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EVERY STORY HAS ITS start.

Mine, at least when it comes to seeing my mental meanderings in print, came through fandom.

Specifically, Trek fandom.

If you’ve read any meet-the-author pieces when I’ve participated in a book event, you’ve probably read that I got my start writing fan fiction. It’s a great place to learn how to put stories together, playing in someone else’s playground, using their props and scenery and characters.

The crew of Alliance Fleet Vessel Defender have their genesis in the adventures of a Trek club I belonged to far longer ago than I can comfortably admit. Some of this misfit crew have a faint resemblance to people I knew when I belonged to the USS Defiance, NCC 1717, Sacramento.

This constitutes my thanks to them for a lot of fun, a lot of crazy times, and the encouragement I received from my friends during those days when I was first seeing my stories in print. Several issues of Defiance Below Decks contain some incriminating evidence to my fledgling, wobbly, sloppy beginnings.

One of our ship’s “adventures” detailed a nasty encounter with Klingons at a starbase, in which they incurred the wrath of our ship’s complement of Pernese firelizards (yes, we mixed a LOT of different universes on board the Defiance). In some ways, the whole meandering adventure contained in this first story of the Defender was spawned by the Trek fan story, “French Fried Klingons.”

With gratitude and a lot of fun, weird, treasured memories, this book is dedicated to the crew of the USS Defiance, to Trek fans everywhere, and especially the publishers of the fanzines who gave me a chance to be read:

Defiance Below Decks

On Wings of Light

Firebird

The Dreamer’s Loom 

Highland Fling

Small Favors

Chapa’ai

And other fanzines devoted to Trek, Highlander, Stingray, Stargate, Beauty & the Beast, the Phoenix, and Starman.

Especially Penny C, Peggy S, Carol S, Margie L, Cheryl M, and Stephanie P. Ah, the “good old days” of having to type everything on a typewriter, without aid of word processors (or spell check or the ability to fix typos with the touch of a delete key), and hauling everything to the local office supply store for printing. How did we do it, before computers?

Somehow, we did.

And the world will never be the same ...

Love ya!
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Before the Defender got to Alliance Station Sheffroab for the refitting, upgrades and expansions, she was already being called the Nanny Ship.

Captain Genys Arroyan expected something along those lines, but she still winced the first time she heard the name applied to her ship. Her shiny new command. Her upbringing on Gaea hadn’t included alcohol except for medical purposes. However, for the first time since graduating from the Fleet Academy on Le'anka, she seriously considered tapping the bottle of Gatesh Green, sitting in a place of prominence on the mirrored shelves of Friggley's. A bottle of the Green had always sat there to tempt newly fledged officers, taunt the ones questioning their worth, and dare the ones who until that moment believed they wanted to keep all their neurons firing in top condition. Friggley's, while not a top-of-the-line watering hole for spacegoing crew, was the traditional stopping place for all Fleet officers when they first arrived at Sheffroab for upgrade or repair work. Or decommissioning, for the lucky few who survived the catastrophes that struck those on the front lines of the Alliance's mission of exploration and diplomacy.

Tradition brought her here, to sit on a stool at the bar and reflect and watch her glass of Tullian spicewater evaporate. That would probably be how long her prayers would take, thanking Enlo for her new rank and command and begging for protection for her and her crew. So what if most other commanders came here to Friggley’s to celebrate by killing some brain and liver cells? She wasn’t like most captains.

Her ship certainly wasn’t like any other ship in the Alliance Fleet.

Hadn’t that been proven a couple dozen times with every mission? The Defender had the kind of misfit luck that even legendary Captain Shryne and the Inquest couldn’t match.

That bottle of the Green was really starting to look good ...

There it was again. That laughing, muttering voice directly behind her said, "Defender," and far too quickly added: Nanny Ship.

The Defender's crew had been having children and raising the population for the last fifteen Alliance Standard years. With the full knowledge and permission of Fleet, and the attendant restrictions on assignments. Nobody had called it Nanny Ship in all that time. Why now, just because Fleet made a special designation, in recognition of the Defender’s “contribution”?

"Bunch of narding indiferps," she muttered to her drink. Did she have to go back to her own ship and cabin to have a quiet drink?

"Got a problem?"

Later, she would swear the man's voice was just as greasy-gritty-rancid as the body odor that wafted over her left shoulder, as the speaker stepped up behind her. She met his gaze in the mirrors behind the rotating service pod in the center of Friggley's.

Gleaner. A captain, according to the garish assortment of brightly colored enameled bits of metal sewn or glued all over his long tunic. Speculation said smell added just as much to a Gleaner's rank as the number of pilfering missions he survived, and how much profitable loot he could haul away.

"Getting there." She couldn't decide if the Gatesh Green was a good idea, or just an invitation for the Fates to open the doors of the nearest garbage chute of bad luck right on her head.

As if they hadn't already?

"Aww, the cute little captain-girlie's having a bad day, boys," the Gleaner growled, ending on a squeak. How he managed that without damaging his vocal cords, she couldn't imagine. She really wished he would. "What's your ship, sweetie?"

Genys turned on her bar stool. Friggley's was one of the few bars left in this half of the galaxy with stools that spun. If she was drunk, that might be fun. Nobody got drunk on Tullian spicewater. Maybe she could turn really fast and hold her arm out, and the Gleaners would be polite enough to run into her fist?

"Nah," one of his crew said, staggering up next to him, as if the station had temporarily lost its gravitic stabilizers. "She's not a captain. She just borrowed the uniform. Ain't possible anybody'd put somebody so cu - u - ute in charge."

"And your ship would be ...?" M'kar appeared, as she had an incredible talent for doing, as if from nowhere, next to Genys. 

She fluttered her eyelashes to draw attention to her facial tattoos: two royal blue lines extending her eyebrows, a gold line enhancing the scar on her right cheekbone, and a lightning bolt in glow-in-the-dark red by her right ear. She clasped her hands behind her back. That was a promise of impending mayhem in a Nisandrian.

To complete the picture, M'kar wasn’t in uniform, and wore a sleeveless ironcloth tunic, trimmed in crimson lizardskin, over Special Forces surplus holographic camouflage-print trousers, tucked into knee-high black lizardskin boots. Casual wear, for M'kar, and had the added benefit of showing off her sleekly muscled arms, with just enough tan to make the webwork of scars on one arm stand out like lines of ice.

Every Gleaner in Friggley's took two steps back from Genys’ Nisandrian half-blood Chief of Talents. Nothing more frightening than a Nisandrian with her hands out of sight. There was no way to predict what weapons she might draw from seemingly thin air. Legends said they had mastered N-space and could drag enough weapons along behind them, just slightly out of dimensional phase, to destroy a planet. Other legends claimed they could hide weapons inside body cavities. Genys always squirmed a little when she thought of that. M'kar never confirmed or denied those stories. Granted, no one had ever dared ask outright, but shouldn't her commanding officer have the right to know?

Bottom line: Nisandrians were always ready to fight. No need for provocation. Nisandrians liked fights even more than Gleaners liked pilfering anything and everything in sight.

One of these days, Genys vowed to learn how M'kar managed to enter a room without being seen. It was like she slit the fabric of space-time to just appear, when and where she was needed. According to the records of her training on Le'anka, M'kar didn't have teleportation among her psionic gifts. So how did she do it?

"What's it to ya?" the Gleaner captain said, his voice softening and rising another half-octave, while taking another step back.

Genys could almost call him a smart man.

"Just wondering if you're the Gleaner doing the pilfering, out on Dock Seven, or the one being pilfered, that's all. Nice big hole blasted right next to a cargo hatch. Don't your people know how to knock? Or maybe they forgot the security code to get in?" M'kar raised her voice to be heard over the curses and yells. The Gleaner captain and eight filthy, garishly ornamented crewmen scrambled to exit through a door only wide enough for two.

"Are they?" Genys met M'kar's eyes, wide in silent question. "Pilfering or being pilfered?"

"Haven't the foggiest. The last I knew, this station didn't have a Dock Seven. Must be awful, the brain damage caused by a perpetually guilty conscience." She slid onto the stool next to Genys as the captain snorted, then her shoulders shook in silent chuckles.

"I owe you one. Another," she hurried to add, knowing what M'kar was about to say. "Since you don’t drink, and your critters don't appreciate the smell of alcohol, I assume you're here for me?"

"Funny you should say 'critters' ... since I'm getting lots of critterly noise in the mental atmosphere." She pressed two fingertips on each hand against her temples.

"Uh huh. Something we should report to station security? Maybe the Gleaners found a way through the sensor buoys surrounding an interdicted planet, to smuggle rare species?" Genys stood. Her traditional visit to Friggley's was officially over.

M'kar had great respect for most traditions. There were some she refused to obey, starting with political marriage. Followed by Nisandrian traditional teaching that the ancestors had tweaked their genetics enough that they couldn’t interbreed with allegedly inferior, un-changed, ordinary Humans. Granted, M'kar's parents were the ones who thumbed their noses at that particular tradition.

The point was that M'kar wouldn't have violated the traditional private, thoughtful, what-has-the-Fleet-gotten-me-into-this-time visit to Friggley's, without good reason. As in something a captain with a strong sense of responsibility-at-all-costs might need to investigate.

"Have you seen the latest additions they've made to the old lady?" M'kar asked.

Genys flicked her hand out, gesturing for M'kar to lead the way. The nice thing about Friggley's, and part of what led to its descent from sought-after location on the station, was its convenient placement near the Fleet docks. Where the repairs, upgrades and additions and sometimes entire retrofits took place. Such as when some hapless captain gutted his craft so the remaining shell barely passed the vacuum test.

Fortunately, the Defender hadn't done any of those things. Lately. Partly due to the unofficial special status of the ship, with its growing family population. They just didn't get the break-the-light-speed-limits-the-galaxy-is-poised-on-the-brink-of-destruction missions. That suited Genys fine. They were an E&D ship. Thanks to some of the best counselors, sensitives, and Talents the Le'ankan Academy had produced in this generation, the Defender had a stellar reputation on the D side of exploration-and-diplomacy. They had done some incredible follow-up work on the heels of other ships that had gotten themselves gutted, thanks to missteps and outright bloopers. For instance, dealing with newly discovered, violence-prone colonies of Humans who thought they were alone in the universe. Some took it badly when visitors dropped in on them from the sky and proved them wrong in their beliefs about their importance in the universe. While they didn't get the prestige points and bonuses of the ships and crews that took the bigger risks, the Defender still had long waiting lists of specialists wanting to transfer in. Thanks to the upgrades and expansions now taking place, nearly fifty new transfers were due to arrive soon. Genys didn't have to deal with the fussy details of integrating those new crew into the ship. That was what her Executive Officer, Veylen was for, but as captain she still had to worry about it.

Later. She would worry about adjusting the structure of the family of the Defender when the time came. Ship and crew had only been on Sheffroab three days. Right now, it felt like they would be here forever.

Genys followed M'kar down one of the high-security access ladder tubes (rank having its privileges) and reflected that sometimes being a groundbreaker wasn't all it was cracked up to be. After all, how many times had Shryne and her daring crew hung over the sword's edge of court martial, until they could prove once again that appearing to break the rules had actually obeyed deeper, more vital rules? In the case of the Defender, breaking new ground meant creating a new designation for their ship, and new regulations and guidelines. All of which would have to be rethought and rewritten over the next few years before they "fit" properly. The Defender had proven that having families on board didn't cripple the performance of the ship. The first dozen ship-raised children to attend the Academy had consistently outperformed all their classmates. Having the next generation of explorers, diplomats, and defenders enter training already aware of what it meant to serve the Alliance, with experience and sometimes battle scars, benefited everyone: cadets and Fleet.

So how come every time she turned around, Genys got a few looks that were either pitying or mocking? Why none of the envy she expected when she finally got her captain's stars and moved into the central seat on the bridge? Captain Rob Hollis hadn't fled the ship when the Defender got her new designation. He had applied some luns before to transfer to Le'anka for special studies, to transfer his Fleet service from Military to Sciences. Still, some rumors claimed Hollis had been the first one to attach the derogative Nanny to the Defender. Genys knew it wasn't true because he was the third one to contact her about the rumors and to deny them. He kindly included a report on who he thought had started those rumors, and a promise to hunt them down and whip their butts in a vicious game of zero-ball.

"I still can't decide if she's being remade, if what makes her our lady has changed enough to be a new ship. Does your planet have the same superstitions about changing a ship's name, or giving it to another ship before the first one has been properly scuttled?" M'kar asked, as they stepped out into the transparent tube of the observation ring.

"I think every culture has something along those lines. That might be an interesting study. Find out what pieces of Human culture the Gatekeepers fiddled with when they carried our ancestors across the galaxy, and which ones they left alone."

"Could take a lifetime. I'll ask Mom." She snorted and leaned forward to rest against the curving side of the observation ring, braced on the tips of her fingers. "Might get more interesting information from my father." She and Genys exchanged grins.

Chieftain Ashrock of Nisandros had turned novelist when he fled the planet with his foreign wife and half-blood daughter. For a time, he had specialized in children's literature, just to shatter the image of the muscle-bound Nisandrian barbarian. A difficult task. He was a mountain of a man, covered in scars enhanced by tattoos, with all the proper coloring and glyphs to proclaim just where he had earned them. He had dived into the cultures of the dozen-plus worlds of the Alliance with all the gusto of a carbohydrate-addicted child after an enforced fast. His passion was tracking down variations on the same essential story in all the planets and cultures. He had become quite as famous as his wife, Dr. Jeyn. The problem was that his passion could make him quite unbearable, and his size and fierce physiology made most people hesitate to either walk away or ask him to shut up.

M'kar had her father wrapped around her little finger. And when being "Po'pa's prize" didn't work, she had been known to knock him flat and bounce on his chest until he ran out of breath and finally listened. Genys had been present at several father-daughter wrestling matches. She and M’kar had met during Basic, and Dr. Jeyn and Ashrock considered her part of the family.

"No need to ask the Poet Prime," Genys said now, looking down on the hive-like activity surrounding the Defender. She could barely recognize her ship, with all the new pods and bays and extensions being woven into the body of what had once been a medium-sized survey vessel. "She's still our lady, just with some new ... luggage? Luggage and toys to haul around."

"I was worried she'd end up looking like a fat water bird that couldn't even waddle down to the water's edge anymore," M'kar said. "She looks powerful. Even sleek. Jasper is going to be smoked when he sees they peeled off all that rainbow scarring over the shuttle bay."

"Was. Past tense. Someone realized what they were looking at before they got to work burning and cutting it all away. I'm told they had to move to a lecture hall, with all the engineers who wanted to hear his team tell how they made those repairs and modified all those alien alloys to not blow us up the first time we activated the stellar drive." 

She shuddered, remembering that near-death experience, four Alliance Standard years ago. She had been promoted to Executive Officer after the previous Exo got permanently inebriated by unidentified alien bacteria, then tried to fly a shuttle out through the roof of the shuttle bay. He had been medically retired. Genys had spent her first five days as Exo without any sleep, coordinating the teams of engineers fighting to patch their beloved ship on the far side of a Tyers Chute and unable to call for help.

"Okay, that should have soothed some of Jasper's feelings. He's really proud of that patch work. The last I knew he was about three levels closer to patenting that amalgam to make him and Treinna and Tress unbearably wealthy. Doesn't he need that patch to stay in place to prove his claims?"

"It's in one piece ... sitting in pride of place in some engineering museum in the lower levels of the station, from what I hear." She grinned when M'kar muttered something guttural in Nisandrian. "What?"

"I heard about that museum. The nicest name they've got for it is something along the lines of 'Enlo shows great mercy to vacuum-brained indiferps who should have blown themselves inside out a dozen times already.' It's a mixture of multiple languages and condenses quite nicely." 

They laughed together, and for a few moments there was weary, comfortable silence. They watched the swarm of workers in space suits and drone craft surrounding their ship.

"Why are we here, exactly? Something you don't want others to hear?" Genys asked.

"That's part of it—trying to clear my head enough to talk. Something about the energy fluxes and the absorption properties in the materials they're using." M'kar sighed, turned around and leaned back against the transparent curve. Genys had to fight down the urge to shout for her to stand up, or she would fall backwards into vacuum.

"You mentioned critter-chatter. Problem?"

"Like nothing I've ever sensed before. More aware than anything I've ever contacted." Again, her fingertips pressed against her temples. "They're aware. Like children."

"There are laws against transporting sentient creatures off their homeworlds," Genys whispered.

"The thing is, I'm not sure they can be called sentient. Not without calling up a lot of counselors and philosophers and the top minds on Le'anka. Off the top of my head—and I wish I could take the top off, just to release the fizzing sensation—my impression is that these minds are on the knife's edge of sentient, but they're kind of merged with Human minds, so they're taking on the ... flavor? Aroma? Tint? I can't tell if the impression of sentience comes from the Human influence, or it's native in the critters."

"Can you even call them critters if they're self-aware?"

"Don't you go turning into a counselor on me." M'kar grinned and pushed off the invisible support behind her. "Whew. Should have come out here earlier for relief. You know what this reminds me of?"

"Considering I don't know what kind of psionic noise you've been putting up with, nope."

"It's like when we're on shore leave, and all the ship's children are shouting for you to come play with them. Your head is going in different directions because you want to hear what each one is saying, and you want to respond. And there's always this sense you missed something important."

"Uh huh." Genys grinned, despite the twisting in her chest. 

The ship's command crew took turns helping with the education of the children, depending on their specialties. While M'kar's psionic gifts focused mostly on animals, she sensed when potential psionic Talent was about to burst into active life. Genys had demonstrated the ability to spot future officers and leaders. She hoped she wouldn't lose the title of Aunt Genys just because her captain's stars meant five times as much responsibility, and blame potential, on her shoulders.

The communication grill in the ceiling strip over their heads let out a six-note warble to get attention. Then the locator bracelet all officers and crew had to wear when they were on the station glowed yellow and buzzed on Genys' wrist. M'kar frowned and held out her arm, showing her bracelet also glowing yellow.

"Captain Arroyan of the Defender. Attention Captain Arroyan. Please report to Administrator Wexel's office." The synthetic voice sounded more mineral than unisex.

"Acknowledged." Genys pressed the sides of the bracelet together at the connection bulge.

"Lt. Talents Chief M'kar of the Defender," the computer voice began.

"Acknowledged," M'kar said. "Same location as Captain Arroyan?"

"Negative. Please contact Psi Specialist Dulit of the survey ship Corona. Specs downloading to your locator band now."

"Acknowledged." She raised one eyebrow in question, then gestured for Genys to lead the way. "We've been here long enough for someone to get into a bar fight. Especially with all the indiferps spreading and adding to rumors." They passed through the airlock and into a station corridor. 

"True." Genys sighed. Such was a captain's lot. "Do you know Dulit?"

"He’s part of Infrenx." M'kar shrugged. "Good luck." She ducked down an intersecting corridor before Genys could respond.

There it was again, that flicker of pain in her eyes, at mention of her core training group at the Academy. Genys could only imagine the nightmares that M’kar would never share with others. She had access to the classified files on that near-disaster two years ago and knew what the members of Infrenx had gone through. They had saved the Academy, quite possibly all of Le’anka, and half of them had died. Genys respected her choice not to discuss that battle, but she had the awful suspicion that as M’kar’s commanding officer, she would have to confront her about it to help her heal. Someday.

Down two more corridors and one more level to reach her destination. Genys held her breath as she stepped into the reception area of Administrator Wexel's office. M'kar was right, they were due for a clash between the Defender’s crew and the local indiferps. She saw no one, not even Wexel's irritatingly efficient and protocol-ruled assistant with a weaselish face. The type of person she expected to find out any day now was actually Gatesh. She was about to approach the closed door of the administrator's office when the door to a conference room on the far side of the reception area slid open.

"Ah, good, thank you for coming so quickly, Captain." Wexel leaned out far enough for his glistening ebony head to be visible. He beckoned and retreated back out of sight.

Genys stepped through the door. Her first glance was enough to estimate thirty people crammed into the conference room. Maybe a dozen were her crew, maybe ten were retrofit and upgrade engineers. The rest looked like civilians, maybe employees of the various restaurants, shops, and services provided by the station. Decker, the Defender's head of security, gestured with a tip of his head as Genys’ second look around the room put names to faces.

"Please—" She stopped short when he stepped aside, revealing a rotund man dressed in a furry tunic and leggings. "Jorono Cynes?"

"No, no, not at all," the little man jabbered in a fruity, mock-aristocratic voice. "Mistaken identity. I swear."

"It's him all right," Wexel said. "Identification verified. We owe your crew for recognizing and apprehending him. They were quite adamant that he had to be stopped and his cargo impounded."

"What is it this time, Cynes? Hooples or cherashires?" Genys wondered if someone had put Gatesh Green in her spicewater, and she was hallucinating all this.

Please, Enlo, let this be a hallucination?

"He brought hooples on my station. What was that about cherashires? Please tell me I heard wrong." Wexel looked like he wanted to melt through the chair and the deck plating. 

"You didn't hear wrong." She shuddered, thinking about rodents that had been genetically engineered, on purpose, to survive vacuum and extremes of temperature. No one, not even the Gatesh, were willing to accept responsibility for that particular nemesis to all space travel.

Wexel's ebony skin turned to ashes. "Next you’ll tell me he's the one who genetically engineered those monstrosities?"

"No, he just accidentally found the chromosomal key to unwind the DNA helix and allow three species to interbreed, to find something that would hunt down and eradicate cherashires." Genys thanked Decker with a nod when he pulled out a chair from the table for her.

"But?"

"Oh, you don't have time to hear all the 'buts' and addendums to that little money-making experiment." 

"Totally by accident," Cynes whimpered. "Can't do it again. All my notes, all my equipment, lost when the space station blew up."

"That wasn't your equipment in the first place," Decker growled. "Genius here stumbled on a cache of Gatekeeper technology. Instead of turning it over to the Academy, he played with it. Broke it. And lost it."

"Enlo was being merciful when the Ankuar blew up the station," Genys said.

"Not merciful enough. He's still around, isn't he?"

She muffled a chuckle into a snort and rubbed at her face until she could get her grin under control. This wasn't a time for amusement, though she did love to see Cynes sweat and squirm.

"So what he came up with was hooples?" Wexel looked Cynes over, head to foot, his expression clearly saying he couldn't believe the pudgy little man's brain generated enough energy to move his body, much less managed to genetically engineer a new species.

"Unfortunately. Even more unfortunately, they're able to reproduce. And they don't even hunt cherashires like they were meant to. They just kind of creep around, sucking up anything they touch. Organic and inorganic, somehow they find nourishment." 

"Useful for disposal of any kind of garbage." Cynes sat up a little taller for about three seconds. Then his you'll-forgive-me-because-I'm-adorable grin faded. The waterfall on his face increased output. "Still looking for what poisons them. Very sorry."

"That little benefit backfired, too." Genys glared at Cynes, who seemed to shrink about three sizes in the space of ten seconds. "Depending on what they've been fed, hooples release certain addictive psychotropic gases."

"At least you can wear gas masks to filter out the farts," one of her crew muttered. That earned grimaces and disgusted sounds from the station personnel.

"Wait a moment. I'm lost." Wexel shook his head, as if he was trying to knock it back into synch with the conversation. "I saw the mechanical hooples. Those are bad enough." He shuddered, indicating he was among Cynes' latest victims. "Are you saying the live versions are on my station too?"

"He shouldn’t be making the robot hooples." Genys wanted to curl up and cry. "We erased all his files and took all the prototypes and locked up the psychotic programmer working with him." The last encounter her ship had with Cynes and his hooples had been bad enough. Robotic and organic hooples, on one station?

Please, Enlo, hasn't my crew been through enough already? It's bad enough we're the Nanny Ship now. Why Cynes on top of it?

"Still making the robots," Decker said on a growl. "Even more addicting than the farting furballs."

"How exactly do they work?" Wexel glared at Cynes. "The results, I already know. How do they work, and how do we stop them?"

"They generate a frequency and a light show, in the ranges that Human eyes and ears can’t consciously register. It creates an addiction in the brain. You feel great, but you want to spend all your time playing with it."

"The newest version of subliminal programming." One of the civilians held out a ball of neon yellow fur, with four sets of oversized mosquito wings and eight pairs of legs. Genys itched just looking at it. "We were just realizing what was happening to us when we saw your crew chasing him. Captain, do you know how to set us free?"

"Is it turned off?" She didn't care that she was sweating. Her face felt cold enough, she had probably gone white.

"Still looking for the data access code, but we've got one of Dr. Tahl's maskers running," Decker said.

"Bless you." If she didn't think he would live up to his name with a good right hook, Genys might have kissed him.

"Only works for this room. Everybody who got exposed is in here. I've got five of my men with earplugs and eye shields, searching the quarters of all these people, looking for their hooples. Hopefully before anyone else gets exposed and has to have one." Wexel shuddered. "Should they be wearing gasmasks, too?"

"I only wanted to bring happiness to people in dire need of relaxation and companionship," Cynes whimpered.

"Am I safe?" Genys barely waited for Decker's nod. "I'll round up the medical staff and release all our ship's logs dealing with Cynes. Sorry, Administrator, but you're going to be prisoner in here for a little bit longer."

"As long as it isn't permanent." He tried to smile. "I knew it had to be dangerous. The moment I looked at the ugly thing, I wanted to cuddle it. Not natural at all."

~~~~~~
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M'KAR STEPPED INTO the long corridor of Dock Three. The survey ship Corona was Sargo class, making it roughly a fourth of the original size of the Defender, with quarters for about one hundred people, and equipment and cargo bays taking up two-thirds of the ship's available space. It sat at the very last docking portal, farthest out from the station. The familiar lean, tall, white-haired figure of Garion Dulit paced in front of the closed iris of the portal. Through the semi-transparent walls of the dock, she could make out the long, flexible umbilical, leading out to the elongated egg of the Corona.

"Infrenx," she called out, and held up her left hand with the tattoo of the infrenx on her palm, in greeting.

Their class had been special, a grouping of anomalous Talents, needing the strongest mind to teach them. For their class focal image, Master Reydon had chosen the mythical infrenx, a bird born in fire, with healing power. When they were students, they thought their master had chosen the bird because one of their classmates could call up flame from thin air. They learned better more than two Standard years ago. During an impromptu reunion, they had needed to recreate their mind-circle and combine their Talents against a danger that infiltrated the Academy grounds. The survivors of the battle addressed each other as infrenx, to honor the fallen and renew their vows to each other.

When they graduated from the Academy, they had all, in one way or another devoted their trained Talents to serving the Alliance. Most were dedicated to finding the other Human cultures scattered across the universe centuries ago by the Gatekeepers, or seeking out the Gatekeepers themselves. M'kar had joined the Fleet, serving in E&D. Other classmates had been diplomats, or served on the front lines in emergencies. Dulit signed on with the Corona, an independent survey ship. Usually privately funded, by corporations or scholarly organizations, survey ships were like E&D ships, seeking answers to the nagging, unanswered questions. The location of Core, the mythical Human homeworld. Which of the many disparate legends about the Diaspora were true? Or just who the nethers did the Gatekeepers think they were, scattering Humans to dozens of unfriendly alien worlds with nothing but the most basic preparation, warning, or supplies? Why didn't they stick around to make sure all the seeded worlds and cultures survived? Perhaps even more important of all: Was there really an impending galaxy-destroying disaster, prompting the Diaspora? Or did someone miscalculate on a galactic scale?

"Infrenx," Dulit called, stopping his pacing with a smile. He stayed there, hands behind his back, watching her come to him. "You look good. Still can't wrap my brain around a barbarian like you, handling all the rules and regs of the Fleet without going raving bonkers." 

When she was closer, his grin looked weary. He settled down on one of the benches bolted to the deck on either side of the portal iris. Still with his hands behind his back.

"Uh huh. What kind of trouble are you in?"
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Chapter Two
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"Trying to avoid it. Ordinarily, something this big, I'd trust the captain's decisions, but this ..." He glanced over his shoulder.

The gesture was foolish. For one thing, they would have heard the iris groan and scrape open, so no one could sneak up on them. For another, a dozen security cameras could be watching Dulit right that moment. M'kar shivered a little. Dulit wasn't the melodramatic or paranoid type. The lines around his eyes, the gray smears in his cheeks, the slight rasp in his voice spelled out a man under strain. She knew he admired his captain greatly. What could make him go against any decision his captain made?

Then she caught her breath and she knew. She held out her tattooed hand.

"Exactly," Dulit whispered. He tugged down his collar, to reveal his matching tattoo, the flaming wings spread to embrace the dip in his collar bone.

"You found ..."

"Not exactly, but it has to be close. Do you remember that incredible smell?" His throat worked.

M'kar nodded. After their battle two years ago, her nostrils had been scorched so she couldn't smell anything for nearly a lun. She had been grateful. The overbearing sweetness in the air from the monstrosity they had fought would never fade from her memory.

"Well, I ran into it again. What we found ... makes it run away." He let out a snort. "Fly away, anyway."

"Garion." M'kar took a step closer.

He reached into his belt pouch to extract a data wafer. The other hand he brought from behind his back. It held a ti box, the wrapper faded but still clearly proclaiming it the genuine ti grown on Le'anka for purifying the blood, stimulating the mind, and calming the nervous system. With a delicate flavor and aroma that didn't need enhancing with sweeteners.

M'kar doubted the box held ti, either pressed in blocks or loose leaf. Whatever it held would fill both her cupped hands.

"As soon as you're back on your ship, put the box in stasis. All the others are in stasis. Best thing we could think of. The last thing we need is to double the ship's population."

"Of what?" A gentle brush of her mind didn’t reveal anything alive in the box. However, she had been wrong before. Being one of the strongest animal-oriented psionic Talents ever trained at the Academy didn't preclude mistakes or limits. She simply hadn't found the wall hard enough and thick enough to make her brain bounce around like an old-fashioned rubber ball.

That battle that had scarred their hearts, minds, and bodies had come close, though. She had slammed against something out of legend, terror-become-flesh. Her brain hadn't bounced that time.

"This violates so many rules. Alliance and survey ship guidelines and my vows to my captain, but this—" Dulit swallowed hard. "Thyal needs this."

"Medicine?" She almost snatched the box and cradled it close. "You removed plants from a new planet without going through all the regs and clearance and verification processes?"

"Not a plant." 

The man was frightened, she decided. His icy blue eyes radiated tension and an odd, exhausted kind of euphoria.

"Tell me. I won't take anything that might endanger the crew. We have children on board." 

"Look at it my way, we have babies on my ship. The hope of an entire race. Enlo help us, my captain says we have to go back. I keep arguing we should head straight to the Academy, not take any chances. He says we have a greater responsibility to go back and find out if any survived. If we managed to drag the monsters with us and lost them. Or worse, the monsters are still there, killing everything that's left." 

He tossed the data wafer to her. M'kar clutched the box against her chest while reaching with her free hand. The wafer bounced on her palm before she caught it.

"Babies. Some haven't been born yet. In stasis. Like that should be." He waved his hand at the ti box. "M'kar, I swear on the infrenx. I don't care if I get shot out the repulsion tubes for this, Thyal is more important. Once you look at the data and you untangle it, you'll agree."

Remember, he was always the one who kept the rest of us out of mischief.

M'kar flinched, hearing the smooth baritone voice in her head. She glanced at Dulit, but he didn't seem to hear.

No, he can't hear me. I've been trying. I'm only linked with you. Thyal, their classmate left on Le'anka, chuckled softly.

All right, she shot back, so he isn't reacting to any pressure. Not that you would ever pressure anyone to do anything unethical.

Your faith in me is most gratifying.

At least give me a little warning when you initiate contact? She bit her lip to keep a straight face. Now was not the time to explain to Dulit that she could hear Thyal in her mind. It went beyond everything even the Premier Masters on Le'anka understood about mind-touch.

I tried —

Liar.

The critter-chatter, as you so aptly call it, has been interfering.

M'kar looked down at the ti box. "So this is alive?"

"Hope so. Took it out of stasis when you acknowledged the page." Dulit rubbed his face with his palms. "It should go back into stasis without any harm if you do it right away."

"Tell me." She lowered her voice and stepped closer. The tension radiating off him went up a few notches in intensity.

"Can't. Time is running out. I need to return before I'm missed. Everyone is paranoid, and it's a struggle keeping the babies quiet. Then that idiot took ..." He gestured at the ti box. "Thought he could clear up some debts. My captain might understand why I gave it to you, but nobody else will. It's splitting us apart, the ones who bonded and the ones on the outside, looking in. Thought we were family. Well, when you get Hivers on your tail—" 

She flinched at his words. He bared his teeth in a strained grin.

"Yeah, they tailed us. We finally might have something to fight them off, but not if ... Just do this for me. Risk it all. For Thyal."

M'kar tucked the data wafer in her pocket and dropped down on the bench, to wrap her arm around him. Dulit's uniform hung loose, and she thought she felt his ribs through the jacket and shirt.

"My ship is in upgrades, but if you're in trouble, if you need an escort all the way to Le'anka, give the word. My captain trusts me."

"We're dealing with our problems. I just had to get this to you. Enlo listened to my call for help, I tell you." He tried to smile. "By the time you get to Le'anka, you'll have it figured out."

"What figured out?" She fought down the need to wrap her arm around his neck and squeeze until he stopped talking in circles. M'kar wanted to open the ti box right there, but she trusted her instincts. Whatever was in the box, it shouldn't be revealed where prying enemy eyes could see—or access security video feed.

"Been trying. Made some progress. I'm not a tenth as strong as you, and it's taking all of me to help the rest."

"Help the rest with what?" 

"We thought we could keep it all contained, but that idiot Spinkerbind snuck off. Talk about a negative I.Q. He has debts out the wazzoo on this station, and he's stupid enough to think he can pay them off with ... well, yeah, he probably could, but we violated a dozen regulations just leaving the planet. We couldn't leave them behind. And that's why we have to go back. To find out."

"Leave who behind?" M'kar stood up and backed away. The need to shake him until his eyeballs rattled had grown strong enough to hurt.

"They're part of us now. Nice, and kind of scary. Ever think about never being alone, ever again? There's a good part and a bad part." Dulit shuddered. "Anyway, Spinkerbind took one. Our muscle guys have caught up with him. They're bringing him back, but who knows who might have seen it?"

"I don't know," she growled, pitching her voice low, "because you're not speaking a lick of sense. What is in the box?"

"Please, for Thyal, for the sake of an entire race in trouble, just get it to him, secret and invisible and faster than the infrenx flies. Then ask all the questions you want."

He gestured at the wafer. "Gotta apologize for the headache you've got waiting for you. We found a Chute!"

M'kar shook her head, not sure she had heard him right. Dulit just grinned, and she let out a low whistle of appreciation.

Tyers Chutes were the next best thing to the theorized Gates of the Gatekeepers, who had scattered the Human tribes across the universe. They were essentially wormholes, crossing massive distances in a rough, brief ride that twisted a ship through multiple dimensions and warped all sensory data with energy fields that couldn't be clearly analyzed. There was no way of determining the energy levels of Chutes from the outside, as they were impervious to the most powerful sensors. That also made them difficult to find. The first dozen Chutes had been discovered by ships literally stumbling into them. Only in the last twenty Standard years had science found a way to detect the possibility of a Chute through the energy and gravitational readings and other phenomena in nearby space. The newest theory about Gates was that the Gatekeepers had found a way to control Chutes, which occurred naturally.

"We were dodging and twisting," he continued after a moment, "trying to block and scatter our readings, and we just stumbled into it. The Hivers zapped our systems with something. They latched onto us, and when we found the Chute we didn't have any choice. We dove in. When we came back, luns later, they were waiting. We shook them off, but they scrambled our systems so bad, it's Enlo's grace alone that got us here. I gave you all our records. Got a lot of deciphering and decoding and decrypting to do. Sorry."

"Okay, some of this makes sense now. You have to go back to keep the kai-hess from claiming the Chute and locking out the Alliance. Finder's fees will retrofit your entire ship to top-line specs and set up everyone for retirement."

"Yeah, there's that." He grinned for a few seconds, a momentary easing of the tension that was almost audible. That bit of triumph faded. "The little ones, though, they're more important."

"How many do you have?"

He shuddered. "Feels like hundreds. Turns out when you get one, you get two more. All wanting us to stop and play and teach them and feed them and sing to them and ... I can handle one. But not a ship full of them."

"So help me, Dulit, if you don't start talking straight—" M'kar reached for her knife. Not her everyday, utilitarian knife. This one was ceremonial, the blade was dull compared to the sharpness required by ritual and her noble blood. Of course, Dulit and any indiferps she might run into on the station wouldn't know the blade was safety-bonded per station regulations. Even dressed in ready-for-trouble civilian garb, she needed a knife, just to feel fully dressed. She would have to press hard and put some muscle into any effort if she wanted to slice anyone open.

Again, Dulit didn't know that.

Something is coming, Thyal said.

M'kar ducked as a swirl of cream and lavender hide and talons spun around her head, chattering at nearly sonic levels.

"Poki!" Dulit snatched the double handful of fury out of the air and clutched it to his chest. "She thinks you were going to hurt me."

"I was considering it." M'kar clutched her knife.

The little dragon Dulit had shoved halfway inside his jacket glared at her. An image passed between their minds. M'kar drew her knife. The cream-and-lavendar little menace bit her hand.

We're friends, little cousin. Dulit and me. Friends argue. They tease.

That's right. Dulit grinned crookedly and stroked from the wedge-shaped head, down the long, supple neck. Well, that proves something. Despite how intelligent it seems, it's entirely beastly, otherwise we couldn't talk through it. Come out and make friends, Poki.

"You named it after a child's story?" M'kar's fingers twitched, wanting to touch that hide, a mixture of leather and jewel-like facets. This was the source of the critter-chatter nibbling at the edges of her mind. How many did they have on the Corona?

"It's a long story. See, she likes you now." He shifted the miniature dragon to his forearm, cradled against his chest. The little creature wrapped its long, forked tail twice around his arm. Its eyes were now a mixture of blue and lavender sparkles.

"Is that what's ..." M'kar nodded at the box clutched in the crook of her arm.

"Egg."

"An egg. A dragon egg."

"Dracs. Figured, we discovered them, discovered their world. We get to name them."

"True."

"They're intelligent. They teleport. Thyal needs one."

If I use my invalid status as an excuse to be greedy and tell you to hurry, Thyal began.

Shut up. I'm thinking.

Laughter trickled through their link.

Raised voices rang off the walls of the docking arm. Dulit looked past her and he groaned.

"You need to get out now." Poki, go home.

The little drac vanished with a sub-audible pop.

"You owe me." So help me, I want one, too.

He did say he had a ship full of babies, so maybe a ship full of eggs?

"Add it to my tab." Dulit held out his hand, palm up. "Be safe, hearth-sister. Give my best to Thyal."

"Be safe yourself. Tell your captain to hurry. I'll wait for you on Le'anka." She grasped his wrist as his fingers grasped hers and they shook twice before releasing. 

With a sharp nod, he turned and hurried to slap the controls for the iris. The approaching voices and footsteps got louder. Dulit ducked through the iris and out of sight before it finished opening.

M'kar tucked the ti box inside her tunic, glad she had worn civvies for rambling around the station to investigate the odd psionic sensations. Plenty of room inside the tunic. No place to tuck anything if she had been in uniform. Five steps took her to the shelter of an open docking portal. From the sinus-desicating smells, a cleaning crew was disinfecting the flexible tube. She hid in the shadows and watched the crew hurrying down the docking arm to the Corona's portal. One man, bowed head and black eye, had to be the troublemaker, Spinkerbind.

In moments, they were all through the iris portal Dulit had left open. M'kar waited, watching until the iris closed. For good measure, she waited for the lights to flash through the sequence indicating the iris at the other end had opened, the crew had gone through, and the iris closed again.

Do you think we should take the risk and look at this egg before I put it back in stasis?

I admit to being greedy. Thyal chuckled. You need to untangle that data, to clear away as much official censure for Dulit as you can.

You're helping me.

I'd be upset if you didn't let me.

As soon as we're close enough to Le'anka, I'm going to send this knot to you. How we're going to explain ... We've pretty much tangled ourselves. You can't lie to your parents about why I'm sending the egg to you, and the data. Especially since we want you to keep it. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
R e —





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





