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Chapter 1

 

Niall found no profit in refusing to answer any questions Selendon put to him. He also knew better than to ask for anything for his friends. Only a fool thought he could identify the people who were important to him and not have something nasty done to them, or threats made against them to control him. He answered Selendon's questions and only volunteered information when it would reduce the time spent on questions. Why prolong the end of the process and delay the inevitable conclusion?

In twelve days, he regained his strength, ate and washed regularly, wore clothes that weren't visibly prison garb, but did contain tracking threads visibly woven into the material. He was fairly certain the sensor threads monitored his physical condition, and recorded his words and movements. Most likely all his answers were compared to his bio-response signals to weigh whether he was telling the truth.

At the end of the twelve days, he was escorted to the captured RA ship--expected. The cargo bays had been modified into dormitories, and all the former crew of the Nova Vendetta were housed there--also expected. The section where Niall was left contained almost all of his command crew--not expected. He hadn't identified anyone by name, but then again, Selendon also hadn't asked about any of his tribe.

Everyone wore clothes similar to his. Simple, long tunics and loose trousers and shipboard-boots with magnetic plates in the soles. Dark cloth in blue, green or brown, with the silver sensor threads woven into a loose square over their hearts. Niall looked around the dormitory room with bunks for thirty and found an unoccupied bunk. He assumed it was unoccupied because the sleeping sack was still rolled up on one end, unlike the other bunks. Most of them had bags hanging from the support posts, just like the bag given to him when he was finally dismissed from Selendon's office for the last time. There were a few personal items in his bag, retrieved from his prison quarters. He assumed everyone else had been given the opportunity to find something they valued, to take to their next point of incarceration.

"They fixed the engines," Nesta said, approaching him.

"Their mistake."

"They're listening," Doc said from a bunk two rows away.

"We've had bigger challenges." Niall sat down and settled the bag at his feet. He closed his eyes and felt the rumble of the engines coming up from the deck, through his boots. Flickers of his hallucination-dreams came to him, and he shivered deep inside as he imagined the Nova Vendetta had welcomed him home.
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The days trickled by and the ship didn't move away from its parking orbit around the Abyss. Niall listened to the bits and pieces of information gathered from friendly, even admiring and sympathetic guards, from prisoners who were requisitioned to help with the continuing repairs on the station or on the ship and returned to their converted barracks at the end of each day shift. He and his command team assessed everyone not of their tribe and not allied with them who had been imprisoned with them, to determine who was there by accident and who had been assigned to keep watch on these temporary pirates. He determined early that there were no accidents. Selendon knew what he was doing.

When he didn't know what he was doing, when the way ahead was murky, then the commander tasked with cleaning up Nasq's mess proceeded with such slowness and caution, galaxies could form and die while he waited and watched and analyzed.

Niall respected the man, and he remembered what Selendon had said about the nanotechnology that was intended to control the ship, how it was experimental, and how everyone who had been injected with it had died. Common sense said this newest captor was waiting to see how long it would take for them to start dying. Maybe he was even studying them to see what exactly caused their deaths, so it could be prevented with the next generation of the technology. What were the chances that the prisoners were an anomaly, a blip in the progression of the development of the nanotechnology, and because they hadn't died already, they were therefore valuable?

What were the chances Nesta's calculated risk worked in their favor and the prisoners could gain control of the ship, take it back, and permanently name it the Nova Vendetta?

Niall knew better than to hold onto an extreme hope like that. He also knew better than to tell any but the inner circle of his team what he had learned while being questioned. Nesta didn't need to know she had condemned them to death, but Niall owed her the honesty so she could stay alert, study everyone who had been injected, and maybe even have the time to figure out what was happening and how to help people when it all started to go wrong.

For the first three days after being returned to his people, Niall couldn't see that anything was going wrong at all. They hadn't died of hemorrhages or insanity. Yet.

He was watching for oddness, for changes in his own body. He was ready to accept that the hallucinations he had endured while starving and dehydrating in his lightless, stinking prison cell might be impending insanity combined with the increasing toxicity of his own dying body. Maybe, in retrospect, the odd dreams he still suffered after being washed and fed and given a semi-comfortable pad for sleeping should have been his first clue.

By the third day, instructions to pass on anything odd that anyone noticed, no matter how ridiculous, had filtered through both prison compartments on the ship. Then the reports came back. Everyone was having odd dreams--everyone, that is, whom Nesta had injected with the nanotechnology that was to give them mental linkage with and control over the ship. She only admitted that the oddest dreams with the most similarities occurred in the people she had injected. She didn't name names--they were too aware that Selendon and his people were listening, that there was no such thing as privacy. Even if they stripped naked and sat in the dark, divesting themselves of watching eyes and ears, Selendon would hear, would have some way of catching the softest whisper, the most obscure code they used to communicate. So Niall and his people didn't bother trying to hide what they were discussing, and what they learned. Just the specific identities of the people their new warden was interested in.

After all, when the deterioration into madness began, he and his staff were the only hope for help the prisoners had.

Nesta confirmed that the thirty who had been injected with the nanotech--herself, Niall, Pindermast and Doc included--all had strikingly similar dreams. Not the specific details, but the general impression of someone trying to get their attention. Someone hovering at the outer edges of their dreams, trying to break in but unable to penetrate into the scenario. Someone looking over their shoulders, clearing a throat and attempting to speak, but getting nowhere. Someone trying to ask questions, but not speaking any words.

"Maybe we're the problem," Doc speculated, on the fifth day after Niall had been returned to his tribe. 

The Nova Vendetta had yet to leave orbit, and prisoners were still being taken out during the day shift to help with the cleanup and rebuilding and coming back with stories of the destruction and more confirmed names and details of deaths. Something was happening, and there were signs that departure was imminent. That day, five sets of bunks and two more sanitary cabinets and another long table with sliding benches had been added to each of the prisoner dormitories. Sixteen new prisoners had been transferred into the other compartment at the end of that work shift, and eight original prisoners transferred into the compartment with Niall's team. If this trend would continue--there was enough room for twice as many prisoners in each compartment--was debatable. Those who were paying attention to such things agreed it was a sign of impending departure. 

"Maybe there's a connection with the ship's systems," Doc continued, "but we weren't trained for it. We don't know the tech language, the symbols being used, so the information being passed to us is just gibberish."

"That's a good theory," Nesta admitted. She tipped her head back, to study the ceiling, high enough that the sensor feeds picking up their images, voices and movements were impossible to see. Then she ran her forefinger across the sensor patch over her heart, where Selendon's people could pick up her words. "What are the chances we'll be given any education whatsoever, to help bridge that gap?"

Niall shared a grin with her. It was an open challenge to Selendon, and whoever else listened, to provide them with the missing information and training. He seriously doubted that the chance of accessing and implementing this new experimental technology would result in the prisoners being pardoned and trained. It was too risky to let them have access to the ship, to give them a chance of controlling it. Although Selendon seemed slightly sympathetic and understanding, there hadn't been even a whisper of possibility of pardons and reinstatement to the lives that had been unjustly ripped away from them.

Three more days passed, with stronger reports of dreams, stronger impressions, as if the person trying to contact them had graduated to tapping at the thin shell of their dreams to get in, breathing down their necks instead of just looking over their shoulders. Selendon and his people did nothing but watch and listen. For all Niall knew, the sensor patches in their prison clothes were relaying vital physical data that told a fascinating story about their condition, but nothing strong enough for the prisoners to feel.

Forty more prisoners were moved onto the ship, with corresponding bunks and food stations, sanitary cabinets and tables installed in each dormitory compartment. The remainder of the original prisoners brought to the ship were transferred to the compartment with Niall and his tribe. Now, everyone who had participated in the takeover of the RA ship and were possible hosts for the nanotechnology were all in one place. No prisoners were taken off the ship to work on repairs on the Abyss for three days.

Late in the night shift of the fourth day, the Nova Vendetta left orbit around the Abyss. Niall's first thought on waking, and realizing that he had grown sensitive enough to feel the change in the subliminal hum of the engines and environmental systems, was amusement that he and his crew insisted on thinking of the ship by the name he had given it. Part of that was because no one had told them the official CAW designation of the ship before it had been stolen by the RA. For all he knew, there was some superstition about ships that had their names changed one time too many. He had read somewhere in one of the adventures of Captain Skaar that ships developed personalities, and they rebelled when they were sold or stolen out from under the captain and crew they had faithfully served. Only newer ships, or abused ships, could be taken or given to new captains. He laughed quietly at the odd thoughts that filled his mind on waking.

Then the sound caught in his throat as he realized that yes, he could indeed detect the changes throughout the ship. The sounds of the engines, always creeping over the border from subliminal, had changed. It was as if he could feel that more engines had awakened. Just from the growing awareness of the ship around him, he sensed that the Nova Vendetta was out in open space. The inimical presence of the Abyss was far behind them.

How did he know that?

The answer came quickly, as if someone heard his thoughts and replied directly to his mind: he had dreamed it.

Doc was the next to awaken, or perhaps he was already awake and lying still, trying to assimilate what had happened while the prisoners slept. He had the bunk over Niall's, and when Niall reached up and tapped his arm hanging over the edge, Doc leaned down and met his gaze. They conferred in whispers.

"Dreams," he said with a nod. Then he glanced around the compartment as others began stirring, with the usual soft moans and groans and rolling over.

There were mornings when Niall hated the dormitory existence, but today he was grateful. How else could he and his team confer and compare notes if they couldn't be together in one lump group? Waiting until they could be released from individual cells would waste too much time. They might forget too much. Niall wanted to test his theory, see the changing expressions as people awoke, and determine who knew they had left orbit and who didn't.

By the time the rolling carts holding the covered buckets of hot cereal and bowls and spoons arrived with their breakfast, everyone in their dormitory compartment had awakened and reported in. Nesta confirmed that all those who had been injected with nanotech knew the ship had left orbit. All of them confirmed odd dreams of somehow moving through the ship, through ductwork and power feed lines and crystal circuitry, touching the engines and pulse jets and even seeing through the sensor array. There were others who had been able to tell just from the different engine resonance in the decking underfoot that they had left, but they were all people who had served on board battlecruisers and dreadnaughts and knew how to interpret the changes in vibrations and even air pressure within a ship when it was underway.

When the guards came to take away the breakfast carts, they fetched Niall and Nesta and Doc to come speak with Selendon. The quick response and his questions confirmed that yes, he and his team of medics and technicians were listening and examining everything the prisoners shared. The Commodore wouldn't answer their questions, and Niall wondered for the first time just how much their new warden was being watched himself in return. For all he knew, Selendon was trying to help them, but anything that could be interpreted as helping the prisoners might be used against him. The slightest bit of communication, the slightest answer, could be seen as collaboration and treason. He actually felt sorry for the man. For a few seconds.

"One medical man to another," Niall said, addressing a skeletal, dusky-skinned man who towered over Selendon by at least half a meter. "Are we beating the odds? Are we following the usual progression of this nanotech? Is anything different for us, and do my people have a chance of surviving this experiment?"

He could only assume this man was the head of the medical side of Selendon's team by the healer patches on the sleeve of his uniform of variegated shades of gray. That, and the fact he and the woman Niall assumed was head of the technicians were the only ones the Commodore addressed directly. Whenever they couldn't answer his questions immediately, they turned to the people standing behind them, or their teams offered data or even questions posed on tablets handed to them, instead of speaking. For all he knew, no one was allowed to speak, but had to write out all communication so it could be recorded.

Maybe, despite Selendon's actions, this current incarnation of the CAW wasn't any more merciful and trusting than the last few.

The head med-tech met Niall's gaze after being addressed, but didn't move for five long heartbeats. Then he slowly bowed his head, a single nod, and a few lines formed around his eyes. Sorrow? Sympathy? Frustration?

Niall, Doc and Nesta were all given medical scanners, of a model they had never seen before, and instructions to test every prisoner in both compartments. Whether they had been injected with the nanotech or not. Morning and evening, they were to record each prisoner's full physical condition, four full sweeps of their bodies, head to foot.

"Scorch it all," Niall said, when they were nearly to the door of their compartment. He was so shocked by the new idea that struck him that he didn't realize right away that the six guards escorting them didn't rebuke or punish him for speaking--despite the strict orders not to speak, not to look around, and not to stop.

Doc and Nesta looked at him, eyes widening in concern, but they at least were cautious and alert enough not to respond. Niall glanced at the guards, their faces hidden behind the blast screens of their helmets, and kept walking. He clutched the scanner against his chest as they stepped through the hatch into the compartment and took a few deep breaths, phrasing his idea carefully as he waited for the multiple layers of doors to close behind them.

"Terees taught me about the work in nanotech they were doing at Merkator before everything blew up," he said, gesturing for the other two to stay with him by the hatch.

Across the long room, the other prisoners were gathering around the long carts holding the bread-and-protein rolls that were their noon meal. No one seemed to have noticed they had come in. The sound of the hatches opening and closing vanished in the clatter of the lids on the carts opening and the general sounds of people getting up from chairs and bunks and talking as they moved toward the food.

"Soldrums," Doc muttered, nodding. 

One of the rules on Compost was that if anyone had an idea, a memory of something that might be useful, they shared it with all the leadership of the medico tribe. In case some disaster struck, the idea, the possibility wasn't lost. Information and knowledge were more powerful and valuable commodities even than food and shelter.

"You think I'm right?" Niall gestured with the scanner in his hand, sweeping it down Doc's body as if he scanned him right then.

"Right about what?" Nesta demanded.

"Terees was one of the students taken from Merkator. She was part of a special study group, extra credit, brightest and best with a talent for research med and tech..." Doc sighed and scrubbed at his face with his free hand. He held the scanner he had been given tight against his chest with his other arm. "They were working on nanotechnology just before the RA snatched everyone and labeled Niall and his friends from Sorendaal as traitors because their colony didn't declare undying loyalty." He turned his head and made a sound in his throat as if he would spit, but stopped himself. "On Compost, the RA showed they had confiscated and warped that tech, Terees's own student project, trying to program a disease to destroy the prison staff and guards. It was a slow-moving epidemic, totally tech-guided. They never did find out if the prison medicos determined if the pace was deliberate or just a flaw in the programming."

"The attack on Compost came a short time later," Niall added. "Nobody tells prisoners anything, even if we were the ones who figured out what was happening."

"Epidemic..." Nesta frowned, looked down at the scanner in her hands, then glanced over her shoulder at their fellow prisoners. "We're breaking new ground. We should be dead by now. They want to know why, and they need more intensive scanning than they can get from our little decorations." She bumped the sensor square on her chest with the corner of the scanner. "They're afraid..." Her eyes widened.

"If the nanotech hasn't killed us yet, it's doing things they haven't had a chance to see. Maybe the next step is to spread to everyone around us." Niall snorted. "I should have guessed something like that when they told us to stay behind the line in the floor in the conference room."

"For all we know, there was a force field, decontamination screen," Doc offered. "How effective is it against nanotech?"

"Decontamination force fields are set at the germ level--air gets through, but not the larger biological molecules. Nanotech is twice the size of a germ or bacteria cell, so..." Niall shrugged. "Want to bet our guards are fully suited up to prevent contamination and possible transfer of the tech, rather than defense when we find weapons hidden inside our mattresses and try to break free?"

Nesta snorted and flashed him a momentary, grim smile. Humor was in as rare supply as reading screens and new book or entertainment chips.

"How soon until they don't even escort our food carts in here, everything is handled by robot carts and remote control?" Niall murmured.

"If there is a contagion they can't control, how soon until they decide they can't learn anything more from us and it's safer to flash us all and send our ashes into the nearest sun?" Doc said, just as quietly.

Niall wasn't surprised when the three of them weren't taken to the other prisoner compartment to do full scans on them. Everyone who had been injected with the nanotechnology was in this one compartment. The three of them started their scans immediately after the food carts were removed. Full body scans took nearly fifteen minutes of painstaking, centimeter-at-a-time shifting of the ten-centimeter-wide scanner beam just for one sweep, which required going from head to foot, then having the reclining patient turn over, and going from foot to head. Each prisoner was to have four full scans, twice a day. Until they established a routine, most of their mornings and afternoons would be taken up with scanning their fellow prisoners.

One surprising detail made him wonder just how sympathetic Commodore Selendon was, and how far he stretched the rules and risked his career for their sakes. The screens on the scanners weren't blanked, so Niall, Nesta and Doc could see every bit of biological detail the scanners recorded. There was far too much to decipher and remember, and they weren't able to go back and look up the records for previous scans, or even request an overview of all the medical data. That didn't prevent the three of them from catching anomalies and little details, and try to remember them from one day's scanning to the next.

They didn't have their fellow prisoners' medical records--though Niall was sure that Selendon had everything recorded on each prisoner. If he didn't have it yet, he would soon. It didn't take a military genius to guess how important this new nanotechnology, offering the chance of mental control of a battlecruiser, could be to the strategy and security of the CAW. However, there was nothing stopping the three testers to talk with their fellow prisoners as they scanned them, asking about their medical histories, comparing what the prisoners said against what the screens showed.

Where broken bones had mended, scar tissue was vanishing, the bones healing so that it was as if they had never been broken. Damaged lung tissue from momentary exposure to vacuum or to caustic chemicals--healing. Weaknesses in veins and arteries and organs--slowly being repaired.

Only among those who had been injected with the nanotechnology.

"But not all of us," Doc observed, after the second day, when the three met with the rest of the inner circle of the tribe.

They had decided to speed up the process and gather medical data from everyone. Pindermast had a prodigious memory capacity and was able to keep data straight without needing to write it down--a blessing for them, since the prisoners were given nothing to record writing or sounds or images. Once asked, prisoners remarked on improving eyesight or hearing. Better sleep patterns, less pain in their joints. Sometimes the changes and improvements were so small that people didn't notice until someone asked them to think and look for them.

"All right, then we need to find out what separates those who improved from those who haven't," Niall said.

"What if it's as simple as not needing fixing?" Nesta offered. "Older folks or people with more hazardous jobs, those in battle situations, yes, they have more damage, more wear and tear to repair. Younger folks, those in less physically taxing occupations, not so much."

"It'd help if we could get to medical records and write things down and set up charts to help us compare," Doc said. "You're a blessing from Fi'in, 'mast," he added, grinning and giving a nod to Pindermast, "but you can't lay it out for the rest of us to see. We need to see so we can come up with theories of our own."

"Any chance of having access to records, charts, a place to work out theories visually?" Niall asked, tipping his head back and raising his voice--as if theoretical eye contact with those watching and listening would make a difference and get his request answered with any speed.

"They're not going to move until something else happens," Nesta said.

"And probably not in a big way," Pindermast added.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Ten days later, the "something else" turned out to be the deaths of two members of the group of those who had been injected, but unaffected. When the lights came on that morning and the prisoners began stirring, they didn't. They were cold enough, Niall and Doc could only guess when they had died.

"How come--" Nesta hooked her thumb upwards at the high ceiling, "--haven't reacted yet?"

"They don't know," Doc murmured.

"Maybe they aren't dead," Pindermast offered, so softly he mouthed the words more than spoke them aloud.

Niall hoped he wasn't trying to inject some humor into the unsettling situation. So far, no one else had realized what had happened. Most of those in the compartment were lined up at the doors of the sanitary stations, waiting for their ten minutes of allotted hot water to wash up for the day. The four of them realized what had happened because they were looking for any new development.

"A new variant of cold sleep?" Nesta theorized aloud.

"Or whatever the nanotech is doing, trying to establish communication with us... it's overriding or even blocking what the sensors are telling the Keepers," Niall said, fighting off a shudder. What was worse? Being experimental animals for Selendon's doctors and technicians, or living at the mercy of whatever they had injected unknowing into their own bodies?

That assumed the nanotechnology had taken on sentience, or at least the self-awareness that some advanced computers possessed, and was making choices. Maybe this had been programmed into the nanotech in the lab? A function of the machine-mind merging that the researchers were trying to attain? He had heard rumors of far-flung science colonies doing highly experimental work, dangerous enough it couldn't be conducted around civilian habitation. Stories of colonies established by rogue scientists, or those who simply didn't want to be hampered by the constant shifts in politics and philosophies, so they went beyond the reach of military and governmental oversight. Those scientists were experimenting with such things as long-term cold sleep, allowing sleeper ships to travel for decades, centuries, avoiding the need for Wrinkleships to tow them. One large handicap with cold sleep was the mental deterioration that occurred if it was too deep or prolonged. What if this nanotech was trying to overcome that problem, as well as others?

Rewrite human physiology and bridge the gap between computer and human mind? Was it possible?

"Sounds like khrystal and everything they've been accusing Khybors of trying to do," Pindermast said, when Niall voices his theories, as simply and with as much euphemism as possible. No sense in alarming anyone who might overhear them. There was no privacy in the compartment, after all. 

They needed time to think and plan--although, what they could do, Niall wasn't sure.

Still the four of them sat by the bunks where the two dead members of their command crew lay, and no response from their guards or anyone else tasked with watching them. Nothing happened when Nesta got up and cautiously crossed to her bunk two rows over, and fetched her scanner. No response when she ran the beam over the two still, cold bodies. For all Niall knew, the demarcation line had been passed. They were considered dangerously contaminated, and would have no more human contact, not even with heavily suited guards, until all of them had either died or proven they could control the nanotech infection.

"This isn't sensitive enough to detect khrystal. Not at the depths and refinement of the current generations," Nesta muttered, studying the readings. "The first two generations of khrystal, possibly. Back when it could still be identified within the body and removed."

"Killing the host," Doc added with a snort of disgust.

Niall grinned. He and Doc had enjoyed many discussions on the pros and cons of khrystal, the theoretical dangers and benefits of letting Khybors develop as they chose and not as the differing incarnations of the government and genetic radicals tried to decree. Sometimes he wished he could meet a genuine Khybor and take the chance of being infused with khrystal, to find out what he could do with it--if it didn't react badly to his physiology and kill him.

Like the nanotechnology had done to these two members of his crew.

"What?" Nesta asked, looking up, when a sound like a hiccup and a sob and a bubble of bitter laughter escaped him. 

Niall thought he might feel sick. Had he finally descended into the dehumanized levels that those kept in confinement, in brutal social conditions, were prone to? Had all the work he and his tribe had done, to stay human, to stay moral and sane, been lost during this latest injustice?

"I can't even remember their names," he admitted. "They were valuable enough to be part of the command team, but I can't even remember who they are."

"Berken," Doc said. "Both of them--cousins. Their friends called them Heir and Spare, since they both answered when anyone called for Berken."

"What were they in for?"

"Treason," Pindermast said, going down on one knee between the two bunks and frowning thoughtfully as he looked back and forth between the cousins.

"Aren't we all?" Nesta said, finishing the first scan and moving over to the other cousin to scan him.

"They aren't your ordinary colonists caught in the change waves, like the rest of us. I remember them now. Their families are landfasters." His frown deepened as he stared at an empty spot in the air between the bunks.

"Meaning?" Doc said.

"Meaning they stayed on Vidan," Niall replied, remembering some friends on Merkator who had used the same term, always with a mixture of rebellion and pride in their voices. "They don't believe in space travel, or at least they don't believe in staying out in space and settling other worlds. They believe in using what we find out here, but keeping the human race on Vidan, limiting reproduction to only the best of the best. In some ways, they make the Set'ri seem reasonable."

"Some ways," Pindermast said, nodding, finally looking up from the spot somewhere else, maybe some-when else, that he had been contemplating. "I remember them saying how their families had been recruited by the Set'ri, because they could guarantee their bloodlines were pure and clean. No warping by prolonged space travel and accidental exposure to radiation or alien bacteria or environments that could damage their genetics."

"So they were considered traitors for coming out to the colonies?" Nesta said, finishing her scan. She glanced at the screen and sighed. A moment later her mouth flattened in disgust, and Niall knew the screen had blanked, denying her access to the information she had been studying.

"Anything?" he said.

"As far as it can tell, they're definitely dead. About three hours. Decay has set in from lack of circulation, nervous system destruction from lack of oxygen. If this is a side benefit of the nanotech, I'll pass."

"Not for that," Pindermast said. "Not for space travel. They were spies for the government, turned in some of the high-level Set'ri who were using their power and connections to imprison and sterilize and poison entire villages and tried to bomb a Khybor colonization training outpost."

"Let me guess." Niall stood up and arched his back, needing to move from the nervous energy shuttling through him, and fight the cramping from crouching for so long. "While the government took its good time working up to a hearing and trial and gathering proof to imprison those Set'ri, there was a coup and the heroes became traitors, while those they turned in were proclaimed heroes."

"For about four lunars, until things shifted again, but while the new group that took over decried what their predecessors had done, they didn't think it necessary to release anyone who had been imprisoned by the last turnover in the government. Except for their friends, of course."

"Of course," Doc snarled, and made as if to spit again.

"So do you think their genetic purity, their being recruited by the Set'ri, has anything to do with them dying from the nanotech?" Niall said.

"If we had all our medical and ancestral records--" Pindermast stopped as discordant chimes rang through the compartment, signaling the hatch was opening.

"I'm guessing using the scanner alerted them to the deaths," Nesta said.

The guards who came in with the food carts--twenty minutes early--also came in with two gurneys and triple body bags for each dead prisoner. Niall and his team stood back, giving the guards room to work. They kept their faces impassive. He watched the guards, wondering what they thought, what they feared, what expressions they wore behind the mirrored shielding of their helmets. Everything belonging to the two dead cousins was gathered up--their bag of personal possessions, the clothes they had taken off and folded at the foot of their bunks, their blankets, even their mattresses. No one said anything to the other prisoners.

That afternoon, Silby had a seizure while Doc was scanning him. He had just completed the first sweep from head to foot and was about to tell the young man, a member of Pindermast's team of simulation trainees, to turn over. Silby went rigid. Doc let out a yelp and dropped the scanner as he flung himself down on the much larger man. Two others dove in to help, holding Silby down while Doc scrambled for something to jam between his teeth and keep his mouth open. He had to settle for the washing rag hanging off the rod at the end of Silby's bunk, twisted into a roll.

Despite the weight of two grown men holding him down, Silby writhed and arched his back so his hips were nearly twenty centimeters off the bunk at several points. Doc had nothing to try to calm or sedate the suffering man, except to try to grab onto him and apply pressure to nerve clusters around his shoulders and neck. Niall and Nesta abandoned their scanning subjects and came running, though there was little they could do to help, other than pray. As the seizure lengthened out to one minute, then three, Doc tipped his head back and shouted curses at the pickups in the ceiling, demanding the Keepers do something.

Silby collapsed on his bunk, gasping, shuddering, his throat working as if he would vomit. The hatch chimes sounded as a choked sob escaped the man. Niall reluctantly stepped back out of the way. He wanted to fling himself at the faceless, silent guards who came to take Silby away, enveloping him in an isolation suit before putting him on a gurney. He told himself to be grateful they didn't treat him like a mindless, insensate bag of trash, throwing him around. One of them even offered Silby a hand to steady him as he stepped into the isolation suit, and another gestured at the gurney, giving silent instructions, instead of pushing the prisoner around.

No word came all through the rest of the afternoon, which seemed three times longer than before. Niall looked up at the audio and visual pickups in the ceiling multiple times, stopping himself just short of shouting a demand for information.

A seizure took Keldecott as she reached for a bowl of the usual synthetic protein stew at dinner. Pindermast was closest to her and caught hold of her arm as her legs folded. A moment later she went rigid, nearly sliding out of his grasp, and two others hurried up to help lay her on the deck. The guards who had brought the dinner carts evidently had stayed just outside the hatch, because they came through as Pindermast stretched her out on the floor and attempted to hold her flat. They had a gurney with them, and three isolation suits. Two suits, they tossed to Niall and Doc while they waited for Keldecott's seizure to pass, then gestured for Pindermast and Nesta, who were tending the woman, to help her into the suit.

Niall and Doc accompanied Keldecott as far as the medical deck. One guard continued guiding the gurney through the multiple layers of decontamination airlocks, while the other gestured for the two medicos to follow. They ended up in what was clearly a morgue. Various panels opened up and robot arms extended as they walked in, setting out trays of autopsy tools, ending with a full-spectrum medical scanner pivoting down from the ceiling to hang over the empty autopsy table.

"So...now what?" Doc said, when they waited more than ten minutes, and nothing more happened.

Niall decided to take a chance and sit on one of the benches, rather than speak the first thought burning in his mind: the doctors were waiting for Keldecott to die, and then would make them perform or at least participate in the autopsy. They waited nearly an hour, to the point that Niall's stomach reminded him that they hadn't had a chance to eat. At least the food on the Nova Vendetta was satisfying and tasted decent, even if it was all synthetic. He considered asking if they could have something to eat. Then the door hissed open at the far end from where they had entered the morgue. A fine mist of disinfectant clouded the shapes of two more people in isolation suits, guiding a gurney. This one held Silby.

In the few hours since the guards had taken him away, the young man had visibly aged, wasting away, so his skin seemed to stretch over the bones of his skull like old-fashioned parchment. Niall caught hold of his wrist, feeling helpless, needing to offer a gesture of sympathy even though it was useless, maybe to assure himself that the young man really was dead. Silby still felt warm, through the tough, thin material of the isolation suit. The lack of pulse in the emaciated wrist had never before seemed so horrific to Niall.

"I'm sorry." Selendon's voice coming through the speaker panel in the faceplate of one of the isolation suits startled Niall. He had just assumed the two people bringing Silby's body in would be guards or lower-rank medics.

"What happened?" Niall didn't even care that the question was useless. Obviously, he had been brought in to try to find an answer. "When?"

"He resumed seizing at the same time as the woman." The other person with Selendon was the man Niall had assumed was the head doctor. He met Niall's gaze and visibly shuddered. "Almost down to the second. We registered a massive energy burst in the medical monitors. Our sensors need to be augmented, to detect if the same thing happens in the prisoner compartment when someone else seizes. If someone else seizes again." He gestured and the full-spectrum screen came down to rest over Silby's body. "Your theorizing about khrystal earlier was a breakthrough for us."

The screen lit, shifting through different types of scans at twenty-second intervals. After the fourth image, the doctor tapped the frame of the scanner screen, halting the image. He tapped the image itself, then drew circles around Silby's left eye. The circled area appeared on the left side of the screen, magnified. Data scrolled slowly across the bottom of the screen, analyzing the structures within the circle.

For the next four hours, Niall and Doc and the lead doctor of Selendon's team--he never gave his name, and they knew better than to ask--went over the scans of Silby's body centimeter by centimeter, organ by organ, joint by joint. Crystalline structures had formed in clumps at joints and at nerve clusters, and encased organs. They continued to emanate an energy resonance matching the energy burst when Silby and Keldecott had their seizures. Several times the doctor hesitated to answer Niall's questions, or offer his own theories, but overall the impression was that here and now, for however short a time, there were no restrictions on information. They had to figure out what had happened to Silby, what might still happen to Keldecott--and, Niall theorized, anyone else who had been injected with the nanotechnology. The importance of this was emphasized by Selendon's presence and his silence. He approved everything being said and done, and didn't stop what the three said or did.

"I've never seen khrystal, I've only studied the basics so I could identify someone who was treated with it," Niall said, when the scanning was done and all of them sat down on the benches while robot arms took Silby's body and slid it into one of the cold storage drawers in the morgue. "That looks like it, but...but not. I don't know enough to be sure."

"You're right." The doctor closed his eyes and leaned back against the wall behind his bench. "It's khrystal, but it isn't. The data on the development of the nanotech has been either redacted or destroyed, but somewhere in there, someone tried to adapt Dr. Nicorazon's original theories. He wanted something that could be programmed, to treat each medical need and adapt to suit the situation. I don't know if someone got hold of first-generation khrystal, or they coerced a Khybor to release their own personal khrystal, programmed to be adaptable, or...or a Khybor was coerced to the point of breaking, and they sabotaged what they released for use, put a delayed timer, so to speak, in the khrystal, at the genetic level."

"No," Niall said. "Khybors might not meet the definition of human that the extremists want to impose on us. That might be a good thing. I have some distant relatives who are--or maybe were, I don't know if they're dead or not--who were Khybors, and I know enough of their teachings their basic philosophies, they wouldn't do something like this. It's like when khrystal gets into your blood and bones and down to your genetics, it makes you more aware of the patterns of creation, the ties between all life, and makes you more sensitive to Fi'in's hand in everything. Yes, there are violent Khybors, there are the mentally damaged, the angry and vindictive, but they're few and far between, and you have to push them off the edge of the universe to get that kind of reaction. What I'm getting to is that Khybors wouldn't indulge in that kind of sabotage, essentially killing by remote control. Especially when the victim is someone else who has become a Khybor."

"If khrystal overtakes the subject, so they don't adapt fully, are they really Khybors?" Selendon offered, surprising them all after his long silence. Niall almost laughed at himself. It wasn't like he had forgotten the Commodore was there.

"Sir, that's a philosophical question I am in no condition or mood to consider at this present time," the doctor offered with a weary smile.

"So how can you determine for sure if it is or isn't khrystal?" Doc asked. "I guess we all agree the energy surge, the seizures, came from sudden growth of the crystalline structures, interfering with nerve impulses and organ function, and damaging the mineral content of the blood to interfere with oxygen transfer. The question of whether it's khrystal or not doesn't change how we try to treat it, does it?"

"I'm not conversant enough with khrystal to be sure," the doctor said. "Unfortunately, this far out, we can't guarantee communications secure enough to deal with these questions, that kind of data. We have to get closer to the galactic core. We need to make contact with a Wrinkleship and get towed about four colonization rings closer to Vidan, and have experts meet us. The problem is that the experts we need are all Khybor scientists and researchers, and they've gone ultra-insular in reaction to the latest Set'ri last-ditch destructive efforts."

"Meaning?" Niall asked, too tired to be cautious any longer. If this was information he wasn't allowed to know, Selendon would just have to tell him outright.

"Meaning Khybors nine times out of ten will say no, they aren't, if you ask if they're Khybors. Simple self-preservation. While the genetic extremists are falling out of favor, it's taking too long getting the word out to our forces to resist them, take them into custody, or blow them out of the sky, as the situation warrants," Selendon said. "Meanwhile, they've taken advantage of their periods of dominance and political favor and stockpiled weapons, built up hidden colonies, created lines of communication, confiscated technology better than even this highly advanced ship. They're generations ahead of us in technology and coordination. They're using it to attack Khybor colonies and research stations, and they don't care if they get themselves wiped out. Their hive mind and philosophy has trained them to be far too willing to die for the so-called greater good of the pure human genome."

"Men with nothing to lose are the most dangerous of all," Doc murmured.

"Meaning we're out of luck. We won't find the experts we need because they could be under attack and fighting for their lives right now, and if they aren't, they might refuse communication, fearing we're lying to get them to identify themselves and guide us to them," Niall speculated aloud. "At the same time, moving closer to the galactic core could put us closer to the fighting. Set'ri have a tendency to lash out and punish anyone who won't stand with them, especially when they're fighting for their lives. Spoilsport mentality."

"You have an unusually clear grasp of the political currents and situations," Selendon said.

"Occupational hazard. Or rather, genetic. My family..." He sighed. "So what can we do?"

"We watch your people more closely. We try to learn everything we can from those who start showing changes, and try to figure out why some are rejecting the adaptation and some are dying." The doctor sighed. "And we hope that no more die."

Later, when Niall and Doc had discussed the examination in the morgue and what they had learned, sharing it with inner circle, Pindermast came up with a question that none of them had considered yet.

"All this was developed to create a bond with the ship. At what point do the malfunctions and changes start affecting the ship? Khybors are rumored to be able to merge with computer systems. What happens if one of us bonds with the ship and we can't figure out what we're doing before something deadly happens?"

The answer came the next morning. Niall and Doc had finally gone to bed after the long discussion. They estimated they had only three hours remaining until the lights came on to start the day shift. Niall felt dizzy with exhaustion by the time he lay down, and the ship seemed to spin around him when he closed his eyes, so he grasped the edges of his mattress. The spinning sucked him down into sleep and dreams within a few heartbeats.

This dream frightened him from the beginning. First, he was aware he was dreaming. The sense of someone trying to break through to him, trying to communicate, grew to an overwhelming, almost painful awareness. As if at any moment, pressure of the effort to make him hear would crush him. Niall tried to turn around, to face the looming presence. He had studied enough psychology to know that if someone consciously faced what they feared in their dreams, they could dispel the dream or discover the answers to whatever tormented them in their subconscious.

The presence stayed behind him as he struggled to turn around to face it. The pressure grew stronger. Was it possible the presence wasn't actually behind him, but all around him? Surrounding him?

Sensation crackled along his nerves, so that for a second he nearly shot out of the sucking, spinning well of sleep, back to waking. Then the pressure enfolded him, nearly squeezing the air from his lungs. Niall knew, intellectually, that he couldn't suffocate in his sleep, because his body was not underwater and his mouth was not covered with anything to obstruct breathing. At the same time, as a medical student he had read too many case studies of people awaking from intense dreams with physical results from whatever they had dreamed--red marks where they had been pummeled in dream fights, bruises on wrists where they had been restrained, and symptoms similar to smoke damage in their lungs, after dreaming they had been caught in a building on fire.

The pressure eased up around him and thrust him forward. He traveled through the ship, through the ventilation system, the pipework for liquids, through cables and massive crystal circuit sheets taller than he was. In seconds, he felt as if he had been spread across the entire ship, that the ship was his body. He had to breathe for it. The energy coursing through the engines was partly his blood. The protective shields around the ship were his skin.

All right...that wasn't so bad. He could live with that imagery. If that was what the nanotechnology was supposed to do...then it was succeeding.

An odd sense of glee bubbled up inside him.

The pressure around him eased more. The sense of watchfulness increased, as if the presence focused more on him, yet not as overwhelming as before. Niall couldn't explain the paradox, only that he grew more comfortable. Maybe now that a wider channel of communication or understanding had opened, the desperation behind the watchful presence had been soothed?

No. Not desperation. Not emotions at all. He wondered if part of the problem was that he was trying to apply human emotions, human viewpoints, to the machine side of the experience. Not desperation, but...overwhelming purpose? Maybe he was even causing part of the blockage in understanding because he used totally human terms and confused the mechanical, perhaps even crystalline--khrystal?--intelligence or semi-sentience? 

A sensation of cool and reduction of pressure made him gasp and loosened the bindings of sleep, so he felt as if he bobbed upward toward consciousness. He reached for the spinning darkness before it could catch hold of him and suck him down again. More cool filled him, restoring energy that had been sadly depleted by the long session in the morgue. Now it wasn't so much pressure but being carried along by a strong yet gentle current.

Could emotion cause trouble? Was it possible to totally delete his emotional aspects, to clear the debris and blockages out of this flow of communication with the mechanical mind?

Was he the only one here, communicating with the ship?

As soon as he thought that, the ship seemed to spin around him, thrusting him back into the spinning blackness. Terror spun sticky strands around him, squeezing his ribs, threatening to shatter his torso. His pulse raced, multiplying and threatening to smother him and shatter his ears with the volume.

No, he realized a moment later. Not his pulse--other pulses. Several other people. Those weren't strands, but arms, clutching at him. Terror and desperation and confusion made the air sour and thick and put a metallic, burned taste in his mouth.

Hello? Is anyone else here?

His own voice echoed and vibrated in his ears, down into his ribcage, as if it were hollow.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

The clutching sensation vanished. The racing of multiple hearts stilled in shock. Then voices shrieked, calling out to him. Some called him by name. He recognized those voices. He reached for them, to pull them out of the darkness and spinning. 

Niall woke, erupting from sleep with the force of a hot spring geyser shoving him up into waking. He sat up and half-slid out of his bunk. Heart still racing, he pulled himself to his feet and tottered down the row of bunks to the closest man whose voice he recognized.

"Trescott." Niall reached for the man's shoulder, to shake him awake, and felt the rigid shuddering through the blanket-covered form. "Trescott!" He flung aside the blanket and rolled the man over on his back.

Trescott was hard to move, stiff with seizure. He started sliding off the mattress and Niall shouted for help as he grappled, trying to pull the man back into position.

Pindermast got there first, wobbling on his feet, still half-asleep. He flung himself down on Trescott while Niall applied the same defensive move Doc had used earlier, twisting a washcloth into a rod to jam between the man's teeth. Almost the moment he got the cloth between Trescott's teeth, the seizing man let out a massive sigh and went limp. Niall had one hand on his throat, from trying to hold his head still, and felt the pulse flutter and die under his fingertips. Growling a single curse, he pushed aside Pindermast and pounded on Trescott's chest, trying to jolt his heart back into beating.

By this time, others were awaking all around them. Niall thought of the other voices he had recognized. The certainty that this was happening to more people made him nauseous enough he nearly gave up. Barking his orders, he sent others to check on the four he had heard calling to him from the dream. Then he fought to breathe for Trescott, pressing his mouth to the other man's and forcing air into his lungs.

When the lights came on in the compartment, Niall couldn't be sure. He fought to get Trescott breathing again, get his heart beating, until he was dizzy and aching from the effort, dripping with sweat. When hands tried to pull him away, he resisted, until the slick gray material of a guard's padded shock suit came between him and the dead man. Niall slid backwards, onto the cold decking, staring up in confusion at the dark faceplate looking down at him. Another guard hauled him to his feet and led him away, to the table that ran down the center of the compartment between the two groups of bunks. He thought perhaps he was hallucinating, because he could have sworn there was gentleness in those gloved hands.
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