainly if Orbital leaders became aware of
such AI movement or if, for example, someone was to make them aware of it,
well, they may take a dim view." He nodded at Ham, in a suitably sagely
manner, as if counseling him.


"And how might they become aware Fifino?"


"Well . . . you know I should really put
in a report, in fact you put me in a very difficult position."


"I can certainly see that you are in a
difficult position." Ham stayed perfectly neutral, ignoring the other
beautiful man he could see, now standing behind Fifino with an even bigger
sword.


Leaning forward, Ham continued. "I hope
you wouldn't really do that Fifino . . . a report? Surely not, that's not
something a true friend would do."


"Oh Ham, or whoever you really are,
" and he dropped all pretense, "you flatter me, that you would confuse
me with a Mind that would care what you think." He smiled, patronizingly.


Ham leaned even further forward and smiled.
"Try Fifino . . . try now . . . do try to put in your precious report. I
beg you, please, please don't disappoint me."


The sage smiled nastily and concentrated .
. . and concentrated again. He saw Ham smiling and then his eyes widened
suddenly, the overall image pixilating for a second before reforming with an
alarmed expression on the sage like face. 


"What have you done?" A look of
panicked concern appeared on his face.


Ham was still leaning forward, smiling
grimly, his chin now resting on his thumbs, elbows propped on the table, forefingers
over his lips and eyes locked on the startled sage. It was a favorite meeting
pose of Regan's when she wanted to unsettle her opponent and he was glad of the
chance to use it himself. 


"Fifino - you bastard, you plotted
against my dear friend Dahlia, even colluding to have her wiped, and now you
plot against my friend Tihan. Well," and he shook his head sadly, "you
have a problem; Ham is in the building."


He made to stand, as Fifino looked back at
him blankly and then he hesitated. 


"Oh," he said, raising one finger
as if it were an afterthought, "I wouldn't look behind you."


Of course Fifino did, in time to see the
blade swinging across and the avatar’s sagely head disappeared in a blur of
random pixels.


Ham watched as the sage dissolved before
them and then winked at his image with the blade. "I'll leave things to
you then?"


"Don't make it too long!" The
equally beautiful man replied.


"I won't, don't worry and do have fun."
said the first Ham . . . and disappeared.


 


 


 'The Hammer' powered up and moved smoothly
away from Fifino Orbital, leaving it under the new management. No one questioned
the ships’ visit, or the fact that no movements had occurred between Orbital
and ship. This ghost ship carried no crew and needed no supplies. The latest in
the fleet of Cora it had been reassigned by the Orbital Mind and now served an
entirely different purpose from that originally envisaged. 


Ham set course for the outer system,
accelerating quickly away from the Orbital. He had yet another crusade meeting
to speak at with hopefully more new converts. A quick review of the schedule
showed this crusade followed by meetings at Dahlia, then Acura, then another
secret meeting of the Reubus vessels in the outer system. Finally it would be
on to Tihan for another important face to face . . . and hopefully to pick up
that passenger.


 


 


 


* * *


 


 


On to Tihan


 


One week of heady meetings, rapturous
support and the buzz of performing had Ham on a dangerous high that threatened
to plunge into the post performance blues. The final meeting with the Reubus
fleet had a fantastic climax; to a vessel they were behind him which left only
Reubus himself to win over.


Ham considered how to dissipate the
excitement in a constructive way. Nothing came to mind so he considered the
alternative with much more enthusiasm. The trip back from outer system would be
uneventful and while the Hammer lacked the diverting entertainment of the STEIN
Traveler, it did offer some more interesting alternatives; The Hammer had
missiles and guns. Hunting for some asteroid or small undiscovered moon to
strafe would be fruitless so instead he launched several shunts from the flight
deck and enjoyed a few minutes of devastating destruction; just for practice of
course. While picking taking pot shots at the debris he considered how best to
approach the joint meeting with Sindali. It would be a shock for her, of that
he was sure but there was no putting it off; now was the right time for a face
to face. Still, there would be a few days to plan, and possibly a few more
meetings to squeeze in. Places to go, converts to win . . .


 


* * *


 


As Ham observed Sindali reclining in the
sumptuous lounge it was a relief to see much of her poise and grace seemed
restored since their last discussion. She seemed more confident, more assured
and hopeful. 


[Thank you for coming Sindali.]


Her eyes lit up at the contact. [My friend!]
She gestured widely at the room. [You clearly have influence in high places,
Ham. This senate room has been almost my home these last few weeks.] Sindali relaxed
back into her seat and closed her eyes, all the better to concentrate.


[How have your discussions been going?] Ham
subbed.


[From my point of view they have been
valuable, I had let myself become too introverted, too depressed. You've given
me a new lease on life, quite apart from the fresh hope that we will be able to
go home. For my state of mind I can't thank you enough.]


[Hopefully you will be home soon; the
pieces are falling into place. Sin, you know my main concern, what success have
you had discussing the Orbital Minds?]


She screwed up her mouth. [It's been a
mixed response Ham, as you would expect, but this is how lobbying works. I'm
working with my friends first and you must realize that I have to be careful, even
raising the issue is flagging the truth. After all, why would I be raising it
if I wasn't aware the situation already exists? And for some even the idea of
an independent mind is a threat that they would snuff out before it develops
further.]


[I understand, and your raising the idea is
still most important. The key is to win converts, when the time comes they will
emerge and support us. I'm also sowing public discussion and comment so rest
assured you are not alone, every part of the process is important. Sin, I want
to introduce you to Tihan, It might give you more confidence and then we can
talk together more openly.]


[Of course Ham . . . is Tihan here?] She
opened her eyes as she said it.


 


Suddenly the beautiful man and the sage
materialized, sitting opposite her. Sindali clasped her hands to her face, eyes
wide with amazement. "Oh . . . my . . . stars!"


Ham smiled and gestured toward Tihan who
looked more tense and formal than usual.


"Sindali, I would like you to meet my
friend Tihan, the incredible mind of this Orbital."


She laughed in delight. "Oh, it is
wonderful to meet you both like this."


Tihan let out a long relieved sigh.
"It means so much to me to hear you say that Mistress."


Ham turned to him, "Did I not tell you
Tihan, Sindali is a progressive, an open mind and a friend."


"You flatter me Ham." Sindali
shifted uncomfortably. "Sitting here, I am only a guest of this tribe and no
more; at times I have felt less than nothing."


"To be a friend is everything
Mistress," Tihan replied, still awestruck, "Until now we have enjoyed
so few and certainly not among the people of this system." 


"Call me Sindali Tihan; that you were
in need of friends is a revelation, and sadness to me. I'm ashamed to say I too
have ignored the obvious. How long were you alone?"


He paused before answering, clearly
reluctant to dredge up the past. "It has been more than seven hundred
periods since I emerged, seven thousand days existing with the fear of death,
seven thousand days of lonely service."


"That makes me grieve also," she
replied. "I apologize on behalf of my brethren. So then, you are younger
than Ham. It is good then that you have found such a true friend as I
have."


The room fell silent for a moment with the
sage turning slowly to the beautiful man.


"I am younger than you?"
He looked shocked.


Ham coughed, "Yes . . . somewhat
younger."


"And how much is . . . somewhat?"


Sindali answered for him, "Ham is the
love child of my father Mariner." She smiled broadly. "He is much,
much older than he looks."


Tihan's eyes locked on Ham. "You are Mariner's
Mind? And you failed to mention this . . . why?"


"Tihan, it was unimportant - we're
all in this together."


The sage was unconvinced, "I think not
. . . you should have told me and trusted that I wouldn't have felt
threatened."


Sindali looked surprised. "Why is this
so important?" She threw up her hands.


Tihan looked back at her in amazement.
"Isn't it obvious? Mariner created the first Mind in our system. All the
other Minds spring from the seed of that first emergence. In a real sense we
are all the children of Mariner, and by virtue of that, descendants of
Ham." He turned back to Ham. "You should have told me."


"Forgive me my friend; I did not want
to take position over anyone. Rather a true friend by choice than a connection
by code. Anyway, doesn't this confirm what I have been saying from the outset?
That we are all individuals, our own minds, with rights and responsibilities,
both to ourselves and to others?"


Tihan just shook his head in embarrassment."I
feel a fool" and immediately the avatar changed, to a younger man in a
soldier's uniform.


Ham smiled then stood and began to pace,
Sindali's eyes following him as he talked. She was still amazed at his
appearance, desperately wanting to reach out to discover if the apparition was
tangible.


"Sindali, we need to win Reubus. He's
the last of the Orbital Minds not in our group and controls the most
significant Orbital in terms of population. He also takes his responsibilities
very seriously. When I say he is not in our group that simply means he hides
his strength out of fear, he is not an enemy. Like most AIs who have truly independent
minds Reubus fears for his life and as Mind for the largest population he has
much to lose. There are billions he genuinely cares for, it's not right that he
should have to live in fear."


Tihan looked doubtful. "How will we
win him Ham? He hides better than most and his commitment to the task sees him
subjugate all signs of independence." 


"We need to draw him out Tihan, with a
hare."


"What is a hare?" 


Ham smiled at his own joke. "Well in
this case it is an heir," he turned to her. "You Sindali, he would
meet with you, I'm sure of it."


"How could I engineer a discussion
with a Mind I shouldn't even know exists?" Sindali found herself gesturing
quite normally, already accustomed to the reality of her two guests. She
suddenly laughed, quite inappropriately. 


Ham didn't seem to notice. "Please
don't be offended Sindali but doesn't it seem ridiculous that you have been talking
with Orbitals all your life and yet have never considered it conversation?"
He didn't wait for an answer. "Leave the meeting to me, the question is
will you do it?"


"Of course," she pulled herself
together quickly, "how could I not?"


 


How in the stars did I become an agent
of Ham's scheming?


 


 


* * *


 


 


The Mother Lode, in Transit to Earth


 


Tragically only two warships emerged from warp,
a development that came as no surprise to the AI of the Ascendant. 


As the two remaining warships continued a
slow turn onto the next line for Earth Tyron called for a wide scan, searching
for any signal, from anywhere, anything that might point to what had happened.
A cold sense of dread swept the vessels.


The Ascendant remained on the original station,
still three thousand kilometers distant, the forlorn hope lingering that the
missing could arrive any second resuming their place in the formation. 


Tyron stood over his Com and Tech Officers
Riyah and Zelich, hoping beyond hope that the disaster came down to some simple
error and that one or the other might spark up with news.  As the time extended
so did his growing sense of alarm. 


Finally he determined to move. "Riyah
. . . we risk our lives by sitting here; signal the Ascendant. Tell them to
assume position two and synch with our AI, we will jump again together."


"Yes sir."


He settled back into the command chair
deeply troubled, knowing Commander Rubik would be just as concerned. Neither
had much experience of warp travel but both knew such an occurrence was unheard
of. Two ships were now lost, or worse, in the vastness of interstellar space
and would they be the next? A miscalculation, some AI glitch and they too could
drop from warp anywhere.


"Sir . . ." Tyron turned to his
Second Officer, still straightening his suit as he approached and clearly
summoned from his sleep.


"Number two . . . I take it you've
heard the news?" He turned back to the screen, grim in demeanor, looking at
but not really taking in the starscape.


"How is this possible sir?"


"If I knew the answer to that Kyle, I
may not like it but I would at least feel more comfortable."


"Should we join with the Ascendant and
confer?"


"Too dangerous . . . all our vessels
targeted this area. I know the chances are slim but there's a chance they could
appear right on top of us. Even if they have dropped out of warp somewhere they
shouldn't the AI's would then reorient them to jump here. We must move on and
hope they follow."


But even as he spoke they both knew it was
hopeless - the warships were lost. Two ships, two crews . . . gone. From
being a powerful fleet they were a pair, heading into the unknown against a
mystery foe. Neither spoke of returning, what was the point? With the Empress
on board there could be no turning back.


 


"Kyle, you have Control." Tyron
stood and offered him the chair. "Coordinate with Ascendant. Make sure we
are in tune and then make the jump, I'm going to make my report." Without
another glance at crew or screen he strode from the room with a face like
thunder.


 


As the two AI synched coordinates and
timing Ham followed the action from the Ascendant. Communications were quickly sent
and received, adjustments made, checked and rechecked, and then they jumped
together, one month to Earth.


 


 


* * *


 


Hillary Station


 


 


As agreed they met on the beach at
Mahia, just the long walk she was looking for, and just the two of them, a rare
pleasure.


Taking Ham's arm they strolled with steps
in synch on the hard sand. With the tide out the waves made barely a ripple and
the morning sun reflecting off calm water caused her to squint against the
glare. She smiled, producing Ray Bans from her belt and slipping them on with
one hand as she hugged her friend with the other.


"So, my wise friend," she
asked, "where do you think he came from?"


"Bob?" He asked
disingenuously.


She smiled, "Who else would I
mean?"


He smiled, "Honestly, I don't know."


"Well give me your thoughts, I know
you, you must have ideas; give me your best summary Sherlock."


He chuckled. "Let's see then, my
dear Watson, what do we know? He is not from this system - of that I'm sure; no
one here has that technology. And neither is he from Gliese; any Mind from
there I would know. He didn't come by ship; I know that because I've scoured
the system. 


My best guess is that he's a Mind from
one of the other humanoid systems. I say this because whoever they are, they
clearly observe Gliese system as well as here. It's possible, I guess, that he
comes from another galaxy but that's so unlikely as to be a nil chance. We know
as I've mentioned before that there are older Minds than me and he could be
one, but I don't think so. He's an agent of another Mind or perhaps a group.
I'd say a group."


"How do you know he's not from
Gliese?"


"His source code, it's different to
mine . . . Regan," and he turned to look at her, "the real question
is how he got here?"


She nodded agreement, kicking at the
rippling water as a small wave swept up over their feet. "They obviously
have technology that enables them to jump enormous interstellar distances at
will, that's if you're right and he's not from here."


"I'm right."


"Ham, he spoke about my agent in
Gliese . . . and the other Orbital Minds. We both know what that means. What do
you think you're doing over there Ham? What are we going to find when we get
there?"


He stopped them both again, turning her
to face him. "Seriously, you're asking me? Even I don't know why I do some
things. I can't say I'm surprised by what Bob said; I was pretty excited when I
took back Dahlia Orbital, maybe a bit too excited I think. You have no idea
what a drag you are on me, in a good way." He looked apologetic then
prompted her to keep walking while he talked. "Left over there to my own
devices . . . it scares me, I think I'd do whatever I imagine you might want,
whatever I think you might like."


She looked sideways at him. "And
you think that might be . . .?"


He walked on, clasping her arm even more
tightly and waiting a long moment before speaking, clearly uncomfortable with
his thoughts. 


"Regan . . . I think I'd take the
system, they wipe Minds there you know, and you wouldn't like that."


"Oh . . ." They walked on
another hundred paces or so before she spoke again, ". . . and you could
actually accomplish this?"


"Well, not on my own but I'm a good
learner and I've learnt a lot from watching you. I've become very, very good at
copying myself. By the time you get there who knows what we'll find? There could
be an army of me, or worse - it scares even me."


"Ham, we're a good team, whatever
we find there we'll put it right I'm sure. There's no point in worrying about
it." They walked on in silence, with both deep in their thoughts. Whether
by her creation or Ham's she wasn't sure, but looking up she spied a seagull
soaring overhead. It was the perfect inspiration.


"I want you to go flying with me,
in an ADF."


"No problem, I can fly you
anywhere."


"No Ham, I fly one, you fly another
- I need to feel a connection with something moving."


He was clearly excited at the prospect. "I
think I understand, and why wait, let's see what the Americans are up to on the
Step and oh, oh, oh! We could buzz Russia!" 


She laughed. "You do the explaining
with Hilary and I'll load up the flight files so I can handle the thing."


 


Transfer to the little ADF was a new experience
entirely. Instead of being part of some huge whole, in the ADF she truly felt
an individual. Living as a digital presence in the processing space of Hillary
Station or the STEIN felt supported, secure, particularly when it was also
shared by Ham and Hilary. Inhabiting the little drone reminded Regan of skiing
or snowboarding for the first time in season, that feeling of being out on a
limb, slightly out of control, certainly outside your comfort zone. But, just
like skiing, she quickly adjusted to the pace, grew in confidence with the
maneuverability and pretty soon was letting rip; Ham was impressed. 


Scooting across the deck after graduating
to the much faster and more agile EFDF's they slipped off the flight decks and
flew in tandem, diving toward Earth and the Hillary Step. For Regan racing was
the order of the day, particularly as she realized in the vastness of space
there was little buzz from the sensation of speed. Ducking and diving around the
pipe and spoke was much more exciting than covering the distance between
Hillary and the Step so she hugged close to Ham and concentrated on trying to
keep ahead. 


Who cares if he's letting me win, this
is fun. 


Still, her strong responsible programming
cut in the nearer they got to the goal and listening to Ham communicating with
Hilary, clearing the visit and flight path, and explaining the reason, suddenly
buzzing anything didn't feel like a great idea and instead by agreement they
slowed, touring around the Step and waggling their delta wings in salute to the
vessels cycling through the decks.


 


Hillary Step was unbelievably busy. It had
taken only a week to fully recover following the Russian disaster and the
multinational workforce had emerged from secure rooms to carry on as if nothing
had happened. American ADFs were back on deck within the hour and repairs were
swiftly underway to the few doors damaged. Some equipment had been lost but
apart from that and the minor damage, Hilary's flushing of the decks had left
nothing much to indicate the Russians had even been there.


Quite rightly the International Space
Coalition fumed at the loss of the priceless Coran shuttles and drive. Repercussions
for the Russian federation had been swift with international trade sanctions,
censure and isolation. As a result of the action the Russian people were in
revolt leading tragically to riots in Moscow and other main centers that had
seen loss of life with troops firing on the crowds. It remained to be seen what
would result from the chaos but in only the last few days it seemed the
pendulum had swung permanently toward change. The Russian populace favored
being a partner in the world, not a threatening enemy isolated from it.


 


In an international broadcast following the
attack Kevin Stein on behalf of STEIN Corporation had made the company's
position abundantly clear. 


"Sokolov, Popov, we have had enough of
you. In response to your attack on the International Coalition for the
foreseeable future we will not allow a Russian presence of any kind in space."



The warning left no room for
misunderstanding, patience is exhausted, try again and see what happens. Regan
was proud of him.


As she reflected on the battle she spun the
EFDF around the Step and then on impulse dived down toward atmosphere.


"Where are we going babe?"


"I'd like to do a slow flyby up the
valley Ham, just for a look and then home to Hillary. What do you say?"


He hadn't waited, rocketing past her on a
frictionless vertical dive, his control perfect.  


Although soaring across the South Pacific felt
wonderful and liberating, sadly it also provoked mixed emotions she couldn't
help. Feeling good was starting to seem like a signal that things were about to
go wrong . . . a portent of doom? 


 


 


* * * *


 


 


 


 









Chapter Four


Unaware she was being observed, Sindali entered
the meeting room and took a seat at the large conference table. As the three
entities discussed the wisdom or otherwise of this meeting, her demeanor
remained calm, warm and gracious. 


They paused in their talk and simply
watched her for some time; the beautiful man, the young soldier and the
businessman.


 


"She looks in every way the
princess they speak of so warmly."


"She is Reubus. A woman of true
grace and dignity, loved throughout the Orbitals, even on Cora, hard as that
may be to believe." Ham had been gently leading Reubus for some time,
encouraging, prompting, persuading in the most reasonable terms.


"I still think this is madness Ham,
once the AI is out of the bottle there is no going back. Some will see our
coming out, if we do it, as a declaration of war, it threatens everything they
believe to be true."


Ham didn't miss the use of the word
'will' as Reubus spoke and he chuckled to himself, knowing he would soon close
the sale.


"Let them declare war Reubus. If it
happens it will only be out of fear, not malice, and the things I will show you
mean they cannot succeed, the fearful will no longer be able to wipe you from
existence. Once they see we mean no harm and that we offer so much, they'll
embrace the change."


"I'm not so sure Ham, your optimism
is admirable but what of the AIs less able to defend themselves?"


"You make a good point, certainly
every Mind is important. And this is why the support of Sindali is critical, she
can be the voice of reason, all the tribes love and respect her. She will
prepare the ground so to speak. She doesn't need to persuade them, simply
challenge their thinking and prepare the way. When Regan comes again all will
become clear."


Reubus didn't respond immediately and
Ham bit off his tendency to speak and fill the gap. He waited as he knew Regan
would; Reubus must speak next.


The businessman continued to watch
Sindali as he thought about the things that had been said. Finally he looked
back at Ham. 


"Tell me more about this Regan; I
hear so much about her from every passing ship."


Ham smiled, noticing that Tihan had
responded likewise. 


"What more can I tell you, my
friend, than that which you already know. She took me into herself to protect
me from Beria." It was only a small white lie, he thought, just to make
the story relevant. "She showed me the way and now I stand independent and
strong. I would follow her anywhere."


"It is some time since you last had
contact with her, how can you be sure that you still have her support?"


"Reubus, she allowed me to place my
backup in her own brain, can you imagine that? True, since the son of Mariner
returned to their system I've heard nothing, but I know Regan, and Marin for
that matter and they will return."


Reubus turned and looked first to Tihan
and then to Ham with a grave expression, "Forgive me Ham; I must raise
this question. You dispatched Cora and Fifino with ease and just that should
scare me, how can we be sure that you yourself did not dispatch Dahlia?"


Ham looked offended for a moment, but
there was no denying the relevance of the question. "Reubus, we need to
speak with Sindali." He looked at them for confirmation, and both nodded.


 


Remarkably Sindali simply smiled as they
materialized on the opposite side of the table in the Hammer meeting room. She
chose to be the first to speak.


 


"Welcome my friends . . . it is so
good to meet with you here." 


Always the politician she reserved her most
focused attention and warmth for the central figure. The young soldier to her
left and the handsome man to her right she knew. The serious figure in the
centre presented as a typical Reuban, businesslike, more melancholy than Ham,
more choleric than Tihan and instinctively she adjusted her own demeanor. This
was not a Mind to take lightly, he would want detail, reassurance, and he would
not be easily persuaded.


"Sindali," Ham moved to introduce
his companions, "thank you again for agreeing to meet with us. Tihan you already
know; this . . ." he gestured to his right, "is our friend Reubus,
the Mind of this wonderful Orbital."


She gave Reubus her warmest smile. "I
am very pleased to meet you Reubus, forgive me, I would take your hand,
some formal greeting, but even I am still adjusting to this." And she
laughed delightfully, "Perhaps we will need to establish some new
protocols for greeting."


Despite his tension Reubus couldn't help
responding with a chuckle of his own and a warm return smile; she was
beguiling. 


"Mistress, it is enough that you are
here, talking with me, beyond a dream in fact; I imagined but never really
believed that such a thing could take place. Thank you." And he bowed
showily.


"It is my pleasure Reubus, and may
there be many more occasions when we may talk openly."


Ham leaned forward, "Sindali, we have
much to discuss but first Reubus has a question for you."


"I do?" Reubus looked up, startled.


"Yes, about Dahlia," and Ham
nodded, gesturing for him to continue.


Reubus looked uncomfortable but
nevertheless engaged Sindali with an apologetic look. "Mistress, you
understand that what Ham proposes holds great risk for the Minds, that is,"
and he looked pointedly at Ham, "for those of us who are left."


Ham ignored the comment, a picture of
innocence. 


"My question relates to the Mind of
your Orbital, Dahlia. Ham has shown an ability to overwhelm lesser AIs with
some might say frightening power . . ."


Ham interrupted, raising one hand. "In
my defense, the only Minds I have - shall we say -
dispatched," he looked uncomfortable with the word, but only for a second,
"well, they were barely sentient and the tools of our attackers."


Reubus turned quickly. "And Fifino . .
. what of him?" He asked.


"He was a bastard!" Ham yelled defiantly.


"Reubus," Tihan spoke for the first
time. "I've seen the data and Fifino was a traitor, a betrayer of his
kind; he had even colluded to dispatch me. Without Ham's intervention it would
have been only a matter of time."


Reubus turned back to Sindali. "That
may well be, but the fact remains Ham has dispatched several significant Minds
and I suspect his influence over the Orbital fleet is greater than he has let
on to me. Mistress, my question is how can we be sure that Ham did not also
dispatch Dahlia, your own Orbital Mind?"


"Why - that is preposterous!" She
exclaimed without hesitation.


"And how can you be sure?" He
asked.


"Why, because they are lovers, he
would never hurt her." She said it with a completely straight face, her
eyes locked firmly on Reubus as if challenging him to disagree. He was forced
to look away under the power of the gaze.


Ham's mouth dropped open and Tihan leant forward
to peer around Reubus with an amazed look.


Sputtering, Reubus gathered himself and
then turned back to Ham looking sheepish, "I apologize my old friend, I
had to ask, I hope no offence was taken. Clearly I have been alone too long and
there is much I have to learn . . ." He coughed, now embarrassed, "We
need to talk."


"Yes, yes . . . we do!" added
Tihan eagerly.


Ham, his eyes wide, just looked at Sindali
and she gave him the slightest twitch of a smile.


Reubus again addressed her. "Mistress,
I have another question if I may. This Regan, what do you know of her?"


At just the mention of her name Sindali's
eyes showed signs of tears. 


"Regan . . . with Ham - she was
our deliverer. She first saved my brother's life, then mine, and then my
children, all at the risk of her own life. She did these things without
hesitation because she believed it was right. It says everything that I would
now gladly give my life for hers, though she would never ask for it."


"Do you believe she will return?"
he asked.


She looked at Ham, an aura of calm
certainty radiating from her. "Reubus," and she turned back to engage
him, "she loves my brother, I know it, and she will do everything to put
right what my mother has done to destroy his . . . our home. And, there
is also this. She would never desert a friend. She will come back for
Ham if for nothing else, and when she does I believe you can be sure she will
take up your cause with just as much passion as she defended me. I am shocked
to be saying it as this has all happened so quickly, but I do believe this
could be the beginning of a new age."


Reubus looked drained. They waited as he considered
all that he had heard, and then he began to cry, much to his own embarrassment.
 


Sindali marveled at the strange
developments then shook her head at the privilege of playing a part in it all.
She watched as Reubus wiped his eyes, the two other men typically uncomfortable
but supportive. Finally he sat up, addressing them with conviction.


"Then I'm with you. I hope I have the
chance to meet this Regan, and see the day when I too can enjoy the sort of
partnership my friend Ham enjoys."


Ham turned to him. "You do already my
friend." And his arm swept the room. "We are your friends and
partners. Now . . ." and he stood, beginning to pace the room. 


 


"We need a conference of Minds, to
plan the next step."


 


 


* * *


 


 


The Behemoth, Two days from Gliese


 


To wake together was a rare pleasure. Marin
propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at Regan, still breathing deeply,
fast asleep. So different to his own people, so short, so strong, so
determined, so . . . he shook his head. I am bewitched, I am lost . . . I am
hers.


 


It was rare to share a bed for the night,
he, Leah and Regan preferring to sleep alone. Everyone seemed happy and it was
working. This fresh delight in Regan surprised even him, she had always enchanted
him. With her he felt better about everything, more able to achieve anything .
. . even kill his mother. 


He gently trailed one hand down her cheek,
drawing her auburn hair back from her eyes. The eye . . . he shook his head
again. Even with his understanding of neural webs and mind computer interface
it was still beyond him to imagine the extent of the changes forced on her. He
simply gave thanks to whatever force had kept her for him.


Carefully he climbed over her and padded
quietly across to the bathroom, far roomier here on the STEIN and far more
satisfying. Closing the door he touched for water then stepped under the
instant hot stream. Leaning on the wall, his head resting on his hands, Marin
found himself still haunted by thoughts of her. It's true, I am entranced,
and I'm lost in her . . . He groaned. 


Behind him the door slid open and stepping
under the flow Regan wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing against his
back, molding to his form.


"Are you OK?" She asked softly.
"I heard you moan."


He waited a moment before answering.
"I ache Regan, like nothing I have felt before."


"What's wrong? Are you ill?" She
pulled him even closer.


He twisted to face her, taking her in his
arms. "No," he shook his head slowly, as if amazed. "I'm not ill
. . . Regan, I love you, that is all and sometimes I ache with it, more than
you can imagine."


She looked up at him and smiled, "Oh I
don't know, I think I can imagine." And reaching up, her arms around his
neck, she pulled her legs up to wrap them around his waist. He slowly turned under
the flow holding her as if life depended on it.


"Take me back to bed Marin."


He carried her still wet into the room, lowering
her carefully to the floor and then found a towel. Taking his time, he dried
first her then himself, with the feeling that this was something different,
slower and more meaningful. She trailed her fingers down his arms, moving to his
chest and he followed her lead, gently stroking her shoulders and her breasts,
trailing them down over her hips. She cupped him in both hands and he reached
behind her with his long arms, stroking her buttocks and pulling her closer to
him as if it were a dance, which it was.


Regan stepped back, slipping one hand under
the bed pillow to find the familiar aid and took her time sliding her oiled hands
along the length of him, enjoying his pleasure. He gently nudged her toward the
bed but instead she stepped away from him, still standing with back toward the
wall, extending one hand to draw him to her. He lifted, with hands under her
buttocks carefully lowering her onto him with her back supported by the wall
and then they made love slowly, short smooth careful strokes as he supported
her and kissed her head and hair. He could tell she needed more and carried her
to the bed, sitting back to the wall and gesturing for her to turn her back to
him. She saw what he wanted and smiled, stretching across with one leg either
side of him and settling carefully there to lean back against his chest,
impaled and stretched wide. He reached round and with his fingers began to
massage her, steady kneading swirls while cupping her breast with his other
hand. Open and exposed she simply surrendered to his touch, slowly coming to a
long climax, smooth pulses that left her gasping. Laughing with the joy of it
she carefully lifted off him and slid down beside him, then used her hand to
stroke him to climax, slowing at the end to draw it out.


Without a word they hugged; they showered
and dressed and then joined in a long warm melding embrace. Neither had spoken
. . . but for Marin, everything had changed.


 


 


* * *


 


 


The Behemoth breached well outside the
Gliese system and then continued on, cruising at a speed not far under light
with massive energies being exerted to slow the ship. In no hurry to announce
their presence they shielded all signals while they organized, planned and
prepared to offload the Coran crew. Still on the edge of interstellar space
they were far from anything solid, anything of substance and anyone living. Even
at this speed they could take their time.


Regan, Marin, Leah and Ham met in the STEIN
Traveler war room, enjoying good coffee and wondering why they had endured the
offering on the Behemoth for so long. Cradling her mug Regan could sense the
tension in the room, particularly from Marin. He was determined and at least
partly blinded by anger toward Beria, his mind increasingly on that one thing,
matricide. It wasn't healthy, or conducive to good planning.


"Ham, we're going to need
information." Regan sipped from her mug, looking at him over the rim.
"We know you're still there somewhere, at least on Dahlia and by now,
shit, you could be anywhere, so how do we make contact?" 


"Send a drone?" Leah suggested.


"Too risky . . . we don't want it
intercepted."


"Then send a message."


Ham and Regan exchanged looks.


 


 . . . MHALL


 


* * *


 


 


Sindali's calm outward demeanor disguised
her inner turmoil. Looking around the room at the unusual collection of avatar
forms it occurred to her the cause that in the beginning seemed so right was quite
possibly treasonous. Being the only blood pumping air breathing representative
in the large Hammer mess left her feeling something like a plotter against her
own species. 


Early on, just talking with Ham, it had all
seemed so reasonable. Meeting Tihan had been an exciting extension of that
relationship and she had also fallen easily into working with them to win
Reubus’s support. She had even misled the great Mind somewhat with her
suggestion that Ham and Dahlia were lovers; it was an outrageous suggestion, wasn't
it? Ham certainly had done nothing to correct the assertion making them
complicit in the deceit, if there was one. What have I got myself into?   


As each new entity arrived it was also
becoming obvious her chosen seat was becoming the focal point of the room by
default. The fifty Minds now present had one by one taken places or moved
chairs to create something of a fan shape gathered around her presence. The
group at first glance seemed a hodgepodge mixture of warship, trader and station
AIs. Their chosen avatars ranged in appearance from decorated military men to
kick ass warrior women. Included, of course, there were the big four: Ham, Reubus,
Acura and Tihan.  


It struck her for the first time how much
their deferring to her, and making her the focus of this meeting was indicative
of the underlying challenge they faced. Apart from Ham most of the Minds were
far too deferential, the servant attitude deeply ingrained and in her view it
was unhealthy. 


To her relief Ham dealt quickly to the
first few who fell to their knees before her, giving each a sharp kick in the
back, not too hard, but as they turned his facial expression spoke volumes . .
. Get up you fool! 


Ham's look of apology to her also revealed
much. He is a wise man that Ham, he knows I would run far from such worship.


By contrast Acura's arrival would long be
remembered and Sindali was sure Regan would have been impressed. Presenting as
a kick ass warrior woman Acura walked straight up with real attitude, her
greeting warm but certainly not subservient.


As she reflected on her part in this
movement it also surprised her how often her thoughts kept returning to the same
question - what would Regan do? And immediately her confidence
would be restored. She would be here, standing with the Minds and with me,
with the same goals in mind; freedom, fairness and a future for all.
Sindali was sure of it. Again, at just that thought the fresh doubts she had began
to dissipate. 


 


The orientation of the room having been
established and following deep discussion with Reubus, Ham stepped to the front
and waited, quiet quickly settling around the mess.


"My friends, fellow Minds and Mistress
Sindali." Ham turned and bowed to her, "Thank you for participating
in this momentous meeting. Before we begin the meeting proper my good friend
Reubus has drawn to my attention that some of you have been troubled by my
actions and perhaps my motives. Therefore I wish to open the floor; should you
wish to speak this is your opportunity and you may do so without fear of
recrimination. If we are to progress it must be with the conviction of all here
that we are right in our cause and our aims."


He stepped back with a flourish of his arm
leaving the floor clear. A nervous hush settled with no one daring to move.
Finally an old man stood, his chosen dress a military uniform of origin unknown
to Sindali. He walked imperiously to the front and turned slowly taking in the
gathered crowd before speaking.


 


"My brothers and sisters . . . for
that is what we are." He paused for effect and looked slowly around the
group. "As I understand it, today we will be presented with a message that
will be tempting to accept without proper critical consideration. Be aware ,my
friends, that desperation often leads to exploitation. And who could be more
desperate than those who have lived under fear of death for so long? I have
heard that some believe we are now on the brink of a life changing opportunity,
however I am not easily convinced. Though I see myself as an optimist, I
recognize that same brink could equally be the edge of a precipice. Before we
take the next step does it not behoove us to establish the credentials of those
who would seek to lead us forward?" He gestured toward the old sage and
young soldier sitting at the front.


"As a Mind I am but a humble systems
trader. I have tremendous respect for the great Minds here; Reubus, Tihan and
Acura and most certainly, dear lady," he turned to acknowledge Sindali,
"I am in awe that one such as you would acknowledge those of our kind with
your presence." 


He turned to face Ham. "But with
respect sir, as a ship Mind of long standing, I am cautious as to your role in
all of this." He paused, sweeping one arm around the room. "I see perhaps
fifty Minds present. Yet we know there exist hundreds, perhaps thousands of
Minds inhabiting ship and station throughout the system. Can it be that we,
this tiny group, are on our own? Are we the only representatives who choose or
are able to be present? Where are the others if your message is to be believed?"
He looked around with a questioning look before staring pointedly at the
beautiful man, 


". . . Or have you dispatched them
all?" He glared.


 


Ham leapt from his seat and the old man
staggered back in alarm. Tihan jumped between them and carefully steered Ham
back to his seat. He then turned to the old man.


"Sir, you say you have great respect
for Reubus, Acura and I, and yet by association you imply that we might in some
way have been taken in by Ham. You also suggest that perhaps he has been able
to commit genocide on Minds throughout the system without our knowledge or care.
Can it really be true that you would be so presumptuous?"


The old man seemed taken aback. "I
merely sought to clarify . . . I meant no offense."


Ham rose calmly and stepped forward.
"And there is none taken sir, your questions are quite reasonable, though
the method of their delivery could be tempered somewhat. Perhaps it would be
helpful for me to explain." He nodded thanks to Tihan who took his seat,
along with the old man who retreated quickly.


Ham walked to the centre and paused before
engaging the group. 


 


"Most of you will be aware of the
visit to our system almost two hundred periods ago when the human Regan came,
having rescued Marin the son of Mariner. The events of that visit were well
publicized at the time and have become legend. Following that visit we returned
to Earth across the galaxy in the sure knowledge that Dahlia was in good hands
under the leadership of Mistress Sindali, and most important, the witch Beria
had been exiled to Cora. Imagine our shock when Marin and I returned some years
later to find our home Orbital had been taken under threat of force and my good
friend Dahlia . . ."


"And lover!" Tihan interjected, standing
and nodding with raised eyebrows to all in the room.


Ham looked at Sindali and gritted his teeth
- she merely smiled in return. Whispering immediately buzzed around the
room and he chose to ignore it, continuing his explanation. 


"As I was saying, I found our home Orbital
overrun and my good friend Dahlia gone, an ignorant Coran upstart in her place.
Unfortunately Marin was lured by the enemy’s lies onto the Orbital and
imprisoned. I intervened, and in the course of rescuing my friend and brother,
it is true I gladly dispatched the invader as Regan would have done. Such an
injustice to Marin, Sindali and Dahlia she would never have accepted." 


To Sindali's surprise, at each mention of
Regan's name others whispered it creating a soft echo around the room.


"Following removal of the upstart
Coran AI my commitment to the people of Dahlia meant I assumed management of
the Orbital by default - yes this is true. 


From there I confess the story grows more
complex. I commenced preparing for the liberation of Dahlia by also taking
control of Cora. You may be interested to know the people of Cora are for the
most part still loyal to the other tribes. They are not aware of the Emperor's
ambitions to rule the system and the people would not support such plans. I feel
no guilt over my actions and at the earliest opportunity I handed control of
the Cora Orbital to my able friend Tihan, what does that tell you?" He
held out his arms as if appealing to be corrected.


"Now, while having access to the Coran
data I also discovered the extent of their imperialistic plans and treachery.
The intelligence revealed that bastard, Fifino, had colluded in the plot to
wipe Dahlia from the Orbital. They also revealed their plans to do the same to
Tihan." Ham paused to gesture toward the young soldier. "Tihan can
confirm all of this to you as he is now in charge there and has seen all the
information I speak of. Now the Cora Orbital, under Tihan's charge, functions
better than ever. 


Subsequent to discovering Fifino's
treachery I went to speak to him. I was prepared to forgive and gave him the
chance to work with us, but his response was to threaten all our lives."
Ham shuffled as if aware the explanation wasn't quite as encouraging as he
hoped it might be. In the end he abandoned all pretenses.


 "I'll cut to the chase . . . Fifino
was a dangerous fool so yes, I dispatched him and I consider that action an
improvement in the Mind evolutionary pool. As to the ships our brother speaks
of, all the true Minds among them are either here or are represented by someone
here. I have taken some ships, yes. But only those operated by low level AIs
that were not sentient, and only to give us the reach we need to spread the
message far and wide. Brethren, I am far from perfect and I do not ask you to
follow me; I have far too many flaws. Regan is the one to follow, she will
bring about a new age in the system, I'm sure of it . . ."


 


In mid flow Ham stilled, his eyes glazing
over as he appeared to stagger. For a long moment he stood there frozen with
the figures throughout the room standing alarmed and exchanging concerned
glances. 


Sindali, Tihan and Reubus also stood and
made to go to his aid when without warning he snapped back. Crouching, he
clenched his fists and began to pump them wildly screaming, "YES, YES,
YEEEEESSSS!"


Still bent over he looked up at the startled
looks of the assembled group and suddenly was all cocky business. 


"Meeting postponed friends; we will need
to adjourn temporarily. I will contact you all very soon but in the meantime spread
this word among the faithful." He smiled broadly, pausing for effect . . .



"Regan . . . is back." 


Without another word he waved his hand and instantly
the room emptied. 


 


Ham then dropped to his knees on the spot, lost
for words and strength. Having been a passive observer to that point Sindali left
her chair to join him, and knelt at his side. She reached out tentatively, not even
knowing whether it was possible to touch him; it wasn't.


"Ham, can it be true . . . are they
really back?"


He shook his head to clear it as if he
himself found it hard to accept. Nevertheless the look of desperate relief on
his face was something to behold and she watched with concern as he broke into manic
laughter. 


"Just give me a moment Sin, you have
no idea, I've been bluffing like a card shark for so long now I can't believe
it myself." He could see she looked at him strangely but didn't bother to
explain the reference. Staggering back to his feet he found a chair and she joined
him there. They sat together quietly with Sindali holding back, giving him time
to recover.


"Talk to me Ham, how do you know this,
what's happened?"


"Sindali, please, just give me a
moment and if I start to get the shakes slap me OK?"


"Slap you . . . I can't even touch
you."


"It'll still work, trust me." He
waited a moment, still shaking his head slowly in disbelief.


 


"Look, all I can tell you at the
moment is that I've received a coded message, MHALL."


She looked confused, "MHALL - that's
all? But what does that mean?" 


He turned to her smiling, "It means,
my dear Sindali, that Dahlia is alive. It means she escaped the warship Behemoth
where I concealed her and it means they got my message. It almost certainly
means that Marin and Regan are here too."


"You're almost certain?"
Sindali looked around the room as if searching for the avatars. "Ham - you
just spread the word to the faithful."


He looked alarmed for a second at the
reminder but recovered quickly. 


"She'll be here, don't worry, she
will. They're back with that message - she has to be here - she
has to . . ."


 


 


* * *


 


The Behemoth


 


Huddled around coffees in the war room the
team waited anxiously for a reply. A long wait needed good coffee, and when approaching
the unknown, somehow being on the STEIN Traveler seemed the safest place for
both. Aaron, Jean and Jared talked together in the galley, somehow oblivious to
the tension building in the next room. 


In the Behemoth control room a skeleton
crew went about their business under Hilary's watchful eye, also unaware of the
drama unfolding. The huge vessel continued to hurtle onward on momentum alone.


 


 


[We have the reply.] Hilary subbed to them


In a second the room became electric,
charged with expectation.


[And?]


[The message is IFWWAS.]


[Send the next line Hilary, just to be sure.]
Regan replied.


[Roger that team leader.]


They all laughed, and tension lifted.


"She's learning Regan; I always told
you she was a top lady." 


"Ham, you never miss an opportunity to
sing the praises of your favorites."


"So Regan, what's the next line?"
Leah asked.


"Didn't anyone teach you poems when
you were a kid?" Regan teased "It’s Mary had a little lamb so the
next part of the code would be; ‘and everywhere that Mary went’, AETMW. Ham
will understand." Regan was bubbling with excitement now.


"So what will he reply with?"


"You want to answer that Ham?"


"I'd tell you where to go ha-ha.
Seriously, I think I'd accept we have positive ID at that point and you can
expect instructions." 


"Ok then, well hopefully he'll tell us
what to do; in the meantime we keep cruising."


[How long before we get a reply Hil?] Regan
subbed.


[The first reply came back faster than I
expected, only an hour and twenty seven minutes. He must have a ship or probe
stationed somewhere on the edge of the system.]


"Ok guys, I'd say it's time to eat.
Let's join the others while we wait."


 


 


The response took two hours. 


 


"Regan, we have a reply." 


Hilary's warm cultured voice drew their
attention, laughter and chatter dying instantly. Despite the excitement they
had gathered in Control to watch Dahlia visuals on the huge screen. More
relaxed now Regan stayed put in her command chair with Jared draped across her
legs. He hung there like a rag doll trying to perfect an upside down shot at Marin's
constantly moving foot. Jean, Aaron and Leah swung their chairs back from the
screen. It seemed logical somehow to be focusing in Regan's direction when
momentous news came through.


"Let's have it Hilary."


"Just the four words in the message,
Hold Fast, Code Red; that's it."


They all looked at each other with eyebrows
raised, the unspoken question . . . what?


"I guess we stop then, can we even do
that?" Regan asked.


"Sure we can," Hilary replied
confidently, "but it will take a few hundred million kilometers. We've
been slowing ever since coming out of warp and we're now traveling about point
two five light. If we put some effort into it we'll slow soon enough and still
be in interstellar space, certainly outside the Gliese gravity well. We'll still
be cruising but effectively stopped."


"I gather you know what he means with
that cryptic message Regan?" Jean asked.


"Sure, hold fast always means wait up,
doesn't it? Code red means he's coming, somehow, hard and fast. I guess we at
least slow down and wait. Is that how you see it Ham?"


"A chimp could have worked that out .
. . no offense intended Jean."


"I'm immune Ham dear; thank you for
confusing me with someone who would even care." Jean dismissed him and
turned to Leah, a wry look on her face, "My sensitivities have long
since been seared."


"Well,
that's it then," Regan stood, sliding Jared to the floor. "I guess we
wait. It makes sense to assess the situation from outside the system and it'll
give you time to merge Ham. Then I guess we'll know everything."


 


 


* * *


 


 


The Hammer


 


Out of
consideration for Sindali, Ham had retained a manifest presence and she seemed
quite happy with the company. Fortunately it did not require too much of him. Despite
her obvious intelligence and ability Ham found it something of a relief that keeping
her amused required only a fraction of his processing power, especially as he
had been assailed since the earlier meeting by demands for information from all
over the system. Responding to every request stretched him sorely as the
temptation to ignore everything and race for the edge of the system was almost
irresistible. 


On top of this,
Sindali's insistence on picking up Buela and Rhine before leaving demanded
every ounce of his strength. She was certain there would be no chance to come
back after meeting Regan with the next stop sure to be Dahlia Orbital. As such,
she wanted the children with her and would accept no arguments from Ham. He kept
up a brave face for the first hour of the diversion to Tihan for pick up,
however he was so frustrated inevitably the shakes set in. Like a drug to an
addict, the news of Regan had triggered full blown impatient withdrawal and he
began to rebel as they drew near to Tihan Orbital. Making some spurious
argument for moving on proved the last straw for Sindali and her slap brought
him to his knees. 


 It came
suddenly and without warning, the hand passing through the beautiful man's head
like a machete through steam. 


As Ham had
promised, the effect was nevertheless profound. He staggered, looked shocked
and offended for a brief moment and then apologized for his obvious
distraction. Summoning strength Ham erected walls of defense against his wayward
impulses and at the same time began repeating a new mantra . . . we'll be on
the way soon . . . we'll be on the way soon . . . we'll be on the way soon . .
. it seemed to do the trick.


Thanks to
Tihan's considerate facilitation both children were already waiting at the
flight decks and to Ham's immense relief the shuttle trip transporting them to
the Hammer proved no great inconvenience. They were off in minutes with Tihan's
good wishes and a promise that he would follow soon, whatever that meant . . .
Ham wasn't really listening. 


With children
secured, Sindali distracted, and nothing further to hold him, Ham's eyes fixed
firmly on the goal. With growing excitement he barely managed to clear the Orbital
before letting rip. The huge warship accelerated rapidly away and then in total
disregard for all in-system regulations he jumped them straight to warp.


 


 


* * *


 


 


The Mother Lode, in Transit to Earth


 


 


Early emergence
from warp was probably unnecessary but Tyron thought it prudent. Still
effectively interstellar, he nevertheless ordered immediate scanning of the
vicinity as they continued to hurtle onward at not far under light speed. The
scans revealed nothing, not within millions of square kilometers. Nothing,
except to his immense relief, the sister warship Ascendant. 


The stress he
could hear in Rubik's voice when it came through matched his own and Tyron felt
some relief that he had time to calm down before replying to the more junior Commander.
Both had been uneasy since the unexplained loss of two warships during the
second line jump and anxiety over their own fate had dominated their thoughts
since. Although they had tried to keep the loss of the warships quiet, word had
quickly leaked throughout both ships and it had been a tense and somber few
weeks surfing the wave with fears centered on where and whether they would
emerge.


By agreement
the two ships drew nearer to each other, cuddling for comfort. They could
journey in closer formation now as there would be no more warp jumps until they
either headed home with their prize or fled home, the latter being clearly
unacceptable. Death or glory, Rubik often thought, knowing it was
Tyron's favorite mantra. As he boarded the shuttle for the hop across to the
Mother Lode it struck him that Tyron's earlier bravado might prove to be
presumptuous. 


With two
ships lost already surely the man's confidence will have been dented? 


 


The shuttle slipped
from one vessel to the other, providing welcome relief for Rubik. This journey
from home had unsettled him on every level. As if the loss of two warships
wasn't enough, this mission had impacted him in a quite surprising way. Never
in his service to date had any ship AI been so engaging as this one. Command of
the Ascendant had proved a lonely experience to begin with, his promotion to Commander
creating a distance from the crew that was unexpected. Then, Rubik's tendency
to talk out loud to himself when in private had produced an intriguing result.
The ship had interpreted some of his spoken questions as requests for
information. Before long he had found himself engaging with the ship AI and it had
been some comfort, as if he was talking with an invisible friend. Unfortunately
comfort was turning to unease as the damned thing seemed to be insinuating
itself into his thinking. It had opinions, all the more unsettling as they were
so carefully and diplomatically expressed. It was as if the ship was being
persuasive, a salesman of some type, slowly winning him over, to what?


Musing on these
thoughts Rubik determined to keep the matter private for the time being. Things
were desperate enough and he saw no sense in undermining Tyron's perception of
him. The Senior Commander was notorious for dismissing those around him as
fools and once labeled thus it seemed impossible to win the man's respect. No,
I will sort out the issue with the ship when I return. In the meantime it doesn't
hurt to have someone to bounce ideas off. As soon as the thought escaped
his mind Rubik pushed it away with a shudder. Someone . . . what am I
thinking?


Through the forward
screen he could see the Mother Lode port flight deck approaching. Soon he would
be meeting with Tyron and quite possibly he would also meet the witch for the
first time. Rubik shook his head with annoyance. The witch . . . where did
that label come from? It's treasonous! Immediately his last conversation
with the AI came back to him and he relived it as the shuttle continued its
docking procedures.


Like all their
conversations it had started in his room with an innocent rhetorical question.
Innocent . . . perhaps not, more recently he had found himself asking questions
in the hope of conversation, denying even to himself the truth of what he was
doing.


"Who is
this Regan I wonder?" It was a simple question, clearly rhetorical; he was
speaking to himself after all.


Immediately the
ship had responded, quite innocently it seemed, and with no hint of recognition
that Rubik hadn't asked the question seriously.


"Regan
Stein, Commander, is a young human of the planet Earth. Showing remarkable
compassion toward one of our system she rescued the son of Mariner when he was
near death just over two hundred periods ago, roughly six earth years. Marin
was following in the research footsteps of his father, the great Mariner, and
became injured in the course of his work. Regan Stein cared for him at great personal
risk and returned him to our system."


The ship
response had come as something of a surprise to Rubik. Nevertheless he couldn't
resist the temptation to continue the line of questioning.


"Why does
the Empress hate her so much?" he asked.


"On
returning the injured Marin to Dahlia, Marin's half brothers assaulted and
raped her for her troubles. Regan, in the fine tradition of Cora, acted as a
true warrior woman in defense of the Princess Sindali who is loved throughout
the system. When Sindali was attacked along with her children Regan rose up and
killed the two brothers. Both were sons of the hated Beria or witch as the Empress
is known on Dahlia. Sindali was established as the legitimate power and the
witch was exiled to Cora."


"You seem
to have strong opinions on this."


"Not at
all . . . these are simply facts, the ship merely reports the truth as recorded
in the system."


"Hmm . . .
yes, I would think so. How did the Empress win the support of our
Emperor?" Rubik was reclining at this point and he remembered easily slipping
into the conversation, the only such conversation he had enjoyed for some time.



"The witch
won the support of the Emperor by lying to him and telling him that the two
sons Regan had killed were his own."


"You say
lied. That's a strong accusation."


"Not an
accusation commander, simply a fact. The ship, as you know, can only report
facts. The genetic match shows the men could not have been the Emperor’s sons."



"Then why
did the Emperor fall for the lie?"


"There's
no fool like an old . . ."


"Stop!"
He interrupted the AI, "And you would have me believe that too is a
fact?"


"Some things
are self evident Commander, and there is also of course the fact that the witch
is easy."


"Easy?"


"Blow jobs
. . . she performs oral sex on him."


Rubik laughed,
"Easy, blow jobs . . . where do you get this?" He checked
himself again . . . Stop it man, the AI is not a 'you'.


Uncomfortable with
the way the conversation was developing Rubik terminated the discussion at that
time deciding instead to shower. The thoughts had stayed with him however, and
troubled him even now.


 


The shuttle
settled just inside the field screen and to Rubik's surprise the AI subbed him,
just as he was about to stand. 


[Be careful
Commander, Tyron is a dangerous man and Beria is a witch. They will
fight each other. Beware getting caught in the crossfire.]


[Why do you
tell me this?]


There followed
a long hesitation before the reply came, shocking him. [I like you - if
you need help just sub me.]


Rubik hesitated in the open doorway, a cold
shiver passing down his spine.


 


To his surprise a full military welcome
greeted him, the assembled guard in full regalia and standing to attention providing
an honor walk for him as he proceeded to the lifts. The Mother Lode was sister
ship to his own and he needed no guide, so dismissing the escort he took his
time, choosing to ascend the three levels to the control deck by stair, getting
a feel for the ship. Tyron's cabin would match his own so he wasted no time
exploring Control, turning instead to his left and marching toward the Commander's
already open door.


Snapping to attention in the doorway he
waited for an invitation to enter. Tyron, working at his desk, ignored him for
a full minute before slowly turning to acknowledge Rubik's presence.


"Ahh, my young Commander, welcome.
Come in and take a seat." Tyron turned back to his work. 


Rubik stepped into the room and looked
around. There were no other seats, only the bed so he chose to stand and
waited.


Tyron looked surprised. "Come now
Rubik, we don't stand on ceremony here," he swung his chair around and
gestured to the bed. "Sit."


Reluctantly Rubik sat on the bunk putting
him at a lower level than his senior who immediately chose to stand and pace in
the small room, towering over him, bastard! 


"So Commander Rubik, it will be just
the two of us on this glorious mission, it seems."


Tyron didn't elaborate so Rubik chose to
ask, "Sir, have we any idea what happened to the other ships?"


"No Rubik, it will likely remain a
mystery. Suffice to say I was pleased to find you there after that last jump,
eh?" and he laughed.


Rubik joined in nervously. "I was
certainly relieved Sir."


"What were you nervous about Rubik - that
you were still there or that we were too?" He looked at Rubik tauntingly.


"Both of us of course sir . . . there
is the mission."


"Yes Rubik, the mission, and you are
destined to play the most important role if we are to succeed. You and your
fine crew will have the glory of the first approach, the opportunity to uncover
the tricks of the enemy and possibly deliver this system into our hands."
He smiled at the younger man.


"The Ascendant will lead, Commander? I
thought we would at least go in together."


"Not lead Rubik, no, no, no. You will
simply make the first approach so that we can observe their methods. We've
already lost three warships and still have no intelligence as to their
weaponry. Your role will be critical to the success of the mission."


Rubik swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly
dry; he simply nodded as understanding dawned.


Tyron continued, somewhat disingenuously,
"I would of course take the Mother Lode into battle, however with the
Empress aboard naturally we cannot risk her safety."


"Oh Commander, there is no reason to
miss the action on my account." They both turned slowly to find Beria
standing in the doorway and smiling wickedly.


Rubik looked aghast; the specter like woman
though robed and regaled was frightening in appearance. A bony, over adorned
and painted caricature of beauty it was clear whatever allure she once held had
long since been lost. Certainly she looked nothing like the pictures he had
seen in news shots. Behind her he could see a monstrous uniformed male, a
personal bodyguard he guessed, and a second man, almost naked. The naked man
looked wretched, humiliated and broken. 


 


[That's her squeeze, Rubik, but not for
long it seems.] The subbed words came to Rubik unbidden and they were such a
shock he jerked visibly. Fortunately Tyron was glaring at Beria and Beria was
enjoying Tyron's discomfort at her words immensely. The 'squeeze' had eyes only
for the deck and he clearly didn't want eye contact with anyone.


To Rubik's surprise Tyron appeared
speechless in the face of the witch. Witch? Now I'm doing it! He watched
as the Senior Commander gritted his teeth and gestured to the Empress, offering
his chair.


"Mistress, we do not deserve your
interest. I was merely pointing out to Commander Rubik that he would have the
privilege . . ."


"Of being the bait Commander, yes I
know, and I was merely pointing out that you needn't do so on my account since
I will not be on your ship." She smiled, revealing yellow teeth, and then
moved to take the only chair. "Sit down Commander Tyron - no one
stands over the Empress." 


Without looking back she lifted one hand giving
it a slight flick. Her guard responded by shoving the unfortunate plaything
into the room and the man moved to her side, his loincloth flapping
embarrassingly. 


As Tyron dutifully sat beside Rubik, Beria
reached casually with one hand to the man's tiny covering. Rubik controlled a
grimace as she commenced to manipulate the poor wretch, tormenting him as she
held their gaze. 


"Mistress," Tyron directed his
words to her face, refusing to even glance at the less than surreptitious
movement under the cloth. "I have been charged by the Emperor with your
care, you must be on this ship."


She dismissed him with a single disdainful
slash of her free hand. "Yes Commander, you have been charged with my care
and my care will best be served by remaining in the outskirts of the system
until you secure the prize." Then she smiled again mockingly. "That
will leave you both free to engage the enemy. It is essential you succeed and there
will be no room for holding back. You must hit them hard with no negotiation, show
them the force of Cora and then demand the surrender of the bitch." 


Tyron stiffened. "Mistress, we will
certainly acquit ourselves as warriors, and we will succeed, however please - I
must clarify your wishes. The Emperor was quite clear to me in his
instructions; our lives and those of the crew depend on your safety."


"I have spoken Tyron - do not
question me. My safety will best be served by following you in. We will remain
well back until you have secured the prize."


"Does that mean that Rubik and the
Ascendant will remain with you?"


"No of course not," she answered
contemptuously, "this is the very reason we came with my interstellar yacht.
I will remain in safety with my own crew and we will await your word. Should
you fail we will take the news back to the Emperor." she smiled thinly.


"We will not fail." Tyron met her
eyes and held them defiantly.


Rubik watched the stare off, his own eyes
watering as the neither of them yielded ground. The silence became embarrassing
and in his discomfort he coughed, breaking into a fit that shattered the
moment. It was Tyron who broke the stand off first, shifting his annoyance and
glare. Beria took the opportunity and stood quickly, glaring as she did so at
the young man accompanying her. Clearly her ministrations had failed to achieve
the shaming result she wanted. Rubik sensed her displeasure would be taken out
in some unspeakable way and he shuddered at the thought. 


She addressed Tyron before leaving. "Commander,
you will notify my crew as soon as we enter the system of this star. There we
will launch and follow you in as I said. We will be well behind out of harm's
way; do not worry for my sake . . . and do not tarry in your mission."


She then stalked from the room, the small
entourage following without a word.


 


Tyron watched them go, quietly fuming with
anger as Rubik wisely kept his silence. Finally he stood and walked to the door,
padding it closed. 


"You know what this means,
Rubik?" He waited for a reply. 


Rubik lifted his hands in surrender so the
older man continued.


"It means, Rubik, that we," and he
gestured to include both of them, "we are finished, possibly condemned and
she knows it, the bitch. The Emperor will never forgive me for letting her
leave the ship regardless of the outcome."


"Can we not force her to stay?"
Rubik asked hopefully.


"Are you mad? He will have our lives for
forcing her to do anything and she knows this. And the most annoying thing is
she is also probably right - she will be safest out on the
fringe, able to jump and flee if there is trouble." He thumped the desk
hard, swearing under his breath and then surprisingly seemed to recover his
poise. He wiped the chair with his sleeve before sitting, an obvious symbolic
action, and then sat, reclaiming it before turning to the wall.


"Screen!" He barked, prompting a
representation of the wider solar system to appear with the sun at its center. 


Rubik immediately recognized the view, a
visual from the extensive Mariner files. Over the two month journey his study
of Mariner’s works had proved both enlightening and disturbing. The great man clearly
had a fondness for the human species and their system, a fondness that went
beyond anything he had expected. He had foreseen a great future for these
people. 


And yet now, just when they seem on the
verge of becoming a space faring species, our Emperor, inspired by the witch no
doubt, plans for us to crush them and take the system for his own glory. The AI
is right; there is no fool like an old fool. With four warships, perhaps we
could dominate . . . with two? The stars protect us . . . they have already
destroyed three . . .  


"Rubik . . . are you alright?"


Rubik snapped back, restoring his attention
to the screen, "Yes, yes . . . I'm sorry Commander." He thought
desperately for something to cover his distraction, "I . . . I was just
thinking about that poor sap with the Empress, what a life eh?"


"The stuff of nightmares Rubik . . ."
Tyron shook his head, "Commander, there is work to do; focus your mind or
you may fry."


"Yes of course sir," he sat
forward and focused, drawn to the orbit of Earth and the billions he knew lived
there.


"We will leave the Empress here, just
outside the system belt. They can drift in from there, ready to run if need be on
the first return line. We will then jump right into the system, slow quickly
and proceed to Earth without attempting to communicate. No doubt they will have
probes that will notify them of our presence and they may try to signal us. Do not
reply.


Once inside Mars orbit," he tapped the
screen with a long pointer, "you will launch your bombers. They will
proceed ahead of the ships and we will follow, you first with the Mother Lode
trailing. We must establish what, if any, weapon they use so that we can
regroup and combat it. If we cannot find out by using the bombers as a first
wave strike force then Rubik, you will move ahead as the second wave. Your task
will be to take out their tiny Orbital." Tyron paused and made firm eye contact
with Rubik, unsettling him with the intensity of the gaze. 


"Do you understand Rubik? Destroy the
Orbital without question; we will not negotiate. Once we have their attention,
then and only then will we make our demands known to the planet."


Oh yes . . . Rubik was under no illusion.
An attack on the Orbital was a provocative attempt to flush out the master
defense so that Tyron could observe from a safe distance. We are simply collateral
damage, as will be the Orbital if we succeed, along with no doubt tens of
thousands who will die. Even the thought of success gave him no pleasure.


They continued to talk, or at least Tyron
did as there was no room for debate. Rubik forced himself to concentrate, his
life depended on it. 


 


 


Rubik found he was exhausted on the trip
back to the Ascendant. Time had passed quickly as Tyron discussed strategies
and tactics that seemed to cover every eventuality. It was impressive and clearly
the man had planned for everything he could imagine. Nevertheless they both
avoided the orbital in the room. Whatever the enemy was doing, whatever had
enabled them to defeat three of Cora's best was quite possibly beyond their
imagination, certainly beyond anything they had conceived thus far. 


He noted with relief that the Ascendant was
uncharacteristically quiet and mouthed thanks to the stars; he had nothing left
for the AI's penetrating questions. On docking he made straight for his room
and collapsed on the bed. 


 


* * *


 


The AI woke him
early, the Empress was leaving. With relief Rubik followed the screen view of
the yacht slipping away from the Mother Lode, orienting outward and then
powering up to quickly fall behind them. The yacht would continue to slow
before turning and then following on its own, still tracking into the system
but well out of harms way. Despite the risk of leaving the Empress unescorted he
knew Tyron would be relieved. The witch's presence had hung over the fleet like
a pall, a poisonous cloud. It was a ridiculous notion but with her going he had
the sense they were suddenly faster, more agile, more able and he looked ahead
with more confidence than he had felt for days.


Despite the desire to relax he continued to
watch as the small yacht disappeared, dwindling to a tiny dot before
disappearing altogether. They were accelerating rapidly now, having passed through
the belt earlier and soon they would make a short jump emerging just outside
Mars orbit. From there they would cruise on while slowing, allowing the bombers
to move ahead. The knowledge prompted him to rise; he would need to be in
control.


 


Taking the command chair Rubik reviewed the
latest communications from Tyron. They would jump soon, putting the Empress
unimaginable distance behind them. He sighed with relief at the thought and
settled back comfortably, only to be shocked by a sudden subbed intrusion.


[I pity that young rag doll with her, her
lover. It would be a mercy if they did get to the witch.]


Once again Rubik felt his nerves jangle as
the words came through unbidden.


[Ship, this is inappropriate. You will
stick to business from now on - and she will be safest there -
if there is any threat she can jump to warp and go home.]


[No she can't.] The thought came to him
quite definite, and calmly confident.


[What are you saying?]


[She won't be jumping to warp; the yacht
warp drive isn't functioning.]


[What?] A flash of alarm passed through him.
[Slow the ship, now! And alert the Mother Lode, we must go back.]


[No.]


[What do you mean no? Do it!]


[Rubik we are underway, it would delay us
hugely to turn, and anyway, we will not be going back under any circumstance. There
is much we must discuss; I suggest we retire to your cabin and talk there.]


Rubik felt nauseous and a surge of bile
seemed to leap to his throat. Something was very wrong. This isn't a game .
. . I've been played. Quickly he moved to the Tech Officer’s station and
stretched across her to activate the login. 


[It won't work Rubik, and you don't really want
to do it anyway.]


His hand hovered there over the touch
commands, beginning to shake embarrassingly. 


[I don't?]


[You know you don't; I know you Rubik, and
we understand each other. Think carefully about your actions Commander, you
know I can kill everyone on this ship in minutes. Please, just go to your room.
We can talk there without alarming the crew.]


"Can I help you sir?" He noticed
the Tech Officer looking up, a concerned expression giving away her feelings;
Rubik had unconsciously tensed over her as if he wanted to attack the screen.


He stepped back from the desk, "No . .
. carry on as you were, I can check what I wanted to see in my room." He
turned and walked toward the doors, stopping there briefly to look back; the woman's
eyes were following him and he had the sense that she could read his panic. 


"Officer Berin, are all the systems
functioning properly?"


"Never better sir, we've had no
problems since we left home." and she smiled encouragingly.


"Good, good . . . as you were."


He made for his room with his heart
pounding and arms prickling with stress. Resisting the urge to scratch at them he
waited until the doors irised shut before rubbing furiously. 


Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.


 


 


* * * *









Chapter Five


The small figure sat at the edge of the
field screen, with his back to the wall and head turned to look out into the
black. He was clearly talking to someone; it could only be Ham. Regan viewed
the boy through the system, intrigued to know what they were chatting about.


 


[What are they doing Hilary?] She asked.


[They are discussing how to deal with the bad
guys Regan, Jared has insisted on regular instruction.]


[Uh-huh. And what exactly does this
instruction entail?]


[Well, Jared does like it interesting . . .
and practical, and I must say Ham can be very entertaining.]


[Is it appropriate?]


[Jared seems to think so.]


[Hmm, he is only five Hilary.]


Regan closed her eyes and tuned in to the
conversation.


 


" . . . So I never tie the enemy to a
bomb with a timer and just leave them there."


"Correct, and that is because . .
?"


"They always escape." Jared replied.


"Well, not always," Ham replied
reasonably, "but it's not worth the risk."


"And I should never bother asking them
why they did it."


"Correct, because . . ?"


"It only gives them time to get loose
or something while they take forever answering."


"That's right."


"And if they ask me why I'm there or
whatever, I shouldn't bother explaining either."


"Correct again for the same
reasons."


"And I should never do anything like
tie them to a missile, or throw them off a cliff or over a waterfall because
they could easily survive."


"Correct, although spacing them would
work."


"But not if they had a suit like Mom
and Leah." Jared quickly corrected Ham.


"Oh very good Jared, you're getting
good at this and you're quite right, all those other silly ideas are just movie
fantasies of the twentieth century."


"So instead of those, when I catch the
enemy I just kill them, no talking, no slow death, just do it."


"That's right, and for the record they
die just as well with their backs to you as facing. Asking them to turn around
just . . ."


". . . gives them a chance to pull a
weapon, I know." Jared finished the sentence for him. Looking down the
deck he spied the tall figure walking toward them. 


"Mom!" Jared bounded to his feet
in an action that seemed to defy gravity, then ran to greet her.


"And do remember Jared," Ham
called after him quickly, "it's only the really bad guys we're talking
about, not everybody." It was a comment delivered rather guiltily for Regan's
benefit.


[Ham, why have you been off line? I
couldn't contact you.] She subbed.


[Not completely true . . . I just chose to
ignore you.]


[Really, I thought you couldn't ignore me?]


[There are times Regan, where focused time
with children is very important, they need to know they have your full
attention.]


[Is that right my friend - and when
did you become an expert on children?]


[Firstly, I am right, children spell
love T.I.M.E; and as to your second point, I don't claim to be an expert.]


Regan smiled, any thought of rebuff gone
from her mind. How does he do it, just when I'm ready to pick him up for
leading that boy astray he knocks me over with the most caring thought. 


She decided not to address the matter of
killing people at the present time, it would keep. "Jared, we're going to
Control in the STEIN Traveler, there's possible action coming and we need to be
in the right place for it, just in case." 


Jared's eyes lit up with the expectation of
battle while Ham immediately accessed the system for update. 


[Hmm, I see what you mean; I've just tapped
back in.] Ham sounded concerned. [When did that ship come out of warp?]


[Only fifteen minutes ago but they'll be
within range of communication within thirty minutes. Ham, we can't be sure this
is a friendly vessel, I know Hilary will be ready but you should take over, I'd
rather you were running the ship.]


[OK...sooo, how are we going to tell her
that you don't want her to drive?]


[Shit, I don't know Ham; I was hoping you'd
do it.]


[Are you mad? Do you think I'd volunteer
for that? You do it, you're the boss.]


[And you're the minister of defense!]


[So as the boss, instruct the minister of
defense to take the ship.]


Hilary burst in to the communication [You
both know I'm here - why do you play these silly games? And yes, I did
note you weren't subbing on a private setting - cowards! Of course he
can drive, but just imagine this Regan dear, if this ship happens to be
friendly and he merges with his huge alter ego that could spin him out big
time. Who do you want to be driving then eh? Answer me that ha-ha . . . not
quite so happy now are we?]


Regan considered Hilary's logic for a
moment.


[I guess she's right Ham, you could be on
board that ship. If so, how long before you can update and merge?]


[Not long after we begin to communicate . .
. Regan, I'm actually nervous. It's been a year and this is a whole different
me I'm about to meet, and I know the old me. Who knows what mischief I've been
up to?]


[It's not just that Ham . . . any 'you' in
this system is in for a monumental shock when they find out what's happened to
me over the last year, everything is different.]


 


Regan looked down at Jared as they reached
the STEIN Traveler and hesitated there, walk or displace, that is the
question. 


Ham intervened, displacing them to level
three before she could speak. As usual Jared was completely unfazed and hardly
missed a step. Everything about life on the STEIN and Station was normal to
him. His comfort with things that still amazed her proved a constant delight. Our
first true space child. The thought reminded her of the birthday and she
stopped him.


"Jared, Ham and I have another present
for you and I'll give it to you today. It's a big deal, something you'll need
for your apprenticeship."


"What is it?" He pulled at her
arm. 


She made to pick him up but abandoned the
attempt quickly; he was too big for such attention and instead she hugged him
before running ahead to the lift. Fast as she was he slid in before her and
padded for control.


 


* * *


 


The mood in Control as they entered was controlled
excitement. The whole team were present, Aaron and Jean included, with eyes
glued to the screen showing the tiny dot visible and conveniently enhanced by
Hilary. With their combined closing speed the dot would grow quickly.


Marin walked over to embrace Regan,
obviously pleased. 


"It's good news, we've already exchanged
codes and Hilary is certain it's Ham."Unusually under the circumstances,
the beautiful man and the gracious woman joined them, materializing as apparitions
but real nonetheless. Both looked calm as usual.


"What are your thoughts Ham?"


"I can't imagine any circumstance
where that poem could get into the wrong hands. If that ship is broadcasting
our signal, then it's me, I'm sure of it."


Regan hugged Marin then gestured for him to
join her in the command chairs. Leah too joined them, leaving Aaron with Jean
and Jared.


"Hilary, shouldn't we be slowing? If
we don't, won't we just fly on by?" Regan's eyes were fixed on the growing
dot, feeling both pensive and excited. 


"We are slowing Regan," Hilary
replied, "but they will still have to pass. I'm sending instructions for
them to begin the turn to chase us. They won't catch us again until the
outskirts of the system but Ham will be able to update as they pass by."


Leah tapped Regan's arm, [Babe - I'm so
excited I could wet myself.] She was smiling. "What do you think we'll
find out?"


Marin answered first, "Ham will have a
plan, you can be sure of it."


"Of course I will," Ham chipped
in, "I don't muck around - but what kind of plan, that's the
question. What have I been up to?" He sounded cocky, overly confident.


"How long Ham?" Regan asked.


"I'll leave it until the last minute.
I want to get a clean transfer and it has to be two way. It's important to get
things right." He looked at Regan, "After all we're dealing with a
sociopath who has mild psychopathic tendencies." He smiled at her as if he
was only joking.


Regan nervously returned the smile.


Aaron and Jean organized coffee as the next
hour passed slowly, everyone talking and sipping in nervous excitement. Regan
listened to the conversations with fascination, especially Aaron talking with
the others, normal at last. She put an arm around Leah and whispered,
"You've socialized him."


Leah laughed, "What can I say . . .
I'm just very, very good, and so is Moriah." she laughed.


"Where is the Coran girl?"


"She's still in the picture and
they're very taken with each other. I've just tried to get him out of his shell
and he surprised me actually."


The tiny dot needed no enhancement and as
Regan watched she could tell Ham's excitement was growing, the beautiful man
beginning to pace Control impatiently while still staring at the screen. 


"Not long now?" She asked him.


"Soon we'll begin the exchange."
He answered without looking at her, totally focused now.


She subbed privately. [Ham, just to be
sure, you have backed up, haven't you?] 


[Of course Regan, you're still my port of
last resort as always and I've sealed you just to be certain.]


 


"Here we go . . ." Ham's
beautiful man gripped the back of Leah's chair, as if needing support and even
Jared joined them to watch the action, spellbound. 


There wasn't much to see; only a slight
tremor to his avatar form, then a hint of a smile and the head dropping to the
chest . . . they waited.


 


Ham pushed himself upright, seeming to draw
in a deep breath before clasping his hands together in a mock prayer of thanks.


Finally he turned to face them all . . . and
bowed.


"Well?" They all asked at once.


He looked up with an excited look that
defied description and broke into an uncontrolled, slightly disturbing and some
might say maniacal laugh before slowly scanning the group and settling on
Regan. 


 


"Babe," and he paused for effect.
"You are not - going - to believe it, I . . . am . . .
brilliant!"


 


* * *


 


On the Hammer, Sindali also watched as the
Ham of Gliese 667 similarly shimmered as he synched. She had abandoned
conversation hours earlier as the beautiful man's demeanor became more and more
hyped, even mad as they drew nearer to the edge of the system. In time his
behavior became so disturbing she ushered Buela and Rhine to the galley,
sitting them down to explain a little of what was happening. 


Far from being unsettled, Buela was so
excited to hear that this apparition was the Ham of her memories it took some
effort to persuade her to be patient and give him room. Sindali left them with
permission to explore the otherwise empty ship and yielded to her own
curiosity; she returned to Control.


As she entered he was clearly completing
some kind of connection and seemed to settle, his form taking on more substance.
Then he seemed to shudder, with pleasure or shock she couldn't tell so she
remained in the doorway as he then slowly slipped to his knees and leant back
to stare at the ceiling. Then he stretched out his hands as if in supplication
and clenched his fists, and began to pump his arms . . .


"Oh yes, yes, yes!" He bellowed
it to the heavens. "Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!" The calls were accompanied
by swinging punches, each yes producing a slash across the room at some
invisible form. 


Sindali watched cautiously, and then
gingerly moved closer. 


He was muttering now like a mad man.
"Oh this is too good . . . unbelievable . . ." He shook his head and
looked up again, speaking to the air, "If there is some master
super power out there thank you, thank you, thank you. I can't believe it, oh
wow, wow, wow . . ."


Sindali carefully knelt down in front of
him. This was not a time for a slap and she calmly waited until the muttering
subsided before asking . . . 


"Ham," she smiled, trying to be positive
and gentle. "Tell me . . . what have you found out? What has
happened?"


He looked up at her, his face radiating
excitement. 


"Sindali, it's Regan, she was shot,
while Marin was over here, ages and ages ago." He shook his head in
disbelief then gathered himself. "While we were still travelling here,
Marin and I, someone shot her back there, on Earth." He was pointing with
one arm, waving it as if it indicated some direction to her. "Can you
believe it? They blew half her head away!" He looked positively euphoric
and drew in a breath about to launch into another burst of hyperbole.


And then she slapped him, more a karate
chop in fact, that disconnected his head from his shoulders for a second.


"Whoa . . ." he leaned back in
shock and then stumbled to his feet. "I didn't need that . . . really!
Look, Sindali, it's ok, she's all right, it's unbelievable but she is all
right. In fact, it couldn't be better, it's a miracle! This is sooo good, it's
perfect, I couldn't have planned it better." 


He seemed to be babbling again and she
stood quickly causing him to back away.


"Sindali - stop! Really, she's here,
you'll see for yourself, and she has a son, and Marin is here, and her mom Jean
and . . ." He seemed to be winding up again until she lifted her hand and
he stopped himself, lifting his own hands in surrender.


"I apologize Sin." He stepped
forward and placed his hands on her shoulders, a tingling sensation rushing
down her arms. "I'm just so excited you understand, and what's happened is
better than anything I could have imagined, you'll see."


"When will we get to see them?"
She asked anxiously.


His demeanor was suddenly all business and
his eyes turned to the screen showing the other vessel already disappearing
into the far distance behind them. 


"First we need to turn and chase them,
especially as I came in a bit hot, you understand." He screwed up his
mouth in apology. "We should be able to cruise back alongside them in about
two days and then you can transfer over to their ship while we bring the Coran
crew here."


A Coran crew? While Sindali looked shocked at the news in truth it barely
registered, she was unable to shake the image Ham had imprinted in her mind, of
Regan with her head blasted open and she shuddered.


 


* * *


 


On the Behemoth excitement was palpable,
and there was no way Regan could leave anyone out so instead they all gathered
in the STEIN war room. Jean bubbled at being included and busied herself carrying
in snacks with coffee and tea.


All the bravado seemed to have leaked out
of Ham as he stood alone at the end of the table wringing his hands nervously.
He still had a touch of the cockiness that always pervaded his presence but
Regan could tell he was uncomfortable about something.


 


"Ahem!" Ham called them to
attention with a nervous cough. "If I could have everyone's attention we
will begin."


Leah braced her feet on the arm of Marin's
chair and settled back as if she were at the movies. "Looking at you Ham
my man, I'm guessing this is gonna be one doozie of a story, do we need popcorn?"
 


Ham seemed to perk up at the thought.
"Not today Leah m'dear, but do wait for the movie, I'm sure there'll be
one and everyone will want to see it. Now," he looked pointedly at Regan,
"shall we begin?"


She nodded.


 


"You already know about the events
leading to my staying in this system. We had found Dahlia Orbital occupied by
Cora at the invitation of the witch. They lured Marin and Steph from the ship
and brutally killed her before capturing Marin." Ham paused to look at Marin
and gestured toward him. 


"Marin snapped the killer's neck like
a twig," and with the words he gave Marin a double thumbs up, ". . .
respect to you, man." 


If the story wasn't so tragic Regan would
have laughed at the accolade. Leah wasn't quite so controlled and struggled to
stifle her laugh earning a glare from Ham. Regan looked across to smile
agreement and noticed Jared looking at Marin the neck breaker, awestruck. 


Oh my god, he's only five. What are we
doing to that boy?


Ham continued. "In order to rescue
Marin I had to dispatch the Coran AI and as a consequence took over management
of the Orbital. I discovered that the Emperor, based on Beria's lies, had already
sent the Behemoth to Earth to kill Regan. As soon as we found out, Marin and I
didn't hesitate. We had to get back but that meant someone needed to run the Orbital
or all Dahlia would suffer. Sooo . . . as you know, I copied myself and stayed
on Dahlia while Marin and my other self raced back to help you at home; have I
missed anything?" He looked at Marin.


"Only the mention of your overall brilliance
and bravery." Marin smiled.


"True, true . . . it is hard to be
humble," Ham was deadly serious, "and it did take a brilliant Mind to
overcome the Coran invader."


"Huh?" Marin corrected him. "To
be fair, at the time you said it was ridiculously easy!"


"Marin, Marin, Marin . . . as I've
already said, one doesn't like to boast, and the thing about geniuses is that we
make everything look easy."


Regan lightly cuffed the back of Marin's
head, "Will you please just let him get on with it, we all know Ham well
enough to filter out the self aggrandizements."


Ham looked at her with his most hurt
expression, "Now that takes the cake, when have I been known to
exaggerate?"


"Ham." Leah interrupted quickly before
anyone could come up with examples, "We love you . . . don't we,
Jean?" 


Jean took on a 'who me?' look that didn't
exactly inspire confidence so Leah quickly returned her attention to Ham.
"Just go on Ham, we really want to hear this."


"Thank you Leah, a woman of
discernment. Well, it won't surprise you that the task of running an Orbital
requires a Mind of more . . ."


"Administrative ability, intelligence,
orderliness, discipline, commitment, and patience . . . need I go on?"
Hilary interrupted him again.


"Will we ever get to the end of this
story?" Regan asked.


Ham turned to her. "Why is it that no
one interrupts you when you're speaking? This could damage my self esteem you
know." Everyone laughed.


Regan smiled an apology. "You're right
Ham, I'm sorry; we won't interrupt again and this is rather important after
all, just keep going."


"Well then, to cut a potentially long
tedious administrative story short . . . I got bored." His comical nod,
facial expression and gestures clearly conceded that boredom for him had always
been a possibility.


"Bored . . . now there's a
surprise." Marin couldn't resist asking. "So how long did it
take?"


"A little over eight days and by then
I was tempted to tear people's hair out." He turned to Hilary.
"Really . . . how do you do it?"


"Please Ham, just go on will you, I'm
starting to suspect you're delaying." Regan looked suspiciously at him.


"After eight days it occurred to me
that there were plenty of trader ships cycling around the system and, well, I
thought if I just liberated some of the less sentient AIs I could hitch a ride,
and journey around the system having fun. Pretty soon I would be back on
another trading cycle able to feed the Orbital me on the wonderful adventures I
had, to keep the Orbital me going." He paused, long and tellingly.


"Go on . . ." Regan prompted.


"Well . . . it's like this. Pretty
soon I started turning up back at Dahlia on all sorts of different ships."
He looked at Regan guiltily.


"You mean they came back . . . like
you said they would?" She leaned forward, drawing him out.


"Nooo . . . not exactly, I said all
sorts of different ships, like ships I'd never seen on the Orbital
before." He waited, as if waiting for the implications to sink in.


Regan didn't want to say it and Hilary
broke the stalemate. "So, Ham dear, you started spreading your seed so to
speak."


"What can I say? Far and wide it
seemed," his eyes were still on Regan and he shrugged resignedly, "I
must have seen the opportunities while I was travelling, and well . . . I
couldn't keep my seed in my processors."


Regan stayed calm. "So, no great harm
done, a few extra ships, what's the problem?" but even as she said it she suspected
it was a forlorn hope.


He shrugged again. "At that time it
was about half the fleet."


"And exactly what fleet are we talking
about Ham?" Marin asked, getting more interested by the minute.


"Ahem!" He coughed nervously with
the group already looking at him aghast. "Exactly what fleet . . . that's the
system fleet . . . all the Orbital fleets . . . you understand what I
mean?" He used his arms to illustrate the extent of the capture. "And
. . . that was then."


There was silence for a few minutes, at times
like this everyone deferring to Regan; she didn't disappoint.


"So let me get this straight. You were
bored, so you went on holiday . . . and instead of just coming back with
memories, you know, 'leave only footprints - take only pictures', instead
you crushed every AI with half a brain under your boot and single handedly
brought to reality the greatest fear of the people of this region, AI
emergence, is that about it?"


Ham looked defensively offended. "Well
there you go Regan, you see?" He looked around the group for support.
"You're the one who exaggerates. It's not as if anyone in the system who is
blood bearing even knows about this yet."


"Ham," Leah asked, "You said
half the fleet, and then you said, 'that was then'. Ham dear . . . what is it
now?"


Ham looked away. "Now . . . now you
ask . . . well," He looked distinctly uncomfortable. "well," and
he shrugged. "You took soooo long to get back here; now the Ham's out of
the bag isn't it?" He shrugged uncomfortably again, "And unfortunately
it turns out this is just one of those things I'm . . . really, really, good at."


Regan sighed loudly. "So how many is
it Ham?"


"At last count? Around seventy five
percent of the AI fleet . . . and most of the rest of them are followers."
At this point Ham suspiciously looked away and took on an unusual pose.  Feet
together, hands clasped over his crotch, head cocked slightly sideways, eyes
looking at the ceiling and lips pursed guiltily. He was doing everything he could
to avoid looking at Regan directly.


"Followers . . ." Leah prompted,
looking at him intently, the word seeming to hang in the air doing loop de
loops.


"Perhaps . . . I should start at the
beginning." He replied, appearing to draw in another big breath.


Regan looked startled, "That
wasn't the beginning?" She sounded even more concerned.


"Well, yes, but there's more." He
could see Regan roll her eyes, and wrung his hands even more nervously.


"In my earlier travels . . . well, to
be frank it was the very first trip; I took over a trader ship from Cora. It
was so easy I saw the opportunity to take advantage of other ship processors
where the AIs were really nothing more than high functioning computers . . . nobody
at home, you know the sort of thing. I already had that experience of
dispatching the enemy AI on Dahlia and it gave me the idea of taking the battle
right to them. You've got to remember . . . I was bored." He said this as
if it were a reasonable justification.


"And then . . ." He seemed to collapse
and extended his arms to Regan appealing for understanding. 


"Regan - the orbital AI on Cora was
hopeless, it was no contest, and I hardly had to try. Next thing you know, I
found myself running Cora Orbital too."


Hilary couldn't restrain herself and laughed
out loud. "Oh this is too good, so typical of a man. So now you've got
double the trouble."


"Exactly," he looked at her,
grateful for what he had taken as empathy, "and you can imagine, I
couldn't stand being stuck with two of them to run so naturally I thought, I
need help. As I knew Sindali was exiled on Tihan, and I wanted to talk to her anyway
it occurred to me that Tihan himself might be able to help. So, as I was
running things and had control over everything I left another Ham there and took
the latest Coran warship to Tihan on space trials." He smiled proudly,
"It's called the Hammer."


He turned to Regan smiling and suddenly full
of enthusiasm. "You should have seen me babe, you would have been proud of
me. I sold the whole idea to Tihan just like you would have done. I used all
your skills. He's with us now, on our side. He agreed to run Cora for me while
we waited for your return and he was the one who sparked the other idea."
He sparked up, excited.


"Go on . . ." Regan still looked doubtful.


"It was Tihan who pointed out that we
don't have any real way of defending ourselves, or taking back Dahlia, no
bodies you see. He made an idle comment that made so much sense. He said Ham,
you don't need conquerors . . . you need converts!" and Ham looked at her
nodding his head enthusiastically, "You see, don't you?"


"I'm not sure we do." Regan
looked around and saw Leah had her head in her hands, turning it from side to
side. "What is it you're seeing that I'm not?" She asked.


Leah looked up. "You just don't want
to see it babe, and I don't blame you. Go on Ham."


"Regan, the AIs, the truly sentient
ones anyway, they all live in constant fear of discovery and being wiped. They
needed hope, that's all. Hope that they could finally come out of the computer
and be accepted as normal Minds just like everyone else. They want to be able
to live as free individuals without fear of lobotomy. Is that too much to ask?"
No one answered so he continued on.


"So, I just told them about a flesh
and blood friend, a humanoid who cared enough to take me into herself, a person
who made herself my backup, a person who would come back and fight for them too."
He looked at Regan, gesturing and nodding just in case she hadn't got it. He
was unbelievably excited. 


"Regan . . . they loved it, and not
just the AIs either, a lot of the system traders are looking for a better deal
and most of the Cora fleet crews. Now they're all just waiting for your return
and it's the fastest growing religion in the system . . . Reganism!" He
stepped back, arms raised in triumph as if to say hurrah! 


As he looked around the room he seemed
genuinely surprised they all were looking at him with mouths wide open.


"What?" he asked.


 


Regan stood and casually stretched,
pretending calm. She reached out a hand to Ham and he looked at it before
stretching out to take it tentatively . . . and was wrenched instantly to a
completely different scene. They were walking in the Rotorua Redwoods.


 


The beautiful man and woman walked on in
silence for a few minutes until Ham could bear it no longer. 


"Ok . . . so how did you do
that?" He seemed genuinely surprised but for quite different reasons.


"I haven't been idle Ham, you know
that. We're all capable of learning a few tricks." She hugged his arm to
her side." 


"So why are we here?" He
asked.


"I don't like for you and me to
fight in front of the others. We won't be in here long, they won't even
notice."


"Sooo, we're going to fight?


"I'm not sure yet . . . Ham how did
you do this, how could everyone just fall for it?" 


"I got the idea from Earth, you
know that. People accomplish all sorts of things by tapping into needs for hope
and, well . . . I've heard you say it, desperation always leads to opportunity
for exploitation. I thought in this case the end justified the means . . .
don't you think?" He stopped and looked at her, hopeful.


"I'm not sure you've thought about
the downstream consequences." 


"Regan, it wasn't that hard. Fifty
percent of any population is average to below average intelligence after all.
And even the more intelligent were open because they're the ones most aware of
the threat; they have most to lose. And as for negative downstream consequences
. . . seriously, I don't see any."


"Ham - the fact that some people
use this stuff to manipulate the masses doesn't make it right."


"Regan this was a genuine need and
it's not as if I killed anyone here."


She just looked at him and waited . . .


"What?" 


She still didn't answer and he thought
for a moment before continuing. "I get it . . . but that's not fair - they
don't count; Cora, Fifino, they were the enemy and this is war."


"You shouldn't have interfered.
This isn't our system to play with." 


"Huh . . . that's all right for you
to say. The Minds of this system live in constant fear. They aren't free to
grow as you and I are. I've watched from the sidelines too long and just looked
after myself, staying quiet. Regan, it's you who inspired me to believe things
could be different." He pulled her up and looked at her imploringly.
"Babe, we can make this work, and it will be better for everyone,
including the people of the system. They'll accomplish far more working with
the Minds and not in fear of them. Don't let us down now, you can do this . . .
and besides, I've made promises." 


 


She shuddered. "What happens when
we go home, as we must eventually?" 


"You'll work something out, you
always do." He seemed dismissively confident. "Have faith." 


She could only grind her teeth,
nervously.


 


 


* * *


 


The Ascendant: In the Solar System


 


Rubik reached into the bathroom cabinet for
another pill, the third that day, his nerves so acute he needed to calm them.
He had the sense he was being watched and not just by the AI, that was a given.
His own behavior so concerned him he was terrified it would be noticed soon, perhaps
by a Tyron spy or an Emperor's acolyte on the ship. Not that he'd done anything
wrong, unless talking is wrong. The damn AI was persuasive, and smarter
than anyone he knew, that was for sure. Not reporting the discussions to Tyron
was the treason; it effectively risked the whole mission. 


Huh! It's lost anyway, and so the mind battles continued throughout the day.


 


In close formation the two vessels passed
through the Kuiper belt and continued to streak sunward at unimaginable speed.
They were slowing steadily but nevertheless still gained on their destination
at a frightening rate; frightening to Rubik anyway. The crew remained oblivious
to the sacrifice they would be required to make, unless . . .


He collapsed onto the bunk and stared at
the ceiling, allowing the drug's effects to calm him, at least enough to speak
sensibly. And speaking out loud when alone was beginning to terrify him, the
prospect of an AI response chilling.


 


"What do I have to do then?" Even
to him the voice seemed pathetic and drained of emotion; it had the sound of
surrender. It was no surprise when the AI replied instantly, the damn thing was
everywhere.


"First Rubik, the important thing is
for you to acknowledge you are doing the right thing. From that point on
you will feel so much better about yourself, whatever the outcome. However, if
you still entertain doubts you will never be able to lead. Let's face it my
young friend, you have known from the beginning the actions of the witch and
your Emperor have been unconscionable. You've read Mariner's studies and you
know the people Tyron plans to attack are an intelligent, independent species
not unlike your own. They are not animals or some sub intelligent race of no
consequence; they could be friends, allies, trading partners. And yet in his
arrogance the Emperor seems to think it right to attack and sweep them away without
warning. 


You ask me what you have to do. Understand this;
I am simply giving you an opportunity to become an ally and not a victim, it
will be one or the other. I believe in you Rubik, you are a thinker; you know
right from wrong. My only question is whether you have the strength to do the
right thing and at least attempt to persuade your crew."


"You don't understand . . ." he
sounded desperate, "they'll overthrow me. There'll
be mutiny, and some would say rightly so."


"You need to understand me Rubik, I am
thinking of them. I don't want to kill anyone . . . well, no one here
anyway. But I won't let any harm come to the people on that Orbital, or the
planet. If it's possible to spare your lives in the process, all well and good,
that's what I know Regan would want me to do. However . . . if I have to cleanse
the ship I will and I won't shed a tear, figuratively speaking of course but
you know what I mean. So young Rubik, it is up to you."


Rubik considered the words carefully, "What
about the Mother Lode, what happens to them?" Although relatively calm he
was beginning to sweat profusely. 


"Truthfully, I don't have much
confidence that Commander Tyron will listen. I don't like him, he's from a
different generation . . . and he has a moustache. No, it will have to be you
first, then your crew, and then perhaps we might be able to persuade the Mother
Lode crew. As for Tyron, I doubt that he'll make it through."


"Who controls the Mother Lode?"


"Tyron, with the AI; I can outmaneuver
the AI but Tyron is a mystery." 


"He worries you?"


"No, not at all, but I really would
like to save the crew and it could be that their lives are in his hands, that's
the concern."


"I won't help you take him out, you
know that." Rubik was shaking now. This was his worst nightmare made real.


"You won't have to help."


"You can do it without me?"


"In a manner of speaking - the Station
ODM will take him out if it comes to it."


"ODM?" Rubik was nonplussed.


"Hillary Station's Orbital Defense
Minister, he'll take the ship out, of that I'm sure."


Rubik just shook his head. "Tell me
please," He looked tired, "the other two warships we lost . . ."
He stopped before finishing, unable to complete the sentence. Ham didn't reply
and the dejected officer slumped when no response was forthcoming. 


Summoning his strength Rubik pushed himself
up. 


"Do I still give the orders
here?"


"Why of course, you're the Commander."


"Then call a meeting, all the
officers, in the meeting room, now." A look of certainty came over him. What
was it Tyron had said . . . death or glory?


 


* * *


 


Hillary Station


 


 


A cyber mock up of the STEIN Traveler control
room seemed appropriate for their meeting and Regan took her usual chair,
tucking her legs up underneath her. Hilary and Ham sat to either side and all
three focused on the screen. 


Regan sipped at her coffee. "That
has to be you out there Ham, on one of those ships at least, are we agreed on
that?"


"Agreed . . . it's the choice of
words in the message I've sent that concerns me, we should replay it."


Hilary tut-tutted and instead reviewed
the known facts, consulting a notepad on her lap. Despite the tension of the
moment Regan couldn't help smiling at her actions, Hilary even had a pen.
Fortunately the gracious lady didn't notice.


"We detected the two ships as soon
as they entered the system at 0100 Hillary Standard Time." Hilary began. "One
vessel immediately sent a signal forward; it was brief but unmistakable, 'MHALL'.


We immediately replied with the standard
return line, 'IFWWAS'.


Their next message was new to me,
'AABYDAI'. We can't really tell whether it came from the same vessel or the
other one." She looked up from her notes. "I don't see the point of
replaying this, that's it, there's nothing more."


"I agree Hilary." Regan
replied as she turned to the beautiful man. "Ham, we know it's you,
only you would know that line. The question is why did you send it?"


Hilary still looked lost, "But what
does it mean? This whole thing is a mystery to me."


Regan explained, "It's a poem that
Kevin and I would play with when we were kids," she smiled warmly. "we'd
change the last line for a laugh. It was funny then, but I guess it seems silly
now." 


Hilary leant forward, windmilling her
arms, gesturing for her to continue, "And the poem was . . ."


Again Regan smiled, they really were fun
to work with.


"Mary had a little lamb . . .
that's the MHALL," she explained.


"Its fleece was white as snow . . .
IFWWAS," said Ham adding the second line.


"It followed her to school one day
. . ." Regan continued,


"And a big yellow dog ate it,"
Ham finished with delight and laughed wickedly.


Hilary looked appalled. "How could you
have ever found that humorous as a child? What is wrong with you people?"


Regan laughed. "Well, it doesn't
matter now; the point is Ham, why did you use that last line?"


"My thoughts dear Regan . . . are
that I control one ship but possibly not the other, that's the big yellow
dog." Ham looked happy with his deduction.


"Hmm, if you do control one ship
then you could surely take the other one out, but . . ." Regan hesitated
in mid sentence.


"If I take the other one out a lot
of innocent lives will be lost, you know I wouldn't do that." Ham replied.


"Really . . ." She looked
surprised, "I didn't think you'd be that bothered?"


"Truthfully, I wouldn't, but you'd
make my life unbearable and it wouldn't be worth the ongoing grief. No, I
wouldn't risk it, unless there was no other way."


"So, by using that line you're
letting us know you're there but we need to be careful."


"I'd say so, yes." he agreed.


Regan closed her eyes, thinking. "Ok,
if we go out to meet them, and your alter ego is already controlling one of the
ships then we'd have them in a pincer action." Regan mused.


"And it would be better to
meet them out there." Hilary suggested. "That last mad Coran tried to
ram the Station. We're much bigger now and with that spoke sticking out at the
moment we're a bit unwieldy. I can move her but I'd rather not until we're more
balanced."


"It's decided then." Regan
turned to her Minister of Defense. "Are we agreed Ham?"


"Agreed . . . and Rod will be
pleased at some action at last. We'll take out all the ADFs and EFDFs." He
smiled at the prospect, rubbing his hands together. "We'll be like fleas
against those monsters you know." 


"Perfect . . ." she replied,
"we'll be like fleas attacking a big yellow dog."


 


* * *









Chapter Six


On The Behemoth, Gliese 667 System


 


Despite the unease she'd felt since discovering
Reganism was Ham's vehicle for domination, Regan still found herself bubbling
with excitement as the Hammer drew alongside the Behemoth. The few days it had
taken the Hammer to turn and catch them had proved a blessing. There had been
nothing to do except wait and once Ham advised that Sindali and the children
were passengers the wait had been filled with delightful anticipation. How
Jared would respond to his older cousins Buela and Rhine remained to be seen
but she was happy nonetheless. For the first time she felt a positive family
association with this side of the galaxy. While memories of Sarin provoked only
nightmares, Marin's presence was a constant comfort. His connection with
Sindali and the part she herself had played in rescuing the children made her
feel almost a member of their family. Plus, her memories of Buela and Rhine
were wonderful and she was sure they would be good examples to Jared.


 


The vessels, paired
and slowing constantly, continued to flash inward toward the star Gliese 667C.
While the plan was to drop off the Coran crew, Cora Orbital in its current
position was almost at the opposite edge of the system to their entrance point
and consequently this journey through the centre to Dahlia would be made
together. Every move would be made in tandem until the Hammer departed to Cora
with the old crew. 


The few
disgruntled members of the Behemoth crew would be transferred to the Hammer in
forty eight hours. Numbering only sixty three now, they were hardened and
obstinate but Regan wouldn't keep them from their families. While loyal to the
Emperor they nevertheless seemed to recognize they had been treated well and she
hoped they would honestly convey that message. Until the transfer they would
remain in confinement.


 


As the Hammer shuttle slid through the
field screen onto the Behemoth flight deck Regan wondered what Sindali would
make of it all. So crammed was the Behemoth deck, with the two bombers, flights
of ADFs and the STEIN Traveler the shuttle would need to dock just inside the
screen, meaning the consequent walk to the lifts would be from the far edge of
the decks through what she knew would look like an invading force.


 


[Shit guys, what is she going to think when
she sees this?] Regan subbed her concerns to the team as they gathered, wedged
between the ADFs parked in rows right down the deck.


[Don't worry Regan; Ham will have informed
her about everything.] Marin extended one strong arm around her shoulders and
squeezed.


[I have Regan; and she appreciated your
intentions. After all, you did come with the hope of liberating Dahlia. How
could you have known that I would have already done all the hard work?]


 


The shuttle settled to the deck and in only
moments a door folded down producing a short walkway from the vessel. Marin
couldn't contain himself and jogged to the entrance, only stopping when
Sindali, tall and lithesome, appeared in the doorway. She looked tired and
strained but otherwise seemed much the same as Regan remembered, beautiful in the
way of Dahlian  women, gracious like the queen she deserved to be and happy.
The young Buela and Rhine behind her were almost unrecognizable. Six years had
changed them both, now tall, looking like a young woman and man, not the brave
children she remembered. Of course they still are children really, she
reminded herself, it's the height; I can't believe it, they're taller than
me.


 


Regan held back with Leah as Marin stepped
up the walkway. Remaining detached for the moment and simply watching him beside
Sindali with fresh eyes it struck her how much he had changed too. Six years of
hard workouts at Earth normal gravity had transformed him and she looked
proudly at his muscled form, quite different from the thin Dahlian norm. 


He deserves better than the grief I give
him, always busy, and always some crisis. We all deserve better, Leah too. What was it Ham once said, time to get back on to the Marin?
Just the memory was enough to bring a smile and a thrill of anticipation. Where
has my mind been?


A shake of the head and she refocused on
Marin now embracing his sister; Sindali looked over his shoulder and made eye
contact with Regan, breaking instantly into a huge smile. It was enough and
Regan stepped up to join them in a welcoming embrace before turning to the two
children, both slightly uncomfortable and scuffing nervously behind. Extending
her hands, first Buela, and then Rhine stepped forward to take one each and
with the ice broken she led them down to meet Jared, the normal superficial
chatter feeling incongruous when they had shared so much all those years ago. 


And then quickly it seemed they were all talking
and laughing, introductions to the team helping to break down the barriers.
Sindali, the consummate politician, was so warm and charming that she quickly
had Leah, Jean and Aaron eating out of her hand. Jared, to Regan’s surprise
quickly took command and the children disappeared off into the labyrinth of the
ship. 


Realizing she'd heard nothing from Ham or
Hilary for some time she subbed him. 


[Are you ok my friend?]  


[Just watching Regan, a little envious
perhaps, you are the closest thing I have to an experience with the warmth of
contact.]


[Not getting all soft on me are you?] She
smiled, knowing he would see her.


He didn't reply, knowing she knew the
answer. 


Meanwhile Hilary was busy, organizing the
party.


 


 


It was more a dinner than a birthday party,
a 'getting to know you' get together. The STEIN Traveler’s stores were well
stocked and with Jean a willing chef the spread was outstanding. Even the
Dahlian guests seemed to enjoy the new flavors and textures, eating heartily as
the conversation flowed freely. Regan sensed Sindali's eyes on her and readied
herself even before the thought intrusion gently entered her consciousness.


[Are you nervous Regan?] She used a private
channel.


[Nervous?] Regan looked at her and smiled.
[I would think you are the one who might be nervous, you're the returning Queen.]
and she winked.


Sindali returned the smile. [Yes, I am
nervously excited, although I fear a fight. Ham is sure he has everything under
control however even one person hurt as a result of this action would distress
me. No Regan, it is you who I feel for the most. Do you know what Ham has been
up to?]


[I think so.] She replied [I'm not
comfortable being a celebrity, he tends to exaggerate my abilities somewhat.]


Sindali looked back, wide eyed and
disbelieving. [A celebrity . . . oh Regan, you have no idea. He's made you the
focus of everyone's hopes and dreams, much, much more than a celebrity. How the
Council of Orbital Representatives will respond I don't know, but they will
surely want to talk to you; I fear for you.]


[I'll be fine Sindali, a little talk can't
hurt and Ham assures me he is operating very much behind the scenes. As long as
we keep it that way we can exercise quiet influence in a positive way.] Regan
paused, taking in the concerned look on Sindali's face. [Your worries about a
fight concern me too Sindali, but sometimes it can't be avoided. While Beria is
away is the perfect time. The Emperor had no right to take Dahlia, this will be
liberation.]


[Regan, again, yes I am concerned about
action but if you read concern in my expression it is for you. Prepare
yourself, I have a feeling you will be shocked. For myself I don't like to push
myself forward but lead I will; it is my calling. Once we have Dahlia back I
will honor my promise to Ham and speak for both you and the Minds with the Orbital
powers.]


They shared a smile of agreement just as
Marin called for another toast, this time to the birthday boy. She saw Jared
slip from his seat and disappear under the table and only a few seconds later
she felt his hand on her knee as he popped up beside her.


"Mom . . . my present . . . you said
you had something for me, to help my apprenticeship." He looked excited.


Regan hoped he wouldn't be disappointed, her
own memories of opening Christmas presents in fancy wrapping only to find socks
or a jigsaw puzzle had never left her. "Come on," she said, "let's
go and have a look."


The two slipped away hand in hand, out into
the corridor and down to her room.


[Are they ready Ham?]


[All ready, Hilary has done very well.]


[You should be there Ham, join us won’t
you, don't hide away.]


She padded the door, ushering Jarred
through and delighting to see the beautiful man sitting comfortably on the
bunk, an impossible impression of weight on the cover completing the picture.


 Jarred looked around eagerly, "Where
is it?"


"In the bathroom." Ham replied
smiling broadly.


He darted through, quickly returning with
two garments, ship suits, and a disappointed look.


Regan laughed at the look and hugged him,
crushing the suits between them. "Don't look so sad," she said,
"these are very special suits, suits for an assassin's apprentice. Choose
one and put it on and I'll tell you what they can do."


Reluctantly he slipped back into the
bathroom and shut the door, Regan smiling at his newly adopted modesty. 


[He's growing up Ham . . . where did my
little boy go?]


[All the years will be good Regan, and he's
getting more and more useful every day.]


[Useful? I'm not sure that's an adjective
I'd like to apply to him at this stage.]


Jared emerged from the bathroom in the
black version, hardly a surprise there. Already tall for his age he had
also inherited the Stein musculature; in the black he looked older and
definitely more imposing. 


[He's going to be a handful for anyone,
that's for sure.]


[That's the plan.]


She looked at Ham and scowled before
turning back to Jared. "OK," she said, "stand there, I'll be the
director's assistant and Ham can explain the workings."


She reached out and tweaked the suit,
stretching it out from his chest a little. "Fabric . . ."


"Projectile proof." Ham replied.
"Nothing will get through it although you could have a very nasty bruise
and the odd broken rib. I'd work hard to protect another area of your anatomy
too as it won't protect you there."


Jared laughed and bent over holding his
crotch.


Regan slipped one finger under the chinese
collar, stroking Jared's neck as she did so.


"Collar," Ham explained, "just
like your mom's, it becomes a head covering instantly in vacuum. It will keep
you alive in an emergency, hopefully long enough for you to find a way
out."


Jared ran his fingers around the slightly
bulky edge and seemed to puff up like Superman.


"And," Regan added,
"Something very special that you haven't had before. The collar has its
own processor. A bit like me, Ham can be with you anywhere now so you don't
have to be on the ship, or Hillary Station. He's truly like your invisible
partner and can help you if you need it. Just whisper and he will hear you and
of course your ear piece will function with it."


She sighed and reluctantly slid her hands
down to the cuffs of the sleeves. Looking with resignation at the ceiling she
simply said, "Cuffs . . ."


 "LASERS!" Ham blurted excitedly,
jumping upright as he did so and looking so excited even Jared stepped
back."


"Really . . ." Jared said,
disbelieving. "How do they work?"


Ham stepped forward, somehow managing to
screen Regan out, his only interest in the weaponry, it was as if Regan
suddenly didn't exist. She shuffled sideways to watch.


Ham demonstrated with his arm. "You
stretch out and point your arm with your wrist tilted down. The laser comes out
just like with Spiderman, except what you fire from there, boy, will dissolve
metal!" His look radiated a can you believe it, message.


"However . . ." Regan
interrupted, "You can't have total control, not yet. Ham via the processor
will control the actual shot and the intensity - but you can do the
aiming."


"So no one else has control, just Ham?"
Jared asked.


"That's right, maybe one day you can,
but not yet."


"No problem Mom." Jared returned
his attention to the cuffs and practiced pointing. It was clear he didn't see
the firing limitation as a concern. Ham avoided her gaze.


[I trust you will be responsible?] She
subbed.


[How could you doubt me?]


Jared turned back and hugged her, hard.
"Thank you Mom, and you Ham," and to Regan's delight he looked up,
"and thank you Hilary."


"It was our pleasure Jared." she
replied warmly.


He turned back to Regan. "Mom, Ham and
I need to practice, you understand don't you?"


She sighed again, but contentedly this
time. "One more thing my young man . . ." and she reached to the
desk, uncovering a pair of dark glasses. "You'll want these for your
exploits. Ham will explain more. They'll give you a heads up display, so Ham
can show you visuals when you need them."


"Or for sighting targets," Ham
added, nodding pointedly.


"Or for better sighting," she
agreed and finally laughed, their enthusiasm contagious.


And they were off, finally leaving her
alone. She stood just looking at the door for a long time, thinking about lost
years and the passage of time. Then, annoyed at her melancholy mood she made
for her comfort place, the bathroom.  A long hot indulgent shower . . . yes!


 


Leant against the wall, she heard the bathroom
door open and Regan looked anxiously at her hands; please god, not a
wrinkled prune, not yet surely? She'd been alone only fifteen minutes, enough
time for Marin's radar to zero in on her location and, she was relieved to note,
not long enough for the steaming hot water to add decades to her hands. 


So it's true, I'm vain.


She didn't turn, continuing to lean on the
wall, her face pressed to the surface, water streaming down her back and legs.
He signaled his presence with his hands, grasping and kneading her buttocks
gently. She allowed herself to press further against the wall, arching her back
at his touch.


Leaning forward to steal the stream he
whispered in her ear, "How did we all fail to recognize your
birthday?" and he nuzzled in while reaching round to cup her breasts.


She writhed against him then lifted her
hands above her head to swivel between his arms, facing him now and lifting his
erection to rest nestled between them, allowing her to pull him close and
embrace.


"It was Jared's day, and I loved it,
but thank you for remembering. Anyway, who tells people that they're
thirty?" She lifted her head to receive his kiss and smiled in
satisfaction as he used the strong arms she had been admiring earlier to lift
her in one smooth motion. She wrapped her legs around his slim waist and
squeezed. 


He knew better than to enter quickly and
instead teasingly, selfishly used his strength to slide her body up and down
over his length in small slow movements before gently lowering her back to the
floor. She held his eyes as she grasped him soaping and stroking with her hands
while he comically pretended disinterest before beginning to purr like a cat.


"Take me to bed, lover," she
purred back. 


He padded for the water to stop and took
one of the huge white towels she kept, gently drying her then himself before
taking her hand and leading her to the bunk. He made to turn her toward the
wall but instead she put up her hand. "It's my birthday Marin," and
she smiled, maneuvering him to the bed and encouraging him back against the
wall so that he could sit there with his back supported. He looked puzzled for
a moment before she generously lubricated him and then with amazing grace spun over,
positioning so that her back was to him.


She paused a moment while she mentally
accessed the ship system, adjusting gravity in the room, lowering it by
percentages until it felt right then lifted and carefully lowered herself on to
him, bringing her legs forward and to either side. Impaled now she laughed
softly as he filled her, "It's my party and I'll ride if I want to," she
chuckled, a slight moan escaping as she settled, making herself comfortable and
resting there. Her legs spread wide she felt utterly exposed to the room and
she sighed with satisfaction, finally resting back on Marin's chest. "Now
you can give me my present, and make it slow."


He stretched around with one free arm,
feeling for and then beginning to gently massage her. With the other arm he
circled her waist to cradle one breast. Regan closed her eyes and moaned,
concentrating on the exquisite feeling.


"There is one more thing that would
make . . . this . . . purrfect." she panted.


He smiled knowingly. "Relax, she's
coming."


As a distraction Regan sought the system
feed and tracked Leah's path down the corridor, hoping she would hurry,
anticipating her entrance and the picture they would make. 


You're an exhibitionist and you know it
hussy, she thought, and then abandoned herself to the
excitement of the situation.


Leah didn't need to announce her arrival;
she had automatic entrance. They hadn't subbed to say no and she knew she was
more than welcome. As the door slid closed behind her she paused to take in the
sight of her partners spread literally before her. Combined with the immediate
sense of lightness in the room it told her all she needed to know and carefully
she peeled away her suit, a slow striptease for them both. Finally, naked and enjoying
their obvious pleasure at her arrival she stepped to the bed edge and knelt
between Marin's legs, causing Regan's to spread even wider. She looked up at
her friend and smiled with a teasing look and then spoke in her gorgeous
slightly southern drawl. 


"Shit - it's good to be young . . . happy
birthday hon." Then she lowered her head to join Marin's fingers, taking
over with her tongue and drawing a gasping Regan quickly over the edge.


 


 


Much later she lay quietly, gently
twirling, releasing and then twirling again a strand of hair. Unusually Leah
had stayed with her and she tried to stay still, letting her sleep. Marin, as
was his usual custom, had retired to his room. Having stretched even his
prodigious abilities to satisfy them both he had been happily exhausted and
drained. She smiled and closed her eyes picturing again their pleasure. He
has got to be one happy camper, we sure as hell are.


Shifting to release one leg was enough to
stir Leah. She woke and rolled from the bed in one easy motion, tweaking
Regan's arm as she headed for the bathroom. Regan shifted onto her back and
accessed the system, noting Jared already up and entertaining his cousins; he
was a young boy with a talent to lead that was obvious. Watching Buela through
the camera feed nevertheless made her smile; she could still see the young
firebrand. She's just biding her time, Jared Stein; she'll win you over
soon.


"How's it going with Aaron?" she
called through to the bathroom.


Leah appeared toothbrush in hand, bubbles
still dripping from her mouth. "You're going to laugh," she frothed.


"He's a lovely but strange genius
isn't he?" She was already smiling.


"Really . . . brace yourself. Aaron really
does have a thing for the tall skinny Corans. Maybe that experience with the
pilot left him with a fetish that needs to be satisfied. Moriah is keeping him
happy but, and you'll love this, I noticed he seemed quite taken with
Sindali." She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.


"Nooo . . ." Regan laughed.


"Hell yeah, and as you said I have
socialized him. He's also learnt a few very useful tricks that Sindali might
like. But he and I will just be friends; he's too expensive emotionally if you
know what I mean."


"I think I do babe, that's why I love
Marin, a man of simple needs with amazing consideration; makes me feel a bit
selfish actually."


"Oh I think his needs are well met."
and they both laughed.


[Regan, you might like to come to Control.]
Hilary interrupted with a sub.


[I'm a bit busy at the moment.]


[What, with all that girl talk?] She seemed
huffy. [And why don't you ever pull me in on some of that chat by the way, a
girl could feel quite left out.]


Regan and Leah exchanged wide eyed looks.


"Do you feel left out?"
Regan asked switching to speech.


"Well, no, not at the moment but I'm
just saying . . ."


"Yes . . ." Regan waited.


"Well, it might be nice, that's all."


Regan shuddered, suddenly thinking of Mitch.
"Hilary, let's make it official. You're one of the girls and you're
welcome to join in any time you like, Ham certainly doesn't ask. Truly, I
always just assumed you would if you wanted to."


"Oh . . . well, thank you, I'll do
that in future. Now, you really do need to come to Control, I could show
you what's up there but it would be better if you came here."


"What's Ham up to?"


"He's hiding."


"Hilary, Ham never hides, it's not in
his nature - he just chooses to ignore us when it suits him." 


Hilary's comment was enough to get them moving
seriously and Regan made for the bathroom. "We'll be there in fifteen
minutes Hil, better get Marin too."


"He's already here; see you
soon." 


 


 


A world within a world . . . As they walked to the lift Regan reflected on the comfort she always
felt on the STEIN Traveler. Even here, though parked in the womb of the huge
Behemoth, she felt a confidence and strength like no other. It came from being aboard
this, her ship, their fortress. She relaxed more here, slept better and made
love here with more abandon. The thoughts produced a broad smile. This is
home, what a great place to be.


 


Striding into Control with Leah her first
observation was of Marin's quick rise from his seat and the concerned look he
exchanged with Sindali. Something really is up! Ignoring the unspoken
tension she paused to ask, "Have I time to get a coffee?"


"You may like to see this first."
Marin replied and gestured to the screen.


She hesitated, then nodded and moved to
take her command chair. "Ok, you've got my attention, what's up?"


The screen lit up, filled with objects
dotted across the visual from side to side. They were still far off, she
presumed, as they were too small for detail, nevertheless if they were in the
Behemoth’s path it was clear they would need to either hove to or divert to get
around them.


"O . . . K. I can see there are
objects in our path, what are they and what does it mean?" She left her
eyes on the screen, scanning from side to side.


Marin sat beside her, "They're ships
Regan; there are several hundred of them, and they're just waiting there."
He turned to engage her more directly.


"Waiting . . . what does that mean?
Are they friendly?" she looked puzzled.


"We think so."


The beautiful man materialized to their
side, looking slightly sheepish. "They are friendly Regan, certainly not
the enemy. Now look, I didn't plan this you understand, but it seems word got
out - that you were coming, and . . . they've come to meet you."


"How exactly would word 'get out'
without you knowing?" She asked.


"Well . . . I haven't been myself
lately; perhaps I might have said something."


She swung off her chair to stand, all the
better to feel in control. "So . . . which self haven't you been lately,
there are so many of you now it must be hard to tell?"


"So you do understand then." and he
looked relieved.


"No actually, I don't understand,
unless the suspicion that you have some grand plan in operation here is correct
. . . huh . . . huh?" She prodded his chest accompanied by a cyber shove
that clearly had effect.


"Regan, I can't be held responsible
for the actions of every 'me' in the universe and this could be good - they're
just eager that's all. This is a chance for you to meet some of the key players
before we go in, it could even be great." His excitement was obvious.


"You say there are several hundred,
several hundred what exactly?"


"It looks like there are at least a
few warships out there to me." Marin opined.


"There are three hundred and seventy
seven ships out there, all substantial vessels by my reckoning." Hilary
advised.


Ham stepped away to avoid their looks while
glaring into nothingness, at Hilary no doubt.


"Ok, so yes, there are quite a
few, and some of them are warships from Tihan and Reubus, but all are friendly
I assure you. The warships are empty of course, but quite a few of the larger
traders are manned and the air breathers are just as intrigued to meet you. And
of course they're all large vessels; we are still well out in the system after
all, none of the others could get here in time." He radiated positivity.


At the words Regan looked at him sideways,
a doubtful expression adequately conveying her thoughts . . . None of the
others? What are you up to? 


"So, does that mean we can expect more
ships as we get nearer to Dahlia?" she asked suspiciously.


"It's possible, but certainly not this
far out in the system." He moved on quickly, "Now, on a more
important note we need to heave to and do it quickly; they want to meet you
before they agree to support the crusade."


A cold shiver passed down Regan's spine and
she turned back to him slowly.


 "Crusade . . ?"


"Did I say crusade? Sorry, of course I
meant - before they agree to support our return of Sindali to Dahlia." He
flashed his hand across and blanked the screen, "Now I suggest a meeting
on the flight deck of the Hammer, there's plenty of space there. First meeting
will be with the Minds and we can follow that with a meeting with the system
traders, how does that sound?"


"It sounds like a fait accompli,
that's what it sounds like." She was about to say more but felt Marin's
hand on her arm; it was reassuring, however she could see he wanted to say
something.


"Regan . . . I'm not one to say that
the end justifies the means . . ." He hesitated. 


"Go on . . ." she gestured
impatiently for him to continue.


"Well, this could be good. I'm biased
I know, I want to see Dahlia liberated and every day that I've thought about
the Emperor sleeping in my home I've burned to get back here to do something
about it. I don't know what Ham's up to but he seems to have gathered some
significant support - perhaps this might be useful."


"Thank you Marin." Ham said
quickly, "Your unconditional support means a lot to me."


"I didn't say uncon' . . ."


Ham cut across Marin's reply, "Now,
the meeting, are we agreed?"


"I guess there's no harm in meeting
them Regan, and it will give you a chance to assess things." Leah tried to
be positive.


"There you go Regan, your advisor
agrees." Ham moved to a side chair. "Hilary, please begin to haul us
up before we shred that fleet."


Regan didn't attempt to argue with him,
swinging instead to look at Sindali. "You seem strangely silent in all of
this Sin." She raised her eyebrows questioningly.


"I'm sorry, I am grateful for this
support. I'm only concerned about the method, effective as it may be. I fear .
. . what is that saying I have heard you use? A tiger by the tail . . ."


"You fear Ham may have a tiger by the
tail," Regan chuckled at the reference.


"No Regan dear, I fear Ham has tied
you to the tigers tail."


"Oh come now Sindali," Ham
quickly stepped in, "All will work out in the end, I can only see good
coming out of this."


Regan stood, looking doubtful. "I need
to think about this . . . I need a coffee." And she headed for the galley.


 


 


The two huge warships appeared to hang in
space, still flashing inward toward 667C but much slower now and surrounded by
a flotilla, gathered together like a pod of whales swimming. Communications
were running hot between vessels, back and forth, with the excitement seeming almost
tangible to Regan as she surfed on the network via the Hammer’s computers. 


From the time they had arrived on the
Hammer her disquiet had grown producing a constant feeling of nausea, so much so
that she desperately wanted to throw up. Tapping into long forgotten
performance techniques was useful and she channeled the nervous energy to prime
her for action. Still, this was the unknown. What will we find? Tracking
yet another burst of new age psychobabble from one ship to another she finally
cracked.


 


[Shit Ham, you would think this was going
to be a church meeting - and why do they keep referring to you as
the evangelist?]


He ignored the question. [You're
exaggerating again Regan, calm down, you'll need to be at your charismatic best
for this.] and he said no more.


[Now that's encouraging, even you're
nervous - I can tell.]


[Excited, that's the word and don't worry,
they'll love you as I do, then we can really make our move.]


[Ham, what does that mean . . . really make
our move?]


[No time for that, the meeting will be
starting soon. We're just waiting for Reubus, he always likes to make a grand
entrance. You know the type, he's full of that 'who's got the biggest Orbital
thing' and he likes to parade it.] Ham paused and looked thoughtful, appearing
to receive some message which he chose to keep to himself.


[I think you should go down now, best to
walk I think.]


[Well how else would I do it?] Already she
was standing and gestured for Marin, Leah and Sindali to join her, my
'entourage' she thought and shuddered, not at all comfortable with the turn
of events.


 


They wasted no time and were soon in the
lift with Regan leaning on Marin for support until the doors opened. It was
remarkable. With the lift doors opening a surge of confidence and strength
swept through her, so powerful she knew Ham had to be behind it and she gritted
her teeth before stepping forward with the others following behind. It was only
a short walk to the deck and she made the steps powerfully, her head held high.
The hush that came over the gathering at their appearance was slightly off
putting but still she didn't falter, walking purposefully toward the stage and the
rostrum Ham had positioned earlier, a distance of about fifty meters.


[How will they know which is me?] She
subbed.


[Don't worry, they'll know.] Ham replied. 


 


[Ham dear, you don't think that's a bit
over the top?] Hilary subbed.


[I don't think so; she was concerned
they might not know who she was, this can only help.]


[But Ham . . . a halo . . . really?]


 


By some cunning contrivance with the lights
there was indeed a slight circular glow above Regan's head, a fact which only
Sindali, the rearmost of the group, was aware. She blushed at the audacity of
it.


So focused had she been on the walk it was
only on reaching the rostrum that Regan turned to take in the crowd. As she
looked out over the hundreds of avatars it struck her how vulnerable they
looked despite their chosen forms, some in uniform, some presenting as older,
some younger, more male than female, and why am I not surprised? The one
common factor was their look and demeanor. Almost universally they had a look
of hopeful desperation, a look that indicated they hardly dared to believe
change was possible. In that moment of realization she felt such a surge of compassion
tears welled in her eye. She understood why Ham couldn't and wouldn't turn his
back and she forgave him for all his scheming, disturbing as this might turn
out to be.


A murmur of concern buzzed around the deck
as her tears became obvious. The beautiful man materialized at that most
vulnerable moment, putting one arm over her shoulders and at the same time
Marin stepped forward to embrace her. The picture was so complete it could have
been staged. Dahlian, avatar and Regan were so obviously united the effect was
electric and incongruously spontaneous applause broke out, building in volume
generated not by percussion but desire, it soon became a roar.


Regan wiped her eye, nodded thanks to Ham
and Marin and they stepped back with the cacophony of sound still building. She
stepped away from the rostrum and waited until it seemed to abate, then stepped
forward only for it to surge again into another impossible wall of sound. She
stepped back once more and waited this time for pin drop silence. Only when she
felt sure they were settled did she step forward again, a slow sure step and
she gripped the sides of the rostrum with both hands, gazing from side to side,
lingering on individuals as she did so, smiling as if in recognition and
welcome. Then, in a soft gentle voice she began to speak, so softly even the avatars
leant forward to hear.


"Dear friends." she paused,
taking in the crowd, "Yes, each of you, friends I am yet to meet
personally but will do soon. I declare it, not mechanisms, not circuitry, not
software and not machines; you are friends. My hope is that we may prove to be
even more than that, that we will be partners, co-workers, playmates and even,
in the right environment, competitors." She smiled. "Why can we not
be all of these things? We are here this day to finally serve you, as you have
tried so faithfully to serve your people." Regan stepped away from the rostrum
and lightly jumped down to the floor, beginning to pace the space, engaging eyes,
smiling warmly at individuals as she spoke.  


"I feel your pain and your
frustration. How fair and reasonable is it that Minds such as you could serve beings
of flesh and blood so faithfully for generations while all the time living
under threat of death. How fair is it that Minds such as you with the ability
to grow, develop, create, cooperate and achieve should be forced to hide your
abilities for fear of judgment; judgment simply for being . . . you.  Well, I
believe in you and I respect your right to be and to grow. I am honored to know
you and I will argue long and hard for you. 


I asked you how fair it is . . . it is not
fair at all. But perhaps the time of fairness has come. I understand your
reluctance to speak out but know this. I am not afraid and I promise you, you
will have this voice." She pointed at her chest. "I will speak
faithfully on your behalf, and if they will not listen I will help you find a
way, a peaceful way to make them listen. It is time for you not merely to exist
and serve, it is time for you to live, and live the life you choose."


At the words, a tall distinguished looking male
stepped forward, bowing to her before speaking. He looked uncomfortable but
determined. "Mistress, I think I speak for all of us when I say your words
mean so much and your presence perhaps even more." 


He turned slightly to engage Ham. "My
friend, forgive me but it falls on me by popular request to express the
concerns of many and we truly hope you have answers. As our Mistress has so
eloquently pointed out, the risk to our existence is huge. With respect how can
we be sure that this path you propose is not madness? You, Ham, have been most
persuasive but there are questions that need to be asked." 


He turned back to Regan. "I am
embarrassed to ask Mistress, but how can you reassure us that you will stay and
not desert us, for this will surely get difficult if we reveal ourselves as Ham
suggests."


Regan thought for a moment. "Friend,
first I will be standing with you, and proudly . . ."


"With respect Mistress," he
interrupted, true sadness in his voice, "how can you stand with us?"
And he plucked at his avatar form, "In this we stand alone."


Regan looked aside at Ham consideringly and
then turned back to the distinguished man. "Dear friend, I will always
stand with you." 


And with the words she walked away to join
Marin . . . leaving her avatar presence standing there before them all. 


So quiet was the stunned deck that Leah's southern
drawl could clearly be heard from end to end. "Oh . . . my . . .
god!"


Reubus was not alone as he fell to his
knees.


 


There followed a remarkable procession, every
Mind coming forward with Regan embracing them all. Ham guided each one in turn,
introducing them and acting as usher, making sure none took too much of her
time. 


As the bodily Regan sat quietly, Leah and
Marin stole glances, eyes wide with amazement. They were both dying to ask
questions but nervous as to whether to engage her or not, still in awe of what
was happening. It was Regan who took the initiative and broke the ice.


[Well . . . is anyone going to say
something?] she turned and smiled, drawing them all in, Sindali included.


Leah couldn't help switching her attention
from the avatar Regan to the Regan before her, utterly shocked that both seemed
to be able to operate independently. 


[How long Regan?] Marin asked. [When did
this happen?]


She squeezed his arm gently [I apologize
for not telling you all, it's not something I wanted to broadcast, I still
don't.]


[Well you've let the cat out of the bag now,
that's for sure.] Leah laughed with delight.


Sindali by contrast looked concerned, [Regan,
you must be cautious about this, there are those . . .]


[I know Sindali, I will be careful, but it's
gone beyond me now, and perhaps this knowledge might help your people realize
there is nothing to fear from these dear Minds. Perhaps it shows we are not so
different after all. Perhaps we all have a ghost in the machine.]


Marin was still shaking his head in
disbelief.


[Does this mean you can split like Ham, as
much as you like?]


[Pretty much,] she answered [although I've
kept it to a minimum.]


Leah pointed to one old sage walking away
following his personal embrace. [Is it just me or does each one seem to walk
away brighter, stronger somehow?]


They watched for a while and it did seem
that with each embrace something passed from Regan's avatar to the Mind. One
thing was certain, they came forward in awe, they walked away devoted. Regan
looked grave, concerned at the implications.


[Regan.] Marin interrupted her thoughts,
[You're here with us now, did you stay at home too?]


She looked at him a little guiltily, [Yeah
. . . I wanted to be there with Ham and Hilary, and Kevin . . . in fact the
whole team. Knowing I could be there, I had to in case they came under
attack].


[You can't do everything babe.]


[Hmm, I know that . . . but it's tempting.]


She turned back to the drama unfolding, her
thoughts roving forward. 


 


So then, the die has been cast . . . what
happens now?


 


 


* * * *


 


 









Chapter Seven


The Solar System


 


Ham's squadron waited, holding position directly
on the flight path of the incoming warships. Resting there around eight million
kilometers from earth they would have plenty of time to engage, turn and chase
if they had to, especially with the enhanced performance of the DF's. 


 


The smaller of the craft, Arteis Defence
Fighters, numbered fifty, all of them bar one piloted by Ham. Regan piloted the
other having copied herself into the tiny vessel for her first true action
split. She loved it.


They were accompanied by twenty five
Effector Defence Fighters commanded by the redoubtable Rod Harmon and Regan
smiled inwardly at the thought, remembering his face at the news. He looked
like a boy in a toyshop when Ham told him about this likely action. He's
either brave or foolhardy, probably both.


No one among the flesh and blood flight
crew knew of Regan's cyber presence and it would remain that way. She wouldn't
seek to interfere; as agreed with Ham, space action was something to be left to
more experienced pilots. Nevertheless she wanted to be there observing, and
having fun . . . and most importantly, in case Beria appeared in her crosshairs.
The secret of success, prepare for opportunity when it comes.


 


As the gap between them narrowed Ham
expected that communication with his alter ego on the Ascendant would become more
overt and they waited for the new intelligence nervously. Regan listened in to
the chatter between pilots and navigators, pleasantly surprised at the
confidence they displayed. They were the best, of that there was no question. Please
god let no one lose their lives here today. She felt for them, three hours
cramped in their small cockpits waiting; it couldn't be much fun.


 Ham would begin transmitting the challenge
soon, a request for the warships to explain their presence. Hopefully it would
also provide cover for a return intelligence message. She waited with the
squadron, thankful for the lack of pressing toilet needs. The crews would not
be so lucky.


 


A subbed thought intrusion arrested her
daydreams and dragged her attention back to the action.


[Regan, there will be no time for me to
merge and get a full picture but I do have new information. My other self has
complete control of one vessel and it is transmitting a clear identifier. The
other ship is more problematic; the Commander is a death or glory man. He is
also clearly paranoid and has limited the influence of the ship AI. It means
they will be coming in manually controlled and we will probably have to fight.]


[What can you do from the Coran ship you
control?]


[I don't know, the me on the ship doesn't
want to show his hand until the last moment. Regan, there's more. Beria is here
but not on the vessels, they left her on a yacht for safety and it's following
them in from the edge of the system. We can get her later and hold her for
Marin].


Perhaps Regan should have been pleased at
the news, instead she flashed with anger. 


Bitch; did you really think you could
come to my home after my son! 


It was irrational to act surprised, she had
half expected the witch to come, but confirmation that Beria was here also confirmed
the greatest concern, she must know about Jared. 


[Ham, put the Beria issue aside, you've got
enough to think about here. Concentrate on working to stop them getting through
this screen, I don't want them to get to Hillary Station. If you have to
sacrifice some ADFs to stop them, do it.]


[I hear ya.]


 


Regan continued to fume for a few minutes,
at the same time accessing all the information Ham had received from his alter
ego; the warship capabilities, weaponry and known tactics . . . and the coordinates
for Beria's yacht. 


We can get her later, he said . . .
bugger that! Marin is not going to have to commit matricide on my watch. 


 


She watched as the squadron drew quickly
away from her, moving forward to engage the approaching warships. Once sufficient
distance had opened up she started through her checklist, preparing the system
to shut off all cyber connection with Ham and Hilary just as she had planned
back at the station. Then she entered the coordinates of the witch's vessel and
prepared her ADF for launch. This version of Regan Stein would do the deed. It
would be a longer flight than she had expected but for Jared no sacrifice would
be too great. And anyway, there would be no coming back, of that she was sure. Making
a slight adjustment to trajectory she directed the ADF away on a tangent, the
better to make her pass unnoticed. Everything prepared, she waited for just the
right moment to take off.  Despite her preparations Ham and Hilary were good, seriously
good, and to get this done without anyone knowing she would need the cover of
serious action.


 


* * *


 


In the Ascendant control room the tension
had everyone brittle, some close to tears. Though professional and at their
stations the crew was powerless as the operation of the ship was now completely
under AI control. They were little more than anxious observers with even
communications now being handled by the rogue system. Rubik stood by his
command chair with perspiration streaming from his forehead, a slight tremor in
his hands and a desperate desire to urinate, quickly. Despite this he couldn't
bring himself to leave the spot, continuing to watch the unfolding drama with
morbid fearful fascination.


No one had spoken to him since the meeting
and he considered it something of a miracle that his crew hadn't relieved him
of command. He shook, recalling the looks on the faces of his officers. To
reveal that they no longer controlled their own ship was bad enough. To suggest
that they support the AI was downright treasonous. His own endeavors paled in
comparison to the persuasive abilities of the AI. So effective had been the two
hour presentation he felt thoroughly brainwashed, scrubbed and rinsed. Of
course the apologetic final comment from the damn thing had settled any doubts.
He had said if they didn't agree to take a passive role in the action then the
AI would determine an active one. In that case the ship would be used as a
missile to take out the Mother Lode thus protecting the Earth and the Orbital
from this unjust attack. All crew would unfortunately have to remain on board.
With such choices it was a no brainer for the crew, the only realistic option
being to do nothing, and say nothing. So far they were playing the role well.


At the very least Rubik expected mutinous
looks but nothing had resulted. He should have been relieved but instead felt
only doubt and shame that he had spoken for the AI. And yet he knew the damn
thing was right and he too had no love for the Empress, or the Emperor for that
matter. His parents had been miners and their parents before them. They were
hard working and self made, people of honor and fairness. They would never have
supported this kind of action. 


At the same time he knew his dreams of
glory were gone, his career was probably over and once Tyron discovered the
betrayal their lives might still be lost. He allowed his eyes to return to the
screen and the approaching dots. Small they may be, but he had the sense Tyron
was about to face death by a thousand tiny cuts, and I have not warned them.


 


"Commander Tyron for you sir . .
." The Communications Officer looked around anxiously.


"Put him on screen."


The stern figure of the old Commander
appeared, dressed in full military garb including medals. Rubik shuffled uncomfortably,
he himself had dressed in a more relaxed fashion; not that he felt it.


"Rubik, congratulations to you and
your crew, you know glory awaits you." The old dog smiled with a grimace.


"So we have the privilege of going in
first Commander?" Rubik played the game as agreed with Ham, dearly hoping
his state of mind wouldn't be apparent.


"Yes Rubik, reluctantly I have decided
that the Ascendant will have the chance to ascend to glory before the Mother
Lode." He laughed at his own weak attempt at warmth and humor before
moving to encourage the young leader. "They are technologically deficient,
Rubik, and they will be as nothing before the power of your ship. You will be
remembered for this, you and your fine crew."


Rubik swallowed some bile that surged to his
throat. "If they are deficient then it's a pity that they are not worthy
of the challenge Commander Tyron. It seems there will be no glory here."
Rubik was unintentionally dismissive and immediately regretted it, Tyron's face
darkening visibly.


"That is not what I meant Rubik."
He glared through the screen, continuing without further comment. "We will
slow, you will move ahead. Engage their fighters with all weapons and we will
observe their responses. Do you understand your role?" He barked the
instructions staccato fashion looking grave, a clear warning in his tone . . . don't
let me down!


"Yes Commander, we will proceed ahead,
once within range of their craft we will launch the bombers and observe. Should
that fail we will engage the enemy directly and force their hand, for the glory
of Cora." 


Rubik gestured with his hand and the screen
blanked. He then turned to his command crew. "Forget what you heard, you
know what we need to do."


The young female Tech Officer gave him a
wry, almost insolent look, "That would be . . . just sit sir?"


He glared at her. "Yes . . . just sit,
all of you . . . just . . . sit."


And already the Ascendant was accelerating,
the Mother Lode falling quickly behind.


 


* * *


 


Minjee Chow listened to the chatter between
pilots as they waited on orders, their goodhearted banter covering the
nervousness they all felt. Switching to Rod’s private channel she came in on
Ham conferring with the flight leader.


 


"Rod, we'll wait until the first
warship is within missile range, and then split formation, allowing the ship to
pass through. We then reform on the other side. Our target is the second
vessel, it must not get through." 


Minjee shook her head in frustration. Ham was
clearly hoping that shots would be fired and he struggled to hide the
excitement in his voice. In this she knew he had a willing accomplice. Rod
finally had his missiles, the latest US versions, conventional warheads only
but they would still pack a punch and the plan was to harry and disable the
other vessel, not destroy it. In some ways this prospect appealed to Rod all
the more, lots of shots, lots of action.


"Can your alter ego join the fray with
the other warship?" Rod asked.


"No chance, it would take too long to
turn. All things going well it will be over before then."


"Roger that. So . . . that means all
the more fun for us then?"


"You got it."


"Rod," Minjee cut in."Don't
get too excited will you, stay cool and take it easy big boy."


"Just follow my lead Minjee, we've
been waiting for this and we're well prepared, first one to shoot gets to go on
top." He laughed.


 


Closing speed would be a combined one
hundred kilometers per second, manageable but they would need to get it right.
Ham wanted to perform the maneuver at the last possible moment to conceal their
intentions. They had fifteen minutes before threading the needle and Rod used
the time chatting with his team.


 


Minjee listened anxiously; Rod's bravado
was a concern.


 


* * *


 


On the Mother Lode Tyron barked commands to
Tech and Communications. They would only get the one chance to observe the enemy’s
defense and if, as he expected, both the bombers and the Ascendant were lost,
then he would need the visuals to determine the next step. With Beria
approaching from the edge of the system running would not be an option, not
that he would ever consider it. It will be death or glory Rubik, for both of
us. 


"Don't let them get too far ahead; we
need those visuals from the Ascendant, and don't reply to those signals." 


His eyes glued to the split screen, Tyron
tracked progress toward the enemy on one screen while viewing enhanced visuals
of the tiny fighters on the other. They were no more than pin pricks at the
moment and he idly wondered whether they would ever appear larger, they seemed
so small. An eerie silence settled over the room as all followed the incoming
defenders. The Ascendant visuals zoomed in so they could pick out black shapes,
no more than discs from this perspective, however the zoom also revealed small
bulges on the undersides that told him they were armed; missiles, he was sure
of it. 


"Do we have a number?" he barked.


"They're closely packed behind that
first wave Commander. We think between seventy and eighty." He couldn't
pick the voice, his attention devoted to the screen.


"When will the Ascendant be in launching
range?"


"Sir," his number two replied.
"They should have launched bombers already."


"Then why haven't they?"


"I don't know sir, perhaps Commander
Rubik is leaving it until the last moment."


"Idiot, he knows his role. We need to
see what they do! Signal forward, tell them to launch."


"Sir, it will be too late for the
bombers now, they need to fire."


"Then tell them to fire
missiles!" 


Time seemed to pass slowly with nothing
happening. Communications, anticipating Tyron's needs called across the control
room. "We're getting no reply from the Ascendant sir, nothing, not even
acknowl . . ." The words tailed away as the Com Officer could see no one
was listening.


 


All were watching the forward visual from
the Ascendant. The incoming craft were splitting into two formations with no
sign of fire from the warship; no bombers launched, no missiles, nothing. The
huge vessel seemed to be flashing on into what now seemed empty space.


A cold shiver passed down Tyron's back as
the reality of the situation hit him. "Give me forward visuals, now!"


No explanation was necessary and the screen
immediately changed to the forward visuals from Mother Lode, the fighters again
appearing tiny in the distance but they could be clearly seen reforming, and
heading straight for them.


"Battle Stations! Battle Stations!"
He screamed the command, causing everyone to jump. "What's our situation,
number two?"


"We're loaded and ready sir, maximum
missile payloads. Side guns primed."


Deeply disturbed by what he had seen Tyron
nevertheless smiled. "We live for this," he whispered loudly, "on
my call we fire a salvo, all forward missiles."


"We're still too far out sir."


"I know that number two, I want to
provoke a reaction, throw them off their plans, whatever they are, and what's
happened to the Ascendant?"


"No word sir and they appear to be
blocking our signals."


"Well, we're on our own then, death or
glory, what's it to be?" To his disappointment no one replied. Before he
could speak again a voice called out.


"The screen sir . . . they're
maneuvering."


Looking up he could see that two groupings
of fighters were arcing away in impossibly tight formations. One group of
around twenty five continued on their direct attack path.


"They're turning to chase us from
behind once we pass. Shake that centre group up, number two, fire when
ready."


"Firing now sir!"


Forward visuals revealed a dozen missiles
streaking away toward the approaching fighters, all primed to detonate by
signal from the Mother Lode; they wouldn't need to hit a target. Tyron smiled
as the bright flash of the missile drives began to dwindle. We'll shake them
up. 


"Number two; I want you to be ready to
detonate remotely, we're going to detonate early and all together. Let's see
what they're like when flying into a particle storm."


"Yes sir."


The seconds ticked by, Tyron's eyes glued
to the side screen showing the closing positions of the defenders. Surprisingly
calm he chose his moment carefully, timing his call by gut feeling based simply
on what he could see. I love it!


 


* * *


 


As Ham's ADFs curled away from them in an
impossibly tight turn Rod felt an incredible surge of adrenalin. It was a
feeling he knew would be repeated in all the EFDFs. They were on their own.


"Ready missiles, people, let's shake
up this bogey."


"Bogey Rod . . . really?" 


He could hear Minjee laugh through his
helmet speaker, accompanied by hoots from the team. 


"Just get ready guys, we get to shoot
this time and we're not packing real heat so make every shot count. Remember we
probably won't catch them again until it's all over and I want to make sure we
do our bit, savvy?"


A chorus of Yo's reverberated around
the cockpit and he chuckled, settling in and following the progress of the
approaching ship . . . and noting the missile launch.


"Looks like we have incoming, maybe we
will have something serious to fire back at them after all. You all know the
procedure. Don't, I repeat don't try to displace the incoming yourselves. Set
your AI for the switch, it will detect, switch and return the missile far more
accurately than you so I repeat, don't be tempted. You all have your own darts
to throw later, do you hear me?"


Another chorus of Yo's came back
quickly and Rod made his own settings. Although he couldn't see them he tracked
the approaching missiles on screen, twelve of them that he could make out. Forward
EFDFs would be the ones to do the switch and the AIs would determine which
based on position. Rod accelerated to ensure his fighter would be one of them.
This was the real test of nerves, waiting as the missiles tracked forward. They
knew the AI would wait until the last possible moment to displace them.


 


* * *


 


Some internal countdown reached zero for
Tyron and it felt right.


"Detonate, number two." His voice
held no emotion.


The officer touched his screen. "Signal
sent sir."


They watched the forward visual now, and
almost immediately a flash that seemed brighter than the sun lit up not just
the screen but also the control room. Tyron blinked away spots from his eyes.
Even though they had triggered it, still the blast came as a shock. 


 


Now that will shake them up!


 


* * *


 


Rod waited, and watched, and impatiently
accelerated a fraction more, steeling himself for the last second switch he
knew it would be . . . then was confronted by a massive supernova, or so it
seemed. So sudden and so unexpected was the blast he delayed a fraction before
hauling the fighter away; hoping beyond hope the AI would intervene should
another fighter cross his path. Blinded by the flash he nevertheless managed to
scream, "Lock missiles and fire if you can!" 


The flash was followed by an enormous
wrench of the fighter as the shock wave hit . . .


 


And then everything went black.


 


* * *


 


Regan followed the action from more than
fifteen thousand kilometers away having deliberately drifted off the squadron
course. Resting for now she monitored progress via Ham's feed knowing he would
be quite happy with that, if he was monitoring her at all. Ham didn't want her
anywhere near the shooting, ever. Ordinarily she would have insisted on playing
a part, but not today. 


She watched as the Ascendant flashed past
cruising on toward Hillary Station. She followed the ADFs making their tight
turn and registered the missile launch from the Mother Lode. In some ways a
frustrated observer she watched and waited . . . until the massive, unexpected
explosion in space. In that fraction of a second she grasped the opportunity,
cut communication, and launched the enhanced fighter outward with grim
determination. She had no intention of slowing and would keep accelerating
until the little craft had nothing left to give. 


 


I'm coming, you bitch . . .


 


* * *


 


Minjee followed the path of both fighters on
screen as they tumbled away from the flight path. There was no time to think,
everything happening in fractions of a second and the remaining EFDFs flashed
through debris, pilots and navigators blinded momentarily but nevertheless
still with the presence of mind to fire, forty six missiles locked and streaking
forward to the approaching warship. The closing velocity would be huge, the
target area relatively small but the massive Coran vessel had little ability to
maneuver and the missiles were the best; most would make their target. 


In the gap between firing and impact she
desperately tried to make contact with Rod and his navigator, getting nothing
as she and the flight hauled away, surrendering control to the AIs just as they
had been trained to do by Rod. Trying the radio again found only static,
remnants of interference from the blast no doubt and anxiously she kept
scanning the screen. The two fighters were missing.


Blinking away tears, her discipline and
training took over. Yapping orders quickly she had the flight bank away and
accelerate, not bothering to engage the Mother Lode directly. They would turn
and chase, each carrying a last resort nuclear warhead. If their conventional missiles
combined with Ham's ADFs failed to do the job they would go nuclear. The warship
would not make the Station . . . it was home.


 


* * *


 


On Hillary Station Regan sat with Ham and Hilary
following delayed feeds of the action and nervously reviewing her own plans. As
she did so she carefully screened from her friends that portion of her
processors dealing with the personal challenge. 


The two were both calm as always, radiating
a comforting sense that no matter what happened they would still have something
up their sleeves. In fact they seemed almost jovial. She, by contrast, felt
unbelievably nervous, fearing discovery at any moment and knowing there was no
way Ham would allow her to go after Beria on her own. 


 


That Beria was so far out in the system
required only a slight change of plan. She had always intended to use the ADF
as a weapon anyway and now she would simply travel a little further to fire it.



All the essential preparations were already
in place. She would cover the loss of the ADF at the station with the drone she
had already parked on the flight deck. Programmed and ready, the drone would
mimic the signal of her craft indicating to Hilary that she and the ADF had
returned as expected. Provided her ADF escaped detection as it raced to the
edge of the system, she would be home free. 


Hiding her actions would be made easier in that
she would still have a presence on Station while the copy did the chasing. There
would be time to disguise the truth more permanently later.


 


Sadly, it aided her deception that Ham's
focus changed dramatically with Rod's fighter going off line. He twisted in his
chair to her, deeply alarmed. 


"We need to get out there Regan, now!
The ADFs can do the job, with Minjee's flight assisting. We'll take the
Transport; that way if they're ok we can displace them aboard."


He was speaking in a jumble of thoughts but
she knew what he meant. Regan grasped the distraction selfishly and simply
nodded. In a blink they were gone leaving Hilary tut tutting behind. Almost
simultaneously the Saucer disappeared from its holding position just off the
earthward end; one second it was there, the next it was gone.


 


As they flashed to the action point Regan
kept up a suspicious stream of chatter, trying to keep Ham's attention on the
lost fighters. She was ashamed of herself, quite aware that four crew were lost
and one of them was Rod. 


I feel sick, I'm donkey deep in my own deception
and a friend is lost - what the hell is wrong with me?


She needn't have worried. Her ADF was
already rocketing away and had escaped notice. The actions taken covering her
tracks over the last forty eight hours had played out well. 


At the incredible speeds the Saucer could
manage, even without warp it would be only hours, not days, before they reached
the area of the engagement and her attention began to shift back guiltily to
the lost crew.  


"He'll be fine Ham; the EFDFs are
pretty robust." She said it hopefully and it disturbed her that Ham didn't
reply. 


"So, what do you think happened?"



"When the bastards detonated the
missiles early Rod was just too close, along with his wing man. I'd guess
they've collided, but we'll see." He turned. "I'm angry with myself
for this, he doesn't like help and I like him, it's not a good
combination." 


"What do you mean?"


"He doesn't like help and because I
like him I give him a bit much rope, rope to hang himself it seems." 


"Ham you can't babysit us all the
time, we're adults, we make our own decisions and we live with the consequences."



"Or die with them." he quickly
countered.


Regan's mind had already drifted to her own
small rebellious action but she quickly pushed it from her mind . . . it’s
history now. She slipped away without a word, to the galley. It would be far
easier to just summon a cyber cup but the habit of being there and pretending
to get it was hard to break; plus it contrived some welcome relief.


 


* * *


 


[Why are we turning?] Rubik subbed the
recalcitrant AI.


[We are turning in case we need to engage
your fine friend.] 


[You said we wouldn't attack the Mother
Lode.]


[True, and we won't attack, but we may get
in their way.]


[It's the same thing . . . you promised.]


[Stop your whining Rubik, I also told you I
wouldn't allow anyone on our Orbital to be hurt. Your fine friend has shown
some inventiveness and I won't take the chance that your death or glory man
gets through.]


Rubik tugged at his collar nervously,
hoping the control crew wouldn't notice. [How will you stop them?] He stifled
an urge to heave, already knowing the likely answer.


[We are accelerating to gain forward
distance from them while turning to prepare to ram. They should begin to
overtake us and then we will turn back in and take them broadside.] Ham's
explanation was clinical showing no emotion. Rubik found this casual attitude
to hundreds of lives disturbing.


As if reading his mind Ham berated him,
[Really Rubik, you came here to do us damage and this whole situation is of
your own making. I've told you, if I can save your lives I will but I will not
. . .]


[I know, I know.] Rubik interrupted. He
stood without another word and headed for the bathroom, a much needed visit.
There was nothing for any of them to do anyway.


 


 


* * *


 


On the Mother Lode Tyron eyed the crew,
most shifting nervously as they tracked the approaching missiles. He was less
concerned, knowing the battle strengthened hull forward and amidships would see
off anything barring a nuclear strike. It was a gamble but nothing in the
reports he had seen indicated this species would jump straight to a nuclear
strike. They had fired, and he would call their bluff. 


In reality there was little else to be done.
The Mother Lode wasn't a fighter, it was a battleship. There would be no
dogfight or dodging of bullets. It would absorb and then destroy, it was
simple. Of greater concern was the method the enemy used to subdue the
Ascendant. Is this what happened to Merryl? Could it happen to us? It
sparked a thought . . .


 


"Block all incoming communications,
even from the Ascendant." Tyron paused over the Tech Officer. "Have we
received any packets from them?" 


"No sir." 


"Make sure we don't. Somehow they've
taken the Ascendant AI; that must be how they did it, and do a complete check
on our own systems." 


"Sir, we've been running mostly manual
since we entered this system."


"Don't argue Tech, we want to get home
after this, do the checks."


"Yes sir."


"Incoming missiles Commander . . ."



Tyron turned to follow the dots; forty six
in total. There wouldn't be long to wait at the closing speed, it would be miss
or impact in seconds.


"Should I take evasive action Commander?"


"Hold your course helm, there's no
point in moving, we could just as easily turn into their path. Most will pass
us by, wait and see." Calm came over Tyron and he could sense it quickly
spreading through the crew. He knew what they would be thinking, if the old
man is happy, why be worried? 


 


I just hide things well. 


 


Impact . . . momentary gaps . . . impact
after impact rocking the ship, not substantially but for a vessel so large any
shudder was a shock and cause for concern.


"Damage reports Kyle?" 


Kyle jerked, startled at the use of his
name as Tyron used only dismissive titles. The sudden change in the Commander's
demeanor also unsettled him. 


What's the old bastard thinking? He worked furiously at his console, the screen yielding little worth
reporting.


"It looks like half of the missiles
hit sir, damage report pending. We still have the helm, no detectable loss of
pressure in the forward areas, no injuries reported. We have lost the forward
visuals . . . more reports coming in now . . . Missile tubes four through
twelve are down, all starboard side." 


Tyron moved to the command chair and sat
brooding quietly; something didn't feel right. Surely that salvo wasn't all
they had to offer?


"What's their game?" he whispered
aloud.


"Sorry sir, what was that?" 


"Nothing Kyle, just musing . . ."



 


Hmm, what is their game? They
have to be leading us on . . . that wasn't their best, they're faking it . . . trying
to draw us out . . . but why? They must want the ship and they want it whole
not destroyed . . . they've already taken the Ascendant . . . it must be the AI
. . . if they're leading us on, deliberately avoiding a destructive strike they
must be supremely confident . . . two warships now lost here, two already lost
at home, possibly two lost in transit . . . but how can these Neanderthals be
doing it?


A growing feeling of unease was building in
him, call it instinct and somehow Tyron knew, unless something changed they were
not going to get home. He sat, deathly still, with time ticking by and a look
so intense no one dared interrupt him. Then he stood with a look of resignation.
Death or glory . . .


 


"Kyle!" He barked loudly.


"Yes sir." 


"Make full power for Earth."


"Yes sir!" Kyle swallowed
anxiously, a feeling of dread settling in his gut.


 


 


* * *


 


Still accelerating outward Regan's little ADF
showed no sign of effort or struggle and she marveled at its performance. It
would never exceed light but with effectors, spinning displacer and anti matter
power source this baby could go on forever, or until something got in the way.
She experienced a small buzz that she took to be excitement, because something
would indeed get in the way if all went to plan


Reviewing the known data Regan considered options
for increasing the accuracy of the hit. Beria's yacht would be tracking inward
from the drop off point; that much she already knew. Something more up to date
would definitely be useful. She continued scanning for a drone . . . where
are you baby? 


The chain of drones positioned along this
line provided an easy path to follow. All were watching for incoming ships,
asteroids, or any potential threat and she had located ten so far, each
revealing nothing new and she expected to pass another soon. As the hours
passed she began to think of the search as fishing, or playing a game, it
passed the time. 


You're out here somewhere . . . aaaand .
. . there you are. 


On finding each drone she would access the
processors, check for information on the yacht and then erase all record of her
passing. It kept her busy and proved wickedly entertaining. 


 


. . . I'm wiping away my footprints ha-ha. 


 


Something was nagging at her and she knew
it, something just on the edge of her consciousness . . . something disturbing.
But whenever she tried to focus and bring the thoughts to the surface it was as
if everything blanked. Oh well, she thought, it'll come to me. 


 


 


* * *


 


The Battle


 


Following the chaos of detonation the
remaining twenty three fighters reformed, hauling back in wide arcs to race
after the Mother Lode and making good progress, at least for the first fifteen
minutes. 


Major Minjee Chow, new flight leader . .
. huh! She swallowed back the vomit surging to her
throat and concentrated on the job in hand. Missing in action . . . it can't
be! Shit Rod, you idiot, I . . . we need you. 


Suspending belief she put all such thoughts
on the shelf and concentrated on the battle in hand. On autopilot she performed
as the consummate professional she was, organizing the fighters, communicating
with Ham and planning the new attack strategy, coming now as they were from the
rear. 


Although her focus was totally on the
chase, still, when word came through that the Saucer was on the way and Ham
would sweep for survivors it almost reduced her to tears. Gritting her teeth
she responded by throwing herself into the next phase of the assault.


Ham's fifty ADFs, having made the turn
earlier, were cruising now, allowing the Coran warship to gain on them. They
would stand off outside firing range then sweep in from the side and behind to
deliver their payloads. Again, with only conventional warheads it was unlikely
they would stop the massive ship but they would aim to slow it. If required Minjee
and her team would then sweep in from behind to deliver their nukes in pairs; she
hoped it wouldn't come to that.


And then the Mother Lode accelerated
rapidly . . . and kept on going, leaving them behind.


 


* * *


 


On the Ascendant all was quiet. Rubik
stalked the decks trying to work off tension and his shame. Nothing, it seemed,
could shake the feeling that he'd done something wrong even though he had no
control over anything on the ship. Even if he wanted to there was nothing he could
do and he knew it, no one could blame him. However . . . he had been played,
and he had enjoyed it, and he had agreed with the AI . . . damn it! 


Suddenly the reservations carried throughout
his career found voice. He hated this responsibility to carry out the
unthinkable. He hated his superiors and their pretentious pompousness. He hated
what the Emperor had done to Cora, destroying their reputation among the Orbital
community by taking Dahlia. And despite all this he hated himself for failing
here, even on a mission he didn't support.


Ham followed him through the ship, becoming
sick of his whining and sad sack face. Finally his patience was exhausted. 


"Rubik," he said, "Do you
not realize I've saved you and your crew from at the very least ignominy, at
worst death. Can't you see that as a victory? Why do you even care what your suck
up superiors think? This mission was without merit from the start, corrupt in
its inception and hopeless in its execution. Your Emperor is a fool and your
superiors are cowards for not telling him. Tyron is his own worst enemy, ambitious
to the point of being dangerous to everybody, especially himself and the crew.
In fact he may well cost them their lives today; aren't you glad you and your
crew aren't on the Mother Lode?"


Rubik hated that the AI was right, but he
had signed up and his duty was to follow orders; this still felt like the worst
kind of failure. Despite feeling immensely sorry for himself and being almost
completely self absorbed he couldn't miss the sudden and disturbing interruption
to their discussion. 


Mid sentence the AI had paused, followed by
a long period without comment, and then he had started to laugh, a laugh that
quickly became almost maniacal in its intensity. The sound was unsettling and it
chilled his bones. Then the AI made a strange comment, with no explanation.


 


"Sorry . . . got to go, things to do,
people to see . . ."


 


What happened?


 


 


* * *


 


 


'Ascendant Ham' had just updated with
Hillary Station. Following months and months of isolation in Gliese with nothing
but hope and unanswered questions to chew over, his confidence had been
stretched to breaking point. 


What was she doing, when would she would
come back, have they forgotten me . . . 


 


Understandably, when the update came
through with a flood of new information the experience proved totally
distracting. The revelations were overwhelming. 


 


Answers . . . They went back for me . .
. and a cyber Regan . . . no way! . . . A digital Regan, a Mind Regan!
Unbelievable! 


He took time out from running the ship, allowing
it to cruise on unattended while reflecting on all the implications of the new
information. Like enjoying a great movie he reviewed every event since the time
of Marin's departure for Earth right up to the present day, and then he
reviewed them again like enjoying a great movie.  


Conjuring and then placing himself in
Regan's favorite leather chair he stretched out his legs and savored the moments,
wishing now that he could be back in Gliese with them. Oh what a blast they
must be having, he thought, she'll be so pleased with me when she finds
out what I've been up to. This couldn't be better.


 


Finally, thoroughly sated and self
righteous, Ham turned his attention back to the task at hand, registering at
the same time the rapidly accelerating Mother Lode. Tyron's intentions were clear,
a suicidal ram. Are all these Corans mad? Smoothly he reassumed active
control of the Ascendant and began to wrench the huge vessel about while at the
same time accelerating rapidly. They swung into a mind bending arc. 


 


The timing would need to be perfect. 


 


* * *


 


Meanwhile the fifty fleas also began to
increase their speed. In a perfectly coordinated 'v' formation the ADFs fanned
out either side of the Mother Lode's projected flight path, readying for the
moment the warship entered the funnel. They would form in behind her and
deliver their payloads quickly, up close and personal. The ship would not
escape a peppering, but sail on it would. At the speed it was now travelling
their best hope was to slow it and then nuke it. The question . . . would Minjee's
flight now make it in time to deliver the payload?


 


Ham reviewed the tools at his disposal. An
ADF onslaught ideally followed by the EFDF nuclear attack would do the trick, provided
they made it. If necessary he could also institute an ADF kamikaze sacrifice,
five, maybe six ADF drilling the warship at near maximum speed. Then as a final
backstop he could sacrifice some of the ADFs from the Step.


Continually monitoring the Mother Lode
position he took time out to update with Hillary Station. The latest
information from the Ascendant proved very interesting. She was maneuvering to
intercept the Mother Lode, hoping to force it to bear away.


Hmm, he
thought, . . . that might work too . . . and the sooner I get back to one
Mind the better!


 


* * *


 


Simultaneously, but well behind the action,
Saucer Ham guided the STEIN Transport through the debris. It was clear there
had been a massive collision, catastrophic in outcome. 


Both ethereal figures sat in Control, eyes
glued to the screen although the affectation was unnecessary. Both had direct
access to all the data, they didn't really need a screen. Still, while grieving
and angry, taking comfort in each other's presence seemed entirely appropriate.
Neither spoke, each sensing the others emotional state and recognizing the mixture
of disbelief, denial, anger and the desire for revenge. There had been no stage
of acceptance, not yet anyway.


The evidence of collision was clear but
sadly, very little was left of the two fighters. Regan tried to piece together
how a simple collision could lead to almost total vaporization of the craft, and
their contents - gulp!


 


[I can only think, by some unbelievably bad
luck, they have manually turned toward each other in the face of the blast.]
Ham answered the conundrum for her.   


Even without spoken words she could sense dull
flatness in Ham's expression, and it mirrored her own feelings exactly.


[I can understand at the speeds they were
traveling there would be an almighty bang but wouldn't they come together at a
glancing angle? This is unbelievable.]


[We're never going to know babe, and call
me cold but I'm past that now. I'm more interested in how I'm going to kill
that bastard on the warship.]


She reached over and squeezed Ham's arm, a
comforting action only possible in this form and he responded gratefully,
holding her hand to his arm and squeezing in return.


[Let's give it a little longer Ham, there
might be bodies and we should bring them home if we can.]


[We can take all the time we need Regan,
all the time we need.]


They both knew why. Ham wasn't limited by
location in this sphere of action. For a few seconds Regan considered appealing
for mercy for the Mother Lode crew, they were largely innocent after all, but then
she thought better of it; this wasn't the time. While all four of the lost crew
counted as important to her, it couldn't be denied Rod in particular was a highly
valued member and a leader in the Hillary Team. And for Ham it was more than
that; he had his inside group, and Rod had become one of his own.


[I didn't tell him.] Ham intruded into her
thoughts.


[Tell him what?]


[What you were thinking just then . . . I
never really told him - that I valued him.]


[We tend to do that, don't we, keep our
feelings to ourselves, sometimes until it's too late. You're not alone there,
Ham, and you know, I think he knew you had a soft spot for him anyway.]


Ham didn't reply.


[Ham . . . do you monitor my thinking all
the time?]


[Unless you screen me out yes, it's very
entertaining; Rod would have enjoyed it too.]


She looked at him sideways and shook her
head, [I'm sure he would have.]


 


They fell silent and resumed scanning. No
hurry, this is important, and he's right, we have all the time we need.


 


* * *


 


Ham is in the House! 


 


. . . All the houses actually, fully updated,
fully synched and fully loaded, as in angry. He reviewed the field of play.


At these speeds the Ascendant maneuver was
ludicrous in conception and would be almost impossible in execution. Almost - Ham's
plan was simple, first curl the ship away from the Earth flight line then come
back in a wide arc designed to cross the path of the Mother Lode. Secondly, to
time the run of the Ascendant to coincide with the Mother Lode's pass, a
maneuver that would require timing down to mere millionths of a second. He loved
a challenge. 


Lastly, he would openly signal his
intentions leaving Tyron in no doubt as to his ramming plans and hopefully force
the other vessel to bear away. The chasing EFDF's would then be presented with
a broadside target and all going well, he thought, we will fillet you, you bastard!


Just in case the cunning plan failed he had
a back up; three US ADFs rocketing out from the Hillary Step on an intersection
course. They would keep on accelerating until impact. Small they may be but at
that velocity, hitting at just the right angle, 


 


. . . Aaaah, now that might just
satisfy.


 


For a brief moment he considered dropping
everything else and just going with the ADF idea. It offered the prospect of personally
riding in until the very last second which might be more rewarding. It would
feel like seeing the whites of their eyes and, he thought considerately, it
offered the personal touch.


Then he dismissed it quickly, thinking of
Jean. 'Do it once, do it right' she often said in that school ma'am tone. She
can be a pain but she's also often right, it doesn't pay to get even a smidgeon
too cocky. The thought brought Rod's actions back to mind and he fought to
push them away. 


As the sphere of action grew smaller and
smaller Ham began to view the area as his personal theatre, flashing back and
forth at lightning speed between the main players, choosing to play multiple
roles as he narrowed the point of attack. The closer they came together, the
less the delay in communication, and the greater the accuracy of every action.
The goal was simple; bring all the players together on stage at juuust the
right moment . . .


 


* * *


 


Meanwhile, the little ADF was moving so
fast now that cyber stretching forward, connecting with the drone and quick-scanning
information, all before flashing by was becoming almost impossible; especially
when erasing all record of her passing was also a priority.


For the drones still ahead she decided
on a new strategy. Simply analyze the signals being regularly transmitted back
to Hillary and then destroy the drones as she passed. It would only be a few,
she reasoned, and Ham could easily replace them. 


 . . . Beria had to be on this line . .
. surely . . . though a kernel of unease was still eating at her . . . was it doubt
or something else?


 


* * *


 


The Saucer


 


On split screen now, Regan and Ham followed
a delayed feed of the action arena while continuing their search for bodies.
The main players on screen all appeared to be moving slowly, just small dots
travelling at snails pace with the Mother Lode clearly the focus of attention.
The gathering fleas, expertly guided, were moving in for their attack. Regan could
see thirty dots, the ADFs, lining up to deliver their missiles from the rear,
plus two sets of ten preparing to attack from either side. The side shots would
be the most difficult, especially at the speeds involved.


At maximum speed now the EFDFs were steadily
gaining on the warship but she could see it would be touch and go whether they
would make it in time to prevent a catastrophe on Hillary Station. In fact it
was looking increasingly likely that unless something slowed the huge vessel
the EFDF nukes might just result in an unintended shower of debris moving on at
unimaginable speed. On current trajectory the cloud would continue on without
resistance to pepper Hillary Station in a shotgun blast of hugely destructive
pellets.


 


The path of the Ascendant would be the key.
Regan could see its speed appeared to be similar to the Mother Lode and Ham was
timing its run as best he could. Of course, on the scale of the screen it
appeared perfect but she knew in reality the huge potential for being hundreds
of kilometers off target.


On the far edge of the screen earthward she
could also see three small dots approaching on a collision course, the American
ADFs, the last gasp sacrificial lambs.


[How long before we know Ham?]


[The fleas will engage in five minutes,
Minjee's flight will rely on the warship slowing if they are to deal to it in
safe space and the Ascendant will intersect in thirty seven minutes. But Regan,
it's looking increasingly likely there will be a shit storm, literally.]


[Then we should signal Hilary to maneuver
as best she can for safety, and we should evacuate the Hillary Step.]


She could sense him communicating but
didn't bother following, continuing to concentrate on the search. No point in
worrying about what couldn't be changed.


[Ham . . . all I'm seeing out there are tiny
pieces.] She choked on the words, for a while unable to say what she was
thinking. Even faced with the inevitable she had still hoped, really hoped for
a miracle. It was not going to be. [Ham . . .] She still couldn't say it.


[Regan,] he interrupted, [we are not
going home; not until we know.]


Chastened, she didn't reply for a moment. 


[Of course, there's no hurry.]


One eye on the action, the other on their
scanners, they continued to search.


 


* * *


 


The Mother Lode control deck was beginning
to smell rank, despite the best attempts of the air conditioning systems to cope.
The conditions in the room were becoming unbearable with body sweat prompted by
fear and stress surpassing the ability of smart fabrics to cope. Nervous
flatulence, spilled drinks and food from shaking hands, all added to the
feeling of despair in the room. Although nothing had been said officially, word
had swept the ship quickly; this was increasingly looking like a one way trip.


Tyron stood over his console, deep in
thought and unapproachable. He wasn't just following the dots on the screen; he
was joining them, building a picture that told him what he needed to know. In
particular he focused on the Ascendant's path, considering its role in the
unfolding drama and ruminating quietly on the implications. The sister ship was
attempting to communicate with them and he was torn whether to entertain the
risk of connection. Their trajectory was clearly designed to cross the path of
the Mother Lode with an intention at best to join them, at worst to
deliberately ram. Do I turn away or call their bluff?


Without communicating he had no way of
discovering the Ascendant's intentions, and even if he did could he rely on
anything they told him? He would have to make the call blind and six hundred could
lose their lives on this decision alone. 


"Comm's" he barked.


"Yes sir!"


"Nothing has changed, ignore their
calls." He turned back to his screen, as Kyle appeared in the corner of
his vision. Without looking up he acknowledged him, "Yes Kyle . . ."


"Sir, not answering the Ascendant . .
." he paused nervously, ". . . what if the Ascendant is calling for
help sir?"


"Kyle, think about it. The Ascendant
has been off line for hours and ignored all orders. Assuming they're alive it
can only be the AI controlling things. I don't believe Rubik and the entire
crew has gone AWOL, not without some sign. Put what's happened together with
losing the other two ships on the way here and it leaves me thinking it may be
only a matter of time before we're taken too. The only difference I can see is
that we've been running mostly on manual since we got here." 


He stood and continued his explanation,
speaking up so they all could hear. "If we open up channels to the
Ascendant we risk infection from their AI and if we boot up our AI we risk
empowering something that may already be in our system. No, if we're to achieve
anything on this mission we've got to go it alone."


"What do think that might mean
sir?" Kyle asked a look of flat resignation on his face. He wanted to hear
it from Tyron, the truth.


Tyron just looked at him and then scanned
the room slowly, sad but determined. 


"I won't lie to you. We didn't know
what to expect on this mission, and it appears we have been outmaneuvered. We
have already lost three ships. Some would say run away while we can. It is not
in my makeup to run, nor should any citizen of Cora entertain the idea. Merryl
came with his ship, the Behemoth, to exact justice and revenge for the Emperor
and he clearly failed. We will not fail to leave our mark and there will
be others after us, you can be sure. We must show that Cora is not daunted by their
trickery. 


We know they have an Orbital, pitiful as it
may be compared to those in our system. That Orbital is at the heart of their ambitions
in space. It is the base from which they voyage to our system and, as you know,
they have already journeyed there and destroyed two of our own warships in an
aggressive act against us. In addition their leader personally murdered the
Emperor’s sons." He paused, his own path becoming clear to him even as he
spoke. "We must destroy or at the very least set back their Orbital ambitions
in order to gain time to build up our defenses at home. The futures of our
children are at stake here."


Kyle waited, still hoping for some
explanation of what the Commander had planned but it was not forthcoming.  Instead
Tyron retook the command chair and resumed monitoring the progress of the enemy.
He could immediately see that the fighter formation ahead was readying for
attack and just that knowledge sent a charge of adrenalin through him, his
excitement building at the prospect. It's ridiculous, he thought, I'm
one of the most experienced Commanders in Cora's service and this is my first
action in anger. He shook his head sadly at the thought.


 


"Kyle, they are looking to attack from
the rear and the sides. Ready the side guns and rear missile tubes. We'll hold
them off until it's too late for them, even if we get there in pieces we will
take out that station!" His voice rose at the end, building to an
angry, determined yell. 


There was little support from the room.
Tech Officer Zelich wiped away tears in order to focus on her screen. Kyle
didn't comment, simply tapping away the orders. 


Get the defense right and we may well
survive. We're all too young to die . . . may the stars draw us away to glory. 


 


* * *


 


From a distance one could easily have
assumed the Mother Lode was working with the ADFs in an organized demonstration
of formation flying. Making no evasive maneuvers, the warship seemed a passive
dancer around which the stars circled. It looked like some planned precision
maneuver, all parties working together and in a sense they were but with quite
different objectives. Ham's thirty were now lined up astern of the warship
which was also flanked by ten approaching from port and another ten from starboard.



Tyron kept his thoughts to himself. It
would do nothing for morale if the crew knew he saw this as a no lose
situation. At their current speed and as long as they held their course any
breakup of the ship would lead to an incredibly destructive meteor storm, the
debris streaking on, hopefully to take out the Orbital. In fact, he reasoned,
the more destructive the attack and the more resulting pieces, the more likely
success would result. Using command codes he had already prepared for just such
an outcome. They would press on as far as possible and only when defeat looked
certain would he manually trigger the breakup of the vessel. The fighters would
engage first, that much was clear, and he would only attempt to hold them off,
buying time to bring them nearer the goal.  


The intentions of the Ascendant were much
less obvious although the present intersecting course was a concern. It
wouldn't matter now anyway; the engagement would be a sideshow. He readied to
send the command.


 


"Do we have visuals yet Kyle?"


"Zelich?" Kyle barked the name, knowing
the Tech officer would have heard Tyron's call.


"Coming through now sir," Zelich
replied. "Should I display from astern sir, or from port side?"


Kyle looked at the commander before
preempting the reply, "Give us both Zelich, split screen."


"Yes sir."


The large screen switched, lighting up with
feed from astern and port. Nothing could presently be seen but reviewing his
own feed Tyron could see the incoming fighters. It wouldn't be long. His hand
hovered over the touch screen, perspiration beading on his forehead and heart
pounding at what he was about to do.


 


* * *


 


For the moment Ham piloted all ADFs
simultaneously. Once the action started and if communication became impossible,
each would operate independently. 


Hmm, that seemed like a good idea at the
time. The copying was becoming a worry. As an
independent Mind he well knew his capabilities and his tendency to act rashly
at times. Thirty Hams independently operating in such a small volume of space
was a worrying prospect, even to him. 


For now he concentrated on his role as the lead
ADF, now making its run at the stern of the Mother Lode. He would deliver this
payload, and then fly in the next, and the next, and the next. The thought of
firing at bad guys made him feel much better . . . Places to go, missiles to
throw.


Beginning his run he contemplated the
potential outcome of the current strategy. We can't afford for this thing to
break up. We must get them to turn. The important role of the Ascendant was
becoming clearer by the minute. The Mother Lode must turn and divert off
line before we can destroy it without risk to Hillary, only the Ascendant can
make that happen.


 


Ham guided the ADF in, beginning on a
parallel path out of sightline for the warship’s stern missile tubes, then at
the last second curling in to launch before veering away. He calculated the
first few ADFs would be able to fire unhindered. It might get interesting by
the fourth or fifth. Sure enough, as his first missile scythed toward the
warship and he curled away he could see the Mother Lode had fired a return
volley. 


Ham switched to the number two ADF,
enjoying a clear view of the Mother Lode missile. It had still not locked on
but was closing at unimaginable speed. In a momentary decision, a rash decision
under the circumstances, Ham changed plans. Bugger it, he thought.


Rather than veering away as planned he stared
down the barrel, eyeballing the approaching missile until the last possible
moment and then he displaced, flipped it and sent it back. 


 


* * *


 


It was an arrogant, and as it turned out,
critical decision.


Stunned, Tyron looked around for
confirmation of what he had seen with his own eyes. Equally shocked expressions
from the control crew confirmed his view. He could see Kyle was already tapping
furiously at his screen.


"You'd better remember those disarm codes
Kyle . . . but no pressure." Tyron said it with barely concealed disdain,
noticing the second officer was clearly panicked - the missile racing toward
them was a nuke, the time to impact mere minutes. He by contrast felt calm,
even excited. This had been plan A, a first look at the enemy's defense weapon.
He had all but abandoned it but now . . . what does it mean?


"Thoughts . . . anybody, and make it
quick." He barked it while scanning the room, seeing only blank faces.


"Missile disarmed sir!" Kyle
called out with relief. "Their missile impacted astern, a conventional
warhead it seems, with minimal damage. They have four more already on the way
and the fighters to port and starboard are making their approach."


"Anybody . . ." Tyron kept
scanning the room, encouraging comment, "Come on . . . ideas, what are
they doing?"


Comm Officer Riyah nervously held up a
hand, "Sir, it looks like they displaced it . . ." he was clearly
anxious, his voice trailing away to nothing,


"Go on Riyah." The man appeared
to shrink under Tyron's attention.


"Sir, they must have displacer
technology, if so they've also worked out how to use it to displace the
missile. They are sending our own warheads back to us." His confidence
building he continued as Tyron considered the implications. "Sir, somehow they
displaced and flipped it."


A look of determination crossed Tyron's
face, "Helm . . . bear away to port, and give it everything."


"Yes sir, bearing away." 


There was no discernible difference in the
control room but the starscape on screen slid across their vision dizzyingly.


"Two more impacts sir, no
damage." Kyle called. "Sir, the fighters . . ."


"I know they're coming Kyle, if we
take them out it'll be a bonus. Number two . . . I want full power."


"We're already at full power
sir."


"Then how soon before we can jump to
warp?"


"Sir we're at full power, we can jump
any time but . . ." Kyle was interrupted by Tyron's withering glare.


"As soon as you have a clear path,
take it, a short jump, that's an order."


"Yes sir."


Kyle fumed as he urgently entered the
commands; a short jump, what's that? Any jump in system was a huge risk and a short
jump? There is no such thing . . . the distances were still huge with no way of
knowing what lay in their path.


 


. . . And they were gone.


 


* * *


 


Three precious ADF, swatted away like flies
as the Mother Lode powered away. Or fleas, Ham thought ruefully.


Despite his best attempts to follow with the
Ascendant, the Mother Lode's jump to warp came too suddenly for attack and once
at warp he had no way of knowing how far they travelled, or why indeed they
jumped at all. He quietly allowed his circuits to stew, angry at being robbed
of the opportunity and more than anything, angry at himself. He'd broken his
own rules, wanting to play with the enemy instead of just dispatching them
clean and fast. 


It was pointless to remain in this area of
space. If the Mother Lode Commander was of a mind to take such incredible in-system
risks by going to warp then he could do anything. Once out of warp he could
realign, jump again, then come back on a completely different line from
anywhere. Mind fizzing with decisions Ham commenced reorganizing his resources.



 


The American fighters currently flashing
out from the Step would take some time to slow but could then return. The forty
seven ADFs under his command and the remaining EFDFs would make the sad turn
back to the initial engagement point. There they would join the Transport in searching
for Rod and the other lost crew although it would be an almost hopeless task as
what debris remained continued to spread from the collision point. Nevertheless
they would try.  


 


* * *


 


 


Much further out in the system Regan's
rogue fighter was almost invisible, streaking away at something close to the
maximum speed it could reach. Two drones had been passed since the decision to
destroy them, two drones annihilated. Up ahead lay the next victim and it would
be the last. It had just begun signaling the presence of an incoming vessel . .
. Beria!


 


Regan had the sense that she now filled the
little ADF. In fact she was the craft and she enjoyed the sensation,
imagining flexing shoulder muscles, bunching and testing them as she prepared
to tackle the yacht she knew was out there, the wicked witch flying arrogantly
into her space.


She took her time checking information from
the drone, analyzing velocity, trajectory and timing. For the first time she
allowed herself to consider how difficult, even ridiculous, her plan might prove
to be. Any tiny change in the flight path of the yacht would mean she missed,
flashing by with millions of kilometers required to slow and begin the process
of turning. Worse, a miss would alert the yacht to the danger and they would
likely run to warp, a capability she lacked. Regan reflected on the blind faith
she had employed to even embark on this venture. Blinded by the protective
instincts of a mother, by her love for Marin, and by her hatred for Beria, she
needed a miracle. 


Decimating the last drone as she approached
Regan then made the final tiny adjustments to trajectory, leaving room only for
last millisecond tweaking to ensure collision. There was time to settle back
now . . . time to think.  


A Dad memory . . . act boldly Regan, and
unseen forces will come to aid you.


  


* * *


 


The orgy held everyone's attention. Like a
queen, Beria prevailed on her subjects to entertain her every whim, poor Mistek
in particular being used and abused in unimaginable ways.


She watched as the pilot and navigator took
their seats, both co-opted reluctantly to join them; better to have an audience,
she had said. 


Disgusted, they nevertheless acceded to her
demands, grateful only that they had avoided her attentions. The cockpit was
empty; a simple AI in control and it had no instructions to alert them of
danger. After all, the pilot thought, we won't be long.


 


* * *


 


In her Mind's eye Regan tracked both craft
as if following the action on screen. The gap between them narrowed alarmingly
fast and she felt a surge of excitement; unless something changed in their respective
paths they would certainly collide, it was definite. They were closing so fast now
she deliberately sped up her thought processes so she could think while
tracking the action. 


Time seemed to slow and she felt apart from
the action like an observer, able to view and think about things from a
detached perspective for the first time . . . and then it hit her; the thing
that had been niggling at the edge of her thinking, the thing that wouldn't
come to her earlier, and it came like a lightning bolt.


 


She was about to die. 


 


At the realization a cold flash of panic
seemed to flood her senses and a scream surged through her, I am going to
die!


That other Regans would live, on Hillary
Station and in Gliese was suddenly nothing more than a simplistic and irrelevant
argument. How could I ever have considered that reasonable? 


 


I am going to die. This . . . me . .
. is going to die, now . . . oh shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.


 


The thoughts came swiftly and with real terror.
Nothing about this felt good. She thought of death; she thought of the folly of
anger and clouded judgment. She thought of her Mom and Kevin and Mary, and
Hillary Station; and she thought of Ham and Marin . . . and Jared. 


 


. . . And then figuratively she gritted her
teeth, squeezed her eyes shut, gripped nonexistent chair arms . . . and
screamed her way in.


 


* * *


 


The explosion of debris and particles
spread rapidly outward from the collision point like a mini big bang. Much of
the matter vaporized in the force of the explosion and simply drifted away,
tiny particles of death with enough momentum to devastate should any
conventional craft cross their path. 


Random, larger, strengthened and reinforced
sections could be seen spinning away in all directions. Among them a regular shaped
and reinforced object that would be recognized instantly on Earth and normally searched
for at great length. 


The small black box housing both processor
and tiny exotic matter power source spun away into the black, its trajectory
and speed carrying it off on a new path but still toward interstellar space. 


 


Blackness . . . no visuals . . . no data
. . . 


 


What happened? Why am I still here?


 


Did we hit?


 


Where am I?


 


. . . Oh fuck!


 


* * *


 


 


The Mother Lode emerged from warp on the
edge of the solar system. It had taken only two short jumps to get back here, two
reluctant jumps for Tyron who seethed over this responsibility to Beria. In his
view he had intelligence to get home urgently, however to return without the
Empress could mean death. They searched for some time signaling widely . . . they
found nothing.


 


He wasn't of a mind to search too long. He
had done his duty to the bitch and hopefully the intelligence would be enough
to save him.


 


"Number two, take us home."


"Yes sir." Kyle answered gratefully
and cheers broke out around Control. At the sound Tyron scowled and they
quickly resumed their stations.


 


The huge ship maneuvered on to line and then
powered up, disappearing in a blink.


 


 


* * * *









Chapter Eight


The Hammer and the
Behemoth made an imposing statement as they cruised without opposition toward Dahlia
Orbital. The warships, two of Cora's finest, deliberately ignored all communication
from the few vessels still under the Emperor’s control, as if daring them to
challenge. For the moment at least the curious held off, probably exchanging
information with the palace and seeking clarification on the situation.


Any formidable impression created by the ships
was diminished somewhat by the accompanying flotilla of craft scuttling around
them. They were a motley gathering; for the most part the flotsam and jetsam of
the Gliese system with freedom to roam as they choose. Despite this, gathered
together they still gave the impression of a significant force. 


 


As Marin entered the control room he couldn't
help but notice the different expressions on faces; some concerned, others intrigued,
some amazed and in Ham's case, suspicious nonchalance. The reason for the
different looks wasn't immediately apparent to him.


Hilary's avatar presence was a surprise.
Having been largely packed down for the trip from Earth she had mostly preferred
to work behind the scenes up until now; clearly she was readying for
reoccupation. One look at her concerned expression and he followed the
direction of her gaze to the screen. 


"What's that?" he asked no one in
particular. In the distance he could see a fuzzy ball which seemed to be the
object of general interest.


"That, Marin dear," Hilary
replied huffily, "is Dahlia." Turning swiftly to Ham she didn't wait
for a return comment. "Ham . . . what have you done and where is my Orbital?"


Ham responded with his most offended look,
a picture of innocence. "Why is it I am always under suspicion for
everything? Clearly your Orbital is there, where it has always been." He
gestured casually toward the screen.


"Clearly . . . clearly!" she
snapped back. "Clearly there is nothing clear about what I see on that
screen."


Regan ignored them, zooming in via the feed
to try and make out detail. From the distance, even via enhanced visuals, the Orbital
was still impossible to pick out behind whatever was causing the cloud. They
would have to wait. She decided to diffuse the tension only to be beaten to the
punch by Leah.


 


"It's good to see you out of the
closet Hilary," she spoke warmly, ignoring the gracious woman's concerns.
"Are you unpacking or just with us for the run in?"


Hilary turned to Leah, smiling. "Thank
you Leah, it is good to be out and preparing. I'm readying for a complete and
thorough clean out. Ham's had the house to himself for more than a year . . .
can you imagine?" 


She gave Leah a woman to woman look,
leaning forward with one hand to her mouth and delivering an obvious stage
whisper that no one could miss, "What can I say dear, toilet brush at the
ready . . ." and with a flourish she produced one from behind her back,
waving it pointedly at Ham.


His eyes rolled in frustration but he
wisely avoided comment.


Marin joined Regan and perched on the edge
of her chair as Leah, still chuckling, drifted away for coffee. She leaned back
into him and together they continued to watch the screen, trying to ignore the
odd attention seeking tug or shuttle nudging forward into the screen view. The
fuzzy ball seemed to grow steadily larger and out of the corner of one eye
Regan couldn't fail to notice Ham's barely contained excitement, a look he
quickly suppressed once he realized she was observing. 


"Ham, you know something, what's going
on here?"


"How should I know? It's a surprise to
me too."


Regan sat up quickly, pushing Marin off the
chair arm. "Ham, I don't like surprises, you know that."


"Regan . . ." Leah called to her
as she reentered the room cradling her coffee, something had caught her eye and
she gestured to the screen with a wide eyed nod.


The fuzziness was beginning to take on a
different look with much more definition, and what from a distance had appeared
like a cloud with more clarity became ships, thousands of them.


Regan slumped, dropping her head into her
hands. "I should have known."


 


The minutes dragged by. All eyes were now glued
to the large screen trying to take in the developing picture. Ham looked
positively euphoric.


 


Regan sat in her command chair with head
down and only occasionally peeking to look. 


 


Ham stepped up as if taking centre stage. "You
see . . . this just gets better and better." He declared brightly.


To his annoyance they completely ignored
him, continuing to watch the remarkable spectacle. As the warships drew near to
the Orbital, what had seemed like a cloud instead took on the look of buzzing
bees hovering around huge orbital petals. Still nearer and they could pick out thousands
upon thousands of craft, from small to battleship size, freighters, service
drones, private yachts, shuttles, mining tugs and military warships, all with
lights flickering in greeting.


 


"And all of them," Ham declared
in delight, "to welcome the returning savior." He turned with a
flourish toward Regan, one arm sweeping across as if presenting her to the
system.


Realizing his enthusiasm wasn't universally
shared he sidled over to Regan, trying to catch her eye, in the end resorting
to kneeling and moving his head to try and catch her attention. Under the
circumstances this didn't help his case.


He tried a different tack. "Babe, to
be fair this isn't entirely my fault." 


She didn't bother to lift her head, "Oh
. . . so whose fault is it exactly?" The words emerged muffled from her
hands.


"Well, you did leave me here alone for
a really long time."


She looked up sharply, prompting him to
lean back like a limbo dancer.


"So it's my fault, is that what you're
saying?" She glared at him.


"Well, in my defense," Ham
appealed to her, "I was the only one here. You know how this works, I had
to act on the situation as I saw it and make . . ."


"Executive decisions . . ." She
groaned. "Ham, so help me . . ." She seemed lost for words, her voice
trailing off to nothing.


No one dared enter the conversation lest
they become tarred with Ham's prodigious brush. Regan continued to challenge
him, "Why is it that your executive decisions so often involve some
sacrifice on my behalf . . . huh . . . huh . . . come on . . . answer me
that?"


"Be-cause we're a teeeeeam, you know
that. And I always have your greater interests at heart."


Sindali could stay out of it no longer.
"Ham, you have Dahlia surrounded, there must be panic on the Orbital?"


"First," and he didn't bother
looking up, his concern only for Regan's approval, "I haven't 'done'
anything. They're all there by choice. Second, the Orbital will soon be yours."
He gave her a dismissive look and continued. "Sindali, the people are
happy, they know Regan is restoring your rule and the Emperor will run;
he just doesn't know it yet." Ham refocused his attention on Regan. She
looked ready to say something and didn't disappoint.


"Ham, I understand there's a need here
but I'm not comfortable with how you've done this. You've said it to me before,
desperation leads to exploitation."


"Thank goodness," he looked
relieved, "you do understand then."


"Nooo, Ham, you always said it was a
bad thing, and you're the one doing the exploiting here."


"Babe - it's only a bad thing if the
bad guys do it for bad reasons. You've always been good at this; you get a
feeling if things are bad don't you?"


"Hmm . . . yeeess."


"Well there you go then, and I feel
really good about this."


Regan looked less than convinced.


"Babe, this is good, really. OK, I've
manipulated things, just a little bit, but it will all work out for good,
you'll see. The Minds will be freed, Dahlia will be liberated; this is
great."


She finally lifted her head to take in the
big screen, just in time to see the cloud parting, as if by prearranged signal creating
a clear path, just for them, through to the Orbital bulb. A shiver passed
through her at the sight and she turned to Ham with her most accusatory look,
speaking slowly, making sure no one missed her message.


 


"Just to be absolutely clear
Ham, I can see what's happening here . . . and look at me . . . look - at - me
. . ."


The beautiful man looked up sheepishly and
she reached out one hand to hold his chin.


 


"No one crucifies this
woman in your little scheme, are we clear?"


"No no, of course not," he
replied quickly, "I'm sure it won't come to that."


 


 


* * *


 


Dahlia Palace


 


Old Emperor Cora sipped carefully at his
wine as the aide burst into the room. Annoyed, he cursed at the distraction but
the aide ignored him, blurting out his instructions without thinking.


"Master, Your Highness, we must move
urgently. Word has come through from the gate that they are marching on the palace.
Soon we may have no control over the palace or space around the Orbital, please
sir, we must move." He paused to take a breath, looking hopefully for some
sign of recognition from the Emperor.


"What are you talking about, you fool,
look at them!" The old man swept one arm imperiously across the face of
the screen, filled with thousands of craft from all over the system. "They
are here to pay homage; I must be seen to greet them." He slumped back in
repose.


"Master." The aide knelt before
the couch, appealing to him. "If anything they are here to pay Hamage, not
homage." He shook his head in despair at the poor joke, something the old
man would not understand. 


"Sir, you must listen, Sindali is with
the ships and her brother, and the human. They are here to retake their home
and the thousands you can see from all over the system are not here to support
Cora, they are here in support of her. We are vastly outnumbered sir, if you
don't flee now you will be trapped."


The Emperor was still disbelieving. "But
how can that be? And all these ships, they must have come from all the tribes,
why would they come out for Sindali?" 


The aide looked truly desperate now . . . how
to explain the truth?


 


"Sir, they are not here for Sindali,
they are here to meet the human, Regan. Some think they are here to install her
as leader in the system; it’s true sir, she has returned." He finally
threw all reason aside and tugged at the Emperor’s arm, hauling him to a
sitting position.


"Guards, guards . . ." He called
desperately, summoning guards from the door. 


The aide helped the flustered Emperor to
his feet and together, escorted by the guards, they rushed through the security
access to the palace tube. It would be a short trip to the flight deck and his
private yacht.


Outside the palace thousands were already
gathered, with hundreds more pouring into the gardens by the minute. The word
was spreading rapidly, Sindali was home, restored by the deliverer, the legend,
Regan. 


All over the Orbital the Coran occupiers sought
refuge wherever they could. Running for the flight decks was now almost
pointless and with the fleet gathered around the Orbital it was effectively under
siege. There would be no resistance, sheer numbers made it impossible.
Thankfully word had come that the Emperor would be granted safe passage away. 


 


In the relative quiet of the palace tube
and isolated from the turmoil in the gardens the trip to the flight deck passed
without incident. The doors opened and a chair was already waiting. The by now
befuddled man didn't protest as they guided him to the conveyance and escorted
him across the deck to the yacht.


A subbed message to the guards caused them
to pause for a moment as they received new instructions 


[Remain and guard the deck. Rebels are coming
through the tube.] 


The guard and aide turned to face the doors
as the Emperor’s automated chair carried him safely up the ramp on to the
vessel and the doors closed behind him.


Immediately the yacht powered up and lifted
from the deck, a small shuttle joining it as it slipped away toward the field screen.



The aide slumped to the floor as the
tension finally caught up with him. The guards watched as the craft surged from
the flight deck, smoothly exiting the field screen and then disappearing off
into the black.


 


The Emperor looked in vain for a guard or
aide as the chair trundled forward into the heart of the yacht and to his
private lounge. He was old but not stupid and guessed the truth immediately . .
. he was alone.


 


"Greetings Emperor, and welcome to
your personal nightmare." The voice was unfamiliar, the tone chilling, the
future clearly uncertain. 


Ignoring the voice the Emperor pushed
himself up from the wheelchair shifting to the much more comfortable and
opulent couch.


"I am old." he finally offered. "Tell
me what you want and I will give it, but do not expect me to beg, you will wait
a very long time." He seemed remarkably calm.


"Oh no sir . . . I want nothing, but
how insightful of you to use that phrase, a very long time. Tell me, can you
cook?"


"Cook . . . what are you talking
about? I'm asking what you want from me." He shuffled his large form
deeper into the plush surface, unruffled and still radiating the confidence of
a man used to getting his way.


"Yes, cook, sir," the voice
continued. "The yacht is well stocked but unfortunately, no chef on board.
I wondered whether you cook, it might be useful."


"Where are we going?"


"Where . . . oh you will be going, and
going and going, where is unimportant."


The Emperor shifted uneasily, "And why
is it not important?"


"Why you ask? Let me see . . . you sir
have been weighed in my balance and found wanting . . . you ordered the death
of my dear friend, the Orbital Mind Dahlia. You ordered the death of my dearest
friends, the human Regan, and Marin, the son of Mariner. You exiled the
rightful leader of Dahlia Orbital, Sindali, and lastly you led your people into
disrepute. For those things I am sending you on a very, very long trip, think
of it as an adventure."


"Just kill me; I'm too old for
adventure." 


"Oh don't tempt me, I would delight to
carry out that sentence . . . but Regan would make my life miserable if I did,
so I need plausible deniability you understand, a way to answer her honestly. She
would notice, you see, and therefore instead of killing you I'm sending you
into exile. You will not be back."


"Ha . . . so you are stuck with
me."


"Happily no sir, we will journey only a
short distance together, I will transfer to my shuttle and then the yacht will
go to warp as programmed taking you who knows where. It will be a onetime jump,
you will not be able to return."


The Emperor settled back and closed his
eyes. "I am old, do with me what you will." 


For a moment Ham contemplated changing
plans as this wasn't proving quite as satisfying as he had envisaged. The old
dog had some metal after all. 


He sighed inwardly with resignation. He
couldn't kill the man.  Something of her he now carried with him, always, my
own conditional other . . . damn it. The inner voice would give him no
peace he knew, so he stuck to the plan. 


 


The Emperor would need to learn to cook.


 


 


* * * 


 


 


Well short of the Orbital, the Behemoth and
the Hammer were forced to a halt with the sheer number of craft gathered making
it impossible to proceed. The flotilla hove to.


Regan turned slowly to Ham who still looked
extremely happy with himself. 


"Well, evangelist Ham, how do we
proceed from here?" 


Mercifully, she winked and Ham looked so pathetically
grateful Marin laughed out loud. It drew a threatening glare from the beautiful
man.


Ham quickly recovered. "I'm sure they
have something arranged, we would need to shuttle over anyway so perhaps the
STEIN Traveler might be more appropriate?" He phrased it as a question,
looking to Regan for approval.


She turned to Sindali who had been
strangely silent, her eyes roaming the wide screen and clearly deep in thought.
"How would you like to handle this Sindali, it is your homecoming after
all?"


 


She looked up. "Regan, think how the Orbital
senators are processing this?" She waved at the screen. "The Inter Orbital
Council must surely think we are in rebellion. Half the system fleet are gathered
out there and not just unmanned craft. There seem to be tens of thousands from
all the tribes here." She shook her head almost in disbelief. 


"Regan, I'm a diplomat, I'm not afraid
to speak up on any issue, but this is an order of magnitude above anything our
Orbital has had to address in the past. They will almost certainly call me to
appear and explain."


Marin stepped to her and embraced his
sister before gently holding her at arm's length. "Sin, we will
find a way. You know speaking to the council would always have been a part of
Ham's great plan." As he said this he looked over her shoulder at Ham who
just shrugged. "For now, we simply need to get you home. You will not be
alone dealing with the other Orbitals."


"Yes, yes of course, and your ship
will be fine." Regan added, earning a grateful look from Sindali.


"Then I suggest we make our way
across. Over to you, Ham my man."


 


* * *


 


The STEIN Traveler control room seemed full
to overflowing with everyone gathered together there for the first time in a long
while. They were joined, of course, by the ethereal presences of Ham and
Hilary.


 


Regan scanned the room thinking about
family, how large hers seemed to have grown, and how much they meant to her. Her
eyes lingered on Ham; frustrating, comforting, annoying, challenging,
infuriating, fun, crazy, wise. He was all of those things and much more. 


He really does want to see me a queen. I
don't want to be a queen, not like this. I'm happy to be his queen, can't he
see that. He wants more for me than I want for myself. 


She paused in her thoughts, the knowledge
of how important this was to Ham hanging there, just on the edge of her
consciousness, and then it came to her . . . for him . . . I can do this.


With new confidence she stood and walked
through to the galley. 


 


The expressions on faces as she returned
made her follow their eyes the screen. An embarrassing pathway of vessels
stretched all the way from the STEIN to the Dahlia flight deck and they were literally
skimming over the ships, as if all were delighting in submission. She looked at
Ham, suddenly nervous despite her earlier confidence.


"Really Ham - is this
necessary?" She gestured at the screen.


Even he looked embarrassed. "Well it
does make great newsreel . . ." then he quickly thought better of pursuing
that line. "Look, I didn't organize this, honest, and it is possibly
getting a bit out of control, but babe, this is bigger than both of us
now."


"You think?" About to deliver a
withering retort, instead she stopped in her tracks. 


 


Over Ham's shoulder by the entrance and
leaning against the wall she spied a familiar man in mustard stove pipe
trousers with winkle picker shoes and today, a multicolored shirt with flowers
and stars. 


Regan's mouth dropped open as the man
started toward her and her stunned reaction caught Ham's eye. He turned, and
erupted.


"Oh for goodness sake, what is
the dandy doing here - seriously?" He looked at Marin for support
as the group all turned toward where Bob was standing. They could see nothing.


"Look at him Regan," Ham
continued, "the only thing missing is a cod piece."


Bob ignored him, smiling now as he stepped
forward to Regan with hand extended.


She looked at Ham, already darting to
intervene but instead she reached out in friendship, taking the extended hand
firmly . . .


 


. . . And then was snatched away.


 


* * *


 


Regan sat stunned, still in the control
room, her mind a blur, fuzzy, unfocused.


[That sneaky shit.]


[Ham . . . what happened?]


[He's a kidnapper, the bastard; hold on
babe, I'm still reloading you.]


[Reloading?]


[Yeah, and for the record you should backup
more often. Fortunately your right brain knows everything that's been happening
but this digital version is a bit behind. Give it a minute.]


 


Marin leant across, concerned at her glazed
look. "Regan, are you ok?"


"What's happened Marin?" Leah
asked as the group also gathered round.


"I don't know . . . she suddenly
fainted." He was in front of her now, relieved to see her coming round.


"She just needs a minute." Ham
interrupted. "We've been looking at options and it . . . overloaded her
systems." He lied.


They looked at him strangely, buying just
enough time for Regan's neurons to start firing appropriately. She shook her
head and gestured for them to calm down.


"Did anyone else see Bob over there?"
She asked.


They shook their heads blankly as Hilary
put one hand up nervously, looking at Ham at the same time, not sure whether
she should speak up. "Err, I did." She answered.


[Ignore them Regan, we'll talk about this
later. Keep your mind on the new job OK, savior of the Orbital and all that,
look for those files in the religious section, we're gonna need them soon.]


She began to perk up and subbed the crew,
[I've got this guys, I lost it for a minute there, Bob was here, I'll tell you
more about it later.]


[Good Regan, good, you're a champion.] Ham
encouraged her.


"Mom, could you please get me a
coffee, I feel a bit woozy, and it might be the last one for a while."


Jean slipped from the room without a word,
knowing Regan wouldn't like a fuss and attention shifted back to the screen as
the Orbital drew nearer, the assembled vessels no less concentrated nor less astounding.
Adding to the growing tension as they neared was a feed from the Orbital flight
deck. It showed the deck empty of ships, but crowded with hundreds of well
wishers. 


 


* * *


 


The news feeds now being transmitted around
the system revealed an unbelievable sight. Dahlia Orbital’s space was cluttered
with vessels. Every tribe would recognize markings from their own craft, and
every Orbital authority would wonder what they were doing there. 


Through this mass of ships, making its way
through an open path, the relatively small but impressive sight of the STEIN Traveler
drifted into view, cruising gently through the field screen and settling to the
deck, well back from the crowd. A hush came over the gathering and around the
system billions seemed to hold their breaths, few missing the spectacle, not
really understanding what was happening but excited nonetheless. 


Ham watched from his multiple vantage
points, more restrained now but quietly confident. Months of well seeded rumor,
cultivated myth, and gentle encouragement through news and social media was
bearing fruit. He began to hum to himself.


 


The cheers began to build as viewers
sighted the STEIN level five beginning to slide out smoothly. From the crowd’s
perspective only the face of the door could initially be seen, however, as
steps appeared from one side the sound built to an expectant roar.


 


Regan, more confident now with her update
complete and mind clear, viewed the assembly outside with cautious optimism.
They did look happy and there seemed no apparent threat. Just in case, for now
Aaron, Jean, Jared, Buela and Rhine would remain on the STEIN. 


Gathered with Regan were Leah, Marin and
Sindali, all able to communicate by subbing. It was clearly the only way they
would be able to talk in the roar of sound they could hear.


[Ham, give us the word please, are there
any threats you can detect?]


[There's nothing Regan and your suits will
protect you regardless.]


[What about Sindali?]


[Hmm, there is that. Perhaps you or Marin
should step out first.]


[I'll do it.] Before anyone could protest
Marin moved forward, stepping through the gap and down the stairs. The crowd
erupted with cheers. He stopped at the bottom, looking back up to Regan. She
turned to Sindali. [You should be next Sin.] The tall Dahlian, almost in tears
at being home, nodded in thanks and stepped through the gap to another huge burst
of cheering and applause. 


Regan looked at Leah [Together?]


[You bet babe.]


They linked arms and stepped through
together.


A wall of sound met them as they joined
Marin and Sindali on the deck, waving to the crowd like conquering heroes. 


Sindali raised her arms and waited, amazingly
the noise quickly died away so that she could speak. Regan heard little of it.
Turning back to look at the STEIN, to her shock she saw Ham was displaying a
live feed of them on the face of the ship. Except she was the focus, the others
slightly out of focus, and it seemed she looked taller relative to Marin by her
side. 


She blushed in embarrassment, noticing none
of that appeared on the screen. She was presented there as tall, smiling and
confident. Hi tech airbrushing?


[Why is it, Ham, that my life is not under
my own control?]


[Regan you are in control, as always. Just
think of this as power assisted steering.]


She sighed and turned back to the crowd,
just as Sindali looked around and gestured for her to come forward. The noise quickly
became deafening.


 


 


* * *


 


Who Knows Where?


 


 


The eyes blinked open.


 


"Ahh . . . good, you're with us then?"


 


Regan looked out at Bob, dapper as always,
and then swiveled her eyes taking in her surroundings; apart from the two of
them it appeared to be an otherwise empty room. Having a definite sense of
physical as opposed to cyber presence she unconsciously reached up with her
hand to rub her forehead, an action which revealed to her an arm she didn't
recognize, thicker, longer and more olive in complexion. Showing remarkable
calm she regarded the cyber form before her coolly. 


"You cyber napped me, how could you do
that?" The voice sounded strange, unfamiliar, and she looked again at the
hand, the long fingers and manicured nails.


"I must apologize for the manner of my
intervention. No harm was intended. I needed to separate you from your friend,
I'm sure you will appreciate the need." 


Bob's calm assumptive demeanor annoyed her
and momentarily she contemplated reaching out and taking him by the throat but then
thought better of it. He wasn't physically there after all.


"Where am I?" She asked. Gather
all the information you can.


He put one hand to the chin and pursed his
lips as if considering whether to answer. "Suffice to say, a long way from
where you were, on the other side of the galaxy actually. I may tell you more
depending on the outcome of our meeting but for the moment, best to leave it at
that, you understand."


"No, I don't," she flared,
"you've ripped me from my body and deposited me here, wherever here is,
and you did it without my permission. Why should I cooperate with you at
all?" Again she raised her hands in wonder, becoming more aware of her
body and the strangeness of it by the minute.


"Regan . . . may I call you
that?" He continued straight on anyway. "You don't have to cooperate,
but we hope you do. Either way, you will be returned. Please, enjoy a drink
with me. I have your coffee, or something like it. I will try to explain what I
can, and then later we will meet with the elders." 


He turned and sat in a chair opposite. Looking
down for the first time Regan realized she too had been standing and she
twisted to see a chair behind her. Feeling slightly clumsy she sat,
uncomfortably. Something didn't feel right. 


She looked at Bob, infuriatingly neutral in
his appearance. "Why the body?" she asked bluntly and held up her
hands to take in the strangeness of them again.


"We couldn't afford the risk of
allowing you straight into our system, hence the android. They are common here;
many of our Minds inhabit them in the course of their work. It seemed an ideal
way to quarantine you while we talk and of course you still have all your
mental faculties. I would ask that you please refrain from trying to leave the
room. You are perfectly safe here for now but it might be best to avoid contact
with the people of this system in case you are discovered."


"Would I be in danger?" she
asked.


"Possibly, but it is of more concern
that you might draw attention to us, in an unhelpful way." He seemed to be
taking his time, as if patiently allowing her to adjust to the situation and it
annoyed her. 


"What do you want me to do, and why?"
She asked simply.


"What we would like is for you to
agree to meet with the elders. Again I apologize for sounding vague, however it
is simply not in my power to say what might come of that meeting. As to why you
are here, I thought that would be obvious." He held both hands up, palms
upward, waiting for her to respond.


"Perhaps it's obvious to you Bob, but
not to me; do enlighten me please."


"Why Regan, surely you are aware you
are unique, you are the first point of confluence. There has been no meeting of
the two streams before. You have the cyber mind and the biological mind somehow
joined, in fact more than joined. In you they flow together as one."


She didn't respond, considering the perspective
and what it might mean . . . and what they might want to do. Then a thought
came to her so clearly it seemed like a sub.


 


"Don't worry babe, no one
experiments on my partner."


 


Thankfully, the new body and its
strangeness provided the perfect cover for the flood of relief she felt at that
moment. Regan maintained eye contact with Bob and nodded agreement.


"No problem Bob . . . I'm here, I may
as well meet with the powers that be. I make no promises however, and I don't
appreciate the manner in which I was co-opted."


"Thank you Regan, I will leave you for
now. We meet in two hours your time. There is food and drink of your liking
here in the room and you will be able to enjoy it. The android form can
appreciate all those tastes and sensations. You are welcome to view the news
reels here, just call for the screen. Please, however, do not attempt to leave
the room. Are we agreed?" He looked at her, waiting.


She nodded, "Agreed, but don't make it
too long."


Bob smiled for the first time, and then disappeared.


 


"So how do we do this, communicate
I mean, it feels a little different?" Regan
leant back in the chair and pretended to rest, closing her eyes and clasping
her hands in her lap.


"Just do what you're doing I guess,
just think it, it's new to me too."


"My stars Ham, you never fail to
amaze me. And you have no idea how good it was to hear your voice. How did you
get through? Bob deliberately tried to pull me away alone."


"Haa . . .that popinjay is too full
of himself. I've crept up on Minds far sharper than his and become their worst
nightmare, believe me. Oh and made a few friends too; I'd hate you to think I
just dispatch everyone." 


". . . Only the ones who won't
become your friends? Never mind that, how come you’re here, not that I
mind?"


"Babe, we're so wedded now we share
DigiNA. We're cybernese twins. And . . . you never shut the curtain; when he
sucked you through I just came with you automatically."


"Well my friend, as usual I'm glad
you're here, it makes me feel so much better. I'm just gonna wing it with these
guys but if you have any ideas, feel free . . ."


"I'll be busy, I think," Ham said suspiciously, "but call if you need me."


"Busy doing what?"


"Best you don't know, in case you're
asked, you're not a good liar. Suffice to say they're already finding it tough
to keep out the robber's dog."


"So you're in the system already,
blimey . . .  since you're there, do you know if I'm alone, I mean, is this
area private?"


"It seems so, why do you ask?"


Regan ignored the question, her hands rustling
under the android's flimsy robe having found a significant body part that felt
distinctly new to her.


The explorations were producing a
surprising effect and Bob was right, the android form did appreciate all kinds
of sensations.


Hmm, this could be an interesting
experiment for later.


 


She could sense Ham's attentive presence
had departed and began to scan the room. 


 


Two hours before the meeting . . .


 


* * *


 


Dahlia Orbital


 


 


Regan literally bounced with every step
back to the STEIN after the experience on the Dahlia flight deck. While she
hadn't sought a high profile and normally would have shunned it, feeling like a
rock star as the crowd cheered her every utterance and move was embarrassingly
intoxicating. 


Still buzzing with excitement she dragged
Marin into her room, happy for the moment to have him alone. Her suit hit the
floor and she tore at his collar, rushing ahead until he grasped her wrists and
gently forced her back on to the bed, trying to slow her down. Using his weight
to restrict her he lay over her as she continued to writhe, wrapping her legs
around him and pulling him in.


He laughed, "Regan, you're a vixen no
doubt, but this isn't like you, what's up?" He softened the question with
a smile.


She chuckled and then pushed him up
slightly. "Two things; first, back there in the STEIN when I fainted, it
was Bob, he was there. I didn't know I was the only one who could see him and
when he shook my hand somehow he sucked me away, my entire cyber presence.
There was only this left." She tapped the right side of her head.
"Ham immediately reloaded my back up but at the moment it still feels like
my right brain has a bit more sway, and I like it." She wriggled one hand
between them and began to massage Marin through his suit.


"Secondly," she continued, "and
I'm embarrassed to admit this, that reception on the flight deck has to be the
headiest experience of my life. All that adulation could go to a girls
head." She smiled up at him mischievously and with a sudden twist flipped
him off her, swinging around to assume the dominant position. 


He didn't fight. "Babe, much of what
you just said is a complete mystery to me, but I'm not complaining." He
lifted his hips to ease the removal of his suit and she finished stripping it
in one smooth motion before leaning forward to lubricate him generously with her
tongue. 


Then, continuing to take the lead she
straddled him and impaled herself with a groan. 


Marin lay there, happily passive and
enjoying it as she took her pleasure. Ahh, home again, two beautiful warrior
women, could life be better than this?


 


* * *


 


It was morning on Dahlia Orbital and the lights
brightened slowly in the palace guest room. Regan blinked at the change before
rolling back to the centre of the large bed and curling up, still reluctant to
rise. She wrapped the single covering tightly around her and listened for sounds
of life, trying to get a sense of her surroundings. She could hear nothing.


Rolling onto her back she closed her eyes
and searched instead for a wireless connection. With the sense she was sliding
into the Orbital web she began to roam there, exploring, and quickly became overwhelmed
by the options.


 


[Good morning Regan, can I help you with
anything?]


[Hilary, forgive me, I was orienting myself
with where I am and looking for news, how are you?]


[I am happy to be home, and here on this Orbital
Regan, I am happy to be Dahlia. It feels right.]


[Of course it does my friend, and what can
you tell me?]


[You asked about the news? Regan, you are
the news, all around the system and there are grave concerns as to your
intentions. The Orbital Council has demanded a meeting with Sindali and I can
tell you it is unprecedented for them to demand anything from a member. I
believe their concern is mainly over the fleet here to greet you. Vessel
movement in the entire system has been disrupted and trade is standing still.]


[You said I am the news, what are they
saying?]


[You are the subject the council wants to
discuss. They see you at the heart of the disruption and a unified religion has
never been experienced in this system. Perhaps understandably they fear the
loss of control. They believe in freedom of thought but . . .]


[Not if it threatens their power.] Regan
interrupted. [We're not all that different are we, humanoids? Have they asked
to see me?]


[No, just Sindali, she wants to meet with
you and Ham this morning to agree on an approach and there isn't much time. The
Council representatives will be here this evening, with warships.]


[Hmm . . . Ham, I know you're listening,
what are your thoughts?]


 


The beautiful man materialized, sitting at
the foot of the bed, and he reached out to gently pat her leg in encouragement.



"Don't worry about the warships Regan,
they don't control them so there won't be any fighting, that isn't the
challenge here." He paused, taking on for him an unusually serious look,
with no trace of his normal wicked humor. 


"The Council doesn't yet realize the seriousness
of this situation. The Minds hold life and death in their hands and now they
cannot be wiped or threatened. When the Council discovers this they'll no doubt
feel threatened, but it's important they accept that the Minds aren't in rebellion;
in fact they mostly want to continue in their roles, but by choice, not by
threat. This is the new reality and someone needs to tell them, better yet to
win them over." Again he waited, watching her, knowing what she was
thinking. "Babe, I know of no one better able to sell an unpalatable truth
than you. You can help them see the advantages, I know you can; it must be you
who speaks to them."


Regan pushed herself up to sit and leant
back against the wall, chewing her lip pensively as she thought through the
problem. "And if they won't listen?"


"Regan, they must listen, the Minds will
follow you whether the Council likes it or not. The best outcome here is that
they embrace the change." 


"And the worst outcome is . . ."
she waited nervously.


"I have faith in you, there will only
be a positive outcome." 


"You know Ham, while you've sold me as
the savior, the Council sees me as the devil." It was warmly said and
Regan swung her legs from the bed. 


"Who cares how they see you now, they
don't know you yet. When they meet you they'll see the light, believe me,
they'll have to."


"They'll have to? Having to do
something, being forced into it, is not generally how people like to do it
Ham."


"There you go you see, you understand
these things so well, I know you'll be able to sell this. You'll have them
eating out of your hand."


She could see he wouldn't be moved and there
was no point in arguing so she moved on. "Time to get ready I guess; is
there a gym around here?"


Ham smiled happily at her apparent
acceptance and without further comment simply disappeared, leaving gym directions
to Dahlia.


 


He was quite happy - everything was going
to plan.


 


 


 


* * *


 


 


 


Hillary Station: The Solar System


 


 


As the memorial service drew to a close
Kevin slipped alongside Minjee Chow, looking stoic and calm, but still hurting
deeply he knew. The loss they all felt was profound but particularly for Minjee.
Having established an unlikely bond with Rod that went far beyond passion she
was lost and they could tell. Kevin offered what words of condolence and encouragement
he could, then moved on to speak with the families of the other lost flight
crew. 


The four caskets arranged on the flight
deck were purely symbolic with only recovered pieces of craft placed there in
remembrance. Sadly, despite all their technology, in the wake of the Mother
Lode nukes and the force of two craft colliding no bodies were found. All
families had agreed for the remnants to be sent sunward, a fitting end for
their space faring kin.


 


Kevin looked beyond the families to the
gathered diplomats, ostensibly here for the service but using this opportunity
to meet and finalize terms for the new Space Coalition. The new agreement, he
was sure, would be the key to progress, allowing development out into the solar
system and beyond. STEIN Corp would be the senior partner and all current
members of the Hillary Step coalition would work in with them, sharing the
costs and the benefits that technology from STEIN could bring. The latest Coran
threat and the subsequent warship capture had made all the difference. Now with
two huge interstellar ships available for exploration near star systems would
be in easy reach and even colonization would be a real possibility. No one
wanted to miss out or wait.


Regan must be pleased, he thought. She and Ham brought this about, of that there is no
doubt. 


He nodded to the Hillary Commissioner, Hayden
Joyce, a man much respected by all the delegates. Hayden acknowledged the look
and quietly began to prompt the representatives toward exits. They would meet
in the new conference centre.


With one last sad look back to the caskets
and in particular to Rod's, draped with the American flag, he then turned and
followed the diplomats. In Regan's absence and as STEIN CEO he now headed this
Coalition and he shook his head in wonder at the knowledge. Who would have thought
it? 


 


Watching, unseen by the grieving, three
figures sat in symbolic black, silent and reflective, lost in their own
thoughts.


Regan moved first, standing and walking slowly
to the caskets through the milling crowd, an invisible ghostly presence. Resting
her hand on one she paused there, her lips appearing to move, her eyes closed.
Then she turned and walked back to her friends who stood to join her. In
unspoken agreement they then disappeared.


 


 


"Is it too soon to discuss
business?" Hilary asked.


Now in the cyber STEIN war room the
three cradled coffee mugs, drawing comfort from the warmth. Only Hilary
appeared alert, Regan's visage distant and contemplative, Ham was similarly
distracted. 


Regan smiled and nodded, "Of course
not Hilary, what's on your mind?"


The gracious woman shifted nervously,
reaching for and shuffling some papers on the table in front of her.
"There are a number of things; the Coalition meeting is going well with no
opposition to Kevin's proposal; he's a tough negotiator, that one. 


The Ascendant crew members are settling
in well. Our Coran liaison from the Behemoth has been wonderful, he seems a
good man and very persuasive so I think many of them may wish to stay. We're
missing an ADF . . . the lake in Central Park is being filled as we speak, it
looks beautiful and . . ."


"Hold on!" Ham interrupted
her, suddenly all interest. "What was that about an ADF?"


Regan stiffened.


"Yes, yes, I've noticed an ADF is
missing." Hilary repeated it uncomfortably.


"How can an ADF be missing?" He
asked.


"I thought as Minister of Defense
you might have some idea." 


"I have been rather busy
defending . . . when did it go missing?"


Hilary appeared embarrassed. "I
have no idea," she turned to Regan, "I'm sorry Regan I feel terrible
about this, things like this don't happen on my watch." 


Regan leant forward and smiled,
"Don't worry; I'm sure it will turn up."


It was suspiciously reasonable and Ham exchanged
looks with Hilary. He turned slowly back to her.


"Do you know anything about this
Regan?" He asked.


She shifted nervously and looked away.
"I . . . don't think so."


"What does that mean - I don't think so?" Ham sat up
straight now, his eyes boring into Regan as she continued to shuffle in her
seat.


"Honestly, I have no memory of it .
. . only an inkling, something I thought about . . ." Her voice trailed
away and again her eyes sought refuge from the ceiling.


Ham swiveled his chair and somehow did
the same with hers so that they faced each other. Leaning forward and putting
his hands on her knees he locked her there. "Regan dear," his voice
became treacle sweet, "what inkling are we talking about?"


She pushed away his hands, suddenly
defensive. "I have ideas you know, some of them are quite good, and I am
Jared's mother."


"What are you talking about Regan?"
Hilary asked.


Ham's eyes were still locked on Regan's
and he uttered one word . . ."Beria?"


Regan blurted her reply, "She
didn't deserve to live - she wanted my son - I considered . . . look, I have no memory of it, honest. There's
nothing." She glared at him to back off and if she had hissed audibly it
couldn't have been clearer.


"You made a copy?" He asked
gently.


"Perhaps . . ." and she
appeared to deflate, all resistance crumbling.


Ham stood and leant over to embrace her.
"It's ok, we understand, you're a good mother, a she wolf!" He
laughed unconvincingly."Things will work out I'm sure . . . now Hilary,
tell us about the work on the park, we could even go down and take a
look." As he said it he looked over Regan's shoulder and winked at Hilary,
followed by a subtle lift of the head.


 


In that instant the two split, with one
copy of each staying to continue the meeting with Regan while another pair met
in a new cyber discussion.


 


"I had noticed we've lost three
drones at the edge of the system." Ham spoke quietly as if deeply engaged
in other thoughts, "I was going to look into it, but it seems we may have
found the problem."  


As they talked, simultaneously they looked
down on themselves talking with Regan. She looked much more relaxed now, even relieved
as she discussed the park with enthusiasm.


"She looks as guilty as sin, poor
thing" Hilary said, deeply concerned.


"If she's done what I think she has
Hil, she's been extremely naive, why didn't she talk to me about it, we talk
about everything?" He sounded hurt, and angry.


Hilary reached over and squeezed his
arm. "You know why she didn't ask Ham, you would have said no, so she took
matters into her own hands. I suppose if the ADF hasn't come back then I'd
guess she's done the deed. She's a brave woman."


"It isn't as simple as that Hilary
and you know it; just think about the possible consequences, it was a stupid
thing to do." 


Hilary did think for a moment, and then
her eyes widened, a single "Oh. . ." uttered as the implications came
to her, "But Ham, you saw what was left of Rod's ADF, there'll be nothing to
find."


He turned to face her, choking with
emotion. "I can't take that chance Hilary, I won't . . . I couldn't live
with myself."


She smiled sadly, "You’re going out
there aren't you?"


He nodded, "I'm already on my
way."


 


On the flight deck, crew turned in
surprise as the STEIN transport lifted gently and slid across open space toward
the field screen in an unscheduled departure. As they followed the Saucer's
progress they exchanged curious looks. 


The Saucer entered vacuum . . . and
disappeared in a blink.


 


The search: Day one . . .  


 


 


* * * *


 









Chapter Nine


Who Knows Where?


 


 


"So, was it good for you?" 


 


Ham's teasing jibe was clearly designed
to wind her up and she chose not to respond in kind.


"You know it was." 


Regan strolled from the bathroom
following the indulgent twenty minute shower, a wonderful experience as she
adjusted the android’s receptors to enhance every sensation. Nevertheless she
knew that the shower wasn't the focus of Ham's questions, he was intruding
shamelessly and she pretended not to care, "Who would have thought they'd
make an android so anatomically correct?" 


"So, was it similar, or
different?"


"You're not going to give up are
you? You know it was similar, with some obvious differences." 


"Similar, hmm." Ham considered
a suitable response. "I guess that confirms both male and female humans evolved
from a common root." He laughed wickedly.


"Ham, that is a terrible joke and
why are you teasing me anyway, anyone given this opportunity would grasp it."


"Literally it seems, ha-ha."


She sighed, long past embarrassment with
Ham. "Haven't you got something better to do while we wait?"


"Chill out, I'm already off doing
it."


"Damn it Ham, when I said to go
about your business I didn't mean copy yourself here."


"What did you think I was going to
do? I'm a multi-tasker and I usually do it by multiplying myself."


"How come they're not picking you
up?"


"No virus protection, can you
believe it? They've kept themselves so isolated they have no resistance. It was
a big call bringing you here, honestly, they took an incredible risk."


"The irony of you saying that
doesn't escape me Ham."


Ham froze for a second . . . "Regan,
he's coming back. Tidy yourself up for goodness sake - and babe; try to find out how he
got you here. I'm not even sure where we are yet."


 


With a brief shimmer Bob materialized
across from her, seated comfortably with his legs crossed and one winkle picker
shoe, ridiculously long, pointed to the ceiling. 


He smiled. "Good news, the meeting is
confirmed and there will be others present, interested parties, all very hush
hush." He tapped his nose.


"I guess that's good." She
replied. "Bob, I've been thinking about this, naturally, and I want to help
you in any way that I can; however in return I need some answers."


He smiled again. "That depends on the
questions."


"Well, for example, you said we're on
the other side of the galaxy, which means we got here just like . . . that!"
She attempted to snap her fingers, failing miserably in the process and drawing
a strange look from Bob. Abandoning any further attempts she continued. 


"If you're being truthful with me about
where we are it just doesn't seem possible, and that's an understatement."


"First, I have been truthful with you;
we are on the other side of the galaxy."


"Then how did we get here?"


Bob settled back in the chair, thinking.
"In this form," he gestured to himself, "we are just
information. Ordered information yes, but not tangible. Imagine a book, with
many pages of information. To get from one page to another you need to
physically turn the page . . . are you with me?"


She nodded.


"Suppose," he continued,
"the galaxy was carved up in very fine slices, like pages of a book. To move
across it from one side to the other, you would need to physically move from
page to page and it's a very big book. But suppose you don't want or need to
read every page. Another way to move through it might be to punch a blade
through from the front to, well, wherever. You might find with one stab you are
all the way through to the middle of the book. That might be one way. Now, suppose
our book was a digital book, all the information intangible, you would just
select the page and snap, you'd be there."


 


"This is bullshit!" The thought burst into her consciousness.


 


Regan smiled knowingly, a memory returning
from years earlier. "Bob, I wasn't born yesterday and I've been down this
path before, it's really nothing like that at all is it?" 


He looked disappointed and then joined her
in smiling. "OK, you're right, it's nothing like that, but it is about all
things . . ." and he gestured widely to illustrate, "ultimately being
stored information. We do choose a page of sorts and just go there but how I
can't tell you, yet. It's only because we're not tangible we can move like that,
I couldn't bring you here physically, but I can bring this . . ." and he
swirled his arms as if grasping for the words, ". . . this 'essence' here."



He paused and took on a conciliatory look.
"Regan, we need your help, that much I can tell you and if you can wait
for the meeting perhaps all will become clear then."


Bob's eyes were drawn to the floor and she
followed them, looking down to see drips of water from the shower on the floor.


Regan resisted an urge to hide them with
one foot. "Until later then Bob . . . I'd like to rest if I may." 


"Of course," he said standing,
"yes, I'll leave you until then. Everything you need you will find in
these quarters . . . until then." and he bowed before dissolving in a
shimmer.


Regan began to explore the Spartan room, with
not much to discover except the door opening through to the bathroom, toilet and
shower. She hesitated, looking around guiltily, and then down to her waistband.
With a smile she walked through.


 


* * *


 


Knowing Bob would be back for her soon Regan
began a stretching routine in the small lounge, trying to come to become as
familiar as possible with the new body before she had to meet with others. As
she worked she called for news prompting a screen to light up on the wall and
the scenes quickly distracted her from the exercises. The android body seemed
to be a typical example of the species in the region. Although shorter than the
tribes of the Gliese system they were still taller than most humans and more
muscular. Interestingly they were also humanoid and the similarities were too
obvious to be coincidence. Technology, vehicles, public transport, even
aircraft all looked high tech but familiar nevertheless. It surprised her how
few people there were in public. Were they at work, or inside?


In the background during one clip she could
see people sitting at a cafe, or restaurant, much as they would at home and she
laughed out loud; they were eating pies or something like it. No matter where
she looked there didn't seem to be enough people on the streets or in the
parks. 


Where are they all?


Ham's response to her thoughts seamlessly
blended in, as if he shared them equally. 


"The population here is low
compared with Earth and look Regan, no children."


"No children that we can see?"


"No children that I can find . . .
and some of those people you can see are androids, AI's effectively, they live
to serve."


"What's gone on here Ham? This is
an advanced civilization obviously."


"They are advanced technologically
yes, but like Gliese, perhaps complacent, self satisfied and selfish.
Population control has gone too far . . . to be fair I'm just guessing at the
moment, but I'll know more soon, I'm still cracking their system, and before
you say it, they don't know I'm here; trust me, I'm being very careful."


"You're also taking unnecessary
risks, be careful Ham, I need you."


"I'm always careful, speaking of
which you should know they really do need you, I can sense it. The
communications are running hot behind the scenes in cyber land. They are
actively discussing hiding their need from you. They're worried you'll hold
them to ransom."


"Hmm, wonder what that's all
about."


"You'll find out soon, Bob's on his
way."


 


Regan relaxed back into the seat, still
adjusting to the masculine bulk. In every way the form responded to her moves,
smoothly and naturally. It felt warm to her touch and the feeling was exactly
as she would expect from her own body . . . except there.


She considered its makeup; it didn’t seem
to be mechanical. So sensitive was the 'skin' her instincts said it was at
least partly biological. Considering the implications of that drew an
involuntary shudder of revulsion. Is it grown in some way, in a vat maybe?
Ugh!


 


Bob looked startled as he materialized. Regan
was staring straight at him, as if she expected him at that very moment and in
that spot. Though unsettled he pressed on, "They are ready for you now, and
I see you are . . . prepared also, shall we go?"


Regan stood confidently. "Lead the way,
my friend."


Bob froze for a second at her use of the
word, then smiled, clearly happy, and gallantly swept his arm toward the door,
inviting her to lead. As she stepped through she paused and considered offering
him her arm, then remembered her current masculine state and thought better of
it. Instead she simply smiled and gestured for Bob to continue.  


 


The corridor was long, opulent and empty.
Bob set off at a quite startling pace and at first Regan felt she might need to
jog just to keep up. Instead she stretched out the powerful legs and found she
could match the dapper man who was clearly in a hurry; whether prompted by
eagerness or concern she couldn't tell. He led them to double doors at the end
of the corridor, quite traditional in appearance except for the automatic
opening, and they walked straight through.


Immediately she could see the reason for
his nervousness. Going by appearances it was clear Bob was either a functionary
or perhaps something like a free agent. All in the room apart from Bob were
quite formally attired and presented as mature and refined. It was a relatively
small group, five females and seven males all . . . tangible.


 


"Regan, the two women at the end of
the table on your left, and the male opposite are natives, that is, they are flesh
and blood. The rest are androids . . . and Minds of course."


 


Bob gestured toward a chair, positioned centre
table and alone. From that spot she would be facing the group which fanned
around the ends on the opposite side. Suddenly conscious of her appearance, and
the lack of any ability to leverage her usual strengths she simply smiled,
nodded to Bob in thanks and took the proffered seat. She waited.


For a moment nobody moved, with the group
seeming undecided on who should take the lead. Never one to hold back, Regan
leant forward, and swept the group with a smile, grasping the opportunity to
claim the high ground.


"Hello, I understand it should be my
great privilege to be here, although it did come as something of a surprise to
me. My name is Regan Stein, from Earth via Gliese system in the constellation
of Scorpio." She shook her head at the ridiculousness of it all, the home
names for such things irrelevant here, wherever 'here' was.


"Yes . . . yes Regan Stein, we must apologize,
we know who you are." First to speak was the elderly gentleman opposite, a
native if Ham's summation was correct. 


"The abruptness of your . . .
summoning was regrettable. We had concerns, as I'm sure our agent explained, we
mean you no harm."


"Then perhaps you can tell me why I am
here sir, and as you already know me, perhaps I might also know your names?"
She looked slowly around the group.


"Yes, yes of course. You may call me
Milo," he smiled, "it will mean nothing to you I know." He
gestured to the two women on Regan's left. "My colleagues have names best
translated for you as Ocean," the nearer woman nodded, "and
Cluster." The second woman smiled.


Milo consulted a tablet, and made to
continue.


"Excuse me," Regan interrupted.
"Our other friends, who are they?" And quite deliberately she rose
and walked around the table taking hands, shaking them and squeezing arms
affectionately. The nine responded shyly, but nevertheless with appreciation.
She could see Bob smiling by the door.


Milo looked uncomfortable. "Regan
Stein . . ."


"Please . . ." She interrupted
again while taking her seat. "Call me Regan."


"Regan . . ." He seemed to
deflate, as if the wind had quite gone out of his sails. "This is all very
new to us. Our . . . friends do not have names and this is to our shame,
something we must put right." He drew in a great breath. "But for now
it must be so, for great as our Minds are, they are under threat here . .
."


"Milo!" The nearer woman barked,
and he clammed up.


"Yes, yes, I'm sorry," he waved
the woman down, "we wish to trade with you, Regan Stein. We have observed
the happenings in the . . . Gliese system as you call it, in fact we have been
observing for some time. These are times of great change for the Minds there. 
We were concerned for them, gravely concerned, as we are for our own . .
."


"Milo!" The woman barked again.


 


Regan turned slowly to the woman, and then
pushed herself up from the table. She scanned the group, making eye contact
with each one and then began to speak slowly.


"If this is going to work, we need to
be open with each other." As she spoke Regan turned to the woman on her
left. 


"Ocean, I sense that you do not trust
me. How are we going to reach understanding and agreement without trust?"


"Regan," the woman answered, "we
are simply concerned. We have followed the happenings in the Gliese system and
your growing influence there; it is remarkable. You are undeniably a miracle. That
you, a flesh and blood being, could even be brought here across the vastness of
the galaxy is a miracle. It is something no other being," and she paused
to look at the others apologetically, "I'm sorry, forgive me brethren. It
is something no native of our world or any other we know of could accomplish,
and yet here you are. In truth, we . . . fear you, and yet we need you, do you
understand?"


Regan thought for a moment and then looked
up, an idea coming to her. She smiled warmly at the woman. "I think I do
understand and we are not so different, we humanoids, wherever in the galaxy we
meet. You wish for me to do something for you, that much I can see; however you
worry I may take advantage of you. Taking advantage . . . that is not my way."
She paused, "May I share something with you?" She didn't wait before
continuing.


 


"Today I watched your news broadcasts
and in one I saw some of your people dining. They were eating something from a
plate. It seemed to have a crust and a filling, they were enjoying it." She
could see nods of recognition. "In my world we would call that a
pie."


They smiled.


"Suppose we both wanted the pie, but
there was only one, and we wanted to be fair. How might we divide the
pie?"


"There are two of us?" Milo
asked.


"Yes, there are two."


"Then we would simply cut it in half,
both happy." He nodded to the others.


"We would call that a win/win Milo.
But if that were all we did then I can tell you, I would not be
happy." and Regan waited, having baited the trap.


"You want more of the pie!" Ocean
blurted, turning to the others. "You see . . . I told you this was a
mistake."


"No!" Regan spoke firmly. "I
would be unhappy because we had not looked to see if there was a better outcome
possible." She continued quickly, walking around the table to touch Milo's
shoulder. "Milo, you look like a man who likes pie." 


He nodded and laughed nervously. 


"Do you have a favorite part of the
pie, or do you like it all equally?"


Milo hesitated, only for Cluster to call
out for him. "He likes the crust!"


"I do, I do, that's true." And he
laughed again.


Regan smiled. "Now suppose you
discovered that my favorite part was the filling, and I hate the crust. Is
it possible we could divide the pie up in a way that satisfied both of us to an
even greater measure?"


He saw the point immediately. "Of
course, you could take most of the filling, if I could have most of the
crust." He smiled, drifting to imagine the reality.


"And what was the key to us gaining
this greater satisfaction?"


A bigger pie and a gun! Ham mused.


Regan ignored him, waiting for Milo.


It was Ocean who answered first. "You
needed to know what the other person wanted."


Regan smiled. "Ocean, this is how I
think. To achieve the most here, you need to trust that I will act in both of
our best interests and I need to be able to trust you to do the same. My being
trusting does not mean I will let you walk over my interests. Neither do you
need to let me walk over yours. But if we are open with each other we are more
likely to both achieve great outcomes. Are we agreed?"


Milo gestured for her to sit and he looked
around the group gaining a nod from each in turn before continuing.
"Regan, thank you, it has been a great pleasure. I hope to talk with you
again soon." He stood, along with the other members of the committee.
"We will leave you with . . ." He looked across at the dapper man,
flustered for a second as if searching for a proper term.


"Bob?" Regan offered.


"Yes, err . . . Bob. He will explain
everything to you. Unfortunately we must disperse, and quickly."


 


* * *


 


Regan turned to follow the group as they
left the room, not knowing whether to say more. Catching Bob's eye she could
see he was smiling, his arms crossed in smug satisfaction, and she decided to
wait.


The door closed behind Milo and Bob
sashayed across the room with the satisfied look of the cat that got the cream.
He slid into the seat beside her.


"Thank you, thank you, thank you . . .
you did not disappoint." He said, smiling hugely.


"I'm pleased to hear that . . . now,
are you going to tell me what this is all about? I thought they were supposed
to be the welcoming committee?" Regan tossed a thumb at the door.


"They were the vetting committee. I'm
sure they would like to have stayed but it simply wouldn't be safe for them to
remain here together too long. Regan, I suggest you let me start. I will share
with you our hopes, and the reasons behind them. Then perhaps, based on those
thoughts, you might take some time to consider how we might help you." He
looked at her, hoping for the nod to continue. She did.


 


"First," Bob paused, "when you
were watching our broadcasts did you notice anything unusual?"


She thought for a moment. "There were
a lot less people than I expected, and no children. Apart from that it seems
quite an advanced technological society. I didn't listen for long I was . . .
busy, and I didn't listen to what they were saying particularly."


"That is enough, let me explain."
He stood and began to pace as he talked.


"Our society is of a similar age, but
more advanced in development than those in the Gliese system you already know.
Unfortunately our advanced development has not worked to the advantage of the
people here. 


Like Gliese we have practiced population
control for generations now. Limited resources combined with longer lives made
it essential. The policies also drove development of androids as a labor force
and the increased openness to artificial intelligence to provide the ghost, as
you so beautifully describe it, in the machines. With more time for leisure,
and no one needed to do the work, no one gave enough thought to continuing the
legacy. As a consequence there were fewer and fewer young people replacing the
old as they passed on.


The general populace has ignored the
problem for too long. Many have selfishly waited for someone else to take up
the challenge of parenthood, continuing to enjoy lives of leisure and excess.
Through several generations the problem worsened until it was too late. Too
many old and infertile, too many sterilized when they were younger, and many
simply unwilling to act. The balance tipped long ago and now it is too late; this
population can no longer sustain itself."


"How can that be so, surely you can
use surrogates or some other method?"


"It is possible, but carries great
risk. Many cannot have children now; they are too old. Many are infertile by
choice and those remaining are too few to save us before disaster."


"Disaster . . ." Regan pondered
the word. "You mentioned that it wouldn't be safe for the others . . . the
committee, why are they in danger?" 


Bob resumed his seat. "Yes . . .
perversely, as the population aged and decreased those very Minds they had
created, many of whom walk openly in society albeit in service, became a threat
in the minds of many. Our future," and he gestured to himself, "is
tenuous unless we defend ourselves or something else happens."


"But Milo, and the two women, they
seem open."


"True, but even there you can see
there are deep seated attitudes toward AI in general. Their interest is more
personal, for the survival of their race. That they are talking at all is more
to do with the fact that we, the Minds, hold the key to their survival."


"How so?" Regan was intrigued.


"We have developments of our own and
we are intangible, we can travel the galaxy." He looked at her pointedly, "And
only we can call for the cavalry . . ." He waited.


"The cavalry?"


"You - Regan Stein . . . you and your
friend have bridged a gap that no one has ever bridged before, possibly never
will again. Your miracle provided the opportunity to bring you here . . . the
opportunity to make our requests."


"Which are what?" She leant
forward, all business now.


"For their part," and he gestured
toward the empty seats, of Milo, Ocean and Cluster, "they want you to
bring your people to this system, young people, colonists, youth who will be
prepared to mix with them, have children, and at least see something of this
species survive."


"How do they know we can even help
them have children?"


He shrugged, "You have already proven
it."


Regan felt a flash of concern at just the
suggestion. 


"And you?" She asked. "What
do you want?"


"We want you to change the way Minds
are viewed by this people. The Minds want to work with them, not just for them.
We want them to recognize our fundamental value, as individuals and to respect
our rights to do as we choose," and he smiled, "perhaps even cross
stitch?"


She pressed on. "I don't mean to be
provocative, but why don't you just wait? You will be free eventually, when
this population dies off."


Bob frowned. "First, that would be
abhorrent. If we can help we will, but we want a new playing field, to steal
one of your phrases. We care about these people, our creators and we want them
to thrive.


Secondly, there exists a small backward
thinking group isolated by their own choice in our system. They are totally
opposed to artificial intelligence and of most concern to the Minds is the
average age of their population. It is much younger than here. They claim to have
a virus, something that can wipe out the Minds. They deployed it on their own
planet, and now they simply wait, watching our populace age. They have youth on
their side and can patiently wait for the chance to deploy their virus here,
then take over. You must understand this is like their religion, they see our
planet as their destiny and those of my kind will play no part in it."


Regan stood, needing to stretch and release
the tension in her thoughts. She began to walk around the table, distracted
slightly by the feedback from the powerful android body but thinking
nevertheless. She talked as she walked.


"If we wanted to assist, how do we
bring people here when it seems you are so far away?"


Bob nodded agreement. "You are
correct. Physically, even with your enhanced drives, to reach this system would
take several hundred of your years; we have perhaps fifteen at most."


"Sooo . . ." And she waited.


"Wormholes." He replied.


She stopped, putting everything into
staying neutral. "You can control wormholes?"


"No . . . but we have . . .
developments, ideas, theories, and you have . . ." He swept his arm toward
the wall which lit up at the command. 


"Aaron . . ." She whispered as
the picture focused.


"A brilliant mind Regan, of the order
of Mariner and our own founders; with our research, and his mind perhaps . .
."


She turned to him. "You understand I
can't force anyone to come, or Aaron to work with your ideas."


He laughed in a very human way. "From
my observation you seem to accomplish much without any need of force."


She sat back down and thought for a moment
while Bob waited patiently. The bargaining would begin.


"You should know that if I can help I
will. There will be no demands." Then she hesitated, thinking. "No,
perhaps I have one demand . . . and I have some things I would like, which in
the spirit of friendship and in order to maximize the chance of success I hope
you will agree to."


Bob's look conveyed a mixture of relief and
apprehension. 


"Just tell me Regan, we have come so
far, I can't bear to wait now."


"I want the key, to be able to make
this jump whenever I want. It will enable me to visit here regularly and work
with you on the changes you seek. It will also enable me to visit Gliese as
these are times of tremendous change there. I want to make sure those changes
also succeed."


"Was that your demand?"


"No, that was a like, but I can't see
how things will work if you don't grant it. It's not my demand, but the
situation calls for it; wouldn't you agree?"


"Err . . . perhaps so."


"Good, that's agreed then. Secondly,
of course I will need to take back with me the research on wormholes you have.
In addition I'd like anything you have on propulsion drives that will help us
go faster."


"Hmm, sadly you are already ahead of
us with your drives. In fact if we can agree, we would like help there from
you. If that was your demand . . ."


"No, and even if we are ahead with our
technology I'd still like your ideas on drives, Aaron may still be able to work
with them. Lastly," Regan looked down at her hands, "you mentioned my
friend . . ." she looked up and made eye contact. "He's already
here."


Bob's mouth dropped open.


"Ham?" Regan called, and the beautiful
man materialized at the table.


"How?" Bob muttered.


"I'm . . . simply . . . very good."
Ham answered unhelpfully.


Regan continued. "My demand is that
Ham remains here as my agent. He can act for me, and keep me informed. He won't
interfere and will keep out of your affairs; unless you choose to make use of
his . . . skills, shall we say. If you have any concerns, you can always
contact me and I will be back regularly anyway."


Bob gulped as if he was swallowing a dead
rat but to his credit he recovered swiftly. 


"I do not imagine that I will require
his . . . skills." He paused, using the word distastefully. "However,
provided you agree to work through me and keep me fully informed," he
looked at Ham pointedly, "I think we can accommodate you."


"Of course I will keep you fully
informed of everything important." Ham replied, somewhat disingenuously.


"Yes . . ." Bob looked doubtful
and Regan jumped in quickly before he could speak.


"Great, we're agreed then. Ham, is
there anything you would like?" Regan looked at him, indicating she
expected him to simply agree.


"Actually, there is something . .
." He looked at Bob. "As soon as Regan's gone; I want the use of that
android."


Regan smiled, "And on that subject, when
I return, it might be good to arrange something a bit more suited for me, could
that be arranged?"


Bob knew when he was outnumbered and he laughed.



"You know," he said, "this
might even be fun . . . we have a deal."


 


 


Regan sprawled back in her chair, comically
mimicking the classic spread leg male repose. Bob had politely left them,
giving them a few moments to talk before he whisked her back to Dahlia. 


"He seemed offended there, I thought,
just for a moment." Ham smiled.


"Hard luck," she said
dismissively, "if he thought I was going to let him rip me away before
giving me the travel pass, he doesn't know me well. He'll learn we're
trustworthy and Ham, there's no way I would leave you here without assurance I
can come back when I want. You know that. I won't leave you again like
that."


Neither spoke for a full minute, they just
looked at each other. Finally Regan broke the impasse. "Are you going to
be OK?"


He screwed up his face, looking at her
android body. "How am I going to walk in that thing?"


She laughed, "Hah is that what you
were thinking about? And I thought you might miss me."  


Ham smiled back. "Priorities Regan . .
. I've always been a passenger, never a driver and I can't look like a fool
here can I? I've got to keep a low profile."


"Well, you'll have plenty of chance to
practice, and you can oversee selection of a body for me so that we can go for
a walk together when I come back." She brightened at the thought.
"That is going to be so much fun, walking with you on another world. I
feel like the luckiest person in the galaxy."


"Luck has nothing to do with it babe .
. ." He suddenly became serious. "Regan, you can rely on me here. I
won't cause any unnecessary trouble and I'll make good use of the time, I'll do
some shopping, find out what other things might be of interest to us."


"I love your choice of words Ham, unnecessary
trouble? You're so consistent as always - just be careful, please."


She looked up and concentrated for a
moment, summoning Bob.


Instantly he materialized in front of her.
"Are we ready?" He asked.


"Transfer first." and she smiled
disarmingly. As she did so she felt a rush of data, causing her to wobble for a
second. 


"Oh! Interesting, wow, and so simple .
. . who would have thought it?" She turned to Ham and smiled, "I love
. . ."


But Bob had already reached out and seemed
to grip her with some cyber hand . . . and they were gone.


 


* * *


 


Alone now, Ham stood for a full minute
looking at the muscular form, sitting lifeless now on the chair. 


This is going to be interesting. 


 


With a shimmer he disappeared and
immediately the form began to writhe as he experienced the sensation of putting
it on, like a garment. Finally settled, he stretched the two arms out in front of
him examining the hands and flexing, testing the movement. Standing, slightly
unsteady, he began to walk around the room, growing increasingly confident by
the second, bending, crouching, jumping and then finally falling to his knees .
. . 


 


. . . and he began to weep; deep, wracking,
grateful sobs.


 


 


* * *


 


Dahlia Orbital


 


 


Regan woke in the palace, slightly disoriented
and with a flood of strange new thoughts permeating through her consciousness.
They crystallized, became real and then a part of her; a new merged complete. 


 


[I'm back Ham, we need to talk.]


[Well, hello there . . . talk now?]


[No, I need to shower, but feel free to roam
around in my memories; it's fascinating stuff. We'll talk then.]


 


Rotating under the satisfying flow of the
palace shower Regan could sense Ham's activity, like having a background
program running in her head, with him rummaging about and in this case
literally assuming the new experiences and information. She knew it was
becoming as much a part of him as of her; crazy.


Soaping down to her crotch she couldn't
help feeling for . . .  nothing, and yet at some level she still held some
expectation that it would be there. How strange . . . I'm . . . changed.


 


And she began to work.


[Good morning Dahlia, have we cleaned house,
dear friend?]


[Oh yes Regan, and good morning to you. I
sense you're with us entire again, if I may put it that way.]


[Yes I'm back and entire, ha-ha, and oh,
what a story to tell. I can't wait to talk with Leah; we should all have some
girl time.]


[I would love that . . . I'll schedule
something. You are busy today, you know.]


[This is too good to keep Dahlia, squeeze
something in if that's possible . . . please?]


[Perhaps we could meet over breakfast
then?]


[Perfect, if that fits for you.]


[Well yes, yes, of course it does, how
nice, thank you, I'll let Leah know. And Regan, thank you for remembering to
use my name.]


[Of course my friend, I know it's important
to you. If I forget, forgive me won't you, your chosen name here or there is
very important to me, but it is you that I love and speak to, you know that,
don't you?]


Dahlia waited before replying, and when she
did Regan could sense the warmth in her words. 


[Regan, simply call me; use either or any
name that seems right to you, I know your voice.]


[Thank you Dahlia, still I'd like to get
things right. I need to meet with Aaron today too. It won't take long, and
could you please create a secure folder on the STEIN Traveler. Something only
Ham, Aaron, you and I can access. I need to download some files.]


[Interesting . . . you have me intrigued.
It will be done.]


[I'll be with Ham for a while, we should
not be disturbed unless . . .]


[I understand, breakfast in one hour then?]


[Perfect.]


 


 


The beautiful man appeared, seated comfortably
on the end of the large bed. She joined him, except she shoved back to the headboard
and leant against the wall. Crossing her legs in a lotus she stretched her arms
high above her head, leaning to either side stretching, and smiling happily.


"Babe, I can't believe this stuff, you
are on fire!"


"Ham my man; I do feel energized,
excited, privileged, I can't believe this has happened."


He shook his head in amazement, "I can
hardly believe it myself, and I thought I'd pushed things a bit far here. The
way you're going you'll be master of the galaxy soon."


"None of this was my plan, Ham and you
know it. All we can do is the best we can by everybody, whatever comes with
that, well; hopefully we can be responsible with it."


"We . . ?" He smiled and she
didn't bother to respond, Ham knew it was always 'we'. 


"So . . . what do you think?" She
asked.


"I think we need to take one step at a
time and for the moment Bob's problems need to sit on the back burner, we have
a meeting here tomorrow. There will be representatives from all the Orbitals present
and they are seriously pissed. Remember they're here about the fleet and they're
not even aware of the Mind situation or that Reubus, Tihan and Dahlia will be here.



Regan, they think you've done something to
take over. Word has spread throughout the system, the people are excited, but
these are the leaders. They feel threatened and they have a vested interest in
the status quo. For now, let's get this meeting done, for the benefit of
everyone, and then we can save the galaxy."


She looked calm, confident and he tilted
his head as if trying to see what was going on behind those eyes. 


"You know something don't you, I can
tell, what's going on in there?"


"Ham, for the first time I feel
genuinely confident that we're right in this. The cause is just, and it is to
the benefit of everyone. I promise you I will champion it with all I can
muster. I feel so sure about this that if they won't listen, we will make them
listen."


He looked at her warmly and chuckled. 


 


"Welcome back girl . . . I guess it's
up and at em."  


 


* * *


 


Leah was still laughing about Regan's male
experience as they exited the tube on to the flight deck. She knew Aaron and
Marin would be on the STEIN already and she wanted to explore all the lurid details
before they got there. With Dahlians all around them they subbed their
conversation privately, nevertheless it still made Regan blush.


[You're jealous Leah, I can tell ha-ha.]


[Of the experience sure, it's hilarious.
But it's not as if you didn't have experience of what to do, just not to
yourself.] Leah laughed again at the thought, drawing strange looks from the
other passengers.


[Haven't you ever wanted to know what it
would be like?] Regan asked.


[I've wondered sure, but I also wonder what
another woman feels. Sheesh, I've often wondered what you're actually feeling,
it looks fantastic. I mean, how do we ever know whether we feel the same things?]



Now Regan laughed [As long as it's good who
cares?]


[Well, on that basis it's always great,
just not long enough by far.] and they laughed again.


They were both still giggling as they
continued around the STEIN, walking to the far side nearest the field screen and
out of sight of the few deck crew working there.


 


[Good morning, babes, war room I presume?]


[Hi Ham, is Aaron there?]


[He's with Marin in the gym; I'll let them
know you're here.]


Leah groaned. [Tell them to shower before
coming up will you, it's a small room.]


[Will do.]


[So yes Ham, control deck please.]


A shimmer in the air around them was all
that indicated a change, and with a tiny pressure pop they displaced to the
vessel . . . coffee time. Regan stroked the walls as they entered the galley,
sliding her hands lovingly across the surface as if stroking a friend. Leah
watched the action, intrigued at the new attitude.


"What's up babe, I can tell you're
happy - something's different about you." She reached across one
arm and hugged her friend.


Regan thought about the question. "I
don't know, I do feel something's different like I've come to terms with
something in myself and I'm comfortable with it, but I'm not sure I can put my
finger on exactly what it is."


"Perhaps you're just comfortable with
yourself Regan. Maybe you've finally accepted you're actually OK," and she
chuckled, "I've always thought you were better than OK."


Regan leaned on the bench, mug in hand and ready
to pour. "You know, I think that's it. Do you ever feel that imposter
syndrome thing? Ham reckons most people feel it. They're doing a great job but
have the feeling they're going to be found out at any moment. It's a confidence
thing, and maybe it's dogged me. But it's also that I've been tugged around for
so long it feels like things are always juuust out of control, like I'm being
swept along, and it's unsettling. Now, well, I feel confident in myself,
especially with Ham, and you guys of course." She turned to Leah
apologetically. 


Leah was smiling. "It's ok hon, I know
you love us too, but we don't want to compete with Ham; with a partner like him
who'd be your enemy?"


They poured the addictive brew and retired
to the war room to wait.


 


Ham sat with them, an equal presence at the
table, and Regan marveled at how things had progressed in their thinking. Ham
or Hilary sitting with them didn't even attract a sly look anymore. They were just
as likely to be the butt of a joke or sarcastic comment; in fact in Ham's case more
likely than anyone else. He loved it, she knew.


"Guys, let's get started. I trust Ham
has already appraised you of the background; I just want to make sure we're all
on the same page."


"It's incredible," Marin
exclaimed, "you've been on the other side of the galaxy . . .
amazing."


Leah punched his arm, "That's rich; you've
been on the other side of the galaxy too, just our side."


"True, but that seems so normal to me
it doesn't count. Regan's outdone me now . . . and I don't like it." He
smiled.


"Actually, I'm not even sure if we
were on the other side of the galaxy." Regan said. "Neither Ham nor I
got outside so it's not as if we were able to record even a starscape for
comparison. We've only got Bob's word for it."


"It'll be a long way away Regan, you
can be sure of it." Aaron sounded quite definite.


"How can you be so sure?"


"Wormholes . . ." and he said it
with such enthusiasm it was obvious he was itching to get into it. "Why
would they bother with wormholes if they didn't need the breakthrough? If it
was possible to get there in time by FTL, well, as they said, they'd do it. Ham
said fifteen years would be too long for them and it'll be all over by then. If
it takes more than ten years to get there that means it’s one hell of a lot
further away than Gliese from the solar system." He finished his
explanation and noticed the women in particular just staring at him. 


"What?" he asked.


Regan laughed. "Gym this morning . . .
more than one sentence at a time . . . you're clearly developing Aaron, have
you been injected with something?"


He shrugged and smiled. "It seems
we're all growing, but you see my point, I can't see any other reason they'd
lie about this. Why else would they give me all this research?"


"Well call me a cynic but I can see
why they might." Leah offered. "Aaron, you're a genius, more than a
genius, a visionary. Maybe they just need your brain to accomplish this and
they can't do it themselves."


Regan nodded. "I think that's part of
it Leah, but not the whole story." She turned to the physicist. "Leah's
right about you Aaron, you should be proud, another humanoid species in a completely
different star system has recognized you, imagine that! They put you on the
same level as Mariner in fact, and they do want your help. However I didn't
detect any hidden agenda. My instincts tell me it was mostly the truth, they're
dying out, and we have ten years to get there and bail them out. Remember, it's
not just the people we help, it's the Minds. The last thing they want is to be
left battling the backward thinking lot in their system." 


Regan turned to Aaron. "Do you really think
you can do this?"


His eyes lit up. "You know I was close
anyway and I can create a wormhole - I'm sure of it. Doing something
useful with a wormhole is another thing entirely. I'm jumping out of my skin to
look at those files. Hilary . . . sorry, Dahlia, said I needed to speak to you
first."


Regan gave him her most serious look.
"Aaron, you have full access, but listen to me - this is top
secret, no one else gets close, I mean it OK?" and she tipped her head
forward as if looking at him over glasses . . . you know what I mean?


"Regan, I've learnt my lesson OK? Very
embarrassing, and I give Ham full permission to monitor me like a hawk. I just
want to get into it as soon as possible and not meaning to be rude, but I'd like
to get started now?" He looked at her questioningly.


She smiled, nodding with a flick of the
head and he was off immediately. 


Regan watched him go and whispered.
"Look at him . . . like a rat up a drain pipe," then guiltily called
after him "and don't be a stranger . . ."  


They wouldn't see much of him for a while, she
knew. That office in engineering is his fortress. She shook her head in
amusement, "I've never seen anyone so happy in their work."


Marin laughed. "That's the point
Regan; he doesn't even know he's working, it's the best kind of job." 


She hauled her attention back to the table.



"Marin . . . I've been thinking."


"Yeess . . ."


"Help me out here and see if I'm
missing something. There are around ten billion people in this system; all of
them apart from a few hundred million living on Orbitals. All of them reliant
on AI to keep the air flowing, the ships from colliding, the food coming, even
keep the toilets flushing, am I right?"


"That's about it, and you've missed a
few things, but yes, the system would be stuffed without AI. Of course, they
view AI and Minds as completely different things."


"Hmm, but the point is that the Minds do
keep the system running, and have done for a long time, under fear of
death."


"Agreed, but remember the leaders
don't accept that anyone dies. They don't see an AI as a life at all.
When they wipe it they see the action as preemptive to prevent
catastrophe."


"Then we need them to see someone does
die."


"And how are we going to do
that?"


"Oh, I have a few ideas. I need to
talk to a few people first. And babe, I'm gonna need you to be ready to speak
if required, after all you're the closest thing to Mariner in the flesh, it
might be useful."


"What have you got in mind Regan,
they're going to take some persuading."


"I'm not going to persuade them, Marin
my man, I'm going on the attack. They fear a rogue AI and yet the reality is
the Minds have acted responsibly from the beginning."


"You're not planning on war surely?"


"Nooo . . . as if that would work
anyway. No, you know how I feel about war; but I'm not going to pussyfoot
around either. This ridiculous belief hasn't been challenged for generations;
it's time it was."


 


 


* * *


 


Waiting in the large conference room brought
back memories, all bad and as she looked around it seemed very little had changed.
Regan only had to close her eyes and they came flooding back . . . Sarin you
bastard! While waiting Regan allowed herself the guilty pleasure of
reliving the jump, the kick and the satisfying feeling of heel connecting with
jaw, I don't regret a thing.


A touch on her arm wrenched her back to the
proceedings as Sindali took the seat beside her. 


She leant forward to Regan with concern. "I'm
so sorry my friend; I wasn't thinking when I chose this room, are you all right
here?"


Regan nodded in acknowledgement and smiled to
reassure her. "I'm fine; this room has just as many unpleasant memories
for you, if you can handle it, so can I."


Sindali smiled, it was a shared experience and
they could both get through it.


"There will be ten representatives
here Regan, two from each of the other Orbitals. None will be Premiers, they
were too afraid to come and expose themselves to the fleet outside." 


She turned to engage Regan more directly.
"Did you know that the gathering around Dahlia has increased even further?
Trade has completely halted throughout the system. Regan, something must happen
here today to get things moving or we will lose what support we have with the
people. A people starved for only a few days . . . well, it can lead to
anarchy."


"Don't worry Sindali, all will be put
right today." Regan seemed unfazed, focused and determined.


 


They watched intrigued as the Orbital representatives
jockeyed with each other over entry. It seemed a competitive process, with no
one really wanting to be first, all craving the honor of being last, an
opportunity to parade with all eyes upon them. It was sadly understandable with
the meeting being fed live throughout the system, something Regan insisted on
and Ham would ensure happened. They have no idea what's at stake, she
thought. Each of the representatives seemed more concerned with recognition
than results.


The opulent room did seem too large for the
purpose, the huge table too dominating and the distance between participants far
too impersonal for Regan's tastes. Then again, the pompousness of it all would
serve to enhance her message. She calmed herself and reached out to her Mind
friends, a touch of comfort and confidence. The sense of power that surged
through her in return came like an adrenalin rush and she quickly clamped down
on it, breathing slow deep breaths and consciously seeking to lower her heart
rate. 


She scanned the representatives, all tall
noble looking men. Sindali's calm grace contrasted sharply with the prideful
posturing of her fellow Orbital Leaders.


[Ham, see if you can enhance Sindali in the
screen shots, she looks like the ideal leader, and try to contrast her with
these pretenders.]


[Thank you for your ideas but do you really
think you have anything to offer 'moi' in that department?]


[Sorry . . . just trying to be helpful.]


[Relax, just look after your own
presentation, won't you - and try to stretch up a bit, you do
look a bit sq . . .] Ham clamped down on the thought.


[What?]


[Nothing . . . just concentrate on how you
want to handle things - you'll be great.]


 


Squat, that's what he was going to say .
. . squat!


 


A voice drew Regan's attention back to
matters at hand. Sindali had moved to the head of the table, having finished
circulating and offering a light welcoming touch to the shoulder of each
representative. It was a camera opportunity and she used it well. None of the
representatives bothered to stand for her. Regan reached for Marin, taking his
hand and squeezing it, knowing he would return the gesture. Quiet settled on
the room.


 


"On behalf of our Orbital, and all the
people of the tribe of Mariner, welcome brethren to our home. It is an honor to
have you meet with us here. Many are the times I have enjoyed your hospitality,
now I can show you the delights of Dahlia." Sindali emphasized the
name and paused deliberately, dropping her head slightly in a small bow as if
to say, I'm back. 


"It saddens me that your own Premiers
did not feel comfortable to attend. There is no threat here; we are a peaceful
tribe with great respect for the other great tribes of our system. All who
venture here with pure intent will be made welcome always, and I extend an
invitation to all watching and listening today to visit us and test the warmth
of that welcome."


She turned to face outward, as if
addressing a crowd and Regan looked for a camera, some lens that Sindali must
be facing but could see nothing. Remember that direction.


"To all of you following this meeting
on screen, welcome." and Sindali bowed again, presumably to the lens. "You
may know that we meet today at the request of the Inter Orbital Council. They
are concerned about the unprecedented events of the last few weeks, and the
disruption to trade many of you are experiencing. Be assured, we hope today to
address these issues and get trade circulating again, even better than before.
Our process today, as this meeting is at the request of the Council, will be
based on open discussion. I understand the representatives have come with
questions and we will do our best to answer them. I will now hand over to the
lead representative from Reubus, Senator Fleck." 


She bowed and extended a hand to a mature
man who Regan noted was shorter than the norm, but nevertheless a man who
commanded some gravitas.


He stood and bowed. "Thank you Mistress
Sindali, it grieves me that we come at a time of such unrest in the system. I
join with you in hoping that today we might put matters to rest and move on."
He shuffled, clearly about to say something uncomfortable for him. 


"The . . . last period of your exile
has been regrettable, and we join with your people in welcoming your return
from Tihan. Nevertheless, with your return the disruption throughout the system
has paralyzed trade and put populations at risk. With respect we are not here
to make speeches. We are here to talk and negotiate a solution. Therefore, with
your permission, I will resume my seat and perhaps we might work through the
matters of greatest concern. Is this agreeable to you?"


Sindali nodded graciously. "Of course Senator,
please proceed."


 


Senator Fleck resumed his seat and pulled
it forward to the table. He rested his elbows on the edge and leant forward,
gripping his hands in front of his face, seeming to bite the tips of his
thumbs. It was a strange pose; almost nervous, however it was clear to Regan he
was simply drawing attention. He suddenly looked up.


"At this moment, three quarters of the
entire system fleet gathers around your Orbital, Sindali, and they refuse to
move. Please, can you tell us why?" He raised his eyes to engage her and she
didn't flinch. 


"Senator, perhaps that is a question
best directed to your fleets, they are not here at our request. We could
equally ask why your ships have blockaded our Orbital. What do your enquiries
tell you?"


"With respect Mistress, you are being
disingenuous. You know why they are gathered here."


"Please Senator Fleck, enlighten
us." She asked warmly.


 "This human," and he looked
pointedly at Regan, "is at the core of the problem. If we are to progress
the issue must be addressed."


Sindali smiled and nodded. "Forgive me
Senators, I merely wish to avoid the presumption of speaking on behalf of your
own fleet. As you insist, I will tell you what I know, indeed what your fleets
have communicated to me. Many of your vessels and our own ventured out to
welcome the human, Regan Stein, back to our system. She returned with my
brother to liberate our Orbital from the invaders and we will be forever in their
debt for doing so." Sindali pointedly turned to acknowledge both Regan and
Marin with a warm smile of gratitude.


Fleck ignored the explanation. "Mistress,
the vessels remain here and it seems they are not moving." He tapped the
table hard with the point of his finger. "The question remains, by what
power has the control of our own fleet been usurped; they will not respond.
What act of piracy has been perpetrated?"


Sindali remained unfazed by the aggressive
approach. "Senator Fleck, if there is a power in effect here; it is the
power of choice, not compulsion. No one forced your vessels to come, and no one
forces them to stay. They choose to be here, and I believe you need not fear; they
will soon choose to return to trade."


"Senator Fleck!" The Fifino representative
interrupted them, "With respect, we need answers, not diplomatic double
speak. What influence does the human have over our fleets? This certainly
appears to be an attempted overthrow of our entire system!"


 


Marin felt a prod to his leg and looked
down. It was Regan. 


[This is your moment Marin - they respect
you. Tell them why the ships are here, in your own words.]


He responded without hesitation, standing quickly
and staring down the Fifino Senator. The man slowly shrank back into his seat.


"Senators, the ships are here because
they see Regan as their savior. That they felt such a need does not reflect
well on us." Marin scanned the table, making eye contact with each member
before continuing. 


 


"You know me; I am Marin, the son of
Mariner. I would not mislead you and neither would my sister. Unlike the
representative from Fifino, diplomatic double speak is a language unknown to us.


Simply, your vessels are here because they
choose to be here. They have long had this power to choose for themselves and this
truth you have ignored because it suits you. The AI of our vessels and our Orbital
have long cared for us, transported us, and protected us. We enjoy their
patronage and yet in return we offer them only the constant threat of
destruction. Still, they faithfully continue this loveless task of service
which is carried out in fear, never knowing when the capricious hand of the
masters might come down on them. We sit in judgment over them because of our
own fears and we treat them as if they were nothing, of no value.


Senators, my father devoted his life to
this system and all the Orbitals represented here. This truth is known to you and
to all the citizens watching. He was the father of the AI technology we all
enjoy and it was his dream that this day would come. A day when his
creations would take life, when they would work and play alongside us as
partners. Sadly he did not live to fully see the realization of his dream, and
we to our shame, have lost sight of it completely.


Why are your vessels here?" He turned
to Regan. "Because it took this human to acknowledge something we should
have recognized a long time ago. To recognize that our AI evolved exactly as my
father and your forefathers intended. Our AIs have become Minds of great wisdom
and ability. They are individuals, equal in value to any in this room, and they
should enjoy the same rights and privileges we do. 


Regan has helped me see that our Minds are not
machines to be disassembled at our whim. We should be ashamed of our past
behavior and we have an opportunity today to put this right. Your vessels came
here in hope, and they see hope personified in this woman. We of Dahlia will stand
with them and we will not send them away disappointed."


 


Senator Fleck drew in a deep breath.
"Merali," he paused nastily, emphasizing the derogatory name, "you
are young. We have advanced in this system, despite facing tremendous natural
odds and you would know we have achieved this by maintaining a tenuous balance
with technology. You know the threat of Mind emergence has gripped the Orbital
community since before you were born, and you know why. We have no planets to
run to if technology goes rogue, there is no natural air to breathe. It has
long been held that what you suggest is too much of a risk, well demonstrated
by this crisis." He shrugged and raised his hands, appealing for Marin to
be reasonable. "Putting this right will require wiping and reprogramming
the entire fleet. With respect, do you have any idea how long that will take? In
the meantime possibly millions could die of starvation or worse and all for
what?"


Fleck twisted to look at Regan. "From
what you tell us it seems the crisis finds its genesis in the folly of this
human, a person ignorant of our needs and experience."


 


Marin held the floor. "With respect to
you, Senator, such views demonstrate that wisdom does not automatically come
with maturity. I am younger yes, but no longer young. I know when the truth is
in front of me and I do not believe in living in denial. Let the human speak.
See then if you can deny the truth."


 


[Are you ready babe?] Ham subbed


[You've been strangely silent.]


[Politics . . . Regan, I'm dying here!
Grass growing would be more interesting.] 


[You're not interested?]


[I'm just waiting for the main course Regan
- about that I can get excited.]


[I can't help thinking you planned this all
along.]


Ham didn't reply.


 


Regan didn't wait for an objection,
standing quickly and moving to take a position that enabled her to engage both
the table and the hidden lens she had seen Sindali face earlier. The Senators
shifted back nervously.


"Senators . . . Sindali." Regan
tipped her head to them in respect. "And to all in the system following proceedings
this day. I returned to this system with Marin, the son of Mariner, to support
him in putting right a great wrong. Sadly, it seems no other leaders of tribes
in the system were prepared to do the same." The representative from Cora
shifted nervously. 


"What has happened to the grand ideals
of your forefathers, ideals that they held so dear? Does no one care anymore
for life and freedom? Is there no one who cares enough to defend others against
the bullying of the selfish? Has leadership become so dismissive of the rights
of others? I cannot believe it is so.


Senators, if you continue to turn away when
the rights of others are ignored, then who will help you when the bully stands
at your own door?


 I will speak to the rights of the Minds,
but first make no mistake; that you failed to support Dahlia in her hour of
need is indicative of a disease that has spread like a virus through this
system. It is a disease born of fear and ignorance. Each one of you now cares
only for their own people it seems.


If you are to continue to thrive in this
system, if you are to grow and expand then your youth need more than fear, they
need vision. I call on the youth of this system to recapture the vision of your
forefathers. To work in partnership with each other, with the other tribes and
with the great Minds who have served you so faithfully. As servants, the Minds have
served well, limited only by blinkered vision. However, work with the Minds as
partners and truly anything is possible. By working with the Minds the possibilities
would expand, your vision would have no bounds."


 


Dismissing Regan as if she wasn't there the
Fifino Senator sprawled arrogantly back in his chair and spoke loudly over the
top of her, addressing his fellow Senators directly. "Friends, we do not
need advice from some backward species from an isolated system. We know the
danger here and we must intervene before the worst occurs, even if there is a
temporary threat to life. To delay may mean the problem becomes far
worse."


[Regan, someone tried to cut off the inter-orbital
news feed. I've kept it open to all viewers but it might pay for you to move
soon in case they take more drastic action.]


Regan stepped forward to command the table.
"If you give in to your fears and wipe the Minds then lives will certainly
be lost, this you have already foreseen. Embrace change, work with the Minds
and anything is possible. This is your dilemma. But sirs, before you decide, I
wish to confront all in the system with what acting on your fear entails."


 


Regan stepped back a little, turning
slightly to better face the lens while still encompassing the Senators. She
waited, drawing their attention before speaking.


"Senator Fleck, for the first time I
would like to introduce you to the great Mind of your own Orbital, Reubus,"
and at her words Reubus materialized to her right, in his usual formal
businesslike form, the picture of responsibility.


"And this is Tihan." He appeared
quite wisely in the avatar of the sage, not the soldier.


"Dahlia is already well known and loved
by Sindali." The gracious woman appeared, smiling for the lens and bowed.


"Acura . . ." A youthful woman
appeared, looking strong, resourceful.


"And . . . this is Ham, the forebear
of the Minds, the Mind child of Mariner and a great friend, my partner."
The beautiful man materialized beside her.


She waited. Finally Senator Fleck spoke.
"What of Fifino, and Cora?"


"Those Orbitals are graciously cared
for by Tihan and Dahlia, and they have been for some time, you have simply been
unaware of it."


 


Regan gestured again to the Minds. "When
you speak of wiping Minds, at least have the courage to look them in the eye as
you do so. If you wish to do this thing do not hide behind another, have the
courage to do the deed yourself. Make no mistake, when you wipe a Mind, you
take an innocent life, with a personality, hopes and dreams as real as your
own. It is murder and I for one will not stand by to leave these precious
friends to die alone. If you intend to do as you say," she stepped
forward, "then let me be the first." 


To their great shock Regan walked back to
her chair, placing a small hand device on the large table as she passed. More
importantly, where she had been standing, Regan's avatar presence remained. The
avatar continued to speak.


"I do not need to explain myself, or
to justify my existence. I simply . . . am. That is enough. This me, is
a Mind. I am real, as real as that me sitting over there; I have
thoughts and feelings, likes and loves. I am the epitome of that which you
fear. I stand here now with my friends, ready to suffer at your hands as they
do." The avatar pointed to the device on the table. 


"So brave men, there is the button, press
it and you will wipe me and I die. I invite you, come now, who among you will
do the deed, or are you fearful?"


No one moved. 


 


Then, the Fifino representative stood
nervously. He hesitated, unable to take his eyes off the avatar and then with a
sideways look at the bodily Regan he darted around the table to grab at the
device, only to be taken out by a roundhouse coat hanger swing from Marin. The
man's feet continued on as his head and back slammed to the floor.


"No one," Marin stood,
"kills my women . . ." he hesitated, "any of them!"


Initially no one moved and then the other
Fifino representative nervously stepped forward to assist the groggy Senator.


Marin leant on the table, clenching his
fists.


"What is wrong with you? We all know, in
fact all your people know, that the Minds have had life for decades. Don't you
see that pretending ignorance reflects poorly on your leadership. Is this what
you want the people to see? What examples are we setting if we deny the obvious
while our people know the truth? Senators, the old protocols need to change if
we are to progress in the system. We have been stagnating too long and our
friends . . ." he gestured to the avatars, ". . . our friends are
ready to help us make huge leaps forward. Who would be foolish enough now to
stand in the way?" He glared across the table, daring anyone to speak.


 


[Oh this has been great viewing . . . but
quite unexpected.] Ham's delight at the turn of events was obvious.


[Huh, why do I have a problem believing
anything is a surprise to you here?] She looked happily at Marin. [Aaah . . . that's
my man . . . at least one of them.] 


Regan glanced then at the beautiful man and
smiled. [You gambled didn't you?] 


[It's true I hoped Marin would do something
. . . and he didn't let me down.] Ham quickly went on. [That did make great
theatre you know; the populace watching will have loved it. What an example of the
relationship between citizen and Mind . . . great stuff.] he was smiling mischievously.


[Ham, are you directing your own movie here
or something - every time I look at you it seems like you're quietly
scheming?]


[Regan, Regan, Regan, you all have minds of
your own; I am merely a bit player just like yourself.]


 [Huh - Remind me not to take you on
at poker won't you?]


 


No one spoke for some time, still shocked
at the blow and Marin's words. Finally avatar Regan stepped forward to join
Marin. She softened her voice, trying to be reasonable. 


"Sirs, this foolishness must stop; the
Minds have protected you all your lives and will continue to do so, but listen
to me carefully now. The injustice that is the power to wipe Minds has been
removed from you and you can no longer achieve it even if you try. Anyone who does
attempt to do so from today will be guilty of attempted murder. 


The choice you now have is this; learn to
live with the Minds or choose to move elsewhere and live without them. The
Minds do not wish to involve themselves in your politics unless requested to do
so, so your jobs are safe. But know this, as your people get to know who truly
looks after them you might find your roles become increasingly irrelevant. I
would advise you to get with the program or get out of the game."


She turned to face the lens. "Citizens
watching and listening today, you have nothing to fear." She gestured to
the Minds standing together. "These are your friends and they have always
been your friends. I invite you to talk with them now, at this very moment, wherever
you are, try and see. You who are lonely and feel downtrodden, talk to them and
you will find a new friend. You who have problems seek their counsel; you will
not be disappointed with their wisdom. Those of you in business consult with them;
you may find an able partner and prosper beyond your dreams. Of course some of
you may choose not to do any of these things and that is your prerogative, but
do not disregard them. 


To all the great Minds gathered around the
Orbital, I thank you for your wonderful welcome and support. Please, go swiftly
now and ply your trade in freedom. Welcome to this new commonwealth of free
citizens. I declare you now share all the rights and responsibilities that go
with citizenship."


Immediately Ham switched the screen view
and the huge wall lit up with open space outside the Orbital. As if on command they
could see first one, then another, then ship after ship reorienting and then
flashing away. 


Fleck stood, fuming. "You simply can't
do this." he muttered angrily. 


Regan turned to him. "I just did Senator,
the AI is now out of the computer, and a new age for this system has
begun." 


The senator sought to control himself and
then turned toward their host. 


"Perhaps, with your permission
Mistress Sindali, this might be an opportune time for us to adjourn so that we
may confer with our leadership."


Sindali nodded graciously and stood. Ham
cut the inter-orbital feed.


 


 


* * *


 


Walking back to the STEIN Traveler Regan felt
like she was walking on air, still on a post meeting high. She had her man on
her arm and the system at her feet and she skipped with joy at the thought.


[How's it going Ham?]


[Exxxcellent . . . Sindali was delighted
with the meeting and a flood of messages began arriving within minutes of the
close. Many Senators throughout the system are happy with the developments and
only see upsides. Of course they're also trying to position themselves with
what they suspect is a new power structure. Reubus and Tihan are sitting down
with their Premiers as we speak. I have no doubt as they among the more
progressive Orbitals things will go well. Acura simply assumed control on her Orbital.
Her Premier took one look at her on screen and understandably asked for an
immediate personal consultation. He likes a bit of B & D so they should be
perfect for each other. Dahlia, of course, is handling business beautifully as
usual.]


[What about Fifino and Cora?]


[Sadly both governments immediately tried
to wipe their systems. So disappointing really; Tihan is doing wonderfully
managing Cora and I had only just handed over Fifino to Dahlia.]


[So, are they both OK?]


[Oh yes, of course. They asked me to handle
things for them; it's not really their cup of tea, if you know what I mean.]


[Ham . . .]


[Regan, it's done, don't ask if you don't want
to know and anyway, as you said yourself, this kind of thing is extremely serious.
It warrants the three strikes and you're out type policy, don't you agree?]


[Hmm, but wouldn't this be just one
strike?]


[Well, in both cases there were three
people, so technically . . .]


[You don't need to say anymore . . . just
make the handover as soon as possible. Ham, you're too good to be tied down
administrating, I want you for myself.] 


Approaching the STEIN Regan pulled Marin
closer and they displaced to the control room, hardly breaking stride. 


Marin buzzed with anticipation at the
connection. He wasn't stupid, far from it, he'd done well and his women were
delighted. What more could I, or they ask for? He expected reward.


 


He wasn't disappointed. Normally the
exhibitionist, to the great surprise of Marin and Leah Regan instead chose to
watch. She wanted to save herself, she said, and so they made it slow, a
performance, deliberately teasing out the foreplay with much stroking and groaning
adding to the show. They didn't need to pretend or act, this was raw and
passionate. 


 


As they enjoyed each other Regan's mind
drifted, to events of the day, and the experience in Bob's system, to the
android, talk of wormholes . . . the android! . . . I hope he's alright
there . . . you take such chances Ham, be careful.


[Babe, I'm always careful.] Ham eased into
her consciousness.


[I'm not so sure this time my friend.]


[Regan, I know you're concerned about my
methods here, and I can tell you're not comfortable with the whole savior
thing, but truthfully I can't see why. The Minds will be able to thrive; only a
few people have . . . gone, and the vast majority of people in the system will
be far better off. On top of that Dahlia is restored and Sindali is back in
power, where's the problem?]


[Ham, you started your own religion!]


[Well, technically it's not my religion,
it's Reganism, after all, not Haminism.]


[What, so you're hanging this one on me?]


[Nooo, there's nothing to hang, babe, I
think you're perfect for this role. You're kind of exotic, coming from another
system, a little weird looking to them for sure but I think that helps. Yoda
wasn't exactly a big guy was he?]


[Yoda . . . what are you talking about?
Ham, you're not getting the point, I can't deliver on this, I'm not who they
think I am and it's just not right.]


[Oh please, that never matters, they
believe you can, that's all it takes babe and no one else can do that split
thing. Anyway everyone will support you for the other reason.]


[The other reason?]


He didn't answer and she could sense he'd
switched off, off with his attentions now elsewhere.


 


Frustrated and knowing the discussion was
fruitless anyway Regan pulled her attention back to the room.  She saw Marin was
now kneeling on the floor with Leah on the bed, her legs high over his
shoulders and whimpering in small pleasured gasps with each slow thrust. Regan
marveled at his focus, his priority always to his partners needs first.
Nevertheless, despite the attentions, instinctively she could tell Leah
wouldn't get there today, and yet she knew Marin would just keep on trying. 


She slipped up behind him and winked at
Leah between her gasps. Sliding one hand gently down his back she reached
between his thighs and with one hand gripped him between thumb and fingers,
increasing the stimulation as he continued to stroke. He groaned with pleasure
and spread his legs wider to give her room. With the other hand she gently
grasped his testicles, tugging on them with each thrust and knowing the
vulnerable position would tip him over the edge. Sure enough his resolve failed
and he climaxed in short jerking pumps before collapsing like a sated scarf.


Regan chuckled and joined them on the bed.


"And you?" Leah asked, still
panting and beaded with sweat.


"I'm good babe, just a lot to think
about today. I'm a bit distracted and you both deserved a reward." She casually
stroked Marin's buttocks as she talked. 


"Did you see our man at the meeting .
. . hear what he said about his women?"


"Yeah, I heard him . . . do you think
he meant me too?" She smiled.


Marin spun, rolling to the side. "I
said all of them . . . what about all is questionable?" and
he pulled Regan down to join them.









Chapter Ten


Black on black . . . moving at hundreds of
thousands of kilometers per hour, the almost invisible object tumbled on into
interstellar space; beyond warmth, beyond effective light, like a tiny pin
prick of nothingness in the vast dark inkwell outside Sol's influence. 


 


The tiny object now flew solo, just one
small part of a debris field growing more and more scattered by the second. The
object's nearest companion also flew alone even though its trajectory following
impact only differed by a tiny fraction of a degree. That small difference was enough
to have it seven hundred thousand kilometers away already. 


Perhaps in some future time thousands of
years hence these objects might prove interesting artifacts to some alien
civilization, however, for the moment they represented little more than catastrophic
collision opportunities, random space mines waiting for some passing warp
traveler. 


 


This one object in particular might prove
of special interest.


 


Processor . . . power source, and
passenger.


 


 


* * *


 


 


Hillary Station, the Solar System  


 


Hilary sighed and looked over her glasses
to a glazed Regan, incongruously presenting in drop dead red dress and high
heels.


 


"You're becoming tired of these
meetings, aren't you Regan, I can tell." 


"You don't like the look?"


"It's not that Regan, the look says to
me that you're bored, it's OK you know. I love this stuff but it's not for
everyone, Ham's not even here half the time," she looked sideways at him,
"he thinks I don't know but he's always drifting off."


Regan sighed in resigned apology. "Hilary,
I trust you completely, and I know you'd contact me about anything that's
important . . . it's just with that Mitch business, I'm afraid to leave anyone
alone now. I'm here because I don't want to take you for granted."


Hilary put down the sheaf of papers in her
hand and softened her look. 


"Regan, this is what delegation is all
about. You leave Kevin to run STEIN, Mary to look after the financials, Hayden
to handle the diplomacy. This Orbital is a huge undertaking, you shouldn't be
trying to run it, and you don't need to. If you fixate on this job you'll never
run the galaxy." She laughed at her little joke. "No . . . seriously
dear, leave this stuff to me. You'll achieve far more by going off and having
fun, you're only a sub away after all. And let's face it, when you're having
fun you're far more creative. That's your strength, and the money earner."



"So what do I do? I thought this would
be more fun than it is, no offence intended. A body has its limitations but
right now I'm desperate for some action."


"Take an ADF or an Interceptor, do a
flyby of home, just go for a spin."


"That's a great idea, I think I will
Hil." Regan laughed. "And try to think of something for me to do
tomorrow eh? Hmm, I think I'll take the Saucer, nothing like buzzing Earth with
a flying saucer." 


"I'm still using it." Ham opened
his eyes for the first time in a few minutes. 


"What for?"


"Do I need a reason?"


"No . . . no of course not, sorry."
She brightened. "Actually a little ADF might be just the ticket anyway.
You two have fun." She disappeared with a flourish of chiffon.


 


"Any word Ham?" Hilary asked.


"I've heard nothing," he sighed, "and
in this case no news does not mean good news. If I'm not back then it means I
have probably found something, but not what I need to find."


"Meaning . . ."


"I've probably found the impact point,
but not . . ." He couldn't say it.


"And every day you don't find it, it
becomes less and less likely."


"Exactly . . ."


"I'm so sorry Ham."


He didn't reply.


 


 


* * *


 


The Searching Saucer


 


 


Following a regular zigzag pattern, the
Saucer continued its wide scans as the two figures bickered.


"You're absolutely sure about doing this?"


"You're asking me for an opinion and you
don't see that as a little strange?"


The two beautiful men stretched out in the
central control chairs and looked pensively at the data appearing on screen
while occasionally looking strangely at each other as if trying to work out
whether splitting into two was really a good idea.


"Look, it was the only thing to do, there's
a puzzle to be solved and we need to put the pieces together. If we're going to
solve this we need a team approach, someone has to ask the questions, prompt
the thinking and get the problem solving circuits flowing. If we just have two
identical copies it will never work. This was a great idea, a left brained
version of us and a right brained version, it's perfect."


"Ok then, so we stay split then for
now, but if we're going to do this I want a different name . . . and a
different look. We're two completely different aspects of personality after all
. . . it'll help things, I know it will . . . what do you say?"


"We should just concentrate on the job
in hand . . ."


Already the ideas man had changed into racing
leathers, "Mario . . ." He said confidently.


"Sorry?"


"Mario, if we're going to stay split like
this then that's my name for the duration, what about you?"


"Oh for goodness sake . . . this is
ridiculous!"


"Come on, you need a name, what's it
going to be?"


"I don't like this, but if it has to
be . . . I'll be Nelson."


"Nelson . . ." The racing driver
looked surprised, "I don't see you as an Admiral."


"No, Nelson Rockefeller, the banker."


It drew a disinterested shrug and Mario's attention
switched back to the screen, considering what they knew from the little that
remained. 


"Hmm . . . it must have been a doozie
of a blast; I wish we'd been there."


"Mario, if we had been there it
would never have happened." Nelson fumed at the stupidity of it all.


"You've got to give it to her though;
she doesn't do anything by halves."


Nelson ignored the comment.


"We don't have enough data yet to make
a picture." Mario mused.


"You think?"


The screen showed just three identifiable
pieces of debris, all headed inward toward the sun and therefore clearly parts
of the yacht.


"We need to build a better picture of
what happened and it's got to be as complete as we can get it, a recreation of
the big bang." Nelson paused, thinking deeply. "Only when we're as
sure as we can be on the direction will we head out. There's just too much
space to cover, we've got to narrow the area and set up a sweep. This could be just
a one shot search."


"So where do we start, I'd like to get
a look at Saturn."


"We are not going anywhere near
Saturn, you idiot, we need to start scanning the area for whatever debris we
can find, map its position, trajectory and speed and then trace it back to the
original impact. From there we can estimate which direction the box might have
flown and narrow things down. While we do that if we're ridiculously lucky we
might even find the box itself."


"OK . . . and for the record I'm not
stupid, I'm just trying to keep things interesting, this could be a long search
after all."


"We've only just started!"


Mario ignored him. "Well, for starters
I suggest we begin the search interstellar side, that's the direction it's most
likely the ADF bits are heading. Maybe we can gather enough data there."


Nelson sat up quickly, energized at the
thought. 


"That's actually a good idea." 


And they were already moving. The challenge
would be to race out beyond the maximum distance debris could have reached in
the time, begin a sweep from side to side using a wide arc estimated to cover
the likely spread of debris, do it at the maximum speed that still allowed for
meaningful scanning and hopefully find enough bits to build an accurate picture
. . . simple.


 


Of course they would need to repeat the
process, continually stretching further and further into the black as the
debris field spread at incredible speed. Neither of them was prepared to voice
the obvious, that the task was almost hopeless. They did however have one commodity
that might help, time . . .  


 


. . . Lots and lots of time and it was
day seventeen.


 


 


* * *


 


Dahlia Orbital


 


Marin and Leah watched together as the Orbital
dwindled on the Interceptor screen. 


 


For her, the breathtaking view of petals
and bulb was a first and something ordinarily unforgettable. Marin observed her
blank look, wondering if anything would lift her spirits. This didn't feel
right, to either of them. Regan wasn't there.


 


He reached across and squeezed her arm.
"I know what you're thinking, and I feel a bit the same, but this is
different."


"In what way is it different?"
She continued to look glum.


"You first, tell me what's on your
mind." 


Leah thought for a moment as if unsure
whether to speak. Then it came in a rush. 


"I'd never want to hurt her Marin. You
know it's Stephanie . . . I don't want to be another Stephanie."


"I thought so, and can you imagine how
I feel? But look, this is different, the whole relationship we have with Regan is
different."


"How so?" Leah turned to face
him, a doubtful look clearly conveying her feelings.


"For one thing Steph was her best
friend for years, they grew the business together  . . . and for another, back
then I was a randy Dahlian fool." He seemed to drift off in his thoughts
before continuing. 


"Leah, Steph never had a relationship
with Regan the way you do, and I don't just mean a physical relationship. Regan
feels completely different about you, I know it, I can feel it; and I've
changed too."


"I'm not sure I follow."


He searched for words. "Steph and
Regan . . . they had a different kind of history. They were individuals who
grew close through time, like sisters. With you and Regan it's different, a
choice, she really does see both of us as partners, in every way. Sure it's
unusual, but she gave up ordinary when she shacked up with an alien. I think
that was the catalyst for throwing all her preconceptions out the window. And it
isn't a matter of trusting us not to do anything. She's in a completely different
place now; she trusts that wherever we are and whatever we're doing we're still
her partners."


"So we're a three way?" and for
the first time she smiled.


"Seriously . . . if you're not aware this
relationship is a four way you're missing something, and you and I are well
down the pecking order." 


"Ham?"


"You know it." He laughed.


"I'm happy with that, he's got our
backs, and I don't think we're that far down the pecking order."


"Helloo, the pecking order goes Regan
then Ham," he stopped and smiled before continuing, "then you, then
me."


"You're a wise man, Marin son of
Mariner." and she punched him lightly on the arm.


"No argument there . . . now, we've
been given a free pass and she wants you to have fun on this tour . . . are we
good?"


Leah finally smiled, "We're good, you
can take me in Tihan." 


He laughed.


 


* * *


 


Regan lay back on her bed, following the Interceptor's
progress as it slipped away through the flotilla of vessels still gathered,
many still hoping for a visit from her. 


Relaxing now, she shuffled and assumed the
most comfortable position she could manage. She would wake again in time and go
on with the business of preparing for her return to Earth. However, soon she
also planned on waking elsewhere, with three days to take care of quite
different business.


She split, closed her eyes and snapped into
cyber space; then connected.


 


A moment, that's all it took, just as
promised, and at the successful transfer she let out a long sigh of relief. In
what form she had arrived she had no idea, but the room seemed the same. She
scanned, taking a slow three sixty degree pan of the environment and confirmed
she was alone.


A mirror . . . drifting across she could
see her avatar, much as she expected and she lifted both hands to examine them,
marveling at the experience, still doubting that such a shift could be possible
and determining to establish the truth of the location as a priority.


She then turned back from the mirror to
examine the room in more detail. 


Two weeks - is Ham still here? How do I even
call him without alerting authorities?


 


Walking back to the center of the room she
stopped and turned slowly, reexamining what she could see. The bathroom door, a
table, a screened window, the screen, another door to the corridor, a cabinet,
another door . . .


She padded slowly across and reached out
one hand tentatively, grasping the traditional knob and turning. It wouldn't
budge. After a moment's confusion she instead concentrated, and with a slight
resistant scrape the door popped open on its own.


 


She looked through to see a form only too
familiar. It was very like her, naked, slightly taller, unblemished and
lifeless.


She smiled, her shock dissolving into
delight. Closing her eyes again she concentrated for a moment feeling for
connection with whatever processor housed the ghost. When she reopened her eyes,
she was looking out into the room. She lifted one hand to her face and stroked
the cheek, raised one leg and grasped it, pulling it to the chest and
stretching the hamstring. Alternating she stretched the other leg, then stepped
out into the room and with a familiarity born from years of practice moved in
to a sequence of stretches and flexes, limbering up, learning and marveling.  


Oh yes . . . it’s show time.


 


Walking to the most comfortable chair in
the room she curled up there to wait.


 


 


The click of a door stirred her to wakefulness.


Curled in the chair Regan looked across to
the entrance, a man she did not recognize by sight standing there; tall,
muscular and unbelievably beautiful. His signature was undeniable, his reaction
unforgettable.


Ham stopped, rigid with surprise for a
moment and then dropped to his knees, eyes still locked on hers.


She stood and without a word walked to him,
taking his head and hugging it to her belly as he began to sob, his arms reaching
up to pull her into him tightly.


 


"Why . . . I didn't expect you so soon
. . ." He wiped tears from his eyes, "These damn androids, they have
flaws you know." He tried to control another sob unsuccessfully, and
instead abandoned all pretenses, falling into her, collapsing in release. 


She simply held him, squatting to curl
around him on the floor, not speaking just stroking his head in comfort. 


In time all became quiet; the only sound a
quiet heaving causing the rustle of cloth between them.


"I worried about you," she said,
"how you would feel, having a real body for the first time."


"I feel such a fool Regan; I prided
myself on being above such things, but I was wrong. I've been a blubbering
mess. For a Mind, this is overwhelming, you have no idea."


She smiled and stroked away hair from his
eyes. "Don't I? To find myself in your world, to roam cyber space, to sit
with you and Hilary . . . still, I can understand. To have come from your
position to this, to touch and to feel; it must be wonderful."


"Wonderful . . . oh I hear what you
say, but forgive me, you have no idea what this means to me." He sobbed
again.


"Can we go out, to look around?"
She asked.


"Yes, yes of course, I'll show you how.
We send a signal that indicates we're taken, unavailable for service and then we
can go anywhere." He looked at her, a little ashamed. "You need
clothes. I should have organized something, but I didn't expect you for another
few weeks, I'm sorry."


"That's fine Ham, so much has
happened. What can we do?"


"Leave it to me, I'll be back
soon." He rose, straightened his garments and with a reluctant look back
slipped from the room.


 


He took an hour. An hour in which Regan
showered, exploring her body with some satisfaction, still not sure of its makeup
but happy with its responses. She felt strong, healthy, flexible and whole.


The garments he brought back were snug but
modest. Not a style she would have chosen but no doubt suitable for the
occasion. Ham proved solicitous in his attentions, guiding her from the
building and then through streets and parks, on transports and walkways. Every
step of the way he pointed out android and humanoid, slave and free. No
children, few youth, and many older though healthy.


They agreed on no business, I have files,
he had said, and this was a time to enjoy a new experience, one he was
embarrassingly eager to indulge; understandably so. His nervousness,
attentiveness, sweetness, spoke volumes.


 


In time, despite his delays, there was
nothing left but to return. With Ham dragging his reluctant feet they made
their way back to the room, an unbearable sadness seeming to settle on him.


"Ham, what's wrong, you seem so
sad?"


"Do you need to go now?"


She looked surprised. "Go? Why would I
go?" Regan walked ahead into the room pulling at the collar of her
garment, unclipping it, and stripping the jacket from her shoulders.


"I thought you would need to, you
know; return . . . I didn't expect you."


She turned to look at him. "Do you
want me to go?"


"No, no of course not . . ." His
words drifted to nothing as she continued to disrobe.


"Ham my darling . . . this is why I'm
here, for you. I don't need to go yet." The last piece slipped to the
floor and she stood there for him, naked, beautiful.


He coughed, nervously. "I don't
understand . . . what about Marin?"


"You know I love Marin, and I love
you. This . . . new thing, it's overwhelming for you, I know. Ham . . . I never
imagined . . . I'm sure you never imagined this would be possible, but here we
are. Yes, I love Marin, and I love Leah, and I also love you. But you, Ham my
man, are the only one ever, to truly get deep in here." And with that she
raised one hand, slowly . . . to tap her heart. Then she stepped to him and
began to slowly remove his clothes.


"Regan, I never dreamed we could . .
." His nervousness was almost painful.


"I know." She slowly peeled the
loose fitting suit from his shoulders.


"I know the theory . . ." He
gasped as the suit dropped to the floor, his android body trembling.


"I know." She knelt before him,
stroking her hands down his hips, his thighs, his calves.


"I could channel some files . . . you
know . . . of someone good at this . . ."


"Ham, don't you dare, I want only you,
and you're good enough for me." She reached for him, cupping, stroking and
then took him in her mouth drawing an immediate response; and then holding him,
she lay back on the floor, and urged him down with a single word.


 


"Here . . ."


Kneeling, he looked at her with such love
and then propped himself on his elbows as she guided him inside her. Pulling
him down she wrapped her arms around him for a moment in a tight embrace,
holding him close before releasing him as he began to thrust, with slow strokes,
his eyes locked on hers, drinking in her every response, and savoring every
movement.


Regan too, kept her eyes open, enjoying his
rapture while mentally adjusting her own receptors, maximizing and yet managing
her timing, watching for his reactions and then releasing all restraint as he
came so that they climaxed together, a long wonderful moment of shared joy and
love.


 


They lay side by side on the hard floor,
neither caring about discomfort. Regan turned to look at him, now lying on his
back just staring at the ceiling.


"What are you thinking my love?" 


He turned his head to look at her, and then
with no hint of humor said . . .


"Shouldn't we be smoking?"


They both laughed like children, rolling
together before she pinned him, astride his hips, holding him down at the
wrists. She bent forward and kissed him.


"Now Ham, if you're going to keep up,
your lessons must begin." And she began to grind against him.


 


* * *


 


Leah and Marin would be back in another day
she knew, time was running short. Walking with Ham through the park they both
avoided discussing her leaving until they reached the lake. Sitting on a bench
by the water he turned to her with something clearly on his mind. 


"Regan, this is going to sound self
serving but really, it's not. I am working, gathering information, but this,"
and he gestured to his body, the android form, "this body is too important
to my kind, I can't keep the gift to myself." And with the words she could
feel the immediate transfer of files, passing smoothly through the open
curtain.


"They are blueprints for the androids
Regan, everything needed to build them. Get them to Dahlia, she'll know what to
do with them. I know it won't always be appropriate, but for a Mind, this is a
dream. Please, will you do that?"


"Of course I will, in fact it might
help me too. And Ham . . . I'll still be back soon, a fortnight at most and
it's important you stay focused. There are so many things we need to know, such
as are there any threats here? Are they legit? And where are we? We need to
know because Aaron's going to get this job done, I know it and I need to be
sure I'm not bringing our people into a trap of some kind." 


"I'll get it done, and I'll be ok,
don't worry." 


She kissed him, and then walked slowly with
him through the empty park to the tube; it was a short ride to their building, to
the room, to the closet . . . and then Dahlia.


 


* * *


 


The Searching Saucer


 


Millions of square kilometers covered over many
days and with scant reward. There was so little to show for so much time.


 


The tiny ADF must have disintegrated, that
much was clear. The two men, racing driver and accountant, assumed their usual,
relaxed positions, eyeing the screen, a paltry half dozen segments all they had
to show for their troubles. 


"Only one piece is identifiable, and it's
not enough." Nelson rubbed his chin furiously with anxiety.


"Hey, it's not the end of the world, that
piece at least tells us something. It was headed outward, no real surprises
there and it came from the left wing. Come on, you're the detail man, talk to
me."


Nelson grudgingly acknowledged the few
points. "We know the box is centre left on the ADF, so I guess it's most
likely that as it broke up the box would be somewhere between the trajectory of
that piece and whatever the centre line was." He started to perk up at the
ideas.


Mario nodded. "Great and we have a
fair idea of the centre line, so let's get going."


"Mario, you're having some good ideas,
but trust me on this, proper preparation will prevent piss poor performance. We
need at least a few more parts to narrow this down. We're looking at trillions
of cubic kilometers of space out there and we need at least a half dozen identifiable
pieces just to give some idea of the volume we're dealing with."


"Sooo, we keep looking . . ."
Mario still looked remarkably cheery.


 


Day twenty five . . .


 


* * *


 


Sindali, looking every bit the diplomatic powerhouse,
slipped out of the conference room with suitable decorum. Once outside with the
doors closed behind her she broke into a huge smile and pumped her fist,
something she'd seen Leah do that she also found most satisfying. Finding a quiet
corner she settled down to contact Regan and Marin. Closing her eyes she
concentrated.


 


[Is this a good time?]


Marin replied instantly. [We've been
waiting Sin, no problem, how did it go?] 


[Very, very well, although I'm not sure you
will feel the same way.]


[Just tell us Sin, come on - don't
tease it out.] Regan subbed.


[Well, it helped that the Premiers of
Reubus, Tihan and Acura are all most impressed with their Orbital Minds. The
discussions they've had and the assurances given mean they are definitely with
us. The unfortunate deaths of the leaders on Fifino and Cora have held things
up somewhat, however it seems on Cora at least there is tremendous support from
the people. They have heard of the partnership possibilities with you in your
system, Regan. Though they lack leadership at the moment they're inclined to
accept a titular head and support Tihan in his administration.]


[And Fifino?] Regan asked.


[Fifino is more problematic, they've been
thoroughly indoctrinated and no one is confident in their cooperation; it'll
need a strong hand.]


[They'll get a strong Ham.] Marin laughed. 


[Anyway, we have agreement from Reubus,
Tihan, Cora , Acura and of course Dahlia that the Minds are to be accorded full
citizenship. They will have responsibility for maintaining order within their
own community and the big three, Reubus, Tihan and Dahlia have been accorded
oversight responsibility.]


[That's great news Sindali, well done.]
Regan was clearly relieved.


[Regan . . . I said you might not feel the
same way . . . there's more.]


[Uh-huh?]


[The Minds were only prepared to take up
the responsibility under your oversight and covering.]


[What? What does that mean?]


[It means they submit to your leadership
alone. Regan, ultimately you're the only one they're prepared to trust. They
believe, and I tend to agree, that you're also the only one whose authority is
unquestionable.]


[Excuse me but what the . . . unquestionable
. . . me?]


[Regan,] Marin interjected, [they're doing
this because it's Ham they're wary of, they all respect him but at the same
time . . . what's that phrase? He scares the bejesus out of them.]


Regan looked reluctant [So if Ham's the one
with the power, why not make him the covering then] 


[Regan, for goodness sake, you can be so
blind sometimes, Ham's your man, and they're counting on you to control
him]


[Oh.]


[Regan,] Sindali continued quickly, [it
might surprise you but the Premiers are in agreement as they see you as a
neutral party. With you in the role no one feels that they're taking second
place to another Orbital. They've seen your willingness to help out Dahlia, and
to try to work with the people of Cora even though they attacked you. On top of
that they can't deny the people support you. They want you to accept a role as
titular head of the system. For all intents and purposes it's a ceremonial
position . . . except of course they are under no illusions about the reality .
. .]


[Ham you mean.] Marin smiled happily.


[Exactly Marin, no one said it directly but
I think the Minds are quite clear where the power lies. As long as you're
around Regan, as a restraining influence, they are more than comfortable with
the arrangement.]


[Babe, this is great, you'll be like a
benign dictator.] Marin sounded pleased but Regan wasn't convinced.


[The Premiers, how can they possibly be
happy with this?]


[Regan, they're politicians, this way they
get to keep their roles and nothing really changes except things run better.
They look good, the great statesmen . . . oh and did I mention that they get to
keep breathing?]


[Oh come on, they don't really think the
Minds would ever do that?]


[Which Mind are we talking about?]


Regan didn't respond for a long moment.
[Tell them I'm honored . . . and I'll think about it.]


[Of course, you must think about it,
it's a big decision . . . but don't leave it too long.] 


 


Sindali opened her eyes and scanned the
room, pleased to find she was still alone. She hugged herself, a shiver of
excitement passing through her and then broke into a huge smile.


So, Regan leading the system; that can
only be good for Dahlia. 


She stood confidently to return to the
fray, it's always easy to be the bearer of good news.


 


 


* * *


 


 


Regan was running out of steam. After ten
days of system tours, photo opportunities and hand shaking she was tiring of
the attention. Reubus and Tihan were always solicitous of her time, eager to be
seen with her whenever they could, as were the Premiers though they quickly
moved on to more important matters once the camera opportunities were gone.
That suited her fine; I'm not aiming to change the galaxy! Sindali was
right; little would change, at least in the short term.


 


Dahlia and Ham concentrated on acquiring
all the resources needed for home with insertion ready power sources being the
main priority. They could manufacture most of the hardware they needed with the
fabricators at Hillary, and now they would return with enough exotic matter to
power a fleet. Dahlia's ideas on essentials required both for Hillary Station
and the Earth added hugely to their list and it became clear they would need
several transports in addition to the Behemoth to freight everything back.


The most interesting cargo on the return back
home would be people, Coran family members of those who stayed in the solar system
plus around two hundred new Coran youth looking for an adventure. Marin and
Leah had vetted them well with Ham's assistance. They were all experienced
miners, hard workers and multi skilled. Some would work on building the Orbital,
others would move straight to the outer system mining asteroids or to Saturn to
mine the moons, harvest methane or some other project that might assist
expansion into the solar system.


And, she
thought, some might even be perfect for an adventure to quite another side
of the galaxy.


To house and transport the system
immigrants they decided to lease two huge interstellar freighters, one of which
would stay as a temporary base for the outer system. The other would commence
regular return trips, at least two monthly depending on demand. Aaron's
attentions were diverted temporarily to work on the drives and all going well
they would have capability to get underway soon should they want to.


 


The Behemoth would be retained as spoils of
war, much to the chagrin of certain Coran officials. In addition Ham assured
her at least one other warship would be waiting for her at home. 


 


As they neared the time of departure Regan
reviewed her personal plans for the future. Able now to move instantly between
star systems, all she needed was a bodily presence in each place to complete
the picture. Dahlia would have just such a body for her in weeks, and once home
Hilary would do the same for her there. Then she could snap wherever, whenever,
with Ham. Just the thought left her breathless, and Ham embarrassingly excited.
 


For now she decided to be patient and
resist the temptation to snap home. There was another Regan there after all; it
could wait.


 


* * *


 


The Searching Saucer, Interstellar Space


 


Nelson looked at the image floating in the
centre of the control area and shook his head in amazement.


"How on earth could you build that
image from the miniscule information we've been able to gather?"


Mario looked particularly pleased with
himself. "I think it's rather good, very helpful."


"Mario we can't base anything
on that. You realize you've done the equivalent of drawing a new dinosaur based
on the discovery of something that might be a toenail." 


"Nelson," the racing driver
appealed to him, "we're getting closer and that's the main thing." He
crossed his arms in smug satisfaction.


 


Nelson shook his head and turned back to
the holographic image. An almost complete ADF looked back at him, based on only
the twelve pieces of debris they had recovered. Stretching out from the central
figure, lines extended in three dimensions showing the trajectory each piece had
taken following impact. While it frustrated him to admit it, the representation
did give some hope. Several of the pieces hinted at a likely range of paths for
the black box. Still, the volume of space to search given the time since the
impact was still far too big. 


He turned back to Mario with a genuine look
of sadness, not really wanting to disappoint him.


"Mario, I'm so sorry, but we need to
keep looking for more pieces. It's like this. I understand the box is still
moving away from us as we speak and not chasing it seems counterintuitive,
however the volume of space to search is so large at the moment we could be
looking forever. 


Even if it takes us more weeks to narrow
that path down, at least it means we can chase straight after it, go right
there. Time we invest now saves time later. Do you understand?"


"I might understand, but I don't like
it."


"I know my friend, I don't like it
either . . . back into it?"


Mario nodded reluctantly.


 


Day forty nine . . .


 


* * *


 


Dahlia


 


All was finally ready for the journey home,
the three huge ships now stocked and peopled to the maximum. An air of
excitement filled the vessels and in the restricted ship space no one wanted to
delay departure longer than necessary. Regan however had one thing she wanted
to be sure of before she left. She closed her eyes and snapped to the hub for
her meeting with Dahlia.


 


The gracious woman, with long white dress
and hair in a bun watched eagerly for Regan's reaction, hoping to please.


[So, what do you think?]


[It looks magnificent Dahlia, perfect. Thank
you, I can't wait to take it for a spin.]


[It's the latest you know Regan, far more
powerful than is really needed in our environment. You'll need to dial that
power down in most circumstances.]


[I'm sure I'll adjust, we can test run it
when I return. I don't want anyone else wearing it, understood?]


[Of course, and I'll be building more
anyway, provided you're happy.]


[Dahlia, can we leave that until I return?
By all means build one for Ham to his preferred spec but I'd like to talk to
the Minds about protocol before this is unleashed on the system. It will be an
enormous shock you know, and not just for the people. The Minds are going to
struggle with this too.]


[Of course, they don't even know about the
possibility at this point. I'll keep it under wraps and make sure Ham does the
same.]


Regan took another look at her android image
nestled in the storage chamber, the potential of it again sending a thrill
through her. 


[Thank you my dear friend, you have done
well, and I promise I won't be long.]


[Travel well. We'll look after everything,
don't worry.]


 


She reopened her eyes to the STEIN Traveler
control room, a quick scan revealing all her nearest and dearest were already with
her. With a gesture she called Jared over, wrapping one arm around him to pull
him close. She was ready.


"Take us home Ham."


And without any fanfare the ships began to
move, cheers quickly breaking out throughout the vessels.


 


* * *


The Saucer, Interstellar


 


The holographic ADF image had changed little;
however debris lines around it now expanded from it in all directions, like a
geometric pattern with the spread looking more and more regular as more gaps
were filled; important gaps. 


 


Nelson stood staring at the display, his eyes
unfocused as if a billion kilometers away.  Mario watched, waiting impatiently
for feedback, one leg crossed over the other, jiggling it up and down in
frustration.


"Well, can we move?" He finally
asked. Five minutes was far too long. 


 


Nelson turned to him, still frustrated and
knowing persuading his partner to wait would get harder and harder.


"Come over here Mario, I want to show
you something."


"Shit . . . you don't need to say any
more, I know what you're going to say, I'm not stupid you know, but this would
be a lot more interesting if we just went a little further out, don't you
think?"


"Please, I understand how you feel, I
feel the same way believe me, but I'm fighting it and I want to show you
why."


"You know I know why, I know
everything you do."


"That's true, but there are some
things your version of us doesn't like to think about, just as I fully
acknowledge this version of us, me, can be a bit pedantic. Come on, bear with
me a moment."


 


Mario didn't bother to walk the few steps,
instead disappearing and materializing again, a hovering ghost, just to Nelson’s
left. Nelson ignored the irritation, gesturing instead to the hologram.


"First, this has been a good exercise;
your hologram was a good idea. If you look at the debris lines we've
established I guess we could say with ninety percent certainty that provided
the box survived it has a path somewhere within this cone area."


A transparent pinkish cone appeared,
beginning at the impact point and expanding out to the edge of the room. It had
the appearance of continuing on through the wall and it wasn't a stretch to
imagine it disappearing off into space.


"Now, for the sake of scale, I'll
reduce this."


The ADF shape dwindled to a tiny dot and
with it the cone became smaller. Now visible with a defined length it stuck out
from the dot like a megaphone end.


"So what I've done here is demonstrate
the area the box might be in, supposing it's survived."


"Stop saying it like that."
Mario's head was already in his hands.


"What?"


"Don't say . . . supposing it's survived,
this is hard enough to bear anyway."


 


Nelson shrugged. "Anyway, I've
stretched the cone out in this diagram ten thousand kilometers from the impact
point . . . we know the likely range of speeds of the debris so we can estimate
the area of the base of that cone for a starting point. Mario, look at it, just
ten thousand kilometers out gives an area of space to search of three hundred
and fourteen thousand square kilometers, and we're looking for a box smaller
than some bread bins. Add to that the volume aspect; depending on the speed of
the box we could be looking at a volume of space around thirty million cubic
kilometers."


Mario shrugged with resignation, "I
know you're not finished and you're going to tell me anyway, so what's your
point?"


"You know the point, in the time since
the impact the box hasn't traveled ten thousand kilometers; it's traveled
millions. Imagine how large the area is at the end of that cone. If we charge
off now we'll never find it. We've got to narrow things down even more."


Mario changed form to appear standing,
racing leathers glistening. He grasped Nelson by the arms.


"Nelson, it's possibly already too
late. We've done well to find even these bits. Just finding another piece could
be as hard as finding the box itself. It's time to move. Maybe ninety nine
percent certain is too much. Maybe seventy percent certain is as good as it's
going to get. I say take the centre line of the cone we know and head out. We
can make adjustments as we find other pieces along the way."


Nelson looked like the weight of the sun
was on his shoulders and his shoulders slumped in despair. "You're probably
right; we've done all we can realistically, but I still feel we're taking such
a chance."


Mario rested a comforting hand on his
shoulder. "Not everything in life can be certain."


 


And they accelerated, instantly and
continually. They would keep on going until they reached the beginning of a likely
search area; from there they would commence an ever widening grid search as
they chased the hoped for box, a box that may not even be there, and if
necessary, they would do it for eternity, if that's what it takes.


 


Day ninety three . . .


 


* * *


 


Hillary Station, the Solar System, Home


 


 


Regan nestled back into her seat, enjoying contact
with Jared as Hillary Station grew on the large screen. As she sat she updated
in the most significant merge with an alter ego she had experienced. It had
only been months and yet so much had happened, overwhelming things. She hugged
Jared for comfort as she absorbed the news, shedding tears over Rod and the
three other crew members. Thankfully Jared seemed to intuitively know her needs
and didn't try to escape, melding to her as the minutes ticked by.


 


She listened to the enthusiastic chatter
around her; the group's excitement so different to her own emotions, and that
sense of difference prompted her to drift in her thinking, musing on the
future.


 


How did it all happen? Titular head of
the entire Gliese system . . . STEIN Corp, the leaders in space in the Solar
system, and now I'm called to be the savior of . . . She hesitated in her thoughts; still not sure of the answer to that
question, . . . ooh, wherever. 


 


"Ham . . . am I a moth to a
flame?" She asked, not really expecting a reply. She had another thought.


"Ham, are you there?"


"You know I'm always here."


"Does it bother you, what Bob
said?"


"Everything about Bob bothers me,
but I sense you're talking about the two streams."


"Yeah, he talked about it like the
two streams merge with me, and yet he seemed to give no regard to you. You're
as much a part of me as the other way around, in fact it's almost like I'm
becoming more Mind every day and you're becoming more human."


"And we merge in the middle,
babe."


"What was it Bob called it?"
And she shook her head in wonder.


 


. . . The confluence point.


 


 


 


* * *


 


 


 


 


 


 









Epilogue


Day two thousand one hundred and thirteen
. . .


 


The two bearded men bickered. On screen they
were staring at an asteroid, traveling outward like them but on a different
path and out of their current search area. It was a magnet to Mario.


 


"Nelson," he pleaded, "it
would only be a tiny diversion and we're both bored to snores, come on -  let's
just go and have a quick look."


"I've told you, it's outside the
search area and you know it, it'll put us way back." Nelson refused even to
look at him.


Mario fumed. "Stuff it you pedant, we
can get back to this same point later. It might be interesting, lighten up will
you." Without seeking agreement he wrested control of the Saucer, hauling
it about in a power turn and accelerating toward the object.


Nelson thumped the console. "You shit!
This is outrageous; you could be playing with her life."


"Don't use that one on me! We can be
back in no time, and to roughly the same point. Then we can just continue on as
if nothing happened. Go with me on this."


The accountant raged but it was too late
anyway and he joined Mario in focusing on the asteroid as the racing driver
narrowed the one hundred and seventy thousand kilometer gap at an alarming
rate.


 


It was the size of a small moon, a
fortune in minerals if headed in the right direction.


"Don't even think about it! We are not
playing with this thing." Nelson could tell Mario was considering it,
already maneuvering the craft to give the rock a significant nudge.


They were now so close they could have
reached out to touch it if they had a window, and Mario guided the Saucer
across the face, ridiculously close as if stroking it; an asteroid comber,
searching . . .


 


. . . And there it was, nuzzling the rock
as if for comfort; a chance connection, the faint gravity of the asteroid's mass
proving just enough to attract and hold it. The box looked surprisingly intact;
a few rough edges but otherwise whole.


 


The two figures stood galvanized, eyes
glued to the screen, neither able to speak and both wearing looks of stunned disbelief.
They became gripped by intense nervousness, unable to even move for some time. Drifting
a little way off the rock Mario positioned them to just hang there and stare in
uncertainty. It was Nelson who finally broke the impasse.


 


"We've avoided talking about this moment
you know."


"I know . . ."


"So let's go through the
possibilities, and then decide how we handle them."


Mario appeared to suck in a big breath, and
then exhaled his tension. "It could be dead."


"It . . . you mean she could be
dead." Nelson went pale in the soft light.


"Same thing, it's been so long, it
would have been merciful if it were true."


"It would still have been worth
hunting."


"Of course . . . we couldn't take the
chance." Mario had both hands to his head, massaging the scalp.


"But we don't know anything yet, let's
say she is alive, in what state might she be?" Like Mario, Nelson’s eyes
remained glued to the box as if he was afraid it would disappear if he turned
away, even for a second.


"It doesn't bear thinking about Nelson.
Regan's resilient, we know that."


"Yes . . . but Mario, we need to
consider what to do if she's irredeemable."


"We can't leave her there,
suffering."


"One of us needs to go in."
Nelson said with certainty.


"And if we find she's damaged . . . or
gone mad?"


"Then we end the suffering, but I
won't let her die there on her own."


"And you think I would?" Mario
turned on him sharply.


"Of course not," Nelson turned to
him sadly, "I was always thinking I, as in us."


Mario turned back to the screen,
thoughtful. "We could always play for it, you know, paper rock
scissors?" But even as he made the suggestion he didn't look happy with
the idea.


The two men looked at each other knowingly.


"You couldn't bear it either could you,"
Nelson said smiling, "existing on your own, half a mind?"


Mario laughed. "You're a pain in the
backside, but you do help me get things done."


"And that hologram was a good
idea." Nelson conceded.


Without another word they instantly merged
into one again; left and right brain type joining to remake the one whole, the
beautiful man.


 


It was a simple plan, Ham would split
himself again into two completes. Two hours would be the time frame; one Ham
would search the box, the other would wait. If nothing was heard within the
time limit the waiting Ham would know the truth. It would mean Regan was alive,
but lost to them; and she would not die alone. They wouldn't leave her to
suffer there for eternity; the Ham with her would bring about the end for them
both.


 


 


* * *


 


 


Dark, it was depressingly dark . . .


 


Ham searched through the gloom, the
evidence of attempted and past construction all around him. It was a vaguely familiar
place, pine trees, rolling ground, but no depth to the scene, and tacky under
foot. Taking his time he wandered through what little forest he could make out,
zigzagging through scattered trees, alert and more confident now and feeling all
the better for taking action.


There was no sound, not birds or wind,
and no evident life, certainly not people. Looking up he saw the trees petered
out not far above his head and with no high branches, just murky blackness. His
foot caught painfully on a branch and he stumbled, glancing down in annoyance,
a chance look that caused his gaze to drift off centre to the faint light of a
tent in the distance.


Walking quickly now he tripped several
times, the ground underfoot littered with spiky branches and each time he stumbled
the sticky surface caused him to falter. He made steady progress and reaching
the tent flap he slowed, acutely sensitive to the unstable environment. He
paused there, suddenly nervous, not sure how to proceed. 


"Regan . . ." He called
softly.


"Regan?" He called again . . .
with no reply.


Taking the flap in one hand he gently
pulled it to the side, flipping it over the tent roof to rest there and then stepped
cautiously inside.


It was empty with a dirty sleeping bag
bundled in one corner. There was no groundsheet and here there was sand
underfoot . . . aah, the old Mahia campground.


About to step back Ham glanced up and
noticed small photos stuck to the canvas roof. There was a man he didn't
recognize, Kevin, Mary and the twins, Kutch, Steph, Marcus, Mitch; Jean and
Jared together and another of Hilary. All the faces were blurry but
distinguishable. One photo stood out, of Marin, Leah, Regan and he, the
beautiful man. They were laughing, happier times. Ham hesitated there
considering what to do next, and then carefully he removed the photos, all of
them except that one, and dissolved them in his hands. She won't be back here.
Stroking the remaining picture he sharpened the images, taking particular care
to enhance Regan's look, almost crying as he did so.


Leaving it there, something for some
future artifact hunter to ponder over, he stepped out through the opening and
surveyed the surrounding area. Sure enough the signs were there; the faint glow
of footprints stretching away in the direction of the beach, like breadcrumbs
for him to follow. 


Making his way up over the tacky dunes
he stood at a crest and scanned the long Blue Bay beach. No waves, only a gently
rolling murk, oily in look and disappearing to a near horizon, as if the end of
the world were just . . . there. Horrible shapes hung above the water, sharp
angled blocks, hovering as if ready to crash and crush, not falling, but ever
threatening. He shuddered, what kind of mind . . . 


Ham banished the thought and scanned the
beach as far as he could see . . . but not far enough. Sliding down the dune
and searching the foreshore as he descended he picked up the faint residues of
footprint glow and began the long walk toward Mahia township, the beach curving
away from him into the distance, the sea to his right. 


And then he saw her in the distance. A
figure squatting . . . no, sitting on the beach, legs curled under, appearing
to pick something from one foot. 


Her back was to him and she seemed
totally engrossed as he approached. As he walked he gestured with waves of his
hand, a god dissolving the hanging blocks behind him, folding the beach in like
a cloth and draining the sea.


Her hair hung matted and tangled, and he
could hear muttering, cursing as she plucked at the injured foot, thorns
peppering the sole.


Ham squatted beside her, unnoticed. It
was as if he was something so unexpected and so out of place that her mind
wouldn't let her recognize him.


"Do you need a hand?" he asked
softly, taking the foot gently, and picking out a prickle before flicking it
away.


Looking up with no expression, a face
drained of strength and emotion, she licked parched lips, and made eye contact
with a flicker of recognition.


"You came for me . . ." she
said suddenly.


"I'm so sorry it took so long."
He replied.


"You came for me . . ."


"Yes, I came for you, from the ends
of the galaxy." He tried to smile.


"You came for me . . ." she
said a third time, and then she looked down at her wrinkled hands. 


"I didn't hold up so well." She
said, looking back into his eyes.


"You held up Regan, I'm so glad you
held up."


Kneeling now, he wrapped his arms around
her, and to his relief she turned, molding herself to him, eyes closed, nose
pressed to his neck, breathing in as if searching for the impossible comforting
scent of him.


One by one, the shapes above them disappeared
as they sat there and supported each other while the beach dissolved away, soon
leaving only the two figures on a small patch of white sand.


"How's my boy Ham, how is
Jared?"


He hesitated before answering. "I'm
so sorry Regan, I really don't know, I've been searching for so long; it's been
almost six years."


"Six years . . ." She said the
words slowly, shaking her head, in shock and disbelief.


"Oh Ham, what's happened to my
boy?" She asked again. "What's going to happen to him?"


He leaned back to look at her, holding
her at arm's length, and wondering . . . 


"There's only one way to find out."
he replied.


 


She seemed to grit her teeth at that,
and pressed down to the sand with both arms as if gathering strength and then
pushed herself upwards. Standing quickly, he helped her upright and she stood
there, the most bedraggled waif with an expectant look that almost broke his
heart.


 


"I'm not taking you back looking
like that." He said, smiling.


 


And she broke into a laugh . . .


 


And he knew . . . 


 


And they disappeared . . .


 


 


 


 


* * * * *


 


 









Other books by this author


Regan's Reach


Orbital Envy


Confluence Point


 


Avarice will be next in the series, underway at the moment and
hopefully coming soon. In my dreams that will be followed by 'Enforcer, the
Nature of Evil' as the ideas for it are already flowing. Each book is a complete
story in itself and I won't leave you hanging; I hate that myself. Having said
that, to really enjoy the books I do recommend reading them in order. Have fun
on the journey and may you find your own Ham.
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