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ENDMOST SYSTEM

Uncharted Space

Two Months After Contact...
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[image: ]


ALARMS RANG AND WARNING lights flashed as the ship suddenly appeared in the node. The gray-clad crew on duty all flinched, and any who were away from their duty stations rushed to take their places. On the tactical display that floated near the wall opposite those stations, blue and red icons showed the system’s defense force scrambling as ships pulsed their engines, moving in on the intruder. Weapons platforms signaled target locks.

James Calavone glared at the main display as the large ship barged in and passed uncomfortably close to a smaller outbound vessel just then approaching the node. No one entered Endmost system unannounced without challenge. The new arrival would have only moments to establish an acceptable identity, and failing to do so, all aboard would die. In the meantime, the outbound ship announced an emergency shutdown of its matrix drive field, a frantic attempt to prevent a cross-amplification that came a heartbeat from failure.

“Warship! A heavy cruiser,” Pete, the officer of the watch and nearest Calavone, announced. “They’re sending a signal. It’s...” He turned and stared at Calavone. “Sir, that’s the Vengeance!”

“I’ll be damned,” Calavone said quietly to himself. Out loud he said, “Answer them and determine their status. Maintain red alert.”

Pete nodded and said, “RDF Vengeance from station traffic control, stand down immediately or you will be fired upon. Advise of your status. Do you require assistance?” There was a pause, then he turned toward Calavone and said, “Sir, the commander of Vengeance wishes to speak to you directly.”

“Go ahead.” Light swam and then coalesced in front of Calavone’s station, forming the image of a pale, familiar face, square-jawed but a step back from handsome, clean-shaven from crown to chin. He wore the dark blue uniform of the Republic Defense Force, but with no sign of rank or decoration.

“James? Good, you’re still doing the first watch thing. I wanted to come through when you were on duty. We’re nominal. No immediate emergency to report.”

“You almost created one, Andrew!” James Calavone replied. “What the hell did you think you were doing coming across without warning?”

“It’s been almost seven years since I last had direct contact with you. We have the entire Republic Defense Force out to get us. I couldn’t simply take the chance that Endmost was still a free outpost.” Kester shrugged, but somehow did not seem the slightest bit apologetic. “If we were flying into a trap, I wanted the element of surprise.”

Calavone shook his head, unable to believe what he had heard. “We almost launched, you damned fool!”

“Good thing for us you’re so old school,” Commodore Andrew Kester said with a smirk. “And it’s nice to see you, too.”

“What the hell are you doing here?” Calavone asked with all the patience he could muster. “Wait, you said the RDF is after you? What the hell is going on?”

“Big trouble, but it’s nothing I’m going to talk about over an open com. We need to speak face to face, as soon as possible.”

“Trouble? You? That’s two surprises in one day! I’ll order the main dock clear and Vengeance can...”

“Don’t bother,” Kester interrupted, shaking his head. “I’m already in a shuttle and about to head over. I’ll be alone. Meet me in the dockyard.” The projection shimmered away.

“Right. See you soon,” Calavone said with a trace of sarcasm to the now empty air before him. “Some people never change,” he added under his breath. Then he glanced around and nodded to the first watch officer who occupied the com station. “Pete, you’re in the hot seat. I’ll let you know what’s going on as soon as I can.”

“I’m on it,” was the man’s calm response, and Pete stepped onto the central platform that held the Station Master post slightly above all the others.

Calavone left the post and crossed to the narrow end of the instrument-packed, brightly lit room. The door in the plain bulkhead opened to a small, gray-walled passage illuminated by a light strip that ran all the way to the lift terminus. There was a capsule waiting — standard operating procedure — and he stepped inside. As soon as the door closed, the capsule moved him swiftly from the operation center’s offices in the administrative ring straight to the core, then with a soft bump switched rails and rushed up the main axis to the docks. By the time he found himself free-floating in the bright, cool vault of the station’s docking facility, white-clad workers were already escorting Andrew Kester away from the port through which his shuttle had entered.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” Kester said politely to the station hands as he approached. “I know my way from here.” He grasped a slider on the nearest come-along pole and pushed away from the port.

Calavone watched as the workers saluted the departing Fleet Commodore, and when Calavone gave them a nod, turned their attention to other tasks. “Andy,” Calavone said as Kester slid within range of easy conversation.

“Jimmy!” Kester clasped Calavone’s hand firmly and gave him a broad, square-toothed grin. “Good to see you again.”

“Likewise. It’s been far too many years.”

“That it has! Much too long, which of course can’t be helped. Endmost is not a place for casual visits. How’s Carla?”

“Doing fine. She’ll be delighted to know you’re here.” Calavone released Kester’s hand and worked to remain composed. His annoyance with Kester’s careless arrival was difficult to suppress with pleasantries. Each man held himself in place with an easy touch of the pole, veterans with no need to clutch and hold. “You can’t be in it too deep. You’re in a good mood.”

“Being careful.” Kester glanced around, as if admiring the facility, and kept an easy smile on his face. “You have a secure office here on the station, I assume?”

“Yes.” His friend’s smiling face did not jibe with the change in the tone of his voice, the hardness of his eyes. Calavone knew Kester well, and saw the signs of real fear in the man. Annoyance was replaced by a mix of curiosity and concern. “We can be there in just a few minutes.” He gave a practiced flick of the wrist and began to float backwards, the way he had just come. “Does Vengeance need attention?” he said a little louder, to be heard by the crew over the noise of the docking facility.

“As a matter of fact, life support needs a thorough overhaul, but it’s not an emergency. When it can reasonably be scheduled.”

“Consider it done,” Calavone replied.

“Good enough.”

They were at, and then in the lift, the noise of the busy place closed off when the capsule shut the hatch at Calavone’s command. As the trip back to the full-g torus began, Calavone said, “You’ve got all my feelers twitching.”

And then Kester dropped the act, looking grave and tired, and older than his sixty-seven standard years. “You know me well enough to pick it up, I suppose. Things aren’t going well, out there,” and he made a vague gesture outward with his left hand. “But we really need to be buttoned up before I can give you the complete story.”

“Bad enough to risk coming back here? The authorities have always suspected a connection, you know.” When Kester did not reply immediately, Calavone said, slightly exasperated, “Artie, is this capsule secure?”

“It is secure,” a quietly neutral voice said from the com speaker.

“It’s bad enough that we had no other choice,” Kester replied. “There are no ports in the Republic we can use that won’t result in my arrest, and the loss of my ship.”

“Good God, Andy, what have you — No, okay, we’ll hold off until we’re at my office,” Calavone said, holding a hand up to forestall the objection he saw coming.

“Yes.”

They finished the tube ride in something less than a companionable silence, and then walked briskly down the forever sloping, up-curved main corridor of the green and white administrative ring. It was not a long walk to the office complex that served as Calavone’s home away from home. They passed through the quiet outer offices, occupied by workers seated at terminals surrounded by pale green walls, monitoring progress elsewhere in the stellar system for which Endmost Station served as capital and nerve center. Everyone wore gray uniforms with only a name over the pocket to distinguish them. Off to one side was a projection containing a large system schematic showing worlds, stations, habitats, and ship traffic. Endmost was a busy place, with a respectable-sized population.

The inner offices were pale blue, with the same gray carpet underfoot, and there they found Calavone’s secretary, an attractive young brunette, waiting. She left quickly after a polite acknowledgment of the order to do so; Kester’s eyes lingered on her until the door closed between them. Calavone tapped a key code into the terminal on his desk. “There. Only way we could be more secure would be a life pod out in the cometary halo. I do hope we won’t need to go that far?”

“Ah, no,” Kester said with a quick grin and an equally quick look around. “Got anything to drink?”

“Whiskey.” Calavone shrugged and added apologetically, “It’s synth.”

Kester shrugged off the clarification and said, “I’ll take it. Neat.”

Calavone poured amber liquid into a pair of squat, heavy glasses. The smell of the whiskey was assertive and obvious.

“To the ones who died with honor, for freedom’s sake. And to those who will.” Kester held his glass up as he spoke.

The words were all too familiar, and hit so close to home. Calavone’s father had said exactly that, years ago when he and Kester had been young boys, as he led the forces covering his followers’ retreat from the Republic. That was the last Calavone had heard of his father, who he now knew to be long dead. The words had been remembered, and were now the standard, one might say traditional, toast for those who called Endmost their home. “Amen,” Calavone said softly in reply. They tossed back the first helping, then Calavone refilled their glasses. They looked at each other across a long, black desk, made of iron and stone, polished like a dark mirror. After each of them had taken another sip, Calavone said, “Out with it.”

“The Leyra’an have made contact with the Human civilization centered on old Earth.”

“God save us!” Calavone whispered, and set the glass down with a thump. His stomach seemed to clench around the whiskey. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. I led an invasion into Pr’pri system, hoping to anchor our flank for an intended sweep of the Leyra’an systems in the Disputed Zone. One last shot at securing the border before politics at home renders it all but impossible. We found a ship there from what’s called the Commonwealth. They helped the Leyra’an halt the invasion, after the scalies sprang a trap. Our intel missed a large fleet of warships, disguised as civilian freighters. All we could do was hold the node and wait for back-up. These folk from the Commonwealth claim neutrality, but I’m not buying it. They were letting scalies crawl all over this probeship, as they called it. A little too cozy, if you ask me.”

“People from the home world...” Calavone shook his head, having paid little attention to the rest of what Kester said. He took a solid drink of whiskey. “My God. Andy, if anyone else came to me with that story as an excuse for violating security protocols the way you just did, he’d be out the airlock right now.”

“You really didn’t know already?” Kester frowned and said, “So much for your network!”

“It’s a secure network, Andy. Unfortunately, that means news sometimes comes in slowly.”

“We knew they were out there,” Kester went on, and then to Calavone’s apparent surprise added, “Never mind how for the moment. And we had a pretty good idea where to go and look. Suffice to say that was part of the reason for trying to button up the DZ now. Protecting our flank was a convenient cover story that had some virtue in being more than half true. We tried to move on a broader front to hide this, but the scalies put up a hell of a fight along the inner corridor.”

“They knew,” Calavone said suddenly. “They were herding you.”

“Pretty sure now that’s the case,” Kester admitted. He sipped whiskey and shook his head, a rueful half-smile on his face. “And we fell for it. Came in with guns blazing and shot up a bunch of transports full of civs that were right in our path.” He grimaced. “A year ago that would have been overlooked. But these Commonwealth people, they saw it and were appalled. In response the Admiralty made a big show of calling my tactics excessive and dismissed me from the scene when the political types came through to handle matters to do with contact.”

“Stinks, being set up like that,” said Calavone.

“As you know all too well.” Kester took another sip.

Calavone grunted and tossed back the contents of the glass. “More?” he asked, and Kester extended his glass after first draining it. “Don’t get me started on ancient history. So this all happened — when?”

“Two months ago. Don’t know where things stand at the moment. We’ve been a bit out of touch since then.” Kester finished speaking with his eyes on the whiskey.

Calavone’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Out of touch, huh? Andrew, what the hell else is going on?”

Kester sighed and sipped the whiskey, grimacing slightly, as if either the taste no longer pleased him, or what he remembered was a bitter pill. “My crew and I set a trap for Kr’nai Ersha and his ship the Han’anga. We knew the Han’anga would be escorting the Commonwealth’s embassy into Leyra’an space. When they came through, we hit them. There were unforeseen consequences.” He hesitated and his hard gray eyes looked up at Calavone for a moment, then shifted back down to the glass he held before him.

“Go on.” He didn’t bother to question Kester’s decision to go after their old acquaintance. He understood the power of old grudges.

“The Commonwealth ship came through the node before we expected them, and we fired a warning shot to back them off. Turned out to be a really bad idea. These ships are huge, bigger than anything in the Fleet! Hell, it was bigger than Endmost station! They create a lot of residual stress in transit. That must cause their matrix field to extend further and to take longer than I expected to dissipate. Our shot intersected their field while it was still hot. The field snapped. The next thing we knew, the forward sections had sheared off and the bulk of the vessel just disappeared. The flux from the field when it collapsed caught us and did more damage than Han’anga, when she returned fire. We let the Han’anga run for it and went to the debris field looking for survivors, but we were too late. There weren’t any.”

“Somehow I doubt you came away empty handed, though.”

Kester shook his head, then finished his whiskey and set aside the empty glass, apparently done for the moment. “No, indeed. The nose of that ship contained their docking facility. We salvaged several smaller ships and managed to remove and shut down their onboard memory cores before some sort of self-destruct completely erased their databases. We’re hoping it contains a record of the stealth technology they displayed during the battle of Pr’pri...”

“Stealth? You left that part out,” Calavone said.

Kester leaned forward and stared at him. “This so-called probeship was a traveling space habitat, Jimmy. This station would fit inside of it! But when we emerged into Pr’pri system there wasn’t a trace of it on our scans, not so much as a ghost of an echo! I thought I was speaking to a Human aboard the Han’anga when suddenly — wham!” He reached out and slammed his hand down hard on the desktop. “There it was, like a space station from the core systems materializing out of nothing!”

“This is beginning to sound like something out of a drama vid,” Calavone said mildly.

“Look for yourself, if my word isn’t sufficient.” Kester nodded toward the terminal, clearly annoyed. “I’ve set things so you can access our records.”

“Wasn’t calling you a liar, Andy,” Calavone said, raising his right hand in a defensive gesture.

“I wouldn’t blame you if you did,” Kester replied. He subsided and shook his head. “I wouldn’t believe a word of it without proof, if I hadn’t been there and seen it all.” He pointed to the terminal and said, “You should review the record anyway. You need to see this for yourself.”

“I’ll surely do so.” Calavone looked thoughtful, then said, “So now you’re in the deep dark with the Admiralty?”

“The Admiralty, the government, and more than likely the Commonwealth,” Kester replied with a frown. “Instead of following orders and falling back, we went after Han’anga. By itself, that act might have been overlooked. Then we messed up with that Commonwealth ship. We really didn’t mean to do them any harm. Next stop we made we found that they’d suffered enormous casualties. We’ve been declared a rogue ship.”

“You ran for it when you found out.”

Kester nodded and said, “With such crew as remained willing. Turned the rest out. They don’t see it, Jimmy, meaning the government and the Admiralty. They don’t see where the danger lies, with the Leyra’an having already won over the Commonwealth. I screwed up, trying to take out Ersha, but I’m right about what’s going on, and Fleet just isn’t listening.”

“Andy, you’re one of a handful trusted with the coordinates to this system. What were you thinking, bringing all this to our doorstep?” Calavone made no attempt to conceal his annoyance. “You can’t hide here forever!”

“We’re not here to hide!” Kester snapped. He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Jim, we need to understand and make use of Commonwealth tech. We’ve got an enormous amount of data from that wreckage. We have small craft built with Commonwealth tech. My people, the ones who stayed with me, are good enough to get a sense for how important that data is, but a heavy cruiser doesn’t have the facilities to exploit this stuff. Endmost does. That is, if you can make sense of it.”

Calavone stared at his friend in silence for a moment, then said, “The download code?” he said.

Kester looked up, visibly relieved, and said, “Kester-flagcom-alpha-zero-zero-one.”

“Artie,” Calavone said, “download the data. Secure and review.”

“Right away, Jim,” said that same neutral voice as heard in the lift capsule.

Kester was visibly startled, and his pale features took on a pinkish tint. “You said this office was...”

“Relax, Andy, that was a computer talking. One that responds only to my voice print unless instructed to do otherwise.” He laughed as he waved off Kester’s attempt to protest further and added, “Hell, it won’t even talk to my wife!”

“That didn’t sound like a computer,” Kester said.

“Well, it isn’t exactly standard issue,” Calavone replied. “I’ll explain later. Now, tell me what it is you hope we can do with this treasure trove you’ve brought me?”

“We need to find ways of adapting it and using it to neutralize the advantages it gives the Commonwealth over us, or might give the Leyra’an if my worst fears are realized,” Kester replied. “I don’t necessarily see the Commonwealth as the enemy. Not yet anyway. But we’ll be better able to deal with them if we have at least some understanding of their technology. I can’t go to the powers-that-be with this. Oh, they’d use the information, but they’ll also take me out of the game. I’ve become too much of a liability.”

“What makes you think I’d be interested in rushing to the aid of the Republic?” Calavone demanded. “I’m surely no more popular there than you, even if they do think we’re all dead!”

“Ah, but if you suddenly came to the rescue, wouldn’t that change how things are? And just possibly give you the chance to achieve the goal your father was denied.”

“We might also ruin what’s left of his legacy out here,” Calavone replied.

Kester looked grave and shook his head. “No. What little I saw of the Commonwealth quite frankly scares the hell out of me. Their tech is that far ahead of us. You master that tech, even a small part of it, and the Republic is yours. And then we can turn about and make the whole thing safe from the Leyra’an and the Commonwealth.”

“My, aren’t you ambitious these days,” Calavone said, raising one dark eyebrow. When Kester opened his mouth to object, he held his hands up in a placating gesture and said, “Calm down, Andy. Give me some time to look this stuff over. Let me get up to speed. Then we’ll see what we can, or should, do.”

“All I ask, Jimmy. That’s all I can ask.”
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PR’PRI SYSTEM

Neutral Space

Two Years After Contact
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IT NEVER REALLY SURPRISED Robert MacGregor that so many survivors from the William Bartram’s crew remained in Pr’pri system. Serch’nach station was a beautiful place, full of life and light and good people. There was something about the unwavering and unquestioning support of their Leyra’an neighbors that made it difficult to say goodbye. Very few did so, and the Leyra’an made it plain they were welcome for as long as they desired to stay. Nor was he surprised that the survivors in due time organized themselves, pulling together the fragments of their former space-faring community, and asked permission to build a habitat to house them and such of the Leyra’an as wished to join it. He saw this as a sign of healing, this desire to rebuild.

He was, however, deeply surprised by the course the planned habitat followed.

“They want to do what?” he asked his wife Alicia, the evening she brought the news.

“The new habitat will incorporate the remains of the William Bartram,” she repeated. “I do wish you’d attended the meetings.”

“Couldn’t be in two places at once,” he replied. “And when a harvest is ready...” He ended with a shrug.

“Well, there’s a recording, so you can do the next best thing,” Alicia replied. She relaxed in the shallow bowl of a disk chair built from plaited mi’pat branches, head back, her red hair bright against the black cushions. “We’re going to salvage the probeship. Everything is to be recycled as building material in some fashion. The habitat will be stripped first of useful artifacts and...” She hesitated for a moment, then finally said, “and of organic debris that will be processed and used to build the ecosystem of the new habitat.”

Organic debris. Robert knew that their dead shipmates had already been removed and their remains added to the cycle of life of Serch’nach station. Livestock and plants remained, however, locked in the frozen, airless stasis of the Void.

“It makes perfect sense,” said Rost’aht Holm from where he reclined in another disk chair nearby, Kr’nai Melep close beside him, her head on his shoulder. “Take what remains of your past as a foundation for the future.” He slid his arm around Melep and hugged his wife to him briefly. “It will, of course, be home for Rost’aht, when it is done.”

Alicia bowed to him, her only reply and all that was really needed.

“It does,” Robert conceded. “But it’s also, well, unsettling. The idea of disturbing the wreck, I mean.”

“It will be recycled, one way or another,” Melep pointed out. “What more fitting use, than a living, breathing monument to those we lost?”

“In this case, that’s literally what it will be,” Alicia said. “I’m leading a team that will do a genetic salvage. Before anything is removed, we’ll take and inventory samples for the purpose of cloning the plants and animals that shared the probeship’s habitat with us. In a way, we’ll be bringing them, as many as we can, back to life.”

“Can you do that for the people you lost?” Holm asked.

“The option exists,” Alicia said quietly, not quite looking at the Leyra’an half of her family as she spoke. “DNA was collected, to make certain of identification. The sequences are stored and can be used to make clones. I imagine some of the children that grow up in the new habitat will be clones of those we lost.”

“The new habitat will be a living memorial, indeed,” said Holm. “Life will be created from what was lost, and mingled with the life that you have found here in Pr’pri system.”

“May others take it as a hopeful sign, this resurrection and mingling,” said Melep softly, her amber eyes bright with emotion.

There was a quiet moment, then, and Robert looked from one to the other, his still new family, and the three of all living beings he most loved. Whatever his surprise or initial misgivings, he knew exactly what he should say in that moment.

“I don’t suppose you could use a pilot?”

And so Robert joined the grand effort of creating a new spark of life in the Void, a habitat for Humans and Leyra’an to set an example in plain view of those who must negotiate a permanent peace between the two species. Such lofty goals, all around. When the time came, he flew Alicia’s team to the probeship.

Nothing could prepare him for the sight of the William Bartram looming before him, dark and dead, the abandoned hulk of what once had been his home. It literally hurt to see it, a dull ache in his chest. Pale, almost ghostly in the glare of Pr’pri system’s blue-white star, the dead probeship bore little resemblance to the ship he remembered. The prow was missing, almost a quarter of the ship’s length, and jagged, broken bulkheads and twisted metal framework marked the end from which it was torn. There was no way to connect this mournful wreck with the giant ship of exploration, once home to three thousand people. Now it was a ghost ship, a ship of memories, haunted by the deaths of those killed during an unprovoked attack by a rogue warship from the Republic.

Alicia had been aboard the William Bartram, had faced the terror of the great ship’s violent death while Robert was elsewhere, caught up in his own desperate adventure. He looked to his right, where she sat beside him in the shuttle’s forward compartment. He could see the tears welling up in her eyes, glittering as they reflected the instrument lights.

He reached over and took her pale hand in his. “You sure about this?” he asked.

She nodded, never looking away from the image displayed before them. “I’ve got to do it, Rob.” A simple statement, without explanation or rationalization. It was enough. Robert gave her hand a gentle squeeze and then released it.

“We will be with you, sister,” Melep said from behind.

“Indeed,” Holm said in his deep voice, seated directly behind Robert. “You will not face this alone. Neither of you.”

“Makes all the difference,” Robert assured them, with a catch in his voice.

He glanced aside at Alicia and saw her eyes staring forward, her jaw clenched. Robert gave his wife’s cold hand a gentle squeeze, but there was no response.

He flew their ship around the bulk of the wreck, until they found the temporary docks rigged to a section of undamaged outer hull. The docking area was bright white with green and blue lights further setting it off from the shadowy hull of the dead probeship. Robert guided them through the traffic already on station, and gently brought them into dock. Other ships were attached around them, and crews were already inside the vast, dark chamber of the old habitat, gleaning the samples and bringing out salvage that would bring another place to life.

They joined the crew in the aft passenger compartment and led their team of twenty volunteers into the docking facility, where they donned equipment-laden EVA suits. Alicia fumbled with one of the sample-grabbers on her suit and lost it for a moment, then snatched it and slammed it back into place.

“Need a hand?” Robert asked. She seemed pale to his eyes, and her hands were shaking.

“No!” she snapped. Alicia closed her eyes for a moment, then drew a deep breath as if to calm herself. “No, Rob. Sorry. Didn’t mean to be short, it’s just...”

Robert nodded and patted her suited shoulder. “Come on, let’s get it done!”

“Right,” she said, and sealed herself into the suit and gave him a thumbs up. Her eyes stared back at him though the visor, white around the edges.

He told himself her anxiety was only to be expected. Alicia had told him the tale of her narrow escape from the crippled probeship, of seeing those only a step or two behind her being lost to the Void. Being here was surely a hard thing. He suppressed his misgivings, and trusted her strength.

The salvage crew entered an airlock large enough to hold them all. Robert felt his suit stiffen and heard the tiny ticking sounds that said the joint servos were active. He flexed his fingers, and his hand moved freely and naturally. The opposite hatch of the lock opened and they floated down a long, bright tube that passed through the thick hull of the wreck. Alicia and Robert, flying slowly side by side, led the way.

When the tunnel ended it turned them loose into an immense darkness, sprinkled with clusters of lights that slowly moved around. Some represented teams doing the same sort of work as Alicia and her group. Others worked to salvage bulkier things deemed too fragile to be taken by the bulk handler robots, items not meant for simple recycling. Structures were being dismantled and their components cataloged for reassembly. Personal effects, left by the survivors as they fled in desperate haste to air-tight refuges and escape pods, were being secured. Artifacts the survivors wanted in the new habitat, to decorate the interior with landmarks representing the look and feel of their former home, were being removed. Only when such items were safe would the robots be turned loose to deconstruct the ship, salvaging and rendering what remained into resources to be reshaped as needed.

“Mother of us all,” Robert whispered as he looked out into the vast darkness that once had been their home. Thirty years of his life had been spent here and he thought he knew the place well. This place of patchwork light and darkness was unrecognizable. Flood lights cast stark shadows around them. A grove of shadowy trees, dead, frozen leaves black in the glaring light, seemed to huddle below them. His heart rate went up, and he had the feeling of one lost in a nightmare.

“Every time I think I’ve faced the hardest thing life can hand me,” he whispered, “I discover that I’m wrong.”

Alicia continued to drift forward as he paused to try and take in the silent, frozen horror before them. She seemed to be headed for the dead trees beneath their feet, and it seemed as good a place to start as any. He nudged his jets to fully face the grove.

A shriek cut through his head; someone had screamed into the comlink. Too startled to think at first, Robert hit his jets to turn and see who was in distress. Too late he saw that Alicia’s arms were waving wildly, fingers clutching as if to claw at the darkness. She screamed again and then started to babble, her voice panic-stricken, but forming fragments of words and sentences that made no sense. Robert shouted her name and pivoted toward her, but her suit’s jets came on full power and she sailed with rapidly increasing speed back the way they’d come.

Chaos reigned in the comlink as normal radio discipline was briefly supplanted by shock and surprise as Alicia plunged into the group and through it, sending several spinning out of control into the dark. Melep cursed in Leyra’an and told them all to shut it down. Three suited figures launched after her, Holm being one, identifiable by his size.

Robert knew they wouldn’t catch her in time. Instead of racing after them he used his suit's emergency systems to call up Alicia’s controls. In fractions of seconds that seemed agonizingly slow, he overrode her flight capability, turning her and increasing thrust in a bid to limit her impact with the hull. She was not aimed squarely at the exit, and would hit the ring of bare bulkhead that had been cleared around it. With relief he saw that Alicia’s own systems sensed the impending impact and braced for it. Her velocity would not be reduced in time to prevent a heavy blow.

All the while Alicia wept and babbled, clearly terrified. Robert brought up her vital signs and was appalled by her heart and respiration rates. The nanomed in her body was fighting even then to restore normal balances, but the effect would not be instantaneous. Robert aimed and fired his own jets and moved as quickly as possible to where she would slam into the inner hull; by then all the group who remained in control of their own motions were either on their way to the hull, or launching into the dark to assist those with whom Alicia had collided.

She hit hard and rebounded, suddenly silent and limp. Robert felt his heart lurch and glanced at the readout from her suit. Alicia was alive, but unconscious, and mercifully the stats gave no indication of serious injury.

Holm glided into her path and caught her gently in his arms, putting them both into a quick spin. Jets flared as he slowed the rotation, then the two crewmembers with him were able to grab hold. In moments the small cluster of suited figures was stable. Robert sailed in to join them, Melep less than a heartbeat behind.

“Oh, gods of all...” Melep said, sounding out of breath and near tears.

“She’s okay,” Robert said, with one more look at the readout to be sure. “There’ll be bruises. But — she’s okay.”

“Physically,” someone said.

“Indeed,” said Holm. “Come, let us take her from this place before she wakes up.”

“Agreed,” Robert said. “Where’s Hilde?” he asked, naming Alicia’s usual lab assistant.

“Here, Rob.” A hand gripped his shoulder; she’d been right beside him.

“Take care of the others, make sure everyone else is okay,” he said. “Carry on if that seems right to do. We’ll take her out of here.” And he pointed to Melep and Holm.

“Got it. Keep us in the loop, will you?” Hilde asked.

“Promise.”

As they flew slowly to the airlock it opened and an emergency response crew in orange suits appeared. They met them halfway and let the medtech take charge, the three family members clinging to each other as they trailed along.

In the hours that followed Alicia was checked out and found to be free of serious injuries. From the damage done to her suit, this was little less than a miracle. When she woke up she could only cling to them each in turn, weeping uncontrollably, and at last was given a sedative. Sound asleep and strapped securely into a med pod, she traveled with Robert, Holm, and Melep back to Serch’nach station. The medic who met them there checked her again, revived her, and they finished the journey home in a lift capsule. Alicia clung to Robert the entire time, saying not a word, and walked to their apartments as if in a daze, with Holm on one side and Robert on the other, and Melep going ahead to see to doors.

The small family of Rost’aht was home and safe, but in a somber mood, a thing no Leyra’an could tolerate for very long. They steered Alicia to a wide and well-cushioned disk chair, mindful of her bruises, and settled her in. She refused being put to bed, reluctant to be alone. Robert crawled in beside her and curled around her, feeling altogether wretched and helpless as he saw the vacant stare in her eyes and the bruises showing on arms and face. No worse than bruises, trivial work for the nanomed, and they were damned lucky it wasn’t much worse, he knew. But her mind... there the molecular sized ‘bots could not go. They addressed the physical, responded to the hormonal and neurochemical swings her fears induced, to keep them from doing harm. They restored balance, sustained homeostasis. The dread of the blackness that filled the William Bartram, the fear of falling into that darkness — these were the province of Human intervention, and all Robert could do in that regard was hold her close while Holm and Melep went about household business.

He was not at all surprised to see Melep and Holm turn on the red and blue and silver lamps they had strung around the perimeter of the open-air dining area. Elf lights, Alicia had taken to calling them, and they knew how the lights pleased her. Gentle Leyra’an evensong drifted from the sound system, and soon the smells of dinner being prepared drifted through the apartment. Robert was surprised by this, thinking food would be the furthest thing from Alicia’s mind.

He was wrong about that. “I’m hungry,” she said softly. “Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” he replied. “As a matter of fact, I am.”

Alicia sat up and scrubbed at her eyes, rubbed her nose. “I feel like a fecken idiot,” she said.

Robert didn’t argue, and merely breathed a sigh of relief. “We all have our limits,” he said. “You crossed one of yours, today. You don’t always see that coming.”

“I should have,” she said, still clearly angry with herself. “You know about the nightmares, about how I still can’t sleep in the dark. I should have known this was a bad idea. What the hell was I thinking?”

“You were thinking you had it under control,” Robert said. He sat up beside her and took one of her hands. She squeezed his hand hard. “You were wrong, but I doubt there was any way you could’ve known that without going in.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, then Alicia said in a small voice, “I’m not going to try again. I can’t go back. Not into that... darkness.” She shuddered and her eyes grew wide as she said the word, then she turned to hide her face against his shoulder.

“Then join us under bright and colorful lights,” Holm said. He had approached unnoticed, and stood there holding a broad, scale-backed hand out to her. “There is food and drink and light, and we lack only the other half of our family to make it all worthwhile.”

Robert got out of the chair and Alicia took the offered hand and let Holm draw her out. He led the two of them out onto the patio, where the evening meal awaited them on the round black table made of polished ma’lotma fungus wood, the white dishes and steel utensils laid out in strong contrast to its glossy black surface. Colorful highlights from the lamps glowed from the black table edges. The dining area of the suite was on the uppermost floor, so they could look out over feathery treetops, and beyond to the gentle upward sweep of their inverted world. The sounds of the busy space station murmured all around them.

They sat and passed a long-necked bottle of bosh’sh around. When all their cups were full they raised them, but no one spoke at first. Then Alicia said, in a rough voice, “Gaia, how I love you all!” And drank a healthy dose of the potent liquor.

Robert and the others saluted her and drank, then plates were passed as they turned themselves to normal things, determined in that way to fend off the darkness that seemed lurking all too near. Just as he wondered what they should talk about, what would be safe, Alicia looked at her cup and said, “This new habitat will have boshna’ti vines in it.”

“I would hope so,” Holm replied. “If only in our family allotment. Rost’aht could hardly be called restored if we do not grow boshna’ti!”

Robert smiled at his friend and nodded, knowing Holm would understand the Human gesture as assent. Rost’aht, in its previous incarnation, had been boshna’ti growers and brewers of bosh’sh, before all but Holm were lost to war. “I’m hoping for an entire vineyard, not just a part of our private garden,” he said.

“You aren’t alone. It’s been discussed as part of the overall plan,” Alicia said. “And not just boshna’ti, but hops as well.”

“Ezra’s idea,” Melep said. “He’s anxious to drink beer that hasn’t been hauled all the way from Eriola.”

Alicia did not respond, and as quickly as she introduced the topic, she dropped out of it. They ate in silence for a time, an awkward pause that Robert finally needed to break. The way Alicia’s gaze kept drifting off into the distance was worrisome. “Ezra and his folk made good beer,” he said.

“The best beer and ale,” said Melep.

“He will again, soon,” Alicia said firmly, her gaze back in the here-and-now, eyes glittering. “He will!”

Robert nodded and then said, “We should grow wine grapes, too. I know wine doesn’t appeal to the Leyra’an as strongly as beer, but...”

“I like wine,” Melep said. “Especially the pales.”

“Whites,” Robert corrected.

“Yes, those.”

“That, too, is already part of the plan,” Alicia said. “After all, there were wine grapes on the Bartram, and we’ll soon have their clones...” She stopped suddenly, and took a deep breath before continuing. “I will have their clones in my lab. I can surely do that much. And you,” she looked at Robert, “will grow them out for us.”

“Count on me to be part of that effort,” Robert replied. “I’m in no way qualified to take charge of it!”

“You will be,” Holm said. “Of that I have no doubt. That memory thing in your head probably has all you need to know by now.”

“It probably does,” Robert replied. “But until I’ve applied enough of it directly, gotten hands-on with it, the information alone doesn’t count for much. I’m knowledgeable, but I lack the true expertise that comes from experience.”

“Such a strange concept,” said Holm, the dark scales of his forehead puckering together on a frown.

“But one I would be willing to endure,” Melep said. “That must be an amazing thing, to have a database in your head.”

“Must seem that way, from your perspective,” Robert replied. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve always had a memory hoard, so it doesn’t seem in the slightest bit out of the ordinary.”

“We’re making some progress on that,” Alicia said. “Someday we’ll be able to make memory hoards for the Leyra’an. It’s actually a more complicated process than adapting nanomed, learning to grow an extra organ in a living brain.”

“Does the nanomed have a higher priority?” Holm asked.

“No.” Alicia replied. “We have separate but equal efforts underway. But even with comparable resources, the one will just take longer. The nanomed will be easier to accomplish.”

“If you had to choose,” said Melep, “I know which one I would vote for.”

Alicia frowned and sipped bosh’sh. “The Republic still hasn’t taken us up on our offer to share med tech, have they?”

“I would know, if their position changed,” said Holm, who was assistant to Melep’s uncle, Kr’nai Ersha, the chief Leyra’an diplomat in Pr’pri system. “The offer went to the central government by way of a regional governor, but there has been no response except to say the offer will be studied. They respond to messages and inquiries from the Commonwealth, but initiate no contact on their own behalf. And there is still no sign of the requested representatives for the Trilateral Commission. That does rather slow the process of negotiation.”

“What are they waiting for?” Alicia muttered.

Robert saw his wife frown in anger. She looked tired and distracted, and even with rapid healing, the bruises were prominent on her cheek and forehead. She sipped her drink with her eyes closed. All that had taken place that day was, after all, a direct result of conflict with the Republic.

“They are afraid,” Holm replied. “It has literally been an article of faith for the people of the Republic to believe that Humans can only live one way. The existence of my people shook that belief deeply, but we are not Human, so there was a way out for them. Now they have found the Commonwealth, filled with Humans living much as we do. How can they respond? The truth would be too costly to embrace, so I believe they hesitate and delay, and no doubt work to keep their population from knowing contact has taken place at all. If your most basic beliefs were suddenly not merely challenged, but proven flat out wrong, how might you react?”

“With fear,” Alicia replied, with a sigh. “And perhaps anger. And stupid decisions.”

Holm gave her the slow, deep nod of the head — almost a bow — that among his people meant complete agreement.

“Still,” Alicia persisted, “to deny their people perfect health and near immortality? That just isn’t right!”

“I agree,” Holm said. “I fear the consequences of this denial will be a greater upheaval than they might endure if they simply said yes.”

“It would help if they’d send those representatives. Get someone here to see what they are dealing with, and see that we mean no harm,” Robert said. Unspoken came the thought, So no one else will ever endure what happened to her.

“But you will harm them,” Melep said sadly. “Just as we did before you. You will not mean to do so, but seeing what you are will upset their way of life, perhaps beyond hope of repair.”

“As for sending negotiators, where would they be sent?” Holm asked. “They have refused the offer of facilities on Serch’nach, even though this is now neutral territory. They cite ‘security concerns.’ The Confederation, I regret to say, has declined to send its people into the Republic. This leaves the Commonwealth, which presents a unique problem of its own.”

“What have we done now?” Alicia demanded.

“They won’t hold negotiations on or in anything of the Commonwealth where an Artificial resides,” Robert reminded her. “Artificial Intelligence is anathema in the Republic. We still don’t know why. And we don’t build anything meant for permanent habitation without an Artificial as part of the basic design.”

“Well, it needs to happen somewhere!” Alicia said. She looked and sounded increasingly angry. “We need to make sure what happened to the Bartram...” She stopped abruptly and her lips became a thin, tense line. Her eyes filled with tears and she looked away from them, struggling for control.

The awkward silence returned to the dinner table. They all picked at their food for a time, or sipped bosh’sh.

“We have no artificial intelligences in the Confederation!” Melep said suddenly, as if it were a great revelation.

“This is known,” Holm said mildly.

“Hear me, husband!” But she looked around at all three of them. “They will not use Sersh’nach because there is no way they can be sure they have blocked all our attempts to spy on them. But what if we invite the Republic to settle their diplomatic mission in the new habitat? Set up the Trilateral Commission there? They could have their people on site from the very beginning to oversee construction, make sure it suits them. We would use Confederation and Republic computer tech, and leave out the Artificial Intelligence. Perhaps that would be neutral enough for them.” She looked around at them and blinked. “Why not?”

“Would they even consider it?” Robert asked.

“I do not know,” Holm said slowly, looking up at them with large, amber-gold eyes shining in his dark face. “But it is an idea worth considering. Yes, it should be discussed at the next meeting of your survivors' committee. They would need to agree to such a plan before it could be suggested to the Republic. And the suggestion should come from the Bartram survivors, to make it more difficult for the Republic to gracefully refuse.”

“It’ll be a rough orbit to fall into,” Robert added. “With all that’s happened to us — I don’t know about this. Lots of people have hard feelings toward the Republic. I expect this could be a very divisive issue.”

“Yes, it will be,” Alicia said. “Maybe it’ll be too much.” And for a moment Robert thought she was about to tell them all why it couldn’t work. But instead, she went on with, “It’s still a good idea. We need to give it a chance. Something must be done, and I haven’t heard a better idea!” She reached out to Melep and took her hand, with a fond smile for the Leyra’an woman. “I will present the idea at the next meeting.” Alicia’s voice changed, lost the weariness and gained a sort of grim determination. “Holm, you should come with me to the next meeting and lend your support.”

“I am willing,” Holm said. “But I am puzzled. How might I help?”

“No one I know among the Leyra’an understands what my shipmates suffered better than you,” she said gently, looking the man in the eye. “Essentially the same thing happened to you, and if you of all people can embrace this idea ...”

“She’s right,” Robert said.

“Then I will come,” Holm replied.
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THE NOW FAMILIAR WARMTH against his back shifted slightly as John Knowles drifted up into the fuzzy consciousness of early morning, and gave a brief prayer of thanks. It still seemed both strange and wonderful that she should be there, and just plain strange that any of what was happening to him could possibly be real. A year ago Wirolen’s people, her species, had been his enemies. Now one of the Leyra’an was the love of his life, a strange concept all by itself for one who saw himself as a perennial bachelor. Looming over all of those adjustments, he would this very day request asylum within her clan and family. How had he gone from a loyal officer of the Republic Defense Force to a refugee in the alien realm of the Leyra’an? How did I come to this?

Through death and doubt. The death of a man he would never truly know, who died in a selfless act of courage that saved John’s life, and abruptly crystallized long-suppressed doubts regarding the life he lived and the duties he embraced.

I wish I could have known you, Eb’shra Mosin. I hope I can make my life worth the terrible price you paid. I intend to do so.

He caught himself as the words half-formed a prayer. How could he ever have known Eb’shra Mosin? Not that long ago he would have shot the man on sight. He might not even have acknowledged him as a man! Yet now he acknowledged the greatest of all debts to this man of the Leyra’an, who had died in his place without the two of them ever exchanging a single word.

The doubts had been there all the while. As an officer of the RDF Intelligence Service, John knew all too well how often the government he served lied to its people. Necessary lies, he had believed in those days. Humans were so easily drawn to the way the Leyra’an lived. Casting that way of life in a bad light was seen as essential to the defense of the Republic.

But how can it be, he wondered as light levels in the room slowly and automatically rose to full daylight, that a corrupting influence might change a man for the better?

He had been well-rewarded for his loyalty and entrusted with a delicate mission, to serve with and spy upon one of the Republic’s most decorated heroes. A man also considered a possible link to the most notorious criminal in all of the Republic’s history. The mission changed John’s life, though not in any way he could have expected. Between then and now he’d been an unwitting participant in a massacre, had witnessed contact with the long-lost people of Earth, had been sent to a prison station to set a trap for his commanding officer’s greatest foe, and then led a revolt by the prisoners he found being abused there. He'd fallen in with enemies of the state, formed a common cause with the Leyra’an, and turned his back on his oath of loyalty to become a traitor, a refugee.

In a desperate fight at the end, John was wounded and rendered helpless. A young Leyra’an named Eb’shra Mosin came to his aid, saved his life, but died in the doing. John could not forget the look in the eyes of Eb’shra Mosin, the look of naked terror and pain as life left him.

How could a race of beings capable of such a thing be evil?

The area of warmth at his back pressed in closer. They often slept back-to-back, so when John rolled over toward her, he was able to curl around her slim form and draw her in close. Eb’shra Wirolen grasped the arm he slipped around her and pulled it snug against her breasts. He knew from recent experience that she was not really awake when she did this. It was a reflex, like pulling the blanket up to your shoulders without being truly awake, but aware of the chill. John for not the first time marveled that the texture of her skin, covered as it was with smooth, tiny scales, no longer felt strange against his. It was simply how she felt. He marveled all the more that she had chosen to be with him. Her cousin had died saving his life, and when she saw how deeply this troubled him, Eb’shra Wirolen sought to comfort him, reaching out to him in that way her people had. That’s all it had been, at first.

Did the Leyra’an know love as Humans experienced it? It was hard to say for certain. They seemed a more openly passionate people than Humans, given to loud and heart-felt declarations and celebrations to match. They were also capable of grief so deep that John had been afraid for her, when the ceremony to release Eb’shra Mosin’s soul was held. Offering comfort in return, he sparked a relationship that showed no sign of cooling off. Whatever the answer to the question of how the Leyra’an felt love, John Knowles found himself deeply and passionately in love with this woman of another species who was, all the same, so very Human in the ways that mattered. John held Eb’shra Wirolen close, and yet again gave thanks.

This was the day he would either become an honorary member of her family, or seek refuge elsewhere. They were aware that the clan as a whole was divided on the matter, but her immediate family, and that of Eb’shra Mosin, were determined to petition the Matriarch for acceptance on his behalf. A Human brought into a Leyra’an family was hardly without precedent, with a substantial population of Human refugees from the Republic living within the Confederation. In fact, his friend Robert MacGregor and Robert’s wife were now joined to a Leyra’an family, Rost’aht, as part of that family’s restoration.

Robert MacGregor was a piper. Bagpipes. John shuddered at the thought that his friend might offer to perform for them in celebration, and for a moment almost blessed the light years between them. But he would gladly have endured the bagpipes for the chance to see his friend again, and to meet Alicia MacGregor. He wouldn’t even mind seeing Rost’aht Holm again.

Wirolen rolled over within the curve of his arm and faced him, deep amber eyes open and completely awake. Her people were like that, a legacy of their predatory past, sound asleep one moment and wide awake the next, with none of the morning fuzziness normal for Humans. “By the way of Human, I would be your wife?” She spoke Leyra’an until the last word.

“Not by the way of Human,” he replied. He spoke only Leyra’an to her, having decided early on to immerse himself in their culture and language to better understand her people. “By the way of Leyra’an.”

“It would be for the best if both ways were satisfied.”

John thought for a moment, then said, “You are right, of course. For now, though, the way of your people must suffice. I will abide by the Way of Leyra’an, for it will bind me to you and to your people, if the Matriarch approves. Nothing would please me more.”

She gave him a Mona Lisa smile. Her people generally considered a smile that showed teeth a sign of aggression, a challenge. It showed poor taste, and poorer upbringing. “Even though you have been warned that I cling like a smothering vine?” she asked with a narrowing of the eyes that meant mirth.

“Feel free to cling and smother,” he replied.

Wirolen rolled over on top of him and did her best to comply.

They dozed off again afterward, and when they woke again there was just time enough to prepare for the meeting with the Matriarch and the Elders, to see if his petition was to be accepted. John ran through what he had been taught regarding the customs involved, feeling suddenly like a schoolboy studying at the last moment for an exam. Speak only in Leyra’an... bow slightly each time you respond to her... do not allow her to rise without offering your hand... address her as Matriarch... It was about as formal as the brash Leyra’an ever got, and was more than formal enough to set John’s nerves on edge.

“Be easy, sip’ya’a,” Wirolen said in the Human tongue, but using the Leyra’an phrase by which a woman addressed her lover. “You will do fine.”

“You know, I doubt I have ever done anything more important, much less been more worried,” he said, staying true to his decision to use only her language.

“I understand,” she replied, in kind. “And you must expect that the Matriarch surely knows this, and will make certain allowances for your lack of experience. Be honest with her, and show no fear. She respects honesty and courage.” She took his hand between hers and gazed into his eyes. “This is very important, what you do, for both our peoples. She will understand this, as well.”

“Well, yes, all of that,” he replied. “Mostly, I fear embarrassing you.”

She smiled, almost looking shy to Human eyes not entirely accustomed to reading Leyra’an expressions. “You will do no such thing, ever. For I know you will do your best.”

He held her for a moment, briefly touching his forehead to hers in the Leyra’an equivalent of a kiss, and then returned to dressing himself in styles suited to a Leyra’an gathering. For a moment he had wondered if his RDF dress uniform might be suitable; Wirolen asked him if he had gone mad, and that was the end of that. So he found himself dressed in a fine suit of Leyra’an clothes, with a tunic-style shirt of cinnamon brown, trousers of a darker shade, and black belt and boots that seemed made of some sort of leather, though Wirolen assured him it was a synthetic organic material, grown for the purpose. Over it all was a loose, long-sleeved robe of dark gray cloth, worn by ancient tradition to represent his nature as a supplicant. Lacking was an es’ava, the colorful braided sash that would announce his clan and family affiliation; for the moment, at least, he had none. Wirolen wore similar colors, with a long-waisted blouse, a long, loose, swirling skirt, and dark brown slippers on her feet. Across her chest, cutting a line from shoulder to hip, was her colorful es’ava. Bands of coarse cloth, crimson and aqua and lavender, were wound loosely together. He told her she was beautiful, and she said the same of him, and they stepped out of their sleeping quarters to wait in the garden.
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