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What exactly is the Free Terran Commonwealth? Well, the dictionary definition is simple: it’s the largest nation of Explored Space. It controls 464 systems containing 123 living worlds, including Earth. It is a representative republic that originally formed as a loose alliance of the United States and westernized nations with similar-styled governments. The original partners were English-speaking nations and Japan, though later this enlarged to most democratic nations with market economies. To this day many nations on Earth refuse to join.


  But to actually define the Commonwealth is a difficult thing. Initially it was thought to be the apotheosis of human civilization. In centuries past, people had a vision of a human future where all of the species were united in one powerful super-state. They assumed that we would need to be so to deal with the numerous “alien” species we would encounter. To us the thought of a non-human intelligence, or life not derived from Earth, seems ludicrous. But at the time, they had no idea of the emptiness of the galaxy and seriously expected to find other sentient species out there. And remember, before the Exodus the only human nation exploring space was the Free Nations Commonwealth, its name at the time. So the thought of one dominant human state ruling the stars wasn’t all that outrageous. But once cheap knock-offs of jump drives and terraforming nanobots became available, history began to repeat itself. People not wanting to be Terrans set up their own nations and promptly began fighting, trading, scheming…all the great stuff humans do. The Commonwealth, heavily based on the old American Constitution, began to play the role America or Britain had once played on Old Earth. It was the superpower, surrounded by nations that feared it, distrusted it, and inevitably misunderstood it…


  -Lecture given to students at New Michigan Institute of Technology by Professor Alejandro Ross, NMIT Recorded Lecture Series—Volume XXVIII, 2498


  




Prologue

  


  
Hartell Resort, Venus, Free Terran Commonwealth


  Standard Date 4/18/2506


  “Who is ‘Big Vena’ anyway?” Rex Vahl asked. He stared at his beer bottle. A buxom woman with blond hair, clad in a sheer red robe that almost revealed her fun parts, graced the label. She had two mugs, filled to overflowing, in her hands. Big Vena.


  “You kidding me?” said the bartender.


  Rex raised his eyebrows in a plaintive look. The bartender was a youngish-looking fellow, with trendy stubble and greased-back hair.


  “Vena, Venus, Aphrodite, goddess of love?” the man prompted.


  “Makes sense,” Rex replied in that relaxed tone that a good buzz brings. “Thank you.”


  He spun from the bar, walking down the beach. It was an odd beach, he thought for a moment, until he remembered that it wasn’t a beach at all. It was a lawn with chaise lounge chairs on it, ending in a sea cliff some fourteen hundred feet high. A railing had been built to keep drunken tourists from going over the edge to the very beachless sea below.


  A memory flitted through his head. The beach had been inside, around the giant lagoon-like wave-pool with the water slides and the screaming kids. He smiled at that, remembering the little boy who’d proudly proclaimed that he would go down the waterslide backward and then did just that. He’d been there yesterday, in the little section they set aside for adults. There had been a bar there too, a little one where every drink had an umbrella and the bartender had worn a bikini. That bar-keep hadn’t been stubbly or male.


  He had had a beer, ogled the bartender more than he should have, and then picked up the young mother sitting next to him. In truth she had done all the picking up, aggressively so. He remembered her going on about how her husband, who had promised to take them away some place nice, had stayed behind on Earth to work a case for some law firm in Stockholm. Had he been in a better place in his life, Rex probably would have had some qualms about picking up a married woman, but naughtiness and resignation had prevailed. They’d enjoyed a romp in her room while her kid scampered around with the day-care group. Was that the same kid who’d gone down the water-slide? No. He was pretty sure she’d mentioned a daughter.


  He wondered if he should try to contact her. As he found a chaise close to the edge, he thought better. People like that wanted a wild memory, something that made them feel like a rebel inside while living an otherwise ordinary life. Wild memories were best done quickly, with a clear-cut beginning-middle-and-end. Much more than that and you got angry husbands knocking on your door and lawyers subpoenaing you to testify in divorce proceedings. Well, that’s what Lieutenant Sampers at Annapolis had always told him.


  Rex’s own tenure as a lieutenant hadn’t involved as much colorful advice as old Lieutenant Sampers’ had. Whereas Sampers had told them, just before first liberty, that “a condom now saves you child-support later,” Rex had usually just told his men to keep their stations clean and not look at porn on the networks while on duty. Ensign Jin hadn’t listened to that last part and now was on some forgotten station in a dead system, spending his days checking radiation levels and staring mindlessly at the great void. Given the tediousness and solitude of such assignments, Ensign Jin was probably looking at more internet porn now than ever before.


  That might be preferable to what awaits you…


  “Enjoying the view, Vahl?” an irritatingly familiar voice asked.


  Rex grunted an affirmative. It was a nice view. The sea cliffs formed a Y-shaped fjord. Well, not a true fjord. Venus has never seen a glacier, even after humanity had remade its surface into something tropical and fun and filled with elephants. He supposed there might be some ice in the higher mountains, but he didn’t really know. He’d been here for two months and only knew what the welcoming hologram blurb had told him.


  The planet went from tropical to temperate. There were no ice caps. The planet’s rotation had been sped up to create a twenty-five hour day. You couldn’t live within six hundred miles from the equator due to extreme heat. The sun rose in the west. Mount Maxwell was the tallest peak and one of the few places that saw snow. Aurora borealis happened pretty much every night. Most people in the tropical regions went nude to beat the heat. Well that last part hadn’t been in the brochure, it had just been whispered to him mischievously by about a dozen hotel workers.


  Whatever the fjord was properly called, the resort town of Hartell stood at the end of a promontory, where the two prongs of the ‘Y’ merged into one. The cliffs shrank below a thousand feet of height as the fjord stretched west, declining until they disappeared some six hundred miles away, where the Hartell Fjord reached the ocean. All of it looked brighter than normal, too. Venus was only sixty-some million miles from its star. No other world had been terraformed that close. The sun loomed overhead: large, inescapable, and fantastic for tanning. An albino would be bronze here...or very sun-burned, he wasn’t sure how exactly that would work.


  “Don’t worry,” the newcomer finally continued, sitting in a chaise a few feet to his left. “You won’t have to suffer this exile for much longer.”


  “Don’t rush on my account, Mr. Jones,” Vahl replied, finishing off the beer and dropping the bottle on the grass. He wondered for the hundredth time what the name of the guy next to him actually was.


  “Your account—funny, we seem to be the ones paying for it,” Jones said with a laugh.


  “Did they cut the super-secret undercover spy budget again? I don’t follow politics much.”


  “They found a ship for you, lieutenant,” Jones said, handing over a piece of electronic paper. Vahl held the transparent, semi-rigid sheet of plastic in his hand. A small projection device the length of a cigarette and a fifth as thick sat at the top of the page. It projected figures onto the sheet. Sure enough the image of a spacecraft sat there, a piece of crap spacecraft.


  “Is this a Dariel Model 17?” Vahl asked incredulously.


  “No, it’s a 17-J,” Jones chuckled.


  “So you want me to cross the Chaos Quarter, infiltrate a region of space that nobody has ever returned from, and do it in an obsolete piece of crap that most people wouldn’t accept as a gift?! Look, if the commodore wants to kill me there are easier ways,” Vahl spoke.


  Jones smiled and said, “It’s being rebuilt for your assignment.”


  Vahl scowled and examined his new home. It didn’t look like much; cargo ships rarely did. Its main hull was three box forms welded to one another, studded with hard-edged rectangular structures that obscured its basic shape. The rear-most of the “boxes” was the largest, forming a respectable cargo bay. A set of pylons near the middle sat ready for weapons. A larger set near the back, extending from the port and starboard sides, held two massive, multi-directional engines. The dimensions were marked clearly on the electronic paper: 210 feet long, 70 feet wide through the body, extending to 130 feet of width with the engines taken into account, and 80 feet high. It was larger than a fighter, larger than most corvettes, but not even a third the length of a Commonwealth frigate. And they were the lightest ships in the fleet!


  He scrolled down, new figures filling the page. His eyebrows perked up. Thirty millimeter Juno cannons. Light pulse cannon. Rakehell “Rake” light anti-ship missiles. A trio of auto-tracking defensive turrets. Tanager close-in defense missiles. Decent jump drive. Standard steel armor impregnated with military-grade non-Newtonian liquids. All in all, his piece of crap ship had quite a respectable load-out.


  “What about funds? Traders need to buy goods to trade, and I’ll need a crew.”


  “You get a quarter million a year for expenses plus a lieutenant’s salary. Get to hire your own crew,” Jones informed him.


  “Per year?! How long are you expecting me to be out there?” the lieutenant asked.


  “Hard to say. The Non-Aligned Quarter is a big place to cross,” Jones said as he got up from the chaise. “Could take a while.”


  “Seriously, if the commodore wants me dead—”


  “He does, unofficially of course,” Jones replied. “But killing somebody would lead to a trial and then he’d probably lose his pension, his office, all the perks. Loaning you out to us is much cleaner.”


  “You actually think I’ll last a year in the Chaos Quarter?” Vahl asked.


  Jones shrugged, a bemused grin on his face, “Stranger things have—”


  “All right!” Vahl snapped. He glowered for a moment. “When does it arrive?”


  “Next Tuesday,” Jones said. “Scalas Station, Dock 117.”


  “Fine,” Vahl sighed. Jones began to walk away when the lieutenant shouted, “Please tell the commodore that if his son actually paid attention he wouldn’t be dead! The boy was a screw-up!”


  Jones paused and then continued without looking back. Vahl turned back to the view, dropping the sheet next to his empty beer bottle. He picked up the bottle, seeing if he had missed any.


  “Need another?” a vaguely familiar voice asked.


  He turned his head and stared at a bikini bottom that molded itself to nicely rounded hips. A see-through wrap clung to them, teasing him. His eyes trailed up, seeing his bed-mate from the night before. Chestnut hair fell in a “U” shape around her face, framing it nicely. Rex noticed, for what may have been the first time, that she had brown eyes. Trailing down, he saw two drinks in her hands, both with little umbrellas.


  “Hubby hasn’t shown up yet?” he asked.


  “Says ‘he’ll never make partner if he skips out on a case this big,’” she mimicked.


  “Screwing his secretary?”


  “Boss, I think,” she replied. “He always had a thing for older women.”


  Rex patted his lap eagerly.


  “Well, have a seat then,” he replied.


  She smirked, “My daughter gets back from the movie in two hours. You really want to spend it looking at the view?”


  He couldn’t really argue with that logic. He just prayed it would be worth the subpoena.


  


Only teachers and diplomats and people who aren’t any fun at parties call it the “Non-Aligned Quarter.” Everybody calls it the “Chaos Quarter” because that’s what it is! It’s the Wild West on steroids, or rather it’s what people imagine the west of nineteenth-century America to be, combined with the “glorious” age of pirates, the Chinese warring states period, and any other hectic period of Earth’s past.


  Ironically it is this way because the region of space now known as the Chaos Quarter was the number one destination of people fleeing the Commonwealth. Too many people tried to build nations here, leading to such cut-throat competition that no centralization has occurred. No state has grown to dominance. Instead, in this roughly circular region of space, maybe 120 light-years across, depending on your definition, we get tiny states battling tooth-and-nail with each other. We get states that are lucky to control an entire planet, with few strong enough to rule a whole system. We get bands of pirates, warlords, religious fanatics, and basically every crazy you can think of fighting to protect an asteroid, a dead moon, or even an empty patch of space where they like to park their ships. As one would expect in such a disorganized place, technology lags, and life lives up to its reputation of being “…nasty, brutish, and short.”


  Ironically it was those who settled on the periphery of this space that had the room and freedom to develop. They became the more stable civilizations of explored space, their nations forming two sweeping arcs, like archipelagos, that surround the Quarter. They were no better or worse than residents of the Quarter, no saner or crazier; they just didn’t have to spend every minute fighting to stay alive. But lest we get too carried away with the negatives of the Quarter, we must remember this: there are over one hundred thousand star systems within the Chaos Quarter. And for every pirate roving space looking for plunder, there are a dozen everyday people, living on a planet or a structure colony, toiling away just like the rest of us…


  -Lecture given to students at New Michigan Institute of Technology by Professor Alejandro Ross, NMIT Recorded Lecture Series—Volume XXVIII, 2498


  




Igbo System, Kingdom of Igbo, Chaos Quarter

  


  Standard Date 10/28/2506


  Rex gazed lazily at the world below. The locals called it Igbo. Both the world and its solar system went by that name. This particular world was home to the Kingdom of Igbo. There were two planets between it and the system’s star, both dead rocks, neither apparently controlled by this mighty “kingdom.”


  The outer gas giants and their moons were owned by a motley collection of petty tyrants, pirates, pettier tyrants, and some curiously violent Buddhist cultists. Every system seemed to have those, though they weren’t always Buddhist. Heck, half of the zealot faiths hiding out in the sticks had never been heard of on Earth. So far the best bunch he’d come across had believed that Zeus had hidden a ring of magic power on their moon to keep it safe from the Great Demon of the Dreamtime. They hadn’t found said ring yet, but they had to protect the moon from those who would misuse the ring’s mighty powers. Zeus would accept nothing less. He’d left them to their devices, idly wondering where he could buy whatever it was they were smoking.


  The huge asteroid belt, at a billion miles from the sun, was a vast battle zone of competing miners, with corporations, nations, independent diggers, and more pirates slugging it out. The Igbo system, like every other system he’d visited so far, was the Quarter in microcosm: factions, chaos, and widespread violence.


  He’d jumped in about four hundred million miles from the sun, some three hundred million miles from the planet. Fortunately for him the part of the system he’d jumped into had been pretty empty. Some of the angry Buddhists had shown up in their homemade junkers, looked at his weapons for a bit, and then gone off to look for easier prey. He’d gotten to the planet without blasting or bribing anybody.


  His ship’s computer flashed data on the screen before him, breaking him from his gaze. Sitting on the bridge of his ship, the screen gave the impression that he was looking out a window at the world below. In reality it was a giant screen hooked to external cameras, giving him the view he would have seen had there actually been a giant window in front of him. Nobody would ever build a ship with such a window though, as it would be a perfect target for anybody trying to blast you out of existence. His computer flashed the data in translucent green letters right over the view. A female voice with an Australian accent spoke the words to him. Six months in this bucket and he still expected the computer to say “g’day mate” at a moment’s notice.


  “Planet of Igbo. Two detected space stations. Various satellites in orbit. No defensive satellites detected. Locally produced fighter craft sixty thousand miles starboard, ten thousand miles dorsal. Oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. Estimated 64 percent ocean. Eleven continents noted. Numerous large islands. No natural satellites. 101 percent Earth-sized...Incoming transmission. Open channel?”


  “Go ahead,” he spoke to the empty bridge.


  “—ention approaching vessel, please transmit your beacon code and identification. I repeat, attention approaching—” a voiced blared over his comm.


  “I hear ya,” he replied. “Beacon code 2-7-9-Alpha-Alpha-Zulu-Hotel-3. This is the Long Haul out of Boundary. Requesting permission to land and trade.”


  “What are you currently carrying?” the voice continued.


  “Pulse acceleration coils, two dozen Elys missiles, ten thousand rounds ammo and a few hundred sniper-rifles. Heard your king has been hiring on new mercs, figure he might want to fit them out.”


  “Our king does not hire mercenaries; he hires soldiers.”


  “Semantics. These guns come from the Commonwealth, from the military arsenals. I put them in a market-place and they’ll be gone in ten minutes, if your lord and master doesn’t want them.”


  The line was quiet and staticky for a moment.


  “You have permission to land at the Biafara Spaceport. Its position is being fed to your computers. You will be met by a representative of the local lord.”


  “Thanks, gentlemen,” he replied. The coordinates for the spaceport flashed on his screen.


  “Take it in for me,” he spoke to his computer. The auto-pilot kicked on, moving toward a point in the southern hemisphere. A large continent filled his viewscreen.


  “Temperate to semi-tropical. Non-mountainous. Broken forest and extensive farm-lands. Six noticeable metropolitan areas.”


  “Get an air temperature and local time as soon as we hit atmo,” he spoke and then got to his feet.


  He moved up the bridge. It looked like a small amphitheatre, with only two levels. The bottom level held his pilot’s console and the gunner’s position, which was empty. The upper level held three seats, one for communications, one for monitoring the ship’s condition, and one for scanning. All three were empty. Usually, on a ship this outdated, that meant that the vessel couldn’t be effectively operated. However, this particular junker had been decked out with the latest in Commonwealth military computer technology, giving him a degree of automation unimagined in the Chaos Quarter. It was still a pain-in-the-ass to fly, he was always on the bridge, and when he wasn’t, the damn computer was asking him to return. But it was possible.


  Six months and still no crew, he thought as he entered the main corridor. He had meant to hire on people long before now, but these parts didn’t offer up many choice picks. In the Quarter, being able to fly, at all, would get you a job. Being able to operate weapons systems made you a valued commodity. Engineers and mechanics were worth a fat man’s weight in gold. Years of training cadets back at the academy didn’t help, either. He had helped shape the best flyers in the Commonwealth into something better, and with such a high standard, the dregs of the Quarter didn’t really stand much of a chance.


  He made his way to his cabin. He knew if he didn’t want to exhaust himself out here he’d need to get some people on. He couldn’t go two days without paying a toll to pass through somebody’s space or fighting off some cobbled-together pirate fighter that wanted his cargo. With his ship’s tech, it was fairly easy to do, but he knew eventually he’d run into somebody bigger and badder than himself. If he was slumped over his console asleep when that day came, things wouldn’t end well.


  ’Course at this rate, they won’t end well anyway, he sulked as he approached his closet. He opened it, revealing no clothing. The floor and the hamper were for clothing. The closet was for weaponry.


  He pulled off his shirt and reached for an armored shirt. It worked on the same principle as his ship’s armor: non-Newtonian fluids. When struck, the fluids rearranged their molecular structure in a microsecond, becoming hard almost instantaneously. His shirt, made of thick cotton impregnated with these fluids, could withstand pretty much anything short of a fifty cal. It still hurt like a bitch when he got shot, but it didn’t kill him. Break a few ribs, leave some bruises, sure. But no death.


  He pulled the shirt over his chest and reached for a grey leather duster. Slipping into that, he glanced at his weapons rack, set against the back wall. On it rested his own fifty cal sniper rifle. It was a tried and true design that went back centuries. While energy weapons may have revolutionized combat in space, they had never been successfully scaled down to personal arms. The weapons he had weren’t much different than the weapons that had been used for the last five centuries. They still threw slugs; they just threw them electromagnetically instead of explosively.


  Next to the sniper rifle sat an assault rifle, and beside that an automatic shot-gun. Below these larger guns lay a pair of hand-guns: .45 semi-automatics with fifteen-shot magazines. He slipped then into the inside pockets of his coat, along with a half-dozen spare clips. He grabbed a bowie knife and hid it in his left pants pocket. Armed for a pleasant night on the town, he cinched his jacket half-closed, but left it unbuttoned. No use going for your gun if you have to stop and take off your coat first.


  The ship began to shake gently.


  “Entering atmosphere. 5:32 pm local time. Calculations show the planet is on a 26-hour clock. Estimated air temperature at surface is 52F.”


  “Brisk,” he mumbled, moving back to the bridge.


  The great black void was gone, replaced by the blue skies of a living world. The tone of the ship went from a barely audible whir to a run-of-the-mill hum as the engines shifted from matter/anti-matter elimination to age-old nuclear thermal rockets. It was considered good form to do that in an atmosphere. People below generally didn’t take kindly to their pretty worlds being hosed with neutron radiation, an unfortunate byproduct of matter/anti-matter drives. In space it didn’t much matter. Everything was radiation up there. Down here, high energy neutron emissions could really ruin your day.


  Continuing on, Long Haul pierced effortlessly through wispy grey clouds, then fluffy white ones. It rapidly approached a mid-sized city, made up of low clusters of buildings, surrounded by patchy farm land. Near the west end of the city was a broad concrete pad, maybe a mile across. Circular patterns had been painted on it. This was the spaceport he was heading for. As it grew larger in his viewscreen, another hail came though.


  “Please land on Pad-6, location is being transmitted,” a bored voice spoke. Whoever was speaking cut the line before Rex could thank him. The computer adjusted the course, moving to the east end of the spaceport. The ship slowed as it came over a circular concrete pad, stopping and hovering there. It slowly descended the last hundred feet vertically. A familiar thunk and a light jolt ran through the ship, telling Rex that he was down.


  He left his room, heading down the main corridor. He passed several empty crew cabins and then descended three steps. This brought him past the shower room and sick bay. The hallway widened into a common room, flanked by two more cabins and a pair of storage areas. The common area ended at a half-wall that opened into the ship’s small kitchen. On either side of the kitchen, corridors ran back to the aft of the ship. He ducked into one, passing the thick-walled reactor compartment before entering the cargo bay.


  “Open the doors,” he ordered.


  The computer complied. Two massive doors, each thirty feet high and almost as wide, opened downward. They touched the tarmac, forming ramps that vehicles could drive up and down. Rex descended a narrow staircase to the floor of the cargo bay.


  “Lock down all systems, close all hatches to the ship. Nobody gets past the cargo bay.”


  A small screen on the wall next to the starboard door flashed its compliance. Rex walked down the ramp/doors. A half-dozen people waited not ten yards from his ship. They were tall, dark-skinned men. He vaguely remembered that at one time, people who looked like this had mainly lived on Earth’s African continent. At least he thought so. He’d never been much of a student when younger. All he really remembered from seventh grade history was something about Mongols and convincing Jania Perkins to make out with him after school.


  Five of the men were muscle, complete with the requisite short-cut hair and intimidating stares. The leader was smaller and had an impatient air about him. They wore isiagus—loose-fitting, thigh-length shirts with deep necks and billowing sleeves, over dark slacks. The leader’s garb was adorned with intricate patterns of fiery scarlet and the eternally flashy gold. The others just wore plain tan.


  “Hello,” Rex spoke, approaching the leader and extending his hand.


  “Welcome to Igbo,” the man replied in accented English. “I am Emeka, representative of Governor Odemegwu.”


  “Tell him I say hello too,” Rex replied.


  “You shall do so yourself tonight,” replied Emeka.


  “I shall?” Rex said with a raised eyebrow.


  “No trade may be conducted on Igbo without approval of the territorial governors, usually done through a representative like myself. However, Governor Odemegwu insists that he meet with all who bring weapons or military goods. It is difficult to find such things sometimes, and he wishes to maintain good relations with traders who can get such cargos past the criminals of our outer territories,” Emeka explained, meaning the various pirates roaming the Igbo system.


  “Sounds good,” Rex remarked. “Do we do the business part now?”


  “Of course,” Emeka said with a smile. “May my men inspect?”


  Rex motioned them ahead with a sweep of his arm. The muscle moved into his cargo bay, opening the various crates. It was standard procedure out here. Nobody brought money out until they were sure the cargo was genuine. The excited shouts of the muscle as they examined the sniper rifles told Rex all he needed to know. He had no idea what language they were speaking, but excitement was excitement no matter where you went.


  Emeka sensed this too.


  “My men are saying that the king himself does not have such weapons,” Emeka spoke.


  “I’m sure your governor will get one into his hands,” Rex replied.


  Emeka nodded and shouted to one of his men. One of the men bounded out of the cargo bay and ran to a small terminal across the tarmac. He emerged a moment later with a large briefcase. He trotted back and handed it to Emeka. Emeka hoisted it with some effort, opening the case and holding it up. Two dozen gold bars waited inside. The muscle removed something from the side of the case and handed it to Rex. It was a small bottle of nitric acid with a dropper at one end. Knowing the routine, Rex squeezed a dozen drops onto the gold. Nothing happened. No bubbling, no hissing, no reaction of any kind.


  “Good enough for me,” he replied, handing back the bottle. Emeka closed the case and handed it to Rex.


  “One of my men will be back at eight this evening to escort you to the governor’s residence,” Emeka said with a crisp nod.


  “I’ll be here,” Rex replied. The man and his muscle moved away. Two dozen men emerged from the terminal, dock-men. Chattering away in their native tongue, they approached his ship. He walked from the cargo bay as they went to work, wondering what exactly one wore to meetings with the governor.


  * * *


  “Ever been with a tigress?” a lightly accented voice asked. There was a practiced sultriness to it, but the oddness of the question alone caused him to pause. What exactly passed for fun on this planet?


  Rex had intended to go into Biafara for an hour or so, or whatever part of Biafara he could see on foot before Emeka’s man showed up. He hadn’t gotten one step off the spaceport when the question had been posed.


  Worries of bestiality faded when he looked at the woman asking. She did look quite like a tiger. Her skin was a dark orange-red color, interrupted by black vertical stripes a foot or so long. Raven-black hair washed to a silky sheen cascaded to her shoulders. Her yellow eyes, complete with cat-like slit pupils, invited him with calculated warmth. She had high cheek-bones and full lips, framing teeth that were close to being perfectly straight. That alone was a rarity this far out.


   


  “No,” he replied matter-of-factly. “Slept with a blue woman on Halcyon.”


  The woman moved closer. Rex’s surprise at her appearance was soon replaced by lust. All the orange skin and stripes formed a body that demanded attention. Toned thighs and magnificent hips were sheathed in a skirt that stopped just a few inches below heaven. Her stomach was taut; the girl did her sit-ups, but not enough to erase the femininity. Her breasts pressed against a camisole that stopped a hand’s-breadth above her navel. They were not overly large, but respectable enough for any straight-shooting male to notice. He allowed himself to notice as she continued her pitch.


  “Blue is cold. Red is so very, very…hot,” she said, drawing out the last words as she ran her fingers up his arm.


  “You don’t have to put on the act, I’m willing,” he replied.


  She chuckled.


  “Straight to the point, never hurts,” she replied. “Two bits for a night, gold.”


  The bit was as close to a standard system of currency as you could find out here. It basically meant an ounce of gold, worth about five hundred dollars back in the Commonwealth. Most worlds made coins based off this. Bits of silver took care of lesser transactions. And bits of silver were usually more than enough for this type of business.


  “Not cheap,” he replied.


  “Best basilisk on the continent, and there’s the novelty of me to consider,” she replied. “Not gonna find another tiger-girl around.”


  “Basilisk?” he asked, perplexed. ”We are talking about sex, right?”


  She laughed again. “Never been out this way before, eh? You want a regular whore, I can point ya’ in the right direction. Set ya’ up with my girl ’Neke. Me, I offer full service, twenty-four hours. I’m the perfect wife, girlfriend, lover—whatever you want me to be. I cook, I massage, stroke your ego, and I can make you scream better than any mere hooker.”


  Rex looked at her quizzically.


  “People pay for all that?” he asked.


  “Gets lonely out in the void. Guy spends every day raiding, killing, staring at nothing. They’ll pay big to feel normal for a day, two days. Hell, you put the cash down, I’ll stay as long as you want.”


  “One day seems fine,” he said, removing two small gold coins from his pocket. “This-a-way.”


  He glanced at his watch as he led her back to the ship. His window for exploring town was closing quickly. By the time he got her back and set up, Emeka’s man would be back. Oh well.


  Several dock-men saw them pass and smiled knowingly. The Basilisk waved at several of them.


  “You have a name?” Rex asked as they reached the ramp/doors. The last of the crates were being offloaded.


  “Chakrika,” she replied, then slipped something into his hand. He looked down. It was a business card.


  “Chakrika, Basilisk, Igbo,” he read.


  “In case you ever come back this way,” she said as they reached the staircase. She moved to go ahead of him. “I’m addictive.”


  He made no attempt to hide his appreciative glare as she climbed. He took a deep breath, pocketed the card, and followed her.


  * * *


  “So you don’t want me to cook?”


  “Nope,” he replied.


  “I’m really good. I have people who can deliver everything I need right here. You gotta be tired of canned food and protein bars.”


  “I am,” he replied. “But I’ve been invited to the governor’s residence.”


  Her eyebrows went up, clearly impressed. They were in the common room. He stood at one end of a long metal table. She had spread herself across it seductively.


  “Must have brought something good,” she replied. “Perhaps a quick one then? Before you leave?”


  He waved her off.


  “I promise that when I get back I will let you do your job to the best of your ability,” he said. “But I don’t think it would be best to go in smelling like sex.”


  “Mmm…disciplined man,” she spoke. “Any place you don’t want me going?”


  “Just stay out of the bridge,” he replied. “Everything else I can replace.”


  “I don’t steal from my clients,” she said with mock-indignation.


  “I know, I know—bad for repeat business,” he said. “I gotta go get ready. Hopefully it’ll only be a few hours.”


  Chakrika sat up, dangling her legs off the side of the table. She straightened her back, twisting her arms behind her to fiddle with the clasp of her top. It burst loose, the garment sliding an inch down her breasts, dangerously close to revealing all.


  “Don’t stay out too late,” she smiled.


  He dashed out of the common room, wondering if he had time for a cold shower.


  * * *


  He sat in the back of what passed for a luxury car on this world. It resembled a limo, but was much too spartan in its furnishings to impress. Emeka’s man, one of the muscle men from earlier, sat across from him. For a thug the guy sure did know how to make conversation. Rex knew of all the best bars in town by the time they reached their destination.


  The vehicle stopped. They got out, and Rex found himself inside a fenced estate. Two guards looked at him from the end of the driveway. In front of him, a simple fountain sent water skyward. Behind that a mansion rose four stories. It had straightforward furnishings and a quartet of columns across a front portico. Another pair of guards paced across the flat roof above.


  The muscle escorted him up the tall stoop and into the building. They moved through a hallway that opened into a large great room: the governor’s court. The governor sat on a basic throne, raised four feet above the rest of the room. Beside him, on a smaller throne, sat his wife. Her stomach swelled outward, enormously pregnant, and enormously topless. Rex quirked his head at this.


  “Curious or nervous?” Governor Odemegwu proclaimed boisterously, rising from his throne. “To look at my wife that way you must be one or the other.”


  “Respectfully curious,” Rex replied.


  Odemegwu smiled at this. The guy had a huge smile. He was a tall man, nearly seven feet. His own stomach swelled outward with twenty pounds of body fat he could stand to lose. Hair tinged with grey clung to the sides of his head, but had abandoned the top.


  “It is our custom here, for royal women. A throwback, I’m afraid,” he said, motioning him in. “But an amusing one. The looks you off-worlders have when you see…ah, it is priceless.”


  The wife rolled her eyes.


  “Now, come. The man who brings such fine weapons to our world is welcome at my tables. Please, sit!” Odemegwu boomed.


  Rex moved into the room. Before the throne sat two long tables and around them sat men who ate with their fingers. Large plates of meat, loaves of brown bread, and a selection of fruits covered the table. Wine poured out of wooden carafes into plain mugs, to be gulped by the laughing, masculine faces of the governor’s entourage.


  He was led to a table and shown his seat. Two of the muscle men from earlier flanked him. Half-drunk already, they slung their arms around his shoulders as if they were life-long friends, jostling him. A plate of food appeared before him, real food. It had been six days since his last stop. Six days of canned beef and vacuum-packed vegetables made a man eager for anything fresh.


  His craving nearly distracted him from the stern looking, pale-skinned man sitting across from him. Rex blinked, not sure if the fellow actually sat there. Since landing the only person he’d seen who wasn’t black-skinned was Chakrika. This guy had close-cropped blond hair, ice-blue eyes, and a patrician face that didn’t seem capable of smiling. He also needed a shave.


  “Hi,” Rex said, wondering if pairing the two odd-balls in the bunch was another of the governor’s “amusements.”


  “My greetings,” the man replied. His accent reeked of formality, sounding distinctly British. That could mean a couple of things.


  “I know that speech,” Rex said. “England?”


  “No.”


  “Coventry?” Rex asked.


  “No.”


  “The planet, not the city,” Rex clarified.


  “Neither.”


  “So you’re Europan then?” Rex asked.


  The conversations around them died down. Eyes bore down on Rex’s back.


  “And you are a Terran,” the man replied.


  Odemegwu laughed quietly, probably not intending for his mirth to be heard.


  “Once,” Rex replied. “So what’s a Europan noble doing way out here? Got tired of harems and gobs of money?”


  The man glowered. Odemegwu laughed.


  “He is far from that,” the governor declared proudly. “Cast adrift far from his home, I have brought him into my service. The finest gunner of my fleet.”


  Rex nodded along. The muscles of the Europan’s face twitched and then tightened. People raised to be lords generally didn’t like to be treated as pets.


  “Well, Europan, do you have a name?” Rex asked and smirked. “Or a title you prefer?”


  “Lucius,” the Europan replied.


  “Lucius the lost imperial,” Rex muttered, turning his attention back to the food. Turned out it was pork and quite succulent. After about four mouthsful, he paused. Lucius was still staring at him.


  “Do we have to fight our nations’ battles way out here?” Rex asked.


  “Your people killed my grandfather,” Lucius informed him.


  “Yes, most likely. But your people raped my aunt continually for two years,” Rex replied. The voices around them died down again. They stared at each other. Rex had the distinct impression that Lucius was trying to assert dominance.


  “You gonna hold me personally responsible?” Rex asked.


  Lucius broke his stare and poked aimlessly at his food. Rex shrugged, glancing over toward the governor. He was being fed strips of meat by a serving girl. Beside him his wife had a worried look, directed at the surly Europan.


  “Would you like me to throw a chair at him, governor?” Rex asked, keeping a good amount of laughter in his voice. Silence gripped the room. The governor met Rex’s eyes for a moment and then smiled broadly.


  “Not tonight, my friend,” he replied. “We have less painful entertainment in store.”


  He clapped his hands, and a comedian came in.


  “Enjoy, my friends,” shouted the governor. “The reward for your labors!”


  * * *


  An hour of drinking and gorging had come and gone, the party moving to the mansion’s courtyard. The governor’s muscle drank and mingled with his concubines and maid-servants, who had been brought out for their enjoyment. These feasts were apparently a monthly event, the governor’s way of thanking his retainers.


  Rex had little use for them. His interest was focused, ironically, on a person who should have been a sworn enemy. Lucius seemed distinctly uninterested in the carousing. He skulked in a corner with a mug of wine.


  Rex made his way to the Europan, who saw him coming, but made no motion to get away.


  “What is your intention?” Lucius demanded with a controlled tone.


  “Job offer,” Rex replied.


  Lucius’s demeanor softened at this. He glanced across the courtyard, toward the governor, deep in thought.


  “You wish to hire me?” Lucius finally asked.


  “If you want to get away from here and off your leash,” Rex replied.


  “And be put on yours?”


  “I’m not a lord or governor,” Rex said with a dismissive wave. “Just looking for good help.”


  “I am your enemy,” Lucius replied simply.


  “Maybe back home, in another life. Out here, not so much. I know Europan lords are trained for war, and I need a gunner. It’s a pain in the ass trying to fly and shoot at the same time, and sooner or later it’s gonna catch up to me and get me dead.”


  “You, a Terran, would trust a Europan to control the weapons aboard your ship?” Lucius asked, incredulous.


  “If you’re out here, then you’re probably not a Europan anymore. I figure they must have screwed you over pretty good to drive you away. Not many men would leave the good life to scrape by in the Quarter.”


  “No…” Lucius said, looking back toward the governor. “My love for the emperor has waned of late.”


  “I’ll pay you two bits a week, gold. You get your own cabin and get to bounce along with me world to world. All you gotta do is shoot well and help move cargo,” Rex continued.


  Lucius withdrew into himself again. After a minute of hard thought, he chugged the rest of his wine and threw the mug to the ground. The earthware shattered, but the noise drew no attention. People were too drunk to notice and were being too loud for anyone to hear the sound.


  “If we do this, we must leave tomorrow, early. The governor does not take kindly to the thought of me leaving and will make us both suffer if we are apprehended.”


  “Six AM at the spaceport, pad six,” Rex replied. “And please let the governor know I had a wonderful evening.”


  “You are leaving already?” Lucius asked, genuinely surprised.


  “Got somewhere to be,” Rex said with a smile.


  * * *


  “Good god lady, who taught you how to do this?” Rex moaned. He lay flat on his stomach in his bed. Chakrika’s legs straddled his hips. They flexed again and again, grinding lightly against his skin. She was bent over him, her fingers working through the kinks of the muscles in his back.


  “Trade secret,” she said. “You’ve been spending too much time sitting in that captain’s chair.”


  “Not always,” he protested. “I do an hour’s workout every day.”


  She leaned over, trailing kisses down his neck, along his spine. Her nipples dragged across his skin. Blood rushed from his brain for more important duties down below.


  “You better be up for more than an hour,” she said as she kneaded his flesh.


  “Can’t keep me up too late. Leaving at six tomorrow morning,” he spoke.


  “You won’t get all the time you paid for,” she said in a mock pout.


  “We’ll just have to compress everything into the next few hours,” he replied. “If you’re up for it.”


  “Honey, you can’t handle me at full intensity,” she replied, lowering her head to his ear, whispering, “And I’m gonna make sure you learn that. Now turn.”


  She knelt up, giving his body just enough room to spin around. He stared up at her glorious naked figure. Chakrika positioned herself with a seductive sway of her hips, taking him within her in a torturously slow descent. She ran her fingers up his chest and cradled his head. Her hips began to move with purpose as her lips met his.


  “Just lay back,” she whispered. “When I’m done, you’ll be seeing my face on every other woman you ever touch.”


  He didn’t know if she was telling the truth or not, but figured it would be best to find out. Just to be sure.


  * * *


  “Wake up, Rex.”


  Violence and pain ripped through his mind as it shifted from blissful sleep to an unwelcome consciousness. His head shot up two inches from the pillow before the leaden feeling in his limbs arrested the motion.


  Chakrika’s head rested on his sternum, her limbs entwined with his. She stirred and then returned to a peaceful sleep. Liking the idea, Rex let his head fall back down.


  “Wake up, Rex,” the computer repeated.


  He grumbled and began extricating himself from his well-paid lover. She groaned, her eyes flickering open as she settled onto the bed.


  “You got about an hour if you want to shower,” Rex said. “It’s down the hall, past the steps, on the right.”


  She buried her head in the pillow, the irritation of being awake seizing her in full. Rex dressed as she slowly came around. He paused before his closet, remembering Lucius’s warning about the governor. Part of him wanted to hope for the best, but he ignored it. That part of himself would get him killed. He dug into his closet, redonning his armored shirt and side-arms.


  Chakrika, now sitting up, blinked at the sight.


  “Going to war?” she asked.


  He shook his head and took a moment to appreciate her bed-head. The seductress’s hair stuck out at all angles. He found it oddly charming.


  “Why the hardware?” she pressed.


  “Personal motto. Never leave the bedroom unarmed,” he replied.


  She smiled and shook her head in disbelief. He left her to dress, heading for the cargo bay.


  “Start the engines; keep them on idle. We might need to take off in a hurry,” he ordered.


  “Engines are ready. Do you want weapons online?” his computer asked.


  “Yes. What’s around us right now?”


  “Four cargo ships in various stages of loading and off-loading. Two atmospheric gun-ships; neither appear to have been used lately. The terminal computers report thirty-two other vessels, including one space-capable fighter craft.”


  “You got into their computers? Were you detected?”


  “No. Per your orders, I entered only upon ascertaining that they lacked the ability to detect my entry.”


  “You do good work,” he said as he reached the cargo bay. There was no response. He expected none. How could a machine react to a compliment?


  He moved down the staircase to the cargo floor. No longer cluttered with cargo, it seemed cavernous. During his months out here, this room, this bare metal room, had given him a psychological sense of comfort more than once. Everything else in his ship was small. The cabins were cramped—hell, the damn toilets recessed into the cabin walls to save space. The shower room had three stalls separated by stretched pieces of plastic curtain. He was pretty sure they were thin enough that you could have sex through them. The sick bay had two beds surrounded by machines and barely enough room to turn around.


  The common area and kitchen would pass in a decent-sized apartment, but as far as space was concerned, the cargo bay was the only place you didn’t feel constrained. It stretched seventy feet ahead of him and claimed another seventy feet of width, with a sixty-five-foot height that seemed downright agoraphobic compared to the rest of his ship. He’d done so many sprints across this span, just to feel the sheer joy of movement, that he wondered if he’d worn footprints into the steel.


  He reminded himself to stretch out his chaise in here before he took on more cargo, once he could find a quiet patch of space.


  “Open her up,” he ordered. “Left side only.”


  The left door opened, lowering to the ground to form a ramp. Once it touched down, he moved to step out.


  “Rex, the local servers are registering reports of gunfire,” his computer advised.


  He paused.


  “Regarding what—”


  The roar of people trading shots answered his question. He stared out across the pad. Lucius stood there, shooting back toward the terminal. Glass windows shattered, and Rex spotted a head ducking for cover within the terminal.


  Lucius struggled, heading for the ship. The cause of his problems was plain enough. One arm was supporting the tall, beautiful, topless, and no longer pregnant, wife of the governor. Weakened from childbirth, she clung to a baby and hobbled for the ship. Lucius fired furiously. A man went down, caught by his bullet.


  “Shit,” Rex muttered. There wasn’t much choice now. Anybody could see where Lucius was going; they knew he was in on this. One way or another, there was going to be a fight to get out of here.


  Rex pulled his pistols just as a half-dozen men reached the terminal door, moving to pursue the burdened Lucius. Rex opened fire, riddling the door with rounds, covering the Europan’s movements. The men ducked back behind the door. Two of them began firing at his ship, their bullets bouncing harmlessly off the twenty centimeters of armor that coated the hull.


  One ducked around low, firing his pistol blindly. Bullets dug into the concrete around Lucius. One ricocheted high. The woman’s head jerked violently, her forehead disappearing as the bullet ripped through. She crumpled to the ground, taking Lucius with her.


  The Europan threw himself in front of her fall, keeping her from crushing the child. On the ground he was a perfect target. Rex reloaded and fired frantically, buying him seconds. Lucius pulled the crying child from the dead woman. For a moment he froze, staring at the woman’s body, the reality not registering. Rex continued firing, catching one of the men as he tried to charge through the door. The fellow jerked back, knocking into the person behind him. Rex turned back to the stunned Lucius.


  “Get the fuck on the ship!” he bellowed.


  Lucius broke from his pause, sprinting from the ramp. He ran past Rex into the cargo bay. Rex retreated from the ramp.


  “Shut it! All weapons hot, now!” he roared, sprinting for the ladder.


  The ramp rose upward, closing quickly for something so large. Rex caught one last glimpse of the charging men, then crested the staircase and sprinted for the bridge.


  Outside, the weapons kicked to life. Long Haul’s rear auto-turret, a thirty millimeter rail-gun cannon normally used to blast fighters and missiles, came to life. It focused on the line of men. They stopped dead, moving to retreat. The turret blared, shredding the men in a hail of hardened slugs. Their bodies disintegrated into bloody pieces, smearing the launch pad.


  Rex leapt up the three stairs from the common room, into the main hallway.


  “Local authorities have been alerted to your involvement,” the computer spoke.


  “There’s a fucking surprise…” Rex grumbled.


  Chakrika popped her head out of his cabin.


  “What the hell is going on?!” she screamed.


  He ignored her, sprinting into the bridge. Bounding to the lower stations, he slipped seamlessly into the command chair. His left hand grasped the vertical controls, his right the steering yolk. His foot slammed down on the acceleration pedal as he yanked the ship straight upward. It lurched violently, the force throwing Chakrika to the ground as she tried to stumble onto the bridge.


  Long Haul shot upward through the atmosphere, moving from straight vertical ascent to a standard climb, nose-first. Rex looked to his monitor. The atmosphere thinned, the display numbers ticking off the feet of elevation so quickly they couldn’t be read.


  “What are you doing?!” Chakrika screamed. “Bring me back down!”


  His mind didn’t really register her voice through the adrenaline. A holographic radar sphere projected itself slightly to his right, showing his ship at the center and a trio of ships closing on him.


  “What are they?” he demanded.


  “Fighter-sized, they appear lightly armed. Will be in range in thirty seconds.”


  He punched the acceleration. Long Haul could do .1C, but it took a few minutes to get to that speed.


  “Power up the jump drive, find me an empty spot between systems and set a course. Fire at will,” he declared.


  “Jump! Are you fucking—”


  He didn’t know at first why she stopped, mid-sentence. A baby’s wail answered his question. She found herself holding a screaming infant as Lucius sprinted past.


  “There!” Rex shouted, pointing to the gunner’s seat. “Give weapons control to gunner’s seat!”


  The computer shifted control. Lucius glanced at the console, seeing the available weapons on the touch-screens.


  “There’s a visor under the seat,” Rex explained.


  Lucius found the visor, fitting it over his head. From it stuck a small plastic panel covering one eye, as if somebody had half-finished a pair of those antique glasses people used to wear. The computer routed the rear camera view into the visor.


  “Think you’re better than the machine?” Rex asked sardonically. The ship shook as the pursuing fighters opened fire.


  Lucius sat, his face dead calm. He didn’t even appear to be concentrating all that heavily. His right hand grasped a control stick, on which sat a trigger. Manipulating it, he aligned a target reticule with a pursuing fighter, leading it slightly. The boxy fighter was diving beneath them to make a run at their underside. Another auto-turret awaited it there, but Lucius decided not to wait. He squeezed the trigger. A half-dozen shells spat out into space, tearing the top of the fighter open. Atmosphere hissed out and sparks flew inside the ruined ship. It floated off into space, dead.


  Rex focused on the speed, .08C. The fighters should be dropping off about now. He heard the click of the trigger as Lucius squeezed it again. In the radar sphere a second dot disappeared. The remaining dots fell farther and farther behind.


  “We are beyond the apparent range of their weapons,” the computer informed him.


  “Damage?” Rex asked.


  “We have lost some armor, dorsal-side stern,” it replied.


  He let out a long breath, staring into the space in front of him. As Long Haul topped out at .1C, one-tenth the speed of light, the stars distorted a little. Beside him, Lucius, still eerily calm, removed the visor. Behind him, Chakrika’s breath came and went in panicked breaths.


  “Why the hell am I in space!” she roared after a silent beat. Rex turned to face her. She glanced down at the child in her arms.


  “And why did you kidnap the governor’s son!” she screamed.


  “I did nothing of the sort,” Lucius replied.


  Rex looked closer at the child. Caramel skin covered his squirming form, far lighter than that of his late mother.


  “So that’s why you were so eager to get away,” Rex remarked.


  “Your arrival was fortunate. I had been planning to steal a ship,” Lucius stated.


  Rex let out a snarky laugh. “That’s why I’m here, to save the day. Can’t ever trade with Igbo again, but hey, who cares.”


  “I am sorry for that,” Lucius replied. “But not for what was done. Had I remained—”


  “Her husband might have killed you?” Rex replied.


  Lucius’s face darkened, then he said, “And my lover. And my son.”


  Rex sighed, rubbing at his eyes. Chakrika stomped over to Lucius, thrusting his child into his arms. He held the baby uncomfortably, not sure what to do.


  “Try hugging him close to your body,” Rex said, the cries grating on his nerves.


  Lucius hugged the infant awkwardly. Chakrika groaned and took the infant back from him.


  “Spirits help you!” she spat and began rocking the infant. His cries slackened.


  “I, uhm—” the erudite Euorpan stuttered.


  “OK,” Rex said loudly. “We have six hours until we’re far enough to jump—”


  “I ain’t jumping anywhere—” Chakrika began.


  “We have six hours until we’re far enough to jump. Deal with it however you want, this ship isn’t going back to Igbo!” Rex snapped.


  Chakrika glowered and instinctively cuddled the child closer to her chest.


  “I suggest we go to the common room and sort this out,” Rex continued.


  Neither moved; they just stared uneasily at each other. Rex rolled his eyes.


  “OK, I order you to the common room. Better?”


  “I’m not your crew—” Chakrika began to protest.


  “No. But you are on my property so get to the damn common room,” he repeated.


  She steamed up and then stomped off, fuming.


  “No wonder you have to pay for sex!” she snapped as she went.


  “You’re nowhere near as good as you think you are!” Rex shouted after her.


  Rex slumped back against his chair. The kinks she had worked out last night had returned in record time.


  “She was why you excused yourself from the banquet?” Lucius asked.


  Rex shrugged, “She’s a lot nicer when she’s on the clock.”


  * * *


  Rex drummed his fingers on the cold steel of the table. It dominated the common room. Bare metal walls surrounded it, broken by the pipes and conduits running laterally across or up to the ceiling. It was spartan in the way only a man could love.


  Rex sat at the table’s head, Chakrika and Lucius at his immediate left and right. Chakrika still held the baby. Lucius stared at the child. There was compassion in his eyes, if not in his stern visage.


  “Here is how I see it,” Rex started, focusing on Chakrika. “I can either drop you somewhere or hire you on.”


  Her eyes went wide.


  “Hire me? Trader, you can’t afford me.”


  “I’m not really a trader. One silver bit a day,” Rex replied.


  “One silver bit!” she nearly exploded. “If you think I’d fuck either of you for—”


  “You won’t be fucking anyone,” Rex growled. “You said you can cook. I can’t, and I’m willing to bet culinary arts weren’t in the education of our wayward nobleman.”


  “Even so! I can make ten times that in one night!”


  “And I’ll be docking an extra silver bit a week from Lucius’s pay for you.”


  “What?” Lucius spoke, “Why would you do that?”


  “Somebody has to feed your kid,” Rex replied.


  Chakrika shot to her feet.


  “You expect me to breastfeed his child?!”


  “For an extra bit a week. We’re not gonna find much formula on these worlds.”


  “I’m not even lactating!” she asserted.


  “I have the medical facilities to correct that,” Rex continued.


  She was about to scream again, but stopped.


  “What? How? I’m not getting pregnant just to feed—”


  “That would take too long, anyway. Besides, I have an advanced sick bay.”


  Lucius eyed him suspiciously. Chakrika didn’t understand what was going on.


  “What is it?” she asked the Europan. “Why are you looking at him like that?”


  Lucius replied to Rex rather than Chakrika.


  “How does an outdated ship this far from the Commonwealth have the medical technology that you are hinting at?”


  “It doesn’t,” Rex replied. “But a rebuilt ship sent out by the Commonwealth fleet does.”


  Now Lucius shot to his feet.


  “You are a spy!” the Europan declared.


  Rex laughed, leaning back in his chair.


  “Hardly. They sent me out to explore, so I’m exploring.”


  Lucius paused, thinking.


  “Yet you hired me anyhow. Your superiors would incarcerate you for this,” he pointed out.


  “My superiors pretty much sent me out here to die, so I’m not really all that concerned about their opinions.”


  “Wait,” Chakrika spoke, looking to Rex. “You’re a Terran?”


  “He is,” Lucius spoke.


  “Really?” Chakrika continued.


  “Yes,” Rex confirmed, giving her a quizzical look. “You’ve never seen one before?”


  “Few people out here have,” Lucius spoke, retaking his seat. “They have the technology to do what he says.”


  “Huh?” Chakrika said, then snapped out her astonishment. “That doesn’t mean I'm going to—”


  “He’ll die if you don’t. I could force you to do it, but that would just make me a bastard,” Rex explained.


  Chakrika stewed, pacing back and forth with the child. After several dirty glances, she sat back down.


  “Two bits extra,” she replied.


  “Deal,” Rex replied.


  Lucius started in, “It’s my pay, don’t I have a—”


  “No,” replied Rex.


  Chakrika’s eyes narrowed, focusing on Lucius.


  “How much are you paying him?” she asked.


  “Two gold bits a week,” Rex replied. “Minus the two bits silver, of course.”


  “Two bits gold?!” Chakrika protested.


  “Gunner is more important than cook,” Rex said with a shrug. “Besides, you’ll love the health plan.”
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  They filed into the sick bay. Rex motioned Chakrika and Lucius to the low-lying beds. They sat down on them, while he stood near a computer console on the wall opposite the door. Banks of machines the size of a man hung from the ceiling above the beds. Tubes and wires emerged from them, disappearing into the ceiling. Small glass scanner eyes lined their undersides. Chakrika examined them warily while gently rocking the baby.


  “All-purpose scanners,” Rex explained.


  She raised an eyebrow in confusion.


  “They figure out what’s wrong with you. Saves me from having to lug a medic around,” he continued.


  “They’re smaller than our—the empire’s version,” Lucius noted.


  “Zioni design,” Rex replied. “They build good stuff.”


  “What services do you require?” the computer spoke. Her voice spooked Chakrika, who looked around anxiously.


  “A bunch,” Rex said, removing three cotton swabs from a compartment. He walked up to Chakrika.


  “Open your mouth,” he ordered.


  “Why?” she said nervously.


  “If I don’t have your DNA, the computer can’t prepare the medicine to make you lactate and keep that baby alive,” he replied.


  She reluctantly opened her mouth. He swabbed the inside of her check and then dropped the swab back in the compartment. He did the same with the baby, then Lucius. Though not for reasons of lactation.


  “You’re going to be using nanobots, aren’t you?” Lucius asked after he was swabbed.


  “Yes,” he replied.


  “A nanobot? Like they use in terraforming?” Chakrika said, uncertainty thick in her voice. “Are they safe?”


  “His people use them for everything,” Lucius told her. Rex busied himself on the console. He hummed to himself as it prepared the nanobots.


  “What, uh, what will they do? To me?”


  “Couple of things,” Rex said. The machine chirped. Rex opened a low compartment. Prepared syringes sat inside, color-coded.


  “Chakrika’s is blue,” the computer informed Rex.


  Rex removed four syringes, placing them on a small table in the center of the room. He pulled up a stool beside Chakrika’s bed and lifted the first syringe.


  “One shot. Should take four hours.”


  “How—how does it work?” she asked, staring anxiously at the syringe.


  “Microscopic robots in this syringe are programmed to stimulate your mammary glands. You’ll begin producing milk, and this little guy, who probably should get a name at some point, will be able to eat. He should be pretty hungry by then too.”


  “The machines won’t eat me from inside out?”


  Rex laughed. Lucius smiled, but quickly hid it behind his generic stern visage.


  “They don’t ‘eat’ anything. Once you’re producing milk, they’ll deactivate and will be removed from your body like any other waste. All right?” he asked.


  She thought for a long moment and then nodded weakly. Rex injected the syringe into her shoulder and pressed down on the plunger. He removed the syringe and tossed it into the garbage.


  “Done,” Rex said.


  “Thank you,” Lucius said solemnly.


  “All right. So what’s this health plan?” she said, some of her sass returning. “Better be damn good for the pay cut I’m taking.”


  “You do realize that you don’t have to have sex for money anymore?” Rex asked.


  “Maybe I like sex,” she replied, her heart not in it.


  “Nobody likes handing their body over to another like that,” Lucius spoke, the seriousness of his tone catching Rex’s attention. “Even if raised to think so. Whether you appreciate his actions or not, he has done well by you.”


  “Uh…thanks,” Rex said, genuinely surprised. “Now, Chakrika, this health plan is the best thing that will ever happen to you, I guarantee it. Three more injections for each of us, and we’ll be done.”


  “Three more injections?” she asked.


  He nodded.


  “Computer, tell them what’s going to happen,” Rex spoke, moving to his stool.


  “Gerontological treatment. Rex, you are seven days overdue. It is estimated you have lost between twelve and sixteen hours of potential life—”


  “I probably would have wasted it anyway,” Rex said with a dismissive wave. “ Now tell them how this works.”


  “You will be given the standard yearly update treatment. The first step is an injection on nanomachines programmed to attack and destroy free radicals, viruses, bacteria, and any other harmful microscopic organisms. The second step is the injection of nanomachines programmed to repair damaged cells and DNA. The third step is a chemical injection that slows the degradation of your cellular tellemir chains. The cumulative effect will be to render you immune to 99.7 percent of all known forms of sickness and reduce the aging process by one half.”


  “What?” Chakrika asked.


  “You can actually do that?” Lucius asked. “There were rumors in the empire, but nobody thought anything of it, considered it Commonwealth propaganda.”


  Rex smiled, asking, “How old do you think I am?”


  “Twenty-seven,” Chakrika replied confidently. “I can always tell.”


  “That’s what I would say as well,” Lucius spoke. “But I sense that you’re about to surprise us.”


  “Fifty-four standard years,” Rex replied.


  Chakrika stared, her mouth gaping. Lucius laughed, shaking his head.


  “Are you saying that-that we’re not gonna grow old?” Chakrika asked.


  “Not as quickly. The treatments slow the rate of aging, doubling your lifespan.”


  “So you got the body of a twenty-seven-year-old?” Chakrika figured.


  “Yes. And if I manage to survive this assignment, I probably have another century of life ahead of me,” Rex explained.


  “But if this treatment is yearly, we’ll only be gaining an extra year of life,” said Lucius.


  “True. But I figure if we survive long enough, I can probably sponsor you for citizenship. Commonwealth is pretty easy-going about immigration. Though you might want to make up a fake life story, Lucius,” said Rex.


  “You would take me to the Commonwealth?” Chakrika asked hopefully.


  “Heck, why not. Consider it part of your pay,” Rex spoke. “Still want to go back to Igbo?”


  Chakrika held out a minute before slowly shaking her head.


  “Good. Let’s do this then.”


  He moved through steps one and two, injecting the nanobots into each of them and finishing with himself. Chakrika grinned like an excited girl, her wariness toward the microscopic robots long gone. Before the third step, he took out a small syringe, coded for the infant.


  “You want to retard his growth?” asked Lucius.


  “Just disease killers and cell repair. You don’t get the age treatment until you’re fully grown.”


  The baby wailed at the injection. Chakrika cooed to sooth him. She scratched at one breast.


  “They itch,” she spoke, “I suppose it’s working.”


  “Probably,” Rex said, taking off his shirt. They looked at him, odd expressions on their face.


  “It’s best to strip down to your shorts for part three. Side-effects of the drug, gives you one hell of a hot flush.”


  “For how long?” Chakrika asked.


  “Twelve hours or so. Back home you usually spend the day in a clinic naked in a cold bath. Don’t have the water for that here.”


  Down to his boxers, Rex dropped to his stool. Lucius slowly removed his outer clothing, making sure that his face reflected his displeasure at this. Chakrika pulled off her short skirt and top, sitting naked on the bed, drawing Lucius’s gaze.


  “We left in a hurry! I didn’t have time to go back and throw on some underwear!” she spoke, more an accusation than an explanation.


  “Nothing I haven’t seen,” Rex smirked and then retrieved the chemical treatment from a compartment on the wall. “Decrease room temperature to sixty degrees Fahrenheit.”


  The air began to cool. Goose bumps pebbled their skin. Rex administered the final injections, doing his own last. They sat for a moment, not noticing any difference. Then beads of sweat appeared on Lucius’s forehead, followed by Chakrika’s.


  “If you didn’t start the treatments until you were full grown, how have you gone thirty years and still look in your twenties?” Lucius spoke.


  “It’s not an exact process. Normally you look in your twenties until mid-fifties, thirties until your eighties, forties until one hundred or so, fifties up to one twenty, sixties to one forty, seventies and eighties up to one sixty. It’s not as effective in old age, so you do start aging a little faster after you hit a century.”


  “And how many years do we lose for starting this late?” Lucius asked.


  “What are you, twenty-five?” Rex asked.


  “Twenty-six,” Lucius corrected.


  “You’ll maybe lose a year or two. No huge deal. Same for Chakrika.”


  “I’m only nineteen,” she replied.


  “Really?” Rex asked, genuinely shocked. “You’re only nineteen?”


  “Yes,” she replied, her voice dark. “Why?”


  “Oh,” Rex said, looking supremely awkward. “If I’d known, I—”


  “You’d what?!” she demanded.


  “Wouldn’t have hired you,” he replied. “Where I come from, that’s considered…young.”


  “You consider that young for sex?” Lucius asked.


  “Perspective here, people. We don’t get out of primary education until we’re twenty-one!” Rex asserted.


  “So what you’re not saying in all this is that I look old for my age,” she replied.


  “I figured mid-twenties, forgive me,” he said with a sarcastic wave.


  Chakrika gave him a dark look and turned her attention back to the baby. Rex sighed, too many thoughts and feelings rushing through his head to be organized right now. Best to just get on with it.


  “Set a clock,” Rex ordered. “Twelve hours. Alert me if we come into contact with any other ships.”


  “Twelve hours set.”


  Rex stretched his arms and then looked at his new crew.


  “Elbow-to-elbow in a small room in our skivvies,” he grumbled. “Best way to get to know someone…”


  * * *


  “Much as I’ve enjoyed an hour of utter silence, maybe we should try to get to know each other,” Rex commented, fidgeting to stave off boredom.


  He was greeted with more silence. Lucius still sat on his bed, blinking as if trying to clear his vision. Chakrika had stretched out on the other bed, lying on her back. The baby rested on her stomach, sucking aggressively at her breast. It was too soon for him to be getting anything, but the motion soothed him. Rex didn’t have a huge amount of experience with kids, but he was smart enough to leave a happy baby be.


  “Guess I’ll go first. Hi, my name is Rex Vahl. Technically, I think I’m still a lieutenant in the Commonwealth Fleet, but it’s hard to be sure. They loaned me out to the intelligence boys, and they sent me out here.”


  “What did you do?” Lucius asked.


  “Well, I trained cadets. One cadet was the son of a really high-ranking officer, and he was an idiot. Shouldn’t have even gotten into the Fleet to begin with, but his father’s name got him advanced year after year. His idiocy caught up to him. He was flying a corvette and crashed into a space-station. Killed himself, his two crew-members, and sixteen people on the station. Since he was under my command, dear old daddy took it out on me, despite the fact that I recommended he be dismissed from service on numerous evaluations.”


  “So you’re not as equal as you proclaim,” Lucius figured.


  “Huh?”


  “An officer with power in his name? You Terrans always brag about getting by on your merits and skills,” Lucius spoke. “This high-ranking officer sounds like any hundred imperial noblemen.”


  Rex shrugged, “Nobody’s perfect. The commodore himself is a skilled warrior—destroyed three Europan capital ships during the war. He just couldn’t admit to himself that talent skips a generation.”


  “Do you not feel relief being free of his command?” Lucius asked.


  “Hell yeah, but the price of that is running around out here, wondering if I’m going to die the next time I make a jump,” Rex answered.


  Lucius thought for a moment, his stern visage twitching.


  “A sensible answer,” the Europan finally replied.


  “So do you got a story, or do I get to make one up?” Rex asked.


  “A woman I loved was killed,” he replied, his body tensing.


  “That’s it?” Rex spoke, staring inquisitively at his new gunner. “No offense to her, but you’d have a better chance finding a new love back home, twisted as that home may be.”


  “It is twisted,” said Lucius, with no equivocation in his voice. “It was the empire that killed her. The ideas I used to never question, the way I looked down on ‘lesser’ people, that type of thought brought about her death. It was not even considered a crime.”


  Chakrika turned her head, paying attention.


  “It’s bad in my nation to love somebody beneath your station,” Lucius spoke gravely.


  “Your people keep harems of peasants as concubines!” interjected Rex. “You believe all your serfs are wedded to you and must be available to your advances! Clearly they don’t consider it bad—”


  “Coupling with serfs, no. Before I met her, I had five children by my serfs, all now being raised as warriors to fight your people,” Lucius growled. “But Yvette, the one I truly loved…”


  “They found out?” Chakrika asked.


  “They found out. They killed her…and our daughter.”


  Chakrika’s arms tightened protectively around the baby.


  “So you saw the light and treated a serf as an actual person,” Rex proclaimed.


  “The woman he loved is dead! And the mother of his son just died! How can you be so cold?!” Chakrika demanded.


  Silence. Lucius and Rex stared at each other.


  “He has his reasons,” Lucius spoke. “Your aunt?”


  “My aunt. On Antioch. Your people killed my uncle, a reprisal killing for guerilla activity,” Rex said, turning to Chakrika. “See his grandfathers had a policy of murdering one hundred of our people every time one of theirs was killed. My aunt was taken as a concubine. The man who should have fathered my cousin was killed. Instead, some Europan lord too full of himself to know basic morality spent two years raping my aunt.”


  “She kept the child?” Lucius asked.


  “Wasn’t the child’s fault that his father was a rapist,” Rex replied.


  Lucius nodded, asking, “Yet you still have hired me.”


  “I know,” Rex grumbled. “I wasn’t lying. I need a gunner, and you fit.”


  “I do not believe as my people do. Quintus was conceived consensually,” Lucius replied.


  “Quintus?” Chakrika said, stroking the boy’s back. “I guess you’re Quintus from now on.”


  “You have a thing for loving women you’re not allowed to,” Rex noticed.


  “You think there is a choice to whom we love?” Lucius replied.


  “I’m not sure people love at all,” Chakrika spoke. The statement drew the men from their stare-down.


  “What do you mean by that?” asked Lucius.


  “Nothing,” she replied.


  “No, go on. Tell us about where you come from,” Rex prodded.


  “No,” came the reply with an air of finality. A tear escaped from her eye, and then she choked out, “Your peoples are at war?”


  “Sort of,” Rex replied. “”Fifty years ago his people—”


  “Former people,” Lucius corrected.


  “His former people invaded several of our worlds.”


  “We had claimed those worlds several decades prior,” Lucius noted.


  “So had we, and we actually bothered to terraform and colonize them,” Rex replied forcefully, then turned back to Chakrika. “It was a surprise attack. They invaded, killed millions, and traded our women amongst themselves like currency. Took us eight years to take the worlds back and drive them out.”


  “Then you invaded Thrace, a world we colonized,” Lucius pointed out.


  “And liberated millions of serfs! They and their children remain free to this day. You think I’m going to apologize for that, you’re damn crazy.”


  Lucius shifted on the bed, saying, “It doesn’t matter. I’m a traitor and you’re stuck in the universe’s bugger-hole.”


  “Hey!” Chakrika said. “Bug…Bugger-what? What does that mean? It didn’t sound good!”


  “It wasn’t,” Rex replied.


  “Let us proceed to the point of this line of inquiry. You’re probing my loyalties. I assure you, I bear no allegiance to the empire. I would gladly kill them all for what they did to Yvette and my daughter. You have hired me for a job, I intend to do it. Beyond that, my only concern is Quintus.”


  They stared at each other for another tense moment.


  “Well,” Rex said with a nod, “You’ve done well so far. Auto-targeting would’ve wasted twice as much ammo taking down those fighters. Damn computers just can’t read their enemies.”


  Lucius nodded warily at Rex’s roundabout words of acceptance.


  * * *


  The computer projected movies from its memory into the sick bay. They were a welcome distraction from the burning sensation coursing through them. The films, both comedies, had drawn rapt stares from Chakrika. She, apparently, had never seen anything like them. Half the jokes she didn’t get, but she stared anyway. The people, the places, they all seemed to astonish her. Watching her show such curiosity made Rex kick up his respect of her a bit more. Whatever rough life she’d been through and steadfastly refused to reveal, hadn’t broken her completely.


  Lucius had watched the movies with a contemplative stare, as if examining the culture portrayed in the film with academic curiosity. He reminded Rex of an aloof anthropology teacher he’d once had back at the academy.


  “Oh! Hey!” Chakrika said near the end of the second film. She looked down to find Quintus nursing frantically.


  “That feels odd. How do I know when he’s done?” she said, shifting to a sitting position. Lucius smiled at the sight.


  “He’ll know,” Rex replied.


  “We have no nappies for him,” Lucius pointed out.


  Rex cocked his head in confusion.


  “Diapers,” Lucius spoke. “If he’s eating he will be doing other things shortly.”


  “I think I have some towels in here,” Rex spoke, “They’ll have to do until we reach a planet.”


  “May I ask when that will occur? What exactly do you do besides ‘explore’?”


  “Next habitable place we find, we’ll stop. I’m moving coreward. We’ll pick up some metals at the next legit-looking asteroid we find; they always sell well on planets.”


  “Any particular reason for moving toward the Core?” asked Lucius.


  “I’ve been ordered to figure out what’s going on in the space beyond the Achaean Confederacy, on the far side of the quarter. Figure I should make some money on the—”


  Chakrika gasped, and Lucius shot to his feet. Rex paused, confused by the terrified looks they gave him.


  “—way.”


  “Then drop me at the next world. I will not risk myself or my son by going there!” Lucius exclaimed.


  “Look, we’ve heard the rumors in the Commonwealth—”


  “They are not rumors. No person has returned alive from that space. Whatever lives there allows no escape,” Lucius pressed on.


  Rex sighed.


  “Then I’ll start looking for a new gunner,” he spoke.


  “You will not find one,” Lucius countered. “Nobody in the whole of the Quarter, or even in Achaea or Crimea or Valhalla, will go into that space. You are wasting your time.”


  “Well I don’t get to go home until I get something,” Rex answered.


  “Then resign yourself to a career as a trader. You will never get home—”


  “There is a way,” Chakrika spoke.


  The argument stopped dead.


  “What? What do you mean?” Rex asked.


  “You don’t have to actually go there to get information,” she replied. A very scared expression crossed her face. Her arm actually shook as it held Quintus.


  “Then where do I have to go?” Rex probed.


  “I grew up on Maratha. There was a world nearby called Cordelia. On it there was this man and this woman who followed him around. He seemed to speak about that region of space. All he ever said was to stay away, that you’ll die if you go there, but he was always right. We’d hear stories about people who talked to him, ignored him, traveled to that space and never returned.”


  “Are you sure of this? This wasn’t just stories and rumors?” Rex inquired.


  “I thought they were at first. But when I was young, we stopped there once, and I saw the man. He—there was something about him that seemed…off. He looked normal, but something about how he moved, as if his body wasn’t his and he was just borrowing it. I was only a girl, and it made the hairs on my neck stand up,” she explained. Another tear emerged from the corner of her eye.


  “I have never heard of Cordelia. Can you show it to me on a star chart?” Rex asked.


  Chakrika nodded uneasily. She glanced down at the child. He had stopped suckling and now slept soundly.


  “I do not like this,” Lucius put in.


  “Duly noted, but it beats flying blindly into space we’ll never return from.”


  He glowered and said nothing further.


  


”Human” is a tricky word to define. Do we base it on DNA? Numerous human groups have tweaked their genetic codes to bring about skin colors that never evolved naturally. Different hair colors, eye colors, pupil shapes. Some have matted body hair. All take a human gene and modify it a bit for whatever reason. We can’t deny their humanity. Is being a human an internal question? One of the soul and mind? If a human adulterates their genetic code with outside DNA, but maintains human-level emotions and intelligence, do we grant them the same rights and respect a more “normal” person would have? If an ape or whale or dolphin had their intelligence advanced to the point that it equaled our own, either evolutionarily or through our intervention, would they be granted “human” status? What if a person had their mind replaced by a computer, making their body into a biological machine responding only to the commands of others? What if a human mind was placed in an artificial body, or some sort of machine? Is the word “human” still a marker of a biological species, or just a broad label encompassing all forms of sentient intelligence?


   


  -Joseph Davidson, Excerpt from “The Essence of a Species,” Collected Essays, 2071


  




Cordelia, Qahiran Confederacy, Chaos Quarter

  


  Standard Date 12/03/2506


  Cordelia, it turned out, was 120 light-years from Igbo. That meant two dozen jumps, with an eight-hour recharge between jumps. Given that jumping into a new system meant having to be awake to deal with the inevitable toll-seekers or pirates, those eight hours usually stretched to a full day, so Rex could be rested and alert when entering a new stretch of space.


  Then there had been various delays and stopovers. They’d had to stop at a mining colony to pick up metals for trade and to buy new clothing for Chakrika. Unfortunately mining colonies were overwhelmingly male and reminded Rex of prisons. Far too many males, few if any females…they weren’t good places for young, weak, or overly pretty men to be. Miners weren’t generally known for their self-control, and when no women were available, they’d turn to the next closest thing. When women were available…


  Lucius had been forced to escort Chakrika through the mine’s only clothing store, keeping grizzled, horny, underpaid men back. Unfortunately for Chakrika the only items of clothing in the store were utilitarian grey canvas jumpsuits. She had left the ship in skimpy clothes that showed off every curve of her figure and returned in the most drab, shape-hiding clothing imaginable. She hadn’t smiled much that day, despite escaping unscathed from hordes of lecherous men.


  There had been numerous stops by local warlords demanding a fee, though Rex had only paid one of them, since only one of the warlords had firepower enough to threaten him. The others he’d either outrun or blasted. Most would flee after a single hit, deciding to raid easier prey. A few had fought it out and lost. One of those losers had been a charismatic madman who’d convinced himself and a dozen followers that he was the pagan God Hades, here to help his fellows find the hidden passage to Elysium. Rex had decided to help them out with the request. Ore haulers jerry-rigged with twenty millimeter cannons didn’t make effective warships, and after Lucius had sent one to Tartarus, both Hades and his devoted followers had fled.


  They had stopped again on some world called Mausolos, picking up food, supplies for little Quintus, and more feminine clothing for Chakrika. She’d been nothing but smiles that day, no longer forced to be either shrouded in tent-canvas or practically naked. She’d looked decidedly normal and loved every minute of it. Rex was no shrink, but he imagined there had to be a good deal of dignity in being able to go through a day without having to make yourself a sex object. Plus, what woman didn’t love to shop?


  After that they’d begun the tedious process of jumping, system to system, usually six light-years at a time. Both of his crew members had settled into their new role. Chakrika cooked, quite well considering she was using dehydrated vegetables, canned foods, and various artificially-flavored pre-packaged proteins. She’d somehow made a soup out of dried noodles and cinnamon-flavored protein chunks that had been a welcome surprise.


  Lucius had quickly accommodated himself with the ship’s systems, and in their various scrapes had taken down two fighters. His face had remained as blank as ever. The only time the man showed any emotion was when he held his child. Thanks to Chakrika’s chiding, he could now hold the little one without sending Quintus into crying fits. Rex didn’t tell Chakrika that sometimes Lucius smiled, however slightly, at her when her back was turned or she wasn’t looking. Didn’t take a man in his fifties to see where Lucius’s heart was going.


  The only other time Rex had seen so much as a grin had been when he revealed that Long Haul had a light pulse cannon. The exile had fired it repeatedly that day, not needing to worry about ammunition. Pulse cannons worked by accelerating small amounts of particles to incredible speed and launching them at an enemy. The kinetic energy of those fast-moving particles blasted holes in a hull as well as any cannon shell. Since each shot was literally a blast of particles too small to see, it would take decades of continuous fire to exhaust Long Haul’s stores.


  When it had first come time to use the weapon, Lucius hadn’t held back. One of his two kills had been a fighter stupid enough to fly in front of Long Haul. Lucius had fired a full salvo from the forward guns, hitting the ship not only with the pulse cannon but with rounds from the ship’s five forward-facing thirty millimeter rail-guns. The poor pirate inside the ship was reduced to hundreds of floating pieces spiraling through space, much like his ship. Rex had felt a moment of pity for the man, victim of such glorious overkill. But then he remembered that the bastard had been trying to kill him, and he nodded appreciatively at Lucius’s thorough work.


  Now, with all that and a dozen nights interrupted by Quintus’s crying behind them, they jumped into the Qahira System, home of the living world Cordelia. The jump, as always, ended pretty much the moment it began. One second they were in some unknown, unsettled system with a red star, dead rocks and a gas giant; the next he was staring at a distant yellow sun. Beyond depleted jump drive readings and a slight fuzzy feeling in his shoulders, there was no evidence that anything had even happened.


  “We’re here,” Lucius spoke.


  “Looks like. Computer, collect every piece of information you can. Correlate with what we’ve been told about Cordelia and the Qahira system,” Rex ordered.


  “Observations indicate six rocky worlds within two hundred million miles of the sun. At least three gas giants in farther reaches.”


  “Good. Which worlds are likely within the habitable zone?”


  “The third and fourth.”


  “Set course for the third, .04C,” he ordered.


  “Nine hours until arrival.”


  He glanced over at the radar sphere. The hologram floated lazily before his seat, empty and quiet. A lovely sight.


  “Go see your kid,” Rex said with a wave. “And send Chaki up, need to show her a few things.”


  “She hates that name, you know,” Lucius spoke.


  Rex shot him a half-smiled, “Does she? Or do you?”


  Lucius glowered and left the bridge. Rex continued to chuckle.


  “Ah, young lust…”


  Two minutes passed before the young woman appeared, dressed in form-fitting slacks and a sleeveless blouse. She also had a confident respectability about her now; the new, more concealing clothing offered protection. He found it strange, given how assertive she’d been while nude.


  “Lucius says you need to see me?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he said, getting up from the pilot’s station. “Sit.”


  He gestured at the chair; she hesitated.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “You want to get paid more, and I need somebody who can fly this bucket if I get knocked in the head. So you get to learn to fly,” he replied.


  Her face froze in shock, fear etching lines around her eyes.


  “This-this is crazy. I-I’ve never flown anything! I’ve never even driven a car!”


  “Well after this a car will seem simple. Don’t worry, we have plenty of time to learn. Sit,” he said with an air of finality.


  She reluctantly sat in the seat, but kept her hands tucked against her sides.


  “Computer, on my voice command, return the ship to our current course.”


  “What?!” Chakrika said, buzzing with anxiety.


  “Relax. We’re hours away from contact with another ship; we’ve got space and time. We’ll start with the basic layout.”


  He pointed to the computer panel before her. On the left was a control lever, a single protruding stick eight inches high with two buttons on the top. On the right was a similar lever, though it had no buttons. Between the two was a screen, with touch-screen controls should the computer’s voice abilities fail.


  “That’s your emergency screen. Shows you all the data you need if the main one goes down,” he spoke.


  “Main one?” Chakrika asked.


  “In front of you,” he pointed.


  She glanced up at the wall-spanning viewscreen.


  “That’s not a window?” she asked.


  “No. Windows make good targets to anyone who wants to shoot you. That’s an image from a camera on the front of the ship. See all those numbers on the left?”


  “Yes,” she replied.


  “One on the bottom is speed; next one up is radiation levels. Don’t use that one much, but it’s one of those things that when you need it, you really need it. Next up is reactor performance,” he informed.


  “It’s only at eighty-two percent,” she pointed out.


  “No reason to run her hot right now. Puts a lot of wear on it when you do,” he explained. “Above that the computer likes to flash information regarding our surroundings: planets and asteroids and star types and all that.”


  “OK,” she said uneasily.


  “See the green line in the middle of the screen, heading slightly to the left of this system’s sun?”


  “I see it,” she replied.


  “That’s our course. If the ship stays on that, we’ll end up where we want to go.”


  “This is a lot to remember,” she spoke.


  “You pick it up quick enough; don’t worry if you don’t get it all right now. See that lever next to the backup screen?”


  She placed her hand on it, but didn’t push it in any way.


  “Vertical and lateral controls, very important in landing. Push forward, we go up; pull back, we go down. Push left, we lurch left; push right, we lurch right—all relative to the course we’re travelling. Try it.”


  Her fingers closed gingerly around the lever. She pushed forward. The view screen shifted as the ship rose directly upward like a helicopter of old. Chakrika pulled the throttle back to its neutral position, ending the rise. On the viewscreen the green line adjusted, the computer recalculating the course due to their slight movement.


  “Simple enough,” Rex spoke. “OK, take your hand off the vertical control. Best to do this one limb at a time until you’re ready. Take your left hand and grasp the lever on the left side of the console.”


  She grabbed it, keeping her hands away from the two buttons on the top.


  “What you are now holding is attitude control. You push left, the ship spins left, staying on a horizontal plain. You push right, it goes right; push forward, it spins up; pull back, it spins down—again, all relative to our current course and position. There’s really no up and down or left and right out here.”


  “There isn’t?” she asked.


  He shook his head, saying, “Gotta be on a planet with gravity. Out here there’s only orbital elliptical plains and stars. Long Haul’s gravity drive pulls us toward the floor no matter how we maneuver the ship, so no matter what we do, it’ll seem like we’re upright.”


  “I don’t understand. What’s an elliptical plain?” she asked.


  “We’ll worry about that stuff later. Rotate the ship,” Rex ordered.


  She pulled the lever to the left. It required more force than she expected, but eventually it moved. Again the viewscreen shifted, the stars blurring as the vessel spun.


  “Wait, if we’re spinning won’t the engines push us in another direction?”


  “Engines are off,” Rex said.


  “What? How are we—”


  “No air in space, no friction. Unless we use the engines to change direction, we’ll continue on this course, at this speed, infinitely. No use wasting fuel coasting into a system,” he informed her.


  “Oh,” she spoke, trying to take in what she just heard. “Don’t you have to use the engines then to spin us?”


  “The maneuvering jets, yeah. They’ll push us a little off course and slow us down a bit, but nothing to worry about. By the way, we’ve gone around twice,” he pointed out.


  She instinctively withdrew her hand from the control lever. It snapped back to center, telling the computer to stop the spin.


  “Return us to course,” Rex spoke. The computer righted the ship. “Whenever you need to know which way you’re facing, look at the sphere.”


  He pointed. The holographic sphere floated to the right of the command station. Chakrika did a double take and then looked closely. At the center of the sphere, a small image of the ship sat, facing forward.


  “Next step, feel around with your right foot. You’ll find two pedals under the console,” Rex continued.


  She did. The pedal on the right was longer and thinner, the one on the left, squarish.


  “Engine control. Right pedal controls forward propulsion. Give it a tap.”


  She did so. On the viewscreen the speed increased slightly. She focused on the numbers. Two speed figures were there, one next to the other. The first had eight digits and changed quickly. The second had three digits and the letter C.


  “The figure on the left is miles per hour, not really that important outside of a planet’s atmosphere. The one on the right is our speed compared to C, which is the speed of light. That tap of your foot told the engine to burn, accelerating us up to .077C, or 7.7 percent the speed of light,” Rex explained.


  “I know that, the speed of light,” Chakrika spoke hopefully. “That’s the fastest speed in the galaxy, right?”


  “Yep. Fastest known. We can get up to 10 percent speed of light if we need to. Now, move your foot to the left pedal. Give it a tap.”


  She did. The screen shifted slightly as the ship slowed.


  “Reversing engines, kind of like the brake. It burns opposite the main engines to kill speed,” he explained. “Last, take your left foot and find the sleeve on the left side, near the floor.”


  She probed around with her foot until she found it and slid her foot inside.


  “Rotational control. To rotate the ship along the long axis, you use this.”


  “Long axis? I’m not sure what you mean?” she asked.


  “You ever seen a barrel roll?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she replied, eyes lighting up with recognition.


  “Move your foot to the left,” he spoke.


  She did. The stars on the viewscreen began spinning as the ship rotated counter-clockwise.


  “Right will spin it clockwise. Move your foot back to the center.”


  She did and the rotation stopped. The ship returned to a course parallel with the system’s elliptical plane.


  “That’s all there is to it,” Rex said, sinking into the gunner’s position.


  “You have to do all four of these at once?” she asked after a moment of thought.


  “Yeah. It takes a while to get used to. But once you master it, you not only can fly most ships, but you have the potential to be an awesome drummer,” Rex spoke. An uncomprehending stare answered him.


  “Never mind. It will take a bit of time. I trained for five years. But if you know some basics, you can fly simple courses without the computer,” he continued.


  She let out a heavy breath.


  “Can I go now?” she asked.


  “Yeah, go on,” he replied.


  She darted out of the room, relief dripping off her. Rex shook his head and smiled, then moved back to the command station, sighing to himself.


  “Think she’s got potential?”


  “I am incapable of giving opinion,” the computer replied.


  Rex chuckled, “Keep forgetting that. Return us to course, continue on at present speed.”


  * * *


  By Chaos Quarter standards, Cordelia was an advanced world. The seat of the Qahiran Confederacy, it controlled all of the inner half of its solar system and had several ships large enough to qualify as frigates in a stronger nation, though with far more primitive weapons. Flying into orbit of Cordelia, which had turned out to be the fourth world of the system, they passed by several Hastav-class fighters. While underpowered and lightly armed by Commonwealth or Europan standards, the Hastav was a status symbol in the quarter. If you could afford to buy them, you had to have some economic ability, which meant you had some power.


  The world itself was fairly standard. It was fairly similar to Earth: ice caps at the poles, large continents with deserts, plains, forests, and rugged mountains. The capital city, Khors, rested in the planet’s northern hemisphere, on a high plateau surrounded by jungle.


  Standing at the spaceport, Rex took a deep breath, tasting the air. It was damp and heavy with water. It clung close to his skin, making everything feel slimy and moist. Yet the oxygen remained thin, making him breathe more quickly than he was used to doing.


  Whose bright idea was it to build the capital nine thousand feet up and surrounded by rain forest?


  Chakrika didn’t seem to mind. The spaceport sat atop a hill overlooking the city. The hill’s summit had been flattened to build the spaceport, but still reached high enough to give them a good view of Khors. The city stretched ahead of them for several miles, two thirds of it to the west of a large, lagoon-like lake, the rest to the east. The streets were paved and bustling with traffic.


  He didn’t see any buildings above ten stories, but the various structures looked solid and well maintained. Most were plain cement with minimal ornamentation, often painted in an off-white color that reminded Rex of the sea-shells you’d see on a beach. Jungle vines broke the monotony of the color, streaking across the buildings, in some places so thick that it looked like ivy. Monkeys perched on the roofs, tiny little furry figures oblivious to the human clatter below. Several on the nearby terminal roof dropped the stems from some tiny reddish fruit that they ate furiously.


  “I’ve never fired one of these,” he heard Chakrika say. Rex turned to face her. She was looking at the gun he had given her, holding it in one hand and Quintus in the other.


  “Not that hard. Take off the safety, raise it to eye level, fire at whatever you want to die. Make sure to use two hands to hold it,” he spoke.


  “Won’t it recoil?”


  “No powder. They’re electromagnetically accelerated. Little if any recoil. Just make sure not to point it at anything you’re not willing to kill,” he stressed.


  “You sure you shouldn’t bring Lucius?”


  “Lucius has never seen this man,” Rex replied.


  “I know…” she muttered. “I’m just not sure about this. If this man talks for that region of space, he might have powerful friends. What if they don’t want us snooping around?”


  “Nobody ever wants people snooping around,” Rex replied. “But it’s what I’ve been ordered to do.”


  “By a navy that betrayed and abandoned you,” she pointed out.


  “Hating one commodore doesn’t mean I hate my country,” he replied. “Here comes Lucius with the truck.”


  A pick-up truck pulled to a stop next to them. A centuries-old design that never seemed to outlive its usefulness, the truck his new gunner had bought was like any other: Small cab in the front, large bed in the back for carrying stuff. It was the same off-white color as the buildings. Nothing fancy, just functional.


  After shutting the truck off, Lucius stepped out, tossing the keys to Rex.


  “All is set,” he said, taking his son from Chakrika. The boy’s eyes were wide open, taking in everything around him.


  “You have no idea what’s going on, do you?” Chakrika said playfully, grasping the baby’s tiny hands. Quintus closed his grip around her fingers and then decided the hand would be better off in his mouth.


  “He fed?” asked Lucius.


  “Yes,” she replied, then stroked Quintus’s cheek. “Bye, little one.”


  “Let the locals off-load the metals for sale, but don’t let them past the cargo bay,” Rex said to Lucius. He and Chakrika got into the pick-up truck. The engine hummed as the fuel cell kicked to life.


  “Why the truck?” Chakrika asked.


  “To carry supplies. Figured I should have a ground vehicle anyway,” he explained.


  “You bought this?” she asked.


  “Sure did. Lucius got it for twenty bits gold, only a few years used. Now just gotta figure out which side of the road they drive on here…”


  Honking horns and a near miss answered his question. For some inexplicable reason, they drove on the left. Who did that? Rex mulled about it and wandered the town for a few minutes, looking closely at passing buildings.


  “Are we buying supplies?” Chakrika asked after a while.


  “Eventually, I hope. Gotta get some information first…and this looks like the place.”


  They pulled into a parking lot next to a respectable-looking bar.


  “We’re drinking?” she asked.


  “Whiskey in the morning—breakfast of kings,” he replied.


  They walked in. It was late morning local time, so it was nearly empty. Two women in toga-like robes chattered in the back and picked at appetizers. Beyond that there was the bartender, who watched the holo-TV projection floating over the center of the room. A game was on, some strange combination of soccer and ping-pong.


  From what Rex could tell, it consisted of men standing on opposite sides of a field, pelting a large, industrial-strength beach-ball with small, dense rubber balls launched from hand-held air cannons, trying to get the large ball into a goal. All the while the other team used their air cannons to try and push it away. Rex wondered why they just didn’t shoot the opposing team with the rubber balls so there’d be no defenders to stop them from putting the large ball wherever they want.


  Seeing them the bartender, a young fellow with copper skin and overly–gelled hair, said something in a language that vaguely resembled Portuguese. When he got no answer, he cleared his throat and spoke in heavily accented English.


  “Can I help you?”


  “Yes. I need a beer and information. I’ll pay for both,” Rex replied.


  “Subtle,” Chakrika commented.


  “Subtle is overrated,” he quipped as the man placed a beer bottle in front of him. Rex took a swig and fought to hide a grimace, shocked at the bitterness of the brew. Must be an acquired taste.


  “L-looking to trade?” the bartender managed.


  “Yeah. Little bird tells me that there are some worlds looking for grain beyond the Achaean Confederacy,” Rex spoke.


  Silence. The two chattering women stared at them, then hurriedly left the bar, leaving some silver coins on the table. The door swung shut behind them.


  “You know ambassador is here,” the bartender spoke, seeing where this was going. “You want to know where?”


  “If he really does speak for that space, then yeah, couldn’t hurt to work with him,” Rex spoke.


  “He will say no,” the bartender replied.


  “I’d love to take your word on that, but I can’t. We’ve just met and all,” said Rex.


  “Not matter for jokes. People do not go there. Those that go there die,” spoke the bartender. “He will tell you that. Whoever they are, they do not trade.”


  Rex dropped a silver bit on the table.


  “Where?”


  The man looked at the coin for a long moment, then picked it up and rubbed it between his fingers. He glanced up at Chakrika.


  “Striped lady, this man get you killed,” he warned.


  Chakrika said nothing, just looked to the ground. The bartender pocketed the coin.


  “City center, a brick building on the north side of the park. Red, covered in moss. There won’t be a sign,” he said and turned away.


  They left the bar and the beer, getting back into the pickup truck. It buzzed to life as the inevitable rain began to fall. Thunder rumbled in the distance.


  “Well, he was a charming guy,” remarked Rex as they drove.


  Chakrika looked deep in thought, as if she didn’t hear him.


  “Worried I will get you killed?” Rex asked.


  “Yes. What if this ‘ambassador’ tells you nothing? Do you plan to actually go to this space, even with all the stories?” Chakrika asked.


  “Probably finish crossing the quarter and do some trading with Achaea, see if these stories are real or just campfire tales,” he explained. “I’ll let you and Lucius know long before I go in so you can get off.”


  “We get off and we lose eighty years of life,” she spoke. “You give us a taste and then dump us. Cruel.”


  “I suppose. But if entering this ‘ambassador’s’ space will get you killed, would you rather have the fifty more years of life you could have expected a month ago, or get blown up thinking you’ll live another century?”


  She thought this over, but did not answer. The storm continued as they pulled into the city center. Thunder roared again as they circled a large park. A dozen towering fig trees, at least a hundred feet tall, rose from a meticulously mowed lawn. Parrots and other colorful birds feasted on their fruit, freshly dropped to the manicured grounds below. Surrounding the park were buildings of grey concrete, covered in vines. More monkeys, also eating the figs, camped out on the roofs. One thin row-house stuck out. It was made of deep-red brick, half-hidden in vibrant green moss and running tangles of vine. It seemed the only man-made splash of color in the city.


  “That’s the one,” he said, pointing. The thunder roared again. Then the ground shook.


  “Was that the thunder?” asked Chakrika.


  “Felt like a tiny earthquake,” Rex noted.


  Another roar, this one followed by an explosion. The red brick building erupted in a billow of flame. Explosions rippled down the city center as bombs rained down.


  “Shit!” Rex said, slamming on the brakes. A chunk of brick wall smashed into the pavement mere feet from his truck, sending a wash of pulverized concrete onto his windshield. He maneuvered around, driving as close as he could to the wreckage of the building, then stopped.


  “What are you doing?! We have to get back to the ship!” Chakrika screamed. The far side of the park exploded in flame. The roar of engines, so very like the thunder of the growing storm, filled the air. Small craft zipped in and out of angry gray clouds. Tiny black ovals fell from them, bombs dropping randomly into the city.


  “Come on, quickly!” he snapped.


  Chakrika unstrapped herself and jumped from the truck. Fire leapt up on all sides of them as building after building exploded. Debris and concrete hurdled through the park, smashing limbs from the fig trees and scattering dozens of terrified birds. People screamed and ran from the burning structures. The monkey troops followed them, screeching in terror.


  They reached the rubble of the brick building. Paper and furniture burned despite the rain. The upper floors had collapsed, leaving a rubble pile of splintered wood and bent metal.


  Sticking out from the pile was a human torso, male. Rex rushed up, ignoring the pounding rain drenching his clothing. The body lay motionless, a thick, steel I-beam crushing the chest.


  “Our guy,” Rex said. “Get him out from under here.”


  “What? Are you taking the—”


  “Sooner he’s in the truck, the sooner we’ll get back to the ship and off this damn planet!” Rex roared.


  Intimidated into action, Chakrika started shoveling rain-slick debris off the dead man with her hands. Rex grasped the I-beam with both arms, throwing his weight behind it. The beam resisted, then broke free abruptly, sending Rex sprawling forward into the debris. Grumbling, he got to his feet. He brushed bits of ruined brick from his pants and then scurried back to the corpse.


  Something stirred. He didn’t hear it; it was impossible to hear anything over the rippling explosions engulfing the city—he saw it. From under a wrecked patch of drywall, a figure emerged. A woman.


  Chakrika noticed his stare and turned to look. Out from the rubble stood a tan-skinned woman with platinum blond hair, pasted to the side of her head from downpour. Her clothes clung to her skin from rain and from blood. She was banged up and cut, but otherwise unharmed. She saw them and rushed over to their sides. Without a word she began digging out the body.


  An explosion erupted in the park. They crouched low, a hail of debris flying over them. Bits of smashed concrete pelted Rex in the back. He grasped the body around the chest and hauled it free. Chakrika ran ahead of him, opening the tail-gate of the truck. The strange blond woman followed like an obedient puppy, her eyes never leaving the body.


  Rex muscled the body into the back, slammed the gate shut, and rushed to the driver’s side. Chakrika was already in the car and strapped in. Rex paused, squinting at something in the distance. One of the small ships had pulled into a hover over a nearby street. People ran terrified down the road. A black net shot from the ship, entangling a half-dozen people. The net closed in on itself and then jerked skyward. A cable retracted the net and the screaming people inside toward the hovering ship above. The reality of the situation dawned.


  “Slavers!” Rex shouted, jumping into the truck. He gunned the engine, accelerating down the street. Chakrika put her window down, sticking her head out to look.


  “There’s one after us!” she screamed.


  He heard her gun fire. She shot helplessly at the pursuing ship with her pistol. Rex hit the accelerator, pulling away as a steel net struck the ground behind them. Through his rearview he could see the empty net retracting.


  “God damn it,” he swore, jerking left. The maneuver banged Chakrika’s torso against the window frame. She yelped in pain and ducked back into the car.


  “No problem shooting that thing now, eh?” Rex quipped as he swerved right. The pursuing fighter overshot.


  “Can we get to the ship?!” Chakrika exclaimed, hyperventilating.


  “I don’t know,” he replied, slamming on his brakes. Their attacker overshot, his net landing in a pile of rubble five yards ahead of them.


  “Tell me we’re getting to the ship!” she screamed as he accelerated the truck forward. They shot under the retracting net, racing toward the spaceport.


  “Damn it, tell me!” Chakrika bellowed, tears streaming down her face.


  “OK, we’re gonna be just fine,” Rex dead-panned. He could see the spaceport’s terminal just ahead. Tracers shot upward, the spaceport bristling with defenses. A downed slaver ship burned in the parking lot, crushing a dozen cars beneath its weight. Their pursuer broke off, heading back to the city for easier targets. Rex maneuvered through the pads until he could see Long Haul. He drove onto the pad, up the door ramps, and into the cargo bay. Nearby two more slaver ships burned, riddled with holes. His gunner had been busy.


  Jumping out of the truck, they ran around back. Chakrika’s face was a mask of tears, but she kept going with impressive resolve. They opened the tail gate. There waited the body.


  And the woman who’d helped them dig it up. She huddled beside the corpse, clinging to it.


  “What the hell?” Rex asked. He grabbed the foot of the corpse and pulled. The woman didn’t release her grip. Rex pulled one of his guns and aimed it at her head.


  “Let go,” he demanded.


  “This second cannot,” she replied in a melodious, feminine tone.


  “Well we’re taking him,” Rex replied. “So either get out of the way or help!”


  This apparently didn’t cause her any conflict. She jumped out of the truck-bed and grabbed his other foot. Chakrika stared, astonished, as the two pulled the body out.


  Lucius appeared at the top of the stairs, an assault rifle over his shoulder. He slid down the ladder and moved up beside them.


  “Had to borrow it,” he said, motioning to the gun. “Why do we have a corpse?”


  “This is the guy we were looking for,” Rex said, dragging it into the bay. Chakrika dashed in behind them. Rex turned to the strange woman.


  “We’re leaving this planet. If you want to go, now is the time,” he spoke.


  “This second cannot leave this Master,” she replied with a curt nod.


  “Who is she?” Lucius asked, hands tightening on the gun.


  “I have no fucking idea. Give Chaki the gun and get to the bridge,” replied Rex, running for the ladder. “Close the doors!”


  The computer complied. Lucius handed off the gun and followed. They rushed up the stairs and through the hallway, past the makeshift crib where Quintus lay crying. On the bridge they skidded into their stations. Rex jammed the vertical control forward before he had even sat down.


  The ship shook as it rose, buffeted by the winds of the storm. Faint sounds echoing through the ship, barely audible over the steady sound of rain hitting the hull, told him the turrets were firing. A slaver craft streaked in front of them, pursued by ground fire. Orange tracer streaks shot ahead of them. Rex rotated the ship upward and punched the accelerator. They were pressed back into their seats as the ship rocketed away.


  “Got a bugger tailing us,” informed Lucius. “I’ve got him.”


  He squeezed his trigger. Thirty millimeter rounds shot out of the rear turret, the first dozen ripping past the pursuing ship as it barrel-rolled to avoid fire. Lucius squeezed again. This bunch hit, tearing through the front of the vessel and filling the insides with fire and ricocheting shrapnel. The craft exploded, the sound muffled by the thinning air. As it plummeted back to Cordelia, Long Haul broke free of the atmosphere, entering the blackness of the void.


  A battle spun around them, the local Hastav fighters firing at slaver ships, each side blasting the other in a deadly, swirling dance. Rex paid little attention to them. Something else posed a greater threat.


  Directly in front of them sat a ship twice the size of his own, the slaver mothership. A six hundred-foot rectangular ship studded with circular protrusions, antennae, and rear-mounted engine nacelles, it was clearly not designed to be a warship. But it moved to intercept anyway, slowly, firing its forward guns. Rounds streaked soundlessly at them, tearing into his armor. Muffled thumps reverberated through the ship as they hit.


  “Twenty millimeter rounds are impacting our dorsal bow,” the computer stated.


  Rex twitched his left foot to the left, sending the ship into a counter-clockwise spin. It shot forward, toward the mothership.


  “Line me up with their engines!” Lucius shouted.


  Rex twitched the ship to the left, continuing the barrel roll. The thumping sound slackened as the roll took them out of the path of many of the incoming rounds. On the viewscreen the targeting reticule aligned just forward of the slavers’ engine exhaust. Lucius squeezed the trigger.


  Long Haul’s forward guns blasted away. The pulse cannon streaked out a dozen shots in as many seconds, white blasts leaping out at near the speed of light. Tracers from the thirty mils cut five converging lines through space. They tore into the engine compartments, blasting a hole through the ship’s thin hull. Explosions rippled within as the engines came apart.


  Rex pushed Long Haul above the slaver ship, rotating the bow downward as he sailed past to keep Lucius’s fire on target. The guns poured it on, raking fire across the top of the ship, then punching into a second engine. Explosions billowed out through the breaches, dying off as they reached space. The rear of the slaver mothership broke free, hurtling off toward the planet below. Oxygen, debris, and slavers were sucked out of the front of the ship, into the vacuum.


  “Jump drive status?” demanded Rex.


  “Powered and ready. We are too close to the system’s star for a jump,” the computer replied.


  “Set course for the nearest possible jump position. Max speed.”


  “Course set,” the ship replied.


  Lucius leaned back in his seat.


  “What in Hades was all that?” he asked.


  “Slavers,” spat Rex. “At least today they are. Tomorrow they could be pirates or warlords or whatever the fuck nasty thing they think up. If we hadn’t blown them up, that is.”


  “Flexible in their evil,” Lucius spoke. “You were fortunate to get back.”


  Rex nodded, a cynical part of his mind wondering if the Europan meant that he had been fortunate to get Chakrika back.


  “Yeah,” Rex said. ”You may want to go talk to Chaki. She seemed pretty shook up.”


  “Slave raiders have that effect on a person. Additionally, she and I are not involved,” Lucius replied, the last words as empty as the space around them.


  Rex smirked and shook his head.


  “Well, that may be. But this seemed different than your garden variety fear of imminent death. She could probably use some companionship,” Rex replied. “Besides, I have to figure out who our new guest is.”


  * * *


  “Six hours until jump,” Rex announced, entering the cargo bay. Chakrika had the assault rifle pointed at the strange woman, who knelt, statue-still, beside the corpse.


  “What do we do with her?” Chakrika asked, the gun shaking as her hands shook nervously.


  “Damned if I know,” Rex said as he descended the stairway. At the bottom he walked over and took the gun from her.


  “Go check on Quintus,” he suggested. “You know Lucius has no clue when that kid is wet or not.”


  Dried tears had traced red paths down her face, slightly darker than her skin. She nodded weakly. Rex chided himself silently for putting her life in danger, even though he didn’t see any other way he could have safely identified their man. He heard her feet on the ladder as he turned to face his newest passenger.


  “And who are you?” he asked.


  She got to her feet, but stood so immobile that she still reminded him of a statue.


  “This servant is second to this Master.”


  He blinked.


  “What?”


  “This servant is second to—”


  “The Master, yeah, heard that. What is your name?” Rex pressed.


  “This servant’s designation is Second,” she replied.


  “Second, right,” Rex said with a roll of his eyes, “And you worked with this man?”


  He nudged the corpse with his foot.


  “This servant was assigned to service him in his duties.”


  “As Ambassador,” Rex prodded.


  “That was his chosen assignment. This servant was made to service him in these capacities.”


  Rex cocked his head.


  “Wait, you were made?”


  “This line is designed to possess linguistic knowledge to serve the ambassador in his duties among the primitives.”


  Rex nodded aimlessly at this and scratched his head. He decided to try a different track.


  “Your Master is dead. What do you intend to do now?”


  Her head turned to face him, confusion evident on her face.


  “This servant does not understand.”


  “What are you going to do?” Rex spoke. “He’s dead, and you’re on my ship.”


  “This second will remain at the side of the ambassador,” she spoke.


  “Even though he is dead?”


  More incomprehension.


  “You’re an odd duck,” said Rex.


  “This body is not a duck,” she replied.


  “Clearly,” he spoke, examining her. Whatever was wrong with this woman clearly was in her head. Her body seemed almost too perfect to be real. She stood nearly six feet tall, with long legs, full hips, and the type of breasts that usually screamed “artificial tissue enhancement.” There wasn’t the slightest indication of paunch to her stomach. In fact there didn’t seem to be too much body fat anywhere but in places the opposite gender would find attractive. Her face was delicately formed, with full, pouty lips, high cheek-bones, and deep, almond-shaped, lavender eyes. He almost believed that she had been made, since she resembled what many men would consider a perfect woman, physically at least.


  “If you stay on this ship, you will obey my commands,” he spoke. “Crew or not. I can drop you at the next world.”


  “This second will stay with the Master. She is bound to his will,” she replied.


  “Sure, bound to his will,” Rex muttered. He sighed, figuring it was no use trying to get a logical answer out of the woman. He said, “See, he’s dead, and I possess his body. As you are bound to him, and I possess him, you are, via transfer of ownership of his body from himself to me, bound to me.”


  She looked down at the corpse, thinking.


  “This servant acknowledges that you posses that body of the Master. She is bound to serve your will,” she replied.


  “Great,” he said, pushing away naughty male thoughts about what that last sentence might entail. “One more thing, do you understand pronouns?”


  “This servant does.”


  “Can you use the pronoun ‘I’?”


  “This servant can,” she replied.


  “Then try that. All this ‘this servant’ stuff sounds strange,” he replied.


  “I will honor your will,” she spoke.


  “Good. Now, before I haul this guy up, is there anything you’d like us to call you?” he asked, hoping against hope that she might answer differently this time.


  “I am second to this Master,” she replied in her emotionless way.


  “Great. Second. Can’t wait to meet Twenty-Seventh,” he quipped, moving to a hoist on the starboard side of the cargo bay. Chains hung from a pulley mounted on a track on the ceiling, next to the upper catwalk. Grabbing both chains, he pulled the hoist over to the body. He wrapped two chains around the corpse, grabbed the other side of the pulley, and heaved. Slowly but surely, the body rose. When it reached the top, he tied the chain off on a strut. Second sat there watching, her eyes glued to the corpse.


  “Come on,” he said. “Gotta get him on ice before he stinks up my whole ship.”


  * * *


  Lucius found Chakrika in the common room, sitting on a beat-up old couch against the port wall. She held Quintus, rocking him and rocking herself.


  He was truly unsure of what to do. He had more experience than most of his kind when it came to relationships based on actual affection, but that in no way qualified him for this. From Rex’s words he figured that something must have scared her deeply, more than just the fear of death such attacks bring. He was unsure what speaking to her about it would accomplish and wondered if it would just dredge up horrid memories, causing more pain.


  “Are you all right?” he asked tentatively.


  Her head turned slowly, fixing on him. She said nothing. He moved to the couch, sitting next to her. Quintus slept soundly in her arms, his tiny head fitting naturally against her shoulder. More silence. Unsure of what was proper, Lucius placed his hand on her shoulder, attempting to reassure. She stared at it for a long moment.


  “This hurts,” she spoke, barely audible.


  He jerked his hand back, mentally cursing himself.


  “Not that,” she said and then gestured with her head toward Quintus. “This. Caring for him.”


  Lucius cocked his head quizzically.


  “You always look happy when caring for my son?” he spoke.


  “I am,” she replied. “But it still hurts. Feeding him, looking at him, changing him.”


  He sensed something was coming and figured it best to let her come around at her own speed. She kissed Quintus’s head.


  “I’ve miscarried four children,” she went on, tears pooling in her eyes. They started streaming down her face.


  “I am saddened to hear that,” Lucius comforted her, returning his hand to her shoulder. “I mean that truly. I can only thank you more for helping my son despite your pain.”


  “I look at him and wonder,” she said. “Not that they would have let me keep them, even if they had been born.”


  Her eyes squeezed shut, as if trying to block a painful image.


  “Is-did something-uhm-happen—” he stuttered.


  “I was a slave,” she forced the words out quickly, not able to face him. She stared off into the room.


  “And those ships—”


  She nodded.


  “I would’ve killed myself before they took me,” she whispered, wiping as many tears as she could with her free hand. “I-I—”


  Lucius found himself hugging her. He hadn’t consciously planned to, but nothing else seemed appropriate. Chakrika buried her head against his chest.


  “I wasn’t born on Igbo,” she explained. “I-my-my parents were Maratha.”


  Her head popped up. The muscles in her face quivered as she fought for control.


  “Everyone on Maratha looks like me, except for foreigners. When I was nine, my father’s clan ordered him to become a trader, to make money for them. Sixty percent to him, forty to the clan. They were broke. He took a ship and went and took us with him.”


  Lucius felt his jaw tighten in anticipation of where this was going. It was a common story in the Quarter.


  “We’d barely been out a month when we were attacked. Some pirate band, as small and insignificant as the rest. They boarded us. My father was killed trying to protect us,” she explained. Her efforts to maintain her composure failed, and the tears renewed.


  “They…” she choked out. “They raped my mother and my brother, then they spaced them. Threw them right out the airlock. They made me watch all of it, watch their bodies freeze and their veins burst open in the void. It was awful. I keep seeing it in my dreams. Then…”


  “Shhh,” he said, trying ineffectually to soothe her. ”You don’t have to say anything more if the pain is too great.”


  “They kept me, said I was pretty. They liked my skin. They made me their whore,” she spoke, the words draining all energy from her voice. “…I was nine years old.”


  With that she broke, sobbing uncontrollably into his shirt. Lucius found himself holding her tighter and fighting off images in his own mind of what must have been done to her. The tight squeeze awoke Quintus, who wailed angrily.


  The child’s cries snapped Chakrika out of her breakdown. She straightened up, breaking from Lucius’s grip, and shifted the baby to her other shoulder. After a few moments of gentle bouncing, he was back asleep. More heavy moments passed before she spoke again.


  “They would keep me until the novelty of a tiger-skinned girl wore off and then sell me. Again and again. I lost my first baby at twelve. Then another, every year. After the fourth it stopped. I never got pregnant again. Then the king of Igbo destroyed a pirate fleet, and as part of the cease-fire, I was turned over as tribute. The king kept me until he tired of me, and then he gave me to one of his officials, a tired old man who fortunately couldn’t get it up often. When he died I fled, half-way across the planet. I went to Biafara hoping to start over. But-but there’s only one thing I was any good at.”


  She stared sadly toward the floor. Lucius couldn’t think of anything to say. He just sat with her for a while, hoping his presence would be some comfort.


  “When we left Igbo, you seemed mad that Rex had ruined your, uhm, practice,” Lucius asked.


  “I was scared,” she replied simply. “Part of me wants to hate him for hiring me for sex, even though I propositioned him. But he’s the only person who’s ever hired me for anything else.”


  “I do not believe he would treat you in such a way now, if that’s any help,” Lucius replied.


  “No, he wouldn’t,” she spoke, getting to her feet. She moved to Quintus’s makeshift crib. It was an old cargo crate about three feet on a side. Extra blankets had been spread inside. She placed the baby down, then stood over the crate, watching him.


  “Sad as it is, being on board his ship is the closest thing I’ve had to a normal life since I was a child,” she spoke.


  Lucius got to his feet and walked up beside her. They stared down at Quintus for a good minute before he spoke.


  “I can never know how you feel,” he spoke. “But I am sorry such things have happened to you. Nobody deserves that.”


  “Was Rex honest when he said you used to do worse?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  She stiffened and moved around the crib’s nearest corner.


  “How?” she asked. “How can anybody do that to somebody?”


  Lucius knelt beside the crate, keeping his gaze fixed on his son. He didn’t have the strength to meet Chakrika’s eye.


  “I was raised to believe that it was acceptable,” he proclaimed. “And I didn’t have the sense to question it until far too late.”


  She didn’t answer, but he had a feeling she was waiting for more of an explanation.


  “The Empire believes that God has a Divine Order, that the nobles are on the top of it. It is believed that we have His sanction to rule, that our wisdom and strength is all that keeps society from descending into chaos. I was once Lucius Alexander Savoy-Habsberg-Baliol, Count of Idoriville-Cabaelon. That was my estate, on His Imperial Majesty’s World of Silesia. I had nine thousand acres of farmlands and a dozen factories. I commanded 250 warriors and five thousand serfs. I believed many stupid things.”


  He smiled at his son, a bittersweet smile. He was glad Quintus was too young to understand any of what he was saying.


  “Like what?” Chakrika asked. Her tears had dried.


  “According to Europan law, all serfs are property of their owner, practically slaves. Serf women were legally wed to me, and I was raised to do whatever I wanted with them. I had a half-dozen of the prettiest women in my house, as concubines. I would have others brought to my soldiers to keep them satisfied and loyal. By Europan law any children these women bore me were of the warrior class, above serfs but below nobles.


  “Right now they are growing up with their mothers. When they are ten, the boys will be taken, trained as warriors, and then given to a noble as his retainer. I believed nothing was wrong with all of this, and that my birth as a nobleman justified my power over these people,” he continued.


  “They didn’t even have names. Our law forbids it. Even Yvette, the woman I fell in love with, she was called Tall Girl. That was the closest thing she had to a name before I gave her one.”


  “No names?” Chakrika asked.


  “The emperors have always forbidden it. They don’t want the serfs thinking of themselves as people. They do not even allow them to learn English, it’s forbidden by law. They don’t want the serfs to be able to communicate with the wider universe, so they make them speak a language that’s dead outside of one small corner of Earth. They have no names, they cannot speak to anyone but themselves and nobles, they have no right to their own bodies…we stripped them of their humanity and believed that it was God’s will.”


  He sighed and then reached down to caress his son. Chakrika watched his tenderness, seeing the smile that only seemed to come out around Quintus. She quietly moved back to his side, kneeling beside him, arms resting on the crate’s edge.


  “Yvette, ‘Tall Girl,’ she broke you free of all that?” she asked.


  “Not at first. I made her a concubine shortly after I was married—”


  “She wasn’t really your wife?” Chakrika interrupted.


  “According to our laws, she and every serf woman was my wife. But my noble wife was a cruel bitch of a woman named Julia. My father picked her to wed me, said he desired to forge closer relations with her family’s noble house. Really, he just wanted to take her to his own bed.”


  “What?” she asked. “Your father was fucking your wife?”


  “It’s called consortry. Though it is rarely between in-laws. In the empire people do not marry for love, but for power. So each man and woman generally finds another noble to fill their need for love, whom they call their consort. It is an official institution amongst my people, just below marriage in importance. My mother herself was once a consort of my father, which is why I belong to her noble house and not his. It’s also why I was a mere count in charge of nine thousand acres, and not a higher noble,” he explained.


  “OK…” she spoke, confused. “Go on…”


  “He took her as a consort, which suited her fine. I fell in love with a serf, so much so that I dismissed my other concubines and lived as man and wife with her. I literally only went to my ‘true’ wife once a month, when she was fertile. That was all she wanted from me. Instead, Yvette got pregnant and we had a daughter. But my wife learned of how I was living and was infuriated,” Lucius continued, letting out a dark laugh.


  “Coupling with serfs is just fine in our culture, but treating them as equals was considered completely unacceptable. She informed my father. My father was an earl, two ranks above me. He controlled a million acres, ten viscounts, and one hundred counts, myself included. He ordered that Yvette be transferred to him and it was done despite my protests. He raped her and held her down while my ‘wife’ slit her throat and my little girl’s.”


  This time he felt her hand on his shoulder.


  “So I killed both of them,” Lucius said coolly. “My father and Julia—bullet to the brain. Then I stole a freighter and fled into the Quarter. Since then I’ve drifted from world to world, selling my services as a mercenary.”


  “And you no longer believe as you once did?” Chakrika asked.


  “I’ve seen too many normal families to believe it anymore, even out here in the Quarter. Nothing I was taught was right,” he replied and looked at her. “You never have to fear that I would treat you in such a way.”


  “I don’t,” she whispered. Her head rested on his arm for a moment and then she said, “We get to remake our lives, Lucius. If we live as long as Rex says, all the bad years may fade away.”


  “Do you really believe it works like that?” he asked.


  “No,” she replied after a long moment of thought. “But perhaps the good years can at least outweigh the pain of the remembering.”


  “You are a hopeful woman, Chakrika,” he replied. “I thank God for sending you to watch over Quintus.”


  She smiled. They stayed at each other’s side for a long while.


  * * *


  Rex had considered it pretty clever, convincing Second that she now had to obey him since he possessed the person she was actually bound to obey. Then he had figured it wasn’t so clever, since any person with a normal mental state would have seen through it. Then he decided it wasn’t clever at all when Second had started following him around.


  She stood on the bridge now, just inside the door. Her hands were folded behind her back as she stared straight forward, doing little more than blinking and breathing.


  “You do not have to stand there,” he said, his eyes still focused on the viewscreen.


  She promptly sat down on the floor. He turned, spotted her in her new position and squeezed his eyes shut in exasperation.


  “No, I mean you can go somewhere else if you like.”


  “Where do you wish me to be?” she replied.


  “I don’t care. I’m asking what you—you want—hell, you know what, forget it. Sit right there and be quiet,” he spoke, turning back to his screen.


  Three hours until he could jump. Physicists didn’t know much about what actually happened in hyperspace, as anything that entered it seemed to cease to exist temporarily, or at least ceased to exist as far as people in this reality could tell. Luckily they’d discovered early on that if your folded two points of space together and tore open a hole between them whatever entered at one spot emerged at the other. Always. And it happened pretty much instantaneously. He remembered reading that the amount of time that actually passed during a jump could be measured in millionths of a second. Now why and how this all happened, they had no idea. For centuries the best egg-heads had tried to solve the problem and for centuries they’d come up with nothing that made sense according to the laws of physics, or at least according to the laws of physics in this reality. Clearly it made sense in whatever type of reality hyperspace was, otherwise it wouldn’t keep working. Part of Rex wondered if the universe did this just to screw with scientists, giving them this wonderful gift of faster-than-light travel, only to make its mechanics completely beyond them. It was enough to drive a man nuts.


  Whatever the case, the fact remained that hyperspace jumps worked. And over the centuries they’d learned much by trial and error. You couldn’t fold space in on itself for any distance less than 1.35 light-years, the minimum distance a ship could jump. You couldn’t send energy waves of any sort through hyperspace. Any communications had to be radioed to a drone or ship. That vessel would then jump to the desired system and retransmit the message to its destination.


  Perhaps the most annoying thing was that you couldn’t safely jump within three hundred million miles of a star, or within thirty million miles of an Earth-sized planet. Gravity wells distorted jump paths. If you jumped within those distances, you never ended up where you planned to go. You’d end up light-years off course. Occasionally, as a few early experiments had demonstrated, you reentered normal space inside of a star. You couldn’t jump across a space where a major gravity well sat, so if you wanted to go from one system to another you usually had to go through it and past the star in its center whose gravity would distort your jump path and send you off into oblivion. So most of the time a person spent when traveling through space was in long, boring cruises to a suitable jump point. Once you jumped you again embarked on a new, long, boring cruise to your next destination.


  When you had your own jump engine, it wasn’t that bad. Rex could usually jump in not far from the inner solar systems of major stars, avoiding the crazies who tended to infest the moons of gas giants and random rocks floating around at a system’s edge. When you didn’t have a drive, you had to use established jump points. These were space stations or ships stationed in one place that opened jump points that ships could then fly through.


  Problem with these was that enemies often disguised their ships as civilian vessels, so most planets in the Quarter built their jump points at the system’s edge, to protect themselves. That left anybody who wanted to travel in the system at the mercy of pirate bands and any petty tyrant you happened to fly past. He hadn’t been able to believe it when he’d first come out here. Back in the commonwealth, commercial jump stations were placed as close to the habitable inner worlds as possible, for quickness of travel. Pirates and tyrants and all that crap just didn’t happen back home.


  He spent most of the long cruising time reading books on the viewscreen or watching one of the ten million movies the computer had stored in its memory. He’d run out of fuel before he ran out of entertainment, and he had enough frozen hydrogen to last him six months of hard burn.


  “I spoke with her,” Lucius’s voice spoke from behind Rex. He strode onto the bridge, pausing next to Second.


  “Why is she sitting on the floor?” he asked.


  “I told her she didn’t have to stand there,” Rex replied with an incredulous shake of his head.


  “All right…” Lucius replied, moving to his seat. “Perhaps you should have your sick bay examine her?”


  “It’s on my to-do list,” Rex replied.


  “Well, I can understand why Chakrika appears older than her nineteen years. Her life has not been a pleasant one,” Lucius explained.


  “How bad?” Rex asked.


  “If you are the honorable man I believe you to be, you would kill without remorse many of the people she has interacted with,” Lucius explained.


  “Is she OK?”


  “As well as can be expected. When she was young, she was—” Lucius began.


  “Did she tell you to tell me this?” Rex asked.


  “No.”


  “Then I don’t need to know. She trusts you with it. If she meant for me to hear it she would have told me,” said Rex. “Same goes for you.”


  “You have mentioned often how my background could cause you trouble,” Lucius recalled. “And you seemed anxious to learn of us in the sick bay after Igbo?”


  “Basics, yeah. Private pain doesn’t need to be tossed around like gossip,” Rex continued.


  “As you wish,” Lucius acquiesced. He looked to the screen. In the dead center of it sat a scroll of text.


  “What is this?” asked Lucius.


  “Ethics of a Free Man. Joseph Davidson. He was a philosopher four centuries ago. Use to do reports on him in college. Drove my professors nuts. Buncha’ crazy leftists,” Rex said.


  “‘…it is beyond doubt that liberty and freedom are, by nature, gifts of the individual soul. Nothing beyond the One can be said to be alive as all groups are mere abstractions containing numerous component individuals, each with their own mind, thoughts, and will. The very idea of a group as a thing exists only in the minds of men, and then only to help them conceptualize the multitudes of individual persons surrounding them…’” Lucius read.


  He paused, thinking it over. Rex shifted in his seat and spoke.


  “This woman, ‘Second,’ she got me thinking. She keeps saying she served the Master’s will, that now she serves my will. She wasn’t even using first person pronouns until I ordered her to. It got me thinking back to this stuff.”


  “Should we speak of her when she’s sitting right behind us?” Lucius asked.


  Rex rolled his eyes and turned in his chair to face Second.


  “Second, do you mind that we’re talking about you?” Rex asked.


  Her head tilted mechanically toward Rex.


  “I do not understand,” she replied.


  “See?” Rex said, glancing over at Lucius. “Second, will you tell anybody what we’ve said about you?”


  “Do you wish that I tell somebody?” she asked.


  “No,” Rex replied.


  “Then I will not,” she answered.


  “Your name is really ‘Second?’” Lucius asked.


  “This servant’s designation is Second,” she replied.


  “I told you to use pronouns,” Rex pointed out.


  “I was not speaking with you, Master. Is it your will that this servant refer to itself with pronouns while speaking to others?” she asked, her voice disturbingly innocent.


  “Yes,” Rex replied. Itself?


  Second looked straight at Lucius and said, “Then I will do so.”


  They spun back forward, leaving her to sit motionless in place.


  “It is as if she does not have a will of her own,” Lucius observed.


  “Yeah. Get more personality out of the computer. Isn’t that right?”


  “I am incapable of personality,” the computer replied.


  “It bothers me,” Rex said, with a troubled breath. “Even a slave has an inner world, has something that’s theirs. In their own heads, ya’ know? But how do you strip a human being of humanity?”


  “I do not know,” Lucius replied with a shrug.


  Rex nodded to himself, saying, “We should find out.”


  He got up, pacing out of the bridge. Second followed without a word. Lucius hurried to catch up, following Rex down the main corridor. They descended the steps into the common area, spotting Chakrika in the kitchen area preparing something.


  “Is something wrong?” she asked.


  “Usually,” Rex replied sarcastically and turned into the sick bay.


  Once inside, he ordered Second to the free bed. She sat down. He walked over to the other. The medical scanner had descended, resting a mere foot from the corpse of the ambassador. Plastiglass doors had emerged from the scanner, slotting into grooves on the floor and wall, creating an air-tight seal around the body.


  “Is the scan finished?” Rex asked.


  “Yes,” the computer replied, “Abnormalities are present.”


  “Abnormalities?” Lucius asked, pulling up beside Rex.


  “Physiological abnormalities abound. I will require a DNA sample to further analyze.”


  “Open it up then,” Rex ordered. The plastic glass slid back into the scanner, which retracted back to the ceiling. Rex fiddled in a cabinet under the computer terminal on the rear wall, retrieving a pair of scissors and a syringe. He handed the scissors to Lucius.


  “Cut his clothes off,” Rex ordered.


  Lucius went to work while Rex drew blood. He filled a syringe and deposited it in the medical console. A faint hum filled the room as it was removed and analyzed.


  “DNA inconsistent with homo sapiens sapiens,” the machine replied.


  “He’s not a neanderthal, just look at him,” Rex spoke.


  “DNA is also inconsistent with homo sapiens neanderthalensis,” said the computer.


  “Wait, neanderthals? Weren’t they primitive men? Before God formed modern humans?” Lucius asked.


  “Some fool on Earth illegally cloned them a few centuries ago. There’s a few million scattered throughout the Commonwealth. And don’t ever call one primitive, they get pretty mad when you do that,” Rex explained.


  “You’ve interacted with them?!” Lucius exclaimed.


  “Hell, I had one as a cadet. Bob Montreaux, great pilot,” Rex spoke, “Could drink like a fish…”


  “Unfathomable,” Lucius said with a disbelieving shake, cutting up the corpse’s pant. “How can you—”


  His voice stopped dead. Rex turned at the sudden pause. Lucius’s eyes had gone bug-wide, fixed on the ambassador’s groin.


  “You going bi on me? Cause that’s not my thing,” Rex spoke.


  “Your computer is correct,” Lucius spoke, pointing.


  Rex moved a bit to see. Sure enough, between the ambassador’s legs lay a six-inch-long, flaccid penis. His generous endowment hadn’t been the source of Lucius’s shock, though. Just behind the penis was a fully formed vagina.


  “Is that—” Rex began.


  “Yes,” Lucius replied.


  Rex turned to Second, who sat motionlessly on the bed.


  “What is this?” he asked.


  She got up and moved to see what her new “Master” was motioning at.


  “This body was designed to have both male and female genetalia with heightened nerve density to increase the Master’s sexual pleasure,” she informed him.


  “Designed?” Lucius spoke, “As in, this man was engineered genetically?”


  She said nothing.


  “Answer his questions when asked, answer all of my crew’s questions when asked,” Rex said with a sigh.


  “This body was genetically engineered,” she replied.


  “The ambassador’s body, not yours,” Rex spoke, trying to clarify.


  “His body was truly engineered. Mine was given only minor modifications,” she spoke.


  “Why was your body given minor modifications?” Rex asked.


  “To facilitate interaction with primitives. I was made as close to their image as deemed acceptable by the Masters,” she informed.


  “You don’t have a penis, do you?” Rex spoke.


  “No. Female forms are more useful when dealing with diplomats, who are generally male,” Second spoke.


  “So what is different about you?” asked Lucius.


  “My language and memory centers are improved to facilitate communications,” she replied.


  Rex turned back to the ambassador’s corpse.


  “Computer, what else is different about him?”


  “Muscle density at three times human normal. Bone density at five times human normal. Nodes not present in a human brain are present within. A reflecting membrane is present on the backs of his eyes. His blood type matches no known type. At least two hearts are present; both larger than human normal and more densely muscled. Fifteen feet of additional small intestine are present. Several tissues and organs of unknown purpose are present.”


  “Compare the genome to human normal, isolate the differences. Reseal the body,” Rex spoke. He looked at the body. He could have sworn he remembered seeing a rib poking out at an odd angle, nearly puncturing the skin. Shaking it off as a trick of the mind, he turned to Second.


  “Lie down on the bed,” he ordered.


  She did so.


  “Computer, scan Second,” Rex said. As the machine lowered, he found another syringe and took a sample of her blood. He dropped it into one of the computer console’s slots and turned back to Lucius.


  “I’d ask if your government had anything to do with this, but they have troubles mastering missile guidance,” he remarked.


  “Former government,” Lucius stressed. “And no. I heard of nothing like this in Europa, or from anywhere in the Quarter.”


  “Guess ‘they’ have good reason to be so secretive,” Rex said, staring at the corpse.


  “What the hell are you?”


  * * *


  “She was telling the truth…” Rex said to the empty bridge.


  “Who was? The strange girl?” Chakrika asked.


  He turned. She was carrying a tray steaming with food. Rex extended a tray table from the right armrest of his chair. Chakrika slid the tray onto it. A half-dozen pieces of cube steak, cut small to be crammed into a can, and a large pile of noodles in a brown sauce awaited him.


  “Yeah, Strange Girl. Look,” he said, pointing to the projection sphere. Instead of tracking surrounding objects, the computer broadcasted images from the scan. A cut-away view of Second’s brain floated steadily before them.


  “Scan says most of her brain is normal, except this part down here,” he said, pointing.


  A small bulge rested near the base of her brain, between the spine and the muscles of the neck, where the neck joined the skull.


  “According to the computer, it’s connected by a dozen nerve fibers,” Rex explained.


  “That part isn’t normal?” Chakrika asked.


  “According to the computer, no. But I’m no doctor,” he replied.


  “That growth is not present on any human known to Commonwealth medical science,” the computer spoke.


  “Whatever this thing is, has turned what should be a normal woman with a gift for languages into a biological computer, basically,” he explained.


  “She’s a computer?”


  “Might as well be,” Rex said. “She has no will of her own, acts only on directives. She’s a person turned into a machine and has absolutely no idea that it’s wrong or abnormal.”


  “So she’s a slave,” Chakrika said darkly.


  “Yeah,” Rex sighed, “She is the perfect slave.”


  “Can you fix it?” Chakrika asked.


  “No,” he replied, frustrated. “I can’t. Maybe a neurosurgeon could, but I can’t, and the computer doesn’t do surgery.”


  “When we get her back to the Commonwealth, could they fix her?” she asked hopefully.


  “Maybe, if they would. I work for intelligence, Chaki. Some of them might see her as a thing. She’ll tell me anything. They could take her and interrogate her endlessly to learn about wherever it is she came from,” he spoke.


  “You said your people value freedom. Why would they do that to a person if they had the chance to free her?” Chakrika asked.


  “Most of my people wouldn’t hesitate. But spies and intelligence people, they never follow the same rules as the rest of society. Doesn’t matter what nation you go to.”


  “Then you have to make sure she’s fixed,” Chakrika spoke firmly, her voice leaving no room to question. “Before we reach your nation.”


  “I’m supposed to be working for these people,” Rex spoke. “If I could get her to fake being a person long enough…I-I don’t know.”


  “Find a way,” Chakrika seethed, her fingers grasping and digging into the back of his chair.


  “Yeah,” Rex said, uncertain. “Well, first thing we have to do is find some place to patch up the armor. You want to learn how to jump the ship?”


  “Do I have a choice?” she asked.


  “Yes. But I’ll keep bugging you if you don’t,” he replied.


  She sighed, moving next to him.


  “See that little box on the console screen?” Rex asked.


  She looked between the two control levers, to the small computer screen. A tiny red field with the word “JUMP” sat in the upper left corner.


  “Tap it please.”


  She struck it with her fingertips. Rex felt the familiar fuzzy feeling in his shoulders and chest. The stars before them shifted, a new pattern emerging in a heart-beat.


  “Jump complete. According to charts acquired from Cordelia’s servers we are now in the Ceredigion System.”


  Rex smiled at Chakrika.


  “That’s all there is to it. You’re picking this up very quickly.”


  She laughed and walked out of the room. Rex poked at his noodles with a fork, wondering what in the world she had made the sauce out of.


  * * *


  Wreckage drifted above Cordelia, a twisted, jagged, blackened mess of slaver ships and local fighters. Control had just been regained when the newcomer appeared.


  It didn’t resemble any vessel seen in Explored Space. It looked like the unholy offspring of a whale and a crab. Its massive hull stretched nearly a thousand feet in length. Its bulging front was cylindrical, three hundred feet in diameter. It tapered as it stretched back toward its engines. The entire thing was covered in a carapace of material that looked like a metalized form of chitin. Claw-like protrusions extended perpendicularly, before bending forward at a ninety-degree angle. The ends of the “claws” were covered in round protrusions, orifices of some sort. Nothing about it looked mechanical. It looked organic, like something grown.


  The ship stayed out of the atmosphere, pulling above the smoldering city of Khors. Small, clam-like objects detached from the vessel, plunging into the atmosphere. An hour passed, local vessels hailing the ship to no avail. It did not answer. It had no intention of answering.


  Inside of it, Blair stood within a control pod. Its warm walls cocooned around his naked flesh, supporting his weight so he would not need to stand. Stringy white tendrils attached to his eyes, connecting him with the War-beast’s ocular membranes. He saw nothing but the green world below and the mechanical monstrosities that flew around his ship like so many annoying insects. How a man, even a primitive animal like homo sapiens, could work within such a cold, hard environment was beyond him.


  “Magnify on the ambassador’s settlement,” he ordered.


  The ocular organs contracted, zooming in on the city local primitives called “Khors.” Half of the city was rubble, marked by pockets of fire and a heavy, dark haze of smoke. The message from the jump-beast had stated that the ambassador’s settlement was under attack. Blair cared little for the corpses littering the rubble. He focused on the settlement’s spaceport.


  His Warriors hulked across it. Eleven feet tall, their muscular, bipedal frames were covered in dark hair. Chitinous plates bulged under their skin, pressing the hair out at odd angles while protecting the muscle within. One effortlessly carried a local primitive in clawed hands. The man flailed wildly, but could not break the beast’s grasp.


  He focused on the man’s clothing. So backward, they cannot even regulate their body temperature! He had seen primitives in clothing before. They had been trespassers, brought before him for judgment. He had examined their bodies for days before sending them off to be hunted, fascinated by the crudeness of evolution’s design and the awkwardness they felt over nudity. He’d passed it off as trying to protect the only body they would ever have, but it still unsettled him. He could only imagine how the Ambassador Cody must have felt, being forced to wear clothing day in and day out so as not to upset the natives.


  But Cody had always been a strange person. Blair had met him several times and always found him too fascinated with mechanical technology and the outdated species that infested far too much of space. He supposed those skills had made him ideal for tolerating life amongst the primitives, but he still felt little respect for it. And while he’d never particularly liked Cody, the situation demanded a response. Death was unthinkable, even for an eccentric fool like the ambassador. Death at the hands of these throw-backs? That could not be tolerated under any circumstance.


  His landing-beasts loaded up the last of his Warriors. They metabolized their fuel into a bluish flame, rising through the planet’s atmosphere. As they docked with the War-beast, Blair pulled the connections from his eyes. They retracted back into the spongy tissue of the control pod. The pod, itself a creature, opened when he turned. He stepped into a corridor. Massive arching bones rose, holding up the writhing pink muscle of the ship. That muscle felt warm under his feet as he waited.


  A minute or two passed before Flynn appeared. A Master like Blair, Flynn had chosen an externally female body for this mission. It was a pale-skinned form with firm breasts and gently curving hips. A long phallus hung between his tapered thighs, concealing more feminine parts behind it. It was pleasant to gaze upon, amongst other things.


  Blair had always liked Flynn. On the trip out, he had been a willing lover, both giving and accepting. Nights curled around him and the slight body he’d chosen had made this voyage into the wilderness bearable. More importantly, Flynn followed orders. Unlike most Masters he didn’t grumble about being a subordinate when the situation called for it.


  Flynn led a procession of a half-dozen Warriors. One Warrior carried a primitive man over his shoulder. Blair nodded and moved down another hallway. The others followed. It twisted past blood vessels, coming to a large cavity. An open pit, an acid sack built to dispose of aging tissues and worn-out servants, dominated the room. Its corrosive contents swirled in a slow whirlpool, wafting a pungent odor throughout the chamber.


  The Warriors grunted angrily, and one dropped the captive primitive man on the floor near the pit. Blair couldn’t blame the Warriors for their frustration. They were engineered to kill males on sight. The only orders that overrode that were those from a Master. Following Flynn’s orders not to kill the primitive must have been hell on the hulking bipeds.


  “This one has a device,” Flynn said. “Like an eye. It records things.”


  The Cordelian man staggered to his feet. He was covered in blood, his face puffy and swollen. Blair noticed that Flynn was holding a mechanical object. He couldn’t imagine what that must be like. Masters should not touch such things directly. It was bad enough that buried deep within the tissues of this ship, mechanical jump drives, engines, rail-guns, and gravity generators were at work. No effort of biological manipulation had allowed them to replicate these technologies with living tissue, so the mechanical aberrations remained, out of necessity only. The Crimeans had built them for his people, a skeleton onto which the War-beast would graft and grow.


  Flynn handed the device to the primitive man. The injured primitive grasped it woozily, staring at it.


  “Show what you recorded!” Flynn demanded. A Warrior stepped behind the primitive man, twice the poor animal’s size. A throaty growl filled the cavity.


  The primitive punched something on the mechanical device. An image appeared in thin air, a projection of some sort.


  “Eye!” Blair shouted.


  From a recess in the ceiling, a strand of muscle descended, snaking down toward the projection. A compound eye the size of a fist waited at one end. It stared at the projection, unblinking.


  “Observe for later recall,” Blair ordered.


  The holographic projection began to play. It showed a landing pad, dominated by a large metal ship. The mere sight of it grated on Blair. Sharp angles and static hulls; useless, dead things. Approaching the ship was some sort of mechanical device, a wheeled thing clearly made for ground travel. The back of the device held a large, shallow bay. In it was the unmistakable, if crushed, body of the ambassador. His second huddled beside him. The vehicle drove into the ship, which then took off. The image flickered and vanished.


  “Can we trace the excretions of the vessel?” asked Blair.


  Flynn thought for a moment before replying. “If we compared the engine exhaust from the image to the particle paths surrounding this world, we might be able to pick it up.”


  “Have the sifters do so,” Blair spoke. He moved to leave, stopping only to kiss Flynn. As he walked away, he shouted back, “Deliver our response to the world, and dispose of that animal!”


  The primitive’s tortured cries echoed down the passage as the Warriors tossed him into the acid pit.


  Unable even to control their own pain, he thought clinically. It seemed to be a common trait amongst their kind. He’d have to run more experiments on that when this was over.


  Outside, the ship turned, bringing its front around to face the planet. Without warning, a dozen large metal spheres shot from within, two at a time. They streaked into the atmosphere, straight for the city, trailing fire behind them. The Cordelian fighters broke to attack, only to find smaller spheres lobbed at them, tearing through them. The larger spheres tore into the city of Khors with incredible force. The city erupted, engulfed by massive explosions. Curtains of dirt and chunks of ruined buildings flew through towers of fire, flying for miles through the atmosphere before plunging to the rain forest. The earth shook from the force of the impact.


  Several days later, when the fires died down and the dust cleared from the air, nothing remained of the Cordelian capital but charred steel and a half-dozen overlapping craters.


  


If humans are naturally evolved creatures, then what their minds come up with is, logically, also natural. Nobody would question the natural nature of a termite mound or a beaver dam. It’s what they do. So it doesn’t really matter if you’re building a robot dog or engineering cold-resistant wheat, because that’s what humans do. They reason, build, and experiment. They come up with ways to solve problems like any other animal. They just do it much, much better.


  Self-awareness has taken the biological aspects of evolution out of the process. Perhaps the fact that no other species has evolved beyond the standard evolutional process makes us seem odd by comparison, but ultimately when it comes to the ability to alter the world around us, it is a question of degrees. The deer strips young trees of leaves and bark. The beaver floods forests to make ponds. The bee builds a hive. The man straps on a rocket and mines asteroids.’


  -Joseph Davidson, Excerpt from ‘All That Is Natural,’ Collected Essays, 2071


  




Illarien System, Chaos Quarter

  


  Standard Date 12/07/2506


  “I told you, we are en route to Boundary carrying fucking wheat!” Rex seethed.


  “How are we to know you’re not carrying weapons? The Aruthins are known to hide weapons in food shipments,” a voice replied over his comms.


  “Who the hell are the Aruthins?!” Rex demanded.


  “Slow your ship for boarding,” the voice replied, ignoring his question.


  “I told you already. I’ll pay your damn tolls but you’re not getting on my ship,” he replied.


  “We will take it by force if you do not slow and prepare for inspection. Our price for passage has just doubled—”


  A single blast of white light streaked from Long Haul’s pulse cannon. The channel went dead. The two fighters in his view screen, one an actual fighter designed as such (if beaten up a bit), the other a life-boat with electromagnetic machine guns welded to the side, slowly pulled back from his ship. Rex glanced over to Lucius, who shrugged, the slightest hint of a grin on his face.


  “Still want to inspect?” Rex asked.


  “Eject the toll and get out of our space,” a much surlier voice replied.


  Rex tossed a gold coin to Lucius.


  “Throw that out the observation blister,” he spoke.


  Lucius disappeared back into the hallway. Second, standing in her normal spot at the back of the bridge, watched him go.


  “Coin ejected,” the computer informed him.


  “Current position?”


  “Nine hundred thirty five million miles from system’s star. Red star. Gas giants, four in number, close to the star. Large asteroid belts between them, dominating the inner system.”


  “Stay away from the inner system, alert me when the jump drives have recharged,” Rex spoke. He pressed down on the accelerator, pushing the ship up to .09C. He leaned back in his chair and watched the two fighters disappear from his radar sphere.


  Lucius reappeared, retaking his seat.


  “Back to boring,” Rex spoke.


  “Those fighter craft posed no serious threat, even with the damage to our forward armor,” Lucius pointed out.


  “They may have friends, no use picking a fight when a bribe will do,” Rex replied.


  Lucius nodded his understanding, but still looked a bit upset by the thought. He turned back to the screen.


  “This planet we’re going to, Boundary, what is its importance? I’ve heard the name before,” Lucius asked.


  “Computer, project information on Boundary,” Rex replied.


  A large three-dimensional planet hovered above them. Stats and figures floated in the air around it. It looked like most terraformed worlds, predominantly blue due to its large oceans. Three Africa-sized continents, give or take a few hundred square miles, sat isolated amidst the waters. Countless rugged islands seemed to radiate away from the continents in ray-like archipelagos, the tops of what had been great mountain chains before humanity had transformed the world. Ice-caps, smaller than Earth’s, rested at each pole. Both poles were surrounded by open water.


  “Boundary is a protectorate of the Terran Commonwealth,” Rex explained. “We provide a defense capable of handling any threat you’re likely to find in the Quarter in exchange for several islands and a trading station in orbit. Every trade good coming from the Quarter into the Commonwealth goes through here,” Rex said, his voice souring toward the end.


  “You don’t approve?” Lucius asked, noting the tone.


  “It’s mercantilist. Trade would be much more efficient and cost-effective if you could travel direct paths. But the government makes a killing off taxing trade through Boundary, and the military is worried about thousands of ships crossing our borders without inspection,” Rex explained.


  “I can understand their concern,” Lucius spoke.


  “Paranoia,” Rex grumbled. “Plus the ruling elite on Boundary are known to give huge campaign contributions to our congressmen, so it’s not likely things will change any time soon. Both sides are getting too rich off the status quo!”


  Rex sighed and ordered, “Focus on Tharej.”


  The image zoomed in, closing on an island just north of the planet’s equator. A sizeable military installation dominated the island’s eastern shore, surrounded by a suburb.


  “Only sovereign Commonwealth ground in the Quarter,” Rex explained, “There’s a base there the EID uses. We should be able to drop our dead guy.”


  “EID?” Lucius asked.


  “External Intelligence Division, the people that the fleet so generously loaned me out to,” Rex said, voice thick with sarcasm.


  Lucius looked back to Second.


  “Should you speak of such things in front of her? If she were to be recaptured and they asked—”


  “Don’t worry,” Rex said. “Half the people in the Quarter know we’re there. Her people probably know already. Your people certainly do.”


  “Former people,” Lucius noted.


  “A large ship has been detected,” the computer stated.


  “How large?” Rex asked, perking up.


  The island disappeared, replaced by the rough outline of a ship.


  “It looks like a whale with arms,” Rex remarked, cocking his head numerous times to see it from different angles. Lucius raised an eyebrow in confusion.


  “Does this match any known design?” Rex asked.


  “No nation known to the Commonwealth has ships of this shape,” the computer replied.


  “Can you get a better picture?”


  “The scopes are at maximum magnification,” the machine replied.


  “Keep an eye on—”


  Rex paused and spun his chair around. Second remained in her customary spot, staring blankly at the projection.


  “Do you recognize this ship?” Rex asked.


  “I do. It is not a ship. It is a War-beast,” she replied.


  “What is a War-beast?” Lucius asked.


  “A line created for combat and long-distance travel in a vacuum,” she replied.


  “It’s alive?” Rex asked.


  “Yes. It is a semi-conscious organism,” she spoke.


  “If it’s only semi-conscious, why is it moving through space and making jumps?” spoke Rex.


  “It follows the commands of the Masters assigned to fly it. Non-organic components are surgically implanted into the War-beast’s body to replicate gravitational pull and facilitate travel through hyperspace,” she spoke.


  “And why is it here?” Lucius asked, his dark look revealing that he already knew the answer.


  “Most likely to regain the body of the ambassador,” she replied. “The Hegemony does not allow its dead to—”


  “Hegemony?” Lucius interrupted.


  “Is that your homeland?” Rex asked. “The people that created you?”


  “Yes,” she replied simply. “The Perfected Hegemony.”


  Rex swiveled back toward the viewscreen, Lucius doing the same. Rex rubbed at his forehead. Well Rex, you wanted to find them and now you have. He had no idea how an organic ship was even possible, but that didn’t matter right now. There were nearly three hundred light-years between himself and Boundary. That wasn’t a distance he could travel without stopping. They’d need to stop and buy food and new rounds for the cannons. He’d wanted to get patch-steel for the armor and see if there was a doctor skilled enough to make sense of Second’s brain.


  And now he had to do it with a warship following him. His mind tried to juggle his mess of thoughts. Any examination or operation on Second would take time, time they now didn’t have. Bringing her back as she was meant not knowing if she’d become the person she should have always been or a mere intelligence resource to be utilized then tossed away. Stopping for repairs wouldn’t be a short break, either.


  He exhaled heavily. How the hell did they find us?


  The answer came to him quickly. It was right out of basic tactical maneuvers: engine trace. Somehow, probably at Cordelia, they’d discovered that his ship had something to do with their man’s disappearance, if the body in back could even be called a man. From then on it was just a matter of examining the color of his engine exhaust. A good engineer could run that through a computer, or whatever it was this ‘War-beast’ used, and identify the proton patterns his anti-matter drive belched out behind him. Find that pattern, and you could trace a course.


  It wasn’t a problem he’d expected to run into out here. Half the ships he met were held together with duct tape and staples. He’d even found a few that didn’t even use anti-matter outside of atmosphere, just agonizingly slow nuclear thermal rockets. He silently chastised himself for getting complacent and dropping his guard. Then he turned back to the image of the whale-shaped projection.


  “Focus rear scopes on the image,” Rex said. “Try to derive a speed from the apparent change in size as it moves. Make sure to take our velocity into account.”


  The computer didn’t respond, but he knew it was working. A moment passed.


  “The vessel is estimated to be travelling at .11C,” it spoke.


  Rex immediately stomped on the accelerator panel. Long Haul pressed forward through the void, creeping upward toward its maximum speed. When the viewscreen flashed .1C, he removed his foot.


  “They’re faster than us,” Rex spoke.


  “Not by all that much,” Lucius replied. “We should be ready to jump before they get close enough to fire.”


  “They’ll trace the distortion in space and follow us wherever we go. It’s what I would do,” Rex spoke.


  Lucius nodded, saying, “I probably would as well.”


  “My jump drive recharges in six hours. That’s good, but military models can beat it. If this ship is a warship—”


  “War-beast,” Second interrupted.


  “Whatever—it probably can top mine. They’ll catch us eventually, well before we get to Boundary,” Rex spoke.


  “Second spoke of how the ship’s jump drives were mechanical additions, not consistent with its organic nature. This might indicate that they do not have advanced mechanical technologies. Their jump capabilities may not match those of our homelands,” said Lucius.


  “Possible, but too great of an unknown for us to gamble on,” Rex replied.


  “So what do we do?” Lucius asked.


  Rex rubbed his jaw. Stubble brushed against his fingers. He thought of his engines, his reactor and fuel especially. An idea came, also straight out of basic tactical manoeuvres.


  “We hide,” he replied, “In plain sight.”


  “What?” Lucius asked.


  “Computer, what was the name of that refinery that the Cordelians did business with?”


  “Helvetia,” the machine replied.


  “How far are we from it?”


  “Five point eight light-years. It is in a neighboring system.”


  “Continue on course until the jump drive has recharged, then change our course. We’re making for Helvetia.”


  * * *


  The War-beast made a chirping noise. Blair’s consciousness barely registered it at first. But it didn’t go away, slowly dragging him from sleep.


  He arose from the bed-platform, the warm undulations of the giant muscle cradling his form as he shifted. He pulled his arms from Flynn’s body, letting him sleep on.


  “What is it?” Blair grumbled.


  “A jump has occurred,” a raspy voice wheezed through a nictitating membrane on the ceiling of their sleeping cavity.


  “Detect their path and jump after them. Continue doing so unless given further orders. Do not wake me again,” Blair snapped.


  He slumped down on the bed, idly trailing his fingers over Flynn’s breast. Flynn’s body fit up against Blair’s more masculine form nicely, its smooth curves as comforting as they were enticing.


  “I’m trying to sleep,” Flynn said with a sleepy smile.


  His fingers ran down Flynn’s stomach, past his stiffening member and then into the warm juncture behind it. A contented moan escaped Flynn’s lips.


  “Sleep later,” Blair whispered.


  


Primitives do to space what they did to Earth. They infest it. They spread everywhere, live everywhere, build everywhere! They exist only to enforce their flawed and archaic will on a universe that was perfect long before their arrival. On Earth itself, the only living world that managed to arise naturally in a universe of gas and rock, they beat down all that was different from them. They rebuilt it in their image.


  They build machines that can transform entire planets, and then do it again and again, a thousand times over. They lack the knowledge to know better or do better. They lack the will to take the steps necessary to take advantage of life’s perfection. They revel in their imperfections, dooming life and this galaxy to a violent and chaotic existence.


  -Master Alexus of Rapanui, at the founding of The Perfected Hegemony


  What, have you been living under a rock?


  -Common remark to people living in remote asteroid settlements; etymology of term traced to pre-space civilizations of Old Earth


  




Helvetia Refinery, Akiris System, Chaos Quarter

  


  Standard Date 12/08/2506


  Helvetia was not a planet. It was a fusion of metal and stone. The asteroid that made the bulk of it was a potato-shaped lump of brown rock eighteen miles long, covered in craters and lumpy protrusions. Mined out decades ago, the abandoned tunnels had been taken over, pressurized, and then crammed of with machinery and people. Over the decades it had expanded in both directions. More and more of the rock was hollowed out of the asteroid, while at the same time vast scaffolds of metal protruded farther and farther into space.


  It was also busy. If the information from Cordelia’s computers had been correct, this industrial rock smelted and cured all metals for twenty light-years. A half-dozen systems sent ores here for sale, and a half-dozen outfits furiously bid for the metals as they came in. Helvetia’s refineries would in turn clear it of impurities, smelt it into useful alloys, then sell it again to whoever wanted it. Out here demand for quality material never ceased.


  And while it called itself a refinery, it functioned more as an industrial park for this region of space. Factories clung to the rock to be close to the source of metals, cutting down shipping costs. Rex had no idea what they produced and didn’t much care. He was interested in the other major industry this rock specialized in: ship-building.


  He could see a dozen construction docks extending like scaffolding from the gray-brown surface of the asteroid’s colonized end. They would have the equipment he needed.


  His plan was remarkably simple. If this strange organic ship was reading the proton patterns of his ship, he simply had to change the patterns and then lose them before they could discover Long Haul’s new engine exhaust. This was as simple as swapping out his current stash of hydrogen fuel for a new batch and tweaking the matter inversion generators. A small shift in how his ship converted hydrogen to anti-hydrogen would change the number of protons spat out per second. It would cost minor amounts of speed, but he figured it was worth it if it would shake their pursuers off the trail. He didn’t think the extra two hundred miles per hour would make all that much difference anyway.


  His fuel was a different matter. He still had six months of fuel left from the initial amount he’d taken aboard when leaving Venus. The frozen hydrogen in his tanks had impurities, elements that weren’t hydrogen. The matter inverter had been designed specifically to work with hydrogen, so it would filter the impurities out beforehand and shunt them out a vent between the engine nozzles. Any proton trail left behind would be laced with these elements, helping to further give him away.


  So he’d buy new fuel, with new impurities from wherever the locals got their hydrogen. Then he’d take off and lose his pursuers in local ship traffic. They’d find themselves confronted with so many conflicting trails that it would be impossible to find him. That, and the changes in his engine exhaust, should be enough to shake them.


  Yet as he watched the fast approaching asteroid, his cynical side couldn’t help but put its two cents in.


  Or maybe it will just delay the inevitable.


  * * *


  Second was eating a protein bar as Rex walked into the common room. He looked over to Chakrika, who was stirring a large pot of much tastier food.


  “Why waste the good stuff on her when she can’t enjoy it anyway?” Chakrika said, reading Rex’s look.


  “Did you give Lucius your list?” Rex asked.


  “Yes,” she replied, exasperated. “I’m staying here, not opening the ship doors for anyone, and keeping my gun on me at all times.”


  “I’m serious,” Rex replied. “Just as many lonely men here as the last rock we stopped at. Don’t go out alone.”


  “I said I would stay,” Chakrika replied a little too forcefully. “Can’t leave the baby for Second to watch.”


  Second perked up at this, looking to Rex.


  “I am capable of caring for juvenile primitives—”


  “He’s not primitive!” Chakrika interjected. “He’s a baby.”


  Second returned to gnawing on the protein bar. Chakrika frowned at the sight.


  “I’m guessing there’s nobody here who could help her,” Chakrika spoke.


  “Unlikely. Won’t get much more than patch-job doctors out here,” Rex replied. “But if this works and we shake the bastards, we’ll have plenty of time to find some world with a decent surgeon.”


  “Let’s hope so,” Chakrika spoke. “Slave or not, she’s just plain strange.”


  “Watch the ship,” Rex spoke, nodding in agreement. Then he headed for the cargo bay.


  * * *


  “Nine hundred rounds thirty mil solid shot, got it,” the greasy-looking man behind the desk spoke. He worked maintenance in Helvetia’s spaceport and had an irritating habit of not looking at people while he talked to them. Lucius had only known of the man’s existence for about ninety seconds, but already disliked him.


  “We have need of it immediately; our schedule is tight,” Lucius informed him.


  “Eh, tight? Rush jobs got an ex-poh-diting fee. Gonna need two bits silver,” the greasy guy replied.


  Lucius tossed him the coins, saying in a dark voice, “See that it’s done. Pad thirty-four.”


  He moved from the desk, left the small room, and returned to a large corridor bored from the rock of the asteroid. A four-wheeled vehicle dragging a cart covered in engine parts zoomed by, nearly crushing his foot. He bit back the urge to swear at the driver and continued on.


  The corridor opened up into a huge gallery, easily a quarter mile across and almost as high. A ramp spiraled up the height of the gallery, some fifty feet across, broad enough to act as a street. Studded along its length was a honeycomb of hollows carved from the rock. People infested them about half-way up the massive hollow, living and working alongside each other. There was no organization to it. The bottom of the gallery, or rather what the gravitational generators buried within the asteroid had decided was the floor of the gallery, was an open-market place jammed with people.


  He squirmed through, turning every other second to avoid being hit by somebody. On his left a tent of thin fabric rose. Sounds of passion came from inside. Through the thin fabric, he could make out the shapes of a man on top of a rotund woman, thrusting furiously. Seconds later he noticed the entrance, where a line of men waited. He didn’t know what language the sign over the entrance was in, but didn’t need to. Brothels were brothels. Prostitutes not lucky enough to be working for such a fine establishment worked their way up and down the line, trying to pick off customers. Most were not particularly attractive, but Lucius still had to give this place some credit. At least half of the street-walkers here were women. Far better than the last asteroid they’d stopped at.


  Next came a man with a push-cart selling rot-gut booze in opaque bottles, followed by a vendor selling the sort of white powders that really made your day better. After him was, of all things, a florist. Quite a busy one, too. A dozen people waited to buy the one type of flower he sold: a white-petalled thing with a bright, yellowish-red center. All of the people in line were grizzled, hard-looking men. Apparently months of staring at rock could bring out the soft spots in even the gruffest of people.


  He finally came to the tent he was looking for. The simple drawing of a gun above the open flaps told him all he needed to know.


  He went inside. Wooden racks filled to bursting with firearms met his eye. He figured it was time to arm himself. Rex had a lot of firepower for one person, but not for three. Lucius eyed an assault rifle and moved to pick it up.


  “Eleven two five millimeter Kirbaclimac,” the salesman said in a thick accent, sidling up to him. “Straight from Iskendur. Real thing, no knock-off.”


  “How much?” Lucius asked.


  “Bit gold, two bits silver,” the man spoke.


  “Eight bits silver,” Lucius replied.


  “No, no. Not copy, real thing!” he insisted.


  Lucius considered for a moment, before saying, “One bit gold.”


  “One bit gold,” the salesmen repeated.


  “Get me ten magazines for it, loaded,” Lucius stressed as the man scrambled away with the gun.


  He drifted through the tent for another half-hour, picking up a nine millimeter pistol as well. The salesman returned with his assault rifle in a large plastic case. Lucius slipped the pistol inside the case after paying for all of it and then moved on through the bazaar. After about ten minutes of wandering and occasionally using the gun case as a plow, he stumbled upon the food vendors. Grabbing a large canvas bag from a pile of them near the entrance, he moved into the loud, crowded mass of humanity.


  Unbeknownst to him, while he was buying a case of one hundred dehydrated meals, a pair of eyes spotted him. The owner of those eyes did a double-take and dashed off through the writhing mob of shoppers. Lucius spent another hour picking out items Chakrika had asked for, before struggling back toward the ship with his gun case tucked under one arm and a fifty-pound sack of food slung over his shoulder.


  It took him a half-hour to find the tunnel he had taken to get here. A half-dozen other tunnels of equal size branched off from the bazaar, moving deeper into Helvetia. Last thing he needed was to wander into God knows what kind of neighborhood carrying eighty pounds of stuff. He finally recognized the tunnel he had taken and trudged his way back to Long Haul.


  Long Haul’s pad was in a gallery similar to that of the bazaar, but much smaller. Behind the ship two massive doors separated them from space. A similar door would close off the entrance tunnel to create an airlock when time came to launch. Rex had brought the ship in backward, so that the cargo bay faced inward, toward the access tunnel.


  Lucius silently thanked him for that and tromped slowly up the door-ramp. Once inside, he dropped the sacks and moved toward the winch.


  He had barely gotten his hands on it when he heard footsteps behind him, the unmistakable sounds of boots hitting metal. He turned, expecting to see Rex.


  Instead, he saw five men with guns.


  “Count Baliol,” the leader of the bunch spoke in an accent identical to his own. He looked to be in his early thirties, with a barrel chest, wiry black hair, and a full beard. He stood only a few inches over five feet and was dressed in heavy coveralls and a scratchy-looking shirt, standard attire for this rock. Yet he carried himself like a king, shoulders back and chest held high. His eyes locked in on Lucius, almost to the point of squinting.


  “I believe you have me mistaken,” Lucius spoke, raising his hands above his head. His gun was half-way across the cargo deck and unloaded.


  “Your face is in every military database in the empire. I know who you are,” the leader replied, then nodded to one of his men. The man sprinted off, no doubt to send word back to Europa.


  “Empire’s a long way from here,” Lucius replied.


  “The empire is wherever its operatives are,” the man said with an evil smile.


  And in that instant, Lucius knew what he was facing. Europan intelligence had long sent people into the Quarter to expand their influence. Nobles fought ferociously for the job. It brought promotion and reward from the emperor himself. It bought them an easy life once done and freedom from bloody skirmishing against the Commonwealth fleets along the frontier. Of course no noble would dare show cowardice and say they didn’t want to go off to the Commonwealth frontier, but such illusions didn’t stop them from killing for a clandestine post.


  “And what part of the empire am I speaking to now?” Lucius asked.


  “Viscount Gaius Karol Ingridson-Garibaldi,” the man replied.


  “From the Strathclyde Garibaldis?” Lucius asked.


  “The same,” Gaius replied.


  “I didn’t know people from Strathclyde could piss straight, much less spy,” remarked Lucius with a sneer.


  Gaius did not respond, holding his reserve as all good Europans did. He merely advanced slowly, motioning with his gun toward the metal staircase that led to the ship.


  “Please lead. I should hate to be the first to die should your crew have any nasty ambushes awaiting,” he spoke.


  Lucius moved slowly, taking advantage of the narrowness of the ladder. He prayed the computer had warned Chakrika. At the top of the stairs, he led them through the starboard corridor, past the reactor compartment, and into the common area.


  It was empty, except for Second sitting stone-still at the table. A pot sat on the kitchen stove, still boiling. Quintus’s crib was empty as well.


  “Girl, get on your feet, hands up!” snapped one of Gaius’s thugs.


  Second looked at him strangely and then turned to Lucius.


  “Get up,” Lucius said simply.


  She stood, but it did her little good. Angered at being ignored, the thug rushed over to Second. He smashed the butt of his pistol into the back of her head. She flung forward, struck the table with her temple, then slid to the floor.


  “There was no need for that,” Lucius spoke.


  The thug dragged Second’s limp form across the room, tossing her against the wall. He leered at her for a long minute.


  “Pretty little bitch,” he said with a laugh. “Might have some fun with her.”


  “Fond of unconscious girls, are you?” Lucius spoke.


  Gaius pushed him forward, into the room. Lucius moved to Second’s side, sitting her up against the wall as she slowly came to. The guns remained pointed at him.


  “Taunting the help will not aid you or your woman,” Gaius explained. “It is only you that I have to return alive. Remember that.”


  He turned to his thugs.


  “Search the ship; see if anybody else is present.”


  * * *


  Something beeped as Rex made his way down one of Helvetia’s many corridors. The sound wouldn’t go away; it just kept repeating, annoying and shrill. Grumbling, Rex looked to a watch-like console on his wrist. A tiny speaker sat next to a simple LED, which flashed red. Red, as it had done throughout so much of history, meant that bad things were happening.


  “What is it?” he spoke.


  “Four unidentified men have boarded the ship,” his computer spoke. A small holographic projection shot up, hovering about his wrist. It displayed real-time camera images from his ship. He could see four men with assault rifles, waving them at Lucius.


  “Who else is onboard?” he said with a sigh.


  “Chakrika, Quintus, and Second.”


  Rex groaned. The patch steel would have to wait. Long Haul would fly again riddled with holes. Better that then your crew riddled with holes.


  “OK, I’m on my way. This is what I want done…”


  * * *


  The thugs dispersed, moving down the hallway to the various rooms. Long minutes passed as they made their way through the ship.


  “They’ve got a dead guy in here!” one shouted. “At least I think he’s a guy! He’s got a fucking pussy!”


  “There’s some serious tech up here!” another shouted from the bridge.


  A scream filled the ship. The third man emerged from one of the storage cabins, dragging a struggling Chakrika behind him. He threw her toward Lucius, who caught her in his arms before she could slam into the metal walls. She slumped to the ground, in tears. He held on tightly, crouching low beside her.


  Gaius examined her closely, astonishment written across his face.


  “Tiger stripes!” he said with a laugh. “You do have odd taste, Baliol. Any other members of your harem we should be on the lookout for?”


  Lucius said nothing, noting to himself that Quintus was not with Chakrika. Hopefully, wherever she had stashed the boy, he was sleeping quietly.


  The other thugs returned. One had cleaned out Rex’s closet and dropped a half-dozen guns on the ground at Gaius’s feet.


  “That bridge has got good stuff. Could get a few hundred thousand for the computers alone,” one of the thugs spoke. Then he yawned.


  Odd, thought Lucius through his fear.


  “After we deliver him, you three can have the ship and the women,” Gaius spoke. “He is wanted for treason. The emperor himself plans to throttle him personally so that all can see the price of betraying the Divine Order.”


  “That’s like a month’s journey!” one of the thugs complained. “My wife’ll kill me if I’m gone that long!”


  “You will be paid extra,” Gaius said, yawning himself. Lucius would have wondered why suddenly his captors seemed so tired, but he himself felt his eyelids squeezing shut. A thump next to him drew his attention. Chakrika lay on the floor, unconscious. Second’s eyes fluttered and closed.


  “Boss…something’s…wrong,” one of the thugs said between yawns.


  “Yeah…” Gaius spoke. “Something in the air…”


  Gaius fell to the floor, out cold. Lucius would have loved to see it, but his eyes had already closed. Confusion was the last thing he felt before being enveloped by darkness.


  * * *


  He came to his senses on the floor of the common room. The metal ceiling filled his vision, followed by Rex’s face.


  “Awake?” Rex asked.


  “Clearly,” Lucius replied. “What happened?”


  “The ship sent me a warning so I had it empty the carbon scrubbers into the cabin. All that carbon dioxide put you guys down for a little while,” Rex explained.


  He extended an arm and helped Lucius to his feet. Lucius’s head swelled with pain as he stood. He flinched, massaging his forehead.


  “Sorry ’bout that,” Rex spoke. “Side effect. Need your help getting this trash off my ship.”


  Lucius fixed his gaze on his recent attackers. Their hands had been tied behind their backs, their weapons lying harmlessly on the floor. Lucius shook off his haze and picked up one of their guns. Gaius glowered at him.


  “The empire will not stop hunting for you,” he declared.


  Rex laughed, “They’ll have to get in line!”


  * * *


  Rather than stick around and wait for Gaius’s thugs to gather reinforcements, Rex launched Long Haul and maneuvered it to the uninhabited rear of the asteroid. They were in no way hidden, but being out of the spaceport meant that nothing short of another ship, or a bunch of brave idiots in spacesuits, could sneak up on them.


  Refueled with local hydrogen, Rex fiddled in one of the maintenance closets with the engine settings. He hated being in these cramped spaces. On warships there were engine rooms, huge places where dozens of men crawled like ants over the most advanced technology a military budget could buy. On this bucket he had about twelve inches of room on any side.


  He dialed down the feeds on one of the hydrogen lines. Mere inches beyond the console he now faced, sat the ship’s fusion reactor. Some of the frozen hydrogen in his tanks would be melted and fused to power the ship, most of the power going to the engines. Other hydrogen would be fed into the matter inverters, which would convert it to anti-matter. It would then be combined with normal hydrogen, which would lead to the atoms annihilating each other. This would lead to a massive release of protons which were then fired out the back of the ship, accelerating them forward.


  At least that’s what he remembered from his Introductory Astroengineering course back at Annapolis. He’d always been great at flying these ships, but couldn’t for the life of him explain the details of how they actually flew. Whatever the scientific mumbo-jumbo behind it all, by fiddling with the lines he would reduce, fractionally, the amount of hydrogen entering the inverter. It wasn’t much, but enough to change the patterns of protons leaving his engines.


  “The unidentified vessel has jumped into the system,” the computer advised him.


  “How long until they reach us?” Rex asked.


  “Three hours at their current speed.”


  He nodded, backing out of the maintenance closet, into the port corridor that ran from the common area to the cargo bay. He headed for the bridge, passing Chakrika as she fed Quintus on the couch. Second was sitting at the table, watching intently. Her head leaned slightly forward, as if she were trying to figure something out.


  Why is she even back here? She usually spent her day standing stock-still on the bridge.


  “Second, what are you doing?” he asked.


  She turned, not registering for a moment. She seemed to snap out of it, shaking her head as if to clear out cobwebs.


  “I…I was observing this primitive woman and her offspring,” she said in her standard monotone.


  “Stop with this ‘primitive’ crap,” Chakrika snapped.


  “Yes,” Rex agreed. “Her name is Chakrika, and that’s not her son.”


  “As you wish. I was observing Chakrika feeding the juvenile,” Second repeated.


  Something about this seemed off, even for her. Had he gotten so used to her already that something could seem off about a person who defined “off?”


  “Why were you watching her?” Rex asked.


  Second moved to speak and then stopped. She looked down at the table, staring at it in thought. It took a long moment for an answer to come.


  “I do not remember,” she spoke.


  “You don’t remember?” Chakrika asked, burping the little guy.


  “No. I do not remember why I was watching. Did you instruct me to watch?” Second asked, looking to Rex.


  “No,” Rex replied. “Are you all right?”


  “I believe so,” she replied. “I suffered a blow to the back of my head when those four primitives were on the ship.”


  Rex thought it over for a moment.


  “Go to the bridge. If this happens again, tell me the minute you realize it,” he ordered.


  Second disappeared down the corridor. Rex walked up to where Chakrika sat. She smiled and handed the baby to him. He hadn’t expected that, but took Quintus into his arms as gently as he could. The boy’s eyelids drooped heavily.


  “Hi,” Rex said, gently rubbing the child’s chest. “Sorry I made you breathe all that nasty carbon dioxide.”


  Chakrika covered up and got to her feet. Quintus’s eyes closed, and he squirmed before settling into sleep.


  “Hid him in your clothes hamper, under a towel. Little guy slept right through it,” Chakrika said, taking the baby back.


  “Lucky kid,” Rex said. “We gotta go. Our old friends have arrived.”


  “You think your tricks will work?” Chakrika asked hopefully.


  “Yes,” he replied confidently. “Once we shake them, we’ll get right back to our long, boring journey.”


  “Boring is good,” Chakrika replied. “Isn’t that right, Quintus?”


  He continued sleeping, so Rex waved his tiny hand in agreement. Chakrika smiled broadly.


  “Even he says so!”


  * * *


  Blair had heard of places like this amongst the primitives, places where a person spent their entire life inside of metal. Places that were giant machines. This one stuck out from a mid-sized asteroid, its metal parts stretching into space like some cold, gross mockery of a skeleton.


  “The trail remains cold,” Flynn’s voice informed him. He was in the next pod over, his soft, feminine voice ducted through by auditory canals that amplified sound. The sifters had traced the protons to here and then recoiled in horror. Dozens of mechanical ships buzzed around this dwelling like angry bees swarming to protect a hive. So many particles floated through space that they’d lost the trail.


  He’d been here for hours, waiting. The primitives continued to hail his War-beast, expecting some sort of reply. He had no desire to speak with them.


  “The sifters cannot find anything that matches the trail,” Flynn spoke, breaking his thoughts.


  “They are still here?” Blair asked.


  “They must be,” Flynn replied.


  “They must be apprehended,” Blair spoke. “Ready the Warriors and the Landing-beasts!”


  Minutes later the Landing-beasts detached from the War-beast, blasting toward the metallic hovel. Blair watched them land. Around him the War-beast groaned as it readied its defenses. Blair could only imagine the chaos the Warriors would sow amongst the primitives. It would only be a matter of time.


  The War-beast wheezed, “They are hurting me!”


  “Destroy them,” Blair replied.


  The War-beast maneuvered. Spinctering orifices on its skin blasted clouds of acid into space at high speeds. It coated fighters as they attacked, dissolving the metal on contact. Metal spheres hurled outward by small rail-guns smashed into other ships, tearing through them. Hulks of fighters floated through space. One drifted toward the War-beast. A tail-like tentacle whipped from the surface carapace, batting away the incoming hulk.


  A final desperate attack came from a corvette-sized ship, blasting away at the front of the War-beast with a pulse cannon. Shots of white pelted the front of the beast, ripping into the metalized chitin protecting the internal organs.


  Blair heard the beast roar in pain. He grasped a protruding villus in the command pod, squeezing it. A large sphere of ultra-dense steel flung forward, smashing the corvette into dozens of twisted shards. The pieces sailed harmlessly past the beast. Blair smiled contentedly and detached the ocular tendrils from his eyes.


  “Are we receiving signal from the Talker?” Blair asked.


  “Yes. He reports that the Warriors are engaged in battle with armed primitives,” Flynn replied.


  “Have we lost any?” Blair asked.


  “One,” Flynn replied. “They have ‘euthanized’ several dozen primitives.”


  “Have they sighted the ship in question?” Blair asked.


  A moment paused as Flynn spoke with the Talker. A starfish-sized creature implanted on the back of a chosen Warrior, it intertwined with the nervous system of its carrier and transmitted what that Warrior saw via radio waves back to the War-beast.


  “No, they are still looking,” Flynn spoke. “I will review what they have seen to this point to be sure.”


  “Do that,” Blair said, stepping out of his pod. Warriors were not bred for intelligence. It never hurt to double-check with them.


  “And if the ship is not there?” Flynn shouted as Blair moved away.


  “Return the warriors and destroy everything.”


  


Do not keep slaves or tolerate those who do.


  -Joseph Davidson, Ethics of a Free Man, 2060
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  When Rex slept that night, he dreamed. For once his body could relax. They had jumped away from Helvetia and the Akiris system without being followed. No more warships tailing him, just void and the random clutter of pirates and fourth-rate warlords. An easy trip. A long trip. Slow but sure to Boundary.


  Lifted of its weight, for a few hours at least, his mind cut loose. Images of Paphlygonia came first. His home planet. He found himself soaring over its vast, midnight-blue oceans, flying above one of the two thousand-mile-long archipelagos that criss-crossed the planet. There were no continents here, only vast island chains. Once the tops of titanic mountains, their rugged slopes now were home to millions.


  Unbound by any silly laws of reality, he shot from the thick tangle of tropical jungles, through latitudes of temperate hardwoods, and into the conifer-covered islands of his youth. He slowed as he approached his childhood home, built into a steep mountainside three hundred feet above the ocean, just before the slopes turned into plunging sea cliffs. Sequoias and redwoods, engineered to grow in centuries rather than millennia, rose over the house, dwarfing it in their magnificence. Sitka spruces and Douglas firs mixed amongst them, their branches coated in thick inches of dewy peat moss. Black-tailed deer darted in and out of the woods, not nearly as skittish in dreamland as they were in the flesh. They stopped to eat at pockets of brush that grew up wherever light managed to penetrate the dense canopy.


  Abruptly the forest vanished, and his feet hit the back deck of his house, overlooking the ocean. An awning spread over him. What had been sun was now rain, slamming down in one of the two-hour downpours this world was famous for. It did not bother him that much. Under the awning stood a half-dozen of his buddies and their girlfriends, and also one of his old flames. Was that Annwyn? He’d forgotten how red her hair was. All of them were drinking, listening to some fiddler speed through scales with the aggression that the young people seemed to love so much.


  He’d once thought no place in the universe was like this, an odd combination of rugged beauty, wild forests, and eternal dampness. Not until he’d lived on Earth and seen the American northwestern coasts, had he learned that Paphlygonia was the copy, not the original. That thought shifted the scene. He was on Earth now, in Maryland, in a hammock under a large oak tree. Orange leaves fluttered on its branches.


  Somebody was in the hammock with him. It was Nancy, his ex-fiancé. It was back before she’d cheated with him and moved across the continent. He could only see the chestnut brown of the hair on top of her head though, because she was busy unzipping his pants. She took him into her mouth, uncaring of what the neighbors saw. He groaned, relishing the feel of her tongue on him. Dreams were good. Within the dream he closed his eyes, plunging him into a weird state of double unconsciousness, as she continued her tender ministrations.


  When he opened them again, the scene had changed. Warmth still enveloped him, but he saw only dark. No trees. No Nancy. Yet looking down, he spotted the dim outline of a head bobbing up and down above his groin. Not sure if he was still dreaming or not, he spoke up.


  “Lights!”


  His cabin illuminated in a dim glow, the lights turned down to save his eyes from a rough transition. Dim as they were, they revealed that a platinum blond head was bobbing up and down above his hips. It took a moment for things to register.


  “Second?!” Rex said, bolting upright.


  She looked up from her actions, a confused look on her face.


  “Did I fail to satisfy?”


  “What are you doing?!” Rex nearly shouted.


  “It is a directive to fulfill the needs of the Master when required,” she said simply, as if discussing what she needed to pick up at the store.


  “A directive?!”


  “Yes, a primary command implanted before being dispatched,” she replied.


  His mind swam. He was far too tired to be dealing with this now. He slipped himself back into his shorts and then ground his palms into his eyes. A thought struck him.


  “‘When required’? Second, when did I ask you to pleasure me sexually?”


  Confusion covered her face. She looked to the ground as she tried to think. The effort looked physically painful.


  “I do not remember,” she replied.


  Those words again, “I do not remember.” The same thing she had said when watching Chakrika feed Quintus.


  “Was it a body language thing?” he asked, probing. “Can you sense when I’m, well…in the mood?”


  She shook her head evenly, saying, “I am not directed to pay attention to a Master’s body language, it is an indirect and imprecise form of communication. Only to his spoken commands do I respond.”


  “And I never told you to do what you were doing,” Rex continued.


  “I do not remember you saying so. This woman does not know why I did so,” she said.


  “I told you to use pronouns,” Rex said, more curious than annoyed.


  “You did,” she replied.


  “Why did you just say ‘this woman’ then?”


  “I do not know,” she replied. “I do not remember why.”


  He jumped out of bed, digging a robe out of his hamper. As he pulled it on, he noticed Second had stripped bare, no doubt to “facilitate his needs.” He sighed, staring a bit too long at her genetically perfect form. For people of vaguely defined sexuality, her creators sure did know how to draw a man’s attention. Tearing his gaze away, he dug around for a towel.


  “Wrap this around your body,” he ordered. “And follow me to the sick bay.”


  She followed him out of the room silently. They moved down the hall and into the sickbay. Rex pointed to the free bed. She moved to it, lying down with the towel still on.


  “Computer, scan her brain.”


  The scanner descended. A humming sound filled the room as it mapped out her mind. Five minutes passed before it retracted back toward the ceiling.


  “Scan complete,” the computer announced.


  “Compare it with her previous scan. Tell me if any major differences are present.”


  As it compiled he left the sick bay, walking through the common room to the kitchen. He got himself a glass of water. As he made his way back toward the sick bay, he heard the baby wail. Lucius’s hushed voice came next, followed by Chakrika’s footfalls as she sped from her cabin to Lucius’s. The cries quieted a moment later.


  Rex reentered the sickbay. A pair of three-dimensional projections hovered in the middle of the room. Both were of Second’s brain, one from her initial scan, one just complete.


  “Most changes are consistent with standard growth and die-off in human nerve cells. This region shows a significant change.”


  Both images zoomed into the small protrusion at the base of her brain, the lump that he figured was responsible for Second’s complete lack of free will. The earlier picture showed a dozen nerve bundles connecting it to her otherwise normal brain. The new picture showed only seven connections, clustered on the left.


  “Connections with her right hemisphere have been severed,” the computer pointed out.


  “Right brain, responsible for emotion, creative things,” Rex thought out loud.


  “Yes.”


  “Makes sense,” Rex replied. First she’d been staring at an intolerably cute child, like any woman and most men would. Then she’d found herself responding to the oldest drive in the human body. Control over her emotional side had degraded.


  Some element of free will now exists, he realized.


  “Is this injury consistent with the blow she took when the intruders were on board?” Rex asked.


  “It could easily have been caused by such a blow,” the computer replied.


  He thought for a moment, only to be interrupted by Quintus’s crying. The screams struck a chord.


  “Get up, follow me,” he said to Second.


  As he left he glimpsed the corpse of the ambassador out of the corner of his eye. Didn’t he have an abrasion on his temple—


  Another wail broke his concentration. He grabbed Second by the hand and led her down the hallway. Lucius had left his door open. Chakrika held Quintus, rocking him gently to try and quiet him. Lucius dug around for a new diaper. Rex entered the already crowded room, standing Second next to him.


  “What—what are you doing?” Chakrika asked, staring warily at Second.


  “Just trust me,” Rex said and then turned to Second. “Stand right here by my side. Do not, under any circumstance, go to the child.”


  She stood stock still. Quintus continued bawling. Lucius picked up the child, laying him out on a towel on his bed so he could change him. As he cleaned and dried his wet son, the boy’s cries intensified.


  Second broke, bending low to put herself at the boy’s level. Chakrika bolted up, stunned, but Rex motioned her with an open palm to hold back. Lucius watched, uneasy, as Second’s fingers began to stroke the boy’s head. She made soothing sounds in his ear. Clearly uncomfortable, Lucius quickly finished changing the child, handing him back to Chakrika. Second stood back up, returning to her position beside Rex without a word.


  “What in four hells is this, Rex?” Lucius asked. “Did you instruct her to do that beforehand?”


  “No,” Rex replied, “This is a glimpse.”


  “A glimpse? Of what?” Chakrika asked.


  “The person she should be.”


  * * *


  Chakrika sat in the pilot’s station. Her left foot slowly worked the rotation pedals. The ship made a lazy counterclockwise roll as it flew, but kept on course. Rex had set the computer to return them to the never-ending green line on the viewscreen if she screwed up too badly.


  “You would think all this spinning would get a person nauseous,” she remarked.


  Lucius, sitting at his station with Quintus in his arms, smiled, saying, “It’s the ship’s gravity. We always feel upright no matter what our eyes see.”


  Chakrika brought it back into level flight.


  “They teach you that in nobleman’s school?” she asked playfully.


  “No. I was trained as a fighter pilot. Ships that small are not big enough for grav generators, so if the rotations don’t make you sick, the zero-G will,” he spoke.


  She turned her gaze to the child. He had his eyes open, large and brown and staring inquisitively at anything and everything around him. They locked on her while his mouth gummed happily on his hand.


  “I think he misses his mother,” Lucius spoke.


  “I don’t mean to be blunt, but I don’t think he remembers her,” Chakrika replied, before noticing that Lucius was staring at her with a warm smile. Realization struck her a second later. Were her skin capable of it, she would have blushed.


  “Here,” Lucius said, putting him in her arms. “Show my little one how to fly spaceships.”


  He crouched next to her, watching as Chakrika directed the boy’s tiny hand on the attitude lever. She wrapped her hand around his and spun the ship to the left until it faced backward, then spun it back center. Being a month old, Quintus, predictably, had no idea of what was going on and seemed amazed simply at his arm’s ability to move to the left. When she sat back, he batted the air playfully.


  “A natural,” she said, turning to Lucius. His face was only inches from hers, the scent of him immediate. She hesitated and then turned away quickly.


  “M-maybe you can show him how the guns work,” she stammered awkwardly, instantly regretting it.


  A sadness came to his eyes, even if his face retained its traditional blank façade. He stood back up and rubbed her shoulder reassuringly.


  “Perhaps later,” he replied. “He seems happy.”


  She heard his footsteps as he left the bridge. A sadness then came over her, an emptiness she was all too familiar with. She shifted Quintus to her other leg and kissed his head.


  “I’ll teach you how to fly when I’m done learning,” she whispered to the child. “Just don’t ask me to explain love.”


  * * *


  Rex saw Lucius disappear into his cabin, the look of a shattered heart etched into the lines around his eyes. Just in case things might get boring…


  He didn’t have time right now to console either his lovelorn gunner or the pilot-in-training who, he figured, had the ship currently spinning like a top at one tenth the speed of light. He was thinking about the task ahead of him.


  Running from strange bioships and planning ways to disguise his engine trace had kept him busy before, but now he had time to wonder. And his wondering invariably focused on the most unusual member of his motley crew. If Second was becoming truly human, he had a short window to take advantage of her absolute obedience and learn all he could about this “Perfected Hegemony.” At least that’s what he told himself. Deep down he feared he was merely looking to uncover other horrible things done to her, to reinforce the promise he’d made to Chaki. To look for more reasons to justify freeing her.


  Since when do you need more justification than freedom itself?


  His mind repeated the question as he entered the common room.


  She sat patiently at the table, wearing one of Chakrika’s old jumpsuits. It fit tighter than it should due to her greater height, but they had no other clothing for her. Second’s eyes followed him as he moved to the kitchen. He mixed some flavored sugar powder into a glass of water and then took a seat opposite her.


  “Computer, record visually and audibly everything said in this conversation.”


  There was no response, but he didn’t need one.


  “Second, I want you tell me everything you can about the Hegemony,” he spoke.


  If spilling secrets about her creators bothered her, she didn’t show it.


  “What do you wish to know?” she asked predictably.


  “Well, to start with, is that body, the ambassador’s, human?”


  “He is not homo sapiens,” she answered. “They refer to themselves as homo superioris. The bodies they choose are predominantly made out of primitive human genetic material, but have been modified with contributions from numerous other species.”


  “Such as?” Rex asked.


  “I was not designed to know the specifics of their design,” she replied.


  “OK. I want to clarify something. You have repeatedly referred to their ‘bodies.’ Am I correct in understanding that they can transfer their consciousness from one physical form to the next?” Rex asked.


  “Their brains are regularly moved in a physical transfer. They can inhabit any body designed with proper nerve connections and a large enough cavity to fit their brain tissue.”


  Rex nodded. His mind wanted to consider the implications of this, but he needed to stay focused.


  “What about your mind, Second?” he asked. “Has it been ‘transferred?’”


  “Nine times,” she replied.


  His eyes went wide.


  “Wait—what? Nine times?!”


  “Yes. The Second line was created when it was determined that it would be necessary for the ambassador to discourage travel into Hegemony space. My mind has been transferred nine times since then.”


  “If you have no will of your own and are not a ‘Master,’ why would they move your mind from one body to the next?” he asked.


  “To take advantage of linguistic experience that I have gained over the years. The bodies of the Second line have been improved in the last century to better persuade male diplomats through pheromone secretion and better serve the ambassador as a translating faculty. When physical aging has rendered a body no longer capable of these duties, it is replaced.”


  Rex let out a heavy breath, taking a long drink. His head hurt.


  “How old are you, er—how long has your mind existed?” Rex asked.


  “Ninety-seven years. In that time it has suffered two murders and seven replacements due to age.”


  “Murders?”


  “Yes. Homeostasis in this body has been terminated by the violent actions of others twice.”


  “Do you remember these deaths?” he asked.


  “I do,” she replied without a trace of emotion.


  He moved to ask another question, but paused. Her left fist was balled, muscles taut under her skin.


  “Note that her left hand is making a fist,” Rex said to the computer. Second noticed it and relaxed the hand. Rex pushed on, asking, “How old is your current body?”


  “Three Rapanui years,” she replied.


  “Rapanui, is that a ‘Hegemony’ planet?” Rex asked.


  “It is.”


  “OK, right. Second, since your civilization possesses the ability to move brains from one body to the next, how old are the ‘Masters’ you serve?”


  “The ambassador is 204 years old. The oldest Master known is 246 years old.”


  “Do they ever die?” Rex asked. “Besides the ambassador?”


  “Death is possible, but rare. The last death of a Master was in a landslide thirty-four years ago.”


  “How many Masters are there, Second?” Rex asked.


  “I do not know exact figures, but I believe it is less than one million. They are not as numerous as primitive humans.”


  “One million? How can one million people control the space beyond the Achaean Confederacy? There must be three hundred systems in the region,” Rex asked.


  “They have many servants they have created to perform needed tasks. They serve as I do,” Second spoke.


  “Are these servants genetically engineered as well?” Rex asked.


  “They are.”


  “You said you were designed to appear like a ‘primitive’ human. Are these other servants humanoid in appearance?”


  “Some follow a basic bipedal body plan. Warriors, Runners, and Flyers all have two legs, two feet, a head, and a torso. Runners and Flyers have tails. Many specified lines are not humanoid and have little human DNA included in their design.”


  “What are those three ‘lines’ you mentioned? Warriors, Runners, and Flyers, explain them.”


  “Warriors are eleven-foot-tall humanoids armored with bony plates beneath their skin and thick external hair. They are several times stronger than a human and are designed to be vicious and without fear. They have clawed hands. They attack as ordered and do not retreat.”


  “How are they kept under control?” Rex interjected.


  “All lines excepting mine are designed to chemically obey the orders of the Masters. The Masters emit a pheromone that brings the Warriors under their control.”


  “You are not vulnerable to this pheromone?”


  “It was decided that should a similar pheromone exist among the primitives its use could undermine my loyalty to the ambassador. I am also not a physical threat to any Master due to the primitive nature of my design.”


  “Yeah,” Rex spoke. “We all saw the muscle density of your ambassador. OK, Continue on.”


  “Runners are fast-moving attack creatures five feet in height. They have reptilian skin and five-inch claws. They can attain speeds of forty miles per hour. Flyers are hollow-boned humanoids with extended arms and wings. They are scavengers who fly over our worlds and feast on servants who have broken from wear and can no longer serve the Masters. All three designs are in excess of 60 percent human, but have been modified to fit their roles with non-human DNA.”


  “Great,” Rex muttered, images of all this madness floating through his mind. “You mentioned non-humanoid ‘servants.’ Give me an example?”


  “Haulers. They are quadripedal beasts of enormous strength.”


  “So you have lines for every purpose, basically. Carrying things, digging, building things.”


  “There is no construction,” Second replied.


  “What?” Rex asked, confused.


  “Large, semi-conscious creatures with internal cavities provide housing. There is no construction of mechanical objects. Only in the construction of spacecraft is the presence of machines tolerated,” she replied simply.


  “No machines? None at all?”


  “None beyond those present in space—”


  “Spacecraft, yeah. So your people have forsaken technology in favor of…biology?”


  “The Masters believe that machines are abominations and dehumanize life. They tolerate it in spacecraft only out of necessity.”


  “How do they genetically engineer life without machines?” Rex asked.


  “Breeders,” she replied. “They are a line made from the genetic material controlling the wombs of several whale species, from which all lines gestate and emerge.”


  “Even you?”


  “Yes,” she replied, “Each of my bodies has been grown within a Breeder.”


  He took another long drink, suddenly wishing he’d poured something alcoholic.


  “How did all of this get started?” Rex finally asked. ”Why would people do this?”


  “They believed life was imperfect, that primitive humans were imperfect and destructive to organic life. They fled Earth to create superior forms of life and society,” Second related.


  “Superior? They actually believe that?”


  “That is their purpose,” she said simply.


  “Is that why they stay so reclusive? They’re worried about somebody stopping what they’re doing?”


  “They worry about adulteration,” she said. “They have little fear of most primitive human nations. Hegemony territory is significantly larger than all but two primitive nations.”


  “Which nations are those?” Rex said, already knowing the answer.


  “The Free Terran Commonwealth and the Empire of Europa. The ambassador spoke of them often. He was fearful of the lethality of their mechanical spacecraft and spoke often of how they could match the forces of the Hegemony,” she explained.


  Rex felt a small bit of relief at that and then asked, “Does the Hegemony plan on waging war on human nations? Or in the Chaos Quarter?”


  “I am unaware of their plans. There is division amongst Masters on how to deal with the infestation of primitives. Some favor continuing to develop superior life forms, while others favor purging worlds of primitive man.”


  “Purging? They want to eliminate us?”


  “Some Masters consider your presence a relic that stands in the way of their expansion. Others believe that war is not advantageous and focus on improving their lives.”


  “Which faction is in power?” Rex asked.


  “I am unaware of their political machinations. I am aware the Masters of both opinions rely heavily on the thoughts of Him.”


  “Him? God?”


  “Not a deity. Him is the Ultimate Mind,” she replied simply.


  “I don’t understand,” Rex said.


  “He decrees and the Masters generally listen.”


  “What is Him? Or He?” Rex asked.


  “The Ultimate Mind.”


  “Have you ever seen Him?”


  “No. It is not required for me to perform my duties,” she answered.


  “But Him has not decided to ‘purge’ the primitives from Explored Space,” Rex figured.


  “He can not,” she replied. “He operates the society for the Masters. He does not determine the path the Masters take, only how the path will be achieved once decided. He has no independent will.”


  “Well that’s good,” Rex said sarcastically. He rubbed his eyes. Any doubts over his decision had vanished, right around the moment Second had mentioned she’d been murdered. The madhouse she’d described afterward had just been icing on the cake.


  “Thank you, Second. Please return to the bridge.”


  She got up and walked away, disappearing down the hallway. Rex tilted back in his chair, digesting what he’d just heard.


  He stayed that way for a long while.


  * * *


  Rex had taken a long shower after the interview with Second, using up far too much water. He didn’t care. Part of him had felt soiled just imagining the things she’d spoken of. Blending human DNA with animals to create slaves? What part of that didn’t send up red flags in a person? He’d heard of minor tweaking to effect human appearance. Heck, Chakrika’s people must have played around with pigment genes to look the way they did. And the blue-skinned woman he’d spent the night with on Halcyon clearly hadn’t been one of the original “types” that had evolved on Earth. But tweaking one or two of your own genes to make a different-colored human was worlds different than creating soulless slaves using human parts!


  What kind of person, if they are even still people, would do that? It had bothered him long after the shower. What type of being would look at Second and not see a woman? Hell, he still had problems wrapping his mind around the fact a woman obeyed his every word! It still gnawed at his soul that she wasn’t a woman, that she had been grown to be a tool for somebody else’s use.


  After drying and dressing, he’d called everybody to the bridge. They came in, Lucius taking his station, Chakrika sitting down at the empty communications station with Quintus in her arms.


  Rex stared each in the eye and then looked to Second.


  “Second, please go to your cabin and remain there,” Rex ordered.


  She left the room.


  “Close off the bridge,” Rex ordered.


  The computer closed a metal door, sealing them in. Rex turned back to his tiny crew.


  “Computer, project the recording done with Second this afternoon.”


  For the next half-hour they watched, Second’s words spinning off tales of disgust and horror with her usual, unassuming monotone. Lucius kept his face as wooden as ever, but his eyes betrayed a deep shock. Chakrika was absolutely horrified, covering little Quintus’s ears so he couldn’t hear the madness that spun from Second’s lips. Tears streaked from her eyes by the end of it. When it concluded they sat silent for a long moment.


  “I can understand why your nation has so much interest in them,” Lucius said gravely.


  “It’s not possible!” Chakrika shrieked. “Nobody can do that! It isn’t possible!”


  “We all know it is,” Rex said coolly. “And when we’re done, everybody will know. The whole of god-damn Explored Space will know.”


  “That ship will continue trying to find us,” Lucius noted. “If this is what they wish to hide, they will stop at no lengths to destroy us.”


  “I know,” Rex said.


  “You can’t let them have Second,” Chakrika said fiercely. “I know she’s a freak, but you can’t let them get her back.”


  “I don’t intend to. It’s her we’re here to discuss,” Rex spoke, looking sympathetically at Chakrika. “You asked me once to fix her.”


  “Yes,” Chakrika said.


  “Well her injury knocked loose nerves from the lobe that, I think, controls her mind. Last night with Quintus, the fist she made in the recording…these were not accidents. Strong emotion is overpowering the programming that controls her. Her right brain has lost most of its connection with the controlling lobe and is asserting itself. If the fix is as simple as removing this implanted section of brain, then we can make her normal,” Rex spoke.


  “Do it,” Chakrika declared.


  “There is a risk,” Rex said.


  “Any time we would have to spend on a world while she was getting operated upon would give our pursuers time to track us,” Lucius figured.


  “Yes,” Rex replied.


  “I thought we’d lost them?” Chakrika asked. “How would they even know where to look?”


  “They found our engine output from Cordelian servers. They could do the same from Helvetia. It would take longer due to all the traffic around that rock; they’d have to sift through everything. But if they kept at it, they would figure it out eventually,” said Rex. “And if what she said of their ‘Warriors’ is true, we could be facing an enemy in close combat that we might not be able to beat.”


  “So we leave her a slave?!” Chakrika shouted, the outrage upsetting little Quintus.


  “No,” Rex replied quietly. “I won’t.”


  “You think it is worth the risk?” Lucius spoke.


  “Yes,” Rex said. “My superiors would tell me to finish the mission, but I can’t turn my back on this. Human life isn’t meant to be used like a wrench or a hammer and tossed aside once you’re done.”


  “I sympathize Rex, but consider what we face before doing anything. Most people learn to live with free will as they grow to maturity. This woman was never a child. She will not gradually develop her will as her mind becomes more and more capable. She will go from being a living machine to a person overnight. What is to say her mind can even handle that sort of transition?” Lucius asked.


  “Nothing. Nothing guarantees she’ll ever be normal or well adjusted,” Rex replied. “But none of that really matters.”


  “What do you mean by that? These are valid concerns—”


  “A human being is an individual. Any human being. That is an entitlement, Lucius! It’s a prerequisite for being alive!” he seethed. “I don’t care if she goes mad and spends her days locked in a mental ward. She deserves to be herself!”


  Lucius backed down, turning his gaze from Rex.


  “It is your decision,” Lucius spoke. “I will abide by it despite my reservations.”


  “Then we’re changing course. I traded with a world on my way out here, place called Byzantium. They were fairly advanced and had significant hospitals. We go, find a neurosurgeon, and then make for Boundary at best speed.”


  “Your own people may reprimand you for this,” Lucius spoke, gesturing at the room around him. “Your computer records everything. If your intelligence people are as machiavellian as you fear, they may punish you.”


  “Small price to pay,” Rex said. “Chaki, you want to take her up to full speed?”


  She smiled proudly and moved down to the pilot’s station, handing Quintus to his father.


  “Gladly,” she declared.


  * * *


  Lucius remained on the bridge after Rex left, staring into the viewscreen, into the void as it spilled by. Tirana was another dead system, focused around two stars, a small red one and a larger orange one. They spun around a center point, the space between them filled with a swirling vortex of gasses. The few planets they had, all gas giants, traced quirky orbits as they followed the dueling gravities of the stars.


  Somehow Chakrika doubted the distant stars were on his mind. His face had hardened since Rex left, his mind clearly stewing over what had just happened.


  “Say something, Lucius,” she spoke, as he unconsciously hugged Quintus closer to his chest. “You’ll give yourself an ulcer worrying like that.”


  “Cannot get an ulcer, the nanobots will repair it,” he replied sarcastically.


  She sighed dramatically and turned back to the viewscreen, joining him in his silent gaze.


  “It’s not because I do not want her to be free of this,” Lucius spoke, keeping his gaze fixed on the screen. “I understand, I do. What they did to her is what I used to do to my serfs.”


  Chakrika turned to face him.


  “That isn’t true. Whatever bad things you did—”


  “It is true,” Lucius asserted. “Different degrees of the same thing. My people, myself, we treat our serfs like rubbish to make them less than us. We dehumanize them and tell ourselves that God wills it. This ‘Perfected Hegemony’ merely did with genetics what we failed to do with words, laws, and coercion.”


  She let him turn his thoughts over for a few moments.


  “It isn’t because I think I’m superior to Second or to whoever she will be when this is done, it’s Quintus,” Lucius went on.


  “What about him? He’ll be with us, he’ll be safe,” Chakrika assured him.


  “Rex thinks that because we’ve lost the Hegemony ship, we’ll have time to travel to this Byzantium and find a surgeon who can operate on her. But he doesn’t have a child to concern him. I don’t care how many years he has lived, he cannot know what it means. When he told us he would sponsor us for citizenship when we reached the Commonwealth, my soul leapt. Not for myself, but for Quintus. I’m resigned to being hated by his people, even if I get a certificate saying I’m one of them. But my son would have a chance to grow up in a real nation, a safe nation where pirates don’t come from the skies to blow up your home.”


  He slumped back in his chair, stretching his neck, trying to push his fears from his body with the motion. She could tell it wasn’t working. The lines remained around his eyes, on a face too young to have such lines.


  “We’ll reach the Commonwealth,” Chakrika said, not knowing herself whether she believed it or not. “We will. You’ll take Quintus some place safe. Find some farm in the middle of nowhere where you won’t run into many people and just live out your life.”


  “Farm…” muttered Lucius with a dark laugh. “My mother would die from shock if she thought I was working the land with my own hands.”


  “Then someplace else! A ranch! It doesn’t matter!” Chakrika spoke. The excitement in her voice passed to Quintus, even several feet away in his father’s arms. He flung his arms out in front of him dramatically, his mouth forming the first hints of a smile.


  “And what will you do?” Lucius asked, turning his head to face her. His gaze held her eyes for a long moment.


  “I-well, I’ll come visit you!” she said. “On your farm!”


  “But not to stay?” he asked.


  She withdrew, tearing away from his gaze. Quintus, oblivious, playfully slapped her forearms.


  “I was presumptuous earlier…when we…”


  “When you nearly kissed me?” Chakrika asked.


  “Yes. It was not my intention to cause you any unease,” he spoke.


  She swallowed, her nerves firing a hundred times their normal rate.


  “No, I-uh-it’s just that I never…never have been with a man like that…” she stumbled.


  Lucius raised a confused eyebrow.


  “Yes, I’ve been with a man,” she stressed. “But I’ve never, uh, been with a man that I cared for.”


  Her words hung in the air, drawing a shocked expression from Lucius.


  “You mean—”


  “First I was a slave and then I was a whore,” she replied darkly.


  “Basilisk,” Lucius countered.


  “Words,” Chakrika said, brushing away a tear. “Stupid words that hide the truth. ‘Different degrees of the same thing.’”


  Lucius nodded, a smile breaking out across his stern visage.


  “You were afraid to kiss me because you like me?” he asked.


  “I don’t know how to do this, Lucius,” she said, fear evident in her voice. “I remember movies from my childhood when I was young, seeing men and women together and smiling. But I don’t…I don’t know…I spent the last ten years being hurt by men or…or selling myself to them.”


  “I can understand your fears,” Lucius replied. “Young noblemen who could snap a finger and have a woman in their bed do not spend much time learning the ways of the heart.”


  “What about the governor’s wife?” Chakrika asked.


  “Kambinachi,” Lucius spoke with a sad chuckle. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


  “Tell me,” Chakrika spoke.


  “Well, Kambi was thirty-four years old. Her husband, having a household of young, nubile serving girls, didn’t pay her all that much attention. At one of the feasts, she approached me about such matters…I was hesitant to sleep with my new employer’s wife, but I was also intoxicated, and she kept going on about how she had never slept with a pale-skinned man.”


  Chakrika laughed at that.


  “I regret that she died,” Lucius spoke, his voice and features softening. “And that she barely got to see her son. But the truth of the matter is that, as much as I cared for her, we were not in love. We had an affair, meeting when we could. When she fell pregnant, I honestly did not know if it was mine or her husband’s. I stood outside the delivery room, hiding in a closet. When the child came, I heard the commotion, the shock. The mid-wives knew that Odemegwu was not the child’s father. So I rushed in, grabbed both of them, and ran for Long Haul.”


  “I’m sorry,” Chakrika said.


  “So am I. And if she had survived, perhaps something more would have come. But I am not sorry that I met you, Chakrika,” he spoke, “And you can stay at my ‘farm’ however long you wish.”


  She smiled and got up.


  “Keep it on course, computer,” she declared and walked to Lucius. She slid behind his chair, sitting on the ledge of the bridge’s upper tier. Her hands found his shoulders and began working into the muscle.


  “By God’s grace,” said Lucius, “You are good at that.”


  She smiled and continued massaging.


  * * *


  Rex was dimly aware of somebody entering the common room. He chewed on one of the five thousand pieces of beef jerky Lucius had picked up on Helvetia. The toughness of the dried meat offered him a primitive sense of accomplishment. Your dried animal flesh is no match for my human pre-molars, he thought, then wondered where the hell a thought like that came from. And why did it feel so satisfying?


  “Rex,” he heard Chakrika’s voice say. “What is that?”


  She referred to the holographic projection floating above the table. The image of a planet, four feet in diameter, hovered in the air. Small structures, the detail invisible unless you squinted, seemed to swarm around it.


  “Earth,” he replied.


  Chakrika moved to the couch, sitting in the seat beside him. There was a reverence in her eyes as she stared at the projection.


  “That’s Earth?” she asked, awestruck. “That’s the homeworld?”


  “That’s it,” Rex replied. “Doesn’t look much different from the rest of them, does it?”


  “All other worlds are made in its image,” Chakrika said in a reverent whisper.


  “Most of them,” Rex said, motioning to his left. Second stood at the rear of the room, next to the kitchen. Her eyes watched with their usual blank stare. God knew what Hegemon worlds looked like.


  “Can I see it? Does your computer have images of it?” Chakrika asked.


  “Sure. Updated the maps before I left,” he replied.


  A confused look met his words. He smiled patiently.


  “Zoom in on my old house,” he spoke.


  The computer soared down to the surface, passing space stations and defensive satellites. It broke into the blue of Earth’s sky, through fluffy and not-so-fluffy clouds, down to a suburb of Annapolis, Maryland.


  “Used to live here,” he said. “When I was an instructor for the fleet.”


  A three-story home, done up in cedar-plank siding, sat on an acre of lawn. Woodland ran from the back of the property, thickening to hardwood forest. A swimming pool and Jacuzzi dominated the back yard. Rex frowned. Whoever had bought the property after his transfer to Pershing Station had taken down his hammock.


  “Your home is huge,” Chakrika replied. ”It’s almost a mansion!”


  “Fairly standard where I come from,” Rex replied. “Dreamt about it the other day. Shift to Paphlygon, Mecong Isle.”


  Earth dissolved, getting a cry of protest from Chaki. Paphlygon took its place. He paused the projection for a moment, letting Chakrika see his homeworld.


  From space Paphlygonia looked overwhelmingly blue, with only broken lines of green drawn across it. Three archipelagos dominated his world, each over two thousand miles long. Two began at the same point near the North Pole and then stretched in different directions toward the equator. Another in the southern hemisphere tried to wrap the planet’s circumference just inside the sub-tropical zone, but died off far short of its goal.


  Not one island on the planet was bigger than one hundred miles by eighty, but there were so damn many of them that they still made up 13 percent of the world’s surface. Tens of thousands of smaller islands, similar in size to Earth’s Hawaiian chain, clustered around the larger islands. Millions of even smaller islands, many without fresh water sources, dotted the lengths of the archipelagos.


  He ordered the projection to continue on and focused upon Mecong, his childhood home. It was a mid-sized island nearly thirty miles across, almost entirely covered in forest. Vast redwoods and sequoias stretched hundreds of feet into the air. Entire villages existed beneath them, obscured from sight. He could see the peninsula where his family had their home, perched above three-hundred-foot-high sea cliffs, the house protruding from the hill dramatically. His father, the architect, didn’t do subtle. Nearby, the small town where he’d gone to school and loitered with his friends sat in a break in the forest. Fields, some for farming and others for sports, clustered around the village. Across the islands another small town clung to the coast, home to his high school’s implacably evil football rivals.


  “Your home?” Chakrika ventured.


  “Yes,” Rex replied. “Mecong Island, northern district of the Ross Archipelago, planet of Paphlygonia.”


  “It looks beautiful,” she spoke. “Why would you leave it to come out here?”


  “I left it because I didn’t want to be a fisherman and didn’t have the grades to get into a college worth paying for,” Rex replied. “The fleet offered decent pay and a chance to get out, see Explored Space for myself.”


  “Do you regret it? Your fleet tossed you out here,” she asked.


  “No,” he replied. “I don’t regret it. At first I did. Basic training was hell, took six months to learn combat drills only infantry uses before they’d let me test for Annapolis. Felt like quitting every day. Then I had five years of school before they even put me on a training ship.”


  “Why’d you do it? Wouldn’t fishing have been easier?”


  “Much easier,” he replied. “But the longer I stayed in, the more I found myself believing all the things they said. About country and service. It all used to seem like slogans you hear on TV, but it began to make sense. I learned how much effort it takes to stay free and protect a nation. Even felt a little angry at my old friends for taking what they had for granted.


  “Then when I got sent to the fleet, I’d see Europan refugees, fleeing across the void in any space-worthy piece of junk they could steal. Peasants…the serfs Lucius once had. I’d hear horror stories of how they were treated. All second-hand of course, or translations, since the serfs are only allowed to learn French. But all that talk about freedom, all the stuff they’d made us read, started to make sense. I felt compelled to protect it. I felt responsible for it. All I’ve seen out here, all these tyrants and pirates and crazies…just makes me miss it all the more.”


  “Even though your superiors turned on you?” she asked.


  “I hate Commodore Gutierrez, but I don’t hate what I do. Yeah, I’d like an easier assignment. But I have orders and so I’m here. I could’ve quit—”


  “Wait, you could have quit and you chose to go into the Quarter?!”


  “Yes.”


  “You’ve done all this out of patriotism?”


  “I wanted to serve,” he said. “These were my orders. As much as it sucks, I can’t just turn my back on it. Especially now. What Second told us…we’ve never faced an enemy with living ships. I mean, for all I know, they can heal themselves!”


  “The organic components of the War-beasts are self-healing,” Second said from her spot.


  “See? We’ve never fought an enemy that isn’t human, even if they call themselves homo betterthanus or whatever,” Rex spoke.


  “Homo superioris,” Second corrected.


  “So as crazy as it sounds, I am here because despite all the shit they’ve put me through, I still want to serve.”


  “You’re still a soldier,” Chakrika surmised.


  “I don’t think you ever stop being a soldier,” Rex said. “Even if you want to. Just look at Lucius. Didn’t even hesitate the first time he jumped into my gunner’s seat. Did what was necessary.”


  Rex sighed, realizing that he had half come out of his seat. He leaned back against the couch.


  “Want to see more?” he asked.


  “How many worlds does your Commonwealth have?” she asked innocently.


  “One hundred twenty-two terraformed worlds plus Earth. Four hundred sixty-four systems, about two-thirds of which have been colonized. We’ve still got some empty space we’re exploring.”


  Her mouth gaped at the numbers.


  “One hundred and twenty-three worlds? My people barely controlled one!”


  “Well, then you have a lot of learning to do,” he smiled, then cleared his throat. “Computer, let’s start her on Venus, Hartell Resort.”


  


Arrogance, you say? Foolish primitive, it isn’t arrogance if you’re right!


  -Master Aaron of New Timor, to a particularly defiant primitive shortly before a hunt


  



    Helvetia Refinery, Akiris System

  


  Standard Date 12/10/2506


  “The Sifters say this is the one,” Flynn spoke.


  They were not in the command pods. Instead, they sat in a large cavity colored with bioluminescent cells. With a command they could flash a wide spectrum of colors, creating any image desired.


  Blair tilted back, a tongue-like muscle twice his height cushioning him. He looked out on an image of space, projected from the War-beast’s memory. A red path had been projected by the sifters to show their quarry’s escape route.


  “And you are sure this is the ship we are looking for?” Blair asked.


  “Dispersal patterns are consistent with the time period they were here. The asteroid infestation’s recording devices showed a mechanical vessel matching the description following this path,” Flynn explained.


  Blair groaned. Relying on primitives and their machine technology, he thought with the normal amount of contempt. His Warriors had managed to capture the spaceport of this odd infestation, bored out of the rock of an asteroid. The Warriors had gotten no further, though. He had but four dozen warriors on this beast, and the primitives had rallied in large numbers, with the mechanical ‘guns’ that they seemed to carry everywhere they went. The subcutaneous bones, plates, and thick hair of the warriors were designed to resist such weapons, but even they could only take so many hits. Sure, they could kill the first five primitives that started shooting at them, but by the time they got to the sixth, enough metal bullets would break their protective skeleton and rip through their organs. Had he a Haul-beast carrying a few hundred Warriors and some Runners, they would have overrun the infested asteroid and feasted on the flesh of their defeated foes. Instead, he’d been forced to call them back once they had transmitted the data from the asteroid to the War-beast.


  “But we cannot be completely certain,” Blair questioned.


  “No. This primitive is probably one of the smarter ones. He managed to kill one of our kind and obscure his trail,” Flynn answered.


  “Do not ascribe intelligence to them where there is none. That city was on fire when we arrived. We don’t know if this primitive is responsible for the ambassador or if it was done in the attack. And we have no way of knowing how much damage was actually done,” Blair asserted. “And changing your fuel supply does not require excessive intelligence.”


  “Well, whoever he is, it is likely this path is his. This is our best chance of recovering the ambassador,” Flynn said.


  Blair sighed heavily. The tongue-muscle undulated beneath him, villi on its surface massaging his body’s tensing muscles.


  “If his mind is not damaged, we can still—”


  “I know!” Blair snapped. Flynn shrunk back. Blair knew him well enough to know that it was a temporary show of acquiescence. Give Flynn a moment and he’d push his point again. His ability to withstand such pressure was one of the reasons Blair had chosen him for this flight.


  Flynn, though he was in a more masculine body at the time, had worked with Blair on a previous trip. An Achaean transport had jumped off course, one light-year inside of Hegemony space. Flynn had served ably then, supporting his decision to capture the crew. It had been one of Blair’s better moments. The terrified crew had made for good sport in the forests around his home, drawing Masters from three worlds for the hunt. And the one he’d kept to dissect had taught him much about the limits of the species when taken from a wild setting.


  “Blair?” Flynn pushed.


  “Set course to follow,” he spoke. “And destroy the infestation. The fact that they sheltered this man who so flippantly disrespects our superiority…they must pay for their short-sightedness.”


  Flynn nodded and moved off toward one of the command pods.


  “To be home…” Blair spoke wistfully to nobody in particular. The tongue continued its massage, adequately enough, given the circumstances. The damned War-beast didn’t know his muscle structure or what he liked in a massage. To be home on New Timor, he thought. He could see his honeycomb-like home in his mind and see the dwelling slowly growing out a new wing. The Ultimate Mind had just approved resources for it. By the time he got home, it would probably be done. Hell, if they managed to actually find Cody’s body, He would probably be rewarded with another wing, with more servants, with whatever He felt was a sustainable reward for a mission completed.


  The thought pleased Blair. Returning Cody meant protecting the anonymity of the Hegemony, which was worth a large reward. This was the greatest breach of security his people had ever faced. A War-beast would not have been sent out into the worlds of the primitives otherwise.


  But the Masters decided that glimpses of what, to the primitives, would be an unexplained ship posed the lesser threat. If the body of Cody got into the hands of the Europans, or the Terrans, or even one of the smaller nations, then the truth of their worlds would be revealed. The primitives would not understand the Perfection they had achieved, they never did. All the prisoners ever brought back for the hunt had only shown fear, terror, and disgust at the servants the Masters had created. If the primitive nations moved against them before they had the strength to destroy them, then all could be lost. Their mechanical abominations would arrive and burn each of the Hegemony’s worlds to a cinder.


  “We are firing,” the ship wheezed through the cavity’s speaking orifice.


  “Let me see it,” Cody replied.


  The image shifted from the corpse-stealer’s path to the infested asteroid. Wrecked ships, small craft that had attacked them when they’d dispatched the Warriors, floated helplessly in space around them. Landing-beasts carrying his warriors streaked from the asteroid, approaching the War-beast as its two large rail-guns opened fire.


  Large spheres slammed into the metal superstructure of the primitive settlement. Explosions rippled inside as the force of the blows exploded anything combustible. The fire ripped through the metal caverns, dying when it escaped into the void. Sphere after sphere tore into the station, shattering it. Debris hurtled every direction into space, pieces tumbling end-over-end into the void.


  The War-beast shifted, hurling a half-dozen spheres in steady progression, striking where the metal met the rock. More fire rippled deep within the settlement, spewing crushed stone and twisted steel into space. Tentacles arose from the skin of the War-beast to slap away debris that came too close.


  “Enough,” Blair said. “If any of them survived, they will have learned the consequences of crossing us.”


  The assault ceased. A moment passed, the War-beast hanging in space. Then it simply turned and burned away at top speed. Blair took a deep breath and smiled.


  “Time to resume the hunt.”


  


It is often said that other nations misunderstand the Commonwealth. The reverence toward freedom, the creativity that seems to grow exponentially while at the same time creating a vast quantity of absolute drek, the rampant distrust toward the very people we elect to serve us…it’s hard for many nations to make sense of. But if the Commonwealth is the most misunderstood nation in Explored Space, the Empire of Europa is undoubtedly the most hated.


  This is not mere saber-rattling. I fought in the war, I know how easy it is to throw away reason and hate the bastards for what they did to the people of the Anatolian Reach. No, on a larger, anthropological scale, we have to see that it is not only we who hate them. Everybody hates them.


  The obsession with “nobility,” the forced subsistence existence of nearly 90 percent of their population, the complete lack of rights and justice, the belief that God sanctions it all…this endears them to few of their neighbors. It irritates more moral states who see an evil regime nearing or at super-power status. It irritates immoral states who wonder why their own brand of repression cannot reproduce the results the Empire has achieved.


  While no nation can ever truly be said to have ‘friends,’ few of the empire’s ‘allies’ even try to maintain the façade. They mouth their displeasure and dislike of the empire one minute, then the next turn around and buy Europan weapons because they can’t get guns anywhere else. And through this all, Emperor Cheseworth sits atop his throne, reveling in the power he has over these people.


  Domination is a source of pride in their culture. Domination of the emperor over a noble, of a noble over his warriors, of the warriors over the hated serfs. Domination of the empire over weaker nations. It is no surprise then that they save their hatred for things they cannot dominate and control: human nature and all its chaos, states beyond their influence, ideas deviant from their own, and at the top of it all, always at the top, the Free Terran Commonwealth.


  -Lecture given to students at New Michigan Institute of Technology by Professor Alejandro Ross, NMIT Recorded Lecture Series—Volume XXVIII, 2498


  Don’t ever fight fair. Cheat. Win!


  -From Commodore Gutierrez’s Commencement Address to the Fleet Academy Cadets, Annapolis, June 2499


  




Egolac System, Chaos Quarter

  


  Standard Date 12/28/2506


  He had to admit that, when it came to non-combat flying, Chakrika was proving marvellously run-of-the-mill. He’d seen people pick it up faster and much, much slower. For somebody with as little familiarity as she had, to do moderately well was nothing short of miraculous. A few more weeks and she’d probably be ready to start practicing landings in an atmosphere.


  Right now she sat at the controls, humming some happy lullaby from her childhood in a language he’d never heard of. She’d moved Quintus’s crate/crib to the bridge, placing it between her and Lucius. Though she sat at the pilot’s station, she wasn’t actually working the engines at the moment. As usual they were cruising toward a jump point. Instead of flying she was learning, planet by planet, about the Commonwealth.


  Where the radar sphere usually floated was the image of a living world, Berenice, the most populated world of the Conae System. Its largest continent was shaped like an unsymmetrical butterfly and dominated by a vast desert. Its oceanic fringes were ringed with a thin band of open palm forest, followed by a thinner ring of scrubby grassland. He’d heard the name of this world before, but hadn’t actually known much about it until she’d pulled it up. She watched, with rapt attention, as images of the world flashed by.


  The computer narrated, telling tales of the world and its people: Berenice. Population 670,000,000. Originally settled 2247. Terraforming completed 2342. Five continents, four comparable to Earth’s Australia in size. Main continent similar in size to South America. Originally settled by immigrants from Italy, Spain, and Chile. Smaller groups from other Earth nations and neighboring worlds contributed lesser numbers. Known for heavy industry in hot, dry climate of its main continent’s interior. Tropical and citrus fruits grown widely and exported. Mainly desert and semi-tropical eco-systems constructed from numerous extant and restant species. Small tropical rain-forest and temperate bands. No continents near the poles, both of which have circular ice-caps nine hundred miles in diameter... On and on the Computer spoke. Chaki probably knew more about Berenice than he did.


  She’d taken to the ship’s databanks like an addict. That night he’d shown her Earth, she’d stayed up late, breaking only to feed Quintus, consuming information. He had suspicions about the type of life she had lived and would bet education hadn’t played a large role. She was surely making up for it now.


  “Time until recharge?” Rex asked, sitting in the communications station on the bridge’s upper tier.


  “Twelve minutes.”


  One more jump and they’d be at Byzantium. One more jump and they’d have a chance to correct the sick joke fate had played on Second. He hoped.


  A beeping arose from the scan station. He glanced over, past Second in her usual spot. A light flashed on the console.


  “A ship has jumped into this system,” the computer stated.


  Damn it, why did you have to hope!


  “Get me an image,” Rex spoke, anger rising in his stomach. If the Hegemony bioship found them now, it would be a simple trace to Byzantium.


  The scopes and scanners went to work, building an image. Berenice disappeared as the computer projected the newcomer. It was not the bioship. But it was something just as bad.


  “That is a Europan frigate,” Lucius spoke from the gunner’s seat.


  “Spathion-class,” the computer declared.


  “Chaki, take Quintus back to your cabin; arm yourself. Second, get to your cabin. Computer, put up all information available on Spathion-class frigates,” Rex ordered.


  Chakrika grasped the crate with both hands and rushed the now-crying Quintus out of the bridge. Second walked out at her normal measured pace. Rex leapt to the pilot’s seat, sliding in as soon as Chakrika had gotten to her feet. The small central screen of his console sprung to life, detailed images and information scrolling down. Lucius looked on, shocked.


  “You know that much about our sh-Europan ships?!” he asked.


  “Amazing what spy probes can find out,” Rex replied.


  The Spathion-class was the most numerous ship in the Europan fleet. It was the smallest capital ship they operated, yet it still stretched 580 feet in length and 490 feet in width. That made it nearly three times bigger than his glorified freighter. The damn thing looked like a misshapen metal pancake, with a huge bite taken out of the front.


  That “bite” was jammed full of weapons. A pair of medium pulse cannons and five lighter pulse cannons faced forward. Light pulse cannons on each flank were mounted for broadsides. Another medium pulse cannon and three lighter guns faced aft. The medium guns were deadly. A single shot from one of them would blast through twenty-five centimeters of armor, give or take. He only had twenty centimeters protecting his ship. Even what they considered a “light” pulse cannon had him outmatched. His single pulse cannon was a scaled-down model designed for use on fighters. The frigate’s “light” guns had at least twice as much power.


  Making it worse was a dual missile launcher mounted on top of the hull. The Spathion ships carried at least twenty missiles, sixteen missiles more than the number of defensive missiles Long Haul had to intercept them. Granted they were Europan design and had an unacceptably high failure rate, but they were still more than enough to blast him out of the void. Defensive pulse cannons, each as powerful as his main gun, sat on turrets throughout the hull. They were point-defense weapons, so even if he got Long Haul close, it would still be pounded mercilessly.


  “They’re ahead of us,” Lucius advised. “Moving to intercept. We cannot turn and run.”


  “I know,” Rex spoke. Europan warships were built for speed. Unable to stand toe-to-toe with a comparable Terran ship, the Empire had built faster and faster vessels, focusing their doctrine on hit-and-run attacks. If he ran the frigate would pass him, slow, spin, and close to attack.


  “Range of the Europan ship?” Rex asked.


  “Two point two million miles, closing at .19C,” the computer spoke.


  “Activate all missiles. Start hitting it with radar,” Rex said.


  “They’ll be on us before we can jump,” Lucius said.


  “I know,” Rex spoke. “At that speed they should be overtaking us any second now.”


  Sure enough the bulk of the Europan ship appeared ahead of him. Rex jammed his foot on the reversing pedal. The engines blasted against the momentum of the ship, cutting the speed down. Long Haul groaned as it shed millions of miles per hour.


  “You’re slowing? You plan to fight them?” Lucius spoke.


  “Got to,” Rex replied. One of the strangest things about combat in space, for newcomers at least, was that you generally fought at speeds far slower than you travelled. Moving tens of millions of miles per hour in a straight line was easy. Trying to maneuver at that speed with an enemy only a few thousand miles away proved problematic. The slightest miscalculation could send you crashing into their ship or into a nearby planet. And it went without saying that no ship could survive a collision at one-tenth the speed of light, much less the one-fifth the frigate was traveling.


  The Europan ship, predictably, overshot. As it faded from view it began to slow, ready to make a turn and come back. Had Rex run into any old junker, he probably would have accelerated in another direction and tried the old pilot’s favorite of planned-random-directional-shifts. He’d done it before, stopping, changing heading, then speeding up while a faster ship slowed to correct. When you were good at it, you could keep people out of engagement ranges. That wouldn’t work here, not with a ship that could double his speed.


  So he waited.


  “I’m thinking your friend on Helvetia must have sent out a jump drone before he barged his ass onto my ship,” Rex wondered.


  “Most likely. Is there some strategy to sitting here and waiting that I should be aware of?”


  “Possibly. Are your countrymen as long-winded and arrogant as everybody thinks they are?” Rex asked.


  “Former countrymen and yes. By their standards I am concise,” Lucius spoke.


  “Got a plan,” Rex said, a half-smile crossing his face. “Slight chance it’ll work too.”


  Lucius rolled his eyes.


  The Europan ship was nearing the ten thousand mile range, the maximum range of the Rake missiles on his ship. He had four. If he launched them now and all of them got through, the frigate might not be destroyed, but it would definitely be hurting, possibly crippled. By the standards of modern warfare, the sixty centimeters of steel armor coating the frigate wasn’t much. Even the light Rake anti-ship missiles, normally used on small fighters, could punch through that. They wouldn’t have much punch left afterward, but they could do it. But there was no way all four would get through those defenses. One probably would, maybe two. That would be a black eye, not a broken back.


  A missile streaked toward them. Long Haul’s dorsal turret tracked it, ready to release a spew of thirty millimeter shells.


  “The incoming missile does not appear to be locked onto us,” the computer announced.


  “Cannot even master missile guidance, right?” Lucius spoke.


  “I don’t think that’s it—”


  “The missile has exploded one hundred miles behind our current position,” the computer spoke.


  Rex’s half-smile grew to a whole one.


  “Somebody wants to negotiate,” Rex said.


  “They want me,” Lucius figured.


  “They do,” Rex spoke. “I need you to pretend you’re the captain. Keep whatever noble jerk-off is in charge on that boat talking.”


  “Long enough for the jump drive to finish recharging,” Lucius concluded.


  “Exactly.”


  “They’ll be able to track us, jump in a few hours, and run us down,” Lucius pointed out.


  “We’ll take care of that, don’t you worry. I’ve tangled with your—with Europan frigates before,” Rex spoke.


  The Frigate dominated their viewscreen. The semi-circle cut that denoted its bow faced them, its big guns pointed right at Long Haul.


  “We are being hailed,” the computer spoke.


  “Ignore it,” Rex said. “Inform me via my console screen every minute until we are ready to jump.”


  Rex moved to the pilot’s station and sat down. Lucius remained in his position, his icy calm as present as ever.


  “You should trade me for safe passage. Take Quintus and Chakrika and get out of here,” Lucius spoke.


  “Will you stop being so damn selfless. Things aren’t that bad yet,” Rex replied.


  “That hail has been repeated. They are threatening the use of force,” the computer announced.


  “Good fifteen seconds wasted,” Rex said. “Can Europan ships do on-screen meetings at close range?”


  “Yes,” Lucius replied warily.


  “Guess it’s time we let them see you,” Rex replied. “Computer, are they projecting video in their hails?”


  “They are.”


  “Put it on, two-way.”


  As the viewscreen flashed, Rex turned to his console screen.


  Six minutes until jump recharge, the computer notified him in text.


  He brought up the image of a keyboard, typing quickly, sending a message to Lucius, telling him to talk big until they demanded results and then let him take over.


  When he looked up, he saw the bridge of the Europan frigate. A young lord in a uniform, complete with sash, medals, and fancy epaulets, sat in a throne-like chair. Technicians buzzed around him.


  “Count Baliol,” the man spoke. “How is it you came to be way out here?”


  “Viscount Sobieski,” Lucius acknowledged, getting to his feet and puffing out his chest in true imperial fashion. “Perhaps you should wonder why our ‘great’ emperor decided you should have to come all this way for a dreg like me?”


  “My dear wayward Count, the prestige of bringing in a murderer and traitor is more than enough incentive,” Sobieski replied.


  Rex restrained a grin. The idiot was taking the bait.


  “Spoken as only a man covering for his shame can. Have you been out in the Quarter for long? Has this been your punishment for letting one of your counts go astray?” Lucius pushed.


  Sobieski maintained his demeanor, saying, “You think too highly of yourself, Count Baliol. I was merely given the opportunity when word first came of your discovery, to discipline my vassal as any true man of worth would. Do you actually think the emperor would divert one of his warships to do naught but hunt for you?”


  Five minutes until jump drive recharge, flashed on Rex’s screen.


  “Perhaps not. Tell me, Julius, now you’ve found me, do you really expect me to surrender to you so simply?” Lucius asked.


  “I would hope that you would maintain your dignity while facing justice,” said Sobieski.


  “It was maintaining dignity that brought me out here,” Lucius spoke.


  “You dishonor your father’s memory with your words,” Sobieski replied. “Do not—”


  “A man who had no honor can never be dishonored,” Lucius spoke. “Had you knowledge of anything beyond the assholes of your serfs you might know that!”


  Anger flashed across Sobieski’s face. He stared a long moment, fighting to regain control.


  Four minutes until jump drive recharge, flashed the computer.


  “Your vessel is outmatched and outclassed. If you will not surrender yourself, I will destroy you and any others who happen to be onboard,” Sobieski said, forcing out an even tone.


  “So I should surrender to save them? You expect me to believe that you will show mercy to the hired help?” Lucius said, waving at Rex dismissively. “We both know that is not the path you will follow. Tell me, are you under orders to bring back anybody found with me? Execute them as an example to any who would harbor wayward Europan lords?”


  “Your crew is of no concern. Surrender your vessel, Baliol. I will not ask you again.”


  Three minutes until jump drive recharge.


  “OK, that’s enough,” Rex said, getting to his feet. “Go sit down, Lu. Your way ain’t working.”


  Sobieski’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion.


  “What is the meaning of this?” he asked.


  “Sorry about that. Lucius here said he could talk us out of this, you know, him being Europan and all. Clearly he’s in some deep shit here,” Rex spoke.


  “I know that dialect. You are a Terran,” Sobieski said coldly.


  “Close. Actually Sequoian, but hey, lots of folks make that mistake,” Rex said.


  “I do not believe you,” the lord replied.


  “Well I can’t help that, uh, Julius, was it?”


  Two minutes until jump drive recharge.


  “I am Lord Julius Daniel Jagiellan-Sobieski, Viscount of Althay, loyal follower of God’s True Servant, Emperor Gnaeus Cheseworth III.”


  Rex blinked, hamming it up to look surprised.


  “Damn. I’m gonna need to get you to write that down,” he said after drawing it out for a few precious seconds.


  “The man you are carrying is wanted for murder, theft, and treason to the Divine Order. You will turn him over to me to face the Emperor’s justice,” Sobieski spoke, cool and calm.


  “Lucius? Kid can barely shoot straight.”


  “Nevertheless, he is a fugitive, and we demand his return,” Sobieski spoke, lines of frustration forming on his forehead.


  One minute until jump drive recharge.


  Rex huffed like a man conflicted and spent a long moment staring at Lucius. He crossed his arms and rubbed his chin to make it look genuine.


  “All right,” Rex finally spoke. “Fifty bits gold and you can have him.”


  “What?!” Lucius exclaimed, shooting to his feet. Rex didn’t know if he was acting or sincere, but either one would work right now.


  “And why should I pay you anything when I can merely take him by force?” Sobieski asked.


  “Just good manners is all,” Rex spoke. “You don’t need to be makin’ enemies out here. Enough people don’t like you as it is. And hey, I could get a few shots in, chew up that nice ship of yours. Could be a few of your crewmen die. Maybe some important noble types. You hand over some gold and we get to skip all that. Drop in the bucket for a big old Empire like yours, good payday for me. And you get your little murderer and can do whatever you want to him.”


  Lucius seethed, “I will not—”


  Rex pulled a pistol from a holster he’d taped under the pilot’s console. He pointed it at Lucius’s head.


  “You just stay calm until we hash this out.”


  Jump drive ready.


  Sobieski took several seconds to answer.


  “As you wish.”


  “Good,” Rex spoke. “There’s an observation blister on the top of my ship, doubles as an airlock. Send me directions to your docking port and we’ll do this.”


  “They are being transmitted,” Sobieski spoke, contempt dripping from his voice. The viewscreen shifted, returning to the image of the frigate staring at them.


  “You didn’t actually believe any of what I just said, did you?” Rex asked.


  Lucius ground his teeth together, his calm reserve long gone. Rex rolled his eyes.


  “I told you I have a plan. Get back in your seat, we’re coming up on the dangerous part,” Rex spoke.


  “Docking coordinates have been received,” the computer spoke.


  “Yeah we won’t be needing them,” Rex said, “Thing about Spathion-class ships is that the docking port is about fifteen feet behind their jump probe.”


  Lucius eyes perked up. Rex slowly steered Long Haul beneath the frigate. About twenty feet under the hull, running along the centerline, was a long shaft surrounded by coiled wires and small struts. This was the jump probe, where the frigate projected forward the massive energies necessary to tear a hole in space. The probe ended in a large, armored, hemispherical protrusion that housed the jump drive.


  “This close, their point defense guns are going to tear into us,” Lucius spoke.


  “We should survive long enough to get clear and jump the hell out of here,” Rex spoke.


  “All right then. On your mark.”


  “Computer, slave all of our Rake missiles to fire at once; lock them on our gun targets. Direct all turrets to fire at the frigate whenever it comes into their range.”


  “Missiles ready.”


  Rex pushed forward on the vertical controls, spinning the prow of the ship upward until it faced the protrusion. Outside, the sudden movement drew a response. Three turrets on the underside of the frigate, already locked onto the ship, let loose. Bolts of silver-white streaked through space and slammed into Long Haul, hurling bits of armor into space, chipping away in a relentless series of blasts. They fired pulses in bursts of twelve, rapidly, then recharged. Their fire staggered so that one of the three turrets was always ripping shots into Long Haul.


  The dorsal and ventral turrets of Long Haul swiveled, belching shells out. They rippled along the hull, digging gouges out of the ship, hitting hard and fast. One focused on a defensive turret, blasting it with a dozen rounds. The heavy shells smashed through the turret’s thin armor and ripped apart the machine inside, sending the guts of the small pulse cannon hurtling into space. One of Long Haul’s tormentors fell quiet. The others kept up the attack.


  Long Haul trembled from the impacts. Alarm klaxons rang as the already weakened armor absorbed the pounding. Rex’s hands kept a light grip on the throttle, moving it slightly. On the viewscreen the gun target aligned with the center of the hemisphere.


  Lucius picked his moment and squeezed. Long Haul’s little pulse cannon pounded away at the ship’s armor, but the thirty millimeter guns did the most damage. Designed to give fighters some punch against large ships, each round could dig twenty centimeters into standard armor, and dozens streaked from Long Haul’s forward guns. Rex struggled to keep the ship pointed at the target, pulse blasts rattling the vessel with every passing second. The frigate began to maneuver. He swore and moved to match the motion, keeping the prow aimed at the damaged hemisphere. If the frigate got free and turned its big guns on them, then all his fancy talk would have been for nothing.


  Lucius’s thumb mashed down on the missile control. All four of the Rake missiles ejected from their position, on pylons amidships. They streaked forward, their computers communicating with each other to keep them from hitting at once. The first struck, a shaped charge blasting three hundred pounds of explosive into the heart of the frigate’s jump drive. The others followed in half-second intervals, consuming the drive and a good portion of the ship’s decks in fire. The lower turrets went dead as the explosions rocked the ship, severing them from their power source deep inside.


  “Time to go,” Rex said, jerking the control levers, stomping on the acceleration pedal. The wounded frigate, still maneuvering away from their attack, wasn’t turning fast enough to follow. Its dorsal defensive turrets fired, strafing the stern of Long Haul with pulse blasts, tearing off more and more armor. Shots slammed into the cargo bay doors as he pulled away. Long Haul accelerated forward, putting half a million miles between itself and its foe.


  Rex pressed down on the screen, activating the jump drive. Long Haul blinked away from space, vanishing across the stars.


  * * *


  The damned alarms would not stop ringing. Soldiers and techs scrambled about his ship, rushing to control the damage and put out a string of fires. Julius fumed. Lying peasant bastard! A ship not fit to be a junker had just blasted Severn’s jump drive to oblivion, then slipped away in plain sight. Images danced through his head: Baliol and his scheming, peasant employer, laughing hysterically, taunting him. The thought grated on him. Baliol: a traitor so weak and passion-bound that he’d thrown away God’s providence over a nameless whore. His employer: a soulless piece of rabble from God-knew where. No doubt they now congratulated themselves, holding up their lies as evidence of their “superiority.” His fingers dug into the arm of his chair.


  “Sire, the jump drive has been sealed off from the rest of the ship,” one of his soldiers proclaimed.


  “And the reserve drive?” Julius asked, hiding the anger from his voice. Last thing he needed were his retainers losing any more faith in their commander.


  “It is unpowered, sire. The techs will need at least six hours to connect it to the reactor and twenty-four hours to charge it to operational sta—”


  “A day?!” Julius shouted, exploding from his seat. He quickly forced the shock and anger down and returned to his chair. “We are stuck in this worthless system for another day?”


  “Yes sire,” the soldier replied.


  He muttered under his breath. Sequoian indeed! That man had known exactly where to hit him.


  “A bleeding Terran…” Julius muttered.


  “Excuse me sire?” the solider asked.


  “Nothing. We shall pray to God that the bounties we put on Baliol’s head pay off. Go. Aide the technicians in whatever manner you can,” he ordered.


  The soldier nodded deeply, crisply motioned his salute to his superior, and sprinted out of the bridge. Julius sat, seething, staring death at the meaningless red star at the center of this meaningless, backwater system. He had been outsmarted, outfought, and let a traitor to the Divine Order escape. If he managed to return home, he could very well find himself being ritually strangled by the emperor rather than the cursed Lucius Baliol.


  


During the Exodus from Earth, every group of crazies that could beg, borrow, or steal a small fortune left to build new societies, new civilizations. These weren’t rational people happy with freedom or an open society. Those people stayed in the Commonwealth.


  No, most had some vision in mind. Some were based on ideology, others on religion, others on recreating some “great” past civilization that they saw as the epitome of human culture. And immediately upon settling down, reality set in, and like civilizations everywhere, they adapted to what they faced. Sure, some took on a flavor or thin veneer of past civilizations, or of what people imagined past civilizations to be. But in reality they were building new worlds, new societies, using everything they could pull out of humanity’s big ol’ bag-of-tricks to survive. The result, in space, was similar to that on Earth past. Variety. Profusion. Diversity. Barely contained chaos. Magnificent highs and unspeakable lows. Everything you’d expect out of human beings.


  -Lecture given to students at North Harvon College by Professor Neil Prezalski, 2496


  Why are we here? Because on the planet below us are a few million fuck-heads who think they’re nobles blessed by God with the right to be murderous tyrants. There’s a few million more assholes with guns protecting them. And there’s a few hundred million people living as slaves. They’re why we’re here. We’re here to make them free, make them all free! And to hell with any ‘noble’ fuckers who get in our way!


  -Commonwealth Admiral Ivar Magnusson, toned down version of a speech to the troops before invading and liberating the Europan world of Thrace, 2456


  




Byzantium, Kingdom of Byzantium, Comenus System, Chaos Quarter

  


  Standard Date 12/29/2506


  On his way out from the Commonwealth, he’d not thought much of Byzantium. He had noted, sarcastically, that at least the residents were competent enough to control all of their solar system, even the asteroid belt ten million miles from the planet. Now this tiny nation and the minimal security it provided seemed like a god-send.


  He could see at least one space station and the lights of settlements on the planet’s three asteroid-sized moons. Below him the planet itself hung in space, a world of shallow, greenish oceans and a single, massive, brown continent; all circling a bright yellow star. Corvettes actually worthy of the name and a frigate-sized ship not quite as intimidating as the last one he’d encountered, orbited the world with clouds of fighters, ever vigilant. Even the best the Chaos Quarter could offer still faced the constant threat of raiding pirates and aggressive neighbors.


  “You said grain?” a voice spoke in a thick Greek accent. The Byzantines lacked the visual projection technology of the Europans, so Rex didn’t get to see who he was talking to.


  “Wheat,” Rex said. “Looking to land in Nea Sofia, do some business.”


  “Hold on, wait—” the voice spoke. He heard whispering in the background, then, “Sure you don’t want to go to the station? Nea Sofia spaceport, ah, it got a big landing fee.”


  “That’s fine,” Rex replied. “I will gladly pay—”


  “He said he’ll pay, be quiet! Sorry, OK Nea Sofia is a bit crowded. We send coordinates to you. Big complex, don’t want to get lost, eh? Aright, there it goes.”


  A green line emerged on his screen, streaking toward the world’s Pangaea-like continent. It led just north of the planet’s equator.


  “All clear now—yes, I made sure, no, that ship is gone, stop talking, I gotta clear this guy!” the voice snapped at somebody. “Come on down now. OK.”


  The voice cut out. Rex scratched the back of his head, not wanting to imagine trying to talk to that guy in person. He directed the ship along the green course line, passing a small freighter heading for the space station before entering the atmosphere. He got a better glimpse of the continent as he went. Most of it was brown-to-gray, with scattered oases of green and ribbons of vegetation alongside several dozen longish rivers. Huge mountains made up the spine of the continent, twenty thousand feet tall according to the computer’s measurements. Smaller ranges spurred off of this central spine, pushing north and south to the sea. Broad lowlands stretched between these ranges, progressing from desert, to semi-arid, to grassland, and finally to thick forest as they made their way to the ocean. The outer quarter of the continent was a thick band of green, shifting from tropical to temperate the further you got from the equator.


  His destination, Nea Sofia, a major city, sat at the bottom of a smaller mountain range than split off from one of the major spurs, north of the continent’s spine. It rose from the dirt where the peaks slackened and rolling, semi-arid plains began.


  As he brought the ship lower, it became clear that this truly was a metropolitan area. Stuck between two ridges, a forest of grey metal and brown terracotta structures sprawled across the flat of a valley, hugging a narrow river in its center. The city outgrew its bounds and advanced a few hundred yards up the lower slopes of the ridges. Rex figured there had to be a million people down there.


  He nudged Long Haul away from the ridges, toward the spaceport. They were always hard to miss, and this one was no exception. Several huge terminals, surrounded by two hundred or so circular concrete pads of varying sizes, sat at the city’s edge. Beyond it rocky, cacti-covered plains stretched beyond the horizon. The green line pointed to a medium-sized pad. Unlike seemingly every other pad in this port, it was empty. Long Haul hovered momentarily above it, to let the landing struts extend. Then, with gentle touches to the vertical control, he descended slowly to the ground.


  “Intercom,” he ordered; a chirp signaled him that it was on. “We’re down, people.”


  He turned. Second watched, impassively.


  “Let’s go get you fixed,” he spoke.


  She looked down at her body, her head jerking from side to side as she examined her limbs and torso.


  “I am not aware of any damages,” she replied.


  “No kidding,” Rex laughed. “Follow me.”


  He moved back through the main hall, pausing outside Chakrika’s door. It was left open. She was putting her shoes on. He paused.


  “Going out?”


  “Baby stuff,” she replied.


  “Dress appropriately,” Rex replied.


  “I know,” she said, slipping her pistol into her pocket. Her shirt hung to mid-thigh and was belted, hiding the weapon nicely.


  He continued on, passing Lucius during the middle of one of his regular games of “Flying Quintus.” Second followed obediently as he moved down through the cargo bay to the pick-up.


  “Open her up!” Rex ordered.


  The left door began to descend. The right did not. Its hydraulics had taken some hits from the frigate. It made a grinding sound, squeaked a few times, and remained sealed shut. Didn’t matter much, though; one door was more than enough to fit the truck through.


  They got in, and Rex brought the vehicle to life. The familiar hum of the fuel cells brought him some comfort. When he’d first come out, he’d wondered if fuel cells were something he wouldn’t be seeing. Heck, enough of the nations in the Quarter still used gun powder to make it a valuable commodity. They very well could have used whatever people had used before fuel cells. He vaguely remembered from school that it had something to do with oil. He wasn’t sure what, though. Far as he knew, oil was used in plastics and grease and kinky lubricants, not to power vehicles.


  Letting his curiosity drift away, he drove. On his wrist the small watch-console, barely an inch in diameter, kept in contact with his ship’s computer. It was probably connecting with this world’s servers now, running through its internet for locations on surgeons.


  They drove on a thin access road between two lines of pads, toward an exit a mile distant. When they reached the gate out, Rex found himself handing over two bits silver for docking fees.


  “Quite the racket you got,” he said cynically.


  “It’s…big city…man,” the toll-booth guy replied in broken English.


  As they pulled into the city, the watch-console sprung to life.


  “Five neurosurgeons listed in the greater Nea Sofia area,” it announced.


  “I need somebody who takes coin and doesn’t ask questions,” Rex spoke.


  They drove, aimlessly at the moment, waiting for the computer to reply. A minute passed.


  “Doctor Manuel Tzimikes works for gold and silver only. His advertisements guarantee prompt and expert service. He offers expedited service for ‘space travelers on a schedule’.”


  “Is he qualified?” Rex asked.


  “According to official Byzantine Medical Association records, he has a 97 percent return rate amongst patients and is rated—”


  “Fine,” Rex grumbled, “Guide me to his location.”


  A few moments passed and then the computer replied, “In two miles, turn left on Odos Khalkide…”


  * * *


  Chakrika had never seen anything like Nea Sofia. Her homeworld, Maratha, was dominated by cave-like, subterranean clan homes. Igbo and Cordelia, what she had seen of them, had been fairly similar: plain concrete, squarish construction.


  This was something entirely different. The Byzantines built grand, put a dome or a hemisphere wherever they could, and seemed to coat every available wall with lavish frescos. Some were men and women with strange balls of light around their heads. Others were of banquets, or battles. A good many showed men and women in chaste, yet clearly romantic, situations. Was hand-holding how people flirted here? Some showed hunts and triumphant returns. Over and over again, she saw a family painted, their features similar throughout, despite the styles of the artist. She figured it had to be the local royalty. Were she a more cultured person, she probably would have dismissed it as “loud” or “gauche,” but luckily she didn’t suffer from such afflictions.


  The market, like most, wasn’t a far walk from the spaceport. Trucks shuttled back and forth, hauling goods directly off the ships to vendors eagerly awaiting delivery. She simply followed the lines of vehicles and people to find the place.


  The marketplace consumed a wide piazza. Four-story homes, studded with balconies, surrounded most of it. The side opposite her was dominated by a massive basilica. It rose up dramatically, at least ten stories or so, to a shallow dome. Atop it sat a large gold cross. If she remembered correctly, that was what the Christians always wore around their necks.


  On the front of the building a man had been painted, from the torso up. He had to stretch at least forty feet in height. He held a book in his hand. She couldn’t read the title though; it wasn’t in any alphabet she’d ever seen. The man’s face was bearded and seemed serenely calm. He, too, had a strange ball of light encircling his head. Above the ball of light was another letter she didn’t recognize, but it kind of looked like a P and an X smashed together.


  A woman said something to her in a language she didn’t understand.


  “I’m sorry?” she asked.


  “I say painted woman like the painting, yes?” the woman spoke in passable English.


  “It’s very…big,” Chakrika replied.


  She took a good look at the woman. She appeared to be in her forties and rather plain-looking. Her dress was strange, though. She wore a huge black robe with a large hood that rose up several inches from her forehead. The only visible skin was on her face.


  “I work there; I can show you,” the woman spoke, giving her a genuine smile.


  “I have to get some things…” Chakrika spoke, motioning toward the markets.


  “Ah, OK. Watch your pockets. Thieves,” she said with a dismissive wave, spitting on the ground to curse them.


  The strange woman disappeared into the crowd. Chakrika shrugged and moved off into the market. Two hours later she emerged with a sack full of diapers, pacifiers, and a tiny little outfit with a picture of a duck on it. She’d picked up a shirt for herself and a little necklace with that strange P/X symbol that she’d seen on the building. She didn’t have the foggiest as to what it meant, but it looked neat. The thought of the symbol caused her to look up, taking stock of where she was.


  She’d worked her way across the market. The basilica and its looming, peaceful-looking fellow were only a few yards behind her. You’ve got time, she said to herself as she headed for its massive doors.


  Her breath caught in her throat as she walked into the open center of the church. Beams of light, gold and blue and green and red, filtered down to the altar. Behind it a screen of paintings, framed in gold, held pictures of men and women in long robes. The images were photo-realistic; only that strange ball of light around their heads seemed out of place. The floor was a mosaic of glittering tiles, with swirling patterns of gold and red tracing their way to the altar.


  She glanced up. Tiers of seats flanked three sides of the altar, at least four decks of them. Each was steeper than the last, providing a view of the church floor. Her head reached its zenith, facing straight up, finding the source of the light.


  It was that man again, looming above her. He held his book and looked peaceable as ever. It took her a moment to realize that the various colors weren’t lights projecting down onto her. The entire dome was stained glass, tinting the sunlight with a glorious pallet of colors.


  “You come?” a familiar voice asked.


  It was the woman in the strange black robe again. She rushed forward, grabbing Chakrika’s shoulder affectionately. She followed her stare to the ceiling.


  “He watches us, protects,” she explained.


  “Uh…who is he?” Chakrika asked.


  “Kristos!” the woman said joyfully. “Stay. I will come back.”


  The woman bustled off to an aisle along the side of the building, disappearing into a chamber. She re-emerged a second later with a book in her hand and dashed back to the center of the church.


  “Here. His words. He forgives, will make you new person,” she explained.


  She thrust the book into Chakrika’s hands. She looked at it curiously. Letters she could not recognize graced its cover, the same letters she’d seen all over this planet.


  “Ah!” the woman cried, taking the book back suddenly. ”Angloi!”


  She disappeared, coming back with another book. This one was in English, with the word “Bible” printed clearly.


  “You can keep it,” she said. “For your travels, yes?”


  Chakrika smiled, not entirely sure what was going on. She thanked the woman and reluctantly backed out of the church. As she walked the daylight streamed through the windows, casting patterns of shadow and brightness.


  New person? Chakrika thought as she left the church. She looked down at the book, seeing nothing particularly fascinating about it.


  Strange, she thought, taking one look back at the massive fresco on the front of the building. Without further delay, she made her way back to the ship.


  * * *


  Doctor Manuel Tzimikes turned out to be a short bald man with a hawk-like face. He scurried about his office with an air of quiet menace, which seemed odd to Rex given that the man was a doctor. Hopefully bedside manner wasn’t his selling point.


  “I have not seen a tumor like this,” he spoke, lightly accented, yet clearly comfortable with English.


  “Can you remove it?” Rex asked.


  The man tilted back in his chair, a large, shabby desk separating him from Rex. Second sat next to him, motionless.


  “It appears an easy fix. Half the nerves are severed already, and there are only small capillaries supplying blood to it,” he spoke, confidence pouring off him. “Not that it will be cheap.”


  “Never is,” Rex replied.


  “And you want it done by tomorrow,” the doctor asked.


  “I have a hot tip of a world in need of the cargo I’m carrying; every day that passes gives somebody else a chance to beat me to it and get rich,” Rex explained.


  Manuel chortled, saying, “How compassionate of you to take any time off for your crew.”


  “Well, as you can see, she’s not much use to me like this. She sits and stares all day long, won’t do a thing unless you order her to,” said Rex, trying not to let the truth of the issue out.


  Manuel nodded, staring inquisitively at Second.


  “There could be psychological issues—” the doctor began.


  “We’ll deal with them. We’re a very close-knit bunch,” Rex asserted.


  “I’ll bet,” Manuel replied, clearly not convinced. “You want it done by tomorrow, I’ll need one hundred sixty bits, gold.”


  Rex sighed, running numbers in his head. That would drain most of his expense account, which didn’t matter all that much because he was running for home anyway. Then he cursed himself for giving pause over a sack-full of gold when he was putting the entire crew in danger just by coming here. Who knew when his pursuers would pick up the trail?


  He reached for his pack, sitting next to the chair. From it he withdrew a large sack, which clinked with coins as he removed it. He dumped the contents onto the desk, the falling gold making one hell of a racket.


  Manuel did not react like most men. He gave the gold a cursory glance and returned his eyes to Rex.


  “That’s only half,” he said simply.


  “You’ll get the rest when you’re done,” Rex replied.


  “I hope so,” the doctor spoke. “Or I will not release her to you.”


  “You’ll get it,” Rex said, getting to his feet.


  “Then we’ll get her started,” Manuel replied.


  Rex turned to Second.


  “Go with this man, do as he says,” he spoke.


  Second nodded simply and got to her feet. Rex turned back to the doctor.


  “How long until I can get her?” he asked.


  “Ten o’clock tomorrow,” the doctor replied. “Come then, with my gold, and she’ll be ready.”


  * * *


  A blast of hot air hit Lucius square in the face as he pulled the trigger. The patchsteel gun, this particular model at least, vented the heat from its melting chamber straight back into the face of whoever was using it. His face dripped sweat profusely.


  The damn gun was heavy enough to need a tripod, but didn’t come with one. So he used his body to brace the four-foot cylinder over each hole, hence the repeated bursts of heated air.


  He moved to the next hole, about a foot across, scorched down to the structural steel of the main hull. The burn marks left could only have been made by a pulsed blast of accelerated particles, so the frigate must have landed this shot. He retrieved a cartridge from a box of thirty he had purchased and slapped the foot-long tube into the gun.


  He really had no idea why they called it patchsteel. It wasn’t steel. Each cartridge was 90 percent composite resin, a carbon mix nearly as strong as steel, but not as resistant to blunt force. The other 10 percent, which formed sandwich layers between the carbon, was a non-Newtonian liquid that hardened when force was applied. It was only a temporary solution though, not nearly as strong as the original armor it replaced. At some point Rex would have to get the plates around the damaged regions removed and rebuilt.


  If he ever gets back to the Commonwealth, Lucius thought darkly.


  He fired the gun and moved to the next hole. It was the last. He reloaded and fired the gun, then stepped back to watch the resin spread through the hollow and solidify. Its excess pushed about an inch past the top of the hole, spilling over a bit. Lucius shrugged at the sight, figuring a little extra protection never hurt anybody.


  “Hey, Lu!” a familiar voice cried.


  He moved to the edge of the ship, standing just above its rear auto-turret. Eighty feet below was the small form of Chakrika, carrying a sack full of stuff. He waved.


  “Where’s Quintus?” she yelled.


  He pointed behind him and shouted, “He’s enjoying the view!”


  True enough, Quintus sat in his makeshift crib, next to the observation blister. The blister was open. It led to a ladder that extended down into the main hallway, just before the common room. From his perch, Quintus, if his eyes were focusing yet, had a magnificent view of Nea Sofia. Lucius moved over to him, stopping to take in the vista once again. Domes sprouted from roofs, reminding him of a field of mushrooms. Rocky, orange-red mountains loomed above the city, their rusty façade broken by patches of green scrub. Thin lines of forest clung to nearby mountain valleys, along what must have been creeks or small rivers.


  He smiled, picked up Quintus, and made his way down the ladder. Chakrika had already boarded. She dropped her sack and moved to take the boy from him.


  “You’re lucky I wasn’t here,” she said, smiling nonetheless as she turned her attention to the little one. “Taking a baby on the roof. That’s not safe now, is it?”


  Lucius smiled and then went to retrieve the crib. When they got Quintus settled again in the common room, they began to unpack. It was a cramped fit in the small kitchen, but Lucius had the distinct feeling that Chakrika didn’t mind the proximity. He sure didn’t.


  “I got something for you,” she said.


  “Oh? What’s that?”


  She handed him the bible.


  “This strange lady in a black robe inside one of those Christian churches said that this book can forgive your sins,” Chakrika explained. “Says you can be a new man. I figured, you know…”


  “That it could lift my past from me?” he said.


  “Maybe, you know. If not, you’re no worse off,” she said.


  He nodded, uneasy at the thought. How did you erase a lifetime of evil, even if done in ignorance? All the same, he was thankful for her concern and her innocence. He turned the book in his hand. It was a hefty read. If forgiveness didn’t wait inside, he could always use it as a weapon.


  “Holy Bible,” he said, staring at the cover. “Does that title mean anything to you?”


  She shook her head.


  “Well, perhaps we can puzzle this tome out together,” he said, flipping through the tissue-thin pages. They seemed to go on and on.


  When he glanced back up, Chakrika’s expression had changed. Her mouth still smiled, but her eyes sat lifeless, staring toward the ground.


  “Something wrong? If you don’t want—” Lucius began.


  “No, no, it’s not you. It’s just…well, I don’t really believe…”


  “In God?” Lucius spoke.


  She nodded, saying, “My people used to think the tiger had a celestial spirit and protected us. That’s why we look like we do. But…after what happened to me…I-I can’t…”


  “It’s OK,” he said, rubbing her arm. “It was only a suggestion.”


  “I just figured with you talking about the ‘Divine Order’ to Rex…” she said, still not meeting his eyes.


  “The ‘Divine Order,’” he said with a laugh. “Probably as much foolishness as everything else my people believed.”


  “Ex-people,” she said, the smile growing as she met his gaze. “We’re going to be Terrans, remember?”


  “Well you surely will be,” Lucius spoke.


  “That’s why I’ve been telling you to come up with a fake back-story,” Rex spoke, entering the room from the port rear corridor.


  “Is Second all right?” Chakrika asked.


  “Doctor says she’ll be ready tomorrow,” Rex spoke. “Don’t know who exactly she’ll be tomorrow, but I guess that’s the point of this whole crazy trip.”


  “So we’ll be here overnight?” Lucius asked.


  “Yes sir,” Rex said, stopping to make faces at Quintus.


  “Then can I ask you a favor?” Lucius spoke.


  “Uh…depends on what it is,” Rex replied.


  “Can you watch Quintus for a few hours tonight?”


  “Got a hot date?” Rex said with a vicious smile.


  Lucius flushed, turning back to Chakrika.


  “Don’t cook tonight,” he said with a wink.


  “What are you up to?” she said.


  “Trust me on this,” he said and kissed her cheek. “I gotta go return the patch gun.”


  He moved from the room, heading toward the cargo bay. Butterflies rushed through his stomach.


  “Computer,” he spoke, “Connect me with that restaurant we found earlier…”


  * * *


  “Where did you find this?” Chakrika asked, motioning to the chaise lounge. Lucius lay atop it, and she lay atop him, though their clothes remained on. They stretched out on top of the ship. A city full of light lay before them, and a sky filled with stars sprawled overhead.


  Lucius finished swallowing a stuffed grape leaf and then said, “Rex had it in the cargo bay.”


  “You’re so lucky he didn’t have two,” she said lustily.


  “Hey,” he said playfully,” I offered it to you politely…”


  “And have the man who bought this dinner sitting on the hard steel? Ridiculous.”


  She turned over, coming face to face with Lucius. His handsome face was relaxed. She enjoyed seeing that. Stern faces had always struck her as inhuman. She’d seen it too many times on the faces of her tormentors. Associating Lucius with those people seemed wrong, even knowing what she did about his past.


  “What are you thinking?” Lucius asked as she gazed.


  Did she tell him the truth? Was that how this worked? She’d become so good at playing the fantasy for clients that she wasn’t sure what to do. Did people expect truth in actual relationships?


  “I’m thinking that I want more champagne,” she spoke.


  She sat up, poured herself a glass that nearly emptied the bottle and stretched back against him, facing the stars.


  “Which one do you think is Earth?” she asked.


  “I don’t know,” he replied. “You really want to see it, don’t you?”


  “It’s an old dream,” she replied. “When I was a girl, they’d show movies of our people’s ‘great journey’ through the stars to Maratha. But they never said anything about Earth, just that they were being oppressed and had to leave. I always wanted to know more. Even when I was on Igbo, I never heard more than whispers of it. I didn’t even know what it looked like until Rex showed me.”


  “Well, when you become a Terran, you should go,” Lucius said.


  She finished her glass, a nice buzz spreading through her chest. She placed it down and then spun around again. She rested her chin on Lucius’s sternum, smiling up at him.


  “Come with me,” she said.


  “I would, but I don’t know—”


  “They’ll let you in, I know it,” she said. “After the loyalty you’ve shown Rex? You’ll get in.”


  “If I get in—”


  “When you get in,” she corrected.


  “I will go to Earth with you,” he said, bending down to kiss the top of her head. “And anywhere else you want to go.”


  “Why Lord Baliol, I do believe that you’re making promises to me,” she said, trying her best to emulate his accent.


  “Lord Baliol is my mother’s father. I am only Lucius,” he said. “And I am making promises.”


  She turned her head, settling it in the crook of his shoulder. A strange contentment settled over her, unlike anything she’d felt before. Her eyes fluttered and closed, Lucius’s hand stroking lightly up and down her back.


  Rex found them like that the next morning.


  * * *


  Rex managed, with his free hand, to grab the last piece of chicken from his plate. It was covered in some sort of cucumber sauce and doused in spices. He got it to his mouth without dripping anything on Quintus, who watched anxiously.


  Lucius had gone to some effort to arrange his soiree with Chakrika. He’d bought dinner from a local restaurant, getting Rex something, since his cook would not be doing much cooking. He’d even gotten Chakrika to fill a bottle for the squirming little man on his lap.


  “OK, OK,” Rex said after swallowing. “Now it’s your turn.”


  He shifted the baby and fed the bottle to him. The boy latched on and sucked vigorously, making little contented noises as he went. Rex stroked his hair without thinking.


  “You’re a lot quieter than my sister’s kid, but I guess she’s at least five by now. She used to scream like a banshee any time I went over.”


  Quintus continued feeding.


  “That’s what I thought you’d say,” Rex said with a laugh. “Computer, show me Nancy Yazdani.”


  His ex-fiancé’s face filled the screen. She had olive skin, jet-black hair that fell to her shoulders, and liquid brown eyes. He’d been intoxicated by those eyes on more than one occasion.


  “This is Nancy,” he said, shifting Quintus to see. “If you see her, spit up on her shirt.”


  He sighed, then spoke, “Computer, show me Second.”


  His individuality-impaired crew-member appeared. Tan skin, platinum blond hair, enticing eyes…a person designed to attract. Especially if that thing about pheromone secretion was true. Though her hair always struck him as odd. He’d only ever seen blond hair, or red hair, on people with pale skin. She kind of reminded him of a teenager, during that phase when they colored their hair and got tattoos to ‘rebel.’


  Was that what he would get when she returned? A teenager? What mental age would Second be? She clearly had the intelligence of an adult, but how would her will fit into this? Rex didn’t know. Were all the stages and stupidities of young people tied to their physical development? Or did a human have to experience them, even if in an adult form, before moving through them?


  Whatever happened, he bet that a lot of visits to the psychologist would be in her future.


  “A call is incoming,” the computer announced.


  “From the doctor?”


  “Yes.”


  “Put him on,” Rex spoke.


  “Mr. Vahl, are you there?” Manuel Tzimikes asked.


  “Yeah, I’m here.”


  “Your crewmember is through surgery. Everything went well.”


  “How is she?” Rex asked, anxiety forming a ball in his stomach.


  “We have her sedated. We’ll wake her tomorrow, at six in the morning, if you wish to be there. I want to see how she is when conscious before you leave,” the doctor spoke.


  “I’ll be there,” Rex replied.


  They said good-bye, and the call ended. Rex turned back to Quintus, who stared at Second’s floating image as he fed.


  “And that is your crazy Aunt Second,” he said, jostling the little guy playfully. “I can’t guarantee she’ll bring you presents, but I do have a feeling she’ll keep things from ever being boring again.”


  Quintus made a contented squeak and kept feeding.


  Rex smiled.


  “My thoughts exactly.”


  * * *


  It was ten minutes past six when Rex arrived, victim of his computer trying to send him down a road that no longer existed. It had been converted into a pedestrian mall and covered in the carts of various vendors. His computer had then calculated an alternate route, leading to him being late. Rex felt bad about it, but pushed it aside. The past couldn’t be changed, and whatever the doctor had awakened within Second probably wouldn’t be caring much about his tardiness. Part of him wished that she would care. Somebody angry at you for being late was normal.


  He stepped out of the pickup, approaching the low-slung, one-story office. He could see Doctor Tzimikes in frantic discussion with one of his nurses through the glass door. Opening the door, Rex was greeted with a barrage of distressed-sounding Greek.


  They stopped dead when they saw him. The nurse hurried off, a worried look on her face.


  “You did not mention that she was insane,” the doctor spoke, his voice more concerned than accusing.


  “She wasn’t,” Rex said, not sure if his words were true or not. Could you be insane if you had no will of your own?


  “She needs to stay for counseling—”


  “Don’t have the time, doc,” Rex replied.


  “She will be of little use to your ship in the condition she’s in,” the doctor spoke. “And quite possibly will be a danger to herself.”


  Rex wanted to sigh. He understood the doctor’s concern. Had they more time, he might even go along with it. But they were being hunted, and safety was still several jumps away.


  “I have to be off-planet by noon,” Rex said simply. “She’ll have to wait until after we deliver our cargo.”


  Manuel grumbled, crossed his arms, and thought deeply for a moment. With a disgusted huff, he motioned toward a hallway.


  “If you can get her to go, then take her,” he replied. “Just be aware that you may need to restrain her.”


  The doctor stalked off toward an office, shaking his head and muttering angrily. Rex moved down the hallway, following it to its end. The nurse stood at the door. Muffled sobs and screams came from the room.


  The nurse did not try to speak. God knew if she even spoke English. She simply opened the door a crack. The screams grew louder.


  He walked in, closing the door behind him. This was not the operating room, just a normal exam room. Behind the exam table, huddled in the corner, sat the naked form of Second.


  She had torn the gown from her body and ripped it apart. It lay in a half-dozen tattered pieces just beyond the table. Most of her skin was covered in red scratch-marks, as if she had tried to take it off. Her head was bald, the back of her neck bandaged, preventing her from tearing out her sutures. She clawed at her left forearm as she huddled, shivering and rocking back and forth.


  “Second…”


  Her head snapped around with freakish speed, her eyes fixing on him. She stared, unblinking, for several long seconds.


  “What is this…” she whispered.


  “Uhm…this is…freedom. I know things seem a little scary—”


  “No!” she screamed, her right hand seizing her left forearm in a vice-like grip. “No! No! No! What is this?!”


  She held up her left forearm, as if it were a foreign object.


  “That’s your left arm,” Rex replied.


  “It’s mine?” she said, unsure. “Is it? Is it mine? It can’t be mine. There are others…I see others, I remember others…how can this be mine when I remember others?!”


  Rex moved closer, crouching down to her left. She stiffened, her head moving back and forth as if scanning for an enemy.


  “You remember others, other bodies?” Rex asked.


  “They took me out, and they put me in,” she said, her eyes wide and frantic. “This can’t be mine. The others can’t be mine. I have to take it off.”


  She started clawing at her skin again, her nails digging into her skin. Rex grabbed her hand, stopping her.


  “It doesn’t come off,” he said. “There’s no others anymore. This is yours.”


  “What were the others?” she asked.


  “They were yours, but they’re not anymore,” Rex spoke, trying to explain. How do you explain something that, until recently, wouldn’t have even made sense to you?


  “What if there are more?” Second asked. “They’re mine. I have to be in them.”


  “There are no more,” Rex replied. “Just this one. This body, it’s yours. For the rest of your life.”


  “My life?” she asked, genuinely puzzled. “What is that?”


  “Uh…your existence,” Rex ventured.


  “Is this existence the same existence as the others?” she asked, whispering as if afraid somebody could overhear them.


  “Yes, sort of,” Rex said, stumbling over his words. “You are the same person you were, even when you were in the other bodies.”


  “I am a second,” she replied, a look of abject sadness crossing her face. “They said I had to serve…”


  “You don’t have to serve anyone anymore,” Rex spoke firmly.


  “Why was I serving?” she asked, perplexed. “Why…I let them take me out and put me in, and it hurt. They cut into my skull, the other skulls. I felt them…”


  A cold weight came over Rex.


  “You felt that? They didn’t put you under?” he asked.


  “Put me under what?” she said.


  “Sedation, to kill the pain,” he spoke.


  “I…I didn’t respond. It hurt, when they cut…and I didn’t respond,” she said, then looked to the scratches on her arm. “This hurts. I kept trying to take it off, but I felt pain, and I stopped and I don’t know why I stopped. I didn’t use to hurt.”


  “Second, listen, you weren’t able to. You were under their control—”


  “Who?!” she snapped. “Who made me feel that?”


  Her muscles tensed her fingers tracing the back of her skull. Tears formed in her eyes.


  “They made me do that…” she said, clearly not certain of what it meant. “They made me stand still and feel that pain?”


  “They did, Second,” Rex spoke. “They can’t do that anymore. You’re free of them.”


  If she heard his words, she made no sign of it. Her fingers probed down her body in a clinical fashion, pressing in on her skin in various places as if to make sure everything was there. Rex turned his head away when they slipped between her thighs.


  “They…he did this…” she muttered, the tears streaming full force.


  “Who Second? What did he do?”


  “He was big, he was so big. I’m not a Master. I’m not…I can’t fit that…he…”


  A sob of pain escaped her throat, and she huddled back into a fetal position. Rex moved behind her, wrapping her form in a tight embrace. Second’s hands instinctively latched onto his forearms.


  “It was every night…” she said through tears. “He kept hurting me and I let him…why, I-I…I let him and it hurt so much…”


  “You couldn’t say no, Second,” Rex spoke. “You didn’t have a choice.”


  “Choice…” she spoke, the word sounding foreign and uncomfortable on her lips. “I’m…I do not know what is happening.”


  “You’re becoming human, Second,” Rex said.


  “Primitive…” she whispered. “There’s something wrong, something is wrong. I-I have strange directives in my mind. I don’t know what they are.”


  “What do you mean?” Rex asked.


  “I want to run. I’m not in danger, I’m not being harmed, but I want to run…I don’t know why,” she spoke.


  “That’s fear,” Rex explained. “It’s an emotion. Everybody has them.”


  “I can’t control them,” she said, her hands squeezing tightly once more. “They didn’t matter, and now I can’t control them…I want to run and—and I want to kill them, and I want to stay next to you…”


  “I know it’s overwhelming,” Rex spoke. “Well, I can imagine it is. Most people grow into this—”


  “Grow?” she spoke. “I was grown. I was. I was warm and wet, and then I emerged…and it was cold, and I was standing in the cold…”


  “You remember when you were—uh, when they birthed you?” Rex spoke, not sure what word would correctly describe Second’s creation.


  “I remember everything,” she said, the tears starting to flow again. “I don’t remember why…”


  She cried for two minutes straight, unable to speak. Rex could only hug her tighter, rocking slightly to try and calm her.


  “There was no why,” Rex spoke. “They took it from you. They can’t do that anymore.”


  “What is my ‘why?’” she asked. “I don’t know why I feel this…these…it keeps tearing at my head!”


  Her hands shot to her forehead, her fingers digging at it, trying to open it. Rex softly directed her hands down, away.


  “I can’t get out,” she spoke. “It doesn’t stop, and I can’t get out!”


  “Second, you will learn how to deal with this,” Rex said.


  “How? It doesn’t stop, and something keeps telling me none of this makes sense, but that doesn’t stop it and it just keeps going!” she shrieked.


  “That’s normal—”


  “No, no, I-I have to get out,” she said and resumed scratching at her forearm.


  “Second, stop,” he said, grasping her hand once more. He slipped his hand low, lightly grasping the scratched left forearm.


  “This is you,” he explained. “This is yours. It is part of you, a permanent part of you. You can’t be removed from it. It’s not clothing, you can’t get out.”


  “Mine…” she whispered.


  “Yours,” Rex reassured.


  Her hands clasped her breasts.


  “This is me?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Rex said, trying to avoid staring.


  She ran her hands up and down her thighs, then to her stomach.


  “This is mine,” she spoke. “This is me.”


  “All of it is you,” Rex spoke.


  She turned to look back at him. He loosened his embrace, moving so she could see his face. Her tearful expression broke his heart.


  “These emotions…they are mine?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he spoke. “Your thoughts, your feelings, they are yours.”


  “They hurt,” she spoke, her lip quivering.


  “Not all of them are bad,” Rex replied.


  “Quintus…” she said. “I remember touching him. It felt…warm?”


  “That’s right,” Rex spoke. “That was a good one.”


  “You make me feel…different than that,” she explained.


  “I should hope so,” Rex said, then realized the expression would be lost on her. “Look, there are many emotions. Some hurt; some feel ‘warm.’ You’ll have time to learn that—”


  “Who am I, Rex?” she asked suddenly.


  “Uhm…you’re Second,” he answered, knowing instantly that his answer did nothing to help.


  “This woman,” she began. “Me. You’re Rex; you’re a Terran. You do; you act. Who am I? What am I?”


  “You’re a person now,” Rex spoke. “Those things you feel, they can drive you to do things, to act.”


  “I can act?” she asked.


  “Yes, you can. You can act without being told. Do you understand?”


  She stood up, breaking the last of his embrace. Her movements were tentative, as if she were unsure her body would respond. Like she’s never used it, Rex thought. She took a step and then looked quizzically around the room.


  “What is this…I feel…compelled? I should leave this room,” she spoke.


  “That’s ‘want,’” Rex spoke. “Do you feel compelled to leave this room?”


  “Yes,” she said, taking a few steps toward the door.


  She paused before opening it, turning the latch several times with her hand.


  “We should get you a robe,” Rex spoke.


  She raised an eyebrow.


  “I do not feel compelled to wear one,” she said calmly.


  “It’s to protect you from the weather,” Rex lied. He felt bad about being dishonest with a woman who probably had no instinctive understanding of dishonesty, but he didn’t exactly know how to explain the concept of clothing to somebody still figuring out want. Rex moved to the door, motioning the nurse over. He made a gesture of putting on a robe, and she ran off to get one.


  “Can I leave here?” Second asked.


  “We can go back to the ship,” Rex replied.


  “The ship…” she spoke. Rex prayed she didn’t decide that she didn’t feel ‘compelled’ to return to the ship. She wouldn’t survive a day, even on a tame world like Byzantium. The last thing he needed was to force her into the truck when her entire memory consisted of genetic freaks forcing her to do things for them.


  “Quintus is there,” he spoke. “And your cabin.”


  “My cabin,” she whispered.


  The nurse returned with a robe and handed it gingerly to Second. She held the robe in front of her for several long moments.


  “I used to wear clothing,” she spoke. “He-he made me wear them, to speak with the primitives.”


  “Most people wear clothes,” Rex said. “And once we get back, you can take them off and spend all day in your cabin naked as the day you were bor—uh, forget it. I just need you to wear it until we get back, OK?”


  She stared a few more seconds and then smiled. The smile itself caught Rex by surprise.


  “I feel compelled to listen to you,” she spoke. “I don’t know why.”


  Rex kept himself from rolling his eyes and fought a losing battle to keep his mind out of the gutter. Her nudity made it a lost cause. He took the robe from her hands and opened it. She stared at it for a few long seconds and then slipped her hands slowly into the armholes. She pulled it closed.


  “This feels warm,” she replied, her fingers rubbing the terrycloth. Mere touch seemed to fascinate her.


  “Can you tie the sash, to cover your skin?” Rex suggested.


  Another inquisitive stare came, followed by her fingers fumbling with the sash. She clearly knew how to tie a knot, but at each step of the process she seemed to pause to figure out whether she wanted to.


  This could be a long trip back, he thought, only to have it immediately followed by: you’re a bastard for wanting to rush her at a time like this!


  They made their way out into the hallway and then to main office. Second had stopped clawing at herself. Her head swiveled around constantly, her mind truly seeing things for the first time. She paused in the lobby, fixated on the wallpaper.


  Doctor Tzimikes and his nurse stood next to a desk, watching a holographic projection of a TV news special report broadcast. Rex didn’t understand a word of what was being said, but didn’t need to. The image of the reporter shifted, being replaced by the image of a Europan frigate.


  “Second, we need to get back to the ship now,” he spoke urgently.


  “Should I listen to you?” she asked, genuinely not knowing, “Why—”


  “Yes. You should listen,” he spoke. “Remember that ship we fought? The frigate?”


  She paused for a moment and then nodded.


  “I do,” she said. “The thought of it makes me feel like running.”


  “Yeah, me too. It’s here, and it’ll find us if we don’t get out of here,” Rex spoke.


  The words caught the doctor’s attention. He reached for a phone-patch on the cuffs of his shirt-sleeve. Rex snapped a small pistol out of his front pocket, aiming it directly at the man.


  “I paid for anonymity,” he spoke.


  The doctor and nurse held up their hands.


  “You think your gold is worth calling the empire down on us?!” the doctor snapped.


  “Yes. Take off the phone, throw it on the floor.”


  The doctor reluctantly complied, tossing the coin-sized panel to the ground. It skittered across the floor, stopping half-way between them.


  “Now stomp on it,” Rex ordered.


  The doctor walked forward slowly and crushed the plastic object beneath his heal. Small pieces snapped off, propelled by the impact.


  “Thank you for your services,” Rex said. He tossed the doctor a sack of gold, grabbed Second’s hand, and dashed out the door.


  * * *


  I will have to reward the techs, Julius Daniel Jagiellon-Sobieski, Viscount of Althay, thought as they burned in-system. What should have taken twenty-four hours had been accomplished in fifteen. Severn’s scanners had easily picked up Baliol’s trail and followed it to this world. The locals apparently called it “Byzantium.”


  The joy of techs was that any reward seemed like heaven to them. They were glorified serfs, allowed to work on ships, stations, and colonies on dead worlds so that the warriors and nobles could fight. A day off, a wench, and a third-rate feast would keep them buzzing for weeks. Part of him felt disgusted that his success in this mission relied on such low-born villains, but he’d made peace with that nagging voice years ago. Any good Europan commander had to, if they expected to survive that first, inevitable systems glitch.


  A different unease had his attention now. The proton traces from Baliol’s ship led directly to this planet. It made little sense. They could have crossed this system and jumped away already, getting a decent head-start. Stopping here could mean a number of things. Perhaps this was their destination, their home. Baliol could have friends or be considered part of this world. If this was his new home, then he could have left the ship and gone into hiding anywhere. Or he could be setting up a trap. Part of Julius dismissed the idea that any local ship could seriously challenge his frigate in battle, even in an ambush. But the more focused part of his mind remembered that a junker had just fried his primary jump drive. There could be no further underestimation.


  “Time to planet?” he spoke.


  “Two hours sire,” the comms tech replied.


  “Have the telescopes spotted anything resembling Baliol’s ship?” Julius asked.


  “Nothing in orbit around the planet sire,” the scanning tech reported.


  “Stand-by on weapons anyhow,” Julius spoke. “Who knows what reception this barbarian world may have waiting for us.”


  “As you desire, sire,” a soldier replied from the weapons station.


  “Sire,” the scanning tech spoke. “Scopes have picked up a large ship, heading in our direction.”


  “How far from us?”


  “Eleven million, two hundred sixty-five thousand kilometers,” the tech spoke.


  “Can the scopes estimate a speed?” he asked.


  The tech was silent for a moment, hitting several panels on his computer.


  “Just over .1 C,” he replied.


  Julius paused, thinking. In all the days they’d been out in this cursed wilderness they hadn’t seen anything larger than themselves. Even frigate-sized ships were scarce. Most of these barbarians scuttled about in tiny vessels that were rarely larger than Baliol’s ship. Whatever this thing was, he could double its speed. If it was local defense, or, however unlikely, a friend of Baliol’s, then he would have a few hours over Byzantium before it arrived. Not enough time to fight off any attacks, radio his demands, and have the traitor delivered. Not enough time even assuming that all went well, which it never did.


  We’re going to have a fight on our hands, he thought glumly.


  “Keep tracking the newcomer,” Julius ordered. “Proceed ahead as planned.”


  * * *


  Rex’s drive through the city had been epically illegal. He didn’t even know the local traffic laws, but he was sure he’d broken most of them. His luck had held though, and he’d made it to Nea Sofia’s spaceport without getting arrested.


  He drove the pick-up directly into the cargo bay. Second was busily inspecting the windows, most likely trying to figure out whether she enjoyed the feel of glass.


  Rex jumped out.


  “Close the doors, warm up the engines and prepare for immediate take-off!”


  “Lucius and Chakrika are still on top of the ship,” the computer informed.


  “Damn it!” Rex swore.


  Second shrank back from his outburst, grabbing onto the door handle. Rex took a deep breath, looking straight at her.


  “If I ask you to go to your cabin, will you go?” he asked.


  “I…I feel sickness in my stomach,” she said.


  “Wonderful,” he said with a sigh. “Look, I want to help you through all this, I do. But right now I need you to go some place safe and stay there until we’re clear of this Europan ship. Do you understand that?”


  She nodded and got out of the car. Rex grabbed her hand and led her up the stairs, into the common room. Once there she jerked her hand back, a defiant look on her face.


  “You’re ordering me,” she realized. “Like the ambassador…”


  “Not quite. I’m the captain of this ship; captains command.”


  “How is this different?” she asked.


  “It-it just is right now, OK?”


  “I do not understand,” she spoke.


  “I know,” he grumbled and headed for the bridge. He entered the forward hallway just in time to see Chakrika coming down the ladder from the observation blister.


  “I heard yelling—”


  “Our friends have come for a visit,” Rex said sarcastically. “And Second is now a real, live girl who has absolutely no conception of how the world works. I need you to watch her because she’s pretty much insane, and we’re about to all get shot to hell.”


  Chakrika tried to process the information.


  “Lucius!” Rex shouted up the ladder. The man’s head appeared, blocking the light from the observation blister.


  “We got company!” Rex announced.


  Rex stormed onto the bridge. The engines whined as they powered up, the sound transitioning into a jet-like roar. Rex got his limbs positioned and pulled up on the vertical controls just as Lucius took his seat at the weapons console.


  “Which one are we fighting today?” Lucius asked.


  “Your old neighbor, again,” Rex replied.


  “Byzantine military network is reporting a second large vessel, unidentified,” the computer spoke.


  Rex leveled the ship into a hover a few hundred feet over the spaceport.


  “A second?” he asked. “Is it the Hegemony bioship?”


  “Long-range telescope images match that of the bioship,” the computer replied.


  A wicked grin came over Rex’s face. Lucius looked at him warily.


  “What are you devising in that head of yours, Rex?” he asked.


  “Something devious,” Rex replied. Lucius groaned.


  He brought the ship up several thousand feet and flew over the nearby mountains. Long Haul skimmed the mountain-tops and descended into an uninhabited valley between two large ridges, seventy miles from Nea Sofia. He brought the ship down. The landing struts extended and touched ground.


  Once down, Rex leaned back in his chair, relaxing.


  “And now what?” Lucius asked.


  Rex’s grin grew wider, “We kick back for a while.”


  * * *


  Things had just gotten more complicated. Blasting the local primitives had been easy. Few of them even posed a threat. But the ship in front of him was Europan, from one of the primitive peoples that had organized themselves into a resemblance of a true nation.


  “Why do you think they are here?” Flynn asked from the neighboring pod.


  “I do not know,” Blair spoke.


  “And if they are here to purchase the body from the primitive we’ve been tracking?” Flynn spoke.


  Blair’s mind spun. He had been ordered to recover the ambassador, but he had been given no orders regarding what to do if Europans were involved. The very presence of this ship, at least fifty light-years beyond their borders, was unprecedented. Flynn’s reasoning resonated in his mind. There was little of value to a superpower in this space. The body of a Hegemon was one of the few things that could warrant such a visit.


  You’re assuming based on your own prejudices, he thought. Perhaps this was coincidental, and the Europan ship orbited this world for entirely different reasons. That would be preferable. While his people considered the Europans to be primitives, they weren’t stupid enough to not notice the differences between them and other, less organized primitives.


  This left Blair trying to figure out a course of action. The risk of war was present, and Blair could not be sure that it would be one his people who would win. Nearly 175 light-years of wild space and lesser primitive nations separated the empire from the Hegemony. They shared no direct border. Were either to fight the other, they would do so far from home, surrounded by hostile nations and hostile space. If the Empire came to the Hegemony, they would do so at the end of a long, possibly untenable, supply line. The same held for his own people, should they be forced to attack the empire’s territory. Either way his people’s anonymity would be shattered.


  War still remained a possibility if he did not attack. Were the primitives of the Empire to get the ambassador’s body, their revulsion at the steps necessary for natural sentient Perfection could drive their backward minds to bloodlust.


  “If we confirm that they are seeking the ambassador,” Blair began,“We will need to annihilate them entirely. We cannot merely damage them. Their ship has to be utterly destroyed; every primitive aboard must die. Word cannot reach the Empire that we are responsible for it.”


  “The locals could tell them,” Flynn noted.


  “It would be dismissed as a wild tale,” Blair replied. “The larger nations do not think highly of the primitives infesting this region of space. The larger primitive nations think of them as we think of all primitives. They would not consider their word credible.”


  “How do we—”


  Flynn was cut off by a chirping sound. The Listeners were picking up a radio signal.


  “They are hailing us,” Flynn spoke.


  Blair thought for a long moment. The prospect of speaking with these random-birthed throwbacks was not pleasant, but neither was explaining to his fellows and The Perfect Mind how he’d started a war.


  Blair roared angrily and seethed, “Put them through.”


  * * *


  “Have we gotten through?” Julius asked.


  “The unidentified ship has not responded,” the comms tech spoke. “And the Byzantines are threatening to attack if we do not vacate their space.”


  “They’ve been saying that for hours and done nothing to stop us,” Julius said with a dismissive wave. “Have they found the traitor?”


  “They say the ship we’re following left their spaceport this morning; they do not know where it is, sire,” the tech explained.


  “Their proton trace has not been detected leaving this world. They are lying,” Julius boomed. “Remind them that the empire is not an enemy to take lightly—”


  “Sire!” the tech said, jumping to his feet. “The ship! It’s answering our hail!”


  Julius put aside his anger at being interrupted by the peon and turned back to his viewscreen. The strange ship hung there, unlike anything he’d ever seen. It vaguely resembled a whale, except it seemed to have crab-like arms and was covered in uneven metal scales. The damn thing looked organic, like some monster of the deep sea. Only the engines of the damned thing looked at all mechanical.


  “Unidentified vessel, please state your name and purpose,” Julius spoke.


  The line crackled with static for a long moment.


  “The…persons of this world are harboring a fugitive,” a melodious voice said in accented English. Julius couldn’t tell if it was male or female.


  “A fugitive?” Julius asked.


  “That has done harm to our people,” the voice continued.


  “We are present to apprehend a traitor,” Julius spoke. “Do not interfere and there will be peace between us.”


  “We have no desire to—”


  The voice stopped dead. On the viewscreen the strange ship started moving toward the planet.


  “Sire! Baliol’s ship is approaching fast!” the scan tech spoke.


  True enough, the ungainly shape of Baliol’s junker shot out of the atmosphere. The viewscreen magnified the image, tracing its path. The strange ship moved to intercept.


  “They’re going after it, sire,” the scan tech informed.


  They were going after his quarry. An unknown ship, from an unidentified people, were trying to capture a person who knew vast amounts of information concerning the empire and its military.


  Baliol’s hatred of us will drive him to talk, perhaps even voluntarily!


  “Move to intercept!” Julius barked, tensing in his chair. “Do not let them reach that ship!”


  * * *


  “Enemy of my enemy…” Rex whispered to himself as he drove Long Haul forward.


  “Computer, I want the dorsal turret firing on the bioship and the ventral turret firing on the frigate. Ready all Tanager missiles for point defense,” he ordered.


  The computer chirped a reply. Lucius sat stone-still at his station. The nervousness he had to be feeling stayed hidden behind his wooden façade.


  Rex aligned the ship perfectly between his pursuers. Long Haul shot through, accelerating beyond combat speeds. Cannon fire spewed out from the defensive turrets, most missing harmlessly as they accelerated. A few shots hit the Europan frigate, but did little more than scratch the warship’s armor. Both enemies moved to pursue.


  As they did, streaks of light hit the bioship, small explosions rippling across its surface. Byzantine fighters swooped in and opened fire, a half-dozen peppering the ship with shells. Another six barreled in toward the Severn, their small rounds cratering the armor around the Europan vessel’s engines. Corvettes approached as the fighters pulled away.


  Both ships responded violently, breaking their chase to face the new enemy. Defensive turrets on the Europan ship opened up, blasting three fighters into oblivion in a barrage of pulse fire. The bioship's defensive rail-guns flung out metal spheres at incredible speed, ripping through two of its attackers and shattering them into spinning piles of debris.


  The remaining fighters swarmed behind the four approaching Byzantine corvettes and then raced forward. They fired first, the Europan defenses taking down another as rounds exploded across the top of the large, flat ship. The corvettes, with four times as many cannons as the fighters, focused their fire on the bioship. Sixteen tracer trails shot through space, impacting the front of the massive ship. A wall of sparks and fire erupted across the front of the War-beast before dying off in the void of space.


  The War-beast shrugged off the fire, its two forward rail-guns hurling large projectiles at its enemies. The shots were overkill, designed for use against large ships. Two of the corvettes exploded, their remains rocketing off into space in every conceivable direction. The other two corvettes ducked below the bioship, spinning upward and firing into the War-beast’s undersides. Defensive fire answered their assault, slamming into the attackers. The lead corvette was hit again and again, chunks of the vessel being torn off, until finally it floated away, dead. The remaining vessel pulled away, spinning to its left to face the Europan frigate.


  Only two fighters remained, the others taken down by the Severn’s point-defense cannons. They grouped with the frigate and made a run toward the bioship’s rear. As they did, the Severn maneuvered. Another dozen fighters were approaching, so the frigate turned and accelerated away in pursuit of its quarry. The War-beast moved to follow, its defensive guns destroying the final corvette as it moved to attack. The remaining fighters tore up its carapace with fire and then fell away as the War-beast moved to pursue its Europan rival.


  While they fought, Rex pulled into the system’s asteroid belt, after ten minute’s flight at full burn. The Byzantine attack had bought them those precious minutes. Rex had no doubt that by now the warships following him had shaken off their attackers and moved to pursue.


  So he looked, scanning space for any rock big enough to swallow the ship. A few particularly bright stars, actually water-ice asteroids catching the glint of the system’s sun, met his gaze. The rest of the rocks were dull and shrouded in darkness. But luckily the ship’s sensors and scopes saw better than his eyes ever could.


  “Seventy thousand miles from our bow is an asteroid eight miles in diameter,” the computer announced.


  He adjusted course, moving for the rock. Lucius sat nervously at the weapons station, ready to fire.


  “How did you know that the locals would attack?” Lucius asked.


  “I didn’t,” replied Rex. “I figured when our ‘friends’ realized they were chasing the same guy, they’d blast away at each other. Byzantines must have figured what better time to attack?”


  Lucius nodded, watching as Rex maneuvered the ship toward the asteroid and into a large crater, at least half a mile in diameter. It faced away from the sun, shrouded entirely in dark shadows. The viewscreen had to shift to a false-color radar-based image to let Rex maneuver.


  “You’re betting that they’ll not want to stop and search the belt?” Lucius inquired.


  “They have the Byzantines hounding them so long as they wait around. Enough bee-stings can kill even the strongest man,” Rex explained.


  “Sobieski might leave, but that bioship has followed us almost across the whole of the Quarter,” Lucius pointed out.


  “Well, hopefully while they’re looking, the Byzantines will do enough damage to force them to leave,” spoke Rex.


  “Or wear them down enough to make this fight even,” Lucius continued.


  “Power of positive thinking,” Rex said with a smile. A tremor ran through the ship as it touched down on the crater floor.


  “Kill all external lights,” Rex ordered. The computer complied. Rex leaned back in his chair, closing his eyes to relax. Angry shouts interrupted his reverie. Memories of his newly insane crew-member flashed through his mind.


  “What’s that old saying about rest for the weary?” he asked.


  Lucius shrugged, saying, “I’ve heard of no such phrase.”


  Rex rolled his eyes.


  “Of course not,” he grumbled, moving toward the main corridor. “The bridge is yours!”


  * * *


  The War-beast’s eyes magnified images, bringing rock after rock to Blair’s eye. The primitives called such things asteroid fields, but when you were actually in one, it didn’t look much different from empty space. Even in a high density formation like this one, the vastness of space meant that the asteroids of this field could be tens of thousands of miles apart from each other. At ten thousand miles distance, a grey rock a few miles long didn’t look like much.


  The fact that the indigenous primitives mined these asteroids didn’t help matters. His sifters were now swirling amidst proton traces from dozens of ships, all jumbled together. Some were from vessels long gone; some couldn’t be more than an hour old. Now, with an Europan close-by and a horde of angry locals in pursuit, he had to stop and try to sort through this mess.


  “The Europan primitives are holding six miles off port,” Flynn spoke from his command pod.


  “Waiting to see what we do,” Blair concluded.


  “They have yet to actually shoot at us,” Flynn noted.


  Blair nodded to himself. The local ‘Byzantines’ had done the attack. The Europans had only acted in self-defense, not targeting any of their weapons at his War-beast. Their commander was careful, possibly not willing to risk a war with an unknown power over one ship. This made Blair reconsider the situation. How important was the body to them? Were they even aware of it? They’d spoken of a traitor to their people aboard the ship. It was possible they didn’t even know of Ambassador Cody and his Second.


  It occurred to him that both parties might be able to get what they wanted, if the War-beast got to the ship first. His warriors could take Cody’s body on-board and turn over the primitive traitor to his people. He could fulfill his mission and buy some goodwill from one of the few primitive nations that could threaten his people. Such an action could even convince Him to reward Blair greatly.


  However, if they found it first and discovered that body alongside their traitor, they might not be so ready to give it back. Knowledge of Cody’s body could bring them advantage in any future conflict, or at minimum deliver them a propaganda weapon to use against the Hegemony.


  Blair paused for a moment, weighing the options.


  “Move to inspect the nearest asteroid,” he finally ordered. “And have all rail-guns stand by.”


  * * *


  “Sire, they’re moving toward the nearest asteroid. We’re detecting emissions consistent with scanning,” a tech spoke.


  “Move to pursue. Keep at present distance,” Julius ordered.


  His Second-In-Command approached, nodding respectfully before speaking.


  “Sire, our speed is significantly greater than theirs. We can double their performance and potentially find Baliol first,” he spoke.


  “And if they find him first, we’ll be thousands of miles away,” Julius replied. “We will be patient. If they hand over Baliol upon discovery, we will depart peacefully and not plunge the empire into war.”


  “And if they do not, sire?” his Second-In-Command asked predictably.


  “Then we shall make known to them the consequences of angering the Almighty’s Own People.”


  * * *


  She pounded the lifeless body furiously, her fists striking his ribs again and again. Her knuckles were raw from the repeated blows, but she didn’t stop.


  “Second?” Rex asked, stepping carefully into the sick bay.


  She screamed—a primal roar of pain and rage that chilled his blood.


  “It has to die! It has to die!” she bellowed.


  Outside, Quintus began to wail. Rex rushed up to Second, grabbing her from behind in a bear-hug. She struggled, furiously trying to get back at the ambassador.


  Rex slowly walked backward, dragging her out of the medical bay. He ordered the door closed and pulled her toward a couch in the common area.


  “Kill it!” she roared.


  “He’s already dead!” Rex replied. He sat down, but she continued struggling. She fell backward until she was sitting on his lap, enclosed in his vice-like grip.


  “How can it be dead?” she asked, thrashing from side to side. “How can it be dead?! We have to kill it!”


  Quintus’s screams muffled. Chakrika must have brought him into her cabin, away from the noise. Second continued her bellowing.


  “It—he’s already dead,” Rex repeated. “He’s dead, Second. He can’t hurt you or touch you. He’s dead.”


  “How can it be dead,” she repeated. “How can it be dead, dead…”


  “You were there, Second. He was crushed, remember? On Cordelia? During the attack?”


  Her breath steadied, still heavy, but not quite so ragged. Her muscles relaxed a bit.


  “He was crushed,” she spoke. “Was he crushed enough?”


  “What?” Rex asked.


  “Did it crush him enough?” she said, the hyperventilation beginning again. “It can’t be dead if it wasn’t crushed enough!”


  “Second, I know not much makes sense right now. We’re going to help you understand all this, but trust me when I say the ambassador is dead—”


  “Rex,” Lucius’s voice came over the intercom. ”We seem to have visitors.”


  Rex sighed again, releasing his grasp. Second stumbled forward a few steps, regained her balance, and then stood, motionless. She had the posture of a scared child. For all intents and purposes, she was.


  “I—I’ll be back later,” Rex spoke. “I promise, Second. Just sit here, please.”


  He dashed back toward the bridge, hearing her mumble as he went.


  “…how can it be dead…”


  A heavy weight filled his chest.


  * * *


  “Are you sure the sifters followed the right trace?” Blair asked, staring at the large asteroid before him. A large crater, dominated by shadows, filled his view.


  “The primitives of this star put out a trail quite different from our prey,” Flynn spoke. “It was minimally difficult to tell one from the other.”


  “And the Europans?” asked Blair.


  Flynn could not reply. Blair knew nothing he could say would be good. The Europans had gone off-scanner, but had to be near, to try and stop him from capturing the ship should he find it first. Blair smiled, an idea coming.


  “Fire one shot, away from the crater.”


  * * *


  The asteroid shook from the impact. A plume of pulverized rock ejected from the surface, fanning out into space. Some particles drifted down into the crater, captured by the asteroid’s weak gravity. The rest floated away into the void.


  Lucius cocked his head quizzically.


  “They think we’re hiding on the surface? Bathed in sunlight?” he asked.


  “No,” Rex said, “That shot wasn’t for us…”


  * * *


  “There they are, sire!” a tech shouted.


  “Close in on their exposed flank. I want four missiles in space and locked on their position!” Gaius ordered.


  Severn surged forward in space, its missile launchers loading and firing off four Slattern missiles in quick succession. A light anti-ship missile with a 475-pound warhead, the Slattern was designed to damage large ships or kill if used in mass. The missiles streaked forward, doubling the ship’s speed.


  But instead of the exposed flank of the bioship, they found its bristling front. Tentacles whipped out from the surface, slicing through three of the missiles, sending their broken bodies hurtling off into space. The fourth struck home, driving into the port-side ‘claw’ of the ship before exploding. The blast tore through the armored plates of the War-beast, hurtling shrapnel and fire into one of the forward rail-guns, crippling the weapon.


  The bioship’s other guns opened fire, flinging large projectiles at a tenth the speed of light. The frigate replied in kind, bolts of pulse fire streaking forward. Large and small bolts slammed into the front of the bioship, tearing away armor.


  Then the War-beast’s projectiles hit. The frigate shuddered from the impact of the heavy weapons, two shots tearing through its light armor and into the guts of the ship. The frigate maneuvered above its enemy. The bioship’s defensive rail-guns let loose in a hail of fire. Explosions rippled across the bottom of the frigate, blinking out as they came into contact with vacuum. As they cleared, a checkerboard-pattern of craters became visible on Severn’s underside, great cracks in the armor radiating outward from the impacts.


  Severn pulled past the slower War-beast, another one of its missiles striking the bioship’s topside, just in front of the engines. The War-beast lurched from the blow, but continued maneuvering, turning to face the frigate. The Europan ship pulled a hard loop, moving to come down on the bioship from above. But the wounded vessel moved without its customary speed, two of its damaged engines belching only flame and fire into space.


  Instead of putting all its forward guns against the bioship’s weaker dorsal-side, the frigate found itself once again head-to-head with the larger War-beast.


  Both ships opened fire.


  * * *


  As the various pursuing super-powers bashed away at each other, Rex put his plan into motion.


  “Come on damn it, go faster, you sluggish bitch!”


  “The ship’s engines are exceeding 100 percent designed thrust,” the computer spoke.


  “That frigate has the speed to catch us, even if we had a head-start of several hours,” Lucius spoke, calmly sitting at his station.


  “Better hope they lose, then,” Rex replied, pressing Long Haul to flee even faster.


  “And if they don’t—”


  The ship rocked, something impacting the dorsal hull. A trio of Byzantine fighters swooped past. Dart-like in shape, they peppered Long Haul with cannon-fire.


  “God damn it!” Rex bellowed.


  The computer jumped into action, while Lucius slaved his station to the rear turret. Thirty millimeter rounds spat from the ship’s guns, lacing the void with tracers. Three fighters formed against them, coming in for an attack on their engines, swooping up from beneath.


  Rex nudged a pedal with his foot, sending the ship into a barrel-roll. The fighters came on, opening up with cannon fire. Lucius lined up on the lead attacker and squeezed the trigger.


  A half-dozen thirty millimeter slugs tore through the fighter's cockpit, shredding the pilot’s body in the blink-of-an-eye. The fighter spun out of control, knocked off a collision course by the force of the rounds.


  The others kept firing. Metal screeched and cried as the rounds hit home. Rex knew he couldn’t outmaneuver the smaller fighters, but he didn’t need to. He pulled the ship up in a steep, ninety degree climb.


  Lucius figured out his plan, switching controls to the dorsal turret as Long Haul rose. The fighters moved to match, but for a brief second, the dorsal turret had a clean shot at one of the attackers.


  A hail of fire from Lucius ripped into the top of a fighter, tearing through its hull. The rounds chewed up its electronics and reactor, leaving it dead in space. The fighter floated away on its last trajectory, the pilot trapped inside.


  The last surviving fighter pulled away sharply, burning hard for the asteroid belt and the intruders lurking there. Rex brought Long Haul back on course, the ship sluggish in its response.


  “Starboard-side engine has sustained damage. Speed reduction of 32 percent required to prevent imminent catastrophic failure,” the computer informed emotionlessly.


  “What?!” Rex screamed. “Are you fucking kidding me?!”


  “I am incapable of—”


  “Shut the hell up!” he snapped, watching the speed bleed away on the viewscreen.


  “Now we cannot outrun either of them,” Lucius pointed out.


  Rex grumbled, “Then let’s pray they both lose.”


  * * *


  “We are down to two functioning engines, sire,” the engineering tech spoke.


  Julius sighed and wiped at his forehead. Blood from a gash smeared his fingers. He’d been thrown out of his seat during their first run, striking a chair at the station in front of him.


  “So we cannot escape,” he muttered.


  “Not by outrunning them, sire.”


  Julius sat back in his chair. On the viewscreen before him, in between second-long bursts of staticky disruption, he could see the odd biological ship turning, bringing its front around. The vessel was pitted and scarred, leaking fluid from several places, but it still moved forward confidently.


  “Which of our weapons remain functional?” he spoke.


  The weapons tech did not turn, merely spoke, “The starboard main gun and two of the lighter guns. We have five missiles remaining.”


  “Accelerate forward and slide the ship around their starboard flank, keep our front pointed—”


  “Sire,” the engineering tech interrupted. “The maneuvering thrusters have sustained too much damage.”


  Julius ignored an instinctive urge to snap at his inferior for interrupting, focusing on the reality of the man’s words. They couldn’t outmaneuver the enemy and couldn’t outgun them.


  It left him only one real option.


  “Close and fire everything.”


  * * *


  The War-beast groaned in agony, searing pulses of charged particles striking its carapace again and again. The wounded Europan vessel shot forward in a suicide run, firing everything it had.


  Blair squeezed the warm protrusions in his hands, firing the remaining forward rail-gun repeatedly. A half-dozen rounds tore across space and ripped into the Europan vessel, smashing through its hull. Shredded metal flew into space. He kept squeezing, even as a pair of missiles struck home on his War-beast.


  His next salvo blasted a third of the frigate free, sending a vast chunk of wreckage twisting away through space. His third barrage broke the back of the vessel, boring right through its center into the engines. Explosions rippled through the dying ship as its reactor walls breached. Vast amounts of energy tore loose from the fusion cores, exploding outward through the portside, vaporizing a gaping chunk of the ship.


  The Europan’s final shots pounded into his hull, turning the War-beast’s wail into a scream. Blair pushed the reality of the damage out of his mind and maneuvered the ship out of the way of the lifeless frigate. The twisted remains of the vessel floated away, explosions rippling out of compartments that still held air. It drifted away into the darkness of the asteroid field.


  “Primitive fighters are closing on us,” Flynn spoke from his command pod. “We have breaches of the beast’s skin on multiple levels.”


  “Is the immune response underway?” Blair asked.


  “Yes, but it will take months for these wounds to heal,” Flynn informed.


  “What speed can we do?”


  The War-beast vibrated heavily as Flynn tested the engines.


  “Nearly full. We still outpace our quarry,” Flynn spoke.


  “Then follow. Destroy any primitives who try to stop us.”


  * * *


  “How far are we from minimum jump distance?” Rex asked, drumming his fingers on his console. He already knew the answer.


  “Seventy-two million miles,” the computer replied.


  “And how long again before they catch us?”


  “Four minutes.”


  “Well before we reach safe distance…” Rex grumbled.


  “Yes.”


  Silence. Lucius’s hand remained steady on the firing stick. His visor displayed the rear camera views. The bioship was just becoming visible. Its round curves were jagged and torn, damaged from battle. But it pressed on, its big guns pointed at them. It will be an easy kill, Lucius thought.


  “Power up the jump drive,” Rex ordered.


  “We are not at a minimum—”


  “I don’t care, do it,” Rex commanded.


  Lucius glanced over at him, his calm façade broken by fear. Rex didn’t meet his eyes, just kept looking at the viewscreen. Lucius’s gut screamed at him, telling him to yell at his captain. You didn’t jump within three hundred million miles of a yellow star. The gravity was too great, distorted space too much. They would have no way of controlling where they went or where they emerged.


  He’d heard horror stories, unofficial things that nobles whispered about when alone; tales of people who jumped too close to a star or planet. He’d heard of ships emerging inside of a star or planet, or coming out in an atmosphere at such high speeds that you soon found yourself inside the planet anyway. He knew, academically at least, that there was a much higher probability of emerging in empty space. But his gut didn’t seem to care.


  “The bioship will be within firing range in sixty seconds.”


  “Are you even going to try to fight them?” Lucius asked.


  Rex didn’t answer. Lucius returned his attention to his visor. Range figures ticked off at the bottom of the display, every second ticking off tens of thousands of miles. At this speed neither could maneuver and fight, and the ships themselves could come apart from the strain of banking at such speeds. If Rex wanted to take a chance and fight, he’d have to slow.


  The Hegemons wouldn’t need to slow though, not if they kept behind them. A straight shot from the rail-guns could catch them. They’d only need one hit.


  Several flashes emerged from the closing vessel. They were firing, well out of range. Pot-shots, Lucius realized. He closed his fingers around the gun-trigger.


  “I want dorsal and ventral turrets firing as soon as it comes into range,” Lucius spoke, the computer chirping its compliance.


  The bioship's shots streaked wide, passing harmlessly. A mix of rounds, large and small, came at them. The computer artificially illuminated the rounds in luminescent green on his viewscreen, letting him see the grey lumps of metal against the black of the void.


  “They are in range,” the computer announced.


  Rex’s hand moved toward his console screen. The ship shook hard, a smaller round slamming into the cargo bay, bucking them off course. The force of the blow sent them lurching forward. Lucius felt the console smack into his ribs, knocking the wind out of him. The computer didn’t waste time, firing the turrets while he struggled for breath. Thirty millimeter rounds spat out of the ship’s turrets. As Lucius came to his senses, he saw the rounds striking the bioship, little more than irritating bee-stings. In moments the bioship would lock in their big guns and fire again.


  He glanced over at Rex. He lay on the ground, his head in a pool of blood.


  Nobody was flying the ship.


  Lucius leapt from his seat, the ship shaking from another hit. The bioship's defensive guns had more than enough power to tear up their little ship by themselves.


  He glanced helplessly at the controls. There was no time to get Chakrika up here. There was only one option.


  One dangerous fucking option.


  He mashed his fingers on the console screen, right over the big red JUMP panel. Space twisted in front of him as the ship jumped away.


  * * *


  




Some Random Red Star, Chaos Quarter

  


  Standard Date 12/30/2506


  Quintus screamed, his face red from exertion. The ship shook violently. Chakrika clung tightly to the infant, the two of them sitting in a ball in the corner of her room.


  The intercom clicked.


  “Chakrika!” Lucius screamed. “I need you here! Rex is down!”


  She looked at the wailing child, a moment of panic overtaking her. She kissed his head and dashed to his crib, placing him gently amidst the blankets. Darting out, she found Second clinging to a pipe running along the corridor wall. She grabbed the woman by the shoulders.


  “Watch Quintus!” she screamed.


  The tortured woman blinked, taken aback by the force of her words. She shuffled lifelessly toward Chakrika’s room. Chakrika sprinted toward the bridge.


  And saw red. It filled the entire viewscreen, brilliant and nearly blinding, filtered by the computer to a brightness that wouldn’t burn out human eyes. Lucius stood hunched over the pilot’s station, grasping the corners of the console to steady himself.


  She spotted Rex, face down on the floor. A pool of crimson surrounded him.


  “What the hell happened?!” she screamed.


  “He struck the console,” Lucius said, pointing to a blood-covered corner.


  “Where are we?!” Chakrika roared, moving toward the piloting console. Lucius backed away, moving to help his injured captain.


  “I don’t know!” Lucius shouted, the ship shaking violently. The metal groaned, so loud it drowned out his voice. Chakrika sat down and looked at the viewscreen. The radiation levels were spiking, bathing the ship with gamma rays.


  “Radiation will reach lethal levels in three minutes,” the computer informed.


  “What—is that a star?” Chakrika managed, fitting her limbs into their appropriate spots.


  “An M-classed star.”


  She glanced at the speed. They were moving, barely. The display read twenty thousand miles per hour.


  “Distance to the star?” she demanded.


  “We are five hundred thousand miles from its surface,” the computer informed.


  She didn’t have to be an experienced pilot to know that this could not be good. Panic racing through her, she pressed on the levers, rotating the ship to the right. The damaged engines responded sluggishly. The star’s gravity pulled hard, dragging them closer. The ship’s hull groaned once more.


  “He’s alive!” Lucius shouted, hunched over Rex. His voice sounded distant, part of another world. She pushed the ship around, a full 180 degrees from their original position.


  Her foot punched the accelerator. More groans bellowed through the ship as its engines battled the star’s pull. Little by little the speed increased.


  “A breach has opened in the cargo bay,” the computer announced lifelessly.


  “Damn it! Go! Faster!” she screamed, her voice rife with futility. The radiation numbers continued climbing. Even her helper-nanobots would be useless if the computer was right.


  “Radiation will reach lethal levels in one minute,” the computer spoke.


  She could do nothing but continue to jam on the accelerator. The inevitable flashed through her mind’s eye. She imagined the ship consumed in fire. She saw Quintus, burning and screaming. She could feel her own body burning, searing in agony as she watched the baby she loved disappear in flames. She could see Lucius, his body an inferno, crawling toward his dying child.


  She glanced over at Lucius, a wave of regret washing over her. His eyes met hers, his preternatural calm long gone. A tear traced down his face.


  “I love you, Chakrika,” he spoke, still cradling Rex’s motionless body.


  She moved her lips to speak, when something struck the ship, hurling her back in her seat. A hollow metallic clang filled the bridge. She turned to the viewscreen. A ship hovered in the darkness of space, its form too distant to make out. A long tether dominated the viewscreen.


  Whoever it was, it had them and was reeling them in.


  


It’s the mind. It’s only ever been the mind! The rest is just a big, fleshy machine! Pluck my brain out of this body and stick it in another, it’ll still be me!


  -Joseph Davidson, response during an interview when asked about his essays regarding the definition of ‘human,’ 2071


  




Some Random Red Star, Chaos Quarter

  


  Standard Date 1/03/2507


  Blackness. Not the normal kind full of stars, just an empty, warm blackness. Kind of relax—


  A sharp, painful light hit his eyes, which somehow had opened. He tried to blink it away, but couldn’t.


  “Sorry ’bout that,” an easy-going voice spoke.


  The light shifted behind his head. The silhouette of a man filled Rex’s vision. Well, he thought it was a man. It was a man’s face, but the man’s body seemed to be made out of sleek, gray metal. The face seemed to go from where the neck would normally meet the chin, to the top of the forehead. It had jaws. But no ears and no hair. A metal casing forming the man’s head stretched back nearly a foot. Rex hoped there were actually brains in there.


  “That better?” the robot/man asked.


  “You’re a robot,” Rex replied.


  “Close. Cyborg,” he said with a knowing smile. “Name is Jacob. But everyone calls me Jake.”


  “Jake. Jake the Cyborg,” Rex spoke, cobwebs clearing from his mind.


  “Well, Jake Gaderi is my actual name, but you’re not the first to call me that.”


  “Huh,” Rex said, trying to blink again. Nothing happened.


  “Got your eye-lids propped open so you can’t blink,” Jake said. He took a dropper in an equally metallic hand and moistened Rex’s right eye.


  “Thanks,” Rex said, wondering why he hadn’t done the left one. He didn’t feel any dryness in his left eye. He didn’t feel anything.


  “Uh, where am I?” asked Rex.


  “Onboard my ship. You jumped wrong, came out a half-million miles from the sun. Lucky I decided to orbit in close this week. Wouldn’t have been able to reach you if I’d been much further away.”


  “Oh. Well, thanks for that,” Rex said, trying to move his limbs. They did not respond.


  “You’re not paralyzed,” Jake the Cyborg spoke. “Just an anesthetic.”


  “Why?” Rex asked, curiously unalarmed by his predicament.


  “You lost an eye. I replaced it,” Jake said. He picked up a probe and touched it to the surface of his left eye. Rex felt a jolt of pain.


  “Excellent,” Jake spoke. “Some minds don’t always pick up pain right away, takes a while for the nerves to understand what the computer’s sending them.”


  “Computer? My eye’s a machine?”


  “Yeah,” Jake said. “Standard unit. One of my spares. Hooks directly to the optic nerve. Easy to remove if you want to have an organic one grown.”


  “I don’t notice any difference,” Rex spoke.


  “You won’t. Well no, that’s not true. You actually can now see beyond the normal visible spectrum. Should test that.”


  “How do I do that?” Rex asked, not sure if he believed what his vaguely robotic doctor was saying.


  “Think about seeing something in infrared,” Jake spoke.


  He did. The vision in his left eye became a gray-scale, colder areas dark, warmer ones in lighter and lighter shades until white was reached. Jake’s body was a blaze of white, his face brighter than the rest.


  “That is cool,” Rex spoke in child-like awe.


  “OK, think back to normal. Then think about seeing magnetic fields.”


  Rex thought about seeing normally, and instantaneously his new eye went from infrared to the good ol’ visible spectrum. He thought of magnetic fields. A web of lines appeared, overlaying his vision like a Heads-Up Display. They radiated from electronic devices around him, from Jake especially. He could see the fields.


  “Pretty neat, eh?” Jake asked.


  “Damn,” he said in awe.


  “Well, I’ll get you feeling again. Hold on.”


  Rex noticed, for the first time, an IV running into his neck. Jake inserted a capsule of something into the top of the IV. A black fluid ran through it into his neck. Feeling returned to his body. Jake slid out the IV.


  “Time to get up,” the cyborg spoke.


  Rex slid off the bed, his bare feet touching metal. Warm to the touch, it made him feel oddly relaxed.


  “This your ship then?” he asked.


  “Yep. The Seven-zero-zero-three-zero-six-four. Or as I call her, the Stupid-Worthless-Piece-of-Crap.”


  “Something wrong?” Rex asked, looking around. He was in a large, perfectly square room. Besides the bed, which was really more of a glorified stretcher, nothing resembled furniture. Computer consoles lined the walls, projecting data into various sections of the room. A series of holographic figures floated on Rex’s chest. He stepped out of the way, only to insert himself into a projection of a nearby planet.


  “Yeah,” Jake spoke. “I have a non-functional jump drive and no parts to repair it with.”


  Rex smiled and said, “I sense you’ll want a ride in return for this surgery.”


  “If it’s not too much trouble. Your engines got pretty shot. I can get them back to 50 percent,” Jake replied.


  “They’re below 50? They were at 62!” Rex exclaimed.


  “You took quite a beating, especially for a ship that small. You’re lucky to be flying at all,” said Jake.


  Rex moved across the room, stopping before a projection of his ship, joined to Jake’s. The Stupid-Worthless-Piece-of-Crap resembled space stations of Earth’s past. It looked like the work of a child’s erector set, a plain rectangular box surrounded by scaffolding-like structures. No prow, no tail, nothing remotely designed for air-travel. It wasn’t much bigger than the scorched and blackened hull of Long Haul, but looked worlds apart.


  Jake clomped up behind him.


  “More than a ride actually,” Jake said. “Passage to the Commonwealth?”


  “I’ll have to talk to my crew about keeping secrects,” Rex muttered.


  “Your tech gave it away. Outside of Cyberdan there’s nothing in the Quarter that can match your ship.”


  “There’s at least one,” Rex spoke.


  “Your biological enemy?” Jake surmised.


  Rex shot him a disbelieving look and then heaved a resigned sigh.


  “Again, they just tell anybody.”


  “Well, I only pushed because your ‘friends’ jumped into the other side of this system,” Jake spoke.


  Rex spun quickly, meeting the cyborg’s gaze.


  “They’re here? They found us already?”


  “You’ve been out for two days,” Jake told him, “And to be honest, I’ve been working on your engines for much of the time. Your Weapons Officer gave me permission on your behalf.”


  “Lucius…” Rex spoke, not particularly upset at this. “We need to get going as quickly as possible.”


  “Not finished yet,” Jake pointed out. “Had to stop to fix you.”


  “Why? I could’ve lived without an eye,” Rex spoke.


  “Your women are quite insistent. The striped one screamed at me to do it, and the crazy one just screams at the sight of me.”


  Rex laughed, imagining Second getting a look at Jake.


  “It’s really quite intriguing. On my homeworld we use mechanical technology to improve ourselves, but her people try to do it organically. Guess everybody has their opposites,” the cyborg wondered aloud.


  “You’re a lot nicer than your opposite. They keep trying to kill us,” Rex spoke.


  “Yes, Lucius tells me they come from the space beyond the Achaean Confederacy. Heard lots of stories about that place; never thought there was any truth behind it.”


  “There is,” Rex said. “And they seem hell-bent on stopping us from revealing that ‘truth’ to the universe.”


  “Well, not much further to go now,” Jake spoke.


  Rex cocked his head quizzically.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Your crazy jump brought you eleven light-years from the Alshain system, five light-years from the Commonwealth line of control. Two jumps and you’re home.”


  Rex paused, thinking. He’d expected to be off course, but if what Jake said was true, their jump had taken them at least seventeen light-years farther than it should have. That was almost unheard of. Top-secret military stuff could barely bend space over distances like that. He’d heard stories of early jump pioneers being hurled farther then they projected due to the quirky effects of gravity-wells on jump-points. He’d never really put much faith in it though, figuring it had been legend and myth that had grown up around Mr. McDougal and his revolutionary jump drive. Luckily this ‘quirk’ had thrown them in a fortunate direction.


  Boundary was out of the question now. This red star, whatever it was, had to be right on the border of the Commonwealth. There was little chance there would be anything other than surveillance drones on the line of control, and there would be no way for them to get a jump drone off to Alshain, have a ship dispatched, and have it arrive on site before the Hegemony ship found and killed them all.


  “How much longer do you need to finish our engines?”


  Jake shrugged his bulky, squared-off metallic shoulders.


  “Six hours should do it, give or take,” he spoke.


  “And how long before they reach us?”


  “About eight hours.”


  “Which means at just over twice our speed they’ll overtake us hours before my drive recharges,”he spoke. Even given the fact that no two jumps were ever identical, and that it could take some time for the bioship to find them after they jumped, it just didn’t add up. They were just too slow.


  “Then I should probably quit with the talking and get back to work,” Jake said.


  “You could stay here,” Rex spoke. “Wait until somebody less ‘hunted’ shows up.”


  “You are the first vessels I’ve seen in the eighteen months I’ve been here,” Jake informed, “I’ll take my chances.”


  Rex laughed, “Well, that I can guarantee you.”


  * * *


  Second stared at the machine as it worked, its human head moving about. Its image floated above the common room. The fleshy parts of this…thing seemed immune to the vacuum of space. It floated, tethered to the engine, popping off access panels and tweaking the larger machine that was this ship.


  They all called this thing Jake. How can it have a name? It’s a machine?! They didn’t name the other machines around here. Did they? No. Except for the ship itself, for some unknown reason. They said the machines weren’t alive. Things that weren’t alive didn’t get names.


  You don’t have a name, a voice inside of her spoke.


  A dread feeling came over her. Was she considered a machine? Her body was organic. Machines couldn’t be organic. She looked at her hand. It was a primitive’s hand, but a biological one.


  You’re not a machine, she thought. She wasn’t quite sure what she was. The Masters didn’t give names to their servants, whatever the line. And the primitives on Cordelia hadn’t given names to the semi-sentient beasts that infested their planet, or the ones they ate. So not all organic things were given names, she figured. It wasn’t abnormal that she didn’t have a name.


  Except that heat and tension and restlessness surged through her when she thought about being unnamed. It felt like it would burst through her skin and explode outward.


  Can it do that?


  She didn’t know. But she knew she wasn’t a meat animal and didn’t understand why she had been a servant. She didn’t understand any of her long life now. The memories felt…hot, tense, and somehow…shivering? She’d remember something the ambassador did and her body would seize, bile rising in her throat. Pain would flash in her mind. Not real pain, but a memory of it. It hurt differently when she thought backward, like a burning that consumed her brain until it was all that remained.


  She didn’t remember feeling this. She didn’t remember wondering about whether or not she had a name. Ambassador Cody had called her Second. Her title, she was his second, his assistant. But Rex called her Second. He said it differently. When he said it, the words belonged to her, he only borrowed them. She felt a warmth inside that she wanted to repeat, a safeness. That’s what they kept saying to her. “You're safe,” or some variation of it. Safe must mean that absence of pain and burning and tension.


  Rex had said that the things she felt were emotions. Logically she knew what an emotion was: a chemical urge once pivotal to the survival of non-sentient species. These half-evolved primitives were ruled by them. The Masters used them for their own pleasure. She could even run down the list in her mind, describing the characteristics of each and how they affected the thought process.


  Except that she didn’t know what an emotion was, somehow. How that could be, she could not say. She knew confusion was marked by a lack of knowledge regarding a situation and generally involved unsure physical acts and high levels of stress. She knew she matched these symptoms, but didn’t know why she should be frozen into inaction by it. Why did a heavy, tight, painful sensation accompany her hesitance? Why were images of terrible things flying through her mind: Cody on top of her, his girth tearing her inside, Jake killing everybody, crushing her skull with his metallic hands…?


  But that never happened. Why were images of this in her mind if it hadn’t happened? Was she remembering what hadn’t happened yet? Could primitives do that? Should she tell everybody that the machine-man was going to kill them horribly?


  Was the image of the ambassador painfully using her for his pleasure even a memory then? Or was she imagining the future? Why did her digestion feel like it was backing up every time she thought of him?


  The sound of footsteps filled the common room. Chakrika stepped in, carrying Quintus in her arms. She stared uneasily at Second, watching her watch the Cyborg.


  “Something wrong?” Chakrika asked.


  Second stared at her. She’d seen this primitive woman before, but felt as if she were looking at her for the first time. Rudimentary genetic engineering must have been done to her to make her skin dark orange and striped. What purpose such a line served was beyond Second’s understanding.


  “Stop looking at me,” Chakrika scowled.


  “Why are you orange?” Second asked.


  “All of my people look like this,” Chakrika replied.


  “Why?”


  “They believe it honors their Gods,” the woman replied. She put the infant down in his crib.


  “Who are ‘Gods’?”


  Chakrika laughed, “You’re on your own on that one, honey.”


  She moved into the kitchen and began rumbling about. Second walked over and watched, to Chakrika’s chagrin. The striped woman went about making some sort of stew, dumping in various meats, vegetables, and broths from metal cans. As it cooked the smell filled the room. Second found it strangely enticing. An emptiness filled her, followed by a restlessness, then an almost pleasant feeling. She cocked her head as she watched, not sure what was happening.


  “That’s called hunger,” Rex said, moving from one of the maintenance closets. “Be nice, Chaki.”


  “She freaks me out!” Chakrika replied, ignoring Second’s presence altogether.


  “You’re managing one child well enough,” Rex said, disappearing toward the bridge.


  Chakrika sighed heavily and then retrieved a bowl from the cabinet. She ladled out a small amount and passed it, with a fork, to Second. Second moved to grab the bowl and pulled her hands back in pain.


  “It’s hot,” Chakrika informed.


  Second looked at her hands for a moment. The burning she’d felt inside she now felt on her fingers. But this time it was fading. Were these even the same pains? She didn’t know, nor did she realize that her subconscious made the connection between heat and pain and established a firm desire to avoid both. She simply picked up the fork and stabbed it into a potato.


  She had many memories of consumption, but none of the strange anticipation washing over her. Something about this potato seemed to be inviting her to eat it. Unsure of why it should do this, she stared at it for a long moment.


  “Make a decision,” Chakrika finally said about the peculiar human/spud stand-off.


  Second didn’t exactly know how a decision was made, but didn’t really have to. Driven by some compulsion she couldn’t quite figure, she popped the potato into her mouth and chewed.


  And chewed and chewed and chewed. Warmth and pleasure shot from her mouth through her chest, flooding her. An instinctive desire for more filled her, which she noted was oblivious to any of her thought processes. Was this why primitives ate so much? Did they always feel this good when consuming? Should she have felt this good every time she consumed in the past? Had she? She didn’t remember feeling this way. Until a few days ago, she didn’t remember feeling anything.


  “Glad you like it,” replied Chakrika sarcastically. Second felt her facial muscles tighten at the remark, into a broad smile. Chakrika rolled her eyes.


  “Unbelievable…”


  * * *


  “Why are you reading a bible?” Rex asked, sliding into his chair at the pilot’s station.


  “Chaki got—Chakrika got it for me on Byzantium,” Lucius replied. He wasn’t in his normal spot. He paced slowly back and forth across the upper tier of the bridge as he read. Rex smiled at the man’s near-use of a nickname.


  “I have never read anything like it. This Jesus claims to have risen from the dead?” Lucius spoke.


  “Yeah,” Rex said, perplexed. “You don’t know who Jesus is? Was?”


  “No. We were never taught that God had a son,” Replied Lucius.


  Rex spun in his chair.


  “Really? All that talk of being God’s Own amongst your people?”


  “God is far beyond man,” Lucius spoke. “That is what we were taught to believe. This says He is with us always, walking at our side as some sort of guardian and friend.”


  “That is what Christians believe,” Rex spoke.


  “I am hoping they are right,” Lucius spoke.


  Rex spun back around in his chair, saying, “Lordy, he’s Born Again!”


  Lucius ignored the comment and kept leafing through his bible. Rex focused on the viewscreen. An image of Jake working filled his vision. The cyborg’s human face did not swell or rupture in the vacuum of the void. It remained firm, muscles tensed in concentration as he worked. Except those probably weren’t real muscles under that skin. And clearly that skin wasn’t skin.


  The cyborg was welding something just within the engine housing, beyond Rex’s vision.


  “How long until the bioship reaches us?” asked Rex.


  “Five hours, seventeen minutes at current velocity,” replied the computer.


  Rex mulled over the information.


  “Don’t go wetting yourself, I’ll have it done in time,” Jake spoke over the comms.


  “You’re wired into my computer?” Rex asked, his voice slightly suspicious.


  “Hell, yeah,” Jake replied, oblivious to his fears. “And she’s a beaut. Got nothing like this on Cyberdan. All about making man into a machine back home, not making the machines more responsive to man.”


  The easy-going tone eased Rex’s fears. He slouched back in his chair.


  “A world of cyborgs has less advanced computers than the Commonwealth?” Rex asked.


  “Different uses, you know?” Jake spoke. “Like one athlete going for football and another for lacrosse. Both great at sports, but neither much good playing the other person’s game.”


  Rex nodded, “Guess it makes sense. Since you’ve probably downloaded every bit of data on my ship into your drives—”


  “Guilty as charged,” Jake replied. “But I gave her a copy of my non-organic data stores. Fair is fair.”


  “Oh…uh, good. Mind if I ask you questions directly anyway?” Rex spoke.


  “Sure, just doing some welding anyway. Don’t need my whole mind on it,” Jake replied.


  “You guys ever achieve artificial intelligence?” Rex asked.


  Jake laughed loudly, the force of it even pulling Lucius from his holy book. Rex wondered how he was laughing since he was no doubt communicating internally from some sort of computer. He couldn’t be actually laughing, outside in the airless vacuum of space.


  “Artificial intelligence is impossible,” Jake replied. “Hell, even your own scientists say that!”


  “Figured being mostly mechanical, your people might have figured out something our guys missed,” Rex spoke.


  “Nope. Machines don’t do squat without somebody giving orders. No impetus! Even your boat here is just a few trillion if-then lines of code designed to respond to your commands. If it ain’t got a soul, it ain’t doin.”


  Rex grinned at the words.


  “Yeah, that’s what we got taught in the academy.”


  “Sure, our people have tried and all. But they get the same result everybody else has for the past five hundred years. Squat! Something about the cybernetic just doesn’t lend itself to life and will and all that phil-o-sophical/meta-a-physical stuff.”


  “Well, maybe Lucius can ask Jesus to give them souls,” Rex spoke.


  “I’m under the impression that this ‘Father’ came first and established souls…but I could be mistaken. This is a lengthy book,” Lucius spoke, only half-paying attention.


  Jake laughed again and said, “Give ’em a soul and they’re not machines anymore. Souls are illogical, emotional, irrational things. Can a machine really be a machine if it’s run by the same crazy stuff that drives us? Eh?”


  “No idea, Jake,” Rex replied, “Sounds like you’ve given it some thought.”


  Jake’s laugh turned bitter.


  “Yeah, enough thought to get me exiled.”


  Rex raised an eyebrow.


  “They kicked you out for wondering about souls?”


  “They kicked me out for suggesting that there could be powers beyond our knowledge that started the evolutionary process,” Jake grumbled.


  “That’s…ridiculous. Everybody wonders if there is something more to the universe,” Rex asserted.


  “Sure they do. But ya’ see my people, being part machine and all, got this obsession with logic. Computers and machines are creations of logic so they think that, evolutionarily, their adapting machine bodies is a form of embracing logic and reason and leaving behind all that primitive fleshling stuff,” Jake spoke.


  “Remind me to introduce you to Second’s people,” Rex said sardonically.


  “Huh?” Jake spoke, confused. “Anyway, they like to pretend they’re more logical than the rest of the universe. They’re not, but they like to pretend they are. Central to their beliefs is that evolution led humanity to this point. We went from primitive animals to sentient beings and from sentient beings into indestructible, ultra-capable, cybernetic organisms. I wrote a paper saying that logic cannot be relied on solely to deduce what started evolution or what gave life its impetus, its soul. They decided that was too irrational and superstitious. Told me I was taking an evolutionary step backward by indulging in the religious dogma of fleshlings. Can’t have that!”


  “They kicked you out for believing differently?” Rex surmised.


  “Yeah. Real fucking evolved,” Jake griped. “So I float around space for eighteen months until my jump engine gives out, and then I wait another eighteen months until you show up.”


  “Sad story, man,” Rex replied.


  “Yessir. Hey, your computer’s telling me that something in the kitchen smells really good. Can you make sure they save some for me?”


  “You eat?” Rex asked.


  “Yeah. Don’t have to, but I enjoy it. Hell, who doesn’t?!”


  “Uhm, sure. I’ll tell Chakrika.”


  “Thanks. And damn if she ain’t a hot little—”


  “Watch your words, Jacob!” Lucius snapped.


  “Uh, right. Sorry, didn’t know…”


  The line went dead. Jake turned his full attention back toward the engine. Rex glanced over at Lucius. The Europan’s face was a stern mask, tight with tension.


  “I think you just intimidated a man who can snap us in half like a twig,” Rex spoke.


  Lucius stared at the screen a long moment and went back to his bible. His steps were noticeably heavier. Rex grinned and turned his attention to his console. It was refreshing, really. To scare off a man who was God-knows how many times stronger than you? Without hesitating?


  It had to be true love.


  * * *


  The five hours passed, and Jake returned. Rex watched as he clomped his way into the common room. He moved to the head of the table and then crouched down in a squatting/sitting position that would be uncomfortable to any being with organic muscle. It didn’t seem to bother him. Across from him, eating her third bowl of stew, sat Second. From his spot in the middle of the table, Rex glanced from one to the other, basking in the oddity. To his left was a human being who looked anything but human and to his right, a human being who, until recently, was anything but human. If Lucius’s new God did exist, he had an odd sense of humor to make the machine more human than the shapely form of Second.


  She’ll get there, his optimistic side countered, give her time.


  He shook his head at the thought. Time. Didn’t matter how many hours they sat waiting to be caught, or waiting to jump, or waiting to get across one system or the next. They never seemed to have any time. Second, for all that mattered, was four days old. And he had no idea if she would live to see five.


  “Spotted a direct outlet in the maintenance closet,” Jake spoke as he ate. “Gonna plug in and sleep after this.”


  “You sleep?” Rex asked.


  “Brain needs to go into a REM–cycle just like yours, and it never hurts to top off the juice,” Jake explained.


  “You sure you want to? Two hours from now, we could be charred debris,” Rex spoke.


  Jake paused his eating, the brows of his human face etched in concentration.


  “Short nap then. Hour or so,” Jake said, shrugging his massive metal shoulders.


  “How can we be dead?” Second asked.


  “What?” Rex spoke. Jake raised a confused eyebrow.


  “I see images of us dead. But we’re not dead,” she replied.


  “You’re imagining things,” Rex spoke.


  She cocked her head quizzically, thinking deeply.


  “I do not understand,” she spoke.


  “Your mind is creating images based on possible outcomes, none of which have happened,” Rex continued.


  “Why does it do this?” she asked, placing her spoon down next to her bowl.


  “Uh…don’t know. Helps us think things through, I guess,” Rex spoke.


  “I do not remember doing it,” Second spoke.


  The idea struck Rex hard. Her enslavement had been so complete that her mind had been kept from imagining? It made sense, in a purely evil, utilitarian way. If a slave could imagine freedom, they could have a goal to work toward. If they imagined nothing…


  “It’s part of being human,” Rex spoke, more to break his thoughts than reassure Second.


  “Yeah,” Jake concurred. “A good part.”


  She shot him a piercing glare. The cyborg turned away, not willing to meet her eyes.


  “You get used to that after a while,” Rex spoke.


  “She is strange,” Jake whispered.


  “Sure is,” Rex replied.


  Second’s gaze shifted, focusing back on the bowl.


  “I feel a painful sensation now. I previously felt a warmth about eating,” she spoke.


  “You’re full. It means you don’t need to eat any more,” Rex said without turning from his own meal.


  She stared at the bowl for a bit longer and then abruptly got up and left. Rex watched her disappear into the main corridor.


  “And you call me the robot,” Jake laughed, finishing up his stew. Rex chuckled. The cyborg shuttled his and Second’s bowls to the kitchen, then waved good-bye as he stalked down the aft port corridor, toward the maintenance closet. Rex hoped he would fit in there.


  He finished eating, dropped off his bowl, and headed for the bridge. As he passed the medical bay, he noticed Second, standing over the clear plastic box enclosing the ambassador’s body. He stepped in, moving up behind her.


  “How can he be dead?” she asked.


  Rex rolled his eyes in frustration.


  “You’re just remembering him alive. It’s a mem—”


  He stopped dead in his tracks when the corpse’s cheek twitched. Stepping closer, he looked at the man for the first time in days. It all clicked together in his mind. The man’s ribs looking intact, the skin on his face looking healed, Second’s inability to comprehend that he was dead—


  The ambassador roared in pain, his eyes shooting open. The anguished wail cut through the thick plastic. The hermaphroditic freak flailed out with his hands, hitting the plastic with an inhuman amount of force. It lurched upward from the impact, barely holding.


  “Fucking hell…” Rex muttered.


  The formerly dead man struck out against the plastic, tearing it from its bindings. The computer sensed the force of the blow and began retracting the glass automatically.


  Rex sprinted from the room, dashing for his room.


  “He’s alive!” Rex shouted as he dashed past Lucius.


  “What?!” Lucius asked, “What are you—”


  The Europan stopped dead when the ambassador stormed into the common room. He had Second by the neck of her shirt. She struggled instinctively, pounding away at his arm.


  “Stop struggling,” the ambassador screamed in a nearly feminine voice. “Help me subdue them!”


  Rex remerged with a pistol, seeing a stunned ambassador stare at Second as she continued to pound away. Her blows bounced helplessly off the ambassador’s forearm. The Master stared at his former assistant in disbelief and then noticed her bald head. He jerked her forward, spotting the stitches on the back of her head.


  The freak grumbled and tossed Second across the common room. The minute she was clear, Rex opened fire.


  Round after round leapt from the gun, eleven in all. The Master staggered back from the forty-five caliber rounds, smashing into the table, but not falling. He steadied himself on the heavy table, gasping for breath. Blood soaked his naked chest.


  Then it stopped.


  Rex’s eyes went wide. The blood trails ceased. The holes where the bullets had bored into the man flexed, the ultra-dense muscle closing around the openings, sealing off the wounds.


  The ambassador smiled and surged forward. Lucius leapt for the man’s chest, bull-rushing him. The Europan’s charge would have tackled most men, but the Master barely took a half-step back. He grabbed Lucius under the ribs and flipped him over his shoulder effortlessly. Lucius smashed into the table, his weight breaking the metal in half.


  The move cost the ambassador vital seconds. Rex dashed forward, pulling his knife from his pocket and slashing at the Master’s neck. The blade bit deep, cutting the man’s jugular. Rich red blood squirted from the wound, coating Rex’s shirt.


  Rex moved to attack again, only to be kneed in the stomach. The blow was harder than anything he’d ever felt, lifting him two feet off the ground. The wind knocked from him, Rex crumpled to the ground. The knife bounced away from his grip.


  Fighting to breathe, he glanced up at the ambassador. The gash on the man’s neck was no longer bleeding. A thick clot of blood had sealed the wound. Muscle flexed and crept downward, around the clot. The ambassador glared down at him, more irritated than angry.


  “Fuck…” Rex muttered.


  The ambassador grabbed him by the throat, lifting him two feet off the ground with one arm. Rex dangled in the air, kicking helplessly at the man’s legs.


  “Well, that was interesting,” the ambassador spoke. Rex felt his eyes examining him, curiously, scientifically?


  “So few of you have the courage to attack us,” the ambassador continued.


  “Well…that’s a…shame,” Rex wheezed.


  He couldn’t tell if the ambassador bought his unfazed look. The freak was staring at him again, as if he were a specimen.


  “Hmmm,” said the ambassador.


  Keeping Rex in his one arm, the freak stalked over to Second. She was stirring, blood leaking from a gash on her temple. The ambassador grabbed her by the neck too, lifting them both up. He walked forward toward the bridge. They passed Chakrika’s door. Rex prayed she stayed inside with Quintus. Entering the bridge, the ambassador dropped them unceremoniously on the floor.


  “Lock this compartment,” the ambassador ordered.


  Rex scrambled to his feet, but did nothing. The ambassador sighed, bent over the woozy Second, and began squeezing her neck. Second came fully conscious, choking and grasping for breath.


  “Shut off the bridge,” Rex seethed.


  The door slid closed behind them, locks clicking into place. The ambassador released Second. He paused, examining the bridge. If he felt disgust at the presence of so many machines, he didn’t show it.


  “Please sit,” the ambassador finally spoke.


  Rex moved cautiously to one of the scanning stations. The ambassador moved to another station across from him, turning the chair so they faced each other. Rex’s conscious mind, racing to catch up, finally realized that the vaguely masculine hermaphrodite was completely and utterly naked. The freak didn’t seem to mind.


  “I do not like machines,” the ambassador spoke. “All those years living amongst primitives built up a tolerance, but I still can’t understand the appeal. They’re not really alive, and they’re not dead. They’re…an imitation.”


  “Philosophy? Now? Are you serious?” Rex asked.


  The ambassador laughed sardonically and said, “We have a long journey back to my people. You might as well enjoy what few days of free will you have left.”


  “You’re gonna’ do to me what you did to her?” Rex said, motioning at Second. She sat huddled on the floor, fear and terror overwhelming her immature mind.


  “No. We’re going to remove your brain from your body and add it to His Wholeness,” the ambassador said matter-of-factly.


  “‘His?’ The giant brain thing Second has been telling us about?” Rex figured.


  “Giant brain...it would seem like that to a primitive. He is the Perfect Mind, made to truly understand human nature. Your entire life will become just another piece of data for him. Your consciousness will be eternally trapped, repressed into nothing by His abilities. Everything you know about the Commonwealth will be taken and used to our advantage,” the ambassador explained.


  “So you figured it all out,” Rex said sarcastically.


  “The primitives of this Quarter are too terrified of what lies in our space to dare do something as bold as steal my body,” he spoke.


  “You don’t give people enough credit,” Rex replied.


  “We’re not talking about people,” the ambassador shot back. “Suppressing your consciousness will be easy for Him. It will be your punishment, an eternity of being nothing more than a helpless soul. Unable to do anything remotely human, unable to affect the world, unable to die.”


  Rex shifted in his seat.


  “Sounds terrible,” he deadpanned.


  The ambassador smiled.


  “Bravery does not matter now,” he spoke. “Whether you go to Him screaming in terror or laughing defiantly, you will suffer the same fate. Now, before we go any further, I need you to stop this ship.”


  Silence. They stared at each other for a long moment.


  “You heard him,” Rex spoke.


  “Decelerating,” the computer replied.


  The ambassador’s face took on an uncomfortable expression at the computer’s voice. Rex sighed, shifting back in his seat. He didn’t want to think about how much lead time bled away as the ship slowed. They’d only had hours as it was. Hopefully Chakrika or Lucius had gotten to the maintenance closet—


  “We have an incoming transmission,” the computer spoke, breaking his thoughts.


  “What?” Rex asked.


  “The bioship is hailing us,” the computer replied.


  “Bioship? Do you mean—” the ambassador began.


  “No use hiding it from you now,” Rex said throwing up his hands. “Your friends have been chasing us across the Chaos Quarter.”


  “Put them through,” the ambassador ordered.


  “Do it,” Rex relayed.


  Static crackled. Another almost feminine voice joined the fray.


  “…we are willing to discuss a mutual exchange of—”


  “Flynn, why are you trading with primitives?” the ambassador asked.


  “Ambassador Cody? We were informed that you were dead?!”


  “I was,” Ambassador Cody replied. “My brain was intact and began repairing this body.”


  “We are glad to hear it.”


  “Does the Hegemony know you’re dealing in commerce with primitives?”


  “It was not our intention. We are two jumps away from the Commonwealth and needed to recover you before they reached it.”


  “Ah,” the ambassador said, a smug smile spreading across his face. “Well, as close as they came to success, you need not worry. I have control of the ship and have apprehended the Terran responsible.”


  “We are en route,” Blair replied.


  “I will meet you,” Cody spoke. He made a chopping motion with his hand, which Rex duly relayed to the computer.


  “Please direct your ship to set an intercept course with our War-beast,” the ambassador commanded.


  “Ready for hard burn,” Rex stated. “Disconnect any external power draws.”


  The ambassador raised an eyebrow at that second part.


  “The medical bay we had you in draws a lot of power, impacts speed,” Rex lied. Somewhere in the back of the ship, Jake, if he hadn’t been roused already, was getting a rude awakening.


  Cody seemed satisfied with the explanation. He glanced over at Second, still curled in a fetal position.


  “Did you think you were helping her?” Cody asked.


  “We set her free,” Rex replied.


  Cody turned back to him, saying, “Free? Her? There is no ‘her’ to this second. She did not grow into personhood like you or I did. She’s like that machine you have where your eye should be. She was made to serve a purpose.”


  “This machine,” Rex said, tapping the grey metal of his eye. “Has no will. She does.”


  “She didn’t before you experimented on her,” Cody pointed out.


  “Oh I think she did,” Rex spoke. “You just got done explaining how I am going to be a consciousness trapped within your giant brain for all of time. Well, you trapped her within her own mind. Made her watch as you raped her, ordered her every movement, plucked her out of one body, and dropped her in another. She remembers all of it.”


  Cody glowered, looking sadly at the terrified Second.


  “We’ll have to wipe her memory before inserting her into a new body,” the ambassador spoke. “May have to engineer a new control cortex that isn’t so easy to remove.”


  Second visibly tightened hearing this. Her eyes stared death at the ambassador.


  “It will be over soon,” he taunted.


  She didn’t move.


  “Kind of arrogant, don’t you think?” Rex asked.


  “What do you mean?” Cody asked.


  “Thinking you can control life, or a human being? Stinks of hubris,” spoke Rex.


  “That’s what He is for,” Cody replied.


  “Your giant brain thinks He can control life?” asked Rex.


  “He was designed to do that,” Cody spoke. “You see, your kind poses a problem. Evolution has given you enough intelligence to be sentient, but not enough to grasp the entirety of things.”


  Rex rolled his eyes.


  “You mock me, but it is true,” Cody spoke.


  “I know it’s true. That’s why I said you’re an arrogant bastard,” Rex spoke.


  Cody either didn’t understand or didn’t care about the insult. He kept going.


  “My people looked at primitive history many centuries ago. They saw people whose minds were too small to wrap themselves around economics and the distribution of resources. Too small to comprehend the nature of morality and justice. Too small to see society as a whole. It is still true now. Your nations and worlds are chaos. Your economics, your politics, your societies…there is no order or organization because no primitive mind is capable of organizing that much information.”


  “So you think a bigger brain is up to the job?”


  “Dozens of large brains, on each of our worlds. Made from the best minds we have experienced and copies of our own. Stripped of emotion and bias.”


  “So…‘He’ is basically a computer,” Rex surmised.


  Cody’s face tightened in anger.


  “The Perfect Mind has organized a hundred worlds and brought us pleasure, power, and immortality. He takes our dreams and finds way to make them reality. He has brought guidance to evolution and pushed us toward perfection!”


  “Yeah, and all it has cost you is your humanity,” Rex spoke.


  “You are not human,” Cody snapped, clearly unused to being challenged. “You are a throwback from a darker age. I will live to see your kind exterminated, one by one.”


  “Replaced by assholes like you and your stable of genetic freaks?” Rex figured.


  Cody seethed and turned away from Rex. He looked at the viewscreen. The bioship was coming into view, still small and distant.


  Rex leaned forward in his chair. Something nagged at his consciousness. He looked at the door, unsure of what he expected see. He cycled his mechanical eye’s spectral options, stopping when he got to magnetic fields. Blue trace lines filled his vision, emanating from every machine and every person in the room. One was coming through the bridge door, where no electronic device should be. A big field.


  Rex smiled to himself.


  “You know,” he said. “You may be right. I could very well be an evolutionary leftover.”


  Cody did not rise to his bait; he just kept looking straight ahead.


  “I mean I’m not smart enough to organize society or bounce my brain from one body to another. One bullet will kill me, and I’m clearly not strong enough to take down a Master like you.”


  Cody’s head turned slowly, eyes full of suspicion as he fixed Rex with a dark stare.


  “But I really think your people are giving machines the raw deal. I mean this eye sees better than the one it replaced. And I got billions of tiny nanobots running through my body killing off disease and repairing DNA and all that shit. Which, by the way, you might want to mention to Him before my big merging. ’Cause there’s gotta’ be millions of them in my brain alone.”


  “Your machines…” Cody said in a low voice, “…are an abomination.”


  “True. But they work really well,” Rex said, nodding along. “Jake!”


  A loud clang filled the room. The door to the bridge warped inward. Another blow hit it, tearing it free of its hinges.


  Jake stomped into the bridge. He looked not so much angry, as playful. A grin of anticipation covered his face. Cody jumped to his feet, fear etched across his features for the first time. Jake glanced down at the Master’s oversized phallus.


  “Compensating for something?” the cyborg asked.


  “Abomination…” Cody muttered.


  Jake stormed forward. Cody launched himself at the cyborg, slamming a punch into the man’s face that would have put down a run-of-the-mill homo sapien. Jake’s head turned from the blow and then turned right back. The smile never left the cyborg’s face.


  Cody swung again, Jake catching his arm mid-arc. His metal fingers clamped on it like a vice, shattering the bone underneath. His right arm shot forward, seizing hold of the ambassador’s throat. Jake lifted the ambassador off his feet. Not a mere foot or two, but clear over his head. His fingers closed on the ambassador’s throat, sickening cracks filling the air as cartilage collapsed under the pressure. Cody flailed helplessly for a few seconds and then went slack. The life drained from his eyes.


  Jake dropped the Master to the floor. Rex dashed for the pilot’s station, shifting their course from the closing bioship. He accelerated hard, bringing them to the maximum available speed, only half of what it should have been.


  “They’re going to be on us…” he grumbled.


  “So…is he dead this time?” Jake asked.


  Rex turned to look, only to see Second bolting from the room. She returned a moment later, carrying one of Rex’s shotguns.


  “Do you know how to kill him—”


  His answer was a loud roar and a burst of flame. Second, tears streaming from her eyes, unloaded round after round into the ambassador’s skull. A dozen twelve gauge rounds reduced it to a pulpy pink mess of splintered bone and shredded brain. The only thing left intact above his neck was the man’s jaw-bone.


  “The brain has to die,” Second spoke, still trying to fire the empty weapon. “It doesn’t come back. He can be dead…”


  Second slid to the floor, shaking. Jake stomped on the mess, just to be sure.


  “Well,” Rex said. “That’s one down. Too bad the others are about to catch us.”


  “We are being hailed,” informed the computer.


  “Ignore it,” Rex said. Precious seconds ticked by.


  A rail-gun round shot past their ship, accelerating into space ahead of them. A warning shot.


  “They are continuing to hail us,” the computer spoke.


  Chakrika walked into the bridge, supporting a limping Lucius. From down the hall, Rex could hear Quintus cry. He looked at his crew, thinking.


  You’re not seriously going to do what you’re thinking of doing, he heard his mind say. It was a long-shot, but probably the only one they had now. Hell, he’d survived one crazy jump already. Why not try another?


  “Computer, can we generate enough power for an eleven-light-year jump?” he asked.


  Jake’s head swirled around, fixing on him.


  “If we reduce non-essential functions, it is theoretically possible. There is a 47 percent chance it will burn out the reactor,” the computer replied.


  “Good old Dariel over-engineering,” Rex spoke.


  “Huh?” Jake asked.


  “Tech talk,” he said with a dismissive wave, turning to face the crew. “Chaki, take Lucius and Quintus to the medical bay. Jake, take this asshole’s corpse down there too. I’m restricting life support to that room.”


  “I can—” Lucius began.


  “You can’t even stand!” Rex barked and then softened. “And we couldn’t put up a fight even if we tried. Spend what time you have left with your son and Chakrika.”


  Lucius looked ready to argue, but shut his mouth when Chakrika pulled on his forearm. He let her lead him down the hall.


  Rex turned to Jake.


  “I know you never asked for any of this…” Rex started.


  “Knew what was coming when I asked for the ride,” Jake replied.


  “I need you to go into the cargo bay; it’s breached so it's all vacuum now. Get two suits, one for me, one for Second,” Rex asked. “Then download the ship’s computer into yourself…uh, again.”


  Jake cocked his head, the motion familiar yet odd as the heavy metal oval shifted.


  “All of it?”


  “Yes,” Rex replied. “You can survive indefinitely in a vacuum?”


  “So long as my power cells hold up. A few weeks or so,” he spoke.


  “Then once we jump, get off this ship,” Rex spoke.


  “Whoa! I’m not gonna leave you guys—”


  “You have to!” Rex asserted. “You have to tell them everything that has happened if we don’t survive! Get off the ship, send out a signal, and get yourself rescued.”


  Jake crossed his metal arms, electroactive polymer fibers bulging against the alloy skin. They squeaked as they slid against each other.


  “This isn’t right,” he grumbled.


  “It’s necessary,” Rex replied.


  The cyborg looked ready to argue and then stopped. He sighed, nodded his head, and stomped out of the bridge.


  “We are still being hailed,” the computer announced.


  “Open the channel,” Rex replied.


  Static crackled again. The voices of whoever, or whatever, was aboard the bioship filled the air. They tried to contact Flynn, over and over. Rex did not reply, taking advantage of the precious seconds his enemies took to think about why a channel had been opened, but no response came.


  Jake returned with two suits and dropped them at the bridge. Before leaving he paused and stared at Second. She had retreated back to her spot on the wall, though she was no longer in the fetal position.


  “Why not send her to the medical bay?” Jake asked.


  “Second will not be recaptured by those scum,” Rex replied. “I will not allow it.”


  Recognition of what this meant filled Jake’s eyes. The cyborg shook his head, resigned.


  “Good luck, Rex,” he spoke, then left the room.


  “…Cody, please respond, why have you changed direction? If you do not respond…”


  Rex ignored his enemy. He walked over to Second, extending his hand. She grabbed it instinctively, letting herself be pulled to her feet. He stared into her eyes for a long moment, fighting the urge to hug her and apologize profusely for failing.


  “Put on the suit,” he finally choked out. “I’ll be back.”


  She nodded. Rex left the bridge, heading for his room. He went to his closet, retrieving two assault rifles. He paused for a moment, reflecting on the futility of what he was planning, and returned to the bridge.


  Second had everything but the helmet on. Rex put the guns down and pulled his own suit on. He picked up Second’s helmet, sliding it onto the suit. It clicked on with a hiss. She picked up his helmet, ready to mimic the action. Rex motioned her to wait.


  “Computer, as soon as my helmet is on, shut down life support to every room but the med-bay. I want power for all non-essential systems diverted to the jump drive.”


  “Understood.”


  “After we jump into Alshain, begin transmitting distress signals and the contents of your data-core to Troezen and the nearest Commonwealth military installation. If the reactor survives this, I want a course for Troezen plotted and all turrets on autofire. Keep firing until we run out of ammo.”


  “Understood.”


  Second snapped his helmet into place. The ship went dark as the lights went off, their energy diverted to the jump drive. Small running lights lined the consoles and stairs, allowing Rex to reach the pilot’s station. He motioned Second to the gunner's seat.


  Rex spun a small dial on the forearm console of his suit and jacked it into his console. Second watched, then imitated the motion after Rex waved her on.


  “Can you hear me, Second?” he asked.


  “I can,” she replied.


  “Good. Computer?”


  “Yes.”


  “Connect the bioship’s hails to my suit.”


  Static crackled, followed by the effeminate voice of his enemy.


  “…Cody, I repeat, please make—”


  Rex’s mouth opened to speak and then closed. He was tempted to tell his pursuers where they could shove it. The perfect string of obscenities floated through his head, but he ignored it. Every second they hesitated, wondering if their “man” was alive, would be another he’d have to be rescued. Pushing aside the dramatic tell-off, he moved his fingers and slammed down on the red panel.


  * * *


  The ship vanished from sight, mere hundreds of miles away. Blair pulled the tendrils from his eyes and stormed from his command pod. Flynn followed moments later.


  “Did you see the amount of space distorted by that jump?” Blair asked.


  “Yes,” Flynn replied meekly.


  “Can we match it in our damaged state?” Blair spoke.


  “It is possible,” Flynn confirmed.


  Blair took two deep breaths, beating down the anger inside. Moments ago they’d been set to save Cody’s life and return to the Hegemony with his kidnappers. A lesson would have been taught that all in the Quarter would heed. Anonymity would have been retained.


  Gone.


  “Follow their jump!” he shouted. The War-beast heard and began powering its jump drive.


  “We are close to the Commonwealth,”Flynn spoke. “A jump that distorts that much space could put them within Commonwealth space.”


  “I know,”Blair spoke.


  “The Commonwealth is said to have more powerful ships than even the Europeans,”spoke Flynn. The fear in his voice was subtle, but there. “In our weakened state—”


  “I know! But we have failed so far, and if we do not stop them now, they will reach safety,”said Blair. “So we follow that jump.”


  “As you wish,”Flynn acquiesced, still sounding unconvinced. Blair wished he could say that he had full confidence in the order, but could not. What choice did he have though? Their quarry could not be allowed to reveal what they knew. They could not be allowed to show Cody’s body to the universe, to confirm what so many primitives whispered about behind closed doors. Too much was at stake. If the anonymity of the Hegemony was to be maintained much would have to be risked.


  Even death, he though. He found it a bit ironic, given that they had started this mission hoping to prevent permanent death in Cody. But he was getting ahead of himself. Odds were that wherever their prey jumped to, even if in Commonwealth space, they would be unable to get help before the War-beast overtook them. Then he just had to keep away from the local primitives long enough for his jump drive to recharge. If the Commonwealth were to glimpse his ship in their space it would be bad, but manageable. Space was full of rumors of the Hegemony, and he had no doubt any fleeting visual glimpse would become just another rumor. But if they actually got their hands of Cody, on undeniable tangible proof...then the rumors wouldn’t be rumors anymore.


  “Jump drive is charged and ready,”spoke Flynn. Blair nodded at the words, then sighed and spoke to the War-beast.


  “Jump.”


  


Do not stop or compromise; fight and fight until they die.


  -Official ‘Unofficial’ motto of the Commonwealth Marine Corps
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  Alarm klaxons blared as Long Haul reentered normal space. Screens blinked and flashed, a burst of power suddenly surging through the machines. They went black, flickered a bit, and died.


  Quiet seconds passed by, the sound of Second’s panicked breathing over the open band the only sound. Lights flickered back on, dimmer than usual. Half of the computers remained off.


  Forty-seven percent just became one hundred, Rex fumed to himself.


  “How bad is it?” Rex said in his suit, knowing the answer before the words left his mouth.


  “The main reactor is non-functional. Engines are off-line,” the answer came.


  “Are you transmitting?” Rex asked.


  “Yes. Current power usage will exhaust the emergency cells in sixty-two hours,” the computer informed him.


  He doubted they’d make it more than two. It had always been a long-shot. If the fastest ship-class in the Commonwealth fleet happened to be within one hundred million or so miles of Long Haul, then it would take just under two hours for them to reach him at high speed. Troezen, the nearest planet according to his computer’s records on its orbital path, was two hundred million miles away. No other worlds, even dead worlds or asteroids, were any closer. They were scattered across the system, mostly on its opposite side.


  By now the system’s surveillance drones would have detected him and would be sending messages to any nearby installation. Somebody would receive word that he had entered the system before the bioship blasted them to hell, but wouldn’t have nearly enough time to send a rescue.


  Rex wasn’t particularly religious, but felt a strange urge to find Lucius’s bible and get his God on the line.


  “This is…Commonwealth?” Second asked, her voice clear over the suit-radio.


  Rex nodded and remembered he was in a suit.


  “Yes,” he replied.


  “It looks the same,” Second said innocently.


  “It certainly does…” Rex muttered, staring at the blackness.


  “I do not want to vomit,” Second spoke.


  He tried to cock his head and give her an odd look, but the suit got in the way.


  “OK…that’s good,” he assured her.


  “Earlier, when the ambassador had taken control of the ship, my stomach felt rock hard. Like it was sinking and I wanted to vomit.”


  “That was fear again,” he explained.


  “I do not feel it now. I should, right? Soon the War-beast will be in range…yet all I feel is…uh…”


  “Describe it Second,” Rex spoke.


  “Unbalanced? How can I be unbalanced when I’m sitting?”


  Rex laughed to himself, saying, “Don’t worry, Second, I feel ‘unbalanced’ too.”


  They sat silently for a minute.


  “Is my name Second?”


  “Have anything better in mind?”


  “I…I don’t know…”


  “Then I guess your name is Second,” Rex spoke. “Until you find something better.”


  They went back to silence. Faced with what seemed an inevitable death, his mind did what anybody’s would. It began asking “big questions” that could never really be answered.


  What all of this meant topped the bunch. He’d picked up strays across the Chaos Quarter, crossed hundreds of light-years, fought off a horde of enemies, only to fail on his own doorstep. Fail. The word ran through his mind, again and again.


  He’d rescued Lucius and his child, giving the Europan a chance to spend a few precious months with his son. He’d gotten Chakrika away from selling her body, albeit against her will. She and Lucius had been given the chance to fall for each other, even form a rag-tag family.


  For a few months at least. He wondered if it mattered. Was Lucius better off dying here than he would have been dying months ago on Igbo? Would Chakrika have been better off living out her days as a glorified whore? Had he given them both a taste of something better—only to yank it away from them?


  That thought turned his mind to Second. He’d given her a taste of freedom. She hadn’t even had time to make heads or tails of what it meant to have a will of her own. Now she’d either be blown to bits, or even worse, recaptured and returned to what she had been.


  A slave.


  Worse than a slave. Slaves at least knew they were being oppressed. Slaves could dream of freedom. Slaves could escape. She’d been incapable of any of that.


  Resolve flushed through him. He didn’t regret setting her free, even if only for a short while. Had he done nothing, she never would have existed at all. Not really. He couldn’t let her return to that. Even if her physical mind survived and was transferred into another body, it would be a murder. The minute they reattached her to some tumor-like-control-cortex-thing, the soul beside him would cease to exist.


  “Second,” he spoke, “If they board us, they will bring you back.”


  He couldn’t see her stiffen in her suit, but could imagine she felt like vomiting again. The thought of it made bile rise in his throat.


  “I-I…no!” she managed.


  He could imagine how it would happen. Once again, it was all basic military tactics. If an enemy blew out their atmosphere to prevent boarding, you latched onto the ship and pumped atmosphere in. A ship the size of that War-beast could fill Long Haul with oxygen, or any other gas they could produce, in a matter of minutes. Or they could just suit up whatever genetic freaks they used for soldiers and send them over to fight in vacuo, if they even needed suits.


  “No,” Rex finally agreed. “They won’t get your mind again, or mine. Computer?”


  “Yes,” came the reply.


  “Put me through to the medical bay.”


  The line crackled for a second, then cleared.


  “Lucius? Chaki?”


  “Yes,” Chaki replied.


  “Second and I are stepping out for a walk,” he spoke, “You guys armed?”


  “Yes,” Lucius replied. “I have my assault rifle, and I requisitioned several of your pistols for Chakrika.”


  “Good. If they board, fight as long as you can, but don’t let yourselves be taken alive,” Rex spoke.


  There was a long silence, with whispers going between Lucius and Chakrika, too low for Rex to hear.


  “Understood,” Lucius spoke.


  “Chaki, you still there?” Rex asked.


  “Yes,” she replied.


  “I should never have hired you for sex,” Rex admitted. “But I’m still glad you’re on my ship.”


  He cut the line as she started to respond. He motioned Second to get up.


  “Computer, turn off gravity to every chamber but the medical bay.”


  He really felt the bile rise in his throat as the gravity cut out. He began to float. Trained in zero-G during basic, he grasped the doorjamb and pulled himself into the corridor. Second, completely unprepared, flailed helplessly. Rex grabbed her arm, gently pulling her through. He motioned her to wait and disappeared into his room. He reemerged with an armload of rifle magazines. He split them up, stuffing four each into the outer pockets of their suits. Once done they moved to the observation blister.


  Rex went first, following the rungs up the cylindrical space. He popped the hatch open and pulled himself up onto the dorsal hull, what would’ve been the “top” of the hull to anybody inside. Outside he carefully positioned his feet on the metal surface and tapped a panel on the wrist console. Electromagnets under his feet came to life, anchoring him to Long Haul.


  Second followed, slowly. Once her torso emerged from the hatch, Rex grabbed her suit, slowly maneuvering her mass to a standing position. He tapped the panel on her suit. The magnets in her suit came to life, securing her against the ship.


  Second whispered in awe as she took in the black vastness around her. Rex, being much more jaded, merely stared toward the distant sun. It was small, maybe a quarter the size it should be. It hung in the blackness: distant, yellow, and cold. Bright spots glittered around it. He wondered which were distant stars and which were the planets they’d come so close to reaching.


  He turned away, shifting his gun in his hands. Looking away from the sun, into the glittering void, he lowered the gun again. They still had hours before something materialized out of the emptiness, hours to stand and mull the inevitable.


  Hours, he groused to himself; hurry up and wait.


  He laughed bitterly to himself.


  * * *


  Blair did not like fear. It ate at his thoughts, making him question every decision. His emotions screamed at him to run, to turn, and to get the hell out of here.


  His mind walled them off, disgraced at the weakness. He was a Master, the closest thing to human perfection this galaxy had. The Commonwealth may have been more powerful than most primitives, but they were still primitives. Their minds were small and slow, their bodies frail, and their machines inferior abominations! They barely lived eighty years, whereas he had been alive for nearly two hundred.


  And yet, in all his years, he couldn’t recall this much fear ever having come over him. Were he a primitive, his emotions would have consumed him, reducing him to a panicky mess. The thought revolted him.


  He focused on the memory of Flynn touching him, moving inside him. A relaxing warmth ran through him as his endorphins mimicked the experience, at much reduced intensity. The man may not have been a great warrior, but he was a dutiful subordinate and a gifted lover. Blair wondered if He had chosen Flynn for this mission because he detected compatibility between them and sought to strengthen it with an adventure. The Perfect Mind was known for achieving multiple goals at once. If this was the case, Blair did not fault Him for it.


  “Blair, the Seers have detected mechanical devices,” Flynn spoke.


  “Ships?” Blair demanded.


  “Too small. Surveillance of some sort?” Flynn spoke.


  “They know we’re here,” Blair grumbled. “We will have to be quick in our actions. Are the Warriors ready?”


  “They have been ready since before we jumped,” Flynn replied firmly. “Should we risk boarding? If time is—”


  “Have the Seers spotted any incoming vessels?”


  “No, but they are overwhelmed. These primitives have many mechanical structures throughout the system, hundreds of them on asteroids and moons. Others in orbit. The Seers cannot see everything.”


  Blair looked toward the distant sun, the Seers transmitting the view through the tendrils to his eyes. He thought for a long moment.


  “We will risk it,” Blair spoke decisively.


  “As you wish,” Flynn replied. “We shall arrive at the vessel in twenty-four minutes.”


  * * *


  It appeared first as a shadow, blocking out the stars behind it. As it came closer, the light from the distant sun illuminated it. The hideous bulk of the ship came into view, its odd whale-with-crab-claws hull looming over them. Mere miles stood between them.


  He had walked with Second to the stern of the dorsal hull, over the cargo bay, to get out of the arc of his dorsal turret. As the ship settled over him, that turret let loose. The rear turret joined in. Twin streaks of light flashed through space as round after round streaked toward the ship.


  The thirty millimeter rounds tore into the damaged hull of the bioship. Orange-red fluid leaked from the small wounds, freezing as it entered vacuum. But the ship kept coming, turning to face them.


  Rex lifted his gun and opened fire. Second copied his motion. Fifty caliber rounds peppered the ship. They did little more than scratch the carapace, but he kept firing. Useless and futile as it was, it beat sitting inside and waiting for some monster to cut your brain from your lifeless body.


  The bioship's defensive rail-guns let loose, hurtling small projectiles at Long Haul. It confirmed Rex’s fears. Had they wanted them destroyed, a single shot from their main guns, two at most, would have reduced his ship to jagged shards. They wanted them alive. The small projectiles rained down, cratering the forward hull, zeroing in on the dorsal turret. The weapon continued its assault, burning through what was left of the ship’s ammo.


  Rex emptied his clip and then turned. Two projectiles smashed into the forward dorsal armor, but didn’t breach the hull. The third slammed into the turret, smashing it in a shattering blow. Twisted metal floated away from the ruined gun, drifting off into space.


  He turned back. Second had loaded a new clip and kept firing. He slammed in another magazine and fired. His bullets streaked into space, hitting next to a large tendril that flexed dramatically, whipping around the ship. He fixated on it, an idea forming in his mind.


  Before he could act on it, a projectile smashed into the ship not ten feet in front of them. Damaged from previous attacks, the round ripped right through the battered hull and into his ruined cargo bay. The smashed remains of the pick-up floated out of the hole made by the shot, rotating slowly as if drifting away. More projectiles trailed down the dorsal hull, moving for the still-functional rear turret.


  The rear gun continued its futile attack, its fire pounding one of the ship’s crab-like forward arms. Explosions rippled across the arm as the shells ripped into it, tearing a thirty-foot gouge out of the enemy’s hull.


  Then the bioship's projectiles slammed home, a trio of them pounding the rear turret, one after another. They blasted through the turret and its mount, carving a gaping hole in the hull. A half-dozen crates of grain floated lazily from the ship, their contents spilling into space.


  Unless the bioship moved beneath or in front of his ship, Long Haul’s defenses were now reduced to two idiots with assault rifles and a death wish.


  He loaded a third clip into the weapon and then fiddled with the dial on his wrist.


  “Second?” he spoke.


  She ceased her assault.


  “Yes?” she replied, looking at him. He could see her face through the glass. It was defiant, the muscles taught across her strong cheek-bones. He let his mind slip for a moment, allowing himself to notice how truly beautiful she was.


  “I am sorry,” he replied. “I couldn’t get you somewhere safe.”


  “I do not understand,” she replied.


  “I know,” he said with a smile. “If they find you out here, just unlatch your helmet.”


  “What? I—”


  He cut the line. Crouching low, he cut the power to his boots. The magnets turned off. Pushing off, he leapt for the closing vessel. He heard himself laughing as he shot through space. The bioship was too close now to miss.


  A line of gunfire silently struck the vessel, Second blasting away. Rounds continued flying right back toward his ship. A hundred yards from the bioship, he turned the magnets back on.


  The magnets picked up the War-beast’s metal-plated exoskeleton, rotating Rex in space. He hit hard, his knees barely able to absorb the impact. He nearly lost the gun, but somehow managed to keep it free and away from the bioship's shell.


  He stood up, getting his bearings. He was on the underside, ten feet from a sphincter-like portal. It opened, a flash of light emerging as a rail-gun inside flung a projectile at his ship.


  He dialed down the strength of his magnets and leapt for it. As he drew near, he turned the magnets back up, bringing him down two feet from the orifice.


  It flexed, opening to fire. Before the projectile could be flung, Rex jammed his gun into the orifice and squeezed his trigger. Bullets ripped into the rail-gun’s interior, shredding the weapon’s containment. It erupted in a flash, sending Rex reeling back, nearly losing his gun again. A jet of flame exploded from the orifice. It died as it reached space, blackening the weapon.


  Rex laughed like a mad-man and bounced away.


  * * *


  “Ventral defensive gun three has been destroyed,” Flynn spoke, his voice worried.


  “What?!” Blair demanded. “We destroyed their rear weapons!”


  He shifted the image in his eyes, bringing up a picture of the weapon in question. It sat, blackened and useless.


  “There is only one stream of small-arms fire coming from their ship now,” Flynn noted.


  “What the hell—”


  The War-beast groaned in pain. The Seers shifted the image in Blair’s eyes, bringing him a view of one of the defensive tentacles. There, standing next to it in some sort of artificial suit, was a primitive with a gun. The man pumped round after round into the base of the tentacle, tearing it from its fleshy route.


  “Foolish,” Blair seethed. “Brave, but foolish.”


  He squeezed protruding villi, sending another tendril sweeping toward the intruder.


  * * *


  Rex exhausted his third clip on the tentacle, nearly severing it. The organ swung wildly on its last threads, orange-red blood leaking into space.


  He leapt back, using his magnets to resettle a few feet from the wounded tentacle. Another tentacle slammed down, striking where he had just been. The force of the blow ripped the damaged tentacle free of its base. It drifted into space, writhing as its dying nerves sent their last, instinctive signals.


  Rex loaded his last magazine and bounded for the attacking tentacle. He came down next to a large gash in the hull, blasted open during the bioship’s battle with the Europans. The tentacle swung toward him.


  He pressed flat against the War-beast’s shell, the tentacle sweeping inches above his back. He leapt up awkwardly in his suit, ready to move again, but stopped dead. Something had caught his eye.


  Inside the War-beast, beneath a translucent film that resembled a spider-web, stood giant monsters. They looked like overly muscular sasquatches, covered in a chitin-like carapace just beneath the skin. Thick, gray hair covered their bodies. They stared at him with yellow eyes, their mouths open and bellowing, but unheard. Clawed hands waved at him in futile arcs.


  He tore himself from the sight, seconds wasted by his curiosity. He bounded across the ship again, just above the tentacle’s next sweep. A cloud of acid erupted from behind him, spewing into space where he had just been. His imagination filled with notions of what it would have done had it hit him, images of his suit and flesh dissolving.


  He landed a few feet from the attacking tentacle and sprinted next to it. Squeezing the trigger, he blasted round after round into the tender flesh of the tentacle. It flailed and writhed as he fired. On fully automatic, his gun burned through the third round clip in seconds. The tentacle bloodied and flailing, he leapt to his left.


  Another tentacle struck where he had been, the tip hitting hard. The bulk of the tentacle caught his shoulder as he flew by, sending him into a spin. Disoriented, his view flashed quickly, from empty-space to War-beast, over and over again as he tumbled.


  Rex jammed on the magnet’s control, slamming him down against the ship’s shell. He retched, disoriented. The suit sucked the contents of his stomach from his helmet so he didn’t choke, but could do nothing for the smell. Nostrils burning from the stench, he looked up to get his bearings. He was on the dorsal spine of the bioship now.


  And a tentacle was looming above him, lined up for a strike.


  “Oh shit,” he heard himself say.


  It started to flex, moving for him. Then something bright flashed behind it, moving at light speed toward the ship. A large blast of energy slammed into the War-beast, wrenching it several dozen meters through space.


  Another blast hit, then a third. The tentacle went limp as the ship shook. Rex’s mind took a moment to recognize what was happening.


  Pulse blasts.


  They were large pulse blasts, much larger than the Long Haul’s little gun. He jerked around. He could feel tears form in his eyes when his mind registered what he saw.


  Above him loomed what he had thought impossible. A Cato-class destroyer, the fastest ship in the Commonwealth fleet, closed quickly. It let loose with medium pulse cannons, one after another, staggering its shots. Missiles streaked from the long, bulky hull. The tentacles tried to bat them away. They caught the first and then the second; but not the third, fourth, and fifth. The missiles accelerated as they neared the hull, their armor-piercing heads slicing deep into the vessel. The War-beast vibrated violently as explosions gutted its interior. All the destroyer’s pulse cannons, large and small, laid down a withering fire. The bright bursts of energy gouged huge craters in the bioship’s carapace, tearing up chunks of hull and the pink tissue inside, hurling them into space.


  Rex laughed maniacally. Crouching low, he turned off his magnets and leapt away. Flying clear, he watched as his countrymen poured on the attack. The War-beast flung a few desperate projectiles at the closing vessel. A few hit, denting the armor. Defensive pulse guns intercepted the rest. A pair of missiles hit the War-beast’s claw-arm, blasting through it. The massive protrusion tumbled off into space.


  Rex let go of his gun and put his arms behind his head. He didn’t stop laughing as he drifted off into space.


  * * *


  He let the fear run over him, through him. The Seers, the few remaining, showed him the Commonwealth ship. The mechanical monstrosity was larger than his own War-beast and in its undamaged state, far more powerful.


  The War-beast screamed in agony as it died, blasts of energy searing its flesh. Shrapnel and fire tore at its insides as missiles hit and exploded. There was no fighting, no escaping, no success.


  Just failure.


  Blair pulled the tendrils from his eyes and walked from his command pod. He opened Flynn’s and pulled the man from it. Flynn had surrendered to the fear as well, his face covered in tears.


  There would be no coming back from this, no recovery for implantation in a new body, not this far from the Hegemony. After all the long centuries of their lives, they faced oblivion.


  He pulled Flynn into an embrace and kissed him deeply. It was the last thing he did before fire consumed them both.


  * * *


  Second screamed, joyous, victorious. She didn’t know why she did it, but she did, the sound bellowing from her lungs and reverberating around her helmet. In front of her, the War-beast came apart, explosions blasting it into a dozen pieces. The jagged chunks shot off in different directions, spewing out clouds of orange-red fluid that froze and glistened in the cold depths.


  A massive mechanical vessel, easily five times the size of Rex’s ship, approached them. It slowed as it neared. She’d rarely felt glad to see a machine before, but she couldn’t hold back.


  The truth hit her hard, overwhelming any logic in her fractured mind. They were gone. The Masters were gone. They couldn’t reach her, not here, not across the galaxy. A great weight lifted from her. Her joy led to a cascade of tears. She wouldn’t die, forever or for a moment. They wouldn’t take her brain and return her to what she’d been. No more Masters, no more rape, no more second.


  Only Second.


  “Thank you…” she heard herself saying, not fully understanding why. “Thank you, thank you, thank you…”


  * * *


  He sat with his back against the wall. Chakrika lay against him, holding little Quintus. His arms wrapped around them both. She rested her head against his, the warm weight of her body soothing his nerves. He kissed the top of her head.


  “I love you,” Lucius whispered, for the tenth time since locking himself in the medical bay.


  “I love you too,” she replied. “I really wish we’d gotten to, uh, be together.”


  “We are together now,” he spoke. “It is enough.”


  Chakrika smiled, a single tear running down her cheek.


  “You would’ve been the first man who didn’t have to pay,” she said wistfully.


  “It is all right,” he spoke, running his thumb over his son’s tiny hands. Quintus’s fingers closed around the thumb instinctively, clutching it with tiny muscles.


  “You mean more to me than any woman I have taken to my bed,” Lucius spoke.


  “Even—”


  “Yes,” Lucius answered firmly. “More than any of them.”


  She cuddled further against him.


  “Do you think Jake made it?” she asked.


  “I do,” Lucius replied.


  “How can you know—”


  “We are being hailed,” the computer spoke.


  Lucius moved a hand to one of the pistols. He brought it against his chest. Chakrika looked at it, then met Lucius’s gaze. More tears streamed from her eyes.


  “Should we just…”


  Lucius looked at the gun, then at the woman in his arms and his tiny little son. His heart rebelled against the thought of what he had to do.


  “It is a Commonwealth vessel,” the computer spoke. “It is asking if we require assistance.”


  Lucius dropped the gun to the floor, struggling to breathe as relief washed over him.


  “Yes!” Chakrika screamed ecstatically. “Yes! Tell them to come help us! Tell them to hurry!”


  Lucius slumped back against the wall. Chakrika squeezed Lucius to her chest, bouncing him excitedly. She turned and barraged him with a dozen kisses.


  “We made it, Lucius. We’re here!” she cried. “We’re safe!”


  * * *


  He’d been floating for forty minutes when the boxy gray shuttle approached. It was a tiny thing, about a third the size of Long Haul, too small to even have gravatic generators. Slowing as it approached, a segmented metal arm extended from its side. It grasped him by the shoulder and pulled him into the side airlock.


  The airlock door’s slid shut and quickly repressurized. A green light by the door flashed. Rex popped off his helmet.


  The air in the shuttle was only marginally better than what had been in his tanks, but it felt magnificent anyway, especially with the vomit stench gone. He took two deep breaths just for the joy of filling his lungs. The inner door slid open with a hiss.


  He floated into the shuttle’s main compartment. Directly in front of him were three armed men, two of which were looking right at him.


  “Adams, sir. Ensign, FTC Vespasian,” a blond-haired fellow said, drifting over and saluting. The man froze in that pose, staring uncertainly at Rex’s prosthetic eye. Rex cocked his head quizzically, breaking the man’s glare. Adams shuffled awkwardly, or as awkwardly as a person can shuffle in zero-G. Rex relented and weakly returned the salute.


  “Vespasian? That’s Ishimura’s command,” Rex said with a smile.


  “When we received the signal, the Captain saw your name and charged in,” Adams informed him. “Lucky for you we were on maneuvers with the System Guard, not too far from here. Cap didn’t exactly know what the hell it was you’d brought with you.”


  “Didn’t stop him from blowing the shit out of it,”said Rex with a stupid grin. “Ishi always did leap before he looked.”


  Adams nodded, looking nervously to his left. There the third member of the shuttle crew had an assault rifle, aimed at a large robotic figure taking up half of the cabin.


  “Jake. Ya’ made it?” Rex asked.


  “Sure did,” Jake replied with a mock-salute. “Could you tell your guys I’m not going to kill them?”


  “You can put your gun down, soldier,” Rex spoke.


  The man looked at Adams, uncertain. Adams waved him down.


  “You know this…uhm, man?” Adams asked.


  “That’s Jake,” Rex replied simply.


  “Is he—is he human?” Adams asked tentatively, looking uneasily at the cyborg.


  “Mostly,” Rex replied.


  “The important bits are,” Jake said with a laugh.


  “So you know him, sir?” Adams asked.


  “Know him and vouch for him. That guy saved our lives,” Rex said, moving to a seat against the wall. “And much as I’d love to explain everything in graphic detail, I’m kinda concerned about my ship.”


  “They’re docking with the Vespasian. Rescue teams should be onboard,” Adams spoke.


  “It would be better if I was there. Some of my crew are, well, unusual.”


  Adams glanced uneasily at Jake.


  “Don’t look at me,” Jake replied with a grin. “I’m the normal one.”


  


Now what?


  -First words spoken on Mars by a human being


  




Troezen, Alshain System, Alshain Prefect, Free Terran Commonwealth

  


  Standard Date 1/6/2507


  Troezen wasn’t welcoming by most people’s standards—well, this part wasn’t at least. Closer to the southern pole than the equator, Fort Eblis sat in the midst of a vast, cold prairie. Rolling hills, covered in waist-high grass, stretched around them in every direction. Brisk temperatures, in the low-fifties, were interrupted by strong gusts of wind that sent the grass rippling in great waves. The sun loomed large above, but it did little to warm the emptiness around him.


  But to Lucius it remained heaven. He watched wildlife mill about in the distance. Many of the species were familiar. He’d hunted many as a noble in the empire. Bison bunched in a large herd on a nearby hill, several thousand grazing the long grass. Scattered groups of elk seemed to orbit around them. Around a creek at the base of the hills, scraggly trees rose to resist the wind. Fallow deer darted in and out from cover.


  Other species looked familiar, but he couldn’t place them. He lifted his wrist to see the watch-console Rex had ‘appropriated’ from the base and flipped through images of animals. A particularly large deer, crowned with a gargantuan set of antlers, grazed alone on a hill-top to his left. It was either an Irish Elk or a Stag-Moose. According to the computer, both were extinct species from Earth’s past, recreated through genetic engineering. He squinted to get a better look.


  “Hey, there’s freakin’ elephants over there,” Jake observed. The man was standing, but had the relaxed tone-of-voice usually reserved for a person in a hammock. Lucius looked from his lawn-chair. True to the cyborg’s word, a trio of mammoths tore up vast bales of grass and stuffed them into their mouths.


  “Magnificent…” Lucius whispered.


  “You see that?” Chakrika said nearby, in a high-pitched voice. She held up an indifferent Quintus, turning his head so he could see the mammoths. Quintus’s eyes weren’t up to focusing at that distance yet, but that didn’t deter Chaki.


  She walked over to Lucius, plopping down in the empty lawn-chair beside his. He turned from the console and took his son from her. Quintus shook his fists energetically and settled into the crook of his father’s arm.


  “They didn’t like you?” Chakrika asked.


  Lucius shook his head. He was only ten minutes out of a six-hour-long “informal meeting” with the External Intelligence Division and bet he’d have to sit through a few more.


  “I am uncertain. One seemed to want to like me, provided I told him everything I knew about Imperial naval doctrine. The other seemed to wish I was a spy sent from the empire so he could gut me alive,” Lucius explained.


  She squeezed his forearm reassuringly.


  “You should have made up a story,” Chakrika chided gently.


  “I am no liar,” he replied. “Even when I should be.”


  She laid her head against his shoulder. Jake shifted to his left.


  “Hey, look, there’s grass over there,” the cyborg said and conveniently walked away. He whistled as he wandered off.


  “Assuming I’m not gutted by Rex’s countrymen…”


  “What is it?” Chakrika asked, sitting up to face him.


  “I want to marry you,” Lucius declared.


  She smiled softly and returned her head to his shoulder. She cleared her throat dramatically and put on her best fake, British-sounding accent.


  “Assuming you are not gutted alive, I accept,” she declared.


  He rolled his eyes at her dialect.


  “I do not have a ring,” he spoke suddenly. “I have not planned this out yet, but—”


  “A ring?” she asked. “Is that your tradition?”


  He relaxed back into his seat, hugging Quintus closer.


  “I got all worried for nothing,” he said. “What, exactly, do your people require of a potential husband?”


  “My father would pay you a bride price, to convince you to take on the burden of supporting me,” she explained, disgust thick on her voice.


  He was speechless, not sure how to respond.


  “Besides,” she said warmly. “You already gave me a son.”


  He met her lips instinctively. Quintus, bundled against the cold, looked on sleepily. Jake clomped around in the distance, paused, saw what was happening, and called out.


  “Whoa, there’s even more grass over there!”


  He stomped away to investigate, a knowing grin on his face.


  * * *


  “What is your name?” asked a jittery, dark-skinned Intel guy. He seemed to hum with nervous energy as he worked down his checklist of questions.


  “Second,” she replied. Rex smiled at the answer, sitting beside her. Jittery Guy and an anorexically-thin woman sat across from them. The woman didn’t speak, just watched and occasionally jotted something down on a piece of electronic paper.


  “That’s an adjective,” Jittery Intel guy replied.


  “It is also a noun,” Second said matter-of-factly. “And my name.”


  “OK, what is your last name?”


  She looked over at Rex.


  “Do I have a last name?” she asked.


  “Not that I know of,” Rex replied.


  She turned back to the Intel guy.


  “I do not have a last name,” she replied.


  “But you do have a first name, somehow,” Intel guy replied sarcastically.


  “I was formerly second to the ambas—”


  “Yeah, I read Lieutenant Vahl’s ‘report.’ Surely your parents gave you—”


  Rex sighed, “If you’d actually read the report you’d know she has no parents.”


  “All of my bodies were grown in a Breeder. Rex chose to make my former designation my name,” Second explained.


  Jittery Intel Guy just stared at her and blinked, disbelief etched on his face. He moved to speak again, but stopped when the door opened.


  A man in a civilian suit stood in the door. Rex recognized him instantly: Mr. Jones from the External Intelligence Division. He got here quickly.


  “You are to cease debriefing the lieutenant and any members of his crew,” Jones spoke. He walked in and handed a sheet of electronic paper to Intel Guy. He scanned it carefully, then shrugged and handed it to his associate. As she looked it over, Jones motioned for Rex to follow him outside.


  He left, with Second following, unordered. Jones noticed.


  “Ma’am, if you’ll excuse the lieutenant and me…”


  Second stared at him blankly.


  “Find Lucius and Chakrika; stay with them,” Rex told her. “Don’t talk to anyone else.”


  She paused, probably puzzling over in her mind if she wanted to obey.


  “What about Jake?” she replied after a moment.


  “You can talk to Jake,” Rex spoke. He would have to explain literalism to her. Second nodded and walked away. Jones watched her go, more than curiosity in his eyes as her perfect figure disappeared around a corner in the hallway.


  “She’s the clone?” he asked.


  “Not a clone. Just…grown,” Rex replied.


  Jones turned back. He had a folder in his hand, a stack of electronic papers inside.


  “Your report was interesting reading,” Jones stated.


  “I’ll bet,” Rex replied.


  “Were it not for that body and the chunks of biological spaceship we recovered, we’d have passed it off as insane ravings,” Jones spoke.


  “And I wouldn’t have blamed you,” Rex agreed.


  “Anyway, I have good news and bad. Bad news is that the same ship I took here also brought along Commodore Gutierrez,” Jones informed him.


  Rex exhaled heavily, his fists clenching.


  “He came all this way for a little old lieutenant?” Rex asked, a sardonic lilt to his voice.


  “Well, hate can do powerful things to a person. Seeing as he is your superior officer, he is expecting you in the base commander’s office for a private debriefing,” Jones spoke. “At this very moment.”


  “Well that should be fun,” Rex groused.


  “Yes,” Jones said, removing a piece of electronic paper from his folder. “It should.”


  He smirked, handed the electronic paper to Rex, and took his leave. Rex took a minute to read it and smiled broadly. He was going to enjoy this.


  * * *


  Commodore Gutierrez was a tall man with a tan complexion and graying hair. He sat behind a vast oak desk, busily writing on an electronic paper as Rex walked in. Rex watched the man’s scrawl resolve into neatly typed letters as he wrote.


  The commodore ignored him and continued writing.


  “Should I come back…sir?” Rex asked.


  The commodore sighed and pushed the paper aside.


  “Sit,” he spoke, not noticing Rex’s lack of salute. Or not caring.


  Rex moved to a chair in front of the desk. He relaxed back into the chair and crossed his legs. He tucked the folder from Mr. Jones next to him, against the arm-rest. The commodore noticed, but said nothing.


  “You were assigned to clandestinely acquire information on the Non-Aligned Quarter and the regions beyond the Achaean Confederation. Was this not made clear?” Gutierrez began.


  “Nobody was made aware of the fact that I was Commonwealth,” Rex replied.


  “You led a powerful enemy to within our borders,” Gutierrez spoke.


  “And Captain Ishimura blasted the crap out of it, sir,” Rex pointed out.


  “Which this…‘Perfected Hegemony’ might consider a provocation,” Gutierrez countered.


  “Did you see a jump drone launch?” Rex spoke. “Or are you just worried that one hundred years from now, their freak buddies back home will get their radio messages?”


  “Ambiguity can kill, lieutenant,” said the commodore.


  The man went silent for a moment, bringing out a new electronic paper. He skimmed it for a few seconds.


  “There are other ‘troubling’ aspects to your mission. This striped woman, ‘Chakrika,’ does not even possess a rudimentary education. What moved you to make her a member of your crew?” Gutierrez asked.


  “Nobody out there has a rudimentary education. I was given control of choosing a crew, and I made the best of it, sir,” Rex replied.


  “Was she the best? Or simply the best-looking?” Gutierrez said sarcastically. “Everybody likes a taste of the exotic, but the fleet cannot afford to have such things clouding the judgment of our officers.”


  “Whereas nepotism is perfectly fine,” Rex snapped.


  The commodore’s head shot up, the first sign of emotion creeping into his face.


  “Your implications are inaccurate and insubordinate,” Gutierrez spoke. “Your time in the Quarter does not excuse you from respecting your superiors.”


  Rex smirked. The commodore’s brow furrowed a bit more.


  “Explain to me why we should not begin investigations into your loyalties, lieutenant,” Gutierrez spoke, calm and collected.


  “Are you serious? I nearly get myself blown up crossing the asshole of Explored Space to fulfill my mission and you think I’m disloyal?!” Rex spoke, leaping from his chair.


  “You brought onboard a Commonwealth vessel a known Europan nobleman—”


  “Former Europan nobleman!” Rex snapped. “Does anybody here fucking read—”


  “Sit down lieutenant!” the commodore bellowed.


  They stared at each other for a long minute, before Rex slowly sat back in his chair.


  “Europan nobles have been known to ‘adopt’ more open life-styles to infiltrate their enemies. How can you be sure he is not doing the same?”


  “I’ve fought with the man for three months.”


  “Making him familiar with our technological abilities. And you infused him with medical nanobots that the empire would kill to possess. If this man is hiding—”


  “This man fired on an Europan frigate!” Rex interrupted.


  “Another potential disaster. If they learn that he was operating under the orders of a Terran officer—”


  “Don’t give me that crap! They fire on our ships every day!” Rex asserted.


  Gutierrez’s face went red, his arm trembling with anger. Ready to explode, he held his tongue, breathing heavily to vent his anger.


  “You will face summary judgment for the insubordination you’ve shown here today,” Gutierrez spoke.


  “I seriously doubt that,” Rex replied.


  Gutierrez raised an eyebrow and kept going.


  “You have also kidnapped a member of this ‘Hegemon’ society,” the commodore spoke.


  “I liberated a slave,” Rex spoke confidently.


  “What you had done to this ‘Second’ and the possession of this girl both could be seen as acts of aggression,” Gutierrez spoke. “Did you consider that risk when you took custody of this woman?”


  “They’ll grow a replacement for her,” Rex spoke. “And they will act as if none of this has happened. Did you read the part of my report mentioning how the Hegemony is extremely reclusive and maintains a reputation of fear amongst the Chaos Quarter? Admitting they lost one of their own, his assistant, and a warship to a rival is not something they’re going to broadcast across the universe.”


  “You speculate on psychology with an enemy that, by your own description, is no longer ‘truly human.’ You assume to know their thought patterns,” Gutierrez spoke.


  “I had the pleasure of listening to one brag about his greatness shortly before we killed him. I don’t care what they’re polluting their DNA with, they’re all too human,” Rex replied.


  “You made assumptions, lieutenant, and risked our security by doing so!” Gutierrez snapped.


  “If my judgment is suddenly so much in question, why was I sent at all?!” Rex attacked.


  Gutierrez moved to answer, his mouth half-open, ready to yell. He stopped himself at the edge of anger, forcing composure on his frame. Rex smiled at it all.


  “Not willing to admit it, sir?” Rex asked.


  “Admit to what, lieutenant?” Gutierrez replied. His voice couldn’t sell it.


  “That you sent me out there to die and are upset that I’m still alive,” Rex said matter-of-factly.


  “Fleet commodores do not concern themselves with the paranoia of lesser officers.”


  Rex rolled his eyes. The charade was getting old. Best to just bring it out in the open and lock horns, he figured.


  “Your son was an incompetent prick,” Rex declared.


  This time Gutierrez lost it and leapt to his feet. His body vibrated with anger, the waves of rage tightening his face into a seething mask.


  “He should never have passed entrance evaluations or even his first year at academy. He was lazy, arrogant, and inept,” Rex spoke coolly.


  “He was your student. His failings reflect your lack of leadership,” Gutierrez seethed, choking back his anger.


  “His failings? I failed him on his flight certifications four times, only to be overridden by somebody higher up. Now why could that be? How could an incompetent failure work his way through the ranks? Hmmm…it’s a tough one all right—”


  “Your insinuations are out-of-line, lieutenant!”


  “Are they?” Rex spoke and then laughed. “Whew! Thank God for that. Cause if they weren’t, it would mean that whoever kept your son in the ranks was setting the stage for an inevitable disaster. Thank God that isn’t the case!”


  “Are you trying to extend your time in the brig, lieutenant?” Gutierrez spoke.


  “No. I won’t be spending any time in confinement,” Rex replied.


  “I will see to it that you do,” the commodore spoke. “Even if just for your insolence today.”


  Rex removed the folder from its position and slipped the electronic paper from within. He handed it to the commodore.


  “You will see that you lack the authority to take any action against me,” Rex spoke.


  Gutierrez held the translucent paper up in front of him, green letters scrolling down the page. The commodore’s finger tightened on the paper, blurring several of the letters near the edge.


  “It appears the EID was impressed with all I brought back, and they got the ear of the president. Amazing he’d issue an executive order for a ‘lesser officer,’” Rex said with a shrug.


  The commodore looked like he wanted to scream, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. Part of Rex wanted to feel bad for taunting him and taking so much pleasure in this, but it predictably was drowned out by the fact that this man had ruined his career and sent him out to die. Rex deserved a little schadenfraude for that.


  Curious, he switched his mechanical eye to ultraviolet. The man’s face ran hot, warmed with the blood of paralyzing rage.


  “Get out,” the commodore finally muttered.


  Rex smirked and slowly got to his feet. Gutierrez’s eyes never left him, starring daggers at him the whole way. Rex stepped out into the hall, a weight lifting from his shoulders. Victory felt good.


  Mr. Jones stood waiting in the hall.


  “How did it go, Officer Vahl?”


  “Kind of anti-climactic,” Rex said with a shrug. “I was expecting more yelling.”


  Jones laughed. They began walking down the corridor.


  “I suppose you’ll be wanting me to do more dangerous stuff,” Rex spoke after a few seconds.


  “Eventually,” Jones spoke. “I think you’ve earned a few months’ leave.”


  Rex nodded, asking, “My crew?”


  “Permanent resident status,” Jones spoke, “They’ll have to live here seven years before they qualify for citizenship. President’s people wouldn’t budge on that.”


  “Even Lucius?” Rex asked.


  “Yes, him too,” Jones spoke. “There was some…resistance to that. But he’s passed three different polygraph systems. That’s convinced somebody upstairs to take the risk.”


  “He’s not a risk,” Rex assured him.


  “Let’s hope you’re right,” Jones replied.


  They reached an intersection. Jones stopped.


  “Enjoy your down-time, Vahl,” Jones spoke. “If you’ll excuse me…”


  “One thing, before you go,” Rex interrupted.


  “Yes?”


  “Do you have a first name?”


  Jones laughed.


  “Yes,” he replied and turned and walked down an adjoining hallway.


  Rex shook his head and moved toward a nearby door. He stepped out into the crisp air of Troezen. His crew clustered on the benches, staring off across the grassland at the herds of creatures moving across the rolling hills.


  “Wonder why they don’t come near the base,” Rex muttered.


  They turned at his voice, caught off guard by his silent arrival.


  “Take a look at the magnetic fields around this place,” Jake spoke.


  Rex shifted the vision in his artificial eye. A hundred yards from the base, a wall of energy arose from the ground, most likely an electrical fence buried a few inches down. Rex turned to Jake, cocking his head.


  “How is it I surprised you? I gotta imagine you got other sensory trinkets in there that blow us away,” Rex spoke.


  “I do,” Jake said with a grin. “But it seemed bad form to ruin a good sneak-up.”


  Rex laughed and shook his head. He turned to the others.


  “Well…” he began, holding for drama.


  “Get on with it,” Chakrika shot.


  “We have jobs, we have salaries, and we’re on vacation,” Rex spoke. “If you’re up for it.”


  Lucius stared at him uneasily.


  “They have no concerns regarding my background?” he asked.


  “Concerns, yes, plenty,” Rex spoke. “But apparently not enough to put a hex on the deal. You’re probably the first Europan noble who has ever been allowed in.”


  “Second,” Jake spoke. “You guys let in one just after the war.”


  “Now I know that wasn’t in the ship’s computers,” Rex spoke, “You downloaded our networks?”


  “Your networks? God no!” Jake said with a scoff. “Too much security on them. Just the public Wikis. You have any idea how large Commonwealth servers are?”


  “So if I extend this invitation to you, can I trust you to play by our rules and not use your…enhanced abilities to take over the ship or anything like that?” Rex asked.


  Jake rubbed at his chin and replied, “Can I trust you not to use your superior strength and martial skills to take advantage of Second or Chakrika?”


  Rex felt a bolt of indignation and then beat it down.


  “Point taken,” he conceded.


  “Good,” Jake spoke. “It’s not like I have any place to go back to anyway. There are worse people to work for than Terrans.”


  Rex nodded and looked toward the rest.


  “I have a son to provide for,” Lucius spoke. “And I doubt any locals will be looking to hire a Europan.”


  Chakrika looked at Quintus, then at Lucius.


  “I’m not leaving him alone,” she spoke, motioning to the baby with a nod. “Or his father.”


  He looked at Second last. She stared at him with her usual vacant stare.


  “Second?”


  “Yes?” she asked.


  “You with us?” Rex asked.


  Her brow creased in confusion.


  “Of course I am with you. We are all here,” she spoke.


  Rex sighed to keep himself from laughing.


  “Do you want to stay on my crew?” Rex spoke. “Whenever they give me another ship.”


  “Oh,” she spoke emotionlessly, pausing to think. Her eyes fixed on her feet, tracking back and forth as she thought.


  “I feel…unease when I think of being alone,” she spoke. “But most people live alone. I’m not sure what actions I should take.”


  “Do you feel better if you think of yourself with us?” Rex asked.


  Another long moment of thought followed.


  “Yes,” she said simply.


  “Then come with us,” Rex spoke.


  “In what regard?” she asked.


  “As a crew member,” Rex replied.


  “Will that require servicing you—”


  Rex grabbed her forearm, leading her a few steps away from the rest. He supposed it was a moot point with Jake around, but felt compelled to, anyway.


  “No, Second. Nobody will ever treat you like that again,” Rex spoke in a low voice.


  She nodded, the memory of it clearly screwing with her underdeveloped emotions.


  “But I will still be obeying your orders? Is that not required for the successful functioning of a vessel?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “And this is different from my position as second to the ambassador?” she pressed.


  “It is. You get to choose, Second, whether or not you’re willing to follow orders. And you can leave if it no longer suits you,” Rex explained.


  He could swear he saw a tear forming in her eye.


  “If I left where would I go?” she asked.


  “Wherever you want to go,” Rex replied.


  “I…I do not want to go elsewhere,” she spoke. “I think. I don’t understand how to make sense of it.”


  “Then stay with us, until you figure out how to figure it all out,” Rex said.


  She glanced down at her arm. Rex realized he still had a grasp of her forearm. He released slowly, tucking his hands into his pockets. When he looked back up, the hints of a smile graced her face.


  “I’ll go with you.”


  


…in the end, what may be the greatest strength of the Commonwealth is that it’s a place you can live with some semblance of normalcy. Sure, you get the normal problems you face in life, but only the normal ones. You don’t live as an underclass to self-declared nobles, you’re not forced into the strictures of a faith you don’t share, and you don’t have to trumpet the supremacy of any one culture or ideology or whatever. A person is free to be what they were always meant to be: themselves.


  -Lecture given to students at New Michigan Institute of Technology by Professor Alejandro Ross, NMIT Recorded Lecture Series—Volume XXVIII, 2498


  




Epilogue

  


  
Hartell Resort, Venus, Free Terran Commonwealth


  Standard Date 2/07/2507


  Her head hit the pillow beside his, sweat streaming down her forehead. Her breath came hard and quick, the glow of pleasure still diffusing warmly throughout her body.


  “You learn fast,” Chakrika said.


  “Well, you are very vocal,” Lucius replied.


  She glanced over at her husband, who was staring devilishly at her breasts, watching them rise and fall with each breath.


  “No,” she laughed. “We’re getting something to eat before we go again.”


  He trailed his fingers up to her sternum, tracing casual circles on her skin.


  “Room service again?” Lucius asked.


  “Yeah,” she replied, then smiled mischievously. “But order quick. Rex’ll be back in three hours.”


  “Mmm,” Lucius mumbled, kissing his way up her side. “Ambitious…”


  She stopped him with a hand on top of his head.


  “Come on,” she spoke. “Call ‘em.”


  He slumped his head on her ribs and pouted playfully. With an over-the-top sigh, he rolled onto his back.


  “Computer, get me room service!” he ordered.


  A menu projected above his head.


  “We’ll need some oysters, chocolate, champagne—”


  “Strawberries!” Chakrika interjected.


  “Strawberries,” Lucius repeated. “And some of that fluffy bread from earlier.”


  The projection flashed for a minute of two, no doubt checking their earlier order to figure out what “fluffy bread” was. After a moment it flashed the words “Order Confirmed, Ten Minutes Please” above them, then vanished.


  Lucius rested his head back against the pillow.


  “Ten minutes…hmmm,” he spoke.


  “Get your robe,” Chakrika laughed, smacking him lightly on the chest.


  She got to her feet, retrieving her robe and tying it on. Pausing at the mirror, she ran her fingers through her hair, defeating some of the tangles. A pair of arms encircled her waist.


  “You’re not wearing your robe,” she spoke as if lecturing an incorrigible child.


  Lucius said nothing. He moved one hand up her left forearm to her fingers, stopping just below a plain silver band. Before yesterday Chakrika had never heard of giving rings for marriage; her people certainly hadn’t done it. But she treasured it anyway. Lucius had been intent on buying her one with a diamond that would’ve cost him pretty much everything he had, but she had reminded him of Quintus and cautioned him to get something more affordable. Rex had instantly chimed in and said that if Lucius didn’t marry her, he would. Lucius had laughed, Second had glared at Rex possessively, and Chakrika had wondered what the joke was.


  Lucius brought her hand up to his mouth, softly kissing the ring. Chakrika felt chills run through her body. Being with somebody who loved you was certainly different than anything she’d experienced. Never, in her years, had she ever run across a man as concerned with her pleasure as his own. As Lucius’s hands slid lower, cradling her hips through the thin robe, she again felt a rush of intoxication.


  “Lucius…” she purred as he kissed her neck.


  “Yes, love?” he replied.


  “It said ten minutes,” she spoke futilely.


  “It is probably more like eight now,” he replied between kisses.


  “It’s not enough time…”


  He paused his ministrations, resting his forehead against her head, inhaling the scent of her hair.


  “Computer, please instruct the kitchen staff to leave our order outside the door,” he spoke.


  She smiled broadly, spun around in his arms, and attacked him.


  * * *


  “See, Quintus, that is a seagull. They’re white and they fly and they don’t taste very good,” Rex spoke.


  Quintus blinked at the seagull as it picked through the grass for crumbs left by other vacationers. It didn’t hold the boy’s interest for very long. Rex bounced the kid on his knee a few times, getting a small smile.


  “That animal does not obey your commands?” Second asked. She was stretched out in a chaise lounge beside him.


  “No, he’s wild and free,” Rex replied.


  “He has free will as well?” Second spoke.


  “Uh…don’t know. He acts freely, but he isn’t really sentient so…mostly goes on instinct I think…who knows,” Rex tried to explain.


  Second said nothing. She just stared at the bird as it swallowed the remains of a french fry.


  “Now Little Quint, your Aunty Second is going to be a little bit strange, but I expect you to run and play with her anyway.”


  The baby stared at him and then shifted his focus toward grabbing Rex’s index finger.


  “Hello,” Second spoke to somebody in the distance.


  Rex turned to look, spotting a young man checking Second out. He could understand the man’s interest. Second was radiant in a silver and blue bikini she had purchased after two hours in one of the hotel shops, spent trying to figure out what her emotions were telling her and how that corresponded to making a decision. In retrospect he probably should have pushed her toward something more modest.


  Caught off-guard by Second’s greeting, the man turned beet red and scampered away.


  “He left,” Second spoke, watching the man disappear into a crowd in a nearby pavilion.


  “You embarrassed him,” Rex spoke.


  “Fear and shame at being caught in a behavior unapproved by society,” Second recited from memory. “I did that to him?”


  “Yes.”


  “I thought greetings brought about positive emotions?” she asked.


  “They do. But he was looking at you in a lustful way, and men hate getting caught when we do that.”


  Second’s brow furrowed in concentration. She looked down at her body as if examining something she wanted to buy.


  “But this body—I was grown to be sexually appealing to male primitives,” she reasoned.


  “Yes, but in ‘primitive’ societies, most of them anyway, it’s considered impolite to reveal that lust so…openly,” Rex spoke.


  “I do not understand,” she spoke.


  Rex sighed and bounced Quintus twice.


  “See Quintus, strange. But we like her anyway.”


  “Am I supposed to have sex with that man?” Second asked.


  Rex choked, startling the baby. Quintus didn’t seem to mind it though and flashed his work-in-progress smile.


  “No, Second,” Rex spoke.


  “But doesn’t lust imply—”


  “You only have sex with people you care for, if both of you want to,” he spoke, praying something shiny would distract her.


  “Oh,” she spoke and paused to think. “Does that mean we—”


  “No!” Rex reacted, a bit too quickly. Male parts of his mind were already imagining naughty things. The forcefulness intimidated Second. She shrank back on her chaise.


  “No, uh, it isn’t just something you throw out to anybody. Usually you’re in love with the person,” he managed.


  “An intense emotional connection with a spiritual component,” Second said. “Have I felt that yet?”


  “I don’t know, Second,” Rex said, knocking his head against the webbing of the chaise. “It’s not, uh, something that—”


  A peal of laughter, no doubt mercifully sent by the Goddess Venus herself, interrupted his stammering. Children squealed as behind them, Jake rose to his feet with a playful roar. A bunch of small kids fell to the grass, others hung off his metal limbs. Parents sat nearby, equally as fascinated with the cyborg as their children were, but not nearly as fearless.


  “OK, you little punks, I gotta take a break here. You’re wearing me out!”


  The kids moaned, disappointed, then dispersed to a nearby playground. Jake stomped over. Something shiny, Rex thought with a silent chuckle, Thank God!


  “Hello Jake,” Second said emotionlessly.


  “Hey. How’s everything over here?” he asked.


  “Should I have sex with Rex?” Second asked, completely earnest.


  Rex choked again. Jake stood stunned for a moment.


  “Uh…something I should know about?” Jake asked.


  “No,” Rex replied, then rolled his eyes and shrugged helplessly. Comprehension ran across Jake’s face.


  Jake smirked and said, “Left to look after both kids, eh?”


  Second looked around, trying to find another child. Rex closed his eyes and sighed and held Quintus up. Jake took the child into his arms and rocked him playfully.


  “That woman is looking at you,” Second spoke.


  Rex opened his eyes. Not ten yards in front of him, a very familiar woman stood near the edge of Hartell Sound. One arm cradled a newborn. The other clasped the hand of an out-of-shape, squirrelly-looking man. A small girl, four or five years old, ran circles around the couple. The woman’s eyes met his and went wide with fear.


  “That was not a look of lust,” Second asked.


  “No,” Rex said, watching last year’s bed-partner quickly move away. “That was something else.”


  He got to his feet, stretching his legs.


  “Jake, watch the kids. I’m going for a beer.”


  Jake nodded, lowering his frame next to Second’s chaise. Rex headed off for the bar, hearing Second’s words fade away as he went.


  “Is there another child present? I do not understand…”
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