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A ripple of excitement shimmied down Ravindra's spine. He leaned forward as far as he could in his harness, anxious for his first view of an inhabited, non-Manesai planet. The display focused on Iniciara as soon as the ship reverted to normal space, revealing expanses of blue water, swirling white cloud masses and, beyond the terminator line, a veritable blaze of artificial light. Beside him, Morgan leaned forward, too. 

He glanced over at her. "So you're happy to be home?"

Morgan's eyebrows came together for an instant. "Huh?" She grinned at him. "It's hardly home, but I guess it's a human world. No, I was looking at the traffic. And collecting data."

The view of the planet expanded, zooming in on the space station hanging in planetary orbit, a tall cylinder turning slowly on its own axis, its lights competing with the reflection from the system's sun. This was a big station. He counted the levels, ten or twelve of them, each with ships buried into the bays like fleas into a host. As they approached, a ship backed slowly out of its bay, turned and headed off into space. There were plenty of others waiting to take its place. Flashing running lights away from the main traffic lanes showed dozens of ships of all sizes.

"A busy place." Busier than any planet he'd visited back home. But apart from that, this blue and white orb could have been anywhere, its characteristics typical of an inhabited world. From a distance, anyway.

"Yeah. I'm sucking in data from the station. Looks like we're well inside the Coalition's boundaries. This planet is densely populated. Very. There are ships here from everywhere." She sat up straight. "That's good, in a way. We won't attract attention."

Frowning slightly, she rested her chin on her fist.

"What's the problem?"

"This." Without lifting a finger, she shifted the ship's sensors to bear on a vessel to starboard. 

He ought to be used to it by now, but the notion she could run the whole ship with the computer in her brain still amazed him. His attention shifted to the ship on the screen, a tramp freighter if he was any judge, its sides scarred, the paint work faded and peeling. The red letters on its flank were illegible. Two smaller ships, one on each side, appeared to be escorts. The big white letters on their sides formed the word 'Patrol'.

"Being escorted in?" he asked.

"Looks like it. Maybe it has broken down, or something. That's a tug at her stern."

Yes, a tug. The stubby design with the huge bank of engines would have cried out 'tug' anywhere.

"Admiral, we have a transmission coming in." Davaskar looked over his shoulder from the captain's seat. 

"Iniciara control to yacht Curlew, please proceed to the following coordinates and heave to. A patrol boat will meet you and give further instructions."

The muscles in Ravindra's torso clenched. So. They were to be boarded. A challenge at the first hurdle. Morgan had used the identifiers for the ship she had travelled in to reach Manesai space, at least until she had a chance to change to something else. What if they recognized this wasn't the same ship?

Morgan seemed to be able to read his thoughts. "I don't think they could possibly suspect we're not what we sent them, Ashkar." 

Ravindra noted the slight frown. "Not an alert, in case the original Curlew's ID appears at a station? No chance they'd realize the configuration is different?"

She shook her head, sending her mass of slightly curly hair dancing around her shoulders. "These planetary administrations are stand-alone bureaucracies. They don't exchange much data unless there's a specific, urgent reason. I don't think Makasa would have put out a general alert. Curlew was an experimental ship, and its journey was top secret. It's been nearly two years since I left Belsun station. Makasa would know that I was carrying out repairs, and that we high-tailed it out of there with a patrol ship on our stern. The best explanation was the obvious one; disappeared in shift space, all crew lost. I think we'll just have to play it as it happens."

Given the same circumstances, Ravindra agreed he would have come to the same conclusion as her previous commander. Even so, they would have to be careful. 

"Captain, set your course. Everyone is to have their contact lenses in place. Get a message to Prasad and Tullamarran." Ravindra rose to his feet, smiling slightly. Time for the first test to see if all the training, the practice, the contact lenses would do the job. He loved the anticipation of going into action. He stepped through the bridge hatch into the corridor, with Morgan a pace behind him.

Morgan chuckled, that sexy, throaty giggle he'd learned to love. "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

He turned, and gathered her up in a brief, one-armed hug. "The moment of truth, my love."

Ravindra strode the short distance to their shared quarters and slipped on the contact lenses, blinking them into place. They were surprisingly comfortable, designed for him, and they hardly obscured his vision, just adding a slight haze at the top and bottom when he rolled his eyes. Even that sensation faded as his brain compensated for the minor obstruction. Morgan's silver eyes had disappeared behind blue orbs in a white field. He had to agree she looked less intimidating. 

She grinned at him. "You'll pass. You look a lot less scary, though." 

"Do I?"

"Oh, yes. Your amber cat's eyes would scare the stuffing out of your average human."

"I'll bear that in mind."

Ravindra took a seat in the ship's common room, with Morgan beside him. His good friend, Senior Commander Prasad, was already there, his yellow eyes hidden behind brown contact lenses. Prasad had been Ravindra's senior intelligence officer for some time, and he'd jumped at the chance of coming on a visit to Morgan's home. The prospect of being boarded was bound to have him asking questions.

"Can you think of any reason why we're being stopped?" Prasad asked Morgan.

"No. I don't mind telling you it gives me the jitters." Morgan rubbed her hands together, sliding fingertips against fingertips. 

"So this is unusual?" Prasad asked.

"They pulled all our data when we passed the jump beacon. Normally, we'd just cruise up to the station." Morgan tapped her fist against her lips. "Something must be going down, but I can't see how it has anything to do with us."

Ravindra exchanged a glance with Prasad. "Let's see what happens. We have to start somewhere, and this is where Artemis came from." Artemis, the great expeditionary ship with its artificial intelligence and its cloned soldiers. If he closed his eyes he could see the giant ship taking its final run into a star.

Prasad's eyebrows jerked. "Yes, this is where Artemis came from, but not the people who created the Krystor temple. Which is what we're looking for."

Ravindra turned to Morgan. She had that frowning, closed-in look she wore when she was worried. "It's up to you. Stay, or run for somewhere else?"

She huffed out a breath. "Might as well stay. If we run now we'll attract more attention. And at least this planet is Coalition, so I'll find it easier to fix bank accounts, and the ship's identifier."

Prasad shrugged.

Morgan glared at him.

Ravindra raised a hand. "Relax. Let's get this boarding out of the way."

"Sure." She lounged back, her hands behind her head. 

The posture caused her breasts to push up against her pale grey shirt. Ravindra admired the view until she sat up, chewing absently on a fingernail, watching the approaching patrol ship grow ever larger on the display, angling around to run broadside with their ship. 

"Can you read anything from them?" he asked.

"The transmissions are coded," she said. "I could break the codes but what's the point? Let's see what it's about."

She'd already set the external airlock, sucking out the air and opening the hatch to space. The patrol ship stood to, matching Curlew's alignment. A hatch in the ship's side opened, and four figures emerged, moving swiftly to cross the gap between the two ships.

"Propulsion packs. No mucking about with lines." Morgan stood. "We'd better let them in."

Ravindra followed Morgan along a corridor into the cargo bay, and waited with her beside the hatch, watching the gauge as the air pressure rose in the airlock, the indicator fading from orange to yellow to green. Hissing, the hatch slid aside. Two armored figures stepped forward, their faces invisible behind tinted faceplates. Short-barreled weapons were held loosely across their bodies, muzzles down. The message was obvious: 'we're armed but that's fine if you behave yourselves'.

"Welcome aboard," Ravindra said. "What can we do for you?"

The visor on the shorter man's helmet cleared, revealing a shrewd-eyed, older man whose gaze flicked over Ravindra, then Morgan, who leaned against the bulkhead. "Are you the captain?"

"No, I'm the owner. The captain is on the bridge. My name is Ravindra." The fellow would already know that from the data transmissions Curlew had sent to the space station. 

"We'll need to search your ship, Sir. It shouldn't take long." The man's tone was courteous and business-like.

Ravindra stepped aside. "Of course." 

The other two troopers joined their colleagues in the hold. One trooper headed aft toward the storage holds, while the other two clumped off to the passenger cabins and the bridge. 

"What are you looking for? Drugs? Contraband?" Ravindra asked the leader.

"Drugs, contraband, people." The officer lifted a shoulder, his lips curved briefly in a humorless smile. "We're stopping all foreign ships. It's just routine."

Morgan straightened up. "You have a problem with slavers?"

The man looked her over in far too personal a way. Ravindra quelled the frisson of annoyance. 

"You're the engineer?" the officer asked.

"Yes." She stared right back at him. "You have slavers here?"

The commander acknowledged the implied rebuke with the barest nod. "It has been known to happen."

"Is that what the freighter is about? The ragged ship with the tug?"

He locked eyes with her for a moment. "The ship has broken down. We're bringing it in for repair." 

"Hence the tug at her stern." Ravindra shot a glance at Morgan. Sometimes she didn't know when to shut up.

The commander nodded. "That's right. Break-downs happen. How long do you intend staying?"

"We'll stay here for a day or so, replenish supplies, and then head out," Ravindra said.

"Where have you been?"

It was on the route plan, Ravindra knew, but his own people would have been asking the same sorts of questions. "We're from Coromandel. I retired a couple of months ago and decided to take a closer look at the galaxy. I'd heard the lava flows on Rimatta were something to see. And they were. Then we spent a few days admiring the forests on Tel Sanna. We've come from there." He reeled off the story they'd all learnt during the trip through shift space.

Hard eyes focused on his face. "Uh-huh. What did you retire from?" 

"I was a Fleet Admiral." Meet his gaze, man to man. It showed honesty, Morgan had said. Some of these customs were going to prove difficult. Back at home, Ravindra would have slapped this fellow down for insolence.

The man's lips quirked. "I thought you came across military. Is that why you have all the armaments?"

"I feel more comfortable with weaponry. I've seen too many run-ins with pirates in my time." And wasn't that the truth. The fellow continued to try to stare him down. Ravindra managed a tight smile. After all, he'd told the truth, he was just a tourist. 

"You have the funds for your docking fees? I expect you realize we don't accept Coromandel currency, and we don't have a commercial treaty with your planet, so bank credits won't be accepted."

"We have Coalition credits," Ravindra said. From Morgan's account. It was a risk, but she said her accounts should be where she'd left them.

"The account's in my name," Morgan said. "I'll put the transfer in as soon as we're docked."

The commander's eyes narrowed.

"If there's a problem, we have hard currency," Ravindra said. "Gold, jewels. I intend to sell some at the first opportunity." And now let's see how honest you are.

The commander eyed Morgan. "You have the funds?" 

"That's right. I'm ex-Coalition star fleet," she said.

"You're with a Coromandel admiral?"

She chuckled. "You know what they say? Join the Star Fleet and see the planets? Well, I did. We met when I was on leave a year or two ago. He offered me a job when I got out. And it really isn't any of your business."

To his credit, the man laughed. "If the docking fees fall through, you won't be going anywhere. But I guess you know that."

The other three troopers, still anonymous behind their helmets, joined their leader, their armored footfalls loud in the confines of the ship. He gestured the troopers to the airlock. "You run a tight ship... Admiral. Enjoy your stay on Iniciara."

He stepped back into the airlock. Morgan slapped a hand on the hatch release.

Ravindra turned to Morgan, and raised his eyebrows. She would understand.

She shook her head. "No surveillance. They checked the holds and all the cabins. I wish I knew what they were really looking for." She let out a breath. "We still have to get through Customs."

"Would they recognize you for what you are?"

"A Supertech? No. They linked to my implant, of course, but the other piece of hardware in my head is hidden unless I want to advertise."

"Well, then. We have nothing to hide. We really are just tourists." Ravindra used his sanvad to contact Davaskar. "Take her in, Captain." 
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Morgan settled into the engineer's seat on the bridge. Captain Davaskar and first officer, Lieutenant Jirra, sat at their stations, a little tenser than usual. She fought the urge to take over, and pilot the ship in herself. That would be stupid. Davaskar and Jirra were more than competent. Besides, the station's docking systems had taken over, guiding Curlew toward the allocated bay. Up close, the structure's curved wall looked almost flat, the surface illuminated by the flashing beacon lights. The patrol visit still bothered her, although she wasn't sure why. Ravindra was right; at the end of the day, they were just a bunch of tourists from a far-flung location. She'd just have to hope that nobody went checking on Coromandel for an Admiral Ravindra. 

Curlew had reached the bay tunnel, sliding between the walls. An access ramp waited on the dock, ready to attach over the ship's external hatch. Proximity klaxons buzzed as the locking arms extended to hold the hull securely in place.

"Shut down all drives," Davaskar said.

Morgan let Jirra flip the switches. The clang reverberating through the hull heralded the ramp attaching. She took a deep breath. This was almost as bad as arriving on Ravindra's flagship, Vidhvansaka, when she didn't know anything about the aliens who had rescued her and Jones, and their disabled ship, the original Curlew. It might have been preferable if she hadn't used her own identity, but it was the easiest way to access funds. After she disappeared, Makasa would have had an alert put in place if anyone tried to access her account, but she could disable that, divert most of the funds to a new account and reapply the alert. Just as well she wasn't the sort to do anything really illegal. She could have cleaned out a bank.

She was on her feet as soon as the harness had retracted into the seat. Time to get moving. 

Ravindra and Prasad waited for her at the access ramp. They looked so different wearing dark brown contact lenses, especially Ravindra. Still, even without those hawkish amber eyes, he'd draw attention. The patrol commander had got it in one; he oozed military and authority. 

"Let's go."

She walked through the enclosed ramp into the station proper, along a passage which widened out into an entrance hall, where a barrier across the middle screened new arrivals. Morgan checked the signs. Those with a local id, and wearing a cranial implant, could pass through the leftmost gate. Locals without implants queued at the next gate, and foreign arrivals all went through a checkpoint on the right. Morgan motioned to the others and joined the rightmost line.

"Hardly a welcoming committee," Prasad said. 

He was right. She counted ten... no, eleven armed troopers cradling rifles, all hovering around the slow-moving queues. There must have been twenty people in front of her, and the officials at the desk seemed to be taking their time to process each person. Several were led away on the other side of the barrier. Her stomach churned. Steady, Morgan. Getting processed on Vidhvansaka was much worse than this.

"They seem to have an awful lot of foreign arrivals." Ravindra exchanged a stare with one of the guards ambling past them, his weapon cradled in one arm. Like the others, the man wore armor, but the face plate was open.

As their turn approached, Morgan enhanced her hearing to eavesdrop on the man being processed. Short in stature, dark haired, he looked well-fed and well-dressed, but his shoulders slumped when the hard-faced woman at the desk pushed a data stick back at him. "This is open ended. We don't accept open-ended arrivals from Solvaria."

"It's a business meeting, a negotiation. I don't know how long I'll need." The despair in his tone was obvious.

Morgan would have bet the woman rolled her eyes at this point, her voice oozing long-suffering boredom. "We don't accept open-ended arrivals. Either you book a return or you leave now." 

The visitor straightened up, jutting out his chin. "Fine. I'll book a return."

The woman gestured at a guard, who escorted the fellow away, while Morgan connected her implant to the station's data network. Solvaria. A list of items appeared in her mind. First things first: where was it, and what did it look like? The graphic displayed the usual cloud-covered sphere, a typical inhabited planet with a mass a little less than standard. Solvaria had been settled since before the Cyber Wars. Now, the weather patterns were changing. Storms had become more frequent and more severe, water levels were rising, and people were trying to leave. She flicked past rising unemployment rates, food shortages and riots, and looked for references to Solvaria in the local press. It seemed Solvarian arrivals were not popular.

"They're blocking arrivals from a planet called Solvaria," she told Prasad and Ravindra in Manesai. "It's in the nearest system to this one. Ocean levels are beginning to rise, society's collapsing, and people want to get out."

"I guess they would," Prasad said.

"Well, it seems they're not welcome. You should see all the comments panning these people because they don't use much tech. Ignorant, back-world, no-good, loafers. And they're the polite ones." Morgan jerked her eyebrows. "The news is full of reports of illegal immigration. I'll bet that's what that tramp freighter was about."

"Makes sense. It explains why they stopped us, too," Ravindra said.

"Next." The hard-faced woman gazed at them, one eyebrow arched, 'don't keep me waiting' etched onto her features.

As they stepped up to the desk, Morgan sensed the scanner check her implant, and wished once again that she could have pretended to be somebody else. But this was easier until she'd had a chance to hack their systems. Ravindra and Prasad handed over the ID sticks she'd created for them. Calm. She had to stay calm. This woman would have been trained to notice nervousness. She wouldn't get any from Prasad and Ravindra. The two of them might have been ordering drinks from a bar, not trying to slip past a planet's border control.

"You seem very busy," Prasad said, smiling at her.

The woman grunted, examining the data on the sticks. "A lot less busy than it has been." She locked gazes with Morgan, her blue eyes narrowed. "I see you were questioned about docking fees?" 

Morgan pressed down the bubbling irritation. She hated officious little, jumped-up, petty bureaucrats. "I'll do the transfer as soon as we're through. I notice you have a line of booths over there."

"Humph." The woman looked away. Morgan was almost ashamed of her delight at the small triumph. The official couldn't hold her gaze, even with the contacts in place. 

"Well, you've been warned about not making the payment." Smirking, the clerk thrust the IDs back at the two men and opened the exit gate. "Enjoy your stay."

Oh, that would go down well with Ravindra. The furrow between those black eyebrows attested to his reaction. "So far so good," Morgan said, lightly holding his arm. "Give me your ID stick. I'll go and organize the transfer."

Clutching Ravindra's ID stick, Morgan eased into the chair in the middle booth. A multi-dim transfer would cost a normal person, but not her. Using the data ports in her artificial eyes, she connected to the booth's input port and waited, watching the data packets fly between the logic gates like orchestrated lightning bolts. The booths were busy; two contained people transacting business, but not something she could use. Morgan wiled away the minutes, looking up a dress catalog with the human part of her mind, until someone entered the booth next to hers. She intercepted the data transmission, with its attendant security codes. Good enough to get her through to the multi-dim transmitter. 

Once before she had done a job for Makasa which required her to use a false identity. She'd stored the data on her implant for 'just in case'. 'Just in case' had arrived. She sent off a batch of transactions: create a new account in the name of Marion Sefton, remove the alert from her account, transfer funds to the new account, replace the alert. Her account had held a sizable amount of credit before she disappeared and it would have attracted interest. Even so, she left the balance in credit, toying briefly with the notion of diverting funds from somewhere else to top up the amount. No. That would be stealing. She wouldn't stoop to that, yet. They had assets they could sell, and her funds would take them a long way. Next, she created an account for Ravindra. When they sold their assets, the funds would go to him.

The responses came through for each transaction, then she lodged the docking fees with the station authorities. And now it was time for Morgan Selwood to disappear. Using her Supertech skills, she changed the name and history on her ordinary human implant to Marion Sefton.

Sucking in a huge breath, she rose casually to her feet and walked out of the booth. Once they left this port, she'd change the ship's name from Curlew to Ravindra's chosen name — Vulsaur, the flying beast tattooed on his shoulder.

Ravindra and Prasad had strolled on, looking in the windows in the station shops. She caught up with them outside a souvenir shop, where they were picking through the guide books. 

Ravindra looked up from the viewer and smiled as he took the ID back from her outstretched hand. "What now?" 

"Now we go and sell some jewelry." Iniciaran credits would be accepted on any Coalition planet.

"This way to the transfer shuttle." Prasad nodded his head at the overhead sign. 

A short walk brought them to a station, where they waited, with five other people, for the service to arrive. The doors hissed open as the automated voice announced the stop. The carriage wasn't crowded, but none of them bothered to sit, hanging on to the side rails instead. The two men gazed around them, interested in everything, their eyes moving to the people, then the advertising strips. Neither of them would have missed a thing. One young man smirked and had a quiet conversation with his companion, his eyes on the back of Ravindra's head. Morgan eavesdropped.

"Look at that. He's got a ponytail. What a ponce."

"Yeah, so has the other one. Wonder if they're a coupla naffs?"

Naffs. That was a new one. She found a definition in a language database, and choked down the laugh. She remembered trying to explain homosexuals to Ravindra. The idea of him and Prasad... Words failed her. She chuckled.

Ravindra raised his eyebrows at her.

"Nothing. Really." She rubbed a hand over her mouth to hide the smile.

The transit carriage slowed to a halt. A slightly tinny, mechanical voice announced, "This is the shuttle service. Passengers requiring transport to Neo Space Port should make their way to the departure gate immediately."

A chrono on the wall displayed a departure time: ten minutes. Morgan showed Ravindra how to use the data stick to buy tickets at a machine, then they joined the queue shuffling onto the waiting transport. Ravindra and Prasad slid into a window seat each, and Morgan settled next to Ravindra. 

***
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Ravindra didn't know where to look. They were all so different. The woman passing down the aisle had pale skin and straw-colored hair. And the fellow behind her had reddish hair and a face full of... what? It wouldn't be disease, would it? Ravindra placed a hand on Morgan's where it lay on the armrest. "The man passing now. Is he ill?"

She glanced around to look, then turned back to him, her lips twitching as she hid the grin. "They're freckles. You often see that with people with red hair. He's fine."

"I can't get over it. So many different colors, and even a few that look like us," he said as more people passed.

She grinned. "What did you expect? You saw the images from Curlew."

True, he had. But images weren't the same as the real thing. "I suppose I hadn't expected so much diversity."

"On some planets there's not a lot. I suppose it depends on their racial origins and how much they mix with people with different characteristics."

Most of the seats in the craft were filled. The doors closed, the harnesses came out of the seat back and locked over his shoulders. The ship jolted as it released from the station, then slid out of its holding bay into space. He loved space, the star-speckled, velvet blackness scattered with occasional jewels like this planet. Their destination, Neo, Iniciara's capital city, was situated on a peninsula jutting into the smallest of the planet's oceans. The descent slowed as the ship skimmed the atmosphere, sliding smoothly into the gravity well, where it deployed its wings. The aircraft banked, circling around for its landing approach, flying around the tops of buildings that towered high into the atmosphere, surrounded by a sea of swirling cloud. 

What would it have been like three thousand years ago, before the Cyber Wars? Artemis, the massive spaceship controlled by one of the fabled artificial intelligences, had been built here. The footage of events Artemis's AI had shown him and Morgan had been sketchy. By that time Artemis the ship was up here in space, further out even, beyond the planet's nearest moon. Her creator, a man she'd called Doctor Rosmenyo, told the AI to leave as a mob attacked his laboratory. The building would be gone, of course. Mobs became a single, wild animal intent on destruction. What they didn't destroy couldn't have lasted three thousand years.

The shuttle swept lower, shuddering with the dull rumble of the reverse thrusters. Ravindra glanced at Morgan. She seemed tense, but then he probably was, too. Outside the cloud thickened, the outlines of buildings becoming increasingly ghostly in the haze. One more burst of power, and then the ship settled onto its landing pads. They waited in their seats while most of the other passengers struggled to stand, wedged in the narrow aisles with bags and jackets. At last, Morgan slipped out behind Prasad, and he followed, out of the aircraft and into an arrivals hall. 

The tension in the place was palpable, a cloying, invisible blanket. People spoke in subdued voices, few laughed or even smiled. Armed guards cradling weapons stood near the exits, loitered around the walls, watched the stream of people heading for baggage collection or the exits. This was not a happy planet. 

Morgan hesitated, craning her head.

"That way," Prasad said. "We want the western suburbs for the jewelry sector."

She grinned at him. "You've done your homework."

Prasad was already walking toward one of the doors. "Of course. It's my job."

Ravindra wrinkled his nose. The closer they were to the external doors, the more the air stank, an olfactory kaleidoscope of rot, mold, body odor and who knew what else? Prasad clearly thought so, too, his nostrils were twitching. Each time the doors slid open, another waft of the outside blasted in. Even Morgan had curled a lip. Never mind. They wouldn't be on this world long. At least, Ravindra hoped not.

Outside, the people dispersed, catching transport or walking off along grimy pavements to merge with the throng. Ravindra gazed through the murk at rows of rectangular buildings rising along both sides of the streets. He couldn't see far. A block away, the buildings faded into shadowy shapes in the smog. Somebody jostled him and muttered what he assumed was an obscenity. The fellow disappeared into the crowd. 

Morgan pulled Ravindra toward a line of vehicles standing along the curb.

"These are autocabs," she said. "You get them in most Coalition cities. They're not cheap, but I don't want to wade through this dump."

She pushed Ravindra's ID stick into a unit in the door, causing the top to slide back. When they were seated, Morgan asked Prasad to set the destination on the vehicle's city display. As soon as he'd touched the screen and confirmed, the top slid back into place. Ravindra took a lungful of clean, recycled air as the machine drove into the sparse traffic before rising above the pavement.

"Is it always like this?" Prasad asked, his gaze on the grimy facades. 

"I haven't been here before, and I'll tell you for free I won't be coming again if I can help it," Morgan said. "This city is a basket case. I'd make a pretty good guess their effluent disposal units aren't coping."

Prasad cocked an eyebrow. "Neither are their pavements."

The autocab landed in a road as canyon-like and filthy as where they'd come from, and it took off again when they had alighted in front of a windowless office building, identical to those on the rest of the street. 

Prasad checked his sanvad. "This is the right address. This Forbes character has good reviews. Let's see how we go." He pressed a button next to the closed door.

"Can I help you?" a voice said. 

"Forbes Jewelers?"

The door slid aside.

The interior of the building turned out to be much cleaner than the outside. A guard sitting behind a desk rose to his feet when they entered, his hand hovering over the butt of the weapon at his hip. 

Eyes narrowing, he ran his gaze over them. "Do you have any weapons?"

"No."

He did something with his hands behind the desk and jerked his head to the left. "Through there."

Ravindra strode through the open door into a spacious, carpeted office. A short, wiry woman with a young body and old, shrewd eyes stood behind a desk that took up half the space. 

She smiled, showing gleaming white teeth, while she evaluated them. "I'm Forbes. What can I do for you?" 

Prasad pulled a sack from his jacket, and poured three uncut gems onto his palm, jiggling them to make sure the light caught the fire in their hearts. "We have gems for sale. Would you care to offer us a price?"

The woman was good at hiding her emotions, but Ravindra had noted the dilation of her pupils. She was impressed, and so she should be. An expert had chosen the best quality gems for this trip. 

"Come and sit down." Forbes waved a hand at visitors' chairs in front of her desk and sat down, elbows on the table, fingers interlaced. Her mass of curly, blonde hair hung around her shoulders, framing a face which had once been beautiful, and now looked well-tended.

Prasad put the gems on the desk. 

The jeweler gazed at the stones for a long moment, then glanced up. "Why do you need to sell these?"

"We don't need to sell these," Prasad said. "But we see some advantages in obtaining further reserves of your currency."

"Let me see." 

Forbes examined each with a jeweler's eye piece, then took a device out of a desk draw. She placed each gem, one at a time, on a tray, and read off the results. "Yes, they're good." She named a price.

Prasad's eyebrows shot up. "You're joking, aren't you? I checked the market prices on the exchange for gems of this quality. That's half what they're worth."

The jeweler waved a hand. "I'd be taking a risk. You're Solvarian, aren't you?"

"No, madam," Ravindra said. "We're from Coromandel."

"Oh." Frowning she gazed down at the gems again. "Even so..."

For the first time, Morgan moved, leaning forward, her hands on her knees. "Why do you think we're Solvarian?"

"Not you," Forbes waved a hand in dismissal. "But you two gentlemen don't have an implant. Neither do the Solvarians. And your clothes..." She waved her hand again. "You look foreign."

"What if we were Solvarian?" Morgan demanded.

"Well... it becomes difficult. Not the gems, you understand. You. I expect you'd be illegal immigrants, yes? Oh, don't misconstrue. I appreciate your circumstances. I'd be doing what I could to get off that planet, too. Especially if you can afford it, which you clearly can." Forbes glanced between them, assessing, waiting.

"Like he said, we're from Coromandel," Morgan said. 

"Can you prove it?" Forbes's gaze rested on Ravindra, a hint of a smile tugging at her cheek. "Because I might be able to assist you." Her voice trailed off, hinting at a question. Ravindra filled in the end of the sentence; 'might be able to assist you if you are Solvarian'.

Morgan snorted. "Oh, for fuck's sake. We don't need any other services you might be offering." She started to stand.

Ravindra pulled her back down, despite the glower. Ah, my love, you'll never make a negotiator. "What does she need as proof?" he asked Morgan in Manesai.

"Let her check your ID stick," Morgan said. "She can only see the public data."

"Check for yourself," Ravindra said, handing over the stick.

Forbes ran a scanner over the device. Ravindra thought she seemed disappointed. Perhaps aiding illegal immigrants was a lucrative side activity. "Would you like to reconsider your offer for the gems, madam? We can take our business elsewhere."

In the end they accepted a little less than the market price, paid electronically into Ravindra's account. Morgan gave him a tiny half-wink, the agreed signal that the transaction had been made.

"Do you have any plans for the remainder of your time here?" Forbes fluttered her eyelashes. 

Ravindra could swear she was flirting. If she was, she was wasting her time.

"I'm interested in relics from the Cyber Wars," Prasad interjected. "Is there anywhere in the city with a collection? Artifacts? Books?"

Forbes pursed her lips. "There's not much. If my memory serves me from my school days, very little survived the Conflagration. But there is a museum at the university. I think it's open to the public." She checked on her screen. "Yes, it is. Free admission, too. I'd take a cab if I were you. You'll have to pass through an unsavory part of town."

Ravindra stood. "Thank you, madam. We'll take your advice."

She beamed. Was that a wink? "My pleasure. Do come again if there's anything else I can help you with." Forbes twirled her fingers through a lock of blonde hair trailing on her shoulder.

Ravindra almost shuddered. Even if Morgan hadn't been with him, Forbes would not be a temptation.

Outside on the street, Morgan grinned at him, her eyes twinkling. "I think she fancies you." 

Prasad tried unsuccessfully to swallow a snort.

Ravindra raised an eyebrow at her. "She's not my type." 

She chuckled. "I'd say she's old enough to be your mother."

Ravindra put his arm around her. "A touch of jealousy, my love?"

She shrugged him away. "There's a rank of autocabs further down the block."

They entered the first one, and she selected the destination.

The taxi rose into the turgid sky, following the street away from the relatively clean business district. The colored displays of what looked like a shopping area caught Ravindra's eye before the vehicle landed in a crowded, littered street. The building didn't look any different from its neighbors, a gray tower of moldering stone. Steps led to a short, arched tunnel, ending in a closed, heavy door.

"Are you sure this is the right place?" Ravindra asked, climbing out of the vehicle onto the pavement.

Morgan raised a shoulder. "The sign reads 'Radthorpe University'." She gestured at the words etched into the stone arch above the tunnel. Time had eaten away the edges of the letters, making them hard to read. 

"Well, come on, Prasad," Ravindra said as the cab flew away. "You're the amateur historian. Show us your skills."

Grinning, Prasad stepped toward the building. A man sitting in a guardhouse in the arch rose, his hand hooked into his belt next to the butt of a hand gun. "Greetings." 

"You have a museum for the Cyber Wars?" Prasad asked.

"Yes." The guard looked them over, appeared to decide they were no threat and relaxed a little. Opening the door, he pointed a finger. "That way down the passage and turn left. I'll let the curator know you're coming." 

The door creaked shut, like a scene in some absurd horror vid. Dim lights illuminated a passage smelling of decay. Dark patches of mold bloomed on walls that bulged slightly. This university had seen better days. 

A tall young man waited for them at the end of the passage. When he smiled, lines crinkled around his eyes. "Afternoon. We don't get many visitors. I'm Rick Yamoto." He swung the door wide. "Come right in."

Ravindra stepped down onto a stone-flagged floor in a room that resembled a vault, a series of arches traversing the length of the room. Display cases lined a central walkway. Yamoto led the way, talking to Prasad, while Morgan trailed behind them.

"We used to have virtual environments in booths along the walls," Yamoto said. "But people can do that sort of thing at home these days, can't they? So now we just provide central storage for the few artifacts we've been able to find."

"And they're in these display cases?" Prasad said, stopping next to the first one.

"That's right. They're all vacuum sealed, of course. Except for the written books. They're invaluable, and the originals are sealed in a vault. But we do have replicas here."

Ravindra glanced at fragments of vases, cups, and plates. Here and there, complete objects had survived: bottles, pots and pans, and sometimes more poignant relics like a child's doll with a missing arm, and a singed teddy bear. All very interesting, he supposed, but it didn't get them anywhere.

Morgan leaned over another case. He joined her.

"Computer artifacts. They don't know what they did." She pointed at a button-like object. "They think this is memory. Data storage. But they're not sure."

"Does the name Doctor Rosmenyo mean anything to you?" Prasad asked Yamoto. "A colleague mentioned the name when she learned we were coming here, she suggested we visit."

Yamoto's smile brightened the room. "Of course I've heard of him. He's one of the evil magicians of the bad old days."

Ravindra exchanged glances with Morgan and Prasad. Evil magician?

The scholar chuckled. "Apart from the relics you see here, all we have about the Conflagration is from accounts written later, as life started to settle down. I expect you know Humanity was on the verge of extinction?" He waited for the nod. "Good. Here on Iniciara, as society began to recover, the survivors formed a new religion, based on the belief that the Conflagration was a battle between the forces of good, and the forces of evil."

"The forces of evil being the machines?" Morgan said. 

Ravindra thought she looked more than a little somber.

"Correct." Yamoto nodded at her, as if she'd just passed a test. "Rosmenyo was a scientist, and we guess a wealthy man. Come along here." Beckoning, he led them to a screen, and entered a search for the letters 'ROS'. A two-dimensional, scratched and stained image of a low, squat building appeared.

"That's the original image," Yamoto said. "It's ancient, dating back to before the Conflagration. Enhanced, it looks like this."

The stains and scratches disappeared, and letters became visible on a sign on the building's roof. "It's not in Standard, of course. But we've translated the script and it reads 'Rosmenyo Enterprises'."

A thrill coursed down Ravindra's spine. Their first, definitive clue. This might have been the place being attacked by a mob when Rosmenyo was killed.

"Do you know anything else about this place?" Morgan stared at the picture, the tension in her posture showing a level of interest she hadn't displayed earlier.

Yamoto shook his head. "Not a thing, sorry. We don't know where it was or what it was used for. But the Nikatians certainly think they do."

"Nikatians?" Morgan asked.

"A religious group. It was very powerful for over a thousand years." The archeologist leaned against the display stand, arms folded. "These days, of course, religion is something of a backwater, but you'll still find churches and cathedrals to Nikat. Nikat's the name of our star. It's sort of sun worship, I suppose, where the sun represents the 'life force'." He added the quotes around the words with his fingers.

"Anyway, back to Rosmenyo. The earliest, hand-written books refer to him as having dabbled in the dark arts. There's a passage where the author rails against men who presume to usurp Nikat and create life, weird mutants who would do their evil bidding, like the menace from beyond the stars." Yamoto pulled a face as he spoke, hunched over, his fingers crunched into claws.

Ravindra refrained from glancing at Morgan. She'd be thinking the same thing: Artemis's clone warriors.

"Ridiculous, of course." Yamoto dropped his hands to his sides. "But it suggests Rosmenyo was working on genetics."

"What happened to him?" Prasad asked.

"No idea. The book says he and his works were destroyed. When, where?" The young man shrugged. "Who knows?"

Prasad frowned. "The other group you spoke of, was that here, on this planet?"

"We suspect not. The religious writers knew there were other inhabited star systems. If you look at it logically, 'the menace from beyond the stars' could be something like a group, or even a man called 'menace', or some similar word, on another planet."

It could indeed. And could that group or man have been involved with the genesis of the Manesai? "Where are the books you've spoken of?" Ravindra asked.

"They're ancient, and very fragile," Yamoto said. "The Nikatian Cathedral here in Neo has them in its vaults. But the university has translations available to anyone who wants them."

"We'd certainly be interested," Prasad said.

"You can study them here in the university library, or you could buy your own copies." Yamoto glanced between them, eager as a puppy. "You'd have to pay for them, though."

"How much?" Ravindra asked.

Yamoto named a price.

It seemed like a lot of money, but in a way this was now part of Manesai history. Artemis's clone army had killed many Manesai citizens. And who knew? Morgan might be able to unravel something more. Ravindra used his data stick to pay.

"Can you give us the books on a data stick?" Morgan said. "The gentlemen don't have implants."

Yamoto's eyebrows shot up. "Goodness me. I don't know how you cope. I'll be back in a minute."

"So," Morgan said. "Are either of you interested in seeing the Nikatian Cathedral?"

"Is there any point?" Ravindra replied. "I'm not much interested in religion."

"Like the Krystor Temple?" Her eyes glittered with mischief. She certainly knew how to rile him.

"That was a ruin. This is a working cathedral. Or so I assume."

Yamoto returned, his boots ringing on the flagstones. 

"Is it worth visiting the Cathedral? Is there anything we could see from the Conflagration?" Prasad asked, taking the data stick from the scholar.

"Some of the art is nice. They have these magnificent, lurid holos of the battles between the machines and the humans. Totally fanciful, of course, although they did a wonderful job of depicting the enormous fighting machines." 

Fighting machines, Ravindra thought. Now that would be interesting.

"Would they know any more about Rosmenyo?" Prasad placed the data stick into his pocket.

Yamoto shook his head. "I shouldn't think so. Nothing that you won't find in the books. Trust me, I'm researching a doctoral paper on the relics of the Conflagration, why they survived, how. You'll find nothing more there. I suspect the Church had a lot to do with finally obliterating anything that survived in the early years."

"You said you wouldn't think they'd know any more?" Prasad said. "What was your experience with them?"

The young man fidgeted, chewing at his lip. "It's all myths and legends," he said at last. "How much is true? Who knows? But it's worth seeing the Cathedral, if only for the art."

"The myths?" Prasad prompted.

"You'll find them all recorded on the data stick." The young man glanced between him and Prasad, then Morgan. "If there's anything else?"

"Thank you for your time and your knowledge, Mister Yamoto. We're most grateful." Ravindra employed his political voice, the one he used to charm the ministers. 

"I'll second that," Morgan said, smiling. "You certainly know what you're talking about."

A flush flared on Yamoto's cheeks and spread. "My pleasure. It's always nice to talk about a man's passion."

"We should be getting on," Ravindra said, moving toward the door.

The young man locked the door behind him when they left the museum. "Back along the corridor, turn right and you'll be back at the entrance. Nice to have met you." That last was mostly aimed at Morgan, who grinned.

Ravindra slung an arm around her shoulders and bent to murmur, "I suspect he might have indulged in some other passions, given half a chance."

She rolled her eyes. "Not jealous, again?"

He chuckled and let her go. Jealous of that weed? Definitely not. But it didn't hurt to remind her of where she stood. Ravindra inclined his head at the guard, before stepping back into grubby reality. 

Ravindra gazed ruefully around a shabby, relatively empty street. "Where's the cathedral?"

"The other side of town," Morgan said. "But visiting hours are over. We'll have to go tomorrow." She gazed around. "No sign of a cab, and I don't know how to call one."

"As I recall, it wasn't far. A walk will probably do us good," Ravindra said.

He set off up the paved road the autocab had followed. The further he walked, the more crowded and ugly the streets became. This city was in trouble. Blocks of identical, gerry-built apartments rising to unknown heights in the murky sky formed a dark, litter-strewn gully teeming with people. Several beggars sat on the pavement, holding makeshift signs, overflowing bins mocked the rubbish on the road, dirt and graffiti defaced the buildings, and the smells and stenches fought for attention. Blank-faced people slouched next to doorways, eyeing the passers-by. More and more often, the stares seemed to be directed at them. Ravindra tried to fob off the feeling of unease, but the air fairly simmered with animosity. Somebody pushed past Morgan, throwing her off balance. She swore and staggered.

Prasad ranged up beside Ravindra. "We seem to be attracting a bit of attention."

"Yes." Ravindra took Morgan's arm, holding her closer. 

She shrugged him off. "I'm fine. It's a bit tense, isn't it?"

"Is this the way we came?"

She pulled a face. "Yes. But we were up there." She pointed at the sky.

"The sooner we get out of here, the better I'll like it." Ravindra's flesh tingled, a warning he'd learned to heed. He gazed around him, scanning for trouble as he walked

Some sort of skirmish had broken out ahead of them. Two or three people were exchanging words, pushing. Ravindra's pulse sped up a notch. Let's get past, move on. The dull thwack of a fist hitting flesh rang clear, followed by a cry of pain. 

Morgan stopped. Ravindra grasped her shoulder. "Morgan..."

She thrust him away. "That was a kid or a woman being hit." She'd barely finished the words before she'd wriggled her way in between the spectators. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"

Ravindra stared over their heads. A woman knelt on the ground, moaning. A scowling youth stood over her, his fist raised. "Give me my money, you bitch." This felt bad. All these people were enjoying the show.

The woman on the ground stumbled to her feet, a hand on her cheek. Then she spat in her assailant's face.

"You filthy..." Ravindra didn't understand the rest but it would have been the usual invective. The man slapped her hard enough to send the woman down again, then bent, his arm outstretched to grip her hair. 

Morgan sprang forward and slammed into the attacker's side, sending him staggering. "That'll do, pal."

"Keep out of this," he snarled, fighting to regain his balance. "She's a thieving piece of Solvarian shit."

Damn and blast. We don't need this. Ravindra shoved into the crowd and grasped Morgan's arm. "Come on, Morgan. This is not a good idea."

The man had dragged the woman back onto her feet. Young and thin, with long dark hair, she would have been pretty without the swelling bruise on her left cheek. A trickle of blood oozed from the corner of her mouth. 

Morgan snatched her arm away. "We can't just let this happen." She faced the fellow, hands on her hips. "What has she done to deserve a beating?"

"She stole from me. Ask her where she got that money." Spittle flew from the thug's lips. The crowd growled.

The girl shook her head. "I didn't steal. He paid me—"

"I didn't get what I paid for."

The spectators were baying for blood. Damn damn damn. "We don't want a fight," Ravindra said.

The thug's lip curled. "Illegal bloody immigrants. We don't need 'em here. They take our jobs, our houses. There's not enough for us. They should go back to where they came from." He aimed a kick at the girl, who dodged.

The audience rumbled agreement.

"You didn't mind screwing her, though." Contempt dripped in Morgan's tone.

"Are you one of them, too?" The words came from the side, where a big man tapped a metal bar on his hand. "You're not from around here." The big man curled his lip at Ravindra and Prasad. "And what're youse? With your girly hair. Hey? Some kinda naffs?"

The crowd tittered.

"We're foreign. We're on our way back to our ship. We just want to find our way to the space port." Ravindra felt, rather than saw, Morgan look up at him, and he grasped her arm in a grip she wouldn't be able to shift. Sometimes she was a complete and absolute idiot.

The man with the metal bar spat deliberately on the ground, his eyes on Ravindra's face. The crowd around them was growing. This was degenerating into a mob. Judging by the lowered brows and tense expressions, they wouldn't get any help here. Time to take charge.

"We'll be on our way." Ravindra strode forward, dragging Morgan with him, thrusting between the bodies pressed around him. He stumbled on a broken slab. And there was Metal Bar, his teeth bared like a snarling dog, the bar hefted in his hand. 

Ravindra snatched the weapon before his attacker had finished the step. "I think you'd better go. Don't you?"

The look of surprise faded from the man's eyes, replaced with red-faced rage. "Yeah? Yer big, but ya can't beat us all. Get them." He lunged forward. 

Ravindra dodged, tripped him and flattened him with a blow to the back with the iron bar. Somebody shoved him in the back. He swung around and floored the thug with a punch to the jaw while he rammed the metal bar into the gut of another. "We can't afford this. Prasad, get her out of here."

But Prasad had his hands full, twisting the knife out of a second boy's hands, followed up with a push that sent the lad cannoning into some of the spectators. The shouts merged into a roar, a many-headed monster looking to maim and gouge. Ravindra picked up the next attacker, and tossed him at a new group of attackers, who fell into a struggling heap.

The throb of an approaching engine drowned out the wail of a siren. The crowd not immediately involved in the fight scattered. Authority was the last thing they needed. Ravindra picked Morgan up, threw her over his shoulder and ran.
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Ravindra dodged down the nearest alley, a noisome tunnel between the buildings. Judging by the stink, it was commonly used as a toilet. Morgan had stopped struggling while he ran, but now she wriggled. "Put me down," she hissed. "I'm not a sack of taters."

Swallowing the snort, he set her back on her feet, eyeing the entrance, looking for Prasad or the police. Prasad had been right behind him. Ravindra's stomach muscles clenched. Prasad was as close to a friend as any man he knew. If they lost him, it would be all her fault. Sometimes her stupidity defied belief.

Morgan's voice was a whisper behind him. "If we go down here, we should be able to get back to a main road, and around to the space port."

"We're waiting for Prasad." 

"Of course we are," she snapped. 

Anger raged into his gut. He'd give her annoyed. He glared at her over his shoulder. "What possessed you? The last thing we can afford is a run-in with the authorities."

She glared back at him. "I hate seeing innocent people being beaten up by bullies." 

"Innocent? She was a prostitute trying to steal the rest of his money."

"Maybe. So why was she a prostitute?" 

Did she really expect to take on the social system on a planet they were just passing through? 

She pursed her lips. "Okay, I'm sorry." She certainly didn't look sorry, her eyes like slits. "Just don't treat me like a little kid or a... a sack of taters."

Outside in the street, the mob roared. Sirens wailed, voices shouted, footsteps thudded past. Ravindra's heart pounded. Somebody would be looking down here very soon, and then it would be run, or act the innocent. A figure slipped into the alley. Ravindra pressed back against the wall, ready to strike. Prasad. Ravindra sighed with relief.

"Okay?" Ravindra asked.

Prasad brushed his hand down his sleeve. "Filthy, bruised, but a lot better than the fellows who attacked me." 

Weren't they all? "Morgan has a way out. Hurry."

Ravindra followed Morgan, jogging along between the slimy walls. This place stank so badly, his eyes were watering. His foot slipped as he stepped in something. Behind them, the racket became a muted hubbub. 

"Slow down," Ravindra said when they had turned a corner. He didn't add the rest; they would both realize that running would be seen as guilt—although running would get them out of this stinking warren faster. Their footfalls, little more than a rustle or a squelch, disappeared as if swallowed up by the fetid fog surrounding them.

They turned a corner. Finally. Ravindra's spirits soared. Daylight straight ahead. Three blocks away, the space port's glowing lights beckoned.

"Let's hope Captain Davaskar has finished the replenishment." Prasad rubbed his face, and scowled at his filthy fingers. "I have no desire to hang around here any longer than we have to."

"Agreed." Ravindra glanced at Morgan, walking uncharacteristically quietly beside him. If she thought he was finished with her, she could think again.

Inside the space port, the overhead news screens showed views of a riot in the city, gangs of youths brawling. Three people were confirmed dead. Police were in attendance, and dozens of people had been arrested. 

Ravindra's steward, Tullamarran, came to greet them as they entered the ship, his nose wrinkling.

"I know, Tullamarran," Ravindra said. "We all stink. This planet stinks. Get me new clothes, will you? You can probably destroy these."

***
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Ellen Cruickshank closed the door to her temporary quarters and sank onto the sofa. Just a couple more days of testing, and she could go home to Torreno. Sometimes Fleet did crazy things. The new Firebrand fighters had been rushed into deployment, and she'd had to come to this ghastly planet to ensure the computer systems were running as they should. The work could have, should have, been done in the ship yards off Torreno. Inefficient, incompetent idiots.

She gazed around the room, at blank walls, worn carpet and shabby furniture. The whole damn planet was like that; over-used and showing the effects. She couldn't wait to get out of here, back to her apartment and Tom.

Sighing, she crossed over to the kitchen and poured herself a drink. Might as well watch the news, she thought. Her implant connected with the room's data port to switch on the set. A screen cleared on the far wall.

Even the news was predictable. She sagged back onto the couch, sipping at her wine. There'd been a brawl in the city, in one of the horrible slum areas, the locals versus newly-arrived immigrants from Solvaria. The police chief, a paunchy man with a luxuriant mustache, crowed over the arrest of a few of the ring-leaders. Never local, of course; they were terrorist infiltrators from Solvaria. It wouldn't be long before the two planets were involved in an out-and-out war. Then again, that's what the Coalition Government thought, too, which was why the Firebrands had been deployed here. Solvaria couldn't hope to win a conflict, but desperate people try desperate actions. Makasa had explained the politics before he sent her to Iniciara.

The news report zeroed in on a segment of the crowd, while the local Chief of Police provided commentary. 

"This man, Confid Lesak, was identified on our surveillance cameras. You can see him here, starting the fight." The police chief pointed a pudgy finger at a man wielding an iron bar. The man he attacked disarmed him, and then the mob became a many-headed monster, howling for blood. The footage didn't linger, moving on to another of the terrorists, who'd been in the crowd as well.
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