
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE PLIGHT

OF

THE ELI’AHTNA

War of the Second Iteration

Book Three

by

Thomas Watson

The Plight of the Eli’ahtna: War of the Second Iteration, Book Three, by Thomas Watson

Copyright ©2013 by Thomas Watson

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact the author at:

desertstarsbks@gmail.com .

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

Cover Artwork by Fiona Jayde Media

Copyright © 2018, All Rights Reserved

––––––––

[image: ]


​

[image: image]DESERT STARS PUBLISHING

With thanks to Brian Gross, Frances Gross, Molly Black, and Stephanie Hansen for their assistance as beta readers, and to my wife Linda for assistance with combined beta reading and proofreading.

––––––––

[image: ]


The work you are about to read was created without the use of generative AI.

James Phillip Watson

July 27, 1962 — June 17, 2011



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER ONE



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]
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HE WAS AWAKE AND AWARE; in darkness and silence so profound it provoked only terror. No sight, no sound, no touch — just awareness and fear. The Great Void was in his soul - naked in the dark, a mote of existence without form. Terror set his heart racing...

John realized he could feel his heart beating, and that changed everything. There was a feeling of being wrapped around something physical, and that sudden sense of a point of contact drew him back from the abyss. His senses began to return to him, and awareness of his limbs followed. Everything buzzed and twitched as if he had just been shot by a stun gun, at maximum setting. He drew a gasping breath of black, icy, ozone-tainted air and tried to find his voice. Eventually it came back to him and he whispered, “Wirolen?”

“Here.” She sounded frightened and uncertain. “I am here. Wherever that is.”

The relief he felt hearing her voice, knowing that she was alive, was as intense as his fear. Her words were in Leyra’an, and he heard them as such. John replied to her in her language. “I am still strapped in, so we are aboard the Eli’ahtna.” He tried to move his arms and unhook the harness, anxious to go to her, but his arms, hands, and fingers proved uncooperative. He gave it up, letting his painfully tingling arms and legs go limp. “Can you see?”

“No.” Her voice trembled.

“Neither can I. So it is merely dark. We are not blind.”

“John, what happened to us?” 

John tried to turn and face toward the sound of her voice. The attempt triggered a wave of nausea; he fought for control and, mercifully, prevailed. Without the feeling of the seat against his back and straps across his chest he would have been completely disoriented, drifting and helpless in zero-g. “Our field went active just as those ships appeared.”

“I think so,” Wirolen replied. “Oh – yes, I am sure of it! By all the gods ever known, there must have been a cross-amplification! The node would have reacted to us as if we were a much larger vessel with incredible field strength. We followed the assigned vector, but...”

“No telling how far we went before we encountered a mass large enough to haul us in,” he finished bleakly, being all too aware of the phenomenon. They could be almost anywhere along their route, but could not count on being in a settled star system. “We need to get some light and make a proper assessment of our systems. I have no desire to simply sit here in the dark until we freeze to death!”

“I can almost work the harness,” she said.

“My fingers do not bend,” John told her. “Neither will my arms. I did not know an amplified field could injure you in this way!”

“Any electrical field would have been caught and crossed up in the feedback,” she said. “The stronger the field, the more badly it is disrupted. That is why the ship is dead, and we are not.” He could hear Wirolen fumbling with straps and buckles, then there came a wordless sound of exasperation. Something bumped into him, and John managed to fling his half-numb arms around her. The tingling in his hands exploded into burning pain; he gritted his teeth to avoid an audible reaction. In a moment they were clinging hard to each other, making a warm space between them. He felt the smoothness of her scaled cheek against his.

“John – I am afraid,” she whispered into his ear.

“Me, too.” He could barely keep his arms around her, they trembled so much, but somehow he managed. He put his forehead to hers and said, “Help me get loose. We need to find our way to the lock. The EVA suits have lights. If the batteries survived.”

“Batteries should be alive,” she said, her hands groping down the edges of the harness. She stopped, cursed, and called herself a fool. “There are emergency glows stowed in the control compartment. I just need to find my way to them.” She drew away from him, and he heard soft sounds as her hands worked their way along the control panel to the bulkhead. He heard a latch click and Wirolen let out a tiny sound of relief. A moment later a pale blue light appeared, illuminating her hands, face, and torso. “There. It will brighten slowly, to spare our eyes.”

“Good,” John said, though the soft light still seemed harsh to his dark-adapted vision.

Wirolen pressed it to the bulkhead, and it stayed put. She reached into the storage compartment and pulled a second light from it, a dome-shaped object a dozen or so centimeters in diameter, with a smooth, glassy surface. Wirolen rubbed her slim hand over it and a glint of light came to life inside, and then a soft glow filled the thing, spilling out into the cabin.

“Let there be light, indeed!” John said with fervent relief. His hands were finally working again, and in a moment he was free of the harness and able to push up and away. “Time to see what we have to work with.”

“Nothing,” she whispered as her eyes swept the instrumentation. “Everything is dead.” The controls on the panels and displays around them were all glassy and dark, glittering in the pale, blue light of the emergency glows. Wirolen pulled herself back into her seat and wrapped the harness around her chest, fastening it just enough to hold her in place. Her fingers danced across the main panel, to no avail. “If the reactor is still with us, the safety cutoffs must have tripped. We need to go aft and check the drive section directly.”

“It is cold,” John said, continuing to speak in Leyra’an. He was a bit more fluent in her language than she was in his, and they could not afford a miscommunication. “And the temperature is dropping. That looks like frost forming over the panels. We need warmer clothes, first.”

“EVA jumpers,” Wirolen said. 

They made their way back to the main lock and opened the EVA storage compartment, working by the light of emergency glows brought out by Wirolen from other storage bays. They pulled out the insulated inner garments, including hoods, boots and gloves, over which a suit would go. Dressed in these garments, hands still felt the chill, and the cold bit at noses and ears, but there was no longer any immediate danger of hypothermia. They each took a small torch from the tool kits attached to the suits. Wirolen led him back the rest of the way into the stern, where they found more glassy control panels, sparkling with frost crystals in the narrow beams of lights they wielded. A few yellow lights blinked in the center of the engineering display.

“The reactor must be in safe mode,” she said. “But we have enough power stored to bring the redundant systems back on line.” She tapped keys as she spoke, and then muttered a curse. “That is not right! The power will not transfer. There must be too many damaged components in the systems. We need to run traces to find the flaws, then patch in the spares we have in storage.”

“Any idea how long that could take?”

“Hours,” she said. Then added, clearly exasperated, “Days! Weeks! This is a job for a crew of engineers, not a single pilot!”

“Ah, now, stay calm, my love,” John said. He nudged himself toward her, then held her firmly, their breath steaming and mingling in the soft light. “We can do this. We will wear EVA suits if things freeze up before we are done. We have food and water in the emergency stores, and the suit power systems can be patched into the emergency circuits long enough to do the diagnostics. We start with the most vulnerable systems, those most likely to blow in a power surge.”

“Yes,” said Wirolen. “Yes. Forgive me. I am more than a little frightened, still.”

He took her hands in his and pressed them to his chest. “As am I. Nothing to be ashamed of.”

The temperature dropped steadily, lending an added urgency to the effort. The colder things became, the harder it would be to restore the systems, so their first priority was heat. It took hours to trace circuits using the gear in the EVA locker, and when they paused to warm each other’s hands for the fifth time, Wirolen was clearly worried over their lack of progress. 

“Have faith, sip’ya,” he said, this time in the Human tongue. “I don’t believe this is where we are meant to end.”

“No,” she replied firmly, and they returned to the task.

More than two hours after that, as exhaustion stole up on them and had them thinking fondly of sleep, they isolated a damaged power conduit that when replaced, allowed them to power up their emergency systems. Currents of air flowed, brighter light came up, and basic system ready-lights were sprinkled like tiny blue gems across the control boards in the forward compartment. They shouted and whooped and clung to each other as warmth flowed from the heaters and the air quickly lost its chill.

“Do we have enough instruments online to see where we are?” John asked.

“No,” she replied. “We have much work yet to do. But we should eat and rest, first. While we can.”

“Agreed.” They went to the small galley where, using as little power as possible, they prepared a meal, and then ate it in silence. Afterwards, they made their way amidships to their quarters. John would have thought his companion too exhausted for anything other than a nap, but she proved otherwise, desperately so. They made love with an almost frightening intensity, perhaps pushing the limits of safety under zero-g conditions, and then held to each other tightly until sleep finally came.

When they woke up and ate again, they used their partially restored emergency systems to determine the true extent of the damage to the Eli’ahtna. The news started out very bad, with the discovery that they completely lacked external sensors, and grew frighteningly worse when they discovered the matrix drive was offline.

“There is no response,” Wirolen said. “The diagnostic systems cannot find it to check on it. There must be damage to the link between the flight systems and the drive pod.”

“We found nothing when we checked the system from inside,” John pointed out.

“There must be physical damage outside,” she said. “On the other side of the shielding.”

“We need to go out there and check,” John said.

“Yes, but we must first do something about our external sensors. I believe that problem is with circuits inside the ship. If we go out blind and the drive pod has lost any of its shielding, we will be killed by the radiation almost immediately.”

And so they set to work again, testing and tracing, though this time in greater comfort, with normal lighting and warm air. Most of that day was spent when Wirolen suddenly crowed triumphantly, “I have found it!” In minutes they were able to make the necessary replacements and put patches on damaged connections. With the work complete, they returned to the forward compartment, in which the full constellation of bright lights on the control panels greeted them. They smiled at each other, and Wirolen brought up the sensor data. “It will be a while before long scan builds a map of our current location.”

“It would be good to know where we are, to be sure,” John said. “In the meantime, what do we know about the drive pod?”

“Still no direct readings,” she said. “But I think we have — visual... oh!” and her voice trailed off into a tiny sound of despair.

The ship suddenly seemed very cold again to John. “God save us,” he whispered, and knew as he did that only a miracle would save them. The external camera was aimed down the long axis of the ship, the hull pale and ghostly in the starlight. The drive pod was all too easy to see. The multi-faceted globe of the matrix drive had imploded, and there were gaps in the containment structure. So great had been the force of the collapse that the standard drive engines were now canted at a sharp angle, fully in view, and clearly useless. The readout below the image showed wildly fluctuating EM fields punctuated by spikes of lethal gamma radiation. The ship’s inner shields were intact, or they would never have awakened into the cold and dark the day before. This was damage beyond anything they could hope to repair, in deep space on their own. Wirolen stared open-mouthed as tears began to float away from her face. Then a tone sounded, announcing that enough data had been gathered to display a system schematic. Rather than dwell on the apparent hopelessness of their situation, John reached out and tapped the necessary key, replacing the grim image of ruined engines with a three-dimensional display of the star system into which they had fallen.

There was a warm, yellow star, and a set of planets ranging from gas giants to balls of rock and ice. And there was ship sign sprinkled liberally through it.

“God be praised!” John shouted. Civilized space, not some uncharted system or a dark mass, in which they might have been marooned until their supplies ran out, and slow death came upon them. He reached over again and tapped a key that started their distress signal.

“What are you doing?” Wirolen demanded, aghast. “John, look at the readouts! The onboard has no record of such ships. And we are picking up signal with unknown content.”

John blinked and did a quick scan of the information being displayed, finally seeing the Leyra’an version of a question mark scattered around with the ship sign. One ship was very close to them.

Not Human.

Not Leyra’an.

He reached for the key again, to end the transmission, and then drew his hand back. “We take our chances with whoever that is, or we float out here until we starve to death. Making contact is our only hope.” Making contact! The phrase struck home with a jolt. God help us. Guide us!

Shutting off the beacon was already a moot point. The proximity alert began to buzz, alerting them to a dangerously large object within their safe zone. The nearby ship, marked so cryptically in the display, was moving slowly toward them. Wirolen changed feeds and the display was replaced by the half-lit image of a ship, one of a design John did not recognize. It was significantly larger than their own, and closing on their position.

“They must have been waiting there all along,” John said.

“Waiting for what?” Wirolen asked.

“I don’t know,” John replied. In the stress of the moment he caught himself switching languages, and forced himself to stick with Leyra’an. “A sign of life, perhaps? They are approaching the primary hatch.”

Wirolen ran her hand across the board and the scene changed. The strange ship, all blocks and angles, with no sign of a drive pod at either end, moved gently toward them. It would pause, then close the gap a few more meters, as if cautious — or, it occurred to John, as if they sought to allay fears of a collision. 

“We are getting a signal,” Wirolen said. “The onboard makes no sense of it. Audio, but...” And she tapped something on the board. The sound was recognizable as speech, but the deep, rolling, almost guttural sounds that came over the com were like nothing John had ever heard. His heart was hammering in his chest and he felt sweat bead up on his brow.

“Good God,” he said. “Where are we?”

“Should we answer?” Wirolen said in a frightened whisper.

“What would we say?” John replied.

“It might help if they know someone is alive in here,” she pointed out.

“It just might.” He touched the com switch and thought frantically of something to say. “My name is John Knowles. My companion and I are adrift. Can you assist?”

“They won’t understand,” she said.

“But now they know we are here.”

From the speakers came more of the low, deep words, but nothing they could comprehend.

From amidships came a dull thump and the ship trembled ever so slightly. The image showed a tube extended from the strange ship, and the end touching their craft was slowly changing shape as if it sought to conform to their hull and air lock. Then it stopped moving.

The fearful paralysis that had frozen John in place was suddenly replaced by a need to take action. The only weapons on board were stunners. He snatched one from a locker as he launched himself down the center of the ship, and took a position facing the hatch. In a moment Wirolen was beside him, similarly armed, eyes wide with fright. “John!” She pointed the stunner at the air lock controls.

The outer hatch was open, but the atmospheric indicator was still sapphire blue.

There came a tapping from the other side of the inner hatch, taps that formed a pattern, repeated and then repeated again. It took a long moment before John recognized it as the ancient SOS signal sequence that announced a ship in distress. Their own distress call.

John moved to the inner hatch and, with the butt of the stunner, tapped out the same pattern in response. The lights on the control panel blinked, and John pushed himself back from the air lock in a hurry.

The inner hatch cycled, and began slowly to slide open.
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BARTRAM HABITAT

Pr’pri System
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“THIS ISN’T THE BEST possible news,” Robert MacGregor said when the matter was explained to him.

“It’s not entirely hopeless, however,” the shipmind of the probeship Newcomb replied. “This may lead to either a rescue or a recovery, if you are willing to risk the procedure I have suggested.”

“Recovery,” he muttered. “Gaia.” Robert’s heart sank.

“I’m sorry, Robert. Even though it’s quite likely they are alive, the results of my calculations do include the possibility that they did not survive the cross-amplification.”

“If recovery is the best we can do,” Robert said, “then we must do at least that much.”

“I agree,” the shipmind replied quietly. “I’ll leave you and your friends to make such preparations as may be necessary, while I refine the calculations I’ve made thus far.”

“I have no doubt your numbers will get us to the correct location,” Robert said. “But I do appreciate the effort.”

“I’ll be in touch,” said the Newcomb, and the Artificial mind of the nearby probeship signed off.

There was a quiet moment in the room, broken first by the whacking of claws on scales as their young han’anga, Gava’mi, attacked an itch, and then by Kr’nai Melep who asked, “You will trust the Artificial with this?”

“No choice,” Robert replied with a shrug. “The Newcomb shipmind alone in Pr’pri System has the computational power to sort through the data and make sense of it. It’s the only way we have of finding John and Wirolen.”

“I agree with Rob,” Alicia MacGregor said, “I really doubt the Newcomb would mislead us while we plan a rescue mission. Too many people involved, too many eyes watching. So yes, we should trust them in this matter.”

Melep inclined her dark-haired head in respectful acknowledgment. At her breast Kr’nai Vurn nursed, unconcerned by the worries of his parents. His Human sibling slept cuddled in the crook of Alicia’s arm, sharing that lack of worry. Alicia shifted around a bit to a more comfortable position in a wide, round, semi-reclined Leyra’an chair. It was the largest of three of the tilted-bowl style chairs, da’ouba the Leyra’an called them, in the spacious living room. The one into which they often gathered as a family.

Robert, in the meantime, called up the communications net and in a moment found himself speaking to the image of Kr’nai Ersha, senior Commissioner for the Leyra’an part of the Trilateral Commission. “Par’aman,” he said in greeting, the Leyra’an word for uncle. The man was, strictly speaking, Melep’s uncle, but he was treated as family by all of those in the Rost’aht household. “The Newcomb has the answer. We know how far they were sent. In fact, we have a good idea of where they are.”

“From your tone, par’adnan, I take it this answer is not entirely good news,” Ersha replied. His face was plain and brown-scaled, lacking in the marking so common on many Leyra’an, including his niece Melep. His thick black hair, typical of his kind, formed a loose mane around his head. Bright amber eyes narrowed as he spoke from his seat behind an L-shaped black desk.

“No, it isn’t,” Robert said. “By the time their field dissipated enough to bring them back into real space, they overshot the entire Confederation.” He repeated the likely distance in parsecs, knowing Ersha understood the Human measurement.

“Has’ta a im’priss!” Ersha said, aghast. “Is it even possible they survived such a thing?”

“The Newcomb admits there’s a chance they died along the way, but a better one that they survived,” Robert replied. “Par’aman, I believe we should attempt a rescue all the same.”

“I agree,” Ersha said with a nod. “But by the time we can get ships so far into uncharted space...”

“The Newcomb has a suggestion for that,” Robert said. “It should be in your message files by now. In brief, it’s possible that by using technology developed by the Republic, we can duplicate the effect John and Wirolen experienced, though in a somewhat more controlled manner. We would reach them in a fraction of the normal travel time.”

“Alive?” Ersha asked.

Alicia looked up at Robert sharply from where she lounged in the da’ouba. “Yes,” Robert replied. “We wouldn’t do it all at once. It would be done in stages. Giant steps, was the way the shipmind put it. I’m not familiar with the technology involved, and haven’t yet taken the time to review that information, so I can’t say more.”

“I will study the file and send it to the other Commissioners. It might be best if all three nations had a role in this effort,” said Ersha.

“That’s a very good idea,” Robert said. “I’m pretty sure the Commonwealth would want in. Technically,” he added, thinking of the Newcomb’s assistance, “we’re helping already.”

“I will see to it immediately.” Ersha bowed his head over his desk and disappeared from the display, which winked out a moment later.

Alicia was staring at him. “I suppose you’ll want to go?”

“The Newcomb thinks I’m a good choice for the pilot on this mission,” Robert replied. “If I can help bring them home, I have to go!”

“Gaia!” she said softly. “Last time I let you go off on your own...”

From the tone of her voice he knew she meant to make light of the matter, but her words faltered and trailed off. She dropped her gaze to where little Paul lay sleeping soundly in the crook of her arm, and for a moment that lost-in-the-dark look was in her eyes. The last time Robert and Alicia had parted company they’d come very close to never seeing each other again. Robert understood her fear all too well.

“Hey,” he said. “This is different. We’re not on the edge of a war zone, anymore. This will be more like, well, exploration. No greater risk than all the Survey missions we were on.”

“I’ll have to go too, then,” she said with a catch in her voice. “I can do that. We can make sure Holm and Melep have what’s needed to take care of Paul.”

Robert heard the words, but couldn’t believe them. Brave words, but from a woman who now had a deep terror of space travel. She turned from him as she spoke the words, eyes fixed on their child. He sat in the chair beside her and ran his fingers through her coppery hair as she kissed the top of Paul’s head. Robert felt both helpless and confused as he began to doubt the wisdom of his intentions.

Melep looked from one to the other. “Can we do this together?” she asked. “Travel as a family in search of your friends?”

“The field strengths necessary for what the Newcomb says we’d need to do...” Robert said, shaking his head. “I don’t believe it would be safe for the children.”

“I should go,” Alicia said. “I should.” Then, after a pause, “Oh, why does it have to be you?” Robert put his arm around her and drew her close, the side of his head against the top of hers, and Alicia drew a deep breath to steady herself. “Oh, Gaia, I can’t. I hear myself say it, but I can’t. Not after what happened to the Bartram.” She looked away and her self-control slipped; she began to weep quietly. Awakened by the distress in his mother’s voice, Paul followed suit.

Robert saw Holm and Melep glance at each other, both clearly alarmed by Alicia’s distress. It had been weeks since her emotional scars had last shown themselves. Alicia was beginning to heal, or so it seemed. Of them all, Alicia had reacted most strongly and fearfully to the destruction of the probeship she and Robert once called home. Robert felt altogether wretched. If he turned the mission over to others, and it went wrong, he would blame himself forever. If he took the pilot’s duty and it all went wrong, would Alicia ever be able to recover? He held her and stroked her hair, but did not trust himself to speak. There was no good decision, no right way to turn.

The chair creaked and shifted as Melep and Holm joined them. Melep settled little Vurn beside his Human brother, then curled herself so that her forehead touched Alicia’s. Holm curled around Melep, then reached across them both to lay his hand to the side of Robert’s face for a moment. It was very much a Leyra’an thing, such closeness. Robert had learned to appreciate it. A moment later Gava’mi’s snout appeared over the edge of the chair on Holm’s side, and Holm hauled the han’anga up to join them. The Beast — the Human translation of his name — promptly sprawled across as many pairs of legs as he could manage. He had grown large enough, Robert realized, to manage most of them.

“I’m sorry,” Alicia whispered several times as she struggled to catch her breath.

“Hush, eli’sana,” Melep said at last, stroking the other woman’s hair. The scales around Melep’s eyes had darkened in response to shed tears. “Sweet sister. We understand.”

“Then please explain it to me,” Alicia whispered. “Help me understand why the idea of leaving this place frightens me so much!”

“Our last voyages scarred us all,” said Holm. “Dark journeys they were, whichever ship bore you, full of fear and death. You have found healing here. And love. Is it so strange that you would be reluctant to travel again?” He placed his broad hand against the side of her head as he had done with Robert, though he held it there longer. “I think not, eli’sana.”

Alicia sat in silence for a moment, her eyes closed, the last tears squeezed from the corners and poised to fall. Very deliberately, she pulled herself free of them all and slid from the chair, Paul still held in her left arm. Taking a moment to scrub away those last tears with her free hand, she turned to face them and said, “It’s time to make dinner.” When all they did was stare back at her, Alicia added, “I’m hungry!” and walked from the living room, through the arched doorway that led to the kitchen.

The rest of the family watched her disappear, then looked around at each other, still a bit alarmed and more than a little worried. Robert made eye contact with Holm and shrugged. “She’s hungry. And it’s pred’esta.” He used the Leyra’an word that meant, more or less, dinner time.

“Indeed, that is so,” Holm replied. In a moment he was out of the chair, his hand out to his wife.

Melep let him draw her up and out of the da’ouba. She carried little Vurn in both arms, and the small child tucked his head up under her chin as she made her way to the kitchen. Gava’mi scampered past her.

Robert stood up beside Holm, then glanced up at the side of Holm’s face. The Leyra’an always seemed to loom over him, scales almost black and a head taller. This had long since lost any intimidation for him. What Robert could see of Holm’s expression told him the man was worried. “Come on,” he said, and Robert looped his arm through Holm’s. “Let's try to keep things as normal as possible.”

“Yes,” was all Holm said in reply, but he responded to the tug on his arm and walked with Robert into their spacious kitchen.

They prepared an evening meal of a hearty Leyra’an-style stew and flatbread, then ate it on the second-floor porch. The overhead curve of their inverted world was lost in the gloom, and the lights of structures on the other side gleamed like soft stars. The meal was accompanied by pitchers of pale ale. For a time, all seemed normal. The talk was light, and on any subject other than the possible rescue mission. It was not considered polite, in a Leyra’an household, to discuss difficult matters during a meal. House Rost’aht was decidedly Leyra’an, for all that half its members were Humans. The children sat in high chairs and Gava’mi napped on a pad nearby, as well fed and contented as a han’anga could be.

When they were down to drinking the last of the evening’s ale, the conversation faded away; each was left to his or her thoughts. Holm rose at one point and carried both children to the playpen beside Gava’mi’s napping place.

Robert tried to watch Alicia, seated beside him, without attracting her attention. She sat without speaking, hands on the table before her, a mug of ale between but not in her hands. Alicia seemed to be looking through the table, at something beyond. She looked angry, her jaw clenched as if forcing herself to remain silent. Slender, pale fingers against the black tabletop; her right index finger twitched, tapping out an irregular beat on the surface. He shifted his eyes and saw the other two watching her as well. Melep looked anxious and concerned, expressions that were so very like those of Humans. Her mug was clutched between her hands. Holm wore the look, somewhere between a frown and a scowl, he always had when he knew a decision must be made.

Holm turned toward him, but never had a chance to speak. Alicia beat him to it.

“Why you?” she demanded in a hard, low voice. She gave Robert a quick look, then turned her eyes back to the table. Her hands began to shake and she wrapped them around the mug to give them something else to do. “Why?”

“I’m qualified to pilot a starship,” he said, groping for concepts and words that might justify what was little more than a gut feeling. “Especially so, since it’ll require a shipmind link.”

“And no one else would do?” She looked at him, then, eyes wide and glaring. Her voice had risen in volume and pitch. “No one in all of Pr’pri System? Or Eriola?”

Robert found himself on the defensive, one hand raised as if to forestall her. “There are others,” he admitted. “Certainly there are.” But he already knew that, according to the Newcomb shipmind, none had his level of experience. He almost pointed that out, but considered Alicia’s current relationship with Artificials and thought better of it. Let that come from someone else. “But I’m available. I’m here where I...”

“And you need to stay here!”

The edge to her voice cut through him, and clearly startled Holm and Melep. From their playpen the boys watched and listened, goggle-eyed. Gava’mi stood and bristled, clearly alarmed, but made no sound or move toward them, though his bright eyes were locked on Alicia.

“The man is my friend, Alicia,” Robert said, trying desperately to be patient without sounding patronizing. “If I can help bring him home, well, how can I not see myself as part of this?” For some reason her distress made him more certain than ever that he needed to go, and that certainty deepened his sense of guilt. The fact of friendship seemed a slim argument in defense of his need.

“There are others,” she repeated tersely. “There must be. You can’t go off and leave us! You can’t! We need you here more!”

She was a heartbeat from bursting into tears, or having another post-trauma collapse. Her grip on the mug turned her knuckles bone white. Robert could see it coming and his heart raced in alarm. Had he just unraveled all the progress she had made?

Gaia, no... not... 

Holm saw it too. “Eli’sana, Alicia, ets ola’no! Me’dep!” he said in Leyra’an, his voice low, but somehow commanding. Alicia, sister-wife, say no more. Peace!

Alicia turned suddenly and faced Holm. “He needs to stay here! We need him here! Please, Holm, make him see...”

“Me’dep, eli’sana! Hear what I say!”

He spoke then as head of their house, since no Matriarch yet existed for Rost’aht. He was not now to be interrupted, much less debated, and Robert saw Alicia’s awareness of this in her tightly clenched jaws, a visible effort to hold back the torrent of pleading words she seemed ready to unleash. It was the Way of Leyra’an, which they had accepted, in joining their lives to these two.

Holm turned to Robert. “You feel you must do this?”

“Yes, ara’sana,” Robert replied.

“Why?”

“Because these people are my friends,” Robert said, and did nothing to embellish the point. He knew Holm well enough to know short answers were for the best in a tense situation.

“Were that reason enough, I would go,” Holm said half to himself; he sounded vexed. Then he locked his gaze on Robert’s eyes and said, “But there is the matter of piloting. There are, indeed, others here who might fly such a ship?”

“Yes, ara’sana,” Robert replied.

“Of comparable skill?”

Robert saw Alicia flinch as the question was asked. It was all he could do, by then, to speak clearly when he replied. For a heartbeat he almost lied, almost told them other pilots could do as well. He couldn’t do it. And he couldn’t turn from the sense that the mission was something he must fly. He could not bear the thought of sending others to do a thing he believed with all his heart he should do for himself. He did not want to cause his wife so much heartache. He was trapped. Whichever way he turned, there was no good answer.

“Robert?” Holm asked when the delay became awkward.

No good answer, just the Truth. “I am told not, ara’sana. I’ve spent more time in a shipmind link than anyone else in Pr’pri System. On the chance that John and Wirolen are alive but injured... We can’t wait for a pilot to come here from the Commonwealth.”

Alicia sat frozen, eyes locked on Holm, across the width of the glossy black malot’ma gris table. Melep watched her sister-wife with obvious concern.

“This is not a decision I wish to make,” Holm said quietly. “But it falls to me, so... Robert will fly the mission if they ask it of him. He will do it to honor this house, and to preserve the honor of his own heart. For I see that this is nat’ashim seth, a matter of conscience. It is not a selfish thing on his part. I see Robert’s misgivings, see that they tear at his heart when he looks at you, Alicia. But I agree that no one is more likely to succeed in this thing, and on this, two lives depend. How can we stand in his way?”

“Holm...” Robert started to say, rapidly losing his nerve.

Alicia buried her face in her hands and sobbed. Robert sat frozen for a moment, mortified, and by the time he could break himself free Holm had already gotten up and moved around to where Alicia sat. He knelt by her chair, so tall his head almost came up to hers. Holm turned her to face him, and gently held her head between his hands. Red hair flowed over his fingers. “Eli’sana, hear me. I do not make this decision lightly, or without cost. I love you. I love you both. You are my family! But just as you cannot turn from the task before you, we cannot ask Robert to leave this matter to another. He would always question the result, especially if something went wrong! He would never again be whole. I believe you understand this.”

“I understand it,” she replied in a broken voice. “I understand. And I know nat’ashim seth. It’s the Way of Leyra’an, and we swore to live by it, in the joining.” Alicia drew a deep breath. “It’s just — I’m sorry, Holm. It doesn’t help much!”

All the while Robert sat and struggled to maintain his composure. For not the first time he was in awe of the depth of his friend’s wisdom, a man he had first known as a dangerous brute, driven nearly mad by grief. He looked on as Holm found the way to get through to Alicia, and in listening, understood the matter better himself. He glanced across the table to where Melep sat, tears on her face and the scales around her eyes darkened as a result. Robert became aware that his own face was wet, and at the same moment Alicia looked up at him sadly. “Oh, Robert, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!” She got up and stepped past Holm, trailing the fingers of one hand gently across his cheek as she did. The she sat in Robert’s lap and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her forehead against his in the Leyra’an way before kissing him. Her lips were warm and damp. Then Robert just held her while she cried, now and then whispering, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry too.” It sounded foolish to his own ears, but it was all he could think to say.

“I don’t mean to be like this,” she said softly. “I know Holm is right, that you need to go. But there’s... a hole in my mind. I keep falling into it, and I’m so afraid!”

He couldn’t answer that, so Robert just held her and ran his fingers through her hair. He was trapped between the truth of Holm’s words and the guilt he felt over putting Alicia through this ordeal.

There was a clicking of claws on the tiles as Gava’mi came to a decision and trotted forward. With a gesture, Holm diverted him, and sat holding the han’anga against his broad chest. “Gava’mi, ahno’ah. Ahno’ah.” No fears, beast. No fears.

Melep left the table, returning a moment later with a tall, dark bottle and four small cups. She filled the cups with bosh’sh and slid them to the far side of the table. Melep came around and took the chair Alicia had vacated. They each took a cup and looked at each other for a long moment.

“Pra’naga tel ahst, a’tel ahst,” said Holm. What must be, will be. He raised his cup before them, then took a sip. When he had done so, the other three drank as well.

The head of Rost’aht had spoken. Nothing more was said of the matter that night, but Robert had no illusions. The matter was anything but resolved.
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UNKNOWN SPACE... 
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THE INNER AIRLOCK HATCH cycled and the tone sounded indicating it was safe to let it open. At least, it was safe to do so under ordinary circumstances. John made no move to abort the airlock sequence, and allowed the hatch to open. In the dimly lit space beyond, a large shape moved.

John and Wirolen floated in the central compartment together, no more than two meters from the airlock. On either side of the lock were equipment and EVA suit lockers, one of which was hanging open. John glanced at Wirolen, who held her weapon steadily, her attention fixed on the airlock. They were warriors standing their ground, but John knew a fight would be pointless. If these beings were hostile, they were finished.

Were they being rescued? Or — something else? 

A dark shape came out into the light, part way into the compartment. A living being, John thought at once, and not some sort of remote probe or robot. It was clad in what was clearly an EVA suit, complete with a large, round bubble of a helmet. The helmet was completely opaque and unreflective. The suit was of a slick, black material over which what seemed to be an equipment harness was stretched. The harness was attached to a broad belt with bulky compartments at each hip. The overall shape was that of a man, but the proportions were not quite right. The legs were just a bit too short relative to the length and breadth of the torso, and the arms were a little too long. The two arms of the suit seemed puffed up, as if over-inflated, and ended in broad gloves with four fingers and a thumb. The suit made it appear that there was no neck at all. At least, John thought it was the suit that made it seem so.

It did not need the bulk of the spacesuit it wore to emphasize the considerable size of the being before them. He, she, or it was at least half-again John’s height and nearly double his mass.

It paused just inside the central utility cabin of the Eli’ahtna. John assumed it faced them; he had the impression the suit was the same front and back, and there was no pack on the side away from them. It did not move a centimeter closer, but it did not move back. It waited.

“Lower your stunner,” John said quietly, and then clipped his to the belt of his dark blue coveralls. With a brief prayer and a deep breath, John pulled his foot free of the take-hold he was using to steady himself. He tapped his heel against it and drifted ever so slowly forward, hands out and empty. There was an immediate sense of horrible helplessness. They were in a null-gee environment; he would not stop until he could catch hold of something, and there was nothing in reach, except their visitor.

In a sign the visitor understood something of the situation, one arm bent forward, and a large, powerful hand caught his arm in a surprisingly gentle grip.

“Hello,” John said. “Can you hear me? Can you understand me?” The questions were absurd, and he knew that, but he also knew communication needed to start somewhere.

Nothing happened for a moment, then the huge hand released John and the visitor raised both hands to the EVA helmet. There was the sound of a latch releasing and a faint hiss, then the helmet was lifted away and the face of their visitor was revealed.

There was an immediate impression of great size and rounded shapes. The head was almost spherical, with a pair of large, round, black eyes that seemed to lack a distinction between pupil, iris, and sclera. The ears were rounded and stood out from the skull. As he watched, John saw them tip toward him. A broad nose snuffled the air as the face peered around, taking in the sight of Eli’ahtna’s main compartment. The mouth was wide with black lips, and all of the head and face were covered with short, black fur that reminded him absurdly enough of a child’s stuffed toy animal.

Sounds came from the mouth, which moved as any mouth would while uttering speech. The voice was deep, low, and its words had a steady, unhurried pace. It came to John suddenly that it was speaking carefully, as if to facilitate understanding, or more likely, to allay their fears.

John held his right hand out; the visitor held out its left, cocked its head to one side, and then changed to extend the right hand. It took John’s hand and held it; the much smaller Human hand was lost in that of the other. After a long moment their visitor spoke again, after releasing John and crossing its hands over the center of its broad chest, fingers spread. “Hroom. Hon ha horga. Mun hroona hmm bu.” Then with one hand it thumped its chest. “Ha horga hroom.”

“Is he telling us his name?” Wirolen asked.

“I think so,” John replied. He put his hands on his chest, then in imitation of the other’s gesture, spread his fingers. “John Knowles,” he said. He tapped his chest. “John Knowles.”

The visitor looked past him at Wirolen, who copied John’s gesture and said, “Eb’shra Wirolen,” twice.

It looked at them for a long moment, then said, “Hroom hmmm,” paused, and half-turning, directed more words into the lock. A second visitor entered the Eli’ahtna, and in a moment had removed its helmet. John would have been hard-pressed to tell one from the other.

The first visitor put a hand back on its chest and said, “Hroom.” A thump of the chest followed the sound. “Ha horga. Horga.” Then it pointed to its comrade. “Hroom. Ha begoom. Begoom.” It pointed to itself and said “Hroom,” then to the other and said, “Hroom.”

“Hroom is what he is, I think,” John said with a half-turn toward Wirolen. “His name for his people. Horga is his name, and the other is Begoom. Dear God, I hope I’m doing this right!”

“Keep trying,” she replied. A moment later she was there beside him, a foot hooked in a take-hold, holding his arm to anchor them both. “I feel that progress is being made.”

“Human,” John said. “John Knowles,” with a thump of his chest.

“Leyra’an,” Wirolen said. “Eb’shra Wirolen.”

“Ah!” said the first visitor, who looked to the other and spoke at length. The newcomer began to explore the compartment, slowly sweeping a long, ebony rod around every bulkhead and utility.

“I’ll never take being able to speak to another species for granted again,” John muttered in his own language.

“John, the translator is probably online.”

“What good does that do with a brand new language?” he asked.

“Not a thing. At least, not all at once. Answer me in your own tongue, not in Leyra’an.” She said the words in her own language.

“Okay, I’ll play along. But why? What’s to be accomplished?”

“We need him to see that we have a way of understanding different languages,” she replied.

Horga looked from one to the other as if fascinated. John wondered if the differences in the way they spoke were as apparent to the Hroom as they were to Humans and Leyra’an. It seemed a huge assumption to make, but he could see no way to move forward without making such assumptions, and hoping they didn’t lead to a horrible mistake.

“We’re going to give them the translation program,” John said, understanding at last. “See what they can make of it.”

“Yes, exactly,” the translator said behind his ear. But the sound she made was, Me’ala, yia. “If meeting us is a new thing for them, they will not have developed such technology. But these are clearly a technologically sophisticated people. If they have an example of our translator technology, they might be able to adapt it to their language.”

“That would certainly simplify matters,” John replied in his own tongue.

Wirolen pushed off with her foot, headed for the control compartment, beckoning to Horga to follow. The gesture was understood, and Horga did so after speaking to the other Hroom. John followed behind, noting as he did that Horga almost filled the passageway to the forward compartments. The relatively small compartment with flight controls was a tight fit for Wirolen and Horga together. John made do with just hanging in the entrance, looking in as Wirolen called up a data terminal and ran a quick search. Horga looked up at him, wide black eyes impossible to read. “Ah, hroom ann omma,” he said, the words long and slow.

“That’s okay,” John said. “You need to be in here more than I do, at the moment.” And wondered if he had even remotely guessed at what the Hroom had said.

“Yia,” Wirolen said quietly, and a data display appeared in the air, green framed and with golden letters. It scrolled rapidly, then paused and expanded to show a black field with a golden border. “Say something in the Human language,” she instructed.

“We’re lost and a long way from home,” John said. “We’re hoping you can help us.”

His words appeared in the black field, flashed three times, and then transformed themselves into the Leyra’an equivalent. Wirolen poked her finger into the display and the field duplicated itself. The top contained Human words, the bottom the Leyra’an translation. Wirolen waited a moment, then cleared both and repeated what John had said. Her words appeared, then she paused the process, and with a finger drew an imaginary line from her lips to the display, then swept her hand from there out to where John waited.

He tilted his head and tapped at the spot behind his right ear, right where the receiver implant had been placed. Then he spoke the same words, and Human lettering was added to the display, which then flashed and merged both sets into a soft glow that resolved once more into Leyra’an print. John put a finger to his lips, then pointed toward the display, then at Wirolen, who tilted her head and tapped the location of the implant in her own head.

“I hope this all works,” John said. “I feel not unlike a fool!”

The Hroom, meanwhile, gazed into the display, then at each of them in turn. “Ah!” it said in a deep, booming voice. Then, a bit louder, “Ah! Humma bom gama meh!”

“He seems — excited,” John said, a bit alarmed by what he hoped and prayed was merely enthusiasm. And yet the gut feeling persisted that this strange creature was not a threat.

“He understands!” Wirolen said with delight. “He does, I am sure of it!”

Horga uttered another long string of low word sounds and squirmed a bit in the tight fit to pull something out of one belt pouch, a plain, glossy black square of unidentifiable material and purpose. Horga held it toward the control panels, then paused and said, “Meh, onna.”

“Data port,” John said. “I think he’s looking for somewhere to plug that in.”

“How would he do that, I wonder?” Wirolen touched a key on the main pad, and a maintenance panel below the controls slid aside. She pointed to the main access port.

“Ah!” the Hroom held the box out, and Wirolen’s question was answered. A probe of some sort was extended from the device. Horga held it to the port and John watching in amazement as the thing reshaped itself to conform to the technology it encountered. There was a soft click as the probe attached itself, then slipped free of the box. Horga pressed the box to a bare spot on the main boards, where it stayed of its own accord. “Mooom na gora ma,” the Hroom said. With arms spread apart as if to encompass the entire control panel, Horga brought both hands down to the box, then pantomimed pushing something into it. “Ooos maa naa.”

“Is he downloading the database, somehow?” John said. “Or scanning our entire system?”

“Perhaps both. I hope they can make something of it,” Wirolen said.

Horga had paused and was watching them, then made the same sweeping gesture.

“Is he asking our permission?” Wirolen wondered.

John took a chance and said, “Ah.” And waved his hand toward the boards.

“Hooo!” Horga grunted several times, and John wondered if this was Hroomish laughter. The Hroom reached out and gently squeezed John’s arm. “Ah! Ah!” And laughed again — if that’s what the sounds meant.

“Well, it seems I’ve learned the word ‘yes’,” John said.

“Whatever you said, it pleased him.”

Horga said something, then pointed back the way they had come, and they returned to the midsection of the ship. There were three more Hroom there putting loose items into large, gray boxes. Empty boxes were floating in the room just to one side of the open lock.

“John, what are they doing?” Wirolen asked, alarmed.

“I’m not at all sure.” He turned toward Horga and waved his left hand at the activity. As he did, a fourth Hroom appeared with a very long box from somewhere further back.

The Hroom seemed to understand their concern. With an all-encompassing, arms-spread gesture like the one they’d seen in the control cabin, Horga pretended to carry something to the airlock. Horga then pointed to each of them in turn, and pointed to the ship beyond the lock.

“I think I see,” Wirolen said.

“Yes, we’re about to be rescued.” John looked at Horga and said, “Ah.” He kicked over to the unused boxes and snagged one, shunting it to Wirolen, and then grabbed one for himself. “Let’s go pack.”

“Ah,” said Horga, and moved aside to let them pass.
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BARTRAM HABITAT

Pr’pri System

––––––––
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THE ROST’AHT HOUSEHOLD was not an entirely happy place for several days, but as those days passed with no sign that Robert was leaving immediately, it seemed to him that a quiet denial settled in, allowing life to go on as before. Alicia busied herself with the work of adapting memory hoard biotech to the Leyra’an, while secretly studying the mystery of Leyra’an origins. Melep and Holm returned to the task of implementing the Bartram Protocol, and Robert went back to the vines, where he prepared for the first wine grape harvest.

For the Leyra’an, the harvest was something of a departure from their usual experience. The fruit of the boshna’ti vine ripened continuously, the vines being indeterminate in their fruiting habit. The idea of needing to remove and process so much fruit at once furrowed many a scaly brow. But they followed Robert’s instructions, and had the facility in place for pressing the grapes and dealing with the juice. With the help of Ira Ashe, proprietor of the popular Willow Lake Inn, Robert found plenty of willing hands to pick the grapes.

He filled his share of pails with grapes the first day, then retreated to Watcher’s Hill and the stone chair at its crest for a break. Gava’mi was with him briefly, then gone again to caper about with his numerous siblings and a few canine friends. Robert sat and rested with a fat bunch of grapes in his hand. From time to time he put a grape in his mouth and bit down, enjoying the burst of flavor that came. The vines swept out and up, around the curve of the habitat, and did the same behind him. Crews worked the vines half a kilometer from him; he could just hear their laughter drifting through the moist, fragrant air.

I wonder if they’re still alive?

The thought came unbidden, from a doubt he couldn’t quite contain. He would see to it that the man and woman responsible for thwarting Andrew Kester's surprise attack on Pr’pri System were not abandoned. If the Eli’ahtna survived the shock of cross-amplification, John and Wirolen would be able to live a year or more on stored power and supplies. If their ship held together. That was the huge question mark; no one knew for sure what might happen to a small ship exposed to such a monstrous surge of energy at the interface of real space and the multidimensional matrix.

“I guess someone needs to supervise,” a familiar voice said from below and to one side, interrupting his thoughts.

Robert twisted in the hard, stone chair, and found a fair-haired man looking up at him, hands on hips. He wore the dark blue, gold-trimmed uniform of an officer in the Republic Defense Force. Robert knew the face and the voice of Captain Gregory Milhouse, one of the heroes of the Second Battle for Pr’pri System. The Captain and the crew of the light frigate Cygnet had stood their ground between civilian rescue ships and a cruiser that out-massed and outgunned them. The delay they caused was just enough to bring the probeship Newcomb into the fray, and their combined efforts saved those who went to the aid of wounded ships. Robert had been the pilot of one rescue boat. He met Greg face-to-face not long after, and the two had quickly become friends.

“Hello, Greg!” he said with a grin. “I thought you were taking the Cygnet home this morning?”

“No, she went home without me, this time. At the last moment the Republic’s Commissioners let me know that I’m being reassigned to this rescue mission that’s in the works. I just came from my first briefing on what’s going on. They said they thought you were in. I wanted to make sure for myself.”

“Yes, I’m in,” Robert said, wishing it could be so simple. A voice hailed him in Leyra’an. “Can we walk and talk?” Robert asked. “Don’t mean to be rude, but you caught us in the middle of a harvest.”

“Not a problem,” Greg replied. “You know me, always curious about how things are done around here.” He looked around with a grin, saying, “You people sure know how to build things!”

As he said that and they turned to start down the aisle between rows from which the call had come, a han’anga made a dash past them, leaving divots in the turf. Clutched in its jaws was a bunch of grapes. It all happened too quickly for Robert to be sure if it was Gava’mi or one of his siblings. Milhouse almost came out of his shoes, he flinched so violently.

“It’s just a han’anga, Greg,” Robert said with a laugh.

“Thought it was coming at me, for a moment,” Greg said sheepishly. “Yours?”

Robert shook his head. “I don’t think so. Thought for a moment it was Gava’mi, but he’s not that fond of grapes.”

“The claws and teeth on those guys take getting used to,” Greg said.

“I imagine they would make a mess of you, if you gave the animal a reason.” They started forward again. “But they’re among the gentlest creatures I’ve ever encountered. They greet everyone they meet more than halfway, assuming friendship until proven otherwise. Mine sleeps with my children.”

“Seriously?” Greg said in clear disbelief.

“Seriously,” Robert said. “He recognizes them as pups in his pack. And from what Holm has said to me of han’angas, he would quite literally defend our boys to the death. Not that anyone needs that sort of protection around here.”

“I’d think Holm would be plenty, in any case,” Greg said with a chuckle. “How’s the rest of the family doing, of late?”

Robert discarded the obvious answer. He liked Greg Milhouse well enough, but was unwilling to air the very private matter of Alicia’s troubles. “Eh, Holm is working too hard, as are Alicia and Melep.”

“But not you?”

With a nod back at the chair, Robert said, “I know when to supervise.”

Milhouse laughed and said, “Best thing about being a Captain, being able to delegate.”

“Otherwise, we’re doing well. Plenty of work to be done, here,” and Robert waved his right hand outward in a sweeping gesture. “We keep very busy.”

“The kids?”

“Growing fast,” Robert replied. “Paul and Vurn both seem poised to go straight from crawling to sprinting.”

“My girls both did that,” Greg said with a laugh. “Be prepared for spectacular crashes and bruised knees!”

“There’s talk of padding all the corners.”

They were almost down the aisle to the group of workers, a mix of Human and Leyra’an volunteers clad in coveralls, wielding clippers, and surrounded by baskets overflowing with clusters of dark, purplish-blue fruit.
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