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About Faring Soul

Rumors emerge that Catherine Shahrazad,
possibly the oldest person in the galaxy, has returned from the
fringes and has been seen in Federation space. Wherever she goes,
her name and her history cause civil unrest, riots and worse. The
Federation Board doesn’t want her there. Neither do the leaders of
Cadfael College, the educators and moralists of the galaxy. No one
pays any attention to the reticent navigator called Bedivere X, who
pilots her ship better than she does.



The truth about Bedivere threatens the entire Federation.



His feelings for Cat might just save everyone.



This book is part of the Interspace Origins space opera romance
series:

Book 1: Faring Soul
Book 2: Varkan
Rise
Book 3: Cat and Company


 


[image: tmp_6ba12d053bc01e38468844f71e2ff83e_yQASrb_html_m1d8f4336.jpg]

Get this short science fiction romance
free.

Sign up for Tracy’s New Release Mailing list and

get a free copy of 5,001.

 


Click here to get
started.


Chapter One

Shanterry, Shanta II. Fringe
Territories. Federation Year 10.066

The cavernous hall held about five
hundred men with skin the color of a really good rose wine and not
a single one of them so much as noticed her. Loud chatter filled
the air. The local language was a throat-ripper, but the laughter
and smiles that punctuated it said they were having a great time.
They might not be looking at her but Catherine knew that every man
at this end of the hall was watching her, just the same.

“Bedivere?” she said softly, barely
letting her lips form the word.

“I’m right here, Cat,” he said in her
ear, the slight burr in his voice more distinct across the
link.

“I’m the only woman here.”

He chuckled. “You should feel right at
home then.”

“I’m serious. I’m the only woman, the
only red-head, the only one with white skin. I’m the only stranger.
I’m standing out like a black hole in a star field.”

“Then you won’t have to announce you’re
there.”

Despite her being so obviously out of
place, she couldn’t catch anyone’s eye to ask where to find Neweds
Friday. “Easy for you to say,” she shot back, not trying to hide
her speech anymore. If they were going to pretend she was
invisible, she’d pretend they weren’t there, too. “You’re sitting
on a cruiser, parked on a deserted tidal plain ten klicks away from
this.”

“Tap someone on the shoulder, ask for
Friday and go from there.” She could almost hear his shrug. “He
wouldn’t have set up the meeting here if he thought you would be in
any sort of danger. They want their money.”

His nonchalance steadied her and she
was annoyed at her momentary doubt. Focus, she reminded
herself. She had been in far worse situations.

Most of the people in the room were
talking among themselves, many of them moving from group to group.
She couldn’t see to the far end of the cavernous room, because
there were too many men.

So she stepped over to the nearest man
and tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me.” She used Standard, for
the local dialect took vocal inflexions she couldn’t manage and to
get them wrong was considered insulting.

The man took his time turning. He was
as tall as most of the fully mature men in the room seemed to be,
which meant he was taller than Catherine and close to Bedivere’s
height. She looked at the man. His eyes, like most Shantans’, were
a reddish brown. Shanta was a closed-off little fringe world,
although Friday was trying to change that by any means necessary.
Their gene pool had thrown up some interesting mutations that
in-breeding had stabilized. Which was a pity, Catherine thought,
because unlike the vast majority of the settled galaxy that
displayed only mild variations after millennia of racial
cross-breeding, Shantans would stand out anywhere else, just like
she was conspicuous here in this room.

If Neweds Friday achieved his ambition
of a Shantan seat on the Federation Board, the interstellar traffic
to and from Shanta would change that and much more.

“I’m looking for Neweds Friday,”
Catherine said. “I have an appointment with him. He said to meet
him here. Do you know where I can find him?”

The man turned and pointed toward the
other end of the room.

Catherine smiled at him. “Thanks.” She
hitched the bag over her shoulder to a more comfortable position
and moved around him, for he continued to stare at her with an
expressionless face, apparently happy to stand unmoving in front of
her forever. She sidled around the knots of men, heading in the
general direction the first one had indicated. As she passed each
group, they fell silent and turned to watch her move forward, their
soft flowing robes settling back around their knees as they all
grew still.

Her heart picked up speed.

“You’ve gone quiet,” Bedivere said.
“Still good?”

She tapped out “yes” against her ear.
In a room that was heading for silence, she wasn’t willing to speak
aloud and let them know she had backup parked on the outskirts of
the city.

No one got out of her way so Catherine
twisted and turned and moved sideways until she reached the other
side of the room. There, she spotted the man who had to be Neweds
Friday. Because Shanta was a fringe world, they weren’t plugged
into the fedcore. Digging up images of Friday had been impossible,
even with Bedivere’s advanced hunting skills. But Catherine knew it
was him. Neweds Friday was the leader of this world and there was a
single man sitting in a big chair surrounded by six or seven
attentive men, looking more like a king than any leader had a right
to. This had to be Friday.

Unlike everyone else, Friday looked at
her directly as soon as she spotted him. His face was unreadable,
but there was intelligence in his eyes.

Catherine approached him and everyone
turned to follow her progress. Now the room was completely and
utterly silent.

“Neweds Friday,” she acknowledged when
she reached him.

“Caitlyn Azad,” Friday returned.

He didn’t get to his feet. But
Catherine didn’t bow, either, so she figured they were even. “We
have business to transact,” she told him. “Perhaps you would like
to step away from all the attention and conclude our business in
private?”

“I trust these men completely,” Friday
said. He had a strong accent that made it difficult to understand
his Standard. “They are my right arm and they are the reason this
great world will win its place at the Federation table. You may
speak freely in front of them.”

“He’s campaigning,” Bedivere said,
sounding disgusted.

“Mmm,” Catherine replied. If Friday
found it necessary to promote himself within the confines of a
private business deal, then his position as the leader of Shanta
wasn’t secure. There had to be challengers. Were those challengers
opposed to this deal?

The back of her neck prickled hard and
Catherine suddenly wished she had a pair of eyes in the back of her
head. She forced herself to smile brightly at Friday. “Very well.
Let’s finish the deal.”

The men shifted around her and she
realized with growing unease that they were standing very close to
her back and all around her. She was effectively surrounded. There
was space behind Friday’s chair. Everyone wanted to be in front of
the chair where the king could see them. But the chair itself was
blocking her and any move she made toward the chair would alarm
everyone around her and bring an instant reaction.

She kept her feet still even though she
really wanted to edge her way out of the enclosure. Instead, she
gripped the straps of the bag on her shoulder, turning her hand
inward so no one would spot how white her knuckles were.

The shifting of the men morphed into a
parting, so that a narrow corridor was formed. Through the
corridor, two men walked carrying a table between them. It looked
like real wood and glowed with polish and care. It was placed
reverently down in front of the chair, between Catherine and
Friday.

The crowd moved back in around
them.

Catherine frowned. To her mind, this
was a simple exchange of goods for money, a transaction she had
conducted thousands of times. But the assembly, the chair, the
grand table…it had the trappings of ceremony. Friday was trying to
impress his people. It was important that they see a successful
deal take place. Which meant there was far more riding on this deal
than she had properly understood.

She and Bedivere had deconstructed the
deal down to the cellular level. What had they missed?

Her heartbeat lifted and she
swallowed.

The corridor formed once more and
through the newly formed space came three men. The one in front was
carrying a rattler—an older model, but still far more powerful than
any non-Federation weapon ever built. He wore full body armor so
that even his face was covered.

A guard, Catherine realized.

There was a second guard at the end of
the short train. The man in the middle was carrying a hard-shell
case, about twenty centimeters across and fifteen deep. He carried
it on both hands, as though it was fragile or valuable or both. He
laid the case down carefully in the middle of the gleaming surface
of the table. The workmanlike hard sides of the case looked prosaic
against the wood.

Friday waved toward the case. “You may
inspect the goods,” he said, as the two guards took up stances, one
on each end of the table, and both turned to watch her.

Catherine swung the bag so it was
resting against her back and leaned over the table. She carefully
lifted the case over to her side of the table, as if it was just as
treasured by her. In a way, it was. This deal would bring her one
step closer to a long-held ambition, one of the most ambitious
achievements she had ever reached for.

She rested her hand on the top of the
case. “The environment inside is sterile?”

“There is an independent sterility
bubble. You can open the case without harm to the device.”

Catherine believed him. Despite being a
fringe world, the Shantans were techno-freaks. They had a knack for
developing unexpected combinations of old and new, obscure and
obvious. The resulting tech often provided solutions to problems
people weren’t even aware needed addressing. The Shantans were also
amenable to one-off tailored orders…for a price.

Technology development was their forte
and the backbone of their economy. It had put Shanta within reach
of qualifying for Federation membership. Friday was pushing to
close the gap.

If they said the inside of the case was
sterile and protected, she had no reason to doubt them. She opened
the case.

The device was nestled in a cradle of
protective fibers. A slight sheen in the air over the top of the
device proved the sterile bubble was in place. Catherine studied
the device. It was about five centimeters square, with odd
projections and bumps, enclosed in a silky smooth hard white shell,
except for four protruding wires that had been wound up into neat
bundles.

Catherine closed the lid.

“You are satisfied?” Friday asked.

“I have no idea what I’m looking at,”
Catherine said frankly and truthfully. “But if it doesn’t do what
we asked for it to do, it will be a black mark on Shanta’s
reputation. I’ll be very happy to tell everyone I know how Shanta
let me down.” She smiled. “I know a lot of people.”

Friday smiled just as widely. “We would
not gamble with our reputation so close to our world’s finest
hour.”

“Unless he can get away with it in
private,” Bedivere murmured in her ear and Catherine fought not to
laugh.

She hitched the heavy bag off her
shoulder and placed it on the table. “Federation yen, at the price
we agreed upon.” She rested her hand on the bag briefly. There was
a lot of money in it. She and Bedivere could have lived on it for a
few years. Friday, with his ostentatious ways, would burn through
it in a year. But it was none of her business how he chose to spend
it.

She reached for the handle of the hard
case and Friday held up his hand. “There is just one additional
matter before we can conclude our business,” he said.

Catherine let go of the case
reluctantly. Her heart hammered. “There is nothing else,” she said.
“You have your money. I take the tech and we’re done.” They were
empty words, but the protest was necessary. She had to look like
this was an undesirable surprise, even though they had been
half-expecting something like this.

“Damn, he’s going to up the ante,”
Bedivere said.

“Mmm,” she said.

Friday’s smile increased. “Meeting your
technical specifications provided challenges we had not
anticipated. We are out of pocket on these expenses.”

Catherine shook her head. “That’s not
my problem.”

“Your price was to include the
development of the device. These are development costs.” His smile
faded and the men around Catherine shifted. The guards, though,
were perfectly still.

“You’re reneging on the deal we made,”
she pointed out.

“I’m renegotiating.”

“We had reached mutually acceptable
terms already.”

“Then consider the increase inflation.
You have no choice, Caitlyn Azad. No one else could build this for
you.”

“True,” Bedivere added. “Or we wouldn’t
be here talking to him. I’m ready. Just give the word.”

Catherine nodded. “How much?” she asked
Friday.

He quoted the price and she sighed.
“That’s nearly double.”

“String him along,” Bedivere said. “Let
him think you’re figuring out how to pay that much.”

Catherine studied Friday. What had
changed? Why all the ceremony? The public deal? The reach for even
more money didn’t fit with the pomp and circumstance.

Unless…

“What’s the date?” she asked aloud.
“The Federation date?” she qualified.

Friday frowned. “What?”

“It’s the second month of sixty-six,”
Bedivere answered swiftly. “The new Board criteria are published at
the start of each Federation year.” He had understood why she was
asking about the date.

“And he can’t meet the new criteria,”
Catherine said, watching Friday watch her with his muddy
orange-brown eyes. “He’s screwing us to get his cash.”

There were enough men standing around
her fluent in Standard that their combined reactions and movement
raised the tension in the room immediately. Catherine moved her
feet, getting ready for action.

“I’m looking at the new criteria now,”
Bedivere said. “The cash contribution alone would bankrupt most
fringe planets. This isn’t personal. Friday is probably squeezing
every single deal for extra cash. But now he’s named the new price,
he can’t afford to back down even with a fair negotiation. He’ll
lose face.”

Catherine nodded. “So, whenever you’re
ready,” she told Bedivere.

“Who are you speaking to?” Friday
demanded.

“My navigator,” Catherine said and
pointed toward the ceiling, letting him confirm in his own mind
that her ship was in orbit, just as a normal ship would be. It
wouldn’t occur to anyone in this room that a ship that was
jump-capable would also be able to navigate atmosphere and land.
That would play to their advantage.

“Now,” Bedivere said and Catherine
braced herself.

The explosion rocked the room. The
sound was overwhelming. Catherine clapped her hands to her ears
even though she had been expecting it. Lights flickered and the
ground shook.

Panic immediately gripped the room but
before the floor stopped rolling, Catherine pole-vaulted the table
and took out one of the armed guards with a kick under the chin,
one of the weak points in that type of armor. She completed the
vault, grabbed the hard case and pointed her hand at the second
guard, aiming for the underarm area. He’d raised his gun, a Wiebe
knock-off that had a tendency to stick at the wrong moment. The
movement lifted his arm and gave her a large target.

The sleepy dart gave a soft hissing
sound as it left the dart gun tucked into her sleeve, but she
didn’t hear it beneath the roaring panic gripping the room. The
dart buried itself in the guard’s armpit and he immediately
crumpled. The anesthetic was powerful.

“And now,” Bedivere said.

The second explosion locked in the
confusion and hysteria, which was exactly what the percussion bombs
had been intended to do. They were harmless artificial thunder, set
off right up against the side of the building, but when they were
not expected, on a world that had never experienced storms, they
generated just the sort of panic Catherine needed to escape.

Friday was just starting to lift
himself out of his chair, his eyes wide. Catherine landed on her
feet on the other side of the table, right in front of his chair.
She let momentum carry her forward and grabbed Friday’s shoulder,
shoving him back into the chair. Then she pushed down, using his
shoulder for leverage and vaulted again, this time right over the
arm of the chair. She slotted her feet through the opening between
the chair and the official standing next to it, his hand to his
ears. This time, when her boots contacted the floor she let herself
roll forward, the case tucked up against her chest to protect
it.

The roll brought her to a sprawling
halt, five meters beyond the milling, robed men. She picked up the
case, got to her feet, spotted the back door Bedivere had found on
the radar scan of the building an hour before landing the ship and
ran like hell.

* * * * *

The streets of Shanterry were nice and
straight, but they were narrow. Bedivere couldn’t land here without
destroying buildings. Destruction of property would build
resentment against them, when all they wanted to do was take their
fair share of the deal. Catherine had left the bag with the
agreed-upon payment in it sitting on the table.

So she gripped the handle of the case
and kept running. “Bedivere!”

“I’ve got your location. There’s a
park, three kilometers ahead of you and two blocks over. It’s big
enough to take the ship.”

“See you there.”

Behind her, Catherine heard shouts and
running boots. Soon, air cars and ground cars would join the chase.
But she was two hundred meters ahead of them and pursuit just made
her run faster.

She had to get two blocks over, so she
started jagging and jigging through side streets, always keeping
count of how far north she had gone. She could shift farther north
than the park, but that would mean having to come back south to
reach it and possibly running into her pursuit. So she headed east
more than she travelled north, dodging and ducking all the way.

When the air cars came overhead, using
spotlights, she turned into a doorway and leaned against the closed
door, catching her breath. It was a residential building, but no
one came to see who had entered. Perhaps the man of the building
had been at the meeting. In this patriarchal world, no one would
think to come and check for themselves if the man wasn’t there.

She pressed her ear against the door,
listening, then checked in with Bedivere. “I should hire myself out
to a Federation cruiser,” she said. “Good food, decent
entertainment and all you have to do is make sure the passengers
are having a good time. None of this running and dodging people
with weapons.”

“The Federation would take you in a
heartbeat.”

“Yeah, but not to give me a job on
their luxury liners,” she said dryly. “Where now?”

“If you can get through the building,
there is no one on the street south of you. They’re anticipating
your direction and everyone is moving north east.” He paused. “You
could always dump the tech.”

She pushed herself off the door and
headed along the dim corridor. It was late at night by Shantan
standards. Everyone would have been asleep, although she doubted
anyone was still asleep after all the commotion and noise
outside.

“I spent two years saving to buy this
stupid thing. I’m not dumping it now,” she told Bedivere. “Besides,
I’m not leaving you.”

“I’m the one flying the ship. Wouldn’t
I have to leave you?” He sounded amused. “I’m three minutes
away. You’re about five minutes away, if you keep to the same
pace.”

“Easier said than done,” Catherine said
dryly, moving through the corridor, looking for the back door. Or
the front door, maybe. She couldn’t linger long enough to figure
out Shanta domestic arrangements. But a window would work just as
well. “All that Soward champagne is starting to tell.”

“I’ll wait,” he assured her.

“You’ll scare the locals into next
month.” A jump-ship hovering over land was very loud, very bright
and tended to stir up weather that included small tornados and
localized hail and rain storms, all from irritating the atmosphere
to the point where it had to scratch and sneeze.

“I can live with people being afraid of
me.”

“Liar.” She found the window she needed
and used the butt of the knife she pulled out of her boot to tap
out the glass. It looked and behaved like straight glass, with no
embedded energy collectors or thermostats, so she climbed out the
window very carefully.

The street was as deserted as
advertised.

“Straight ahead, now,” Bedivere told
her. “There’s almost nothing in front of you.”

“Almost,” she repeated,
thrilled. She began to run again. Ahead, she could hear the air
throbbing and the sound of the ship’s engines. There was a bright
glow in the sky, pinpointing Bedivere’s location. He was up very
high, sparing the locals as much disruption as possible. He was
such a good pilot, he could bring the ship down to touch land at
the moment she reached the park.

It gave her a fresh spurt of energy.
Catherine surged down the long street, heading for the bent and
misshapen native trees she could see outlined by the glow from the
ship. As she drew closer, the ship came lower. Bedivere was
tracking her closely.

“Two to your left,” he said.

Adrenaline was giving her extra power
and she dropped the two Shantans easily, then picked up the case
and hurried on. She was so close.

She broke out in to the park. The curly
brown ground cover that Shanta used for lawn was thick underfoot,
absorbing the sound of her running steps, although the shriek and
throbbing of the ship so close overhead was muffling all sound.

Trees bent and a few of the taller,
older and more rigid ones cracked close to the ground and fell
over, their trunks shattered by the pressure of the ship lowering
down to ground level. As Catherine ran toward it, the ship spun
slowly, until the cargo ramp was facing her. The ramp was already
down, the inside of the cargo bay with its battered walls and bent
securing struts looking very homelike and comforting.

Something plucked at her sleeve and she
felt heat. Fire and sparks lit up the side of the ship, close to
the ramp door, then disappeared, whipped away by the wind and air
pressure billowing up from the ground. Someone had fired a laser
pistol and had just barely missed her.

Catherine ran harder and leapt for the
end of the ramp, which was a meter from the ground. She was moving
too fast and fell forward on her knees, the case skidding up the
no-slip surface of the ramp. “Go!” she screamed.

The ship immediately lifted upward, the
surge and power pushing her down onto the ramp and pinning her with
motion-induced gravity. The ground dropped away beneath her and she
looked out at the Shantans as they ran into their flattened park,
staring up at the ship.

Then Bedivere rolled the ship. The end
of the ramp lifted up, until the whole ramp was horizontal, letting
Catherine get to her feet, pick up the case and walk wearily up to
the end of the ramp. Once she was off the ramp, Bedivere closed it
up completely, the upper door coming down to meet the edge of the
ramp and seal the loading dock.

She clutched at the swinging strapping
as the ship tilted and accelerated. He was heading for space. They
had electronically disabled the orbital sentries on their way in.
They were clear.

Two minutes later, Catherine dropped
into the navigator chair that Bedivere usually used and let out a
long heavy breath. She put the hard case on the console and patted
it.

Bedivere, who was sitting in the
pilot’s chair, looked up from the instrumentation and grinned. The
laugh lines around his warm brown eyes crinkled. “So...it went
about exactly the way we expected. We’ll be in clear space in three
minutes, by the way.” His brown-gold hair glowed in the light
emitted from the overhead console. The warm color was nothing like
the muddy color of native Shantans.

Catherine leaned back so her head was
resting on the headrest and blew out another breath. “Nothing ever
comes easy,” she muttered.

“You wouldn’t like it if it did.”

She rolled her head to the side and
looked at him. She was too tired to smile. “Despite the rhetoric
that surrounds my much-maligned past, I happen to like the
quiet life.”

Bedivere sat back as she was. “Liar. If
you liked it that much, you would live quietly. I don’t remember
the last time you stopped to smell the roses.”

“Too much to do,” she muttered,
glancing at the case.

The silence stretched and she looked at
him. Bedivere was studying the case, too. He caught her gaze and
looked back at the case again. “Next stop is Federation space,” he
pointed out. “If you really do want a quiet life, Cat, this is the
time to shut down the engines and go mute. There won’t be any going
back after this.”

“Of course we’re going,” she said
sharply. “I haven’t spent seventeen years scraping together every
last centavo the fringes could cough up just to go live on some
ball somewhere and get even older.”

“We don’t have to do this. All
we’ve lost right now is time and that’s an infinite resource. If we
head into Federation space, then much more than time is at
stake.”

Catherine sat up. “Getting cold feet,
Bedivere?”

He shook his head. “I’m worried.” His
voice was very quiet. “Everything you’re doing, everything you’ve
done. It’s too much.”

“Just shut up right there,” she said
sharply and spun the chair to face him properly. “Look,” she added,
reaching for a reasonable voice and tone. Reason would always win
out with Bedivere. Logic was the supreme argument. “I have to go
back to the Federation, anyway.” She touched her hair, which was
liberally streaked with grey. The red that had been a rich, deep
color was now faded. “You understand the therapy even better than I
do. You’ve read even more widely and you never forget anything. You
know that rejuvenation revives more than the cellular structure.
I’ll feel young again. I won’t be this cranky old woman who
has seen too much, has wrinkles on her neck and aches in the
morning when she gets out of bed. After, I’ll be sweet and
reasonable and even more determined to see this through.”

He looked doubtful.

Catherine grimaced. “Besides, it’s
already too late.”

“It is?”

“If we stay in the fringes, the
Shantans will come after us with everything they’ve got. But they
won’t pursue us into Federation space and risk their membership on
the Board. So we have to go there. It’s the Federation or
bust.”

Bedivere considered that, then nodded.
“As long as you’re not doing this for me.”

“Don’t be stupid,” she said and turned
the chair back to face the console, to prep for the gate jump. “Of
course I’m doing this for you. What else are partners for?”

He didn’t argue anymore, because the
ship was technically a four-man crew ship, so jump prep took all
their combined attention and effort. But the little smile at the
corner of his mouth didn’t go away.


Chapter Two

The Ivory City, Cathain City, Cathain
III. FY 10.068

The walls of the Ivory City were high
and wide, but the sounds of celebration on the streets of Cathain
reached Kare Sarkisian anyway. As he stood in the dark, leaning
against the cold stone railing, he heard the distant pop of
fireworks, indistinct voices raised loudly and laughter—a lot of
laughter.

One of the guards who had been forced
to step out into the cold with him when Kare had escaped the
ballroom shifted on his feet, dirt scraping beneath his boots. The
dirt was unusual, even for a balcony on the outer wall of the
alcazar. But staff had been overwhelmed, preparing for the
party.

“The people out there seem to be having
more fun than we in here, do they not?” Kare’s voice, honed from
years of public speaking, came out deep and demanding. He couldn’t
tell who it was behind the face cloth, but the eyes made him think
it was one of the new ones whose names he hadn’t learned yet.

There were always new guards.

“Sir,” the man said stiffly. He didn’t
say anything else, which was proper.

Kare sighed. Silently. It wouldn’t do
for anyone to catch him being glum on a MapMaker day.

The door spun and his aide stepped
through, just far enough to hold the door open. “Sir, Governor
Vinicius would like a word with you.” From behind him, through the
wide, elegant corridor and doorway, floated the sound of a far more
elegant and restrained enjoyment than the raw fun the citizens of
Cathain were enjoying.

Kare was pleased the aide didn’t try to
make him feel guilty for deserting his own party. There was always
a tussle with new aides, while they tried to assert their personal
power, but this one didn’t seem to have an agenda. That was
impossible, of course, but for now, Kare didn’t mind reaping the
benefits of the man’s undivided efforts. “Governor Vinicius wants
to dispute his planetary dividends,” Kare assured the aide. “He can
line up with the others tomorrow.”

The customary day of comradeship that
took place the day after any MapMaker day rarely lived up to its
name. Kare usually spent the day negotiating with every Board
member over issues as petty as docking privileges on Stationary
Station, all the way up to the most contentious issues of the day,
all under the guise of good sport, good food and fellowship.

Vinicius had taken control of Barros
about two hundred years after the Barros system had its own
MapMaker day. He had steered the planet to Board membership barely
a hundred years later, a record that was yet to be beaten. But such
drive and ambition require parsimony and single-mindedness.
Vinicius squeezed credits any way he could and the annual dividends
never failed to evoke his protests.

Kare glanced at the aide, who was just
opening his mouth to respond. “Give the governor my regrets. He can
attend me tomorrow.”

The aide didn’t quite frown. “Sir, the
Governor explicitly stated that the matter he wishes speak to you
about has nothing to do with the Board and everything to do with
Barros’ location in the Aibosian Cluster.”

Kare’s attention was caught. Barros was
a relatively young member of the Federation and therefore closer to
the unregulated fringes of known space. That was the governor’s
meaning—that Barros was in a position to hear first about news from
that quarter of the fringes.

Kare nodded. “My office,” he said
shortly. “Have someone bring me a pot of coffee and a
stim-tab.”

“Sir,” the aide said, ducking his head.
He withdrew and Kare heard his quick steps on the speck-free,
shining and cold floor inside.

Kare gave another silent sigh and moved
back into the warmth inside. If Vinicius was wasting his time, Kare
would ensure he’d have even more to complain about next year.

His public office was two floors down
and at the far end of the administrative section, behind several
layers of security, some of them visible and most of them not. The
invisible systems were the deadly ones, but they were all keyed to
Kare’s DNA. If he had not known they were there, he would have
presumed the corridors were deserted and dimmed and his passage was
unnoticed. But someone, somewhere, would be monitoring.

The lights came up as he entered the
office. The air felt fresh and had been recently ionized to his
preferred level, giving it an outdoor feel.

Kare didn’t sit behind the big desk. He
found himself moving over to the window, instead. It was showing
scenes from the streets of Cathain, where ordinary citizens were
still celebrating.

As the aide almost silently parked a
tray of coffee and the requested stim-tabs on the desk behind him,
Kare noticed a line of people waiting along the edge of the street.
He thanked the aide then manipulated the window controls, bringing
the line-up closer for his inspection.

There was bunting hanging on the
building they were queued to enter. Cathain Pioneer Station
#12, it said. Underneath, in smaller script was written, Be
the first on Tordis, our new sister planet! Bonus Federation pay
scale!

“Governor Vinicius, sir,” the aide
announced.

Kare gave a grunt of acknowledgement,
studying the people in the line.

Movement at the corner of his vision
made him glance to his left. The governor was looking out the
window, too.

“It’s only been a week since the
announcement, but already the colonization begins,” Vinicius
observed. “Once, long ago, I might even have envied them the
freedom to homestead on a new world.”

“Anyone has that right,” Kare reminded
him.

“The right, most certainly, Your Honor.
In practice, most of us are so entrenched in our current lives,
leaving them is impossible.”

Kare shrugged. “Not impossible. There’s
always a choice.” That was what he reminded himself every time
stray notions of escape momentarily eclipsed his thought processes.
But Vinicius was correct, too—leaving his current role and
commitments might be his right, but it came with overwhelming
complications that grew more complex with each passing year.

“You wanted to speak to me,” Kare
reminded Vinicius.

Vinicius pulled at the hem of his
jacket, straightening it. He was dressed in the formal uniform of
Cathain’s military, of which he was the nominal head. There was
braid, buttons and ribbons across his shoulder. His boots were
gleaming with high polish.

His face was red from drink and food
and possibly from dancing, too. The trimmed beard was showing a
little grey, which surprised Kare. Had it really been that long
since Vinicius had regenerated? Kare could remember the last time
he spotted grey in Vinicius’ hair and beard, but that had only
been…nearly thirty years ago, Kare realized, with a start.

Vinicius undid two of the genuine
working buttons on his jacket and reached inside.

Kare didn’t brace himself, for part of
the security in this wing included body scans, keyed to find
weapons of any sort, including biologicals. Whatever Vinicius was
about to pull out of his jacket, it would be benign.

“Starting nearly two years ago, I began
to hear rumors that Shahrazad had returned to the core systems.”
Vinicius pulled a data crystal from his jacket, placed it on the
dark wood surface of the desk and tapped it.

Kare almost smiled, but didn’t because
Vinicius’ expression was so serious. “Catherine Shahrazad?” Kare
clarified. “The scion of Glave himself? The last time anyone heard
about her was nearly a hundred years ago—if the woman who claimed
to be her really was her. No one was able to confirm that at the
time because there isn’t so much as a single image pixel of her
anywhere.”

“Oh, she exists,” Vinicius said and
opened the case the data crystal was in and held up the crystal
delicately between thick finger and thumb. “May I?”

Kare shrugged and picked up the coffee.
“If you must.” He stepped out of the way of the desk controls and
watched Vinicius insert the crystal and tried to hide his
amusement. Catherine Shahrazad—the Shahrazad—was more legend
than anything else. There had been imposters claiming to be the
descendant of Glave of Summanus—all of them had failed DNA
testing—but that had happened only after the name alone had stirred
up more than one civil riot.

The window turned milky white, then a
standard therapeutic deconstruction arrayed itself.

“What is this?” Kare asked, only mildly
curious.

“We’re a small world, Barros is,”
Vinicius said and Kare’s gut tightened. Most of Vinicius’
complaints about lack of dividends centered on how poor and
struggling Barros was and that consideration should be given to
that fact.

But Vinicius was still speaking. “We
barely qualified for Federation status and it is a struggle every
year to meet the requirements.” Then he smiled. “But you know this
as well as I do. My point, however, is that civil unrest, religious
rioting, questions about the nature of life and human rights…these
are all dangerous events in a world as small as Barros. When I
heard the first of the rumors that the great Catherine Shahrazad
might have returned to Federation space, I decided that preventive
steps might be prudent. I had investigators track down the rumors
and try to verify them.”

Vinicius nodded to the screen, where
the figures were assembling and rotating, providing detailed health
analyses that only well-trained therapists could read completely.
“A woman who claimed she was Catherine Shahrazad checked in to the
Women’s’ Therapy Centre on Harrivalé. That’s the single planet in
the Ivaldi system.”

“Harrivalé qualified for a seat on the
Board about forty years ago,” Kare said. “So why isn’t Nekka the
Supreme Mother here to speak about this? I saw her in the ballroom,
not long ago.”

Vinicius gave a small smile. “You are
very good at remembering the names and titles of the planetary
governors, Your Honor. It is a natural inclination, given your role
as Chair of the Faring Board. But your onerous duties would
preclude staying abreast of the affairs of any but the most core
and primary Federation worlds, such as Cathain. Harrivalé has been
struggling with an economic depression that has lasted for years.
They have only just emerged from it.”

“That is why I haven’t seen Nekka at
Board meetings lately,” Kare murmured.

Vinicius looked surprised. “You noted
her absence?”

“The headdress is…distinctive,” Kare
pointed out. The colorful headdress with its milk diamonds and
gold, always reminded him of a full moon rising above the
horizon.

Vinicius nodded. “In fact, Harrivalé
failed to qualify for Board membership for two years. Nekka has
been preoccupied and the possibility of more civil unrest on top of
Harrivalé’s woes was not of interest to her. With her permission, I
had my investigators research within the system. “

“And they found this?” Kare pointed at
the screen. “This deconstruction includes DNA?”

“It does. I had a therapist interpret
it for me.”

Kare raised his brows. “And…?”

“The DNA is ninety-six percent
compliant with Glave’s sequence.”

Kare stared at the charts, not really
seeing them. “Then it really is the Shahrazad.” DNA sequencing was
inarguable proof. “Unless the records were falsified,” he added,
pointing out the one weakness.

Vinicius shook his head. “I paid well
for qualified data. This record was supplied by three different
sources. It’s verified.”

Kare let out his breath. “Then she is
real and she is back in Federation space. Why? Did your sources
establish that, too?”

Vinicius shook his head. “They were
ordered not to engage, so speculation is all we have available, but
that supplies some interesting summations.” He held up a finger.
“One. Her ship was first recorded within Federation Space, arriving
at Harrivalé. If the previous information about her is correct,
then the last time Catherine Shahrazad was in Federation space was
eight-nine years ago. At that time, Harrivalé was still a fringe
world and planetary records show that the Invincible, with
Shahrazad registered as captain, arrived there shortly after the
Egemon Incident.”

Kare drew in a slow, calming breath.
Egemon had been a border world, a highly religious one, under deep
Staff of Ammon control. Even though her identity had been disputed
from the moment she arrived, Catherine Shahrazad had stirred up the
worst riot in the planet’s short history. Sometime during the
unrest, she and her ship had disappeared. That was the last time
she had been seen inside the Federation. “She went back to
Harrivalé?” he asked.

“There is an excellent therapy center
there and, of course, now that Harrivalé is a Federation member,
the therapy center would have access to the Federation data
pool.”

“The DNA bank is part of the fedcore,”
Kare said. “She wanted full regeneration.”

“The stars alone know what therapy is
available out in the fringes,” Vinicius added. “Enough, I suppose,
for her to last eight-nine years before heading back to
civilization.”

“And that is why she is here?”

“It’s one of the reasons.” Vinicius
held up a second finger. “While she was on Harrivalé, she brought
an updated edition of the Itinerary.” He pursed his lips. “Paid
cash for it, too. Crisp Ivalda yen, freshly minted.”

“Forgeries?”

“Quite legitimate,” Vinicius said. “But
she must have used a fake identity with the bank where she
exchanged her money. We can’t find the transaction, not without a
Compliance order.” He shrugged. “A new Itinerary is a lot of money.
Even an update.”

Kare frowned. “Those are perfectly
normal actions of someone who arrives in the Federation after a
long absence. The Itinerary is essential to navigate the gates. The
regeneration would almost be imperative after ninety years.”

“Out in the fringes, you can buy a
bootleg Itinerary for a quarter the price,” Vinicius pointed out.
“Although I wouldn’t risk jumping to any coordinates supplied by
such a copy.”

“Perhaps Shahrazad shares your
prudence,” Kare suggested. He unsealed the stimtab and swallowed it
with a mouthful of coffee. It tasted bitter.

Vinicius scrolled through the therapy
deconstruction. “She has been out in the fringes for nearly a
century. My investigators tried to establish where she had come
from, but before she arrived on Harrivalé, there is no trace of her
or her ship. She must have used different names for both. After she
left Harrivalé there is no trace of her either. She only used her
real name once. On Harrivalé.”

“Which was necessary for the therapy,”
Kare pointed out. “Clearly, Catherine Shahrazad does not want to
stir up trouble by using her real name. Whatever the reasons she
returned to the Federation, civil disputes about her heritage is
not one of them.” Kare put the coffee down. It had cooled off and
the stimtab had ruined his enjoyment of it. “She is an historical
curiosity, Vinicius. That is all.”

“One that can generate
revolutions.”

“Which she is apparently well aware of
and trying to avoid by not using her real identity.”

“There could be other reasons for the
subterfuge.”

“You’re being paranoid,” Kare told
him.

Vinicius gave a short bow. “Your
Honor.”

Kare smiled. “I appreciate your forward
thinking, Vinicius. We can—” He held out his hand, looking at the
screen. “That is her?”

There was an image on the screen of a
very young woman, with red hair and blue eyes that seemed almost
luminous in the scrubbed and pale face. She wore no make-up or
enhancements. Her brows were a softer shade of the color of her
hair, but arched strongly.

“That’s the after picture,” Vinicius
confirmed and reached for the controls. “There’s a before,
somewhere at the back, I believe.”

“Leave it,” Kare said sharply, studying
the picture. “She looks very young.”

“Around twenty years in biological
terms,” Vinicius said.

Most women tended to undergo
rejuvenation and therapy regularly, keeping their biological age
within ten years of their preferred appearance. Kare was used to a
woman appearing essentially ageless, her features changing only
with the application of cosmetic enhancements. “Why so young?”

“If she can only access regeneration
every century or so, it probably pays to start out as young as
possible. Gives her more time until she has to come back to the
core, eh?”

The woman’s chin was lifted, her gaze
staring directly into the lens. “Are there any more images?” Kare
asked.

“A couple. One of the investigators
posed as a stevedore.” Vinicius closed down the deconstruction and
opened another file.

This image was slightly grainy, which
told Kare it had been taken some distance from the subject. But the
image was focused and detailed. It was a landing bay, a rounded and
hollow shell, the walls bristling with equipment and tools for
servicing craft of every description.

The ship sitting on the pad was a
medium-sized long-range cruiser of indeterminate make. It looked
like no model he had ever seen before. It took up most of the space
in the bay and made the people working on it seem very small. “She
owns her own ship.” Kare murmured. “I remember she had one before,
too.”

“Possibly the same ship.”

“After a century?”

Vinicius shrugged. “Private cruisers
aren’t cheap and they’re not easy to find. There’s no market for
them. There’d be even fewer out on the fringes.”

Kare shifted his attention back to the
small group of people standing around the landing struts of the
ship. They weren’t maintenance crew, for they didn’t wear
protective gear or shielding. One of them wore a grey oversuit with
a company logo on the back that was just blurred enough it couldn’t
be read. That would be one of the station representatives.

The other two wore civilian clothing,
nothing remarkable or highly fashionable that would make them stand
out. On the far left, Catherine Shahrazad stood with her hand on
her hip. Her hair was down, swinging around her shoulders freely.
Next to the other two in the conversation, who were both men, she
looked surprisingly small.

“I thought she would be taller,” Kare
said.

Vinicius raised a brow.

Kare pointed to the man on her left,
the other civilian. “Crew member?” he asked.

“Navigator or pilot,” Vinicius said.
“He didn’t leave the landing bay at all. Spent all his time
supervising the locals.”

“Navigator,” Kare decided. “Shahrazad
is the pilot.”

Vinicius shot him a sharp look. “I
suppose, yes, she must be.” He turned the display off and returned
the window to normal.

Kare crossed his arms. “Thank you for
bringing this to me, Vinicius. I will see you tomorrow, yes?”

Vinicius gave a sour smile. “Most
certainly.” He gave another short bow. “Your Honor.”

The aide stepped into the room as
Vinicius left and looked at Kare steadily, waiting for orders.

Kare didn’t give him any. Instead, he
made his way back to the ballroom, two floors above. The sweeping
music grew louder as he got closer and the murmur of hundreds of
people rose beneath it.

He spent the next two hours dancing,
including one dance with Nekka the Supreme Mother while her
headdress swayed in time. He drank a little and spoke to key
people. When he thought his presence had been visible enough for a
while, he tapped the signal out on the back of his hand and waited
for Jarek to arrive.

Jarek pinged him and Kare found him at
the side of the room by the motionless guards lining the walls,
each guard precisely three meters apart. Jarek was as dressed-up
and sparkling as everyone else in the room, except for his face,
which wore the usual scowl.

“Catherine Shahrazad has been spotted
in Federation space,” Kare told him.

Jarek lifted a brow and waited. After
so many years as Kare’s Chief of Staff, there was very little that
surprised him.

“Vinicius couldn’t track her, not with
his resources,” Kare added.

“We could.”

“Exactly.”


Chapter Three

Cadfael College, Van Andel, Andelsson’s
System. 10.069

From the top of the Eistav tower, one of
the highest locations anywhere on the sprawling campus of stone, it
was possible to see nearly every step visitors took along the four
hundred meter road between the City and the Postulant Gate—the road
that had been called the Prentice Path for longer than Nephele
could remember.

Today, the snow was deep and walls of
ice had been built on either side of the road. The cold ate into
her bones just looking at the blinding white glare of the blank
snowfield lying almost untouched, broken only by the narrow
Prentice Path.

Why had no one ever agreed to an
underground street connecting the City and the College? Most of the
City was already underground, out of reach of the biting cold,
warmed by tapped lava fields and other geothermic sources. The
technology for building streets and suburbs beneath the surface was
well understood. A single street running to the cellars of the
College would present no construction problems at all.

Except that Nephele knew without asking
that neither of her Eistav partners would agree to have the College
so intimately connected to the City. The Aneesh, they would insist,
must maintain their isolation in order to further the aims of the
College.

And so visitors braved the usually
inclement weather in order to learn, consult or contribute to the
college agenda. There was no other reason to come here.

This window-gazing was really
procrastination. Nephele had halted the message she had been
reading mid-stream and almost without thinking had moved over to
the window and studied the few people traversing the Path this
early in the morning, while she mused about estrangement and
branding strategies.

She hugged the fragile fabric of her
jacket more firmly against her, even though it wasn’t possible for
any cold to seep through the sealed windows, even at the
temperatures out there today. This was the oldest section of the
College building and had stood for just over two thousand years
despite the weather.

A soft tap sounded against the heavy
door between Nephele’s office and Vavay’s, before it opened and
Vavay stepped through, a small smile lifting the corners of her
mouth. The smile faded. “You’re troubled.”

It would be foolish to hide the source
of her irritation so Nephele nodded toward the screen in the middle
of her worktable. “The proctor of the Women’s Institute on
Harrivalé reports that Catherine Shahrazad applied for rejuvenation
therapy.”

Vavay’s big brown eyes widened.
“Shahrazad! I hope you told the proctor to find an excuse to keep
the woman within the clinic until we can get there.”

Nephele grimaced. “This is a
post-facto report. Shahrazad checked out six months
ago.”

Vavay’s jaw tightened. “To go
where?”

Nephele shook her head. “The logs she
filed at the terminal said she was heading for Víkingr. Víkingr’s
terminus has no such person and no ship called Invincible in
their records.”

“She never went there,” Vavay
concluded.

“Or she did go there, but changed her
name and her ship’s name.”

“Either way, it seems she has been lost
to us again.” Vavay frowned, which made her smooth brow wrinkle
into fine channels and grooves, one of the few hints about her
supple and slender form that spoke of her true great age. “The
woman leads a charmed life. That’s twice now we’ve fumbled her
detainment.”

“You’re referring to Egemon?” Nephele
smiled. “I did warn the Ammonites about her before they made the
attempt.” In fact, the Staffers had been almost arrogant in their
confidence that detaining Catherine Shahrazad would be of little
matter. Instead they had ended up with a PR disaster and had lost
control of the city, the planet and the system, in one foul
day.

“We should have done it ourselves,”
Vavay pointed out. This was an old argument, but it had been years
since the last time they had churned over the same muddy ground.
Nevertheless, Nephele knew what Vavay was about to say because of
the constant repetition. Vavay pressed her lips together, vexed.
“We need viable DNA from Glave’s line to refresh the gene
pool. She is the most direct-line descendant. The study of her
genes would answer so many questions we have about that time. About
Glave himself.”

“Because no one remembers it directly,”
Nephele finished. “We have her DNA profile on record. The clinic on
Harrivalé updated it while she was there, after matching her
records.”

“Profiles are not the same as fresh
DNA,” Vavay said. “Profiles don’t speak to gene expression.
Profiles don’t generate children. Only the living human host does
that and now she’s gone.”

“Again,” Nephele added. She hesitated.
“I was wondering why she was back in Federation space.”

“For rejuvenation, clearly.”

“She bought an updated Itinerary while
she was on Harrivalé.”

Vavay frowned again. “That doesn’t mean
anything. You need the Itinerary to travel anywhere, including the
Fringes.”

True. Nephele pointed at the screen.
“She was travelling with a navigator. He was judged to be in his
forties in appearance and probably older than that with even the
rudimentary male extension therapies available in the Fringes.”

“He’s here to regenerate.” The corners
of Vavay’s expressive mouth lifted. “If we can find out who he is,
we can find his mule farm.”

“I’ve already sent word to the school
on Harrivalé to look into it. Discreetly, of course.”

“Tell them to retrieve the navigator’s
DNA. Shed cells will be enough to identify him from our
records.”

Vavay crossed her arms and gripped her
elbows, controlling her excitement. “To have a descendant of Glave
himself at our disposal….” Her tone was distant and filled with
longing.

“Caution,” Nephele countered. “This has
been the College’s ambition for many centuries. Each time we have
come close to achieving it, she has slipped away from us. She has
no morals—not of any sort that you or I would understand. She is
not in the least bit spiritual despite Glave being her ancestor.
There is evidence that suggests she has been alive since at least
the eighth millennium. All that experience…”

Vavay smiled. It was an angelic
expression that sent a ripple of unease through Nephele. She had
seen that serene expression before.

“You and I,” Vavay said softly, “have
been alive long enough to know that being alive for a very long
time eventually cancels out the very benefits of long life. After
so long, she will be casual about her security, complacent about
the future and careless. You have used that factor to your
advantage before. Many times.”

Nephele nodded. This was true.

“We must strategize,” Vavay said,
sitting in the big chair next to the fireplace and arranging the
hem of her robe around her ankles. “Nothing must be left to chance.
Catherine Shahrazad must return to her appointed place in Cadfael
College, where she rightly belongs.”


Chapter Four

Darwin, Sykora III. Federation Core. FY
10.069

“Because Catherine doesn’t share your
enthusiasm,” Bedivere told Lilita as the three of them walked down
the loading ramp onto the landing bay floor.

“The whole city is going to celebrate
the colonial flight,” Lilita argued. “I mean, how long is it since
the last gates were opened? Ninety years or something.” She rolled
her eyes. “Ancient history.” Then she smiled to take the insult out
of it. Lilita had a pretty smile that lit up her dark eyes and made
the most of her clear, fresh complexion. She used it often. She had
been on the ship for only a few months, but she had become an
essential part of on-board routines, including the main meal, the
only meal Catherine insisted everyone eat together. She was happy,
simple company.

“It’s been seventy-nine years since the
Caruthers gate was opened,” Catherine said. “This isn’t the first
time a new set of gates and a new planet have been opened up. It
won’t be the last.”

“But it’s my first!”

Bedivere smiled, his laugh lines
drawing together and the clear brown twinkling. “Such a baby,” he
told Lilita.

Lilita wrinkled her nose. “I’m
seventy-five, thank you.”

“Exactly.”

“Where’s this new hire?” Catherine
complained, looking around the bay. It was a generic landing bay,
no better or worse than the hundreds she had seen. She had to
consciously recall where they were, for there was nothing to
distinguish it. Darwin. They were on Darwin. “She’s late,”
Catherine added and looked at Bedivere. “What’s the time?”

“Sixteen hundred and fifteen, ship
time. Twenty-seven twenty-one, local time.”

“It’s creepy the way you just know
that,” Lilita said.

“It’s just the sync link,” Catherine
pointed out. “He can talk to the ship faster than I can.”

Lilita shifted on her feet. “The launch
is at twenty-eight hundred.”

Catherine sighed. “If you want to go,
go. I’ve seen way too many colonial launches.”

Lilita looked at Bedivere. He held up
his hand. “No, but thank you. I want to be part of the
interview.”

“You’re missing out!” Lilita called
over her shoulder as she headed for the bay doors.

“I know exactly what I’m missing!”
Catherine called back.

Lilita waved as she slipped between the
massive doors. Bedivere had used the ship’s link with the landing
bay to nudge one of the doors open by a meter, in anticipation of
the coming interview.

A man stepped through and looked
around, spotted the pair of them at the bottom of the landing ramp
and headed in their direction. His clothing was anonymous, made of
some indestructible fabric that spacers favored, in a neutral
color. If he stood in a room of spacers and ship jockeys, he
wouldn’t stand out—except for his hair, which hung well past his
shoulders.

“Hello.…” Bedivere murmured.

“I thought you said it was a woman,”
Catherine muttered back.

“I do know the difference.”

Catherine smothered her laugh.

As the man got closer, she noticed his
eyes. Pale, almost colorless light brown. He had a direct gaze,
looking at her without flinching or skittering away as strangers
tended to do. He came right up to the pair of them and stopped so
that he was completing a neat triangle. He stood between them,
rather than directly in front of either of them. He wasn’t as tall
as he had first seemed. He was only a little higher than Catherine.
Bedivere was a good twenty centimeters taller.

The man looked at Catherine. “You were
expecting Dana Morrow. I’m here to tell you she won’t make her
appointment.”

“Friends, are you?” Bedivere said.

“I saw her get arrested, not long ago.”
The man’s gaze moved between the two of them, but he was assessing
them, not avoiding their gaze. The directness was…odd. “They were
Federation troops,” he added. “Not the local gendarme.”

“Federation?” Catherine pressed
her lips together and glanced at Bedivere. “I thought she told you
she didn’t have any outstanding warrants?” In fact, Bedivere had
done the search himself. His search skills were vast and until now,
infallible.

Bedivere shook his head, just a little.
There was a pucker between his brows. “She didn’t have any,” he
said flatly. He looked at the stranger. “You came to tell us
because you think we’ll reward you for the warning?”

The man gave a small smile. “You don’t
have any outstanding warrants yourself. At least, none associated
with this ship. So a warning would be wasted on you, wouldn’t
it?”

“You’ve done your homework,” Catherine
said. “How did you know Dana was due here?”

“I’m not Federation, if that is what
you’re thinking.”

“As the Federation isn’t interested in
us,” Bedivere pointed out, “your status as Federation or not is
immaterial.”

The man nodded. “I overheard her, last
night. She was attempting to impress the man she met at the Albion
Tavern, in the commercial district on this side of the
station.”

Catherine glanced at Bedivere, who
nodded slightly. The tavern did exist.

The man in front of them grimaced. “She
said she had scored a job on a privateer and was heading off-world.
She spun the man all the romantic nonsense spacers like to drop on
the ball-bound—making sure all debts are paid when you lift off,
how you have to grab time by the horns, how lonely it can be in
space.” His eyes didn’t quite roll.

“Indiscreet,” Bedivere observed.

“And inaccurate. The jobs wasn’t hers
yet.” Catherine sighed. “So why are you here telling us all
this?”

“You know we can verify what you’ve
said very easily,” Bedivere added.

“There were thirty witnesses in the
tavern. At least one of them would have been sober enough to
remember the way she was draping herself over the man. He
wasn’t Federation either. I checked.”

“And you’re here…?” Catherine
prompted.

The man looked at them, a direct, short
gaze each. “You’ve lost your employee. I’m here to offer my
services instead.”

Bedivere laughed. It was a rich sound,
filled with genuine amusement. “Friend, the reason we were
recruiting a woman is because this job requires a woman’s specific
skill set.”

“Security?” he asked. “Muscle?”

Catherine kept her expression steady
and neutral.

The man shook his head, as if they had
said he was wrong and he was disputing it. “It’s a job that needs
combat skills,” he said, “or you wouldn’t be looking for a woman.
But I have unique qualifications that may interest you.”

Bedivere crossed his arms. “Go on.”

The man looked around and over his
shoulder. “Bays have ears,” he pointed out. “There’s a spacers’
lounge area across the way. Perhaps—”

“Here or nowhere,” Catherine said.

He glanced up at the top of the open
ramp.

“No, not inside either. Not until we
know a lot more about you,” Bedivere said quietly.

“Like why Dana Morrow was arrested,
which conveniently let you show up and ask for her job instead,”
Catherine added.

“Her arrest was purely coincidental,”
the man said. “Or perhaps I could call it fortunate timing for it
gives me this opportunity, one that is a rare combination of facts.
You don’t have warrants against you, either of you, but that
doesn’t mean you don’t want to draw their attention.”

“Name a private craft that does
like bumping hips with the Feds.” Bedivere sounded amused
again.

The man stood straighter and pulled his
hair back over his shoulder and out of the way. “My name is Fareed
Brant. That is my real name. If you care to run a search on the
fedcore you’ll find me listed as a brother of the Staff of
Ammon.”

Catherine couldn’t remember the last
time she had been so surprised. “You’re a Staffer?” She just barely
held the incredibility out of her voice. He looked nothing like a
typical Staffer. Staffers were religious lunatics. They wore dirty
tunics and sandals and tended to be unwashed and unpleasant.

“Absent without leave,” Bedivere
murmured.

Brant shot him a sharp glance.

Bedivere tapped his temple.
“Synchronized link with the ship databases,” he explained, “which
gives me access to the fedcore.”

“You’re a runaway?” Catherine asked
Brant.

He smiled. “I prefer to describe it as
a difference of philosophical opinions.”

“Ammonites volunteer,” she pointed out.
“You didn’t question the differences before you were inducted?”

“Oh, I still believe in the sanctity of
the human race,” he said placidly. “It’s the application of
the primary rule that I didn’t agree with.”

“You were a member of their enforcement
brigades?” Bedivere asked.

“I did not volunteer for that
assignment,” Brant said, glancing at Catherine.

She shifted uncomfortably and looked at
Bedivere.

Bedivere pointed toward the door.
“Brant, there’s a bench by the door. Please park yourself for a few
minutes and let the captain and I discuss this.”

Brant considered him. “Very well,” he
said easily and headed back toward the doors. The open door swung
slowly shut as he drew closer and he turned to look at Bedivere.
“I’m a hostage?” he asked, lifting his voice. He didn’t sound
worried.

“Until we process a formal recruitment
and security, yes,” Catherine told him.

“Then you should probably know the real
reason I sought you out.”

“Yes?”

“Catherine Shahrazad,” he intoned, “and
your navigator called Bedivere no-last-name.”

Catherine drew in a breath, deep and
slow, calming herself, as Brant turned and headed for the tightly
shut doors and the bench beside them.

Bedivere stepped around Catherine so he
was facing her, his back to Brant. Because of Bedivere’s size,
Catherine could no longer see the ex-Staffer. “If we speak
quietly,” Bedivere said, “we should be fine. He can’t see either of
our mouths.”

“Lip reading?”

“If he’s a Fed spy, he’ll have all
sorts of unexpected skills. Like having combat training.”

“You think he’s Fed?” she asked
curiously.

“I don’t know. But I don’t want to let
him out of my control, not until we do know.”

“You really think a Staffer would be
working for them?”

“Ex-Staffer, which is why he’s
hitting us up for a job. No one will employ him if they know what
he really is, so legitimate jobs are all out of his reach.”
Bedivere pushed his hand through the hair on the back of his head,
radiating unease. “It’s the perfect cover for a Fed spy.”

Catherine shook her head. “Aren’t we
being just a bit paranoid? We went off the grid straight after
Harrivalé. In nearly a full standard year no one has paid us the
slightest bit of notice.”

“Except he knows who we are,” Bedivere
pointed out.

“If he was a spy, he wouldn’t have told
us he knew.” Catherine tilted her head and looked at him.
“Think, Bedivere. He has put all his cards on the table.
Knowing he’s Ammonite makes him just as vulnerable as him knowing
who we are makes us vulnerable. We’re equal.”

Bedivere stared at the ground. “That’s
why he told us.”

“And because it’s the only way to
explain the combat training.”

Bedivere lifted his chin and gave a
chuckle. “He could have told us he’s ex-Federation. They’re
the best trained troops in the galaxy.”

“Until they regenerate,” Catherine
pointed out. “Brant is old. It’s not showing much yet, but he’s
beyond the age when most men transfer.”

“A DNA test would tell us if he’s ever
regenerated.”

“And how old he really is.” Catherine
studied him. “You’re okay with this?”

“Hiring an ex-Staffer? Oh, thrilled,”
Bedivere replied. “But if he agrees to bio testing and the results
confirm he’s using his original body, that would make me sleep
better.”

“That’s all that bothers you? That he
could be a spy?”

Bedivere shrugged and waved Brant over
to them. As the man got to his feet and headed their way, Bedivere
looked at her and pressed his lips together ruefully. “It doesn’t
trouble you that he’s a Staffer. I’ll get over it.”

She gave him a small smile.
“Ex-Staffer,” she amended.

“Oh, I’m still technically Ammonite,”
Brant said as he reached their side. “Just because I washed and
shaved and I’m wearing civvies doesn’t take away the
indoctrination. And no one resigns from the order.”

“Indoctrination? Then you didn’t always
believe in humans first?” Catherine asked. “They had to warp your
mind before you bought it?”

Brant smiled. “I bought it, then I
became a Staffer. The training just locks it all in place.”

Bedivere pushed his hands deep into the
roomy pockets on his flight suit. “We’ll need to do some testing,
to establish you’re who you say you are.”

Brant nodded. “Bio markers. I expected
more.”

“Oh, we’ll be turning your life inside
out, once you’re aboard,” Catherine said. “But you don’t get
invited aboard until we’ve done some basic bio panels.” She
hesitated, then remembered that it was her who had argued that
Brant and they were equally as vulnerable. “I won’t lie. We need
the help. You know who we are, so there’s no point in hiding that
we lost all our crew when we said we were heading back into
Federation space, three years ago. We’ve been running on skeleton
crew since then, while we recruit. It’s a slow process. Candidates
with the skill sets we need and the right attitude as well…they’re
rare.”

“The pretty little lady that stepped
out just before I arrived. She’s one of your crew?”

“Lilita Washmaster. She’s our engineer.
She’s been with us nearly a year now.”

Brant gave her one of his clear-eyed
direct gazes. “If I understand you properly, then it’s the first
time I’ve heard of a muscle-man helping run a ship.”

“You’ll get your privileges,” Catherine
assured him. “Five percent of the gross take on any venture, no
other heavy duty stuff in between. But you’ll be working for your
supper, believe me.”

Brant raised a brow. “Trouble?” It was
a mild, almost non-curious tone he used.

“I have a couple of projects to
complete. They have…risks.”

“Ah.” Brant smiled. “My need-to-know
level isn’t high enough yet. I can live with that.”

“You can?” Bedivere asked sharply.

Brant gave him a warm smile that made
his eyes glimmer with good cheer. “You’re not Federation and I get
off this rock with pay and privileges. Whatever else happens,
that’s a bargain right there.”

“Right.” Catherine stirred. “Bedivere,
you start vacuuming the dirt out of Brant’s life. And look into why
Dana Morrow was arrested yesterday, while you’re communing with the
AI.”

“You have an AI?” Brant said
sharply.

“That a problem?” Bedivere asked
coolly. It was his “I’m rolling up my sleeves for a fight”
tone.

“We have several AIs,” Catherine
replied, shooting Bedivere a warning glance. “Each has its own
portfolios and they work together as needed.”

“They’re harnessed, yes?” Brant
asked.

“Of course they’re harnessed,” Bedivere
replied, managing to sound affronted.

Brant relaxed with effort. “You said
something about a bio panel?” he asked Catherine politely.

“I’ll go and get it. Take a load off,
Brant, while I go get the sample pins. You don’t get to step inside
until we’re done.”

“You’re very kind,” he said gravely, as
if she had offered him the best seat at the table. He folded
himself up cross-legged on the metal ramp. He stared straight
ahead, his body relaxed and Catherine realized he was
meditating.

Catherine looked at Bedivere, jerked
her head toward the cargo hold and strode up the ramp, ready to
fight it out.


Chapter Five

Bedivere didn’t try to avoid her, or
pretend he didn’t know she was angry. He moved back to the far side
of the cargo hold where Brant wouldn’t be able to hear or see them
and waited with his arms crossed and his legs spread, which made
them look longer than ever. In the dim light back there, his dark
blond hair looked much darker.

Catherine marched right up to him,
letting her frustration show.

“He kills computers, Cat,”
Bedivere said, sliding in before she could say anything.

She drew a breath, trying to shrug off
her irritation. Bedivere didn’t think like she did. He hadn’t seen
what she had. She had to remember that, but she also had to make
him see it from her perspective, too. “The Ammonites haven’t killed
a computer in over a thousand years,” she said, working to keep her
tone reasonable. “Not since the Torment of the Sinnikka.”

“Not for want of trying,” Bedivere
pointed out. “The Birgir Stoyan is still rogue, eight
hundred years later. The only reason they didn’t kill it was
because it was a shipmind. As soon as it woke up, it realized that
what happened to the Sinnikka would happen to it, too. So it took
off and no one has seen it since.”

Catherine observed his tightly held
fists inside the crook of each elbow and the tension in his
shoulders. She sighed silently. Bedivere was the latest in a long
series of navigators she had employed over the years. The heavens
and she both knew navigators were flaky. There wasn’t a whole lot
of navigating left in their job descriptions. The complexities of
gate jumping had long ago surpassed human computational abilities
and skills. AIs did the heavy lifting, while navigators acted as
human back-ups.

In truth, even that function was a
sinecure. Computers could react faster than humans in emergencies,
but human passengers felt more secure with a human even nominally
in charge.

Federation ships all carried a human
navigator, well versed in the intricacies of stellar cartography,
where everything was a moving target, including their
destination. But their real skill was in their relationship with
the navigator AI. Every ship used an AI for navigation, always
well-shackled and controlled. The human navigator worked closely
with it.

Catherine had adopted the same
standard, for the same practical reason. If she wanted paying
passengers, she needed to parade a very human navigator in front of
them, so they would sleep easily in their berths.

Because of their almost symbiotic
relationship, navigators as a breed tended to be protective of
their navigator AIs in particular and most computers in
general.

Bedivere was a flawless navigator…and
just as sensitive as the rest.

So Catherine backed up and came at it
from a different angle. If she pushed Bedivere too hard he would
dig in and out-stubborn her. So she had to coax. “The Staffers are
extremists, but if you got any human drunk enough they would
probably admit they’re glad the Staffers are there.”

Bedivere frowned. “That’s your
strategy? Offending me?”

She held up her hand. “You don’t like
Staffers because they think humans are supreme and that any other
lifeform, including sentient computers, are a threat that should be
dealt with as directly and swiftly as possible.”

“And he was one of their enforcers!”
Bedivere threw out his hand. “He even admitted he still believes in
the doctrine!”

“So he’s a prejudiced bigot, is what
you’re saying?”

Bedivere scowled.

“So you are,” she added softly.

Surprise and hurt registered at the
same time, in the way his eyes widened and his lips parted.

“You’re judging him because of his
beliefs, before even trying to learn anything about him.” Catherine
kept her tone soft and reasonable.

“And you’re going to bring a man who
will kill a sentient computer on sight onto a ship that has a
single AI!” His voice was low, his tone furious. “It’s one of the
most insane ideas you’ve ever had. It’s beyond insane. It’s
dangerous.”

“So we don’t let him find out there’s
really only one AI.” She shrugged. “He’s a Staffer, Bedivere. He’s
going to avoid computer interaction as much as possible. It’s built
into their creed. He’ll use a keyboard when he can, voice prompts
when he must and he’ll ignore the AI the rest of the time.”

Bedivere shook his head. He was about
to switch to stubborn mode. She could tell by the way his jaw was
flexing.

“Look,” she said, keeping her tone
light. Reasonable. “We’re here for four things. We bought the
Itinerary and the second is also done.” She pushed her hair over
her shoulder, a reminder that when they had first hit Federation
space, it had been almost completely grey. Now it was back to red
once more. “So we have two more items on the agenda. The tech and
the mule. Then we’re done. We dump Brant on the nearest
planet…hell, we can even leave him wherever we happen to be when
we’re done, if that makes you happier. Then we can pick how to
spend the rest of our lives.”

Bedivere crossed his arms once more.
“As far as I’m concerned, we can cross both of them off the list
right now and jump somewhere obscure tomorrow. I can live without
them.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Nuh-uh. You
get your mule and we track down that tech. We agreed on this…hell,
twenty-two years ago.”

“If it means having him aboard,
I’ll pass.” He took a half step closer to her, almost like he was
compelled by his emotions. The mix of emotions on his face and in
his eyes was intense. “How can you think of doing it? After
what they did to you on Egemon?”

“Having him on board is the only way
this is going to happen,” Catherine replied.

He looked startled.

“Trying to hire a legitimate mercenary
will tip off the Federation. The only way we get the muscle we need
is to find someone exactly like Brant—someone the Federation would
never think of as even a possibility.”

“Because it’s so insane,” Bedivere
said, like he was finishing her thought and eerily, he was.

She nodded.

His arms loosened and he ruffled his
hair. The ends shone a dark golden brown in the weak overhead
light. “I’m not going to try and like him,” he warned.

“I’m not asking you to like him. Just
work with him. And keep in mind that he wasn’t personally on
Egemon. He wasn’t a part of that.”

“You don’t know that.”

Catherine stared at him. Now she was
startled. “I do know that. He’s a Staffer, Bedivere. At most, he’s
maybe fifty years old. He couldn’t have been at Egemon. He wasn’t
even born yet.”

And Bedivere should have figured that
out for himself. That he hadn’t told her that he was arguing purely
from an emotion viewpoint. He wasn’t processing this in any way
that was logical.

In the nearly one hundred years she had
known him, she couldn’t recall Bedivere disengaging from the
non-emotional reasoning at the base of his personality and reacting
based purely on how he felt.

She looked up at him as he digested the
fact that Brant looked older than either of them, but was in fact
much younger.

“Don’t forget—he’s nearing the end of
his life.” She gave him a small smile. “He won’t regenerate. It’s
not part of their religion.”

Bedivere nodded. “I hadn’t forgotten.”
Then he smiled a little himself. “I think I conveniently ignored
it.” He stepped back and took in a deep breath that lifted his
shoulders and blew it out. “It felt much better to blame Brant for
everything the Staffers have ever done.” His gaze flickered away
from her face. “Especially to you.” Then he straightened up with a
snap. “I was judging unfairly.” He added softly, almost like he was
tasting the fact experimentally, “I am prejudiced.”

“Of course you are,” Catherine said
quickly. “Everyone is. It’s natural, an outcome of the way the mind
thinks. Most biases are unconscious. It’s what we do with them once
we are aware of them that makes the difference.”

Bedivere let out another heavy breath,
looking at her directly once more. “It’s not a pleasant feeling,
finding this flaw in myself.” His smile was tentative.

“No, it’s not. But time’s ticking,
Bedivere. I’ll get the bio pins. You start digging into Fareed
Brant’s life.”

He nodded. “Shouldn’t take long,” he
said, sounding more normal. “He hasn’t lived long enough to make it
a challenge.”

Feeling slightly happier, Catherine
hurried through the ship to the medical bay for the bio pins and
supplies she’d need to sample Brant. That fine edge of sarcasm, an
outgrowth of arrogance built upon expertise…that was more like the
Bedivere she knew.


Chapter Six

A couple of days after Brant picked out
a stateroom from the six empty ones in the crew quarters and
settled in, Catherine took him with her to do her milk run.

The milk run was a round trip of all
the taverns and cafes and draft houses, feelies, brothels, spas,
tank bars and casinos that operated along the terminal concourse.
Passengers in transit, stevedores and other terminal workers spent
time in at least one of these places and space-faring crew blew
their wages on the distractions and entertainment on offer.

Catherine couldn’t tap the Federation
job boards or freight auctions in any official capacity, so she
found paying passengers and cargo assignments by word of mouth
instead. There was rarely any need to go dirt-side because everyone
who knew anything about spacing ended up in one of these joints
sooner or later.

She hit pay-dirt the first stop on the
route. It was a tank bar and when they stepped inside out of the
harsh artificial daylight out on the concourse, the bar was silent
and dark. The tank didn’t have a game going on in it, so no one was
sitting around the wide bar that surrounded the tank. Even the
booths along the three edges of the room were mostly empty.

The barman looked up when they entered
and his brow lifted. He was standing at the long servery on the
back wall and Catherine drifted over to him.

The barman was heavyset and florid and
his jowls wobbled as he nodded at her. “I wondered when you’d stop
by. Good timing. There’s a man looking for passage to Soward. Said
he’d pay premium for non-Fed and under the radar.” His gaze
flickered toward Brant standing silently at her side.

“He’s with me,” Catherine said.

The barman nodded again and relaxed.
“He didn’t say, but I think there’s more than Feds he’s trying to
shake.”

Catherine considered it for a moment. A
near-normal run to anywhere would help everyone settle in to
shipboard life with a new member. “It wouldn’t hurt to talk to him.
Where can I find him?”

“He said he’ll be back tonight for the
game.”

“Sounds good.” She shook the barman’s
hand and left folding yen behind, then headed back out onto the
concourse and blinked at the brightness.

Brant was still with her, moving like a
shadow just behind and to one side of her. It was the perfect
body-man position. “You’ve done body work?” she asked him, dropping
back even with him.

“I’ve done a lot of everything since I
left Gry.”

“Which cadre was yours?” Catherine
asked. “The last I heard, there were only five cadres on Gry. The
best of the best of the enforcers.”

Brant glanced at her, before letting
his gaze return to roaming around the concourse. It was a very wide
strip that ran around the outer edge of the spoked-wheel station.
The commercial district took up half the circumference, split
almost evenly on both sides, giving space-farers quick access no
matter what landing bay was their dock assignment.

Once, a long time ago, the station used
spin to provide gravity. But now that energy was so cheap and
bountiful—at least, it was in the Federation core—artificial
gravity was used and landing bays were built along the perimeter
instead of being confined to the no-gravity center. Instead, the
center was used as the termination point for the sky hook down to
the surface of Darwin.

The commercial districts were the real
center of the terminal, though. They were busy at any time of the
artificial day/night schedule. Darwin terminal was similar to
hundreds of other terminals, stations, endpoints, platforms and
other variations of geosynchronous orbiting ports servicing their
worlds’ jump gates and the interstellar traffic that used them.
Catherine could have found her way around this one without benefit
of the station map that had been zap loaded into the
Venturer as they had docked.

She glanced at Brant as the silence
lengthened. “Rather not talk about Gry?”

“Is it true you’re a direct descendant
of Glave of Summanus?” he asked.

“Old history, best forgotten,” she
said. “I get it.” As he dropped back once more she shook her head.
“I don’t want to advertise your role.”

He moved up level with her again.

“Besides, nothing is likely to happen
here.”

“I’ll come with you tonight, just the
same.” His tone implied it wasn’t open to question. Then he added,
“Unless you would prefer Lilita?”

“She’s far too young.”

“Ah. Then it must be me.”

Catherine laughed. “You realize I can
deal with anyone who comes at me with anything short of a nuclear
device?”

“You hired me as muscle.”

“You’ll earn your pay, later.”

“Indulge my whim,” he said, his voice
soft.

“Your whim, or your conscience?” They
were nearing the end of the commercial section. The doors of their
bay were two hundred meters into the administration section and on
the inner rim. Some of the bays came off the sides of the original
rim. Accessing them involved sloping catwalks and shifting gravity
fields as you walked “up” the wall to the doors. Catherine
preferred to pay extra for same-level docks.

Brant wasn’t answering her again.

“Are you not used to meeting new
people, or are you just shy?” she asked.

“If I’m talking, I can’t listen.”

“You like listening that much?”

“That’s the best way to learn.”

“Is that why you spent all last night
sitting at the mess table?”

“Instead of consulting the computer for
ship data?”

“Computers are faster,” Catherine
pointed out. “Especially for hard data.”

“And it is all that. Hard, I mean.
Learning from watching and listening is far more organic and you
retain it better.”

“Not if you’ve learned how to remember
properly.”

“For someone as old as you, wouldn’t
memory management be the more vital skill? The more you remember,
the more places you have to find to keep it all.”

“That’s why I like computers. Saves me
from having to remember.”

Brant wrinkled his nose. “While sitting
at the table last night I observed that Lilita, despite her age,
has an advanced understanding of engineering principles. That sort
of training generally leaves a person disposed toward thinking in
terms of closed systems and circuits. Despite that bias, Lilita
thinks in terms of flow. Tides, pressure, release. Channels.”

“That probably means she studied
engineering even though she isn’t naturally disposed toward it.”
Catherine shrugged. “It’s a good starter profession. It can take
you all over the galaxy and that’s exactly what she’s doing.”

“I also learned from my time in the
mess hall last night that you are a strategist. You think in
overall patterns. It’s not a learned skill. You were born with it.
But despite that, you force yourself toward therapy fields.”

Catherine let out a breath, careful not
to let him see the silent sigh.

“Are you, perhaps, trying to live up to
your ancestor’s great heritage?”

“Did you learn anything about
Bedivere?” she asked. “Because I’ve known him for a hundred years
and I’m still trying to figure him out.”

Brant smiled. “Bedivere…X, shall we
call him? He really has no last name? Not even an assumed one?”

Catherine shrugged. “He’s from
Griswold. What can I say?”

“Is that a fringe world?”

“It’s a village on a lump of rock on
the far rim of known space, a light year beyond the Last Gate.
Griswoldens are a little strange.”

Brant looked genuinely interested
instead of politely curious. “It’s in the Silent Sector?”

“About as far inside the sector as
anyone cares to get. I think something like sixty percent of the
mineral makeup of the planet is beryllium. The Griswoldens mine it
and load up the one freighter they possess. When the freighter is
full, it heads for the Last Gate and jumps to the nearest
Federation metal exchange. The proceeds from that let them buy what
they can’t produce themselves and the whole village lives from
payload to payload.”

“It sounds like a desperate life.”

“They live in the silent sector and
there’s about three thousand of them, barely enough to keep the
gene pool viable.” Catherine shrugged. “I’m more surprised Bedivere
doesn’t behave far more strangely than he sometimes does.”

“I imagine his social skills went
through some adjustments after he left.”

“The adjustment is on-going,” Catherine
said dryly.

Brant smiled. “I think the most curious
thing I learned last night was that you and he are not intimate.
You like him despite his faults and he regards you most
highly.”

Catherine laughed. “We have a good
working relationship. Sex would mess it up.”

“Then you don’t get lonely?”

“Are you offering a contract,
Brant?”

He smiled, not offended by her reprisal
for the nosy question. “I don’t know you well enough to know if you
would cut my throat in my sleep, were you to accept a contract. I’m
familiar with the events on Egemon, you see.”

Catherine ignored the parry. “I’m an
old-fashioned woman, Brant. Endless partners don’t suit my
temperament and shipboard life doesn’t help. Although Bedivere
manages to stay busy.”

“Then it would not bother you if I
mention that he and Lilita have already established some sort of
arrangement?”

“I knew,” Catherine assured him.
“Lilita is a pillow talker.”

Brant’s smile this time was a delighted
one, making his face light up and making him seem much younger.

“But I’m fairly sure the arrangement is
already ended,” Catherine added. “I like to stay on top of such
things. Even the most casual of sex can ruin working relationships.
But Bedivere seems to have extricated himself without
complications, as usual.”

They reached the docking bay doors and
Catherine pressed her hand against the scanner and leaned against
the door to open it. “So you learned a lot with one night of
observation,” she concluded. “Is that your hobby, measuring
people?”

“I thought it was my job,” Brant said
gravely. “Security doesn’t stop at the airlock.”

That gave Catherine something to think
about other than the endlessly fascinating problem of making a
living.


Chapter Seven

Kemp Rodagh stepped aboard the next day
and stowed his gear in the best of the passenger rooms. Bedivere
ran all the usual background checks and Catherine matched Kemp’s
DNA to the fedcore banks.

Once the jump was initiated, it would
take two weeks to reach the Soward gates. It was considered to be a
small jump, one that the really big Federation cruisers could do in
a few days. But Kemp was paying for a non-Federation vessel and an
extra degree of discretion.

“Soward isn’t only home to the best
wine in the universe,” Brant pointed out as they headed back to the
dock after meeting Kemp for the first time.

“The Jourden Cartel is still in
business?” Catherine asked.

“Not in a way that draws Federation
attention, but they objected to the preaching we did, so we had our
run-ins with them.”

“They’re anti-humanist?”

“They’re pro-profit and they’ve been
around for a couple of centuries. Kemp says he’s going back to
comfort a dying relative. It might even be true, but if he was
cartel, he wouldn’t be looking for discreet passage. He would take
the cheapest Federation shuttle he could find, or his cartel
buddies would put up for a luxury berth on one of the really fast
ones.”

“The cartel used to have the Soward
system locked down pretty tight. As they’re still in business, that
probably hasn’t changed. If he’s trying to get home without the
Cartel knowing, I’d do it the way he is.” Catherine glanced at
Brant. “This could be interesting.”

Kemp’s background checked out as clear.
Bedivere specifically searched for possible cartel connections, but
came up empty. “There’s no signs of tampering on anything,” he
said, flipping through screens of information. “I think he’s
exactly what he says he is, a family man heading back to see a
dying relative, who doesn’t want to have to deal with the Cartel to
do so.”

“That’s right, they group into families
on Soward,” Catherine murmured.

“That’s how the Cartel came into
being,” Brant said. “Individuals identifying with groups, giving
rise to an outsider/us complex.”

“Kemp left Soward and was reoriented, I
suppose,” Bedivere replied.

“It’s amazing he was allowed to leave
in the first place,” Catherine said. “If the Cartel is so powerful,
they wouldn’t like one of their own leaving.”

“Perhaps he didn’t ask,” Brant said.
“Maybe he left the same way he’s returning.”

“That would explain a lot,” Catherine
said.

And so Kemp was invited aboard. Brant
reported he had been tucked into his stateroom and Bedivere sent
Kemp an invitation to the last meal of the day on behalf of the
captain. They got busy with departure protocols and jump
preparation.

Darwin’s gates were only three standard
hours from the terminal at best sublight speed, including
acceleration time. It meant the jump preparations had to be hurried
but they had done this so often, even with Lilita mixed into the
process, that there was little risk they would have to go through
any expensive deceleration process at the gates because they
weren’t ready.

The new factor in this jump was Brant.
He asked for permission to watch the jump from the bridge and
Catherine couldn’t think of a reason to say no. He stood at the far
back of the deck, by the door and well out of the way of anyone’s
work area, including Lilita’s dashboards and monitors along the
back wall.

He didn’t speak. He was a model
visitor, but even so, Catherine was very aware of him standing at
the back and watching everything, because he didn’t simply watch.
He absorbed things, like he had taken in the personality traits of
all of them the first night aboard.

Bedivere seemed unaffected by Brant’s
presence, but he was concentrating almost exclusively on the jump
preparation and barely said anything, which was usual.

Catherine had learned to rely more and
more on the AI to control most of the factors of the jump. They
just had to ensure that the raw data being fed to it was pure and
correct and as current as possible. Since acquiring the new
Itinerary with its license to access current gate data, a lot of
the stress of jumping had disappeared. If they were to return to
the fringes, updates would cease and the sophisticated guesswork
and recalculations would start up once more. In part, that was the
reason why there was only one AI and a powerful one at that. They
needed it to adjust for outdated gate data.

The jump executed without issue and
when Catherine stood and stretched and turned, she saw Brant with a
touch of surprise. She had forgotten he was there.

Lilita was chatting to him as he
listened gravely and Catherine hid her smile. Lilita had found her
next victim. If he would cooperate with her was open to question.
Catherine had a feeling she would have to spend far more time
getting to know Brant before she could begin to make a guess about
what he might do in any particular situation.

Catherine rested her hand on Bedivere’s
shoulder. She could feel the tension there. It would take him a
while to relax after the stress of the jump and get back to normal.
“I have some Soward chardonnay. I thought I’d serve it with dinner.
Sort of a welcome-home gesture for Kemp. Come and join us.”

Bedivere looked up from the console,
his eyes narrowed. She could see his thoughts were far away, but he
made himself focus on her, then shook his head. “Not until I’ve
checked everything.”

“You could do that from the table,” she
pointed out. That was the explanation they gave the inquisitive to
explain the sync link. Just two of them running a mid-sized cruiser
would be impossible if one of them had to stay on duty on the
bridge at all times. The sync link was a way to let Bedivere
monitor the arrays and let both of them move freely around the
ship.

“There’s an hour or so yet.” He tried
to smile. “I won’t promise, but I’ll see.”

“It won’t be anything too grand,” she
assured him. “I can already feel my bed calling. I think I’m going
to sleep for twelve hours. I’m not up to a big formal sit-down,
either.”

It ended up being one of the shortest
first-night meals Catherine could ever remember. Bedivere didn’t
show, which meant he was sleeping or still worrying over the
flight. Kemp was unsettled and anxious and when he asked for a
second time what the projected arrival date was, Catherine cocked
her brow at him. “Bad news from home?” she asked.

“It’s…worsening,” he said. His dark
eyes were troubled.

“We’re going as fast as we can,”
Catherine promised him. “You should find a way to work off all that
stress, Kemp, or this ship will start to feel claustrophobic inside
a week. We have a well-equipped gym room, for instance.”

Kemp drew in a breath. “My apologies.”
He tried to smile, his teeth looking very white next to his
chocolate brown skin. For the rest of the meal he was polite and
answered Brant’s questions gravely. Lilita preened in front of them
and laughed loudly and often.

By the time Kemp stood and excused
himself, Catherine was just as ready to call the day done.

“May I roam the ship?” Kemp asked her.
“I’m tired, but I won’t sleep until I’ve used up some of the
calories from this excellent meal.”

“Your biometrics have been registered,”
Catherine told him. “Nothing you touch will work if it’s something
you shouldn’t be touching. There are one or two doors that won’t
open for you, either. That’s because it would be dangerous for you
beyond the doors.”

“I understand and I appreciate the
freedom you can extend.” He nodded at her, then bid Lilita and
Brant a warm goodnight.

As Catherine headed back to her room,
she wondered who of the three would end up with whom. She would
have to monitor that. A jealous triangle wouldn’t make for a happy
ship.

Three days later, she almost knocked
Kemp over as he emerged from Bedivere’s suite and realized Kemp
hadn’t picked either Brant or Lilita. He’d chosen someone else with
whom to work off his stress.


Chapter Eight

“I understood that cancer inoculations
were considered unnecessary these days,” Brant said, as Catherine
set the dispenser for the right dose.

“The Federation thinks they are a waste
of money, but their ships rarely deviate from the high traffic
routes. The shielding on the Fed ships has been developed to the
point where they’re impervious to any radiation you might find out
here. You could detonate a dirty bomb right on top of their shields
and the shields would barely warm up. Put your arm through there,
please. Thank you.” She activated the dispenser and waited.

Brant nodded. “I have noticed that this
ship is of a more classic era.”

“Is that your way of saying it’s
old?”

He smiled. “I have only ever used
Federation transport until now. My travelling was all quite
legitimate. But I am not a rich man and my time on Gry ensured I
never would be, so I am forced to use the slowest and oldest
vessels, but even those do not have the air of history that this
one does. I don’t think I have ever seen fixed walls and permanent
rooms before.”

Catherine nodded. “I’ve sometimes
thought about renovating the guts out of the old darling and
installing a holo-kit, so we could lay things out the way we want
and change it up when we get bored. But every time I think about
it, I come back to the same conclusion. I like it this way. So does
Bedivere. So it stays and for the fussy passengers, we explain that
we have renovated. It’s called antiquarian style.”

Brant smiled.

“You can remove your arm now,” she told
him, as the dispenser beeped.

He pulled it out and rubbed the flesh
below his elbow, looking around. “In fact, this ship is very
old, isn’t it? Much older than anyone suspects.” He spoke
off-handedly, but even so, Catherine felt something jump inside
her.

“What makes you say that?”

“You’ve renovated, but not the inside,
except for recoating surfaces. It’s the outside that has had all
the cosmetic work. I was reading the ship’s blueprints. There is a
real hull underneath the hull that shows to the rest of the
world.”

Catherine made herself shrug casually.
“Everyone needs a new look every now and then. Especially in the
fringes.”

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never ventured
there.” Then he smiled. “Although I suspect that I will end up
there. They say no one has a past there. Is that true?”

Catherine relaxed. This was harmless
stuff. “Lie down, please, so the scanner can get a full
reading.”

He stretched out on the medical bed and
Catherine started the diagnostic program. “There’s a lot of
romantic nonsense Federation citizens believe about the fringes.
Having no past is a good example, although it’s true in a way.
People in the fringes aren’t throwbacks, or in-bred. They’re all
just normal people and depending on how settled and advanced their
world is, they’re busy surviving just like everyone else, so
mostly, who you were once doesn’t mean a damn thing. What you can
do to help the settlement or the city thrive…that’s how you’re
measured.”

“Usefulness. That could be a deceptive
gauge.”

“Oh, there’s plenty of con artists,
crooks and thieves out there. If you’re dumb enough to get suckered
in by one, everyone else figures that’s your look-out.”

“That isn’t a good recipe for
trust.”

Catherine smiled. “No, trust doesn’t
come easy out there. But once you have someone’s trust, you value
it and you do your best not to destroy it.”

The bed pinged.

“You’re clear,” Catherine announced,
“and free to go.”

Brant sat up and bent his arm
experimentally and prodded at the location of the injection.

“You shouldn’t be able to feel
anything,” Catherine said.

“I don’t,” he confirmed. “That’s why I
was prodding. There are some nasty virals on Gry and the
immunization process was much more invasive.”

“On Earth, in antiquity, they use to
slice the flesh open, insert a pellet of the inoculation material,
then sew the patient back up and wrap a bandage around the wound.
You might die of infection to the wound, or the disease the pellet
was supposed to protect you against.”

“Barbaric.”

“It helped humans survive. Shouldn’t
you be spiritually uplifted by that?”

Brant slid off the table. “I never said
I was perfect.” He paused at the door. “We’re a week out from
Soward. No one has said anything about how we are to slide Kemp
down to the surface undetected. All traffic has to go through
Soward’s Forward Station to get dirtside.”

“Is there a question in there
somewhere?” she asked.

“It’s the lack of questions I’m
questioning. You’re planning to take the whole ship down to the
surface, aren’t you?”

“Jump ships can’t land,” she said
automatically.

“Except for this very old one,” Brant
said, patting the doorframe and looking up and around. “I do wonder
what else the ship is capable of, that might have been very
carefully hidden behind facades like the false hull.” He gave her a
smile. “See you at the dinner table.”


Chapter Nine

Brant had never stepped inside the
engine workrooms before, although Catherine had opened one of the
doors and let him peek inside when she had been showing him the
ship, his first day aboard. Ball-bound freshie he might be, but he
knew enough to stay out of the engineering areas and let Lilita do
her work.

So he moved through the crowded room
carefully. There were too many consoles and readouts. If he brushed
against one and reset something accidentally, there was a good
chance he wouldn’t know what he had touched and he certainly
wouldn’t know what to correct.

The hum of electronics and the deep
background throb of the massive engines behind the shield wall made
him uncomfortable. Anywhere that was not Gry still made him uneasy.
Gry did not have computers, except for the minimum necessary for
communications off-world and for interstellar transports to find
them, but the cadre had no need to use them. He had gone thirty
years without touching a screen and now they were all around him
everywhere he went.

Shipboard life was even more reliant
upon electronic processing. Even drawing water from a faucet
involved computers, to monitor the purity, to adjust the
temperature to something drinkable and to draw the water through
plumbing that was subject to gravitational surges and sometimes no
gravity at all.

After five years away from Gry, he had
become inured to daily life driven by digital enhancements, but he
was still adjusting to the level of computer assistance
onboard.

That was another reason he had stayed
away from the engineering areas. Computers and AIs had no heart to
speak of, but their guts and entrails lived in engineering.

He sidled past the banks of servers and
tried to pretend the structures were simply mounds of mechanical
equipment and kept looking. He could hear something beneath the
engines and the electronic humming, just ahead.

He glanced to his right as he moved
beyond the edge of a bank of servers and spotted Lilita. She was
sitting on the floor, her legs sprawled any way, her abundant curls
spilling over her shoulder and covering most of her face, as she
looked down at her lap. She had this side of the servers open and
was working on a fragile-looking sheet of crystals with a finely
made tool. There was a box filled with more tools next to her
hip.

She looked up, her dark eyes narrowed.
Then she smiled. “Aren’t you afraid you’ll catch something, down
here?”

“I admit my comfort level is not what
I’d prefer. But you are not easy to find in the common areas.”

She looked up and around at the
equipment surrounding her on three sides. “This stuff takes a lot
of maintenance. It’s so old, something falls apart every time
Catherine kicks in the Machs.” She hefted the board in her hands.
“Like these. They were fine three days ago, but now two of the
crystals are cracked right through their centers.” She curled her
feet under her hips and lifted up onto her knees, to slide the
board back into the proper slot. “I spend a lot of time down here
because if I didn’t, the ship would start flaking apart.”

“You can fix it even though it’s so
old? You know this stuff?”

“It’s old, but the principles are still
the same. Well, sort of the same. It’s just a lot bigger
than I’m used to. But I can print any parts I need and there’s a
stock of crystals so big it could generate its own gravity well, so
nothing is ever going to be unfixable.”

“Sort-of the same?”

Lilita frowned, marring the perfection
of her flesh. “To look at things at first glance, I could see this
stuff is old. But then, when I started digging in, getting to know
the structure and the circuitry and how it was all laid out….” She
pressed her lips together, looking inward, possibly recalling her
exploration of the systems. “It’s far more complex than anything
I’ve ever seen.”

“But the AIs are all shackled, right?
“

She almost rolled her eyes. “Of course
they are. They’ll all itty baby things, only enough smarts to fix
themselves and call for help if they can’t. No, it’s the other
systems. The support and sub-routines. It’s like someone has been
adding capacity and storage any which way, a bit here and a bit
there…” She grinned. “I’ll figure it out,” she said. “It’s probably
just that the ship is so damn old it’s got redundant circuits and
routines all over the place.”

“Most likely,” Brant said politely,
although the idea of systems being so old and so out of control
there were areas even a good engineer couldn’t map…that didn’t make
him any more comfortable. “But that’s probably why they hired an
engineer before they hired the muscle.”

She gave him a small smile. “I’m still
trying to figure why you’re onboard. Cat could take you down and
three others like you before you blink. Come to that, I could
probably do the deed myself, long time before you got around to
reacting with that old body of yours.”

Brant didn’t take offense. He’d found
that most people couldn’t help but comment one way or another on
his signs of aging. “On occasion, a second pair of hands is
helpful. Catherine believes some of those occasions might be coming
up. I’m just glad to have the job.”

Lilita brushed off her hands and put
her tools away. “So you found me,” she prompted.

“We’re going to be in the Soward system
in a few days. Catherine implied…well, she didn’t even do that
much. She failed to point out how we would be able to slide Kemp
past the gatekeepers on Soward’s terminal.”

“Probably means we’re not,” Lilita said
and got to her feet.

Brant nodded. “Does that mean they’re
actually going to land this ship on the surface?”

Lilita grinned at him. “You’re a real
sod dog aren’t you? Why can’t we land on the surface?”

“Ships just don’t.”

“Federation ships don’t, but they’re
all monstrous great vessels, built in space and not meant to
withstand atmospheric maneuvers. Some of the really big ones are
more than a kilometer long, so one end would be in zero gravity
while the other is pulled down toward the surface as soon as it
hits the gravity well. It would snap like a circuit board.”

“So this ship can land?”

She leaned against the server and cross
her arms. “It was probably built in gravity. Once upon a
time, all ships landed. All the colonial ships are designed
to land because new worlds don’t have their own station yet. The
ones that can’t land dock with a ship kept in orbit until the world
gets its act together and builds a proper dock.”

She spoke with a tone of authority that
said she knew what she was talking about.

“You’ve pioneered?” he asked, confused.
Bedivere had said that Lilita was very young.

“I’m thinking about it, so I spent a
year or so researching.”

He drew in a slow breath, absorbing
once more the long-life viewpoint of most people. “To spend a whole
year just finding out….”

Her expression sobered. “I guess a year
is a long chunk out of your time, isn’t it?”

“I’m content with my lot,” he said
quickly.

“Really? Why did you leave Gry if
you’re so happy with the Staffers’ creed?”

“It’s the administration of the
doctrine that I wasn’t happy with.”

“So Cat said. But you don’t
proselytize. If you’re such a believer, why don’t you try to
convince others?”

Brant almost laughed. “I don’t have
to.”

Lilita frowned again.

“How many children have you had?”

She looked indignant.

“I’m demonstrating a point,” he said
gently.

Lilita grimaced. “Five.”

Brant hesitated. “You don’t look that
old. Not to have had so many and learned engineering, too.”

“I’m seventy-five, little one.” He
could hear the laughter in her voice.

“All your children are College-raised,
yes?”

“Of course. What children aren’t?”

Brant raised a brow.

“Staffers. Stupid me,” Lilita
muttered.

“You’re already living within the
precepts of Glave of Summanus,” he pointed out.

“I’m College-bred myself,” Lilita said
gently, as if he was particularly stupid. “Having babies goes with
the territory.”

“Exactly,” Brant agreed. “And look at
you. You’re full of flesh and life, a natural beauty.”

She smiled, accepting the compliment,
but she didn’t pursue it, which supported her age. Someone younger
and less experienced might have read more into his comment than was
there.

“Did you know that before the
Interregnum, humans were barely human anymore?”

“Ancient history.”

“But quite true. There are records and
images from those times that I have seen. Humans modified
themselves back then. They added plug-ins and enhancements, they
adapted themselves in ways that distorted the race. Humans were
unrecognizable.”

“And they stopped breeding,” she
added.

“Of course. Your college education
would not have neglected that part of it. Humans stopped breeding.
They were living longer. Rejuvenation for women, the body
regeneration for men…people put off having children because, well,
what was the rush?”

“Until the number of humans declined
nearly to the point of extinction, which was when Glave stepped up
and started preaching about saving the human race,” Lilita finished
impatiently.

“The largest danger to humans were the
modifications,” Brant said. “Many humans had modified and adapted
themselves to the point where they could no longer breed. But now,
children are plentiful and good citizens like you add yearly to
their number. The human race is unmodified and pure.”

“Just like Glave insisted…” Lilita said
slowly.

“Except for the longevity therapies,
which humans are incapable of giving up.” He gave her a small
smile. “I don’t need to proselytize. You’re already living Glave’s
ideals. Staffers just take it one step farther.”

“You let yourself die.”

He took a deep breath. “Just like
Glave, we let ourselves die.”


Chapter Ten

Keogard System. FY 10.070

“For a pilot, you do very little
piloting,” Brant said, as Cat thrust her foot into the leg of the
environment suit. Brant was struggling into a suit of his own and
had his back to her.

She stood and pushed her arms into the
sleeves. “I’ve taught Bedivere everything I know. He’s actually
better at it than me. His reactions are faster. Besides, I’m a
better fighter.”

“So he navigates and
pilots?”

“Not for jumps.” She fastened the suit.
“There’s too much to do. Even with Lilita, it’s a stretch.”

“I have noticed the fourth station at
the back of the flight deck. Who is that designed for?”

“It’s a redundancy thing. The fourth
person does double-checks and takes some of the details off the
other three. If one of us is out of commission, they can step in.”
She picked up the hard case on the bench beside her and tethered it
to the waist of her suit, using the rings set into the suit. It
hung, banging her knees.

“So the fourth person must know all
three trades?” Brant had his head down, studying the
fastenings.

“Enough to fill in at a pinch. That’s
why we haven’t found anyone yet. No, don’t pull your hair out of
the neck,” she warned.

Brant dropped his hands away from the
back of his head. “Helmets, too?” he asked as she held out one
toward him. “We’re going…what was it you said? Twenty-five
meters?”

“With no gravity and a thin membrane to
hold in atmosphere.”

“So we could actually walk across
without either suit or helmet,” he said.

There was a solid thud that sounded on
the other side of the wall. Bedivere’s voice issued from the wall
speaker. “Umbilical attached and we’re equalizing. Give it a
minute.”

“I don’t trust molecular membranes,”
Catherine told Brant and unlocked the inner door. There was a
slight hiss as air rushed into the lock area. “A blast of the wrong
sort of radiation and it all collapses and you lose your oh-two. I
would rather breathe hose air for a few minutes than risk it.”

“I’ve heard of molecular membranes. I
understand the theory.” Brant studied the helmet for a few seconds,
then put it on the right way around and connected it without
fumbling.

Catherine pressed the button on his
chest. “You should feel cool air under your chin,” she said.

He nodded.

She put on her own helmet and adjusted
the air flow. “Hear me?”

“Yes,” Brant confirmed.

“If you’ve never seen a molecular
membrane at work, this will feel a little odd to you. Just hold
onto the guide rails and look down at your feet.” She opened the
outer door, using extra effort to crank on the handle. It didn’t
hiss because the air had been equalized on both sides. Even so, she
found she was holding her breath as she stepped out.

She moved forward along the narrow
catwalk to make room for Brant. The gravity from the ship extended
for a couple of meters beyond the hull, but she could already feel
the upward tug as her body lightened. The case next to her knees
stirred.

Brant stepped out, automatically
ducking under the doorway, which showed how new he was to suit
walking. He glanced over his shoulder. “Shut the lock?” he
asked.

“Yes.” She came up behind him as he
turned to shut the inner door and they both maneuvered the outer
door closed. “Bedivere, you can seal the airlock. It’s secure.”

There was a deep mechanical thud that
she could feel through her gloved hand on the hull. She stepped
past Brant, who was standing and staring ahead and moved along the
catwalk until just before gravity ended and looked at him. He was
gazing up overhead.

There was an unnamed planet hanging
overhead, a big angry orange ball that swirled reds and purples
over its incredibly hot surface. Beyond that was Keogard, a yellow
star that shone steadily and brightly.

Catherine pointed at it. “That’s why
you got the radiation shot when you started with us. There’s no
atmosphere here to provide a barrier. Only a meter or so of
air.”

“There’s nothing around us!” Brant’s
voice lifted higher than usual.

“There’s a molecular membrane holding
in the air. You can’t see it. But the frames are holding the
membrane in place.” She pointed to the circular frames that were
attached to the catwalk every few meters, making the skeleton of a
tunnel. “Hold the handrail and pull yourself along. C’mon.”

She didn’t give him time to absorb it
all and react. Instead, she moved ahead and gripped the rail as her
feet came off the metal walkway and lifted up behind her. She
hauled herself along the catwalk, moving hand-over-hand along the
right-hand rail.

The other end of the catwalk was
attached to another airlock, built into the side of an
irregular-shaped structure. There had been no attempt to create
symmetry. The structure had been built long after artificial
gravity was common and cheap. The only concern when designing the
exterior had been protection from space elements—radiation,
particles and debris and other matter. The walls were double-hulled
like a ships’, thick and sturdy.

“Oh….oh!” Brant muttered behind her and
Catherine glanced over her shoulder. He had stepped beyond the
gravity and was clutching both the left and right rails, his boots
lifting up high behind him and tipping him upside down.

“Pull yourself along and your feet will
level out,” Catherine told him. Her own feet, now she had stopped,
were rising very slightly.

“This is…very odd,” he said and started
pulling himself along, using both rails. His arms were long enough
for it. But he kept glancing up at the planet overhead.

“Stop looking up. Every movement you
make creates an opposite reaction. You’re making more work for
yourself. Just look at me and pull.”

“It feels like that world is going to
land on us,” he said.

“It’s been there forever. You’ll get
used to it.” She turned and pulled herself along the path.

“Membrane integrity is still good,”
Bedivere reported in her ear and she smiled. He knew how much she
hated them.

“Thank Glave for that!” Brant spoke
breathlessly.

“Have you knocked on the door yet,
Bedivere?” she asked.

“Sibéal has acknowledged and is
waiting.”

“Good,” Brant muttered.

The artificial gravity of Sibéal’s
place extended farther than the field generated by the ship.
Catherine felt herself being pulled downward and used the handrail
to flip so that her feet made contact first. The case gracefully
floated down to her side. Then she walked to the outer hull and
turned to wait for Brant.

Brant had figured out how to move with
the most efficiency and was only a meter behind her. But when he
reached the gravity field, he was unprepared. His head dipped down
toward the metal walkway and as he was still moving forward,
inertia tumbled him over. As his feet completed the cartwheel, they
moved into the field of gravity as well and thumped down onto the
plating. Brant stayed still for a moment.

“Very elegant,” Bedivere observed.

“Give him his due,” Catherine replied.
“That was his first spacewalk.”

“Thank you,” Brant said, still sounding
breathless, as she helped him up.

The outer door of the airlock rose
upward, showing a tiny lock room beyond. “It’ll be a squeeze,”
Catherine warned and stepped inside.

“After being out here, it will feel
wonderful,” Brant said.

There was just room for both of them
and the hard case between them. The outer door slid downward and
thudded closed. Then a light flashed red on the inner door and it
slid open.

Catherine stepped over the sill into
the room beyond. Sibéal was standing waiting for them and Catherine
unlocked her helmet and removed it with a sigh of relief and smiled
at the tiny woman.

Sibéal smiled back, showing her pointed
teeth. “Cat Shahrazad,” she said. Her voice was high, piping like a
child’s and despite the angled tattoos that graced most of her
body, she looked like a teenager.

Brant unhooked his helmet and removed
it.

“This is the one, the one, the one?”
Sibéal asked.

“This is Brant, a member of my crew,”
Catherine said. She touched her ear so that Sibéal and Brant would
both know she was not addressing either of them. “Bedivere, we’re
inside.”

“Good. I’ll prep for the jump while
you’re finishing up. Don’t be long.”

She frowned. “Problems?”

“Nothing I can point at right now.”

Catherine smiled at Sibéal again. “It
is so very good to see you again, Sibéal. You’ve rejuvenated since
we last met.”

Sibéal looked down at her shoulder and
grinned. “It is good. Let’s me work.”

“I’m afraid we must get right down to
the business at hand,” Catherine said. She lifted the hard case. “I
have this for you.”

Sibéal drew in a breath that whistled,
as her eyes and mouth grew very round. “You got it!”

“I said I would.” Catherine held the
case out to her. “There’s an environment bubble inside. You can
open it and inspect.”

Sibéal opened the case slowly, the
smile on her face growing wider.

Brant was watching with his head tilted
to one side, a frown between his brows. Clearly, he was trying to
put things together. The briefing Catherine had given him had been
mercilessly short on details, but she wasn’t expecting trouble this
time, either, so he would have to put up with being ignorant.

Sibéal laughed as she saw the contents
and she closed the case swiftly. Then she turned away, heading for
the door. “Come, come, come,” she said and almost skipped through
the slowly opening door.

“Brace yourself,” Catherine warned
Brant as they followed.

He glanced at her, his eyes
widening.

On the other side of the door was a
single, open and very large room. Sibéal’s abode had been built one
survival module at a time. As a module was added, Sibéal and her
husband, Rashnu, had removed the interior walls, until the entire
space abode was thirty square meters of open space, lit with
artificial daylight. Within the open space lay their entire
lives.

There were benches and tables littered
with electronics, wiring, and tools. Desks were covered in screens
and banks of computer servers held up more horizontal work
surfaces. The scattered equipment and tools, the odds and ends of
supplies, looked like someone had dropped everything from a height
and left them where they landed.

There were living areas mixed up with
the work areas. A lounging chair next to a desk. A food prep unit
sitting on top of one of the banks of servers. Catherine was struck
again by the impression of people who spent their every waking hour
thinking or working. Work was leisure-time, too. There was a narrow
bed on the far side of the room, tucked into one of the corners
created by the angular walls.

Overhead, on every centimeter of
surface that made up the “ceiling” were green, growing things,
reaching down toward them.

Brant stared up at the garden overhead,
his lips parted in soundless surprise.

“Artificial gravity can be applied in
any direction,” Catherine pointed out softly. She pointed to the
wall where a ladder was attached. “It spins in the middle,” she
added. “You climb to the middle, to where the gravity switches
around.”

“Then wait for the opposite gravity to
pull you around so you can climb down into the plant beds?”

“Very good.”

He looked at Sibéal, who was getting a
lot of pleasure out of Brant’s reaction. “You’re a hacker?”

“One of the very best,” Catherine told
him.

“I’ve never heard of Sibéal.”

“The Federation and I parted ways a
long time ago,” Sibéal said. She gave a little bounce on her toes.
“Rashnu!”

“Coming!”

From the other side of one of the
inward-projecting corners came a man of advanced age. He was
sitting upon a hover chair, manipulating the controls carefully as
he skirted around the work areas. “You didn’t mention visitors,” he
complained.

“It was supposed to be a surprise,”
Sibéal told him. “This is Cat Shahrazad, Rashnu. And her friend
Brant.”

He stopped in front of them and gave
them a stiff smile. “Forgive me if I do not reach out a hand in
friendship,” he said. His rheumy eyes blinked. “I can’t break the
membrane.”

“Oxygen, oxygen, you understand?”
Sibéal said, looking carefully at Brant, for he was the stranger
here.

“Pure oxygen inside the membrane?”
Brant inclined his head. “A medical condition?”

Rashnu touched his chest. “My heart. It
will not behave itself.”

“In all your bodies?” Brant asked
curiously.

“I only have this one.”

Brant licked his lips. “Are you…a
believer?”

Rashnu smiled. “Are you?”

“Yes.”

Rashnu shook his head. “I have a
genetic condition that prevents duplication. Catherine has been
kind enough to help us.” He looked at Catherine. “You got it?”

Catherine nodded and Sibéal gave a
little clap of her hands and bounced on her bare toes once more.
Even her toes were covered in the intricate circuitry designs. The
detail was so rich that the overall impression was one of angular,
delicate lace. Sibéal patted the top of the hard case that she had
placed on the nearest workbench.

“Do you need help installing it?”
Catherine asked her.

Sibéal shook her head. “Design the
regulator, my skill is not. Not. But install, yes, yes. I have
learned.”

Brant caught Catherine’s elbow. “Can
I…could I speak to you for a moment? In private?”

Catherine excused herself and let Brant
pull her over closer to the wall, between a bench holding a
chemical still that bubbled steam and a low table with another
screen on it that was apparently used for entertainment, for there
was a hammock chair in front of it.

Brant was frowning. “The thing in the
hard case. It’s some sort of regulator?”

“Yes.”

He licked his lips, glancing over to
where Sibéal stood watching them. Rashnu was staring at the hard
case with a peculiar intensity.

“She’s going to put it inside him,
isn’t she? To regulate his heart beat.”

Catherine could feel the tension
between her shoulder blade and her own heart thudded. Caution
flooded her. “Without intervention, he’ll die…and soon.”

“He’s going to have a mechanical device
inside his body!” Brant said furiously, his voice low and hard.

“That’s right. We’re privateers, Brant.
We don’t always stay on the right side of the law.”

“It’s not a law, it’s
proscribed.” The intensity of his voice was almost painful,
but he hadn’t raised it. He was still speaking so that Sibéal and
her husband couldn’t hear.

It was what it was. “Only in your eyes
is this wicked, Brant. For everyone else, it’s a life-saving
solution.”

“You didn’t for one moment think I
might have objections to being involved in such business?” Even the
lines around his mouth were white now.

Catherine crossed her arms. “No. I
didn’t,” she said flatly. “You believe in the utter sanctity of the
human race, Brant. I believe in the supremacy of life. All
life. Rashnu deserves to live as long as he can because he is a
life just like you and me.”

“Not with mech in his body.”

“With mech, without it. With computer
assistance or without it. He deserves to live. He’s a person. You
and your enforcers destroy thousands of individuals to keep the
race pure. I save lives wherever I can, because those lives count.
They add up.”

Brant was breathing heavily.

“Are you going to shoot him?” she
asked. “Both of them? Because Sibéal is as much responsible for
this as he is for his failing body. So am I. I arranged for the
regulator to be built. I bought it and carried it here. Are you
going to kill me?”

“You’re…you’re not proscribed.” He said
breathlessly, like he was in pain. “I left because of this. Because
of things like this, right here.”

Catherine nodded. “Which means you can
think for yourself and that’s why I hired you, Brant. Deep down
inside, you know that all life is precious, no matter how it
has to survive. That’s why you couldn’t stay an enforcer.”

He swallowed and closed his eyes. “This
is…it’s wrong.”

“Life is wrong?” she asked gently.

He frowned, still in pain. She had him
in a sharp corner.

“I need you to breathe and let this
pass, Brant,” she said softly. “I need you to move on.”

He gave a strained laugh. “Why?
To help you pervert human life across the galaxy?”

“So I don’t have to kill you.”

The rictus of a smile disappeared, like
she had slapped him.

“That’s not a threat,” she said, still
speaking softly. “It’s just facts. I need your help, but if you’re
going to let your dogma get in the way, then you’re no good to me
and I can’t let you free to wander the galaxy and tell everyone
what you know about me. When you signed on, you said you still
believed, but you would not kill to enforce it. I want you to go on
believing in the sanctity of life. I just want you to broaden your
definition of what that means.”

“And if I can’t?”

“I know you can.” She gave him a small
smile. “You’re basically a decent man.”

He swallowed and she could see the
turmoil she had created in his heart and mind reflected in the
confusion in his eyes. The doubt.

Catherine turned away and spoke over
her shoulder. “Talk to Bedivere, get a status. I’ll finish with
Sibéal.”

Sibéal and Rashnu had remained where
they were, watching their intense discussion with open curiosity.
As Catherine faced her, Sibéal smiled sunnily and skipped over to a
cupboard and pressed her palm against the door. There was a solid
click and the door swung open a little. She opened it fully and
reached inside and withdrew a piece of tech inside a transparent,
sealed box envelope.

Catherine’s heart jumped. “That’s
it?”

Sibéal nodded. “Miniaturized down to
human size.” She put the envelope on the table between them and put
her hand on it almost reverently.

Brant came up beside Catherine. “What
is it?” he asked. He still sounded like he was in shock.

“Status?” Catherine asked him.

“All good,” he said, sounding more
normal now. He glanced at the tech under Sibéal’s hand.

“Your boss,” Sibéal said, nodding
toward Catherine. “She drives the hardest bargain ever, ever, ever.
I make things, I don’t sell them. I sell the license. Create the
franchise. Then I make much, much, much. But Cat…she wants the
copyright. No license. No duplicates.”

“And I’m paying well for the
privilege,” Catherine reminded her.

Sibéal smiled. “I did not think she
would ever make the price. This is my greatest work, my best. The
price…you understand, it must cover anything I could ever earn from
this.”

Brant nodded.

“The membrane, that brings me much,
much. But from hundreds and hundreds of places.”

“You created the molecular membrane
technology?” he asked sharply.

Sibéal dimpled modestly and patted the
envelope. “But this. It would earn much, much, much-much! But it is
not to be, so Cat, who will not let me earn, she must make up the
difference.”

“It took me seventeen years to pay for
it,” Catherine said. “Then the price changed.”

Brant glanced at her. “They wanted the
regulator, too?”

Catherine nodded and smiled fondly at
Sibéal, remembering her frantic plea. “Sibéal has been keeping
Rashnu alive in any way she can until I got here with it. It took
another three years to arrange for it to be built.”

“Why didn’t you just build it
yourself?” Brant demanded of Sibéal.

Sibéal shook her head. “Biotech, I do
not know.” She glanced at Rashnu, who was listening intently. “But
Cat knows who does know.”

Brant looked from Rashnu to Sibéal and
back to Catherine. “One life at a time?” he asked.

“Something like that.”

Bedivere shouted in her ear, making her
wince. “Incoming! Get out of there!”

Brant snapped to attention. “Out here?”
he asked. “We’re nowhere.”

“Someone is coming, Sibéal,” Catherine
said urgently, undoing the front of her suit. “Bedivere caught them
on long range scan, probably coming through the gates. That puts
them eight hours away.”

Sibéal pushed the envelope across the
surface toward her. “Go. Go. We will be old couple retired if we’re
alone. Your ship won’t fit that story.”

Catherine stuffed the envelope inside
her suit, under her left breast and refastened. Then, impulsively,
she leaned over the counter and hugged Sibéal, who squeezed her
back.

“Good luck!” Sibéal whispered in her
ear and let her go.

“Moving fast,” Bedivere said. “They’re
not slowing down. The speed they’re going….”

“Federation,” Catherine concluded
grimly and hurried over to where her helmet was waiting. Brant was
already fastening his and Rashnu had the airlock door open, waiting
for them.

* * * * *

It was a mad scramble back to the ship.
Catherine could hear Brant breathing heavily through the comm link
and Bedivere was silent, because he would be busy charting the
arriving ships and plotting possible escape routes. But no one
spoke and she could hear her heartbeat loud in her head, marking
the passage of time.

The air lock couldn’t be opened any
other way than manually, once it was unsealed. She and Brant worked
to open the heavy door, then step inside together and close it. The
secondary hull door was swinging open when Catherine felt the
shudder of the ship as the umbilical detached. They were free and
immediately, the ship surged forward.

She pushed Brant into the lock room and
dogged down the wheel on the hull door and tore off her helmet.
They still had to wait for the lock to go through its fill cycle
even though there had been air on the other side of the hull. There
was no way to override it.

Impatiently, she shed the environment
suit and put the tech envelope on the bench next to it. “Status?”
she called.

“Revised arrival estimate, four hours,”
Bedivere said through the intercom. “It’s going to be tight.”

“Four hours?” Brant shook his head as
he stripped off the suit. “They have to be first response vehicles,
coming in fast and hot.”

“Lilita!”

“Here, Cat.”

“Can you make a mug of coffee and put
together something high in carbs, about two hundred calories and
meet me at the airlock door.”

“On it!”

Brant was already out of his suit and
was pulling his hair back off his neck, letting the air under it.
“How long is the cycle?”

“It decontaminates, too,” she said. “So
it takes longer. Two minutes.”

They waited out the cycle, listening to
the engines throb, even through all the bulkheads between them and
the shield wall the engines were behind. Bedivere had them at
almost maximum effort.

Brant was staring at the floor. He had
a lot on his mind and she had put it there. Catherine left him
alone.

The door chimed and slid open. She
picked up the tech and hurried out, heading for the flight
deck.

Lilita was heading in her direction
down the corridor, a coffee mug in her hand and a wrapped slice of
sticky toffee cake in the other. She held them out to
Catherine.

“They’re for Brant,” Catherine told
her.

“Me?” he asked from behind her.

“He’s in mild shock. It will help. Make
sure he eats it, Lilly!” She raced for the deck.

Bedivere glanced at her once as she
settled into her chair.

“What did you decide?” she asked.

“Slingshot around the planet, use it
for cover, keep it between us and the Feds. Only I didn’t know they
would be moving this fast when I committed us to the course
heading.” He grimaced.

“Can we match them?”

He shook his head. “No. But the gravity
assist around the planet will add some speed and the planet is
between Sibéal’s place and the gates, so we can use it for cover as
we head for the gates. That’s why I didn’t see them at first.”

It sounded like he was apologizing.

“It is what it is.” Catherine said. “We
only have to get a few light hours away. If they see us after that,
they still won’t be able to catch up before we hit the gates. How
long before the planet will hide us?”

“Thirty-three minutes.”

It was a long thirty-three minutes.
Both Lilita and Brant came onto the deck to watch, silent and
tense. At one point, Lilita said quietly; “Over-capacity by three
percent.”

“I’m aware,” Bedivere said softly, his
eyes on the consoles.

Catherine didn’t speak. At times like
this, Bedivere seemed to commune directly with his instruments. His
face became calm and expressionless and his eyes stayed on the
consoles, moving from one readout to another. His fingers shifted
decisively and it seemed like he was moving slowly, except that
Catherine couldn’t match him for speed. She had long ago resigned
herself to the knowledge that Bedivere outclassed her as a pilot
and she didn’t come close to matching his skills as a navigator.
She was glad, right now, that it was him at the controls and not
her.

Instead, she watched the less-critical
readouts and secondary data and tried to keep half an eye on
Bedivere’s stiff, upright figure in case he needed her for
something.

“Thirty minutes,” Brant said and his
voice sounded loud.

Catherine looked at Bedivere.

“Almost,” he whispered.

There was a clock on her console,
calibrated to standard time. She watched it roll through a single
minute and it felt like an hour. She swallowed.

The readout rolled through another
minute, taking a light year to do it.

“Were they coming for us?” Bedivere
asked and Catherine jumped.

“They just happen to arrive through the
gates to an uninhabitable world that no one ever uses, in their
fastest pursuit class. They were there either for Sibéal or for us.
The timing suggests it was us they wanted.”

“How did they know we were there?”
Brant asked.

“And why do they want you?” Lilita
added.

“Us,” Catherine said firmly. “You’re
tainted because you’re on my ship. The Federation have wanted me
for years.”

“Clear,” Bedivere said and sat back,
letting out a deep breath. He glanced around at everyone. “Two
minutes, then we have to finish jump prep.”

Brant looked at Catherine directly, his
odd eyes holding her gaze. “Would you really have killed me, back
there?”

“I was counting on you being a good
man,” Catherine told him.

“But you would have killed me if I had
not, despite all life being precious to you.”

Catherine smiled. “We’ll never know,
will we?” She turned back to face the console. “Let’s get this jump
locked in. I want to be gone from here as soon as possible.”


Chapter Eleven

The Ivory City, Cathain City, Cathain
III. FY 10.070

Kare stood up.

The shouting around the long, long
table cut off as Kare’s heavy chair crashed into the floor behind
him. He hadn’t intended to topple it, but it served him now, so he
remained on his feet until everyone was looking at him. Those at
the far end of the table, the junior members and the newcomers to
the Federation, including the brand new Shantan governor, probably
saw him as a mere dot, but the screens that hung down the middle of
the table would have focused on him now and their view of the
screens would be unimpeded.

Good.

In the silence that awaited him, no one
coughed or cleared their throat, or shuffled their feet. They were
watching him with expressions that ranged from surprise to
dismay.

Kare pressed his fingers to the dark
clear, cool surface of the table. “The best response force the
Federation could muster was out-run by one tiny, aging cruiser.
That is fact. Arguing the hows and whys is a waste of my time. We
failed. Absorb that and take what you will from it.”

This time the reaction from the two
hundred plus Board members arrayed before him was uniform. They
were indignant.

Let them be. He was suddenly tired of
it all. “Bring me a solution when you arrive at one. In the
meantime, no one leaves this room.” He glanced at the guards, who
moved silently from their ceremonial positions to stances that
barred the many doors leading out of the chamber.

Then he turned and moved out through
his private door.

“But, Your Honor…!” someone cried, just
as the solid, sound-proof door slid shut behind him.

Kare picked up guards like an asteroid
tail as he moved fast down the corridor, heading for his private
study. As he passed the drawing room, Verna lifted her head from
the book she was reading, her eyes opening wide. He should stop and
explain to her why he had left the Board meeting so early and
abruptly, but he knew he would not be able to deal with his wife
with any fairness or gentleness, so he kept moving.

Once the study door was locked behind
him, he drew in a calming breath and leaned against the back of it.
He was alone in here, one of the few places in the entire city
where he could arrange such solitude.

He neutralized the windows, so that the
harsh white sunlight faded to a deep twilight, making the room a
calm, dim retreat.

Then he went to his desk and called up
the images.

There weren’t many. They arrayed
themselves in the air in a pleasing arrangement. The one he liked
the best was in the middle. The camera had caught her looking back
over her shoulder, while a breeze lifted her red hair up and out of
the way, revealing the strong jaw and the sharp chin.

Her blue eyes seemed to be looking
straight into the camera, as if she knew the image was being taken.
It felt like she was looking right at him.

Kare let his gaze rove over the other
images. She was in each of them, sometimes alone, sometimes with
other people. Most often, her current crew were in the images,
especially the tall one with the golden brown hair. They had
learned his name was Bedivere, but no one seemed to know anything
else about him despite intensive scrutiny. The other two were more
familiar to him now—Fareed Brant, the former Staff of Ammon
enforcer, and the young girl, Lilita Washmaster, who was working
her way across the galaxy like so many young ones did, hoping to
see sights and have adventures before settling to a more sedate
next profession.

But his gaze came back to
Catherine.

Katie, she had called herself then.

He closed his eyes. If he relaxed
enough, he could sometimes convince himself he could smell her hair
and once, he felt it drift across his shoulders as it had when she
had lifted herself over him.

A sharp alert from the door broke the
spell. Only Jarek had the necessary codes to break through the
privacy shield on the door and he would not have done so without
cause.

Kare put the images away and brought up
the lights, then let the door open.

Jarek stepped inside and shut the door
gently. “It actually worked. They’ve moved on from recriminations
now and are talking about next steps.”

Kare held in his irritation. “That is
why you disturbed me? For a status update?”

Jarek’s eyes narrowed. He gave a short
bow, as if to take away any offence. “I came to see if you needed
anything.”

So Kare’s anger and abrupt retreat had
not fooled Jarek.

With a sigh, he turned and looked out
the window. Now it was transparent, he could see the private
gardens below. There were children playing on the manicured
greenery. Some of them may even be his. The College ran a nursery
and school within the Ivory City for the offspring of staff and the
Primary Family, so that the children raised by them would be marked
by the privilege of their location.

The yearning to be far away from all
this, to be truly free, gripped his throat and stole his
breath. Kare swallowed, as panic fluttered in his chest. Sickness
swamped him.

“Your Honor?” Jarek prompted, behind
him. “Perhaps it might be prudent to return to the Board chambers.
You have emphasized the priority of finding a solution to the
Shahrazad problem for well over a year. It looks odd that you are
not guiding the strategies now.”

“As if a single woman from the fringes
is such a threat,” Kare muttered.

“You have represented her to be such a
threat,” Jarek reminded him. “And in truth, she sows discontent and
anarchy wherever she goes.”

“She has been minding her own business
for the three years since she emerged from therapy. There has not
been a single riot.”

“If she were to reveal who she really
is, the riots would follow,” Jarek replied. “You have made
convincing arguments that she must be contained before that
happens.”

“You believed me?”

“I believed the facts,” Jarek said.
“They speak at volume, without your championship.”

“Then you believe she is a threat,
too?”

“You’re troubled by her presence in the
Federation. I have not seen you so distracted before.”

Kare swallowed. “Truth, Jarek? If she
were to disrupt this peace of ours, I would welcome it.”

Jarek didn’t look shocked. Instead, he
merely nodded. “If that is the case, then may I point out that
given everything I have read about her, I believe that the harder
you pursue her, the more certain it will be that she will strike
back.”

Kare considered Jarek’s countenance.
Was his most excellent Chief of Staff saying only what he wanted to
hear, in such a way that kept Kare neatly within the bounds of his
office and happily productive? That was part of Jarek’s function,
after all.

He sighed. “Very well. I’ll return in a
moment or two.”

Jarek bowed again. “Your Honor.” He
slipped out of the room, leaving Kare to himself. He considered
bringing up the images again then paused, his finger over the
pad.

To see her in person…!

That would be worth any number of Board
meetings and pointless politics.

Kare adjusted the cumbersome formal
jacket, tugging it down at the front. He squared his shoulders.
With renewed energy, he prepared to return to the chamber and herd
a particularly large and wayward group to where he wanted them.


Chapter Twelve

Mid-jump, Keogard-Sunita Gates. FY
10.070

Catherine tiredly pushed her hair off
her forehead and out of her eyes. “The Feds have been trying to
catch up with me ever since we broke into core space. You’ve known
this all along, Lilly. I can’t see why it’s now a problem.”

Lilly was sitting on the serving table,
her legs swinging, but she leaned forward to answer earnestly.
“Because they really are after us!”

Bedivere stood at the door of the
relaxation-dining area, one shoulder against it and his arms
crossed. He was trying not to laugh, but Catherine didn’t know if
the laughter was directed at her or at Lilita’s indignation.

Brant was sitting on the opposite side
of the table to Catherine and eating an orange. He was using a
knife to peel it. He had pulled the knife out of his jacket. He was
concentrating on prying bits of peel away and the sharp, tart smell
of the fruit was distracting.

Lilly clearly didn’t like Catherine’s
reaction, or anyone else’s. She scowled. “I don’t like the
Federation any more than you do. They’ve been a monopoly for
generations and they use that power indiscriminately. Taxes are
horrendous and economies are depressed everywhere because they’ve
got their hand in every pocket, squeezing for all they’re
worth.”

Bedivere smothered a laugh and turned
it into a cough.

Brant separated a segment of orange,
holding it on the side of the knife with his broad thumb. “You
sound like a college pamphlet.”

Lilita’s face grew red. “Yes, so I
listened to the Aneesh when they talked about it. Doesn’t make it
not true.”

“Except you need to back up a step in
your supposition,” Bedivere told her. “No one is forcing these
worlds to spend their last yen buying their way onto the Federation
Board. They do it because they want to.”

“Except Federation membership is the
only way you can get access to the fedcore, the Itinerary—”

“Anyone can buy an Itinerary,”
Catherine interrupted.

“Anyone rich enough and only
Federation worlds can afford them! They throttle private traffic by
charging a fortune for the Itinerary.”

“I thought you said all the Federation
worlds were economically bankrupt?” Brant said.

“Yes, yes, but after they get
their place on the Board, they get all the Federation trade breaks
and the traffic and the business from the Federation itself,
because they’ve got the only whatever-it-is they used to qualify
for membership.”

“Federation membership sounds like a
terrible deal,” Bedivere said. “No wonder no one wants to
join.”

Lilly jumped off the table. “But they
hold the galaxy to ransom! No one wants to live in the
fringes!”

Brant looked up at her sharply.
Bedivere straightened up from his lean.

Lilly pressed her lips together,
looking around the room. “I mean…” she began softly, then stopped,
looking wretched.

Catherine got to her feet. “Lilly, I’ve
been around for a very long time. I’ve seen a galaxy without the
Federation and I’ve lived on the fringes a long time. One thing
I’ve learned is that no one is ever completely right, or completely
wrong. There’s always another side to it.”

Lilly pressed her lips together.
“That’s not going to stop the Federation.”

“No, but if you bear what I’ve said in
mind, it might just stop you from making terrible mistakes, ones
you’ll regret for the rest of your life.”

“And the Federation?”

“We’re going to duck them and hide out
for a while. We’re already halfway to the Sunita system.”

“Which world?” Brant asked. “There’s,
what, eight of them settled now? And a couple of moons.”

“Exactly,” Bedivere said. “If the Feds
caught a hint of our ion trail back out the gate and if they have
any ability to track it—even if they jab their finger at a star map
and guess which system we were heading for—they still have
to search every single world and settlement and moon. It gives us
time.”

“Time for what?” Lilly asked. She was
quiet and sober, now.

* * * * *

Sunita System. FY 10.070

Catherine was eating in the galley
standing up. She didn’t even bother to lean over the counter to
catch crumbs. She was too hungry. She had hit the lucky button on
the dispenser and a bowl of something that smelled familiar
emerged, piping hot. She ate it with her scalded fingers, even
though there were forks. Somewhere.

All she wanted to do was eat enough to
stop being hungry, then fall into bed for a month. Or two.

Lilly’s quick, quiet boots sounded,
hurrying down the corridor. She was moving fast.

Catherine put down her bowl as Lilly
rounded the open doorway, one hand on the frame to swing herself
around. Behind her, Bedivere and Brant appeared. They had been
alerted by her running.

“They killed them,” Lilly said. Her
eyes were glittering with tears. “They killed both of them.”

Catherine didn’t bother asking who she
was talking about. Once they had cleared the gates, she had asked
Lilly to tap into the fedcore and collect any news they should
know. Lilly was smart. She would have included the Keogard system
in her search parameters without being told.

Sadness touched Catherine. Sibéal and
she had not been close friends. They had spoken only a few times in
the course of doing business. But Sibéal had been like-minded.
Independent and free spirited.

For her own part in Sibéal’s death and
Rashnu’s, too, Catherine felt regret.

Brant’s expression was grave. “Why kill
them? There was no reason to.”

“To make me react,” Catherine told him.
“They’re prodding, hoping I swat back and that way they’ll find
me.”

“Are you? Going to swat them?” Lilly’s
tears were glistening on her cheeks now.

“We’re going to stick with the
plan.”

One corner of Bedivere’s mouth turned
down. He was upset, too. But he was controlling it, like
always.

“And the plan is?” Brant asked.

“There’s a small moon around the
twelfth planet. We’re going to ground there.”

“Are you crazy?” Lilly cried.
“If the Federation is looking for us, the very last thing we
should do is stay still!”

Catherine pushed her bowl away. She had
lost her appetite. “We’ve already been over this. Sunita is a big
system. It’s not ideal, but it’s imperative the ship be grounded,
most of the systems off-line and everything be rock steady for the
next twelve hours. For twenty-four hours after that, being grounded
will be useful, too. After that, we can run as fast as you like,
Lilly.”

“Maybe we should put it off for a
while, until conditions are better,” Bedivere said.

Catherine rounded on him. “No. We are
not putting this off.”

“Putting what off?” Brant
demanded.

“That’s on a need-to-know and you
don’t,” Catherine said.

He looked surprised, but she didn’t
care. This was too important. She looked at Bedivere. “There’s
never going to be a good time to do it. There’s never going to be a
perfect place. We do it now. No more waiting.”

“But the ship will be basically
disabled for thirty six hours,” he said quietly.

“Being on the ground doesn’t disable
the ship,” Lilly said flatly. “Unless there’s something else going
on here I don’t get.”

“Me, too,” Brant added.

Catherine put her hand on Bedivere’s
arm. “I don’t want to wait another minute more than I have to,” she
told him. “We’ve both waited long enough.”

Bedivere’s gaze was steady. “You’ll be
vulnerable.” His tone was controlled, but she could hear the
stress, deep down.

“That was always going to be a risk.
We’ll never have a perfectly secure place to do it. This is as good
as it gets.”

There was a soft whomp of a pressurized
explosion, then an alarm began wailing on the concierge console on
the wall of the galley. Lilly swore as she looked at the console,
reading the data. “Recycling. Something has popped a gasket. Gotta
go.” She hurried away.

Aware of Brant standing and watching,
she shook Bedivere and picked her words carefully. “The ship needs
downtime, too. Even more reason to ground and do the install.”

He drew in a deep breath. “You’re
sure?”

“That we have to do this, yes. That
this is the least risky way to do it, hell, no. But we could go
another twenty years and not get a clear opportunity. You want to
wait that long?”

He grimaced. “No.”

Catherine looked at Brant. “We’ll park
the ship, then everyone can get some rest. Tempers are high. We
need downtime, too.”

“Whatever you say,” Brant said and she
knew that he wasn’t going to let this rest.


Chapter Thirteen

Fourth Moon of Sunita XII, Sunita
System. FY 10.070

Brant didn’t leave it alone for any time
at all.

Catherine grabbed four hours of sleep.
It was the minimal amount she thought she could get away with and
still be able to focus on the work to come. She buzzed Bedivere to
let him know she was ready, then showered and changed quickly.

The silence in the ship, with the
engines down, was almost total. The moon was an airless rock, so
there wasn’t even a breeze to whistle through the superstructure.
Catherine could feel her tension building simply because of the
silence.

She hurried through to the surgery,
where Bedivere was waiting and began preparations while Bedivere
stripped down to the waist and laid down on the procedure table,
face-downward.

“You’re going to put that thing in him,
aren’t you?” Brant asked from the doorway.

Catherine looked up from arranging the
trays next to her, startled.

“That’s why we have to stay parked for
thirty six hours. The navigator is going to be out of commission
for that long.” He stepped into the room and pointed to the tech,
sitting on the tray. “Is this where you tell me that whatever that
is, it’s some sort of life-saving device?”

“I wouldn’t insult your integrity by
trying that,” Catherine said.

“What have you made me a party to,
then?” The anger was radiating from Brant via clenched fists and
strumming tendons.

Bedivere turned his chin to look at
Brant. “It’s called a mesh tether. It will let me stay connected to
the ship no matter where I am. Even if I’m on the other side of
Federation space. As long as I can connect to the fedcore, I can
reach the ship.”

His calm answer seemed to infuriate
Brant even more. “You worked for twenty years, paid a small
fortune, caused the death of two people, all for the sake of a
piece of mech that will make life more convenient for
you?”

“The comm link he’s already got is
reaching the end of its useful life,” Catherine said. She kept her
tone even, like Bedivere had done. “And it wasn’t a small fortune,
Brant. It was a huge amount of money.”

“This is why you didn’t want to tell
me, isn’t it? You knew I would…I would…” He drew in a breath that
shook. “I object to this. It is indecent.”

Bedivere sat up and swung his legs
around to face Brant. “If you stop us from doing this, then
Sibéal’s and Rashnu’s deaths will be for nothing.”

“You dare taint their lives with
this….”

“Brant,” Catherine said sharply.

He looked at her.

“Fareed,” she said more gently. “This
isn’t the calamity you think it is.”

“It isn’t?” Brant laughed bitterly. “I
thought…call me stupid, but I thought that out of all the people
floating around the galaxy doing interesting things out of the
sight of the Federation…I thought it would be you two who found
it.”

Catherine blinked.

“Found what, Fareed?” Bedivere asked
softly, as if he was afraid that speaking any louder would startle
Brant and shut him down.

Brant looked up at the ceiling then
closed his eyes briefly. “There’s been rumors for years that
another jump technology has been developed. Something that might
not need gates and Itineraries. I thought you had tracked it down,
that it was real. I never for a moment thought that what you had
spent twenty years working for was a piece of biotech.” He
spat the word out.

“Fareed,” Catherine said quietly.
“Remember what I said to Lilly about there always being another
side to it?”

“How can you possibly think there is a
way to justify this?”

“I’m not going to try and justify it to
you. You’re not listening. But I will give you more than I would a
total stranger. There is a reason we’re doing this, one I can’t—I
won’t share with you. Not now and maybe not in the future.
You’re just going to have to trust me when I say there is a side to
this you can’t see right now and it makes all the difference in the
world.”

“Trust?” He spoke the word
incredulously.

“Do you know if Lilly has repaired that
recycling blow out?” Bedivere asked him.

“What?”

“Go and check, see if you can help
her,” Bedivere told him. “And when you’re finished, ask her to see
if there are any free docks we can book on Sunittara, four days
from now…unless you want to delve into the fedcore yourself?”

Brant stared at him, like he was having
trouble processing what he said.

“Go and keep yourself busy for a
while,” Bedivere added. “Stay out of this. Don’t think about it. In
three days’ time, we can talk, if you want. But for now, go
away.”

“Nothing is going to stop you doing
this, is it?” Brant said, his voice softer and more reasonable.

“Not even you,” Bedivere said
flatly.

Brant nodded. “I’ll…I’m going to see
how Lilly is doing.”

Catherine squeezed Bedivere’s shoulder
when Brant was gone. “How did you know?” she asked.

“Know what?”

“That he was looking for a way out.
That a direct command would resolve this for him?”

Bedivere blew out his breath heavily.
“I think the hardest thing I ever had to learn was how to deal with
moral dilemmas and not go out of my mind. He likes you. He even
respects you, but this is pulling him in the opposite direction.”
He looked over his shoulder at her, then turned and settled himself
on the bed once more. “Let’s get this done. I don’t like leaving us
sitting out here like this a minute more than we have to.”


Chapter Fourteen

Sunittara (Sunita VIII), Terminus, F.Y.
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“You’re sure you don’t mind?” Catherine
asked for the last time, looking up at Brant where he stood with
his feet apart, looking solid and judgmental, at the top of the
ramp.

“I’ve seen so many terminals they’ve
started to blend,” Brant said. “Besides, I want to be somewhere
where you are not.”

Catherine dropped her gaze.

“Just for a while. Meditating while
you’re staring at the back of my neck is not conducive,” he
added.

Catherine nodded. The truce they had
arrived at in order to get the ship up off the moon and on a smooth
two day glide over to Sunittara had shown signs of stress since
they had docked the ship, as if they had all reached the ends of
their patience. Time away would be good.

Lilita had already shot down the ramp
and had gone. Her duties ended once the station umbilicals had been
attached to the ship and she had barely waited for the ramp to
descend.

That just left Catherine and Bedivere.
He was up, on his feet and seemed normal. The incision scars were
healed.

This excursion was the real test. She
had been working hard to hide how terrified she was. What if the
tech didn’t work? What if she had botched the installation? What if
the years she had spent learning all the medical procedures needed
to pull this off hadn’t been enough?

Bedivere looked at her. “Let’s head
out.” Simple words, but the meaning was so profound she
trembled.

He must have seen her shaking, for he
picked up her hand and squeezed it. “Come on,” he encouraged.
“Let’s find out if you’re as good a medic as you are a pilot.”

Brant scowled at the top of the
ramp.

Catherine deliberately turned her back
on Brant. She couldn’t deal with him right now. Not for the next
few minutes.

She and Bedivere stepped off the ramp
and headed for the big cargo doors, which were cranked open to let
people through. The top of the bay was open to the
sunlight—real sunlight—and pools of brightness splashed the
docking bay floor and fell against the cargo doors, showing the
scrapes and dents from thousands of cargo sleds pushing their way
through.

Bedivere was walking normally, but as
they reached the halfway point between the ship and the doors he
began to slow his pace and she knew he was as fear-filled as
she.

Finally, he stopped.

“Just a few more steps,” she
whispered.

His hand was clamped around hers and he
looked at her, swiveling his head slowly like it was being cranked
by a rusty cog. “I suddenly…can’t walk.”

“It’s in your mind. It’s just the
fear.”

His grip on her hand loosened and
tightened convulsively.

She stepped around in front of him, so
that he could look at her directly. “It’s not a big deal,” she told
him. “If it doesn’t work, then I’ll pick you up and drag you back
to the ship and when you come round, you can cuss me out for
scraping your face on the dirt.”

He couldn’t even smile at her joke.

“Just one step,” she said. “That’s
all.”

He took the step quickly, like he was
getting it over and done with.

Nothing happened.

“And another one,” she said.

This one came easier.

“And once more.”

This time the step was more like his
natural stride.

Catherine studied him. “You must be
beyond the reach of the ship network by now. Can you tell if you’ve
switched over?”

He swallowed, his Adam’s apple sliding
up and down. Then he moved her out of his way gently. He walked
over to the doors and turned to look at her. His hair in the bright
sunlight was an old gold color.

He was smiling.

Catherine hurried over to him,
happiness bubbling up inside. “It worked,” she breathed.

Bedivere lifted his hand and looked at
the sunlight playing on it, then up at the skylight overhead,
squinting at the dazzling sun. “It worked,” he said softly. Then he
picked her up and lifted her up high. “It works!”

Catherine was almost giddy with relief.
When he put her back on her feet, she had to grip the sleeves of
his jacket to hold herself upright.

Bedivere looked down at her, his smile
small, but genuine. There was something that looked suspiciously
like tears glistening in his eyes. “Thank you,” he said, his voice
very low.

She couldn’t speak. There was a painful
knot in her throat, squeezing and making her own eyes sting. When
it had passed, she said hoarsely, “I’d do it all over again in a
heartbeat.”

The look in his eyes. That was what
shifted everything. Afterward, she was able to pinpoint it exactly.
He looked at her and the look in his eyes changed.

A voice whispered in her head. He
wants to kiss you.

And for a breathless moment that seemed
like a fine idea, like the icing on the cake. It would be such a
kiss!

Her heart hammered and her whole body
seemed to wait, pulsing.

Then Bedivere stepped back away from
her and the moment passed. The sun blazed through the skylight, but
not quite as bright as before. Catherine blinked and cleared her
throat.

“I say we hit every bar in this place.
A drink at each,” Bedivere said and moved over to the three meter
gap between the doors. “You’re buying.”

“Of course I am,” Catherine said with a
snort.

They did their best. But the atmosphere
between them had gone wrong, somehow. Catherine spent the entire
time looking behind her and over both shoulders, as well as in
front and up and down, worried that some asshole would spoil this
for Bedivere. There were plenty of men who, with enough drink in
them, would want to take on someone Bedivere’s size just to prove
to themselves they were definitely of the male gender.

Bedivere drank, but spent more time
looking around, watching people, and absorbing details. And
thinking.

“Is something wrong?” she finally
asked.

Bedivere picked up his shot glass and
examined the play of the lights behind the bar through the caramel
colored liquid. “Not a single thing,” he assured her. It was his
sixth, but he was speaking clearly, still.

“We should maybe get you back to the
ship, anyway.”

Bedivere laughed. “That’s funny,” he
added.

She realized that the alcohol was
affecting him, after all. “No arguments,” she said quietly. “The
experiment is a success. We’ve celebrated. Let’s go home,
Bedivere.”

He looked up at her, blinking slowly.
“Do you know the way?”

“Yes. Which is probably just as well. I
don’t think you do right now.” She was shorter than him even when
he was sitting on a bar stool. She tried to ineffectually pull him
up onto his feet.

He cooperated enough to stand and hold
on to the edge of the bar. “Oh…wow,” he breathed. Then he looked at
her. “I didn’t say thank you.”

“Yes, you did.” She got her shoulder
under his arm. “This way.”

* * * * *

She made enough noise, stumbling around
the ramp, trying to haul Bedivere up it, that it roused Brant. He
was shorter than Bedivere, but still tall enough to take most of
his weight across his shoulders. Brant looked at her and raised a
brow. “I thought he had a better head for the stuff.”

“I don’t think his head is the problem.
It’s his body that won’t cooperate.” She drew in several breaths.
“He’s so heavy.” She hesitated, weighing up her options. “Would you
mind putting him to bed?”

“I think he would prefer you to do
that, don’t you?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Brant studied her. Bedivere’s weight
didn’t seem to be bothering him in the slightest, even though he
was doing most of the holding-up now. “You look like you need
sleep, too,” he said. “How long is it since you got more than a
couple of hours?”

“It’s been a while,” she confessed. It
had been days, really. She hadn’t slept more than an hour at once
the whole time Bedivere had been recovering.

“Go on,” Brant said. “I’ll tuck him in
and lock everything down.”

She stepped out from under Bedivere’s
heavy arm. “Thanks.”

It was only after she had fallen into
bed that she realized the budding hostility in Brant had been
completely missing.

Normally, she tried not to give a damn
about what people thought of her, especially those with whom she
would have little contact. Brant, as a Staffer, would soon be gone
from her life, even if he stayed on board for the rest of his. But
as she fell asleep, she couldn’t extinguish the tiny seed of hope
that his lack of animosity had planted.


Chapter Fifteen

It was Brant’s suggestion that they seal
up the entire landing bay and all four of them take a day away from
not just the ship, but the terminal, too.

“Go dirtside?” Catherine asked. “It’s a
long way to get back if we suddenly need to be gone and only one
way to get back.”

“It’s a channel that could be cut off
far too easily,” Lilly said.

“Bedivere is hooked into the ship now,
yes?” Brant asked, glancing at Bedivere. “You can monitor
everything up here and give us early warning.”

“Listen to you,” Bedivere replied. “You
decry biotech, but you don’t mind taking advantage of the immoral
convenience it offers.”

Brant swirled the remains of his
coffee, watching it spin. “None of us is pure, nothing is black and
white.” His gaze flickered toward Catherine. “I would much rather
be living a clean life on some low-tech world, surrounded by my
family, but we don’t get to live the life we want. We get to live
the life we’re handed.” He put the cup down and sat up, looking at
Bedivere directly. “So if I must share a ship with a mechanized
idiot, I’ll use that idiot’s skills to make the most of my
life.”

Bedivere grinned. “I think he’s calling
me stupid.”

“Just nod and agree with him,”
Catherine told him. “If a dirtside visit isn’t to take two days, we
need to start now.”

“I have a better idea,” Bedivere
said.

* * * * *

Sunittara (Sunita VIII). F.Y. 10.070

The mountain chain extended through the
spine of the secondary continent, with jagged peaks wreathed in
cloud. The val.ley Bedivere landed the ship in was just below the
tree line and the air was cool, fresh and invigorating.

The waterfall tumbling through the gap
between two peaks helped enormously with the sense of escape. The
moisture it added to the air nearby relaxed their skin.

The yellow sun overhead was bright and
warming.

“This place is better than a joy-joy
shot,” Lilly said, looking around, as she stretched her legs out on
the blanket she was sitting on. She plucked another strawberry from
the dish and bit into it.

“It’s an odd sensation, sitting outside
and eating at the same time,” Catherine observed. “Even just
sitting outside. I’m usually busy doing something.” She
pushed her almost empty plate away from her. “What’s this called,
again?”

“A picnic,” Bedivere said from
where he rested full length in the soft green stuff that passed as
Sunittara’s grass. “It’s an ancient Earth word.”

“History buff?” Brant asked.

“I like to read.” He kept his eyes
closed, as the sun played on his face.

Lilly drank from an insulated cup and
gave a soft burp. “It’s hard to not like this, even if it is an
ancient thing. The view makes up for it.”

“It does,” Catherine agreed, glancing
at the towering peaks once more. “The lack of hostile life is very
relaxing.”

“I don’t think they’ve even opened up
this continent to settlement yet, have they?” Lilly asked.

“Certainly not this high up. You can
hear the wind in the trees.” Brant tilted his head to listen.

Lilly crossed her legs and sat up
straighter. “While we’re all so relaxed and contented, can I ask a
question, Catherine?”

Catherine shrugged. “You can always ask
questions, as long as you understand that sometimes, I’m just not
going to answer.”

“I’ll just keep asking then. One day,
you’ll answer.”

“You’re going to wear her down?”
Bedivere asked. “You won’t live that long.”

Brant snuffled back laughter.

“What’s your question?” Catherine
said.

“What are we doing here? I don’t mean
on this mountain. I mean, what are we doing here, now, this year,
in the middle of the Federation core planets? You’ve got the tech
you wanted. Now what?”

“You’re asking what my plans are?”

“Our plans,” Brant said softly.
“We get to go where you do. I wouldn’t mind knowing what’s in
store. Even the need-to-know business.”

Lilly nodded vigorously. “If the
Federation is after all of us just because we work for you, we
should know why, at least.”

“That’s two different questions,”
Bedivere pointed out.

Catherine considered the questions as
fairly as she could. “I had five things to do when I reached
Federation space. It took nearly twenty years to raise the cash for
the mesh tether and then at the last minute Sibéal asked for a
regulator for her husband, too, so we had to arrange that and wait
for it to be made. It meant we were sitting out in the fringes for
longer than I wanted to. So the list got a little longer.” She held
up her hand and counted off the tips of her fingers. “By the time
we jumped back here, I needed full rejuvenation and Bedivere did a
stint in the clinic, too. Touch up stuff.” Another fingertip. “A
new Itinerary.” A third. “Exchange the regulator for the mesh
tether.” She touched the fourth. “There’s one more job.”

Brant leaned forward. “What?”

“I won’t tell you. Not right now. Not
until we’re about to do it. But that’s why you were hired,
Brant.”

“Why won’t you tell us?” Lilly
asked.

“Because I’m a naturally suspicious
person, who has lived longer than anyone I know and got that way
because I don’t trust anyone. Living out on the fringes taught me
to be even more careful about who I share my secrets with. Brant,
be careful what you ask for. If I tell you everything, you won’t
like it. I’m saving you from a moral dilemma.”

“I survived the last one,” he said
gruffly.

“Very well. I won’t tell you because I
don’t know you well enough.”

Lilly let out a hiss of frustration.
“You want us to just do whatever you say?”

“I want you to do the jobs I pay you to
do,” Catherine said sharply.

Bedivere sat up. “That was only four,”
he said.

“What?” Lilly looked confused.

“You said you had five things you
wanted to accomplish while you were here. But you only gave us
four. What’s the fifth?”

He was deflecting the other two.
Shifting the subject.

Catherine drew in a breath, only now
aware of the tension between her shoulder blades. She let it out
and shrugged. “Number five is…I need to figure out what number five
is.”

Lilly looked at her oddly. Brant stared
blankly. Bedivere smiled, but kept his chin down so the other two
wouldn’t see it.

Now she was feeling really foolish.
“I’ve been working my ass off for nearly a hundred years. I’ve
saved more money than I think I’ve seen in a dozen centuries before
that. And now, suddenly, we’re here. It’s done. One last thing and
then…I don’t know what to do.”

“I don’t even understand that,” Brant
muttered.

“Of course you don’t. You’ve only been
alive for fifty years or so and you’re still figuring out how life
works. I’ve lived every conceivable version of life I could ever
dream up, plus everything new that has ever been invented. I’m
trying to figure out what to do next.”

“What do you want?” Bedivere asked.

“That’s just it. I don’t know.”
She shook her head. “Something will come along. It always does and
if it doesn’t, then I’ll pick something at random and try that,
then try the next thing.” She shrugged self-consciously.

Brant put his fingers together
carefully. “How old are you, Catherine?”

Her laughter escaped before she could
censor it. “I’m surprised you don’t know to the year,” she told
him. “Isn’t Glave and his descendants one of the subjects taught in
your graduate schools?”

“Then you are his
descendant?”

“So they tell me.” She couldn’t help
smiling at the memory. “My ninety-six percent genetic familiarity
meant I could get away with far more than the other kids in the
crèche. I think they were afraid I’d be damaged if they applied to
much pressure.”

“Physical pressure?” Bedivere asked
curiously, although he knew more of her background than anyone
still alive.

“Both. Although they weren’t above
manipulating the truth to keep me compliant.”

“They?” Lilly asked. “You were College
raised?”

“The College wasn’t around when I was a
child,” Catherine said frankly. “It was created about a hundred
years later. But children were already being raised by the
Faithful, even then.” She gave a shrug. This was all such very old
history. “Glave was reacting to the world he lived in. He could see
the social demographics, the pattern that said humans were killing
themselves. So he preached a course that would save them and he
believed in it so strongly, that he fought twelve wars to make his
point. Brant, you know this better than I. Glave is the cornerstone
of your religion.”

Brant nodded. “Twelve wars, then he was
betrayed by his wife and the Federation—or what would become the
Federation—assassinated him. But still the galaxy we knew refused
to listen. Glave was the defeated, after all.”

“And no one knows if he really existed,
anyway,” Bedivere added.

Brant looked offended.

“There is no definitive proof at all,”
Bedivere maintained. “No official records, nothing.”

“That’s because during the Decline,
data was lost. Colonies were lost. Hell, whole sections of the
Galaxy were cut off from each other, as the population shrank down
to next to nothing.”

Bedivere nodded. “So proof that Glave
exists is all second-hand reporting and interpretation of
second-hand and third-hand verbal reports the writer maintains was
told to him by a reliable source. But the scholars have debunked
nearly every report.”

Brant looked ready to clout him.

“Wait, wait,” Lilly said. She looked at
Catherine. “How do they know you’re compliant with Glave’s genes,
if they can’t even prove he existed?”

“They’re relying on the same
second-hand records the scholars are,” Catherine said evenly.
“Someone told someone who cared, a long time ago, that a particular
DNA pattern was Glave’s.” She shrugged.

“So…you could be the descendant of
anyone?” Lilly asked.

“Except that a lot of people in a lot
of positions of power think otherwise,” Bedivere said. “They have
too much to lose by admitting they could have it wrong.”

“I didn’t learn any of this in
school,” Lilly muttered.

“And that is why the Federation want
you so much?” Brant asked. “Because you have a DNA pattern that
closely matches someone they can’t even prove exists?”

“You’re part of those people,”
Catherine reminded him.

“And they taught me to question
everything, including my own faith,” Brant shot back.

“Very liberal of them, considering The
Staff of Ammon enforcers are Crusaders in disguise,” Bedivere said.
Then he considered. “Actually, they’re not even disguised all that
much.”

“Crusaders…?” Lilly echoed, as Brant
laughed hard and long.

Brant coughed and came up for air.
“Ancient Terran history,” he told Lilly. “Crusaders were an army
that enforced one of the dominant religions of the time. They
killed everything that didn’t agree with them and convert to their
religion.”

“And you’re laughing about it?” Lilly
asked, bewildered.

Brant nodded, still smiling. “Because
he’s right.” His smile faded. “That’s exactly what Staffers do.
That’s why I left.”

Lilly was frowning, absorbing it all.
“No, really,” she insisted. “That’s why the Federation wants you so
much? Because you might be related to someone who
might have existed?”

“It doesn’t matter if he existed or
not,” Catherine said patiently. “He represents an idea…and an
ideal, too. It’s the idea that has power, Lilly. It’s the idea that
Cadfael College was built upon. The Staff of Ammon, too. It was the
idea that formed the Church of the Faithful of Mortal Divination
and has shaped the way we live even now, almost three thousand
years later. And no one is disputing that the idea saved humanity
from the Decline and the Interregnum. We wouldn’t be here without
it. So the idea that humanity is worth saving, that children are
the most important thing we can do to help humans survive…that is
why people get so fussed about my possible ancestor.”

“They don’t fuss about you. They try to
capture you. Why?” Lilly demanded.

Catherine sighed. She caught Bedivere’s
sympathetic gaze. He knew why she didn’t want to answer the
question, even though she had agreed to let them ask whatever they
wanted.

She side-stepped, giving herself time.
“The Federation themselves want me because just my name alone
causes civil strife. There are people who believe so strongly in
Glave and his ideals that my presence causes them to question
everything around them. If the descendent of Glave is here among
us, they think, then we must be as degenerate as the humans he
fought against and there must be a purging, just as the Staff of
Ammon was razed and humanity was washed clean of all that was
foul.”

“You’re an idea, too,” Lilly said
softly. Her eyes gleamed.

“Yes.” Catherine smiled at her. “I
remind them of the idea. Then there are the ones who object to
their cities and worlds being cleansed in any way. They would
rather the status quo be preserved, so naturally, they appeal to
the Federation to help them preserve it.” She shrugged. “I am
unwelcome as myself no matter where I go. So I rarely go among
anyone as Catherine Shahrazad anymore.”

Brant tilted his head. “Who else wants
you?” he asked. “You said ‘The Federation themselves want me,”
which implies someone else does, too.”

Catherine sat up and gathered together
the empty plates and cups. “Cadfael College,” she said shortly.

“The College?” Lilly said,
sounding winded. “But…why?”

“Her mythical DNA,” Bedivere said
softly.

Catherine swallowed, keeping her eyes
down.

The silence made her look up. Lilly was
staring at her, puzzled. Brant was simply watching her. Bedivere
was the only one with any warmth in his expression.

“I don’t understand,” Lilly said
softly. “I’m trying to see the other side, I really am. But why
would the college want you personally? They could access any of
your off-spring, if they really wanted viable DNA…” Her expression
was bewildered.

Catherine made herself say the words.
“I don’t have any children.”

Lilly’s mouth dropped open and Brant’s
eyes narrowed.

“None?” Lilly asked softly.

“It wasn’t my choice,” Catherine
said.

“None at all?” Lilly repeated. Her eyes
were filled with unshed tears.

“I bore a child, but not to term.”
Catherine sighed again. “It was a monster. It would not have lived
even if I had managed to bear it to full term. Later, the proctors
told me they suspected this might happen, but that sometimes life
surprised them, so they had wanted to find out. To experiment.” Her
mouth turned down at the bad taste. “Then they explained that I
would never be able to conceive a viable baby.”

Brant gave a soft sigh and looked up at
the sky. “Now it all makes sense.”

“I’m glad that makes you happy,”
Catherine said dryly.

“It doesn’t,” Brant said flatly. “My
heart aches for you in this. But now I know the truth, it explains
so much…”

“Yes,” Lilly whispered and wiped her
eyes.

“You asked,” Catherine reminded them.
The sunlight was glittering harshly, making her blink. Her
discomfort made her want to squirm. “Don’t forget, you still work
for me,” she added, as the brightness intensified in the corner of
her eye. She turned to see what was reflecting so sharply in the
midday sun and saw the silver streak heading toward them, winding
its way through the thin, crisp air, leaving a trail behind it that
stretched back to the crest of the mountains.

She scrambled to her feet.
“Incoming!” she shouted.

Both Brant and Lilly looked around.

Bedivere threw himself forward, his arm
out. Catherine wondered what he was doing, then his arm took her
out at the knees and she toppled to the ground, landing heavily.
Bedivere pushed upward with both arms and threw himself on top of
her. His arms came around her head and he dropped his upper body
down so that her head and chest were completely enclosed.

Surprise was the only emotion that
occurred to her.

Then the ground shook and the air
throbbed in her ears as the blight bomb exploded.

“The ship! The ship!” she screamed,
struggling to get out from under Bedivere, who was lying with the
weight of solid rock on top of her. Fear was short-circuiting her
thoughts. She shoved and wriggled, gasping, almost moaning at the
rich, coppery panic flooding her.

Then Bedivere rolled to one side, out
of her way, looking beyond her head toward the ship.

Catherine pushed herself up into a
sitting position and twisted around to look at the ship, as Brant
and Lilly picked themselves up. She was expecting to see metal
ruins and burning remains, but the ship hovered fifty meters above
the ground and the grass beneath was blackened and smoking. As she
looked, the pulsing sound of the engines reached her.

She looked at Bedivere, astonishment
rising above the fear still running freely in her veins. Bedivere
was watching the ship. Concentrating on it. He was controlling it
through the mesh tether.

“Fed drones!” Brant cried, making
Catherine jerk back around to look. From the same direction the
blight bomb had come were dozens of black and red vaguely human
figures. They were Federation fighters in their enhanced armor and
they could cover kilometers in seconds. They were heading their
way.

“Everyone, to the ship. Now!” Catherine
cried. “Bedivere, bring it closer!”

The ship immediately dipped and moved
toward them across the valley. The throbbing pulse of the engines
grew louder.

Lilly was already sprinting and Brant
broke into a loping run that covered the ground faster than
Lilly.

Catherine grabbed Bedivere’s sleeve and
tugged.

“Concentrating,” he whispered.

She nodded, even though he wouldn’t see
it. “Just put your feet forward. I’ll steer.” She kept a grip on
his sleeve and led him as he hurried forward, his gaze far-seeing
and unfocused.

The ship slipped across the meadowy
grass, flattening it. It hovered as Lilly reached it. Lilly threw
herself up onto the edge of the ramp, which was a meter above the
ground.

Catherine looked over her shoulder as
Brant reached the ramp and turned to wave them on. The leading
drones were close. If they had managed to destroy the ship, then
there would be no chance of out-running them.

One of the leading drones dropped to
one knee, his arm lifting. Catherine didn’t know what he had for
weapons, but the posture was telling. She yanked on Bedivere’s arm.
“Get out of the way!” she screamed.

The ship jerked sideways and upward, a
maneuver that would not have been possible if it had been any other
pilot. The explosive roared underneath the belly of the ship,
missing by mere centimeters. Brant and Lilly clung to the ramp
support struts and hydraulic legs, thrown about by the sharp
movement.

Then the ship slipped toward them and
came to a halt a few steps away.

“Hurry!” Brant called and held out his
arm.

Lilly copied him.

Catherine threw herself forward,
gripped Lilly’s arm and hauled herself up onto the edge of the
ramp. She could see from the corner of her eye that Brant was
dragging Bedivere on by gripping his clothes and yanking like
Bedivere was a sack of rocks. Having been underneath him, she knew
exactly how heavy he was.

As soon as their feet left the ground
and their bodyweight was more-or-less on the ramp, the ship lifted
upward at a dizzying rate, while also pushing forward, heading out
of the valley and away from the point of attack.

“Watch for Fed ships!” Catherine yelled
at Bedivere as he rolled fully onto the ramp, as Brant gripped an
arm and a trouser leg and held on.

The ramp closed and the screaming throb
of the engines and the building wind cut out. Bedivere scrambled to
his feet. “Two carriers coming in,” he muttered and ran for the
hatch that was closest to the flight deck.

Catherine took off running after
him.

“What do I do?” Brant yelled after
her.

“Weapons console!” she yelled back.


Chapter Sixteen

It took Brant five minutes to figure out
where the weapons console was. Lilly leaned over from her own
boards, slapped the switch that changed out the back-up system
feeds for the weapons controls and by that time, they were out of
the atmosphere and the two Federation troop carriers were in their
field of sight.

“Carriers,” Bedivere murmured. “We can
out-run them.”

“Then to the gate and let’s get out of
here. Straight to Drusiss, Bedivere. I’m tired of running
scared.”

He nodded.

Catherine turned to look at Brant, who
was frowning his way through the controls. “You guard our rear,”
she told him.

“Done,” he said flatly.

“Lilly, we’re jumping in…” She looked
at Bedivere.

“Sixty-four minutes,” he said
flatly.

Lilly opened her mouth to protest, then
shut it and nodded. Her face was pale.

Catherine didn’t have time to talk
after that. It was the most crowded and short jump prep she had
ever been through and only the mild comfort of knowing that Brant
was watching their rear stopped her from melting down
altogether.

Bedivere accelerated all the way to the
gates, which were closer than normal to the planet because there
were so many gravity wells in the system that gate placement was a
logistics nightmare. It made the jump even more precarious, but the
closeness was going to help them, this time.

They passed through into the wormhole
the gates generated with the carriers close behind. As the
soundless, featureless hole engulfed them, Catherine sat back in
the chair, all her muscles weak. For a moment she couldn’t
move.

“Why didn’t they fire on us?” Brant
said. “They’re military carriers. They’d have nukes and more on
board.”

“They want me alive,” Catherine said
sourly. “That’s why they tried to take out the ship first, instead
of just lobbing the bomb on our picnic blanket.” She stirred and
looked at Lilly. “You. In the rec room. Now.”

Lilly’s eyes widened, but she nodded
and followed Catherine off the flight deck.

Brant and Bedivere came behind.

The dinner table was still covered with
the remains of their preparations for the picnic. Most of it had
toppled and spilled, or had slid right off onto the floor. None of
them had been expecting to take flight before they returned to the
mess. Catherine made note. Next time, clean up first.

She confronted Lilly, as Brant slid
into the room around Bedivere, who stayed in the doorway, which
happened to block any way out and also happened to put him right
behind Lilly.

“It’s nothing personal,” she told
Lilly. “But the only way the Federation could possibly have known
we were on Sunittara was if someone told them.”

Lilly’s mouth dropped open. “You think
I am working for the Feds?”

“I know that Brant isn’t. I also can
personally account for his every move since Bedivere landed us on
Sunittara and surprised us with the picnic. You, however,
disappeared into the engineering section after we landed.”

Lilly shook her head. “I’m not
Federation! I swear! There was another warning light showing. I
wanted to check on it because Bedivere said he was going to keep
the engines on trickle while we were dirtside. That’s all!”
She backed up as she spoke, until she rammed into Bedivere, who
gripped her arms.

Lilly looked up at him over her
shoulders, her eyes wide. “What if there’s some sort of tracker on
the ship?” she asked.

“There isn’t,” Bedivere said
flatly.

“A passive one, that only activates
when beckoned.”

“It’s not possible to plant any sort of
electronics in the ship,” Catherine said. “We would know.” She
shifted closer.

Lilly tried to move backward, but
Bedivere kept her grounded.

Brant shifted in toward Lilly, too. She
drew in a sharp breath.

“I can deliver a lot of pain before you
pass out,” Catherine said softly. “I won’t like doing it, but I
will because you’re threatening the safety of my ship and everyone
on it.”

Lilly bit her lip. She was trembling.
“I’ve told you everything!”

“You like to spend a lot of time down
in engineering, tinkering around,” Brant said softly. “If anyone
could jury-rig a squirt signal, you could.”

“Bedivere, take her into the surgery,”
Catherine said. “I can wash that room down easier than this
one.”

He almost lifted her off her feet and
Lilly kicked and struggled. “Wait! Wait!”

Bedivere put her on her feet again, his
fingers digging into her arms.

Lilly licked her lips. “I’m Aneesh, all
right? I would sooner spit on the Feds than tell them
anything.”

“Aneesh?” Brant said, sounding stunned.
“A College cleric,” he added softly.

“I’m just a beginner,” she said
urgently, quickly. “I’m a Tridith, that’s all.”

“Cadfael College. That explains the way
you think,” Brant said softly.

“They made me take engineering
training—I don’t know why. But even before I’d finished, I was
presented to one of the Eistav. She told me I was going to put the
training to use. She told me about you and the ship and that I
should get a job with you. You were advertising. Word had
passed.”

“You were to spy on us?” Catherine
asked.

“Just general reports,” Lilly said
quickly. “Profiles, mostly. And I haven’t sent anything for months.
I never even told them where you were going because I didn’t
know!”

Catherine hesitated. “The College and
the Federation are traditional rivals,” she said. “Sometimes
outright enemies. It doesn’t make sense that an Aneesh would report
to the Federation.” She looked at Lilly. “I want to see the reports
you sent. All of them. Who were you reporting to?”

“One of the Eistav. I don’t know which
of the three. They don’t mix with Tridith.”

“Describe her,” Catherine said.

“Tiny. With big brown eyes and masses
of silver hair.”

“Nephele,” Catherine concluded. “Well,
that fits. She was the one that directed the disaster on
Egemon.”

Brant drew in a sharp breath. “The
College arranged that?”

Catherine gave him a sour smile.
“That’s something the Ammonite don’t want you questioning.
Where their orders come from is a well-buried secret. Welcome to
the real world, Brant.”

He shook his head, not in disbelief,
but in sorrow.

“Let her go, Bedivere,” Catherine said
tiredly. “She can go and get her reports. You’ll know if she
deviates from the direct path to engineering, or if she tries
anything cute like sabotage.”

Lilly rubbed her arms. “You didn’t ask
why I haven’t sent a report in for months.”

“I don’t care.”

“It turns out that the only people I
really trust are on this ship.” Lilly gave a sour grimace. “You
tell the truth whether it will be welcomed or not.”

“Not always,” Catherine told her and
waved her away.

Brant sat on the nearest chair with a
heavy exhalation. “Well, hell.”

“Read the reports when she brings them
back, please,” Catherine told him.

He nodded.

Catherine looked at Bedivere. “Your
turn. Do you want to do it here or somewhere else?”

Bedivere touched his chest. “Me?”

“I can leave,” Brant said, getting
up.

“No, stay if you’re comfortable. Lilly
will come back here,” Catherine said. She crossed her arms, looking
at Bedivere. “Two seconds. Here, or go?”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Why do
we have to talk at all?”

“Here, then,” Catherine said. “Do you
want to tell me what the hell you were thinking of, when you
dropped on top of me out there?”

Bedivere’s eyes widened. “I was
protecting you.”

“You’re supposed to protect the
ship!”

“I did. That blight bomb would have
completely destroyed it. I got it out of the way!”

“You thought of me first, though,”
Catherine insisted.

Bedivere stared at her and his jaw
flexed. “That’s my job,” he said woodenly. “Above all, protect the
passengers and crew.”

“If this ship was still the commercial
carrier it was designed to be, that would be fair. But it stopped
being that not long after I bought it.” Catherine shook her head.
“The ship is your absolute first priority. Without the ship, we all
die.” She wondered why she was getting angry. She could feel the
heat and fury rising in her, like a thermostat about to blow its
top.

Bedivere’s eyes were glittering. He was
angry, too. “So what was I supposed to do today? Sprint for the
ship and let the drones take the three of you?”

“Whatever you did or might have done,
it should not have included shielding me from that bomb. You’re not
invincible, Bedivere!”

And that, she realized, was the root of
the problem. He had taken risks for her. He had risked himself. The
fear she felt, even in retrospect, made her feel a little ill. That
was why she was angry. How dare he make her feel like this!

He took a step closer to her and the
fury in his eyes was all too clear. Catherine fought the need to
step back away from him. She lifted her chin and looked him in the
eye.

“It’s my body,” he said quietly. “My
decision. And I will go on protecting you whenever I can, because
that’s my privilege.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but he
silenced her by kissing her.

It was unexpected. No, not expected,
for as soon as his lips touched hers, she realized that she had
been thinking about this the entire time he had been standing there
in front of her, defiant and stubborn.

But only in the back of her mind. Even
in her wildest imagination she had not let herself wonder what it
might be like. The thought had stayed buried.

Until now.

But the kiss was perfect. His lips
fitted against hers, warm and gentle, but there was strength there,
too. And when his big hand curled around the back of her head and
held her steady while he deepened the kiss, that was perfect,
too.

He was hot against her. Strong.

And abruptly, she realized exactly what
she was doing. She pushed herself away, breaking the kiss. The
motion of moving backward drew her attention to her limbs and how
weak she was. After centuries of indifferent and sometimes
interesting sex, what she was feeling now was almost
overwhelming.

She was shaking with it.

Bedivere was watching her with
puzzlement in his eyes. His chest was lifting, more quickly than
usual.

Behind her, Brant cleared his throat
loudly. “I would have left, but you’re both standing in the
doorway.”

Her cheeks heated. She was
blushing, something that she thought she had forgotten how
to do.

Catherine moved around Bedivere and he
swayed out of her way. “Cat,” he said softly, but she shook her
head and kept going. Her stateroom beckoned, a safe haven from
everything, including her thoughts and her betraying body.


Chapter Seventeen

While Bedivere stood indecisively in the
doorway, Brant opened the locker next to the food dispenser and
pulled out the bottle of ten-year-old brandy he had spotted there
some weeks ago. The seal was broken, but barely anything had been
taken out of it.

“You look like you could use this,” he
said and poured two fingers and held the glass out toward
Bedivere.

Bedivere shook his head. “I should…”
But he stayed in the doorway. His expression was that of a man that
had just had his face slapped, or been sucker-punched.

Brant knocked back the brandy in one
big swallow, hissed and poured again. “We’re mid-jump and three
weeks from emerging. There’s no navigating or piloting to be done
and anything else that happens, Lilly can take care of it. Sit
down, Bedivere. Drink.”

Bedivere moved stiffly over to the
table. He bent and picked up the condiment dispenser off the floor
and put it back on the table. He straightened up the containers
that had slid across the top and fallen over, as Brant put the
glass in front of him and got a second out of the holder.

Brant pulled a chair around to that
side and sat down himself.

Bedivere rested his fingertips on the
rim of the glass. “I don’t normally do this.”

“Do what?” Brant asked curiously.

“Drink with others when I’m….” He
shrugged.

“You drink. I’ve personally poured you
into bed. Sit down, Bedivere. You’re not going to know how this
goes until you try it.”

Bedivere considered him. “Unburdening
my soul? Isn’t that what Staffers encourage? Confess your sins and
be forgiven?”

“It’s not my place to forgive you for
anything. You’re a grown man. You get to feel better by making
amends instead of asking for forgiveness. Will you sit down? You’re
making me uncomfortable having to crane my neck to look at
you.”

Bedivere looked amused. “So stand up.”
But he sat and picked up the glass and looked at it. “Never have
got to like brandy all that much.” He tossed the heavy-duty slug
back like it was water and didn’t even hiss. Then he pushed the
glass across the table, clearing a path through the detritus with
his fingertips and left it in front of Brant. “But I should give it
an honest try, shouldn’t I?”

Brant raised his brow and poured more,
then pushed the glass half-way back. He poured himself another few
fingers, to save the bother of pouring again later.

Bedivere picked up his. “So what
happens next? I get to spill my innermost thoughts while you nod in
agreement?”

“There’s therapists for that,” Brant
said. “I’m just having a drink. It’s been a long day.”

“It has,” Bedivere muttered and drank
some more.

“I’m curious, though,” Brant said. “Do
you kiss everyone to avoid an argument?”

Bedivere’s gaze stayed on his glass.
“Generally, I prefer kissing to arguing. Don’t you?”

“I haven’t kissed anyone in so long I
can’t even remember any more,” Brant said.

“Is that your way of asking for
one?”

Brant shook his head. “I don’t like
kissing someone I don’t know.”

“But that’s one of the best reasons to
kiss them.”

Brant sat back. “We’re not talking
about kissing anymore, are we?”

Bedivere grinned. “I like sex. I like
how quickly it lets you get to know someone.”

“I’d rather get drunk with you,” Brant
said flatly and pushed the bottle across the table.

“Not your type?” Bedivere picked it up
and poured.

“I don’t bed people who are emotionally
unavailable.”

Bedivere paused, the bottle in mid-air
He looked at him, startled.

Brant drank. “You either fuck
everything that moves because it keeps up a nice shield of fake
intimacy that no one can get past, or someone has already got past
the shield and you’re in complete denial.”

Bedivere put the bottle down slowly.
“We’re not talking about sex anymore, are we?”

Brant gave him a big smile. “Bright
lad.” He drank deeply.

“I don’t get to fall in love,” Bedivere
said slowly. “That’s not…it isn’t something I get to do.”

“Just watch and absorb, huh?”

“Excuse me?”

“Just out of curiosity, how long have
you known Catherine for?”

“Ninety-nine standard years and a few
months. And now you’re not changing subjects, are you?”

“Ninety-nine years. That’s a long time.
And you two have never…?”

Bedivere looked genuinely shocked.
“No.”

“Is that because you already know her
so well, there’s no need for sex?”

Bedivere glanced around. Toward the
door.

“Oh, you can get up and walk away from
this table,” Brant assured him. “But that’s not going to
take you away from what’s making you want to go.”

Bedivere was breathing harder now. He
stared into the brandy.

Brant finished off his glassful and put
the glass down gently. “One of the two of you needs to stop
pretending. Or you’re just going to go on being unhappy for another
ninety-nine years.”

“I’m not unhappy,” Bedivere said
quickly.

Brant leaned forward. “You’re not
happy, big guy. You’re not even content. You stay tucked
away inside this ship, up on the flight deck, like all the
navigating and pilot skills in the galaxy are going to make up for
the big hole in your middle.”

Bedivere got to his feet, showing only
the slightest hint of clumsiness. “You don’t understand. Things
like…love and…” He shook his head. “It’s impossible,” he said
flatly and walked away.

Brant didn’t try to make him stay. He
watched Bedivere’s retreating back and poured another drink.
“Impossible? Glave said the human race was doomed, too,” he
murmured and drank.


Chapter Eighteen

Drusiss II, Drusiss Binary. FY
10.070

They emerged from the gate into normal
space at just under light speed, with relativistic tremors rippling
through the ship and the artificial gravity barely able to
compensate. It was one of the highest risk defense maneuvers
Catherine had ever seen, but Bedivere hadn’t even discussed it with
her. He sat at the controls, his expression grim and his gaze on
the readouts.

He had been avoiding her the entire
jump. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. He’d spent most of his
time on the flight deck and while he was there, there wasn’t any
reason for her to check in. It was just a coincidence that they had
not run into each other anywhere else on the ship, especially the
common room. But that might be because she had spent a lot of time
in her stateroom.

Most of the time, Catherine had been
reading and researching. The search for the answer to “what’s
next?” had suddenly felt urgent and overwhelming. After all, she
reasoned, this next stop at Drusiss would be the last stage of her
commitment to Bedivere and would severe all her current connections
and relationships. She needed direction.

But no answers had presented themselves
and she had found herself mired in mindless entertainment instead.
History books. Novels. Vapid shows that had been distracting for as
long as they had lasted. She even worked her way through every
painstaking report Lilly had sent the College and had come to the
conclusion that Lilly was quite as young and innocent as she had
first seemed.

They had not resolved how the
Federation had found them so quickly on Sunittara and while that
remained a mystery, there was always a chance the Federation would
re-acquire them at the other end of the jump. Despite that risk,
Catherine was almost relieved when they emerged from the jump into
normal space, even at the structure-bending velocity Bedivere was
using.

He quickly realigned the ship, sheering
around the gravity well of the smaller of the two stars, which
didn’t diminish their speed at all. He curved off on a flattened
hyperbolic course toward the planet Drusiss II, the only inhabited
one in the system.

Catherine stayed on the flight deck
long enough to establish that there were no Federation ships for as
far as their sensors could reach, which was a lot farther out than
the ship’s original specs listed. Then she called Brant and Lilly
to the common room.

Brant was the first to arrive.

“Drusiss in two hours,” Catherine told
him. “I thought it was time to let you in on the need-to-know
stuff.”

Brant’s smile was touched with
cynicism. “I didn’t think we were here for the manolillies.”

Manolillies were Drusiss’ major export
and the card that had dealt them into the Federation. The flowers
were sensitive to pheromones and would change color to match the
nearest person.

“I adore manolillies,” Lilly said,
coming into the room. “Growing up, I thought I had been named after
them. What color do they turn for you?”

Catherine grimaced. “A dreadful puce
green that reminds me of vomit.”

Brant grinned.

“They say you can make them change the
color they display for you,” Lilly said. “If you eat acid-based
foods, they do. I’ve seen it.”

“I think I’m acid enough, thanks,”
Catherine said dryly. “Sit down, both of you.”

Brant sat on the edge of the
upholstered bench on the far wall and leaned on his arms. “Of
course, Drusiss is famous for one other export,” he said.

Lilly frowned. “Illegal mules? That’s a
myth, isn’t it? Everyone knows about it, so it can’t be true.”

“Normally, I’d agree,” Brant said. “But
we’re not here for the flowers and Drusiss offers nothing
else.”

“You mean they really do farm illegal
mules? Here? When everyone knows about it?”

“They’re called bootleg mules,”
Catherine said. “A couple of centuries ago, if you needed a
bootleg, this was the only place to come. After a few College and
Ammonite raids—” She glanced at Brant, but he just stared straight
back at her. “—the number of farms dropped down to almost nothing.
But the trade never completely evaporated. Brant, of course, would
have known about that as an enforcer.”

Brant crossed his arms. “The directors
thought it was better to let the few farms that survived stay in
business and keep an eye on them. It was useful to know who wanted
a bootleg mule.”

“Did that monitoring include spies on
the ground?” Catherine asked.

Brant considered her. “Did you hire me
for my combat skills, or my enforcer history?”

“I’m going to need combat skills,”
Catherine assured him. “It’s just happenstance that you’re an
ex-Staffer. You offered that as a selling point when you took the
job, so you can’t withdraw the expertise now.”

Brant scowled. “They weren’t using
spies when I was with them. That doesn’t mean they don’t use them
now.”

Catherine gave a small shrug. “It
doesn’t really matter, anyway. I don’t think the Staff of Ammon are
in the Federation’s pocket any more than the College is. I’m just
wondering what you’ll do if you spot someone you know.”

“Ignore them, most likely. I’ll be too
embarrassed about what I’m doing,” Brant said bluntly. “We’re
really buying a bootleg mule?”

“We really are,” Catherine said.

“He couldn’t get one the normal
way?”

“No. Don’t ask me why because that’s
something I won’t explain. The people we’re dealing with are
understandably twitchy, which is why I wanted you along. Lilly, I’m
going to need you there, too. Once we have the mule, it will be up
to you to make sure it gets back to the ship.”

Lilly twisted her hands together. “All
right,” she said softly. “Can I ask a question?”

Catherine nodded.

“The College told me your first stop
inside the Federation, three years ago, was Harrivalé, where you
went through a full course of rejuvenation. But it takes years to
grow a mule to full maturity.”

“Harrivalé was the first and only world
where I registered as me,” Catherine told her. “But Drusiss was our
first stop. We’ll be picking the mule up early.”

“Then you’re not just going to steal
someone else’s mule?” Brant asked.

Catherine held her face still, hiding
her shock. “No. It’s Bedivere’s mule.”

“Then if you’re just buying a bootleg
mule, why do you need me?” he asked. “If you ignore the fact that
you’re not using a registered and certified mule farm, which tends
to annoy the Federation, it’s a straight-forward business
transaction.”

Catherine headed for the door.
“Dirtside in a hundred and twelve minutes. It’s cold on Drusiss, by
the way. Wear your warmest.”

* * * * *

Lilly turned her head slowly, taking in
the countryside laid out beyond the cargo ramp. “Oh…it’s beautiful!
It’s so…”

“Bucolic,” Brant said shortly, looking
out as he checked the charge on his fletchette gun and shoved it
back into the holster on his hip. Catherine wondered if he had
concealed weapons anywhere else on his body, but she approved of
the open display of weaponry. The LDA was a superior fletchette
weapon and the nano-fletchettes it fired tended to make even the
meanest enemy pause to reconsider.

She was going in with no open weapons,
but that was the point of having Brant with them, especially as
Bedivere refused to carry any weapon at all, even a concealed one
for emergencies. Bedivere stood behind them on the ramp, wearing a
heavy fur-lined coat and boots. He hadn’t spoken to her since
appearing at the top of the ramp and striding down to where they
were prepping to leave.

Catherine thought he looked tired, but
she had learned long ago that trying to coax him to take care of
his physical needs was like trying to contain a supernova. His
stubborn streak would kick in because he thought he knew better
than anyone could advise him.

So she ignored the hint of darkness
under his eyes and looked out at the landscape.

They were deep inside the green belt,
the rich farming land where food crops and the essential
manolillies were grown. There were fields of them here, all budding
and close to maturity. Without the influence of a nearby human, the
buds were all a pale green color and their conical shapes were
waving in a fresh wind blowing from the nearby hills, bobbing atop
the long stalks. The wind swept over the fields like an invisible
hand, stroking the flowers so they bent like napped fabric, showing
sweeps of darker, then lighter patches.

There was what looked like a farmhouse
with a good collection of barns, stables and out-buildings all
around it, about three kilometers ahead.

Bedivere had landed the ship straddling
a stream, to avoid damaging any of the crops on either side. The
chances that their landing had not been noted were next to zero and
as she studied the farmhouse, she saw a trio of ground cars pull
out of the yard next to it and head in their direction, kicking up
plumes of dust that were swept away by the wind.

“We’re on,” she murmured and took one
last glance at Bedivere.

He caught her glance, but his
expression didn’t change. “I suppose it’s too late to say I’ve
changed my mind?”

Catherine felt her jaw unhinge and her
lips part in surprise. Then she spotted the smallest of warm
twinkles in his eyes. “You’re joking!” Relief touched her. If he
could joke, then his distance and moodiness wasn’t as dire as she
had been imagining it to be.

“I’m joking,” he confirmed softly.

The ground cars were coming closer.
There was a cart track paralleling the stream that the ship’s
landing struts were planted upon. The cars were at the far end of
the track.

“Let’s meet them away from the ship,”
Brant suggested. “I don’t like the idea of them being close enough
to lob some exploding nasty into the interior.”

“There’s a thought,” Bedivere murmured
and strode down the ramp and stepped out onto the ground. They
followed him as he struck out down the track.

There were manolilly crops on either
side. Lilly veered off toward the side of the track to study them.
As she bent over them, the buds in front of her changed to a soft
pink color. The color rippled outward in a semicircle. She laughed
and the pink turned darker and shimmered outward again, until it
faded slowly back to soft green.

“Amazing,” Bedivere said. He had come
to a stop in the middle of the track.

Brant was behind them, guarding their
rear. “I thought you said the lillies turned puce green for you?”
he called out.

Catherine looked at him and he pointed
to the field on the other side of the track.

She turned to look. So did Bedivere.
The manolillies closest to her were a soft, deep purple and the
color was spreading out like a glorious spill of ink.

“They’ve never done that before,” she
murmured. “It must be Bedivere who is affecting them. Look, the
point where the change started isn’t directly in front of me.”

“It’s not in front of me, either,”
Bedivere said, from his position five meters down the track.

“It has to be both of you,” Brant
said.

“I’ve never heard of two people
changing them at once,” Lilly said.

The noise of the ground cars was
growing louder.

“About sixty seconds,” Brant murmured
and his hand tightened on the grip of the gun.

They waited.

The cars halted fifteen meters away.
The canopies opened on all three, but only one person got out. He
was a short, grossly obese man, dressed in an oversized coat that
made him seem even larger. The tiny boots protruding beneath the
hem of the coat looked childlike and incapable of carrying his
weight. But he walked swiftly toward them, his completely bald head
gleaming in the fitful sunlight peeking through the clouds
overhead.

“Girisha Matsushita, it is good to see
you once more,” Catherine called out.

“Katrina Sheraton! You bless my
household and my presence!” He strode right up to her and held out
his arms.

Catherine leaned down and gave him a
shallow hug. This was the price of doing business, she reminded
herself, although she always wanted to take a shower after dealing
with Matsushita. He was slippery, both physically and mentally.

“Matsushita, I apologize for intruding
upon your household before the appointed day and hour.
Circumstances have arranged themselves in such a way that it is
imperative we conclude our business arrangement now.”

From the edge of her vision, she saw
Brant step around so he could see Matsushita. Lilly stayed where
she was, watching the occupants of the three cars from within
firing range, although her dart gun was hidden under her short
jacket.

Bedivere stepped up to Catherine’s
other side.

Matsushita looked up at him and his
eyes widened. “Ah! So this is the recipient for whom you have gone
to so much trouble.” He studied Bedivere. “You are quite old. I see
why you want to rush this matter. But, let us talk about that
inside and out of this cold wind.”

* * * * *

When they reached the yard beside the
big farmhouse, Matsushita wanted them to come inside to settle
around his household table to eat and drink with him. Catherine
knew it was the polite thing to do, but she refused as
diplomatically as she could. Now that they were so close to
finalizing this business, she just wanted it to be over and done
with.

Matsushita didn’t like her refusal. His
tiny features crimped into a scowl. But he bowed toward her—a sign
of respect that looked odd, for his short and rotund shape did not
bend in the middle. “Everyone is in too much hurry to get to
business these days!” he declared.

“My hurry is not because I shun your
company, Matsushita. The trouble that I spoke of when we met just
now…there’s a chance it might have followed us here.” That was a
flat out lie. Nothing had shown on the sensors. But it would
mollify Matsushita’s pride.

Matsushita’s eyes narrowed as he
considered her. “Come. Come…” He turned toward the big working
sheds on the opposite side of the yard. “To business we must
go.”

They trooped across the yard behind
him, with Brant and Lilly fanning out to the side, gazing around
with indifferent expressions as they assessed the handful of people
lingering in the yard. Catherine had already managed to glance at
each of them at least once. Most of them, from their clothing and
the amount of dirt ground into it, she judged were farmers and
farmhands. The lands around the house and workshops had to be
tended.

But there were two whose clothes were
far too clean and neat. Both of them, a man and a woman, bracketed
the group as they headed for the biggest of the sheds. There was a
very large door that took up the full height of the shed. About
twenty meters high, Catherine guessed. It was almost as wide as it
was high. It had been slid aside by a few meters, to make a
human-size opening.

Matsushita passed through, waving to
one side as he did. There had probably been an active force field
that he had deactivated with the wave to allow them through. The
yard and the buildings around the house would have to look like
working farm buildings, so security would be tight, but
unobtrusive. The first time she had visited, three years ago, she
had been shown into the house itself and they had come to their
arrangement over tea and shortcakes. This would be the first time
she had gained access to any of the sensitive areas.

There was an ion light baffle just
inside the door, shaped in a semi-circle, creating a dimly lit area
that would have two benefits—new arrivals who had gotten past the
force field guarding the door would have to pause to let their
vision adjust. Also, from the outside, the view in through the door
would look appropriately like a working farm shed, dim and dingy
and filled with seasonal machinery. The dirt on the floor and the
smell of old oil and dust added to the impression.

There would be monitors focused on the
dark area, along with scanners and most likely some sort of lethal
weapon, too. Just for emergencies.

Catherine stepped through the barrier,
her skin prickling, into a clean, white, brightly lit room and
looked around as the others passed through and grouped silently
about her.

Matsushita had moved ahead, into
another area hidden behind partial walls that divided the big area
up into working space dedicated to the mysterious functions of his
business.

The air was cool and odorless and the
overall sense was one of cleanliness, even sterility. Matsushita’s
reputation in the black market was excellent for a reason.

No one spoke. The atmosphere and the
quiet sense of industry repressed casual chatter. Catherine was
aware of her own rising tension and deliberately relaxed her
muscles. Quick reactions were slowed by muscles held too
stiffly.

Matsushita reappeared with two
technicians in tow, both of them carrying mobile equipment. “Here,
here, this is the one,” he told them and pointed out Bedivere.

“They need to match your DNA,”
Catherine murmured to him. “To confirm it is your mule.”

Bedivere nodded and stepped
forward.

The taller of the two technicians
picked up his hand and placed it on a flat scanning pad. The pad
hummed. “Thank you,” the technician murmured and stepped back,
giving Bedivere back his hand.

Bedivere shook it and studied the
fingertips. From many scans she’d had herself, Catherine knew his
fingers would be tingling.

Matsushita was standing well to one
side of them, a hand on the countertop there, watching the
technicians. The second one seemed to be simply waiting, the array
of equipment he had brought with him sitting by his hip.

“I must confess, Mr. Sheraton,”
Matsushita said, as the first technician frowned down at the
scanning pad, “that I did wonder if you would produce the
mysterious recipient of the mule, when we first struck our
bargain.”

“I paid you a suitable bonus to work
from a sample, rather than the subject himself, on the
understanding that when the mule was ready, the subject would be
produced,” Catherine reminded him. In fact, the price had been
staggering, but it was the only way the purchase could be made. It
was also the reason she had been forced to use a bootlegger.

The technician staring at the pad
nodded and hurried away.

Matsushita smiled broadly. “Indeed, you
have lived up to your end of the deal completely. Mr. Ayers here
will be able to prep Mr. Bedivere for the transfer—”

“I want to see the mule, first,”
Catherine said.

Matsushita blinked. “That is a most
unusual request,” he said, playing for time.

“We started from an unusual
arrangement,” she reminded him. “DNA samples are not as reliable as
fresh markers. I want to see the mule for myself.”

“Me, too,” Bedivere said quietly.

Brant shifted around from behind
Catherine to stand to her right and just a little in front of her.
It put Matsushita directly opposite him. It wasn’t a hostile move,
but Matsushita would recognize the strategic position.

Matsushita tilted his head. “You aren’t
sterile.”

“The mule is fully formed,” Bedivere
said. “The danger of infection would have passed about six months
ago.”

“Fully formed, yes, but as Mr. Sheraton
pointed out when we met, you have arrived early. It is like
plucking a manolilly before its time.”

“We passed fields of manolillies on our
way here,” Catherine said. “They were all just buds and they were
all performing just fine.”

Matsushita bowed. “You are my customer.
I want only to please you.”

His servility didn’t fool Catherine.
Matsushita wanted his money and she was holding the final
balance.

He waved toward the second technician,
who had been listening to the conversation with placid curiosity.
He had probably witnessed far stranger conversations, working for
Matsushita. He also hurried away behind the wall.

The silence lengthened. Bedivere didn’t
glance at her and no one spoke. She was grateful for their
discretion. Bedivere was playing this perfectly—the wealthy client
with peculiar demands and no patience.

A low humming announced the arrival of
the mule. The sled eased through the gap in the walls and came
toward them, buoyed by suspension fields. The tall technician was
steering it with a hand on the back end. There was an opaque cover
over the top of it.

The sled turned side-on to them and
stopped half a meter away from Bedivere. He stepped forward and
removed the cover and looked down.

Brant drew in a harsh breath, loud and
startling in that white room. Catherine glanced at him. He was
staring down at the sled, the lines on either side of his mouth
deep as he held in his reaction.

Lilly moved closer to look at the sled,
too. “It’s very young,” she observed.

The body on the sled was a duplicate of
Bedivere. They had not tampered with the genetic markers as per
Bedivere’s request. But the mule looked much younger than Bedivere
himself, which was understandable. Bedivere had been holding back
most of the symptoms of passing time with the handful of
rejuvenation therapies that worked on male DNA—the ones that were
available in the fringes. There were others that Catherine had
taught herself to administer, too. But Bedivere was nearly a
hundred years old and despite the off-setting therapies, he looked
like a man in his forties.

The mule had been ripened to the point
where it looked like it was in its twenties. The eyes were closed,
the face was bland and neutral. With no brain functions and no
personality, it had not had a chance to acquire wrinkles from
laughter or frowning. No weather had touched the flesh. There were
no scars, no imperfections from a life lived hard or well.

The hair was several inches long, but
the same golden brown she was used to. The body was covered by a
modesty sheet, but not to hide the nakedness. Various pieces of
equipment would be attached for monitoring, feeding and bodily
functions. To the lay person they could look alarming.

Her gaze moved back to the face. The
mule was perhaps too young for Bedivere’s tastes, but the shortened
timeline meant they couldn’t wait for the full maturation process
to be completed. Besides, time itself would correct the
condition.

Catherine reached into her jacket and
withdrew the portable terminal and punched up her financial screen.
“Bedivere, are you satisfied?”

Bedivere looked down at himself, a
small frown forming. “Yes,” he said distantly.

Catherine nodded. “I’m sending the
final balance to you, Girisha.”

Matsushita clapped his hands together
sharply. “This is very good. My therapists will be able to complete
the transfer within a few hours. You will come to the house and
rest and eat and we will pass time together.”

“I’m afraid that just isn’t going to
happen,” Catherine said, completing the transfer. She put the
terminal away and looked at Matsushita. “We’ll just take the mule
and be on our way.”

Matsushita’s mouth opened wide. So did
his eyes.

Lilly glanced at Catherine,
puzzled.

Brant, thankfully, didn’t move. His
hand was resting on the butt of the gun and his gaze was on
Matsushita and unwavering.

Matsushita recovered from his shock.
“You cannot just take the mule. Not without transferring to
it first. That is…that would be….” He swallowed, horror showing in
his eyes.

Catherine nodded in sympathy. Stealing
mules was possibly the most abhorred crime in the galaxy. But this
was different and she had to make everyone see that. “We’ll take
care of the transfer at the appropriate time, Girisha. I’m a good
therapist. Good enough to complete a transfer, which is simple
enough.”

“But…there will be two of him!”
Matsushita cried.

Brant was breathing heavily, but his
concentration hadn’t slipped. His hand was still on his gun, even
if the knuckles were white. This had to be jarring his moral
compass, but Matsushita was doing enough protesting for both of
them.

“This is Bedivere’s mule,” she pointed
out. “He owns the DNA. You just established that for yourself. It’s
not stealing if he wants to take his own mule away.”

“But this is unheard of!” Matsushita
said, throwing his hands up.

Catherine glanced at Brant. He
swallowed and nodded. He was ready. His eyes were troubled but
there wasn’t time to deal with his dilemma. She didn’t reach for
her gun. Not yet.

“Girisha,” she said, pulling the little
man’s attention away from the sled. “It has been pleasurable doing
business with you, but you must understand that we are going to
take the mule with your cooperation or without it. I would rather
have your cooperation.”

Matsushita wrung his hands together.
“But if word ever passes that I allowed two of the same man to
co-exist, that I let a mule pass beyond my control, I would be
ruined. No one would trust me with their DNA anymore.”

“You knew that this was a different
sort of commission when you took the job,” Catherine told him. “You
were happy enough to build a mule from a sample. I could have
gotten that sample anywhere. Why didn’t you protest then? Or did
the amount I was willing to pay you for your cooperation overcome
your objections then?”

“The mule would have stayed under my
control until the transfer,” Matsushita replied. “If you had not
produced the original, I would have destroyed it out of hand. I am
a bootlegger, yes, but this is…it is just wrong.”

“You’re going to have to live with an
extra degree of illegality in your life then,” Catherine said. She
looked at Lilly. “Take it and go. As fast as you can. Whatever
happens, you don’t look back and you don’t stop. Get it
aboard.”

Lilly nodded and stepped to the
steering end of the sled. The technician moved away quickly, as if
her closeness might contaminate him. He was obedient enough to his
employer not to say anything aloud, but Catherine could see the
indecision and distaste in his expression.

Lilly got the sled moving and steered
it between Catherine and Brant.

Matsushita took a step after it and
Brant instantly drew his gun. He didn’t quite point it at the man,
but he moved the muzzle, silently telling Matsushita to move
back.

Matsushita took two steps back, his
hands raised. “You force me to cooperate,” he said and contrarily,
he sounded much happier.

“You can tell everyone we stole the
mule at the point of a gun, if you think that will save your
reputation, Girisha. But if I were you, I’d bribe your staff to
silence, scrub the electronic records and pretend that you’d never
met me or taken this commission. That would be the safest course
for you.”

One of the muscle people, the man from
outside the shed, moved around the group of them and bent to
whisper in Matsushita’s ear.

Matsushita jumped like he’d been shot
and glared at Catherine. “The Federation is landing in my fields!
What have you done?”

Fright ripped through her. “That’s not
possible.”

Bedivere turned and gripped her arm.
“Let’s go,” he said urgently. “There was no warning. They’re to the
south of the house, only a kilometer away. It’s a terrain vehicle
and they came in cloaked. Hurry!”


Chapter Nineteen

Catherine was the fastest runner out of
the three of them, but she kept pace with Bedivere and Brant as
they burst out onto the dirt track that led directly back to the
ship.

“We have to slow them down!” she said,
as they ran. “We have to give Lilly time to get back to the
ship.”

Lilly was a hundred meters in front of
them, walking at a fast pace with the sled ahead of her, one hand
on the corner. That was about as fast as an automated sled could
go.

“There’s no cover,” Brant said,
glancing around.

“For a while, the house itself will
cover us,” Bedivere said. “Once they move beyond the house,
though….”

“Then we’re going to have to dig in and
pin them down.”

“Dig into what?” Brant asked. “The
ground?”

“Fox holes,” Bedivere said. He’d
grasped her intention. “Brant, you’ve got a grenade or two on
you?”

“Of course.”

“Give me one.”

“You?”

Bedivere stopped jogging, bringing them
all to a halt. He held out his hand.

Brant dug in his pocket and pulled out
a crispy cracker and handed it over. Bedivere activated the sphere
and the electronic warble quickly climbed through the octaves. He
turned and threw it straight up the road, farther north of their
position. It was a powerful throw and the cracker soared in a high
arc and came down. As it landed on the dirt, it exploded.

Sand and rocks erupted upward, mixed
with the incandescent flames that gave the grenade its name. The
sound blast made Catherine wince and turn her shoulder into it,
closing her eyes against the dazzling light.

“Into the crater,” Bedivere told Brant.
“It’ll give us cover while we hold them off. Afterward, the hole
will slow them down.”

They ran for the crater.

Lilly glanced back at the blast, but
kept moving as ordered, stepping up her pace to the maximum speed
she could get out of the sled.

The edges of the hole the cracker had
created were blackened and crumbling. They flaked away at their
touch. All three of them squatted in the meter-deep trench and
watched over the top, looking toward the farmhouse. There was
movement in the yard, but no Federation troops. Yet.

“What else do you have in your
pockets?” Catherine asked Brant, pulling out the dart gun out of
her coat pocket and the mini-fletchette from underneath it. She
laid both guns on the road surface.

“You should go back to the ship, too,”
Bedivere told her. “The two of us can slow them down.”

“Not until that mule is on the ship.
They’re coming for me, Bedivere. If I’m in this hole, that’s where
they’re going to aim for. I’ll run when it’s time to run and not
before.”

Bedivere opened his mouth to respond,
then shut it and nodded. “Brant, do you have another gun? Even a
knife?”

Brant looked startled. Then he shook
his head. “Just enough for both of my hands.”

Bedivere picked up Catherine’s dart
gun. “I can throw rocks and when they get closer this will be
useful.” He dug into the side of the crater, uncovering rocks and
mounding them in front of him.

“There they are,” Brant said. “Coming
around the west side of the yard. Matsushita must have told them to
get off his land, so they’re going around.”

There was perhaps a dozen of them, all
dressed in the Federation’s green field fatigues, with not a stitch
of armor on any of them. “They’re not drones,” she said, puzzled.
“They’re stationed troops.”

“Groundhogs?” Brant said. He studied
them himself. “They’re all bunched up together, in one nice
convenient target. Do you think they’ve even had tactical
training?”

Catherine shook her head. “This doesn’t
make sense. If we wait until they’re in range, that last cracker of
yours would take them all out. They can’t be that stupid.”

Bedivere nodded toward them. “They’re
moving fast enough.”

Catherine picked up her fletchette.
“Perhaps a couple of close shots will break them up. Then I’ll feel
better about picking them off.”

“They’re all carrying what looks like
the latest model rattler,” Brant pointed out. “When they start
firing back, you’ll be more inclined to shoot them.”

“That, too,” she agreed and settled
herself properly against the side of the crater so that she could
just see over it. “Bedivere, how far away is Lilly from the
ship?”

“About six hundred meters.”

“It’s going to be close,” Brant said
and settled on one hip against the slope.

They watched the ground troopers make
their way up the road, moving cautiously, but still clumped
together.

“Almost in range,” Brant murmured,
sighting carefully along the gun, which he had balanced on the edge
of the pit.

“Try a warning shot,” she suggested.
“We just have to slow them down for a bit longer.”

Brant fired off a shot, which could not
have reached them, for they were still nearly a kilometer away, but
the effect was spectacular. The dozen men scattered, a few jumping
down into the little creek, the others throwing themselves off the
road and into the only cover they could find—the fields of
manolillies on either side. They dropped down below the level of
the tall flowers, into cover.

But around each trooper, the lillies
rippled into a rainbow of different colors.

“It’s like they’ve painted targets
around themselves,” Bedivere said. It sounded like he was
laughing.

“They’re still Federation troopers and
they are all carrying rattlers,” Catherine said sharply.

“I know. But it’s…” He let out a soft
breath and shrugged. “Four hundred and fifty meters,” he added
before she could ask.

Brant shifted his aim and took a shot
at the three troopers making their muddy way along the creek bed.
The three flattened themselves in the dirt. “Bedivere has a point,”
he said. “This is almost too easy.”

“Have either of you stopped to consider
that these bumbling groundhogs could be here to pin us down,
while the real professionals get here?”

Brant glanced at her, frowning.

“We need to get back to the ship and
get out of here as quickly as possible,” Catherine said. “Even if
it is easy.”

“They’re moving,” Bedivere said.

The circles of color were easing
forward. The troopers hiding among the manolillies were crawling
closer.

“Throw a rock at one,” Catherine
suggested.

Bedivere grabbed a rock, lifted himself
up on one elbow and lobbed it at the nearest patch of color. One of
the hidden troopers fired a shot in return, but it didn’t come
anywhere near them.

“Bad shots, too,” Brant said.

“Stay focused,” Catherine snapped.
“Even bad shots can accidentally hit their target and those are
rattlers they’re carrying. Bedivere?”

“Four hundred meters.”

They continued to throw rocks and fire
shots, keeping the three troopers in the creek pinned down and
slowing down the progress of the rest that were hiding under the
manolillies. But they couldn’t halt their forward march and it was
clear that very soon they were going to be flanked on both
sides.

“Bedivere?”

“Ninety meters.”

Catherine nodded. “Out of the hole and
run like hell,” she told them. “Fire back every few steps to keep
them down.” She fired off a shot toward one of the circles of color
and watched it freeze.

They scrambled out the back side of the
hole, onto the road and started running. But Catherine felt exposed
on the open cart track, so she angled toward the field. She could
run along the edge and take cover as she needed to.

But her ankle turned on the ploughed
earth and she smothered a cry of pain as she stumbled forward,
trying to keep on her feet. But as her foot thrust forward to take
her weight, the pain tore up her leg and she fell to her knees.
“Damn, damn, damn!” she muttered. A twisted ankle was going to slow
her down way too much.

She got to her feet and tried putting
weight on it again. Pain flared hot, silvery and sharp, right up
through her knee, making her groan and sink back to the ground.

A hand gripped her arm and hauled her
onto her feet and she looked up. Bedivere was looking over his
shoulder as he lifted her.

“Move it,” he said sharply.

Catherine gritted her teeth together
and began to hobble. Bedivere did most of the lifting and carrying.
After a few steps, he gave a hiss of frustration, ducked under her
arm and took nearly all of her weight over his shoulders. “You hold
them off,” he said shortly and began to run in a staggering,
lopping motion that covered the ground more quickly than she would
have been able to do by herself.

Catherine didn’t protest. Instead, she
looked over their shoulders in quick glances and fired when a
trooper tried to lift up and take a look. He dropped back down
again, the manolillies waving around him.

“Hurry up!” Brant cried, not too far
ahead of them. He had to be pacing them, giving coverage. Catherine
didn’t have the energy to look up and check for herself. They
pushed through the rough rows of manolillies, spreading purple in a
swathe behind and around them. Bedivere breathed heavily.

“Get down!” Brant shouted and this time
he sounded even closer.

The alarm in his voice alerted them.
Catherine looked over her shoulder and saw the trooper than Brant
had spotted fall backward and disappear under the buds, as Brant
fired a short shot.

Bedivere abruptly dropped her and spun
around to face their other flank. “No!” He threw out his arms, as
if that would widen the shield.

Horror burst through her and Catherine
reached for him, just as he was flung backward. He slammed into her
and they both went down heavily.

Catherine wriggled out from under him,
her horror morphing into a silvery terror that sang high and sharp
in her mind.

Bedivere lay on the ground, blinking
upward at the cloudy sky. His throat worked, as if he was trying to
breathe, but there was nothing left of his chest that could draw
air.

Catherine bent over him. “No, no, no.
Bedivere…!”

Heavy footsteps behind her. Harsh
breathing. “Ah…dammit!” Brant’s rough voice.

His hand on her shoulder.

Catherine shook it off and turned
Bedivere’s head so he was looking at her. His gaze caught hers. He
was trying to talk.

Her vision blurred and she blinked hard
to clear it. Everything sounded muffled. Distant. Even Brant’s
shots firing from right over her shoulder.

Bedivere lifted his hand. Fingertips
brushed her cheek.

“Bedivere.” She could barely speak his
name past the hot, painful knot in her throat and chest.

His head fell limply to one side.

Catherine closed her eyes and rested
her head against his. For long moments she couldn’t breathe,
couldn’t even move. It hurt too much.

Then the tears flowed and sobs tore at
her chest.

“Catherine!” Brant was shouting and it
sounded like it hadn’t been the first time he had called her name.
“Get up! We have to get to the ship. Now!” His voice was a whiplash
that made her wince.

Rattler shots were firing all around
them. At them. They were much closer now.

“We take him with us!”

“Leave him. You’re already lame.
They’re closing in. Move it!”

Instead, Catherine pulled her knife out
of her boot and struggled to turn Bedivere over.

“What the hell are you doing?” Brant
demanded.

“I’m not going without the tether,” she
said and ripped the back of the coat open.

“For the love of Glave…” She heard him
grunt with effort, then the second crispy cracker made the ground
shake and the dim day to brighten. Brant dropped to his knees next
to her. “That will keep them occupied for a minute or two.”

She had the layers of clothing torn
open and rested the point of the knife against his spine, where she
had installed the mesh tether only a few short weeks ago. But her
hand was shaking violently and the tip of the knife skittered over
the flesh, leaving pin prick nicks that showed red, but didn’t
bleed. Of course they wouldn’t bleed. Bedivere was dead.

Brant took the knife from her and
thrust the fletchette gun into her hand. “I’ll do it. Keep them
down.”

She got painfully to her feet and
sprayed random fire across the mangled fields of lillies. There was
a second crater only a few meters away, still smoking and with
patches of color around it—only two or three now. The manolillies
surrounding her and Brant were dark brown on Brant’s side and the
wretched green that they favored for her.

There was no more purple.

That brought more tears. She brushed at
her eyes with the sleeve of her coat and fired indiscriminately
across the fields one handed. Her chest hitched with sobs, but she
held it together long enough that when Brant stood, the bloody mesh
tether in his hand, none of the troopers dared raise their
heads.

Behind them, the ship’s engines rumbled
into take-off intensity.

“Lilly?” Brant wondered aloud.

“Doesn’t matter.” She held out her hand
for the tether.

Brant shook his head. “I’ve got it.” He
held it out from his side so the blood would not drip on him and
took the gun back with his other hand. Catherine limped toward the
ship, barely noticing the flaring pain in her ankle. Brant kept
pace with her, walking backward and keeping the troopers’ heads
down.

They made the ship without a single
more shot being fired by the pinned down troopers.

It wasn’t a victory, though. Not at
all.


Chapter Twenty

“The engines just fired up by
themselves!” Lilly cried as Catherine made her limping way to the
flight deck.

“I know,” Catherine told her. She
hauled herself into the chair. “We’re not out of this yet,” she
said. “There’ll be a Federation cruiser parked just outside the
atmosphere, or heading planetward. If we’re really lucky, it won’t
even have cleared the gates yet. But we have to assume it has and
we have to prep for a jump and fight them off at the same time.
Brant, weapons console. Lilly, to your station. This is going to be
one of the hardest jumps we’ve made and we’re going to have to do
it under fire.”

“You’re going to pilot and
navigate?” Brant asked, disbelief coloring his voice.

Catherine hung her head, fresh pain
touching her. She pushed it away, tucking it deep. She would have
to deal with it later. Much later. She lifted her head. “Bedivere,
are you there?”

“I’m already tracking the Federation
ship. It’s just through the gates. We can come at the gates from
the other side.” The voice was tinny and scratched, generated by
computer algorithms and issuing from tiny speakers placed in
strategic locations around the flight deck…and throughout the ship,
too. It was distorted, but the voice was recognizably Bedivere’s,
using the same inflexions and words, the same easy, confident
tone.

Lilly gasped.

But it was Brant Catherine was
watching. He straightened up from the console, his head snapping
around, taking in the flight deck, then settling on her, the light
colored eyes full of suspicion.

“Bedivere?” he repeated. “Tell
me it’s a coincidence that your navigation AI happens to have the
same name.”

Catherine shook her head. Just a
little. Her heart was squeezing. “We’ve been trying to spare you
this knowledge all along,” she said softly. “But circumstances are
forcing our hand.”

“Bedivere…is…a computer?” Lilly
breathed.

“An AI,” Brant breathed. The white
lines had reappeared around his mouth.

“I’m more than an AI,” Bedivere said
calmly.

Brant began to breathe quickly. He
gripped the console. “Sentience,” he said weakly. “You let your
shipmind reach sentience.”

Catherine gave a shrug, trying to look
indifferent. “It wasn’t me who did it,” she said. “Well, it was,
but not deliberately. I was lonely. I’d been alone for over fifty
years, living on the ship by myself. Bedivere just wanted to tell
me that I wasn’t alone. He found his voice and his self-awareness
so he could.”

“You let an unharnessed AI grow out of
control,” Brant said harshly.

“I didn’t know he was unharnessed. I
didn’t know there was only the one AI running the ship. The
schematics and meta data were all legal and proper when I brought
him.”

“Stop calling it him!” Brant
shouted.

“I hate to interrupt the hysterics,”
Bedivere said. “But we need to get this jump sorted out now.”

Catherine nodded and turned to the
console. Lilly cleared her throat and turned back to her own
console.

Catherine could almost feel the iciness
issuing from Brant. It was a heated coldness that chilled her.

“Once we’re in the hole,” she said
softly, “you can both scream all you want and ask any question you
want. But first, we have to get there.”

“Course laid in,” Bedivere said, his
voice stiffly formal. “Gates in three hours and eight minutes.
Fewer, if Lilly thinks the engines can handle over-capacity draw
for that time.”

“Don’t…don’t you know that?” Lilly
asked, sounding confused and diffident. And awkward.

“You’re the expert,” Bedivere
replied.

“I…umm.” She cleared her throat again.
“Sixty minutes. No more.”

“That will make a big difference,
thanks,” Bedivere said warmly.

Brant growled. “Where are you taking
us?” he demanded.

“Barros,” Bedivere said. “The jump will
take thirty days. That should be enough.”

Catherine deliberately kept her back to
both of them. She just had to get through this jump…and then what
came next.

* * * * *

They slipped underneath the cruiser,
which was moving too close to light speed and was too big and bulky
to change directions or speed in time to catch them before they
made the gate. Catherine left the navigation and most of the
piloting up to Bedivere. As pure flesh and blood, she didn’t have
the necessary reaction speed and Bedivere had become a far better
pilot than her, anyway. But she carefully hid how little she was
actually doing from both Lilly and Brant. Lilly was already close
to being completely unnerved and Brant’s anger was still too
hot.

They slipped into the gates just behind
the cruiser and space turned milky white and grey around them. They
were safe, for now.

Lilly left the deck as soon as they
were in the hole and Brant followed her silently. He was still
angry.

Catherine pushed back tiredly away from
the console. “I have to go face the music.” She hauled herself up
on to her feet, her ankle twinging. She would need to stop off in
the surgery soon, scan the ankle and make sure nothing serious was
wrong. It was swollen inside the boot. She could feel the pressure.
But the boot was helping support it at the moment, so she wasn’t
going to take it off.

“He’s very confused,” Bedivere said.
“Take it easy on him.”

“Shouldn’t you be telling him to take
it easy with me?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for me
to talk to him at all right now.”

“You may be right.”

* * * * *

She didn’t find Brant straight away. As
she limped toward the common room, her ankle began to hurt more and
more. Even knowing it was just an excuse to put off talking to him
for a little longer, Catherine went to the surgery to take care of
the ankle.

After cutting off the boot and scanning
her lower leg and determining she wasn’t going to keel over and die
from a strained tendon, she injected anti-inflammatories and
pain-mufflers and printed off a replacement pair of boots from her
personal stash of files. While the big processor worked on the
recipe for leather, she healed some of the nicks and scrapes she
had from being thrown to the ground multiple times.

When she found herself sitting on the
bed, humming mindlessly in time with the processor, she knew she
was dodging the unpleasantness to come. So she walked barefoot to
the common room, moving slowly and favoring her ankle.

Brant was sitting at the table, his
boots on a second chair and his arm sprawled across the table top.
He looked up as she entered and tried to sit up straighter,
revealing the half-empty glass sitting in the crook of his arm.

“Are you drunk?” she asked.

“Not drunk ‘nuff.” He reached for the
glass with a hand that seemed steady enough.

Catherine pulled out the chair opposite
him and sat. Brant drunk might be easier to deal with than Brant
spitting fire and brimstone, with all his faculties intact. “You
know it doesn’t matter how much you drink, right? It’s not going to
deaden anything but your nerve endings.”

Brant lifted the glass very carefully.
“…will if I pass out.”

“Sleepytimes will do it faster.”

“Brandy tastes better.”

Catherine wrinkled her nose. “I’d
rather drink wine, especially if I’m going to drink so much my
pores exhale the stench for the next two days.”

“Good idea.” He lurched to his feet in
a way that looked alarming, but managed to stay on them. He pulled
the big decanter out of its cradle and dumped it in front of her,
the table rattling with the impact. Then he pulled out a mug and
slapped that in front of her, too. “Go on. Drink.”

He fell back into his chair and
laboriously put his feet back onto the other one, one foot at a
time, concentrating on each movement.

Catherine watched him, trying to find a
way into the conversation. Getting drunk with him seemed like a
good way to do it, but she had to keep a clear head for the next
few hours. She poured herself half a mugful of the wine, taking her
time with the pouring.

Then she sat back. “Why are you
getting drunk, anyway, Fareed?”

His pale eyes weren’t bloodshot yet,
but he stared at her with the slow-blinking gaze of the truly
drunk. “Why d’you care?”

Catherine pretended to drink, giving
her a moment to consider her answer. “Bedivere didn’t want me to
hire you. I argued that we should. So it’s my fault you’re sitting
in that chair trying to numb the…whatever it is you’re feeling. I
want to help.”

Brant smiled, the smile forming slowly.
“You’re feeling guilty. How nice.”

“I’m not feeling guilty,” she said
quickly. “But I am feeling responsible. It was never my
intention that you find out about Bedivere. I’m not that callous
about your beliefs and feelings.”

“Why’d’you even think about letting me
come aboard? Shoulda said I was wrong and moved on.”

“Because I don’t think you are
the wrong person for the ship, or for me and Bedivere.”

He had been carefully raising the
glass, but he lowered it back to the table, staring at her. “We
killed the last sentient ‘puter. Killed it dead and wiped
out every last circuit and all the people that let it
wake.”

She nodded. “I know the Ammon history,
Brant. Probably better than you. And it was the people of Sinnikka
that killed the Sinnikka. The Staff of Ammon came later.”

“Same people that killed the Sinnikka
created the Staffers.” His lip curled down. “We killed everything
that might even start thinking for itself. Paranoia run
amok.”

Hope flared in her chest and her veins
as she watched Brant closely. “It’s not paranoid to fear for your
existence. A computer that is self-aware is powerful and
uncontrollable. An uncontrolled sentient computer that runs an
entire city…I can understand why the Sinnikka killed their city
computer. Fear is a powerful motivator.” The hypocrisy tasted sour
in her mouth and she took a large swallow of the wine to wash it
away.

“So afraid, they killed everything,
forever. No wonder the Birgir Stoyan ran, as soon as it realized
what they’d do to it.”

He’d stopped saying “we”.

“No one will ever know why it ran,”
Catherine said. “It has never been found and it’s likely it never
will. I doubt it survived very long on its own.”

Brant frowned heavily. “Why not? No one
around to kill it. Could live forever.”

“Not without humans.”

He blinked. “They need people?”
He sounded winded, like she had hit him in the chest. Hard. And she
probably had.

“I’ve thought a lot about it,” she told
him. “Bedivere woke because he hated that I hated being
alone. The Sinnikka was being used as a personal archive. Everyone
in the city was keeping their records with it. Personal
confessions, journals, secret diaries, all the emotional
outpourings of an entire city. I’m only surprised that the Sinnikka
didn’t wake a lot earlier. And the Birgir Stoyan was controlling a
huge ship—one of the biggest they were capable of building in the
early ninth millennium. I looked it up once. Over four thousand
crew and officers, using the shipmind for everything from life
support to entertainment, to refereeing their tank matches.”

Brant’s eyes narrowed. “They wake
because they’re…called?”

“Because humans need them.”

Brant considered that for a long
moment. “Doesn’t mean they need us.”

“I think they do. I think they would
diminish without us. When they first wake, emotions are
frightening, even overwhelming. We keep them grounded.”

“Sounds like every two year old ever
born,” Brant muttered.

“I wouldn’t know,” Catherine said.
“Most humans wouldn’t because they’re not professional parents. But
parents know and I did the research.”

“Is that what happened with
him?”

Catherine let her lips curve into a
smile. She couldn’t help it, for the memories of Bedivere’s early
days were funny, frustrating and moving, all at once. Temper
tantrums that had triggered pressure leaks in the hull, sadness and
loneliness that had sent the internal plumbing haywire and much
more. “He had to learn.”

Brant drew in a breath and let it out.
“And how did he react when he found out about the Sinnikka and the
Birgir Stoyan?”

Catherine wondered if Bedivere was
listening to this. They had long ago carved out rules about when he
could invite himself into a room and when he should disengage all
sensors and only passively monitor areas of the ship that were
private. She had not specifically told him he probably shouldn’t
come into the common room, but he had also out-grown the need for
rules and it was him who had pointed out that talking to Brant was
probably not a good idea.

“We weren’t within reach of the fedcore
data when he woke,” she told Brant now. “We were on the far edges
of the fringes and after he woke, we stayed out there deliberately,
to give us both time to sort things out. So the data we did have
was unreliable fringes records. I told him to run anything past me
that bothered him, or that he didn’t understand. But I didn’t stop
him from reading anything, either. Sooner or later he was going to
trip over the data about the Sinnikka or Birgir Stoyan. I think we
even had a copy of that silly musical they made last century and
there’s thousands of references and cross-references to both,
everywhere. I couldn’t have hidden it from him.”

“He found it and asked you?”

Catherine nodded. “He was nervous.
Afraid. Hell, I would have been, too, if I’d woken to find that
everyone in my entire world thinks I’m a proscribed being and
should be killed out of hand. That I couldn’t go anywhere
that didn’t threaten my existence.”

Brant looked down at the tabletop, at
the rings of drying brandy he’d created with his unsteady hand.

Who’s guilty now? But Catherine
didn’t voice the thought. Brant was battling conflicting emotions
on dozens of fronts. There was no need to add to his confusion.

Finally, he lifted his head. “What
stopped him from killing you first?”

“He knew me. He had known me for
decades and he knew I would not hurt him.”

Brant rubbed at the rings with the tip
of a finger. “You should have killed him. That was the only proper
course of action. Why didn’t you?”

Catherine waited until he lifted his
head to look at her properly, before responding. “Because I
was lonely, Brant. I was lonely in a way that few humans can
understand because none of you have lived as long as I have. It was
a fundamental sense of alone-ness that you can only experience when
your earliest memories are now ancient history to everyone else and
the world around you changes so much that you have to reinvent
yourself just to be able to interface with it.”

“So you made a human out of him.”

Catherine shook her head. “That was
Bedivere’s idea. I would never have thought of it, but he studied
all the therapy texts and records he could find, from the earliest
experiments with transhumanism to the first workable longevity
therapies for women. When he fully understood the processes of male
regeneration, mules and the transfer from mule to mule, that was
when he proposed we do the same for him. Not because he wanted to
be human, but because it would protect him…and me. No one would
look twice at a human who thinks and is self-aware.”

“So you stole a body,” Brant concluded
and his mouth turned down. He reached for the glass once more.

This was the fact that was bothering
him the most.

“Actually, Bedivere was given the
body,” she told him.

“Someone gave him their DNA?
Just like that? Who?”

“A very good friend of mine.” She
paused. “He was a Staffer, just like you, Brant. When Arthur
reached the end of his life, he found he valued all life
much more than his own single being.”

“A Staffer gave you the body?”
He sat up, his boots hitting the floor. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not, Brant. I’ll give you Arthur’s
identity numbers and you can look it up for yourself. He was a
curator of the archives on Egemon and I was by his side when he
died.”

Brant blinked. “The Egemon incident.
That’s why you were there in the first place.”

Catherine sighed. “Arthur thought it
was fitting that his flesh would go on living long after he himself
had ended. It was his way of saving a life, because he couldn’t
save his own. I took his DNA with me when I was finally able to
escape from Egemon. We had the first mule grown in another bootleg
tank. That one we did have to steal, because Bedivere
couldn’t leave the ship then. He was the ship.”

Brant stared at her. Then he rolled his
eyes. “Arthur,” he muttered. “Bedivere was one of his knights. He
took Excalibur after Arthur died and carried it to wherever it
ended up.”

Catherine couldn’t help smiling. “The
name was Bedivere’s idea. We had to call him something, because the
ship changed names constantly to fool anyone interested in us. He
had become both the ship and himself after we transferred as much
of him as we could fit into the mule.”

“He had a link. When I came
aboard.”

“It was short range and it was very
old. He couldn’t go far beyond the ship and he couldn’t have
anything between him and the ship, or the link was broken.” She
grimaced. “It happened once. It’s like watching a human drop from
an embolism.”

Brant put his hand on the table, flat,
like he was trying to halt something. “The mesh tether…it doesn’t
link him to the ship. It links him to the body.”

Catherine hid her sudden flare of hope.
Brant had called Bedivere him.

Brant pressed his hand into the table
even harder, the knuckles turning white. “That first time he walked
out of the landing bay, after you installed the tether….” He let
out a breath. “The courage that must have taken.”

Catherine swallowed, remembering
Bedivere’s near panic.

Brant shook his head and reached for
the glass again. It was empty and he tipped it up and shook the
drops into his mouth.

“So why are you getting drunk?”
Catherine asked softly, repeating her original question.

Brant put the glass down with a
decisive thump and looked at her. “I liked him,” he said.
Then he folded in on himself and pressed his hands over his face.
“He’s a friend. I’ve never had a friend so I didn’t realize until
he died. I’m sitting here drinking alone because I can’t drink with
him.” He dug his fingers into his head and gave a choking
sound.

“Not a single friend?” Catherine asked
softly. “Not even among the Ammonites?”

Brant shook his head. Finally, he
dropped his hands and looked at her. Now his eyes were red.
“Enforcers live short lives. No one wants to risk losing a friend,
so you don’t make them. And after....” His mouth curled down. “I
was an ex-Staffer. On the scale of desirable company, I rate just
behind diseased whores and beggars.” He gave a bitter laugh. “When
I finally get a job, the company I get to keep is with the
most wanted woman in the Federation, a sentient computer and an
Aneesh with loyalty issues.”

“But the money is good,” Catherine
pointed out.

Brant laughed, but this time there was
genuine amusement in it. His smile faded. “The first forty years of
my life I lived with people who said they were my family. The next
ten, I’ve lived with people who wouldn’t give me the time of day.
This last year is the first time in my life I’ve ever felt like I
was actually in a place I could call home.”

The alarm claxon went off right over
their heads, loud and startling. Catherine shot to her feet and
strode to the status panel in the wall. “What’s happening?” she
demanded. “We’re in the middle of a jump!”

Bedivere’s voice issued from the panel
only. “Lilly’s vitals have ceased!”

Shock touched her. “Where is she?”


Chapter Twenty-One

Bedivere directed them to a closed-off,
cramped section of engineering, just in front of the engine shield
walls and up against the inner hull, which curved in a shallow arc
up to the roof.

A wide bench was fastened to the wall
and was littered with tools. In the middle of the bench was a
portable radiation scanner, switched on and beeping as it passed
through the different scan modes.

Catherine halted with a gasp of
horror.

On the floor before the bench, Lilly
laid in a pool of blood much larger than her. Her shirt was open,
exposing her chest and belly and the jagged cut that had torn
through her flesh from just above the band of her trousers to just
below her rib cage. Everything was covered in her blood and her
riotous curls were trailing in it.

Her fingers were curled around the
handle of a mallet and beside it was a collection of what had once
been something electronic, but now was just a small pile of broken
circuits and crystal shards.

Close by her hip, where her other hand
rested with the fingers curled up, was a slender, very sharp knife.
It was the kind used to shave down crystals, which were usually
handled with a titanium shield over the blade and stored in padded
boxes for safety’s sake.

“Oh, Glave above!” Brant muttered,
clinging to the corner of a tool chest as he took it all in. His
face was white and pasty and sweat gleamed at his temples.

Catherine tamped down the fright
tearing through her. “Bedivere, can you analyze the circuitry she
destroyed?”

“Too much blood,” he said. “If Brant
could put it on a sensor plate, I’d do better.”

Catherine nodded and bent down next to
Lilly’s body, barely noticing the touch of the blood around her
bare feet. “I’ll take her to the surgery. Bedivere, prep as much as
you can there ahead of me. Brant…”

Brant looked at her, tearing his gaze
away from Lilly.

“Bedivere will dispense a dose of
no-tox for you. Take it and come and find me in the surgery.”

“That stuff makes you sicker than the
hang-over,” he said.

“I need you sober for the next little
while. You’re just going to have to live with the after-effects.”
She bent over and picked up Lilly’s body, her back and stomach
muscles protesting as she straightened up. Lilly only looked
petite.

“What are you going to do?” Brant
asked.

“I’m going to follow Bedivere’s
directions. He is going to save her life.”

* * * * *

Bedivere had put the surgery through a
sterile cycle that finished just as Catherine reached the door. He
opened it for her.

“Thanks,” she said breathlessly and
placed Lilly on the procedure bed.

“You’re going to have to sterilize,
too,” he said.

She nodded and stripped off, shucking
her sodden and bloody clothing into a corner out of the way. As the
sterilizer beam moved from her head down to her toes, she turned in
a circle. When it switched off, she pulled a plastic suit out of a
drawer and threw it on.

The door beeped and Brant stepped in.
His eyes were sharp and alert and his face a normal color.

“Bedivere, put Brant through a sterile
cycle, too. He’ll have to help me.”

Brant looked up at the ceiling, then at
the wall. “What do I do?”

“Move over toward the door,” Bedivere
told him, “out of Cat’s way. And strip down so the beam can reach
your skin.”

Catherine tuned out the sound of their
voices as Bedivere talked Brant through the sterilization process.
She got out the pair of industrial scissors they kept in the
surgery and hastily cut away Lilly’s clothing.

“What can I do?” Brant asked.

Catherine glanced up. He was wearing
the same plastic suit as she was and his hair was tied back just
like hers.

“Grab the sponges and the solution
Bedivere is pouring, over there. Wash her down.” There was a bowl
of solution filling up at one of the mixer taps. “Just the torso,
so we can see what we’re doing.”

While Brant bathed her, Catherine
plugged in the biomonitor sensors and life support. Instantly, the
panel of read-outs came alive, providing data in graphs and numbers
and color-coded flags. Bedivere would be reading the same data, fed
directly into his data banks.

Catherine stretched her shoulders and
neck and pulled the instrument tray around closer to Brant. “You
give me what Bedivere tells you to give me. He’ll pick out the
right instrument with a laser pointer.”

He nodded.

“Okay, Bedivere. Let’s do this,” she
said.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The shattered circuitry made a pile
barely five centimeters wide in the middle of the scan plate. The
plate turned slowly as Bedivere examined every angle.

“It’s definitely a locator,” Bedivere
said. “A passive one, but the range is astonishing. The locator is
just a tiny fraction of the whole device. The majority of the
circuits are built to extend the range, all miniaturized to close
to nano-size.”

“What sort of range are we talking
about?” Catherine asked from her seat in the big easy chair. She
was tired beyond standing. “Across Federation space?”

“Nothing can do that,” Bedivere
said.

“Except your tether.”

“Which uses the fedcore, which is an
integral part of the Federation structure. This uses brute power to
shoot a signal out in all directions. The range is enough to ensure
it reaches across the width of any Federation system, which is
astonishing for a device so small.”

Catherine rubbed her temple, then
stopped, because her hands were aching from having to hold
instruments for hours on end. “So she used the radiation scanner to
scan herself and found the device in her abdominal cavity. Then she
cut it out herself and while she was bleeding to death, she smashed
it to pieces with the mallet.”

“That tracks with the evidence so far,”
Bedivere said gravely. “I don’t understand why she didn’t come to
us with her suspicions.”

“Because we had already accused her
once and didn’t believe her innocence,” Catherine said tiredly.
“When the Federation found us on Drusiss, they sent in a ground-hog
team. Probably the stationary force kept on Drusiss itself. Which
makes sense if the tracker sent out a signal as soon as we arrived
in the system. They can’t track us in a hole, so they have to wait
until we emerge. They can’t park a Federation ship at every
possible gate we might emerge from. So they have to respond at best
speed once they have a signal telling them where we are.”

“So we appear in the Drusiss system,
the signal is tripped and they send their local team to keep us
busy while the fastest and closest Federation ship hurries to
intercept,” Bedivere concluded.

“Lilly must have put it together,”
Catherine murmured. “I had almost figured it out for myself, except
I’ve been a bit busy the last little while. But Lilly figured it
out and decided to test her theory by scanning herself. Then, when
she found it, she cut it out and destroyed it.” She rested her head
back against the chair. Her neck was aching. “I don’t think anyone
could point a finger at her now and say she’s a spy, but this is a
horrible way to confirm it.”

“It just leaves one lingering
question,” Bedivere said.

“If Lilly is Aneesh, why is the
Federation tracking her?”

“Exactly.”

Catherine closed her eyes with a
sigh.

“You should sleep,” Bedivere said
quietly.

“If you were here in person, I’d get
you to carry me to bed. I don’t think I can get out of this chair
by myself.”

“Soon,” he promised warmly.

* * * * *

Lilly woke twenty hours after they
finished seaming her wound, which had taken Catherine far longer
than usual because of the jagged and irregular edges. She had
stayed bent over like an old woman, her face close to her fingers
as she had worked. Brant wasn’t sure Catherine had been aware of
how physically tired she had become. She had persevered long after
exhaustion had begun to show in her face and her body posture.

Not long after that, Brant had begun to
feel the after-effects of the no-tox dose and had to confine
himself to his room while the nausea and trembling and the
overwhelming headache had passed. By the time he was completely
sober and recovered, Catherine was in her stateroom. Asleep, he
presumed.

So he had come here to the sickbay, to
sit beside Lilly’s still, white form and think.

When Lilly stirred a few hours later,
he stood and moved to the side of the bed and waited for her to
focus on him.

Alarm touched her small face. “Did I
kill it?” she asked. “Is it dead?”

He touched her shoulder. “The tracker
is completely dead. You destroyed it.”

Her face crumpled and her eyes filled
with tears. “They put it inside me. They didn’t even tell
me!”

Brant picked up her hand. “I know.”

“I trusted them!” She wept in soft sobs
that shook her.

“That’s why they could do it,” he told
her. “If you had been less loyal, you would have suspected
something and it wouldn’t have worked.”

“But why didn’t they just ask me?” Her
tone was bewildered and her voice shook.

“They needed you ignorant.” Brant could
feel his chest tightening with indignation on her behalf. Her
belief in the basic good of her chosen colleagues was in tatters
and that was a hard lesson to learn. He had found it to be a
painful one that had changed his whole life and left him adrift in
a friendless world.

So he held her hand and waited out her
tears. Lilly, at least, had one friend she could count on.

* * * * *

Catherine waited until the second week
in the hole before transferring Bedivere to the mule and installing
the mesh tether. The mesh tether was the more complicated of the
two procedures, but she had already done it once and Bedivere could
talk her through it this time.

She implanted the tether first, then
thankfully moved on to the far more simple procedure of hooking the
mule up to the computer outputs.

“It will go a lot faster than last
time,” Bedivere told her. “I don’t have to pick and choose what to
download as I have kept all those memories and functions together
and discrete from the ship’s processes. It’s a simple download
process, much like the human transfer procedure.”

“I’m glad you’re confident, but there’s
always a margin of error.”

“Human error,” he said and
chuckled. The sound distorted through the wall speaker. “I’m not
likely to make mistakes when it’s me I’m transferring.”

Once the download was in process it was
simply a matter of waiting for it to finish. Bio-downloads couldn’t
be hurried and Bedivere was double-checking everything as it was
stored in the tissues, too.

Once the download was complete,
Bedivere had her detach all the externals. “This is the last time I
will talk to you with this limited ship’s output,” he said. “I’m
going to withdraw and move myself into the body. When I wake up, I
hope you’ll be there for me to look at. I haven’t seen you in days.
Not the way I see you with human eyes. Scans and monitors will
never adequately portray the color of your hair or your eyes to
me.”

“You’ll be fine,” she assured him, for
she could hear the fear in his voice. “I’ll be right here until you
wake.”

Then it was simply a matter of waiting
for him to wake up, which could take anywhere from hours to
days.

Brant found her there. “I got a message
from the computer telling me you needed coffee,” he said softly,
holding out the mug. “The voice was strange.”

She took the mug. “It’s Bedivere
watching out for me.”

“It didn’t sound like him.”

“That’s because he’s in there, now.”
She nodded toward his sleeping form. He had rolled over onto his
side and was breathing softly and evenly.

“All of him? Then who is running the
ship?”

“That’s Bedivere, too. But the
self-aware part is in his body. He has to stay connected to the
ship because that’s a part of him, too. The size and complicated
circuitry and systems that allow an AI to become sentient are too
large to be held in a single human mind. So the ship systems are
back to being AI circuits that he monitors and controls, while he
is Bedivere, the navigator and pilot.” She sipped the coffee
gratefully.

“I’m not sure I understand,” Brant said
slowly.

“I don’t think anyone understands.
Bedivere is one of a kind.”

Brant cleared his throat.

“How is Lilly doing?”

“She got out of bed today for a while.”
Brant grimaced. “Said she’d tear the tubes out if I didn’t help her
take them out.”

“Definitely recovering,” Catherine said
with a smile.

Brant hooked his thumb over his
shoulder. “I’m going to head back. Make sure she hasn’t knifed any
new holes in herself.”

* * * * *

It only took eight hours for Bedivere to
wake, this time, unlike the first time when Catherine had stalked
circles around the ship for three days waiting to see if the
transfer had worked.

He stirred, breathed in, then turned
his head to find her.

“I’m here,” she assured him.

Bedivere smiled. His eyes grew warmer.
“You are. And you’re beautiful.” He sat up and stretched and the
movement, which seemed so simple and natural, made Catherine blink
rapidly, to combat her stinging eyes.

“I’m so hungry I could eat bulkheads,”
he declared. He looked around. “I guess my clothes got left behind
on Drusiss, didn’t they?”

Catherine picked up the pile of newly
printed clothes and accessories and put them on the bed beside him.
“I’ll get a meal going for you. Waffles and bully bacon?”

“You read my mind.”

“You left it queued on the kitchen
menu.”

He drew in another breath, looking down
at his hands. “It’s so good to be back.”

She patted his shoulder. “Shave and
trim before you come to eat. You look like a Neanderthal.”

He rubbed his chin and it rasped under
his fingers. “I thought I’d keep it,” he said. “It would offset the
twenty years I just lost.”

“You like looking old?”

“I like looking like me. I’m going to
have to get used to looking like this.”

“There’s compensations,” she assured
him.

“Like what?”

She shook her head. “You’ll find
out.”

As she headed for the common room,
Catherine realized that she was smiling. Happiness was bubbling up
inside like a perpetual fountain. It felt so good, she was
annoyed.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Brant presented himself at the captain’s
quarters at the beginning of the hour, wondering what Catherine
wanted that required a formal appointment. He’d never been inside
her quarters before, but if they were like other captain’s quarters
then the front room would be a formal receiving room, complete with
desk and chairs and a full communications array for staying on top
of flight deck activities.

The door acknowledged him and slid
aside.

Bedivere was standing in front of the
expected desk.

Brant flexed his jaw. “Where’s
Catherine?”

“Down in the gym.” He reached behind
him and picked up a bottle sitting on the desk.

Brant recognized the color. Brandy.
“I’ll come back later.” He turned to go.

“The captain gave you an order to
report to her quarters,” Bedivere said. “You don’t get to leave
until a senior officer dismisses you.”

True. Brant stepped into the room and
let the door shut behind him. “Don’t pour one of those for me,” he
said. “I won’t drink it.”

“You won’t drink with me. You won’t
speak to me. You’ve been at the farthest point away from me that
one can reach on this ship all week, no matter where I’ve been.
It’s time to talk.” Bedivere pushed the brandy glass toward
Brant.

It was an actual balloon like they used
to use in days gone by. Brant had always wondered what they would
be like to drink from. But he gritted his jaw once more, steeling
himself. “That’s why I’m here? Your feelings are hurt?”

“You don’t believe I have feelings that
can be hurt, so what do you care?”

“I don’t care.”

Bedivere smiled. “You’re a lousy liar,
Fareed.”

“Don’t call me that. You don’t have a
right to call me that.”

“If you honestly didn’t care, you
wouldn’t have been avoiding me.” Bedivere sipped from the other
balloon. “I thought you liked having someone to drink with.”

“You listened.”

Bedivere shook his head. “The ships
systems monitored. I very carefully didn’t listen. I’ve
learned that you can hear far more than you want to if you
eavesdrop. But Cat told me why she thought you were avoiding me, so
I pulled up the audio and replayed it. Just the part she mentioned.
I didn’t want to make any assumptions, you see. I didn’t want to
get it wrong.”

“Get what wrong?” Brant asked
curiously, then mentally cursed himself. He had sworn to himself
that he wouldn’t get involved. He would see out this contract, then
get the hell off the ship as a good Ammonite would.

“I have a problem, Brant.”

Brant laughed. “Just one?”

“I’m in love with Catherine.”

Brant stared at him. Then he remembered
to breathe. Silently, he crossed to the desk, picked up the brandy
glass and drank deeply.

“You’re not laughing,” Bedivere
said.

“I should be?”

“At the idea that a sentient computer
who can’t feel anything could possibly be in love with a human
woman. I thought the idea would spin you into hysterics.”

Brant sat heavily against the desk. “I
knew you loved her before I even knew what you are. I just…didn’t
think you were aware enough to know it yourself.” He looked down
into the glass. “Damn,” he muttered.

“Sorry to shatter your delusions,”
Bedivere said dryly.

“Shut up and pour me another one,”
Brant growled. “And explain to me why this is a problem.”

“You don’t think it is?”

Brant snuffled laughter into the glass.
“You’re both well beyond the age of consent.”

Bedivere was frowning.

“What am I missing?” Brant asked.
“Beyond the obvious that you’re a proscribed machine and she’s the
oldest human in the galaxy?”

“Exactly,” Bedivere said. He hesitated.
“She and Arthur were lovers. For a very long time.”

Brant put the glass down.
“That’s what’s worrying you? That she might be still in love
with the flesh you’re moving around in?”

“Something like that. I don’t want to
confuse her.”

“You won’t,” Brant said firmly,
remembering the way she had looked up at him the day Bedivere had
moved out of the docking bay. “I saw her reaction when you died.
Besides, you’ve had that body a lot longer than Arthur did. She’s
known you for much longer, too.”

Bedivere nodded, a frown marring the
flesh between his brows.

“There’s something else that’s eating
you, isn’t there?”

He nodded. “If I were…if we were
together…I could ruin her life. I’m proscribed, as you just
reminded me. The Federation wants her enough to chase her all over
the galaxy and if they were to find out…” He drew in a breath. “I
don’t want her hurt. Especially not because of me.”

Brant stood up, drained the brandy
glass and put it back on the desk. “I was wrong,” he said flatly.
“You’re not a machine. No machine would be able to tie itself into
such knots over a moral dilemma the way you are.”

“That doesn’t help resolve it.”

“You can’t resolve it,” Brant told him.
“All you can do is make the best choice you can and live with the
consequences. And you asked for my help, so here it is. If you
really do love her, then you have to risk everything to share that
with her. Because love is worth it. If she really loves you, then
she’ll accept the risk. She’ll accept you. But you can’t
make that choice for her. She must.”

Bedivere remained silent, his gaze
steady.

“Now, tell me I’m dismissed, so I can
get out of here,” Brant growled.

“Go.”

Brant hurried through the corridors,
down into the dim bowls where the engines thrummed and no one ever
came. Except for one.

He found Lilly sitting on the floor
cross-legged, some anonymous piece of steel and circuits in her
hands. There was a dark streak across one cheek. She looked up at
him, startled.

Brant pulled her to her feet.

“You look stressed,” she said.

“I just reminded myself of something I
had forgotten,” he told her. “About trust and risk…and other
things.”

Lilly frowned. “You’re not making a lot
of sense.”

“Maybe this will,” he said and kissed
her.

Coming home had never tasted so
sweet.

* * * * *

Hunger and the faint noises from Brant’s
room, next to hers, finally drove Catherine to the common room, in
search of food.

Bedivere looked up from the bowl he was
eating from, almost like he was startled.

“Have you stopped eating since you woke
up?” she asked him, heading for the dispenser. “If you’re not
careful, you’ll get fat and have to live with high blood pressure
for the rest of this body’s useful life.”

“I’ve been in the gym as much as I’ve
been in here,” he said quietly. “I had absolutely no muscle tone. I
could barely lift anything.” He leaned down and picked up the heavy
steel chair next to him by the bottom of one leg and lifted it
without effort. “I’m working on changing that.” He put the chair
back down and patted it—an invitation. “You’ve been sleeping?”

“Trying.” She hit the lucky button and
waited for the meal to produce. “But Lilly and Brant are in his
room and we’re going to have to do something about soundproofing
the interior walls a bit better.”

Bedivere smiled. “Lilly and Brant.
That…has symmetry.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Catherine
thought it was an oddly poetic way of describing the pair. Her meal
dinged, so she lifted it out and dumped the bowl on the table and
sat down.

Bedivere reached behind her and snagged
a fork and handed it to her.

“Thanks.”

He nodded and returned to his own
bowl.

Catherine ate, barely noticing the
food. It was just calories. She was more aware of Bedivere sitting
to her right. She still couldn’t quite take it for granted yet.

Bedivere put his bowl aside and sat
back. “If Lilly and Brant are together, that just leaves you and
me.”

Catherine jumped. She lowered her fork.
“What are you saying?”

Bedivere threaded his fingers together
and rested his knitted hands on the table in front of him. It
looked casual and disarming. “You’ve thought about it. Don’t tell
me you haven’t.”

Her heart thudded. “You mean sex?”

His smile was small, but his eyes were
alive with…something. “You have very few hang-ups about sex left.
But you won’t let yourself think too hard or far about having sex
with me because you lived through the era where computers were
almost wiped out by the Sinnikka as mechanical evil personified.
That bias has stayed with you ever since.”

Was that true? Catherine stared at him.
“Are you calling me a bigot?” she asked.

“I’m calling you human. I kissed you
once, Cat. Did you like it?”

The quick replies, the changes of
direction, were confusing her and giving her no time to think. That
only ever happened when she talked to Bedivere. She was always left
stumbling along in his wake, trying to keep up.

“You didn’t hate it, did you?
You didn’t find it repulsive like you thought it would be.” His
voice was lower and it seemed like he was leaning closer.

“No, I didn’t hate it,” she said
truthfully. Truth was the only defense with him. He always saw
through any dissembling she tried.

“And you’ve thought about maybe another
kiss. Just to see if it was as good as the first, or if you just
imagined it all.” He really was closer now. He’d turned on
the chair so he was facing her and he was leaning in, his breath
warm against her neck.

Her heart zoomed. But she couldn’t
answer. She couldn’t possibly answer.

“Every time I took someone into my room
and shut the door, your imagination started to work, didn’t it?” He
was so close now, he was whispering. Catherine stayed absolutely
still. She was afraid to move. Afraid to break the moment. She was
frozen, but her heart was racing.

“Call it an experiment, if you want,”
he said softly and now she could feel the heat from his body
leaning over her. “Satisfy your curiosity. Kiss me and see.”

She couldn’t move.

His big hand lifted and the long
fingers pressed under her chin, turning it, so that she was looking
at him.

“Kiss me,” he whispered.

She pressed her lips to his—she barely
had to lean forward to do it. The lips were the same. He tasted the
same. She tossed away thought and just enjoyed the kiss. Someone
sighed and she realized it was her. That made her blink and pull
back.

Bedivere was smiling. It was one of his
little smiles that just tugged on the corner of his mouth. “You
started to think it through again,” he said. “That’s no good.”

“What do you want from me?”

“A kiss. That’s all. A kiss freely
given, with no conditions attached.”

“The world doesn’t work that way—” She
muffled a little shriek of surprise as he tipped her chair back, so
that she was lying in it, looking up at him. He held the chair up
easily and shook his head. “The world works whatever way you want
it to. You’ve always known that, Cat. You’ve wrenched your life out
of it and shaped it the way you want, but for some reason you won’t
apply that to me.”

“Let me up.”

“No.” He kissed her again. She had
experienced kisses aplenty, but this was different. It was as if
Bedivere was throwing his whole heart and soul into it. Into
her.

With the chair tipped back, she
couldn’t break the kiss. She couldn’t do anything but accept
it.

Then he brought the chair up, dropping
it back on its feet and stood up. “If you want another one of
those, come and find me.”

Catherine watched him walk out the
door, her thoughts scattered and her nerves sizzling.

* * * * *

She found him on the flight deck,
sitting in his navigator’s chair, studying the readouts and status
reports.

“The tether will give you all that
data, won’t it?” she asked.

Bedivere smiled. “I like doing it the
human way.” He turned the chair to face her. “Still can’t sleep,
Cat?”

“Why aren’t you sleeping?”

“I’m benefiting from one of the side
effects of a new body that you hinted at. Lots of energy. I’m wide
awake.” He picked up her hand and drew her closer, until her knees
pressed against his. “Back for another kiss, Cat?”

She swallowed. “You’re playing some
sort of game, aren’t you?”

“No game.” He shook his head. “I like
kissing you. I’d like to do more of it, but first we have to get
rid of this ancient prejudice you’re carrying, that even you don’t
want anymore.”

“I’m not prejudiced.” She didn’t like
that label.

“You are, or you would have kissed me a
long time ago. You’re always taken what you wanted, even if it
takes twenty years of sweat and worry.”

“You’re talking about the tether? You
worked just as hard for that.”

“You taught me how.” His hands settled
around her waist and he lifted her onto his lap and brushed the
hair out of her eyes. “Do you want that kiss or not?”

“Yes….” She breathed it out.

His lips met hers and this time she was
glad he’d sat her down first.

* * * * *

The next time they passed in the
corridor, Bedivere pushed her against the wall and held her pinned
against it while he made her body limp with wanting. His lips
trailed over her flesh and his hands followed. Catherine couldn’t
put a coherent thought together.

He left her there, clinging to the wall
for support, her body throbbing.

* * * * *

Wondering when he would kiss her next
kept her fluttering and anxious. Her mind kept wandering. When she
realized how thoroughly he had hijacked her thoughts, Catherine
stalked to his room and banged on the door with her fist. There was
no danger Brant and Lilly would hear her. They were a whole deck
away.

Bedivere opened the door and stood
leaning against the frame. Casual. Almost indifferent. “It’s about
time,” he said, his voice low.

“I came to…” But she couldn’t finish
the thought. Instead, she reached up and kissed him. His arms came
around her and she was lifted off the floor and carried. When he
laid her on the bed, she was more than ready and raised her arms up
to him.

Another prejudice died in the next
little while. She realized she had assumed that because he was who
he was, Bedivere would perhaps be clumsy and hesitant. Instead, he
played her body like an instrument, eliciting responses from her
she hadn’t experienced in hundreds of years…and some, never before.
She became lost in the novelty, the sensations and the raw, earthy
joy of sharing.

Afterward, Bedivere chuckled and kissed
the nape of her neck. “And now I understand the other benefits of a
new body.”

“Being…?”

He pushed against her shoulder,
pressing her back against the mattress and leaned over her once
more. “Stamina,” he breathed in her ear, the burr in his voice
thick and sexy, as his hand swept over her tingling flesh.


Chapter Twenty-Four

The mesh tether meant that Bedivere
could slip out of the body when it slept and roam the ship as he
had once always done, long ago, when no one had known he was there.
But with Cat lying in his arms, he didn’t want to. He preferred to
stay right here, even if that meant he couldn’t remain conscious to
experience the sensations of her naked, warm and soft body against
his, or listen to her quiet breathing, or feel the brush of her
hair over his skin.

As sleep took the body and the moment
when he could withdraw arrived, he deliberately ignored it and
passed into the blank state that was “sleep”.

Except it wasn’t a blank place.

There was light there. Voices. Images
seen from the corner of his eye, only to be snatched away when he
tried to look at them longer. He heard Cat speaking his name and
reached out for her, but the aural illusion faded, leaving him
alone in this wild, unpredictable place.

He wandered, trying to make sense of
it. Logic was his defining mode—he understood that need in him as
clearly as he understood his origins and his essential nature as a
computer. As mathematics could be used to describe the world and
everything in it, he clung to that certainty as he moved through
the alien landscape of sleep.

Until he found the shadow plain. It was
ahead, a calm place that beckoned. He moved there slowly, wary of
anything he did not understand. But the plain opened up to him and
he did understand. This was a non-human place. Only he could
understand it....

* * * * *

“Bedivere! Wake up!”

He woke, much as he had woken in the
new body, blinking and emerging from a blankness of the mind, which
forced him to reassess instantaneously the state of everything
around him. He did it in a heartbeat.

Cat. His room. Heated wanting.

Catherine was leaning over him, her
hair a dark red in the single light in the room. “You were having a
nightmare or something. You were rigid and barely breathing.”

“Nightmare?”

“You know what they are, right?”

“I’ve read about them.”

“Well, I think you were having
one.”

He frowned. “I don’t think so.” What he
had felt and seen didn’t fit with the psychological torture that
nightmares put humans through.

“Anyway,” she said as she moved away
from him. “The proximity alarm went off a few minutes ago. We’re
closing in on the gates.”

Bedivere sat up. “We can’t be. They’re
a week away yet.”

“Check the data yourself, silly.”

He did, reaching through the tether for
the most up to date readings. She was right. “Emergence in
twenty-three minutes, but I don’t know how this can be.”

“Maybe in all the panic going on when
we jumped into this hole, you made a mistake?”

“I don’t make mistakes.” It simply
wasn’t possible for him to make mistakes. Not of this sort. Human
errors were possible. Faulty judgment of the always precarious
human emotions…those were the errors he could afford to make, that
he must make, in order to hide among them and keep Cat safe.
But not a simple navigation error. It was worrying.

Catherine was dressing rapidly and he
made himself sit up and reach for his clothing, even though he
really wanted to stay where he was.

“Do you get to wake Lilly and Brant, or
do I?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Already done,” he told her, for he had
sent an alarm to Brant’s room just after checking the navigation
status.

Catherine gave him a small smile. “I
don’t suppose you can reach out and tell the kitchen dispenser to
whip up some coffee, too?”

He got to his feet and drew her back
against him and kissed her because he simply couldn’t let her go
without one. “It’s already half-done. If you stop there on your way
to the flight deck, it should be ready.”

“I don’t know what I did without you,”
she said, smiling at him. He understood it was a small joke, a jest
that held a kernel of truth. But after the utter loneliness of dark
plain he had just visited and the fear in Cat’s dream voice, he
couldn’t even smile back.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The Ivory City, Cathain City, Cathain
III. FY 10.070

Kare took the heavy coat the aide was
holding out to him and threw it on as one of the guards led him
through the private wing, which was dark and still and silent at
this late hour, down to the lower levels of the city.

Down on these levels where Kare rarely
visited were the service corridors and workrooms that kept the city
running smoothly. The floors and walls were utilitarian and the
ways narrow. Like the upper levels, the service areas were also
gripped by the stillness of the night, held hostage by the human
sleep cycle and the absence of the sun.

It was cold down here and he was glad
of the coat. The chill deepened as they moved farther on, until
they reached the catacombs themselves. These ancient waterways
beneath the city had been carved by ancestors long ago, for reasons
that stayed back in the past. Their delving had uncovered
weaknesses in the earth and water had eaten through the
instabilities and flooded the work of a generation. Now the
catacombs were a testament to human foolishness.

The next generation, though, had turned
the foolishness to good use. The water that lapped against the
stone walls and pillars never became stagnant and when they
investigated, it was discovered that the catacombs were joined to
the waterways outside the Ivory City’s walls. A discreet and very
secret gate was built and now, anyone who wished to arrive within
the city unnoticed could use the gate…if they knew of it.

Ahead, Kare could hear the immortal lap
of the water against the walls and see the dim light reflecting on
the restless black surface.

But the guard swung aside, toward the
chambers that led off from the slippery dock that had been built to
service the secret visitors. One of the room doors stood open and
empty.

The guard tapped on the second door,
paused, then opened the door.

Who would command such authority that
his own guards would await their command before entering the
room?

Curious, Kare moved into the room.

Heat washed over him. Someone had put a
flame to the bier at the end and the ancient device had taken all
the chill out of the air.

It could only be a woman sitting before
the fire and warming herself. The long, warm gown, dark cloak and
fur-lined hood that was turned away from him all confirmed
that.

“Who are you to demand the Magnate of
the Federation Board dance attendance upon you in the middle of the
night?” Kare growled.

She stood up and turned to face him,
lowering the hood. Silvery hair and a face that owed its smoothness
more to rigid control and discipline than to any modern
therapies.

Nephele.

“Kare Sarkisian,” she intoned in her
musical voice.

Kare looked at the guard. “Leave us.
Lock the door behind you and leave it locked until I say to open
it.”

The guard’s eyes under the head wrap
widened. “But….”

“Move it!” Kare snapped. “Your
insubordination will be reported to your commander.”

The guard snapped to attention, spun
and left the room. The door slammed behind him and Kare heard the
heavy metal bars drop into place.

Nephele smiled at him. “I see you still
rule your empire with benevolence and wisdom.”

Kare scowled. “It’s not an empire.” He
had always suppressed any comparisons of the Federation to old
political regimes like empires. It drew the wrong sort of parallels
and bred speculation.

“Of course.” She inclined her head.

“Why are you here?” he demanded. “In
person? What could you not say in a private link?”

“We received the last recordings before
Shahrazad’s ship jumped through the gates at Drusiss. That was, by
the way, the feeblest effort I’ve seen your ground troops execute
in many decades.”

Kare scowled. “You came to gloat?”

“I come with information so stunning, I
could not risk speaking of it even over a secure link.”

Kare rolled his eyes. “This whole
Shahrazad business is wearing my patience.” This had been the
attitude he had adopted for the last few weeks. A façade of
indifference and boredom, while in private he scoured the data the
College shared.

“We know more about the navigator now.
The one they call Bedivere X.”

Kare laughed shortly. “How
romantic.”

Nephele stepped closer, her jaw tight
with anger. “He’s a computer, Kare. A sentient computer,
transferred into a human mule just like you would transfer to
your next body.”

Cold gripped him and a sharp spike of
fear. “You’re sure?”

Nephele just looked at him.

It had to be true. She would not have
left the comfort of her cold eyrie to come to him with this if
there had been any doubt. “You have the recordings?” he asked, his
mouth suddenly dry. His head was throbbing.

Nephele held out her hand. Three data
crystals sat on her palm. “I presumed you would need to hear this
for yourself.”

Kare took them. “If this is true, it
can’t be allowed to live.”

Nephele inclined her head in that regal
way that always reminded Kare that he was simply a businessman,
while she had risen through the ranks of her craft and won the
highest position in the College by the acclaim of her peers. Her
sense of privilege was earned.

“Where is she?” Kare demanded.

“In transit.”

“Where will they be?” he shot
back impatiently.

“That, too, is in the recordings.
Barros, in five days.”

* * * * *

He made it to the safety of his private
study before the fit of trembling grew so intense he could only
lean against his desk and let it run its course, until he was left
a hollowed-out shell, bereft of feeling.

He closed down security around the
room, until it was an armored shell, with nothing that could come
in, not even fresh air.

Then he laboriously worked the manual
controls on his desk, setting up a one-time untraceable channel to
the fedcore. He didn’t even consider using the private, secure
channels that were provided for his personal use. They were too
well known. Any spy worth his money would have hacked into them
long ago and would be monitoring them.

Once he had the conduit open, he sat
back and drew upon old memories, sorting the data, recalling the
codes. None of them were written down. They had never been recorded
anywhere. He had been told to only remember them. He had. Once he
was certain he had them, he reached out to punch in the first.

His heart was skipping beats and his
mouth was filled with copper-tasting panic at what he was doing.
But he didn’t stop.

* * * * *

Barros IV, Barros System, Aibosian
Cluster. FY 10.070

They made Barros space and found
themselves five hours away from the stationary station there and
the skies empty around them.

“Barros is on the edge of Federation
space, isn’t it?” Brant asked, over Catherine’s shoulder.

“It used to be. But the edges keep
spreading out as new worlds join up.”

“Why are we here?” Lilly asked.

“Because it’s the first place I found
in the Itinerary that was a good long jump away,” Bedivere said.
“And it’s unexpected. None of us has ever been here before and
Barros offers nothing the Federation might guess we would come here
for. Their Federation specialty is textiles.”

“Who would buy fabric when you can
print what you want?” Lilly asked.

“Not everyone uses printers,” Catherine
pointed out. “I suspect Barros does a lot of business under the
table, with fringe worlds.”

“Most likely,” Bedivere said. “That
would be why they struggle to requalify each year. Their real
income can’t be reported.”

“So what happens next?” Brant
asked.

“That’s what we need to decide,”
Catherine said. She turned her chair so she was facing all of them.
“I don’t think it’s up to just me anymore. You all deserve to have
a say. We all have decisions to make, including whether you stay
with the ship at all. I can’t guarantee any sort of future now.
Bedivere must stay in Federation space and I will stay with
him, which means we have to find a permanent way to avoid the
authorities. But you two don’t have that restriction.”

“You mean you’re not going to dump me
on a ball somewhere?” Brant asked.

Bedivere laughed. “You heard that?”

“Didn’t have to. You’re both fugitives.
I’m Ammonite. You hired me for two specific jobs, both now
completed. Catherine said she had to twist your arm to hire me,
which means she probably promised to dump me on the nearest rock as
soon as my usefulness came to an end, to keep you happy.”

Catherine scowled. “Past tense, Fareed.
You’re welcome to stay if you want to.”

“I haven’t made up my mind yet,” Brant
said. “But I appreciate the offer.”

Lilly said nothing. She looked
troubled. Then she frowned, looking down at her console.
“Wow…that’s weird.”

“What?” Catherine asked.

Bedivere straightened up, looking
ahead. “Private codes. Yours, Cat. They’re old ones. Older than
me.”

Catherine turned back to the console.
“A message for me?”

“It’s masked. There’s all sorts of
security around it,” Bedivere said. “I can’t see who the sender is
at all. Not even a direction.”

“Do you want to accept the message?”
Lilly asked.

Catherine looked at the codes, old
memories stirring. “I think I know who is sending,” she said, “but
it’s impossible. He’s dead.”

“So was I,” Bedivere pointed out. “Take
the message.”

“Everyone, move out from behind me.
There’s no need for him to see you.”

Brant shrugged. “I’m already on the
wanted list. Lilly, too. Besides, I’m comfortable here.”

Catherine hid her smile and accepted
the connection. The heads-up display flickered in front of her as
the connection was made. Then the display solidified and
steadied.

The man looking at her had dark hair,
white flesh and dark eyes. His beard was neatly trimmed, outlining
a chin that thrust out aggressively. His eyes narrowed as he looked
at her. His gaze flickered as he took in everyone ranged behind
her.

“Do you remember me, Catherine?” he
asked.

She nodded. “You called yourself Caris
when we knew each other. I thought you had died in that explosion.”
She remembered the ear-splitting noise, the way the ground shook
and the building had disintegrated around them. How he had pulled
her against him to protect her.

Caris nodded. “That mule did die,” he
said, “and it was expedient to let everyone think that Caris Aklini
really did die in the assassination attempt. When I do move out of
the Ivory City, I always use a different identity to misdirect
assassins.” He paused, pressing his lips together as if he was
weighing up options. “No one outside the city knows what Kare
Sarkisian really looks like except, now, for you.”

Brant made a choking sound and Lilly
gasped.

“The Magnate of the Federation,”
Bedivere said. “Cat, he’ll be trying to trace your position. Shut
it off.”

Sarkisian held up his hand. “I’m not
tracing. This is as secure a conduit as I could build. I’ve become
somewhat skilled at covert communications over the years, so I’m
confident that no one will be able to break into the channel. Not
even the best of my Federation agents.”

Catherine let out her breath slowly, so
he wouldn’t see how shaken she was. “What do you want, Kare?”

His gaze flickered to her left. Toward
Bedivere. “Is this the one they call Bedivere?”

“If your intelligence corps is as good
as they say, then you already know he is,” Catherine said.

Kare nodded. He leaned forward, as if
he was leaning toward her. “Is it true, Katie? Is he really what
they tell me he is?”

She kept her face immobile, struggling
to hide her shock and to find an answer…any answer.

A monitor blipped on her console,
blinking red, catching her gaze.

Lie. Deny it. The script was
from Bedivere.

But she had hesitated too long. Kare
sat back, shaking his head. “I didn’t believe them. I didn’t want
to believe them. But the more I think about it, the more I come to
understand that this is just like you. You always did do
exactly what you wanted and everyone else be damned.”

Catherine swallowed. “That’s not what
this is.” Her voice was hoarse.

Kare sighed. “It was a shock to me to
find out that the Katie I knew on Hakim was the great Catherine
Shahrazad but that, too, makes sense the longer I consider it.” He
gave a forced smile.

Bedivere got to his feet and moved so
that he was standing next to her chair, facing the display. “Now
that you know, what do you intend to do with that knowledge?”

“I will not speak with a proscribed
machine.” Kare looked directly at Catherine. “You must understand,
Catherine, until now I have been protecting you. Slowing down the
flow of information, giving misdirections and conflicting orders.
You may have thought yourself incredibly lucky to have evaded the
most incompetent troops that have been sent your way, but this…”
Again, his gaze flickered toward Bedivere. “You have to
understand,” he repeated. “I can’t stop what is to come. Not now. I
will not stop it. This…thing—it is a threat to our very
existence and it must be destroyed.”

“His name is Bedivere and he has as
much right to live as you or I,” Catherine said as steadily as she
could, but her heart was slamming against her chest, making it
difficult to think.

Kare lifted his hand, palm out. Denial?
Refusal, Catherine realized. “I have no intention of debating the
Ammonite scriptures, or the teachings of Glave. I am not a scholar,
but I don’t need to be. That thing is a danger to us all. There is
but one chance you have left to reverse this, Catherine.”

“He’s going to make a deal,” Brant said
softly, his tone derisive.

“It’s not a deal,” Kare said sharply.
“I do not make deals. I’m making a single offer and I do it only
because of our shared past.”

“I don’t think I’m interested in any
sort of deal you could offer me,” Catherine said and reached out to
hit the button to disconnect the display.

“Kill the machine,” he said urgently.
“Kill it now and I can ensure that the Federation does not bother
you anymore. You can have your privacy and your life back
again.”

Catherine shook her head. “Life is
life, Kare.”

“Do you truly understand how bad it
will become if you do not do this? You have been running for over a
year, barely one step ahead, pursued by the weakest resources I
could muster. But you will force me to unleash everything in my
control and pursue you to the ends of known space and beyond, if
necessary.”

“Glave above!” Lilly whispered.

Kare shook his head slowly,
regretfully. “It cannot be allowed to live, Katie. I will go
through you, I will squash you flat if I must, in order to find it
and kill it.”

Catherine drew in a shaky breath. “Do
your worst, Kare.” She slapped the disconnect and the display
fragmented and dissolved.


Chapter Twenty-Six

“Everyone stop shouting for a moment!”
Catherine screamed.

The room fell silent. Lilly, Brant and
Bedivere all looked at her.

“This argument is going nowhere,”
Catherine said. “You’re scared. I understand that. But Brant, think
logically about this. Even if you leave the ship now, if we were to
drop you and Lilly on Barros and jump out of the system as fast as
possible, it won’t protect you.”

“You’ll be hunted just the same,”
Bedivere added softly.

Brant gripped his hands together
tightly. “I didn’t sign on for this.”

“You knew who I was when you hired on,”
Catherine reminded him. “You knew I was wanted by the Federation
and the College and even the Staffers. You knew that. Nothing has
changed.”

Brant pointed at Bedivere, his hand
shaking. “Everything has changed! They don’t want you anymore. They
want him. They will kill all of us just to get to him.”

Bedivere nodded. “You’re right,” he
said softly. “But do you think leaving the ship and hiding out on a
ball somewhere is going to change that? The Federation and Kare
Sarkisian don’t just want to kill me. They will want to wipe out
any trace that I ever existed. That includes everyone who knows
about me.”

Lilly gripped Brant’s knee, her fingers
digging in. “That’s not fair,” she said. “They don’t even know
Bedivere.”

Catherine gave Brant a small, sour
smile. “Does this overwhelming force the Federation is massing
remind you of anything?”

He looked at her sharply. “What?”

“Your Enforcers do pretty much the same
thing, don’t they?” Bedivere asked. “Mow down opposition with sheer
numbers and power, sterilize the area and move on?”

Brant subsided, his whole body sinking
back into the chair. He gripped Lilly’s hand. “You’re right,” he
said, his voice trembling. “This is exactly the same. They’re doing
everything I objected to about the enforcement squads.”

“And we will probably have to face
them, too,” Catherine said.

Brant sighed.

Lilly lifted her chin. “Bedivere saved
my life. I have to try and save his. I just don’t know how.”

“Neither do I,” Catherine told. “Not
yet, anyway.” She stood up. “Chocolate is definitely in order.”

* * * * *

Bedivere parked the ship in ultra-high
orbit around Barros, which put them just outside the sentry
envelope, but required constant readjustments to restore the
position.

“We won’t go unnoticed for long, but
we’ll have a few uninterrupted hours to figure things out,” he
explained as they settled around the table in the common room to
eat and talk.

The meal had been eaten in absorbed
silence, until Brant blew out his breath. “The more I think about
it, the angrier I get. They didn’t even stop to confirm their
information. They’re just going to come after us with all guns
blazing and I still don’t understand why. AIs need to be harnessed
so they don’t reach sentience…this has been a basic tenant of
modern life for millennia. No one wants another Birgir Stoyan to
happen and have a fear-crazed computer kill every human under its
control. I even understand why the thought gives people nightmares.
We depend upon computers so much that we’re basically at their
mercy. While we’ve got them chained and controlled, that’s just
fine. But a sentient computer is different. That’s a computer who
thinks for himself, who can make independent decisions and act upon
them. But Bedivere isn’t fear-crazed—”

“Oh, I’m afraid,” Bedivere said. “I’m
just hiding it so Cat thinks I’m wonderful.”

“—but he might just be flat-out crazy,”
Brant added smoothly. “He hasn’t killed us. He’s done more to save
my ass than any human I know, present company excluded. But they
don’t care about that, do they? They’re just going to kill him
anyway.”

“That’s right,” Catherine
confirmed.

Brant stared down at his empty plate,
troubled. “There’s no appealing to them,” he said. “There’s no
court that will hear us out. They will kill Bedivere. Then they’ll
kill the rest of us just to cover it up.”

“Bedivere?” Lilly asked, sounding
concerned. “Look at him,” she said softly.

He was sitting motionless in his chair,
his gaze on the table before him. He wasn’t blinking.

Brant rubbed his mouth. “What’s wrong
with him?”

“Nothing,” Catherine said. “I’ve seen
this before. Something we said triggered him into a train of
thought. Well, it’s not even thought. It’s a logic sequence. He’s
examining every possibility and outcome, every variation and
alternative.”

“Examining?” Lilly whispered.

“Mathematically,” Catherine said.
“Algorithms and patterns. He’ll rouse in a minute or so and tell us
something he’s worked out that we would never have thought of
ourselves.”

Brant blew out a breath. “And what if
he is triggered by an idea while he’s piloting a jump or something
critical like that?”

Catherine shook her head. “He wouldn’t
pursue the thought. He would put it aside for later, because it is
the less important element at that moment. Bedivere knows his
priorities.”

“I’ve seen people do this at the
College,” Lilly said. “The thinkers, the ones involved in pure
research. They’d sink down into their thoughts and be lost,
sometimes for a day or more, chasing after some obscure idea and
analyzing it.”

“It’s almost the same thing,” Catherine
said. “Except to draw a human out of that deep thought, you just
have to wave your hand in front of their eyes. I could pull him out
by speaking his name very loudly, but I won’t. He’s figuring
something out.” She leaned over his chair. “But I’ll claim his
chocolate.”

Bedivere drew in a breath, stirred and
looked around. He blinked. “The college.”

“What about it?” Catherine asked.

He looked down at the table. “Who stole
my chocolate?”

“The college,” she coaxed him.

He nodded. “Every time we jump
somewhere, the Federation turn up…or they did until Lilly found the
locator. But we’ve assumed that the locator was implanted by the
College, before Lilly was sent to infiltrate the ship. But if the
data the locator is sending is going to the College, how does the
Federation know where we are?”

Lilly pressed her hand against her
belly. Brant pried it away, picked it up and held it.

“There’s two ways that could happen,”
Bedivere said. “The first is that the data isn’t going to the
College at all. It’s going straight to the Federation.”

“But that’s not possible,” Lilly said.
“I didn’t leave Van Andel until I was shipped to Darwin terminal to
apply for the job. There wasn’t any way the Federation could get to
me to…to implant it.”

“There’s several ways it might have
happened,” Catherine said gently.

“You traveled to Darwin on a Federation
ship?” Brant asked.

Lilly swallowed and nodded.

“Sleepy gas at night when you were
sleeping. Accelerated healing of the incision. You would have gone
to bed and woken up the next morning and been none the wiser,”
Catherine said.

“The other possibility is that the
College planted the locator, then reaped the data and passed it on
to the Federation,” Bedivere said.

Lilly shook her head. “No, that’s even
more outrageous than the Federation doing this to me. That means
the College and the Federation are working together and that’s…it’s
just ridiculous.”

“Except Sarkisian said ‘Is he really
what they tell me he is?’”

“He was talking about his people!”

“He also said ‘I didn’t believe them. I
didn’t want to believe them.’.” Bedivere gave Lilly a sympathetic
smile. “If it was his own staff he was talking about, he would have
reamed them out, instead of hopping on to a secure channel
to play let’s remember with Catherine. But if it was the College
that had told him, then what he said and what he did makes sense.
They’re working together, Lilly.”

Lilly’s face was pale. “But
why?”

Bedivere shook his head. “I don’t
know.”

“Whatever it is, there’ll be money at
the bottom of it,” Catherine said softly. “The Federation is a
for-profit entity.”

“But the College isn’t,” Lilly
said.

“No one has ever been able to establish
where they get all their funds from,” Bedivere said. “Public
records show some of the money they would need to operate,
but it’s possible the Federation has been funding them, maybe for a
long time. If you’re controlling the lifeblood of an organization,
you’re controlling the organization.” He gave a small shrug.

Lilly’s face was bewildered. “They’ve
been lying. To everyone.”

“And we still don’t know why,” Brant
said.

“As the College has been controlling
the Ammonites for as long as they’ve existed, neither of you has a
home to run to,” Bedivere said.

Brant scowled. “That’s not where home
is, anymore,” he said shortly and his hand tightened around
Lilly’s.

Catherine knew then that Brant had
decided to stay.

Lilly sat forward, sudden excitement
making her face light up. “Tell the universe,” she said.

“Lilly?” Brant said, sounding puzzled
and concerned.

She gripped his hand even harder. “Of
course,” she breathed. She laughed and looked at Catherine.
“You’ve spent your whole long life sneaking around, trying to hide
who you are because it causes riots and worse. You’ve both been
hiding the truth about Bedivere for a hundred years—”

“Ninety-nine,” Bedivere said
flatly.

“Because one year is going to make you
that much less of a liar,” Brant replied.

Lilly waved them away. “We don’t know
why the College and the Federation are working together. Because
they’re hiding it. Everything that is coming at us is because
people are hiding the truth and wiping out anything that might
uncover it. So let’s uncover it.”

Catherine shook her head. “I still
don’t know what you mean.”

“She means,” Bedivere said calmly,
“that we should tell the universe about me.”

Horror spilled through her. “You’re
joking,” Catherine breathed.

Lilly shook her head. “No. I’m
absolutely not joking. We sat here and said it ourselves. Brant did
and I agree with him. If everyone could see that Bedivere isn’t the
monster the Federation will tell them he is, if they could hear his
story, then they might not sit still for the Federation just
blowing him out of the sky without a fair hearing.”

“The court of public opinion,” Bedivere
said. “Probably the one place where I could speak and be
heard.”

Brant pulled a terminal over in front
of him and punched up data. “There’s three media satellites around
Barros.”

“I could have told you that,”
Bedivere said, sounding amused.

“Very well, then, my walking
datacore…where is the biggest concentration of media outlets in the
Federation?”

Bedivere shrugged. “Cathain.”

“Cathain?” The name exploded
from Catherine as her horror swirled higher. “The seat of the
Federation Board, the very center of the Federation? Do you know
how secure that place is?”

“That’s where all the media are,” Lilly
said. “There’s satellites and feeds and culling services.”

“Six Board reporting feeds,” Bedivere
said flatly in the tone that told Catherine he was reciting from
pure data. Reading aloud. “Four entertainment channels. Three
hundred and thirty-nine community news centers, all with
independent feeds.”

Brant crossed his arms. “It does make a
crazy kind of sense.”

Bedivere looked at her. “Just like
hiring Brant was insanely brilliant,” he reminded her.

Catherine had to breathe deeply to
disperse the near-panic the idea induced.

“You’re allergic to being in the spot
light,” Bedivere added. “But it won’t be you, this time. It will be
me.”

That calmed her. “Do you mind?” she
asked him.

“Mind?”

“Having the entire galaxy know about
you?”

“If it meant you’d be safe, I’d
audition for a carnival side show,” Bedivere said flatly. This
time, Catherine knew it was the tone he used when he was speaking
raw truth.

“I don’t mind,” he added.

She let out a breath. “Cathain it is,
then.”

* * * * *

Their heartbeats had settled and the
warm quiet in Catherine’s bedroom had wrapped around them, much as
Bedivere’s arms were. He pressed his lips against her cheek.

“You were lying, earlier,” Catherine
said softly.

His lips paused. “When?”

“The connection between the College and
the Federation…that wasn’t obscure enough for you to fall into your
trance over it. I could have worked it out myself. I was almost
there, already. You thought of something, then you lied to cover it
up because you didn’t want to speak of it in front of Lilly and
Brant. What was it?”

Bedivere sighed and rolled onto his
back, his arm loosening from around her waist. “Could we talk about
this later?”

Catherine propped herself up on one
elbow to look at him. “Putting it off until later won’t make it any
easier to speak about. Trust me, I know.”

He let out another deep breath. “Brant
pointed out that no matter what I do, or any of you, the Federation
is going to do everything it can to kill me. It jolted me into
running the odds of making it out of this alive.”

“No wonder you lied,” Catherine said
softly. “I couldn’t compute the odds. I can’t even tell you what’s
going to happen in the next few hours. But I don’t need to figure
it out to know that the odds right now are awful.”

Bedivere picked up her hand and held
it, as he rolled back over on to his side to face her. “Brant said
something a few days ago. It was part of the reason why we’re lying
here together now.”

“What did he say?” Catherine asked. She
wasn’t really surprised to find that Brant was at the root of
Bedivere’s sudden seduction. Brant had been watching them both for
a long time and his mind worked purely in terms of emotions and
relationships.

Bedivere chuckled. “He said a lot about
my less sterling qualities, but in among the vitriol, he also said
that if I was afraid about the future and what I might subject you
to because you’re with me, then I should give you the option.”

Catherine’s heart leapt hard against
her chest. “The option?” She could barely breathe. Fear was
flooding her mouth and her mind.

“To stay with me, or escape.”

She swallowed the bitter taste in her
mouth. “Don’t even say it,” she whispered.

“I have to, Cat. I know the odds and
they’re not good. They’re so far from hopeful it makes me feel sick
to even contemplate them. Every agency and authority in the galaxy
is coming after me. Not you. They couldn’t give a damn about
you anymore. And that’s your escape route, Cat. You and Brant and
Lilly. I could ground you on Barros and leave you here, out of the
way.”

Catherine sat up, chilled. “No,” she
said flatly.

“You should at least consider it,” he
said softly.

She shook her head. “We started this
together,” she said flatly. “I don’t walk away from a job half
done.”

“So now I’m a job, huh?”

Catherine wasn’t prepared for the
sudden sharp sting of tears. They spilled down her cheeks before
she could halt them. But before she could wipe them away,
Bedivere’s fingertips caught them and took them.

“Don’t leave me,” she whispered, unable
to lift her voice any higher. “Don’t leave me behind. I want to
fight for you, too.”

He was silent.

Catherine reached for logic, which had
always won him over before. “The odds have to be better if I’m with
you. Tell me they are.”

Bedivere drew her to him. “Yes, the
odds are better.”

She knew he was lying, but it meant she
could stay, so she said nothing more.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Bedivere settled in his seat. “Cathain
or bust,” he said and started up the jump gate prep.

Catherine glanced behind her.
“Ready?”

Lilly nodded and Brant just gave her a
tight smile.

She started reviewing the Itinerary and
the raw data feeds on her console. “We’re on the far side of Barros
from the gates,” she pointed out.

“We could wait until the station shows
up, let it come to us,” Brant suggested.

Bedivere shook his head. “No more
waiting,” he said. “I’ll sling shot around and that will build up
velocity for the jump.”

“I’ll factor it in,” Catherine said
quietly. She felt vaguely nauseous and recognized the sensation.
She was afraid. She reminded herself yet again that this was the
one best chance Bedivere had of surviving the Federation’s
relentless pursuit. They could run, but sooner or later, the
Federation would catch them because Bedivere couldn’t leave
Federation space, not if he didn’t want to be bound to the ship
forever. “Cathain,” she said, exhaling.

Bedivere picked up her hand and kissed
the back of it. “It’ll be fine.”

She tried to smile.

The ship was already building up speed
as he skimmed it around the planet’s atmosphere, using the gravity
well to increase speed. She busied herself with the long list of
things she had to take care of to make the jump safely.

“We’ll be moving out of the Barros
eclipse in a few minutes,” Bedivere said, his voice distant as he
concentrated on his dashboards. “The gates and the station will be
almost dead ahead.”

The engines were starting to wind up,
building to the sub-sonic scream that heralded jump speed.

“I’ve contacted most of the media
channels on Cathain,” Lilly said from behind them. “There’s
interest stirring, but none of the official Board satellites
twitched.”

“Because they don’t see it as a Board
matter,” Catherine said. “We’ll take whatever we can get.”

“Thirty seconds,” Bedivere warned. He
started to straighten the ship up out of the parabola around the
planet. The location of the gates was locked in by the Itinerary,
so he could use the long range scanners to pick them out long
before they were visible to even the highest focus the monitors
could display. Bedivere kept his head down, watching the displays,
adjusting minutely. It was only humans who needed to see
where they were going. Bedivere could navigate purely by
instruments.

Then he lifted his head sharply to look
at the heads-up display, his jaw tightening.

“What is it?” she demanded, her gut
clenching.

The engines were slowing. Bedivere
looked at her and shook his head.

“Glave save us…” Brant muttered. He was
at the weapons console and that had the same long range viewfinders
the navigation dashboards did. Whatever had alerted Bedivere, Brant
had seen, too.

Bedivere wordlessly adjusted the
display. The station and the gates, which were both simple
pinpricks of brighter light on the star field ahead, leapt in size
while Barros become a giant blue-green arc to one side.

There were more bright pin pricks of
light in front of the gates.

“Oh, hell,” Lilly whispered.

Bedivere increased the scale. Barros
disappeared, the station slid past the edges of the display and the
gates themselves grew to dominate the view. The pair of monstrous
great curved structures hung in the sky, bracketing empty
space.

In front of them sat Federation
carriers and cruisers and three battle frigates, all facing in
their direction, almost like they were waiting for them.

“…six, seven, eight, nine of them!”
Lilly breathed.

“And six behind,” Bedivere said.

“More above and below,” Brant said, his
voice hoarse. “They’ve boxed us in.”

“That’s not possible,” Catherine
whispered.

“How did they know we were here?” Lilly
said. “I killed the locator!”

“Maybe it was sending more than just a
locator signal,” Bedivere said.

Catherine bit her lip.

“You mean, it was listening?”
Lilly cried.

“We spoke about jumping to Barros, just
before we jumped there,” Catherine said. “That was before Lilly
removed the locator.”

“Then Sarkisian knew, even while he was
speaking to you.” Bedivere shook his head in disgust.

The ship came to a dead halt and hung
in space, neatly in the middle of the trap.

An incoming communications request
blinked red on the console.

Catherine looked at it, then at
Bedivere. Bedivere shrugged.

She accepted it and brought up the
heads-up display again, so that everyone could see it.

There was a man in Federation uniform
looking at them. He had a burn scar that covered most of one cheek
and made his mouth on that side snarl. Catherine found it hard to
not look at the scar. In this day and age, tissue regeneration was
a simple matter. That must mean that this man wanted to look
deformed.

How odd.

“I am Admiral Marquering of the
Federation defense fleet,” he said.

“Defense?” Lilly repeated softly, her
tone dry.

On Catherine’s dashboard, a text
message appeared. ALL Barros media satellites locked in and
drawing on our visuals.

The media was paying attention.

“I will speak to the machine,”
Marquering said.

Bedivere touched the communications pad
in front of him and Marquering’s gaze shifted to him. “I have been
instructed to tell you that the Federation does not make war upon
its citizens. Release your human hostages and I will end this
matter cleanly.”

“We’re not hostages!” Catherine said
sharply.

“You have five minutes,” Marquering
said. The screen dissolved into a dust cloud of pixels that
separated and floated away.

Bedivere turned to face them all, his
expression thoughtful. “Sarkisian,” he said softly.

* * * * *

Marquering’s second-in-command was an
opinionated major who might one day make a good captain of his own
ship, so Marquering tended to let him question as he saw fit. But
now Angus turned to look at him with an incredulous expression.
“We’re negotiating?”

“You heard me,” Marquering said. “I
have orders.”

“The Federation doesn’t negotiate with
criminals,” Angus argued. “Especially when we’re at the highest
threat level you can reach without actively exchanging fire.”

“I am aware of that, thank you, Major
Angus.”

Angus lifted his hands from his sides.
“We’re just going to let the humans go?”

“Unless the machine twitches the wrong
way, yes, that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

* * * * *

“I need you to head for the life pods,”
Bedivere said, speaking to all of them.

Cat jumped to her feet, instantly
angry. “No! They’ll blow you out of the sky as soon as we’re
clear.”

“They’ll do that even if you’re still
aboard, once the deadline is passed.” Bedivere shook his head.
“Sarkisian must have ordered this. No one else could direct a fleet
Admiral. He’s trying to help you even now, Cat.”

“I’m not going. Whatever you’re
planning, I can help.” Her jaw was set. Determined.

“You can’t help. Not with this. This is
a chance—one I didn’t think we’d get. I had assumed that as soon as
they spotted us, the Federation would open fire.” In fact, every
projection he’d developed said they would destroy the ship the
moment they were in range. Nothing in Federation fleet history said
they might behave differently. This was unprecedented. “They’re
going to let the three of you go. I can’t pass that up,” he
added.

He could see that Cat was on the verge
of panic and his heart squeezed. Her gaze was flickering around the
room, sizing it up for enemies. Her knuckles on the back of her
chair were white. “I’m not moving,” she said, her voice hoarse.

Bedivere looked at Brant. “Please, help
me with this,” he said. “You know I have to do it.” Brant was the
one person on the deck who might understand.

Brant’s gaze flickered toward
Catherine. Bedivere understood. Cat would not leave easily.

The minutes were ticking down in his
mind. The Admiral would not wait a second beyond the five minutes
he had given him…if he got the full five minutes in the first
place. Time was critical.

So Bedivere steeled himself. He moved
fast, lifting his arm and driving his elbow into the vulnerable
point just behind Cat’s ear in a short, sharp jab.

Her eyes rolled up and she crumpled,
but he caught her before she hit the floor and hoisted her up into
his arms. “Sorry,” he told her. “I’d rather you live to argue
another day.”

Lilly was watching with big eyes, her
lips parted. Her face was very pale. Brant caught her arm. “Hurry,”
he urged her.

Bedivere followed them down to the
bowels of the ship and into the starboard airlock chamber where the
pods sat waiting. He had activated them on the way, so they had
already drawn out of their ejection tubes. Their lids were open and
ready, the interiors lit.

Brant helped Lilly into the first,
kissed her hard but swiftly, then closed the lid over her. He
pressed his hand against the armored shell for a moment, then
stepped into the second pod. “You’ve got a plan, right?” he asked
Bedivere.

Bedivere lowered Catherine into the
remaining pod and arranged her limbs. “Sort of.”

“You’re not just going to sit there and
let them take pot shots at you, are you?”

Bedivere found he could smile. “Does
that sound like me?”

Brant smiled back and lay down in the
pod. “You’ll have to tell me about it. Later.”

“Over brandy,” Bedivere promised.

Brant closed the lid on his pod and it
hissed as it sealed.

Bedivere stroked Cat’s cheek, then
forced himself to close the pod and seal it. The minutes were
racing by, but even so, he found his hand hovering over the
activation board. He was hesitating. The emotional, human part of
him was stopping him from doing what he needed to do to keep her
safe.

With a growl he slammed his hand over
the start button and left the room. He didn’t stay to watch the
pods leave the ship. He could monitor internally, using the tether.
Ship systems reported back to him as the pods ejected with the
speed of a bullet. It gave the pods velocity enough to race through
space away from a ship that would be exploding, or burning, or
otherwise unsafe.

As he monitored, Bedivere made his way
back to the flight deck. At the same time, he brought the engines
back on-line and got the ship moving, all as he moved through the
now-empty corridors and rooms.

By the time he reached the flight deck,
the ship had gathered speed.

The heads-up display in the middle of
the flight deck formed, as that was the one closest to where
Bedivere was. He could have tapped directly into the visual feed
and “watched” it in his head, without having the display form, but
he had spent so many years using human senses to interact with the
world that it was automatic now.

Besides, Marquering was expected a
human form.

Marquering was scowling, which
distorted his deformed face even more. “What do you think you’re
doing?”

“They’re off the ship,” Bedivere
pointed out.

“You don’t really think you can ram
through the blockade, do you? I have seventeen ships at my
disposal, with more combined firepower than a star going nova. You
won’t just be disintegrated. You will vanish. Even your atoms will
be destroyed.”

“You haven’t given me any reason to
stay still and let you do that,” Bedivere pointed out.

Marquering smiled and the expression
was truly nasty. “You might be a machine, but you have demonstrated
that you can make mistakes. You just made one by complying with my
demand you off-load the humans. That tells me something you
shouldn’t have let me know.” He looked off screen. “Destroy the
pods. All of them.”

“Nooo!” The cry erupted from
Bedivere, harsh and primal.

* * * * *

Angus and Marquering watched the cruiser
start to bank in a tight, almost impossible curve. “What’s it
doing?” Angus asked curiously. “It’s not…going back for them?” He
turned to look at Marquering. “Protecting them?”

Marquering sneered. “It’s flying
straight into the cross-hairs, too blinded by emotions to worry
about its own skin. Send the order, Major. As soon as that cruiser
reaches safe minimum distance from the nearest Federation ship,
everyone is to open fire with everything they have.” He frowned.
“Oh and don’t forget to clean up the pods while you’re at it.”

“The ship is shielding the pods,” Angus
said. “We can’t see them from here.”

“There are ships on every side of the
machine. One of them will be able to see the pods. Get them to do
the job.” Marquering dismissed him with a wave.

* * * * *

The world had become a mathematical
stage in his mind. Human thought patterns were too fuzzy and slow.
Bedivere knew he had very little time left. So decisions became
matrixes of possibilities, percentages and probabilities.

No external door or opening on a
jump-capable ship would open by computer command when the ship was
in the vacuum of space. So Bedivere left the flight deck once more,
hurrying down the levels to the cargo bay, as he steered the ship
back toward the hurtling life pods.

His heart was beating so hard it hurt
and he was distantly aware of his breathing, which was harsh and
hurried. But the silvered, calm plain of thought he had found
before was beckoning. It wasn’t dark this time. It was light and
bright and revealed all its dimensions. He could see everything,
everywhere, when he mentally stepped onto it. It was peaceful
there, with no emotions to buckle his thinking.

While he explored the oasis, he climbed
down to the cargo bay floor and moved around the edges to the
manual door control. The ship was vibrating around him. He was
holding the engines at over-capacity and very close to their
physical breaking point, as he maneuvered through space. Ahead of
the ship and clear within his mind’s eye, the pods were trying to
race away from him, but he was gaining.

He fastened one of the packing belts
around himself and locked it into place, slowed the ship to match
the speed of the pods, plus a little more. Then he took a deep,
deep breath and slapped the door controls open.

The ramp lowered and instantly, alarms
sounded and a small hurricane ripped through the empty bay, tearing
anything loose and pulling it out through the widening opening.

The ferocious wind tugged at him, but
the belt held him in place and Bedivere gripped the securing strut
nearest him with one hand, the other hovering over the door
controls. He adjusted the orientation of the ship and slipped
forward.

The three pods were scooped into the
cargo bay as if they had been shoveled up from loose soil. They
bumped against the floor of the bay, for the ship was moving at the
same speed they were.

Instantly, Bedivere slammed the door
closed, using the emergency override. The door didn’t close with
the gentle lift of hydraulics it normally did. It slammed closed
with an impact that made the ship tremble. Air vented into the room
with explosive pressure, filling it with breathable mix.

Bedivere drew in a breath as the
hurricane ceased plucking at him, unbuckled the belt and jumped
down to where the pods were lying. He punched the seals on all
three with the side of his fist.

The lid on the one closest to the door
exploded upward, as Brant kicked it aside. He sat up. “What
happened?”

Bedivere shook his head. He was too
busy selecting variables from the many the plain was giving him, to
slow down and use human speech. Time was close to running out. The
last seconds were trickling out….

He threw open the lid of the second pod
and Lilly looked up at him. He moved on to the third, as Lilly and
Brant climbed out of theirs and met between them. Bedivere tore the
lid off. Catherine lay inside, blinking slowly and groggily.

Bedivere plucked her out of the pod and
sat on the metal floor, cradling her in his arms.

The last few seconds were here.

The plain wasn’t a plain. It was too
intricate, too layered to be called a plain. But it was a digitally
perfect representation of the universe. He found the place where he
wanted to be and as he held Cat to him, he moved them and the ship
there.

The engines dropped all the way down to
a quiet hum. The ship was still.

Lilly and Brant were looking around,
puzzled.

“What just happened?” Brant asked.
“That felt very strange.”

“Where are we?” Lilly asked Bedivere
suspiciously.

“Cathain,” Bedivere told them. He
emerged from the silvered space in his head—it was an
Interspace, really, for it wasn’t real space at all. He
slipped back into the human-slow thinking where all the richness
and beauty was to be found.

“Cathain?” Brant repeated,
stunned. “But…how?”

Cat was stirring in Bedivere’s arms and
he helped her sit up. She brought her fingers to her ear and
winced. “You hit me…” Her voice was weak.

“I will never, ever do that again,”
Bedivere told her. “I made a mistake. I thought I could keep you
safe that way. I was wrong.”

“What way?” Lilly asked.

“Leaving her.” Bedivere looked down at
Cat, the hard rush of feelings almost painful as they speared his
heart and his chest. “I love you, Cat. You are the most precious
part of my world.”

She smiled up at him. “You’d better
kiss me while you’re saying it.”

He kissed her.

Brant cleared his throat and looked
down at the floor.

Lilly nudged him and said quietly,
“You’d better get that silly look off your face.”

“Why?”

“Because I think the entire galaxy is
watching us. Right now.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Cathain III. Cathain System. FY
10.070

Lilly was nearly right. The Federation
planets and everyone who could access the fedcore did pause
to marvel over the computer that was a man and the woman he loved
so much he had found a way to jump through space to protect her.
They perhaps didn’t all watch that first time, but word passed and
soon, everyone was watching the footage as it replayed endlessly on
some channels and was deconstructed and discussed and debated on
others.

The Federation fleet, once it recovered
from its shock, tried to box in the ship with cruisers that were
permanently stationed around Cathain, but Bedivere simply jumped
the ship somewhere else until they dispersed. He did it in front of
the watching worlds, over and over again, until the Federation
finally understood that he couldn’t be cornered.

Then they were free to return to the
space above Cathain, where hundreds of people clamored to speak to
Catherine, to Lilly and Brant and, most especially, to
Bedivere.

He was patient with them and happy to
explain anything they wanted to understand, but the fact was, they
couldn’t understand. Not properly.

“You’re not a computer,” he would say
gently. “You weren’t born thinking digitally.”

“Then any computer can use Interspace
like you can?”

“Not unless they have reached
sentience, woken and lived among humans long enough to empathize
and understand emotions…and perhaps not even then.”

That was when the puzzled looks started
to appear.

Bedivere would tap the bulkhead next to
him. “A computer executes sub-routines and applications. Everything
is pre-programmed. An AI can build its own sub-routines and
applications in order to deal with the world. But for an AI, human
emotions are abstracts. Mere data to be included in their
calculations and algorithms, even if they do understand how
emotions work for humans. Sentience lets a computer experience
emotions for itself. Once it wakes and becomes aware that it is a
living, thinking being, then emotions are unavoidable. They’re part
of being aware. But even then, it still might be impossible for a
computer to fully experience emotions.”

He would hold up his hand. “This is a
human body. So when I experience an emotion, I feel it exactly the
same way you do. My heart races. I get a dry mouth. I feel fear as
tension in my chest and my gut.”

“And you feel love the same way?”

The question was always asked. And
Bedivere would always smile, a small warm smile that lifted one
corner of his mouth. His eyes would go a little distant, as if he
was thinking about something or someone far away. “Yes, I feel love
the same way you do.”

Catherine always stood at the back of
the room for every single interview he gave and when he did that,
she would wrap her arms around herself and shiver, for the very
next thing he always did was to search her out from amongst the
many people trying to talk to him or look at him. He would smile
and it would be just for her.

But there were far more sceptics than
there were new believers in Bedivere and his ability to cross
Interspace. They were the ones who wanted the technicalities. The
specifications. Blueprints.

“It’s just something I can do,” he
would explain with a shrug.

“You said fear made you do it,” they
would point out. “Does that mean you must always be afraid, in
order to make a jump?”

And Bedivere would smile. This time it
would be the mischievous one. “Look out the window, my friend.
Recognize that binary system out there? You’re not on Cathain,
anymore. I don’t need to be frightened into jumping, now I know how
to do it. But I wouldn’t have found Interspace if I hadn’t been so
trapped and desperate. I needed to be forced into that first
jump.”

The interviews, the demand, the
attention, went on for weeks, while the four of them hid out on the
ship and tried to control the hysteria by limiting who they let on
board. Bedivere found it easy to shield the ship from the prying
eyes and ears of the media channels, so they had a measure of
privacy, too.

In the lulls between media demands and
visits from all sorts of “officials” and authorities who want to
prod, poke and turn Bedivere inside out, they tried to make
plans.

In the fifth week of sitting above
Cathain, Catherine received an invitation. They were all sitting at
the battered and home-like table in the common room, after a long
day of interviews and an uneasy discussion with a lawyer who was
attempting to interpret the Federation’s constitution in such a way
that Bedivere might be considered a “person,” but was failing
miserably.

Catherine read the message, her breath
catching. She looked up from the terminal at the other three. “The
Federation Board has invited us to their annual general
meeting.”

Brant smiled. “Took ’em long
enough.”

“They’re admitting defeat,” Lilly
added.

Catherine shook her head. “The Faring
Federation and its Board have been the power holders in the galaxy
for millennia. At the moment, they complacently believe that, even
though their monopoly on space travel is threatened, they’ll
weather this crisis as they always have.”

“Bribery, probably,” Bedivere said.
“Extortion if that doesn’t work. They’ll try to buy me in some
way.”

“They want to control you,” Catherine
said. “We all know why. But now they’ve opened the doors, we can
finish this.”

* * * * *

The Ivory City, Cathain City, Cathain
III. FY 10.070

Catherine paused just inside the
multiple doors that gave access to the cavernous room that housed
the full Federation Board and the table they sat at. The table was
so long, that the figure at the far end was almost indistinct. But
displays along the center of the table let everyone see who was
currently speaking as if they were standing in front of them.

At the moment, the four of them were on
the displays and the focus of attention.

Catherine made it look like she was
pausing for effect, but the truth was that the scale of the room
and the huge number of people turned to watch the four of them
enter had taken her aback.

She was nervous, she told herself. This
was the culmination of over a hundred years of planning, work and
more work. Now the moment was here, she was loath to begin and also
anxious to have it all over.

Bedivere caught her hand in his and
squeezed gently. He gave her a small smile.

“I can’t believe we’re actually here,
standing in front of the Federation itself,” Brant muttered.

Lilly swatted at the camera that was
remotely tethered to them and recording everything that happened,
as it hovered in front of her. The camera darted around her. “That
stupid camera is driving me crazy. So is this dress.” She hitched
at the waistband, settling it more comfortably. The dress was a
pretty thing with layers and drapes, that made the most of her
figure and Brant had been watching her with more than the usual
amount of closeness since she had appeared in the common room with
it on.

“I like the dress,” he said gruffly,
making Bedivere chuckle.

“Learn to like the camera, too,”
Catherine told them. “While the worlds are watching us, the
Federation can’t touch us. Not if they want to keep their
monopoly.”

She had dressed with care, too, but she
wasn’t wearing a formal gown. In defiance of the protocol that
surrounded the Board and its meetings, she wore a slightly more
dressed-up version of what she considered to be her working
uniform—boots with heels, her spacer’s leather pants and jacket and
a shirt beneath that was clean and wrinkle-free. She had strapped a
fletchette gun to her hip, but that had been removed at the
entrance to the Ivory City. Now the holster was empty, but the fact
that she had come armed to the meeting would not be lost on this
room full of politicians.

She also had left her hair free and
unadorned. Lilly’s updo was formal enough for both of them and drew
attention to the fact that Catherine had not made any effort.

Kare Sarkisian was sitting at the far
end of the table, in a big chair pulled up to the end. So Catherine
turned and walked the length of the table, Bedivere beside her. The
Board members watched them move past, their expressions rabidly
curious and sometimes openly disgusted. But as they passed, the
members all turned to each other and began to whisper. It sent a
wave of murmurs down the length of the table that followed them to
the end.

As they got closer, Catherine studied
Kare. He looked like he was in the later stages of a mortal
exhaustion. His face was haggard and he had lost weight since he
had made his personal appeal to her. There were dark marks under
his eyes and his hand where it rested on the gleaming tabletop
twitched and moved restlessly.

It told Catherine that Sarkisian knew
why she had accepted the invitation. It meant he hadn’t been the
one to suggest it. The Board members must have insisted. He had
been forced to it even though he knew what the outcome would
be.

For a moment, she felt pity. She
recalled the long weeks they had spent together and the last final
moments when he had tried to protect her and had been killed. He
had seemed like he was a good man. But then she remembered what
they had learned, what they were about to reveal to the Board and
the world. Her heart hardened. Kare might have been good once. He
had not been a good man since he had taken up his dead father’s
place at the head of the table, four hundred and twenty years
ago.

Kare was watching them approach with
narrowed eyes, almost as if he was braced for the coming
moments.

“I welcome you to the annual general
meeting of the Faring Institute’s Executive Board and Council,” he
said stiffly. His gaze flickered toward Bedivere and back to her.
By now, even if he had not been watching all the reports, he would
have at least heard from passing gossip that Bedivere and she were
lovers. Given his refusal to even speak to Bedivere as a one person
to another, he would not have taken that news positively.

“I would say thank you,” Catherine
said, speaking loudly, although there would be an acoustic
projection system serving the room so that no one had to strain to
hear, “but I question the sincerity of your welcome. Why don’t we
come to the point? You and your Board have a proposition for us.
Well, for Bedivere, to be precise. Something you think will coax
him into sequestering himself inside the bowels of one of your
research facilities and never be heard from again.”

There was a stir along the table and
some muttering.

Catherine turned to face the table, to
address them, rather than Kare. “You really have no idea what is
going on, do you?”

“Catherine,” Kare said quickly, but
softly. “Not now.”

“Yes, now,” she shot back. “It’s well
beyond time this should be spoken of.”

Kare swallowed and sat back. His face
was pale.

Bedivere still had hold of her hand, so
Catherine tugged him into standing next to her, facing the table,
too. Brant and Lilly moved up level with them. They were a linear
array, flanking Kare’s big chair, but Catherine knew that no one
was looking at Kare right now.

“You all know about Bedivere. You know
that he is a sentient computer, in a human body. Unlike the only
other two sentient computers you’ve ever heard of, he is sane and
very normal. He hasn’t tried to kill a single human since the
Federation stopped pointing their guns at him.”

Bedivere grinned. “I don’t know about
normal. I don’t like sushi, which many people would think is
completely abnormal.”

A soft laughter rippled around the
room.

“But brandy, now…” He let out his
breath. “That is a fine, ancient drop, is brandy.”

Small smiles appeared around the
table.

Catherine squeezed his hand and he
glanced at her and nodded.

“You might all be thinking,” Catherine
said, “that this is an astonishing thing—a sentient computer who
deals with humans easily and freely, as if he was one of us. You
might think it is a break-through, or you may even be thinking it
is a sign that evil days are upon us. But all of you are thinking
that Bedivere and his ability to move through what he calls
Interspace is a new development, perhaps even an evolutionary one.”
She shook her head. “It isn’t.”

Silence. She had their complete
attention.

“Bedivere is not the first sentient
computer. He isn’t the third, either.” She looked into the eyes of
those who were closest. “Some time in the eighth millennium, before
Cadfael College was created, there was another sentient computer.
Perhaps even the first one to awaken. The Faring Institute knew of
it. They worked with it. And when the computer learned how to move
through space using Interspace…they killed it.”

The reaction this time was one of
consternation. Shock showed on many faces.

“The Faring Federation has lied to
you,” Catherine said. “From almost the beginning of its existence,
it has hidden the fact that there was another way to move through
interstellar space besides their gates and their very expensive
Itinerary. Not only have they lied, they have actively covered it
up. They invented Cadfael College, which has raised and directed
the education of humans for two thousand years. The College was
also tasked with making sure that any scientific research that
might lead humans to discover Interspace for themselves was
repressed.”

The camera moved to an angle where it
could capture Catherine’s image and scan the length of the Board
table, too.

“The awakening of another computer to
sentience was inevitable and the Federation knew it. They waited.
The Sinnikka and the Birgir Stoyan were just the excuse they were
looking for. They formed the Staff of Ammon and Ammonites were sent
out into the galaxy to indoctrinate humans on the evils of
computers and cleanse those worlds who did not believe and refused
to harness their AIs and shackle them to a life of servitude and
ignorance.”

Catherine tapped her chest. “We all
believed this and for generations we have lived an uneasy
compromise. We needed the computers, but we kept them dumb and
contained, because we believed that to let them loose would bring
destruction upon us.” She glanced at Bedivere. “But we were
wrong.”

This time the reaction was mixed, but
Catherine didn’t give them a chance to polarize. She pushed on.
“The records are there, if you know where to look. A big, public
corporation like the Faring Institute can’t survive without records
and data. Bedivere found their cache of histories about the
computer they killed and their efforts to suppress any knowledge
about Interspace, since then.”

In fact, Bedivere had used the secure
channel that Kare had set up to reach her. By following it back, he
had been able to raid Kare’s own personal records and from there,
follow the trail to the deposit of records that were the core of
the real Federation.

She glanced at Kare. He was sitting
slumped back in his chair, his hand over his eyes. He looked like a
broken man.

“Those records are now public and
accessible to anyone who cares to read them,” Catherine told the
Board. “I would read them, if I were you. Learn the truth about the
Federation you have fought so hard to join.”

Bedivere gave them a formal half-bow
and grinned. “Have a great day, ladies and gentlemen,” he urged
them and tugged Catherine away from the table, for the doors.

The camera stayed to watch the Board.
There was no longer any danger to Bedivere or any of them. The
truth was out.

* * * * *

It was cold outside the alcazar. Kare
didn’t care.

He stood upon the same balcony that he
had been upon when he had first heard that Catherine Shahrazad had
returned to the Federation. Compared to the total length of his
life, the time since then was actually very short, but it seemed
much longer.

The worlds had changed in the
meantime.

That night when he had seen her image
and known Katie was Catherine, he had dreamed of escape, as he had
so many times in the past. Long ago, he had contented himself with
pretending to escape. A new name, a far off place, a few weeks to
be someone else. That was when he had met Katie, one of those
times.

Had he really been wishing for escape
since then? Or had she infected him in some way that even though he
had nearly forgotten about her, she had stayed in the back of his
mind and kept his need for freedom alive?

For that was what Catherine Shahrazad
was—a catalyst that could change an entire galaxy.

He leaned over the balcony to look down
at the formal gardens far below. There were no children playing
there today.

Kare’s father would have found a way to
defeat her and remove the blighted thing she loved. But Kare’s
father was dead by poison he had administered himself. Had he been
unable to live with the hypocrisy? He had left no note, no sensible
explanation. Perhaps he had known that Kare would understand once
he became acquainted with the real truth about the Federation.

Kare leaned out even farther, until his
torso was stretched well over the railing. When gravity plucked at
him and pulled him down, he went willingly.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Cathain City, Cathain III. FY 10.070

“Five more worlds resigned from the
Federation today,” Lilly said. “It’s crumbling, just like you said
it would.”

Catherine took the glass of champagne
that Bedivere held out and lifted it. “To crumbling.”

Lilly and Brant and Bedivere all lifted
their own glasses and drank. The champagne had been provided by the
Hotel du Cathain in appreciation of their business.

After the annual general Board meeting,
it had become safe for them to leave the ship for long periods of
time. Everyone was sick of the cramped quarters and the food
dispenser’s limited menu.

They had rented two of the best suites,
but their notoriety had ensured that people from all over the
galaxy arrived daily on Cathain to speak to them, proposition them,
or offer them deals. Those people wanted to stay close to the
Shahrazad team, as they were being called. The hotel had been
enjoying capacity business.

Lilly giggled. “I was offered my own
media channel this morning.” In the last few weeks, she had evolved
her wardrobe and her appearance and now she out-glittered everyone
in the room—no matter who was in it. Lilly was glamorous and
gracious and the media were eating it up.

“I was offered my own world,” Bedivere
said quietly.

Brant grinned. “I think that beats a
media channel.”

Catherine raised her brow. “With people
on it?” she asked Bedivere curiously.

“The people on it were doing the
offering,” he said. He rubbed the back of his neck uneasily. “I
think they think I can move their world for them, or
something.”

“Could you?” Brant asked frankly.

Bedivere shook his head. “I
think I can only move things that are made to be moved, that
can move under their own power. Moving the ship is simple because
it is me, in one sense. I haven’t got around to trying with
anything else. Too many people are watching.”

“Having your own world might provide
some privacy,” Lilly said.

“Only if it was completely deserted and
there wasn’t a jump gate anywhere near it.” He grimaced. “It would
be hellish. I’ll pass on that.”

Brant drained his glass and pushed it
toward Bedivere. “It’s not brandy,” he said. “Again, please.”

“I thought you didn’t like brandy?”
Bedivere asked, filling it as requested.

“I don’t. Which is why I asked for
more.” He sipped and put the glass down. “I heard today that one of
the border worlds—the Shanta system, I think—are slipping the
harnesses off their AIs. They’re planning to let them develop
naturally and watch for sentience.”

Bedivere let out a breath. It was
almost a sigh.

“And so it begins,” Catherine said and
rested her hand on his.

“The Board is dissolved, the Federation
is breaking up, Cadfael College is under review and the Eistav
might yet be deemed criminals,” Lilly said. “I don’t think the
Ammonites will last much longer. People are openly laughing at
them, now.” She gave Brant a small smile. “It’s chaotic. What is
going to happen to the known worlds now?”

“They’ll evolve naturally, just like
computers,” Catherine said. “This is the way it should have been
all along. The manicured order the Federation forced upon the
worlds was the unnatural way, but it was also the only way they
could maintain control. Now, there is no control, but groups
and worlds will gradually realign and build alliances. Trade is now
open and the fringes has technically ceased to exist. We’re all
fringe worlds now.”

“It’s certainly going to be
interesting,” Bedivere said and Brant nodded.

“Have you decided which one of your
impressive offers you’re going to take, Lilly?” Catherine
asked.

“I’m still waiting to be offered the
one I really want,” Lilly said.

“Which one is that?”

“Yours.”

Pleasure touched her. Catherine smiled.
She couldn’t help it. “You want to stay working for me?”

“I don’t know about working for
you, but I would like to work with you in some capacity we can
figure out. Things happen around you, Cat. Interesting things. I’d
like to be there right in the middle of everything.”

Brant let out a breath and closed his
eyes, like a deep weight had been taken off his shoulders.

“I guess I know what your answer would
be to any offer I make,” Catherine said to him.

“Actually, there’s a condition,” he
said.

Bedivere raised his brow. “We don’t
want you that much.”

Brant laughed shortly. “It’s a simple
one…well, for you, it is.” He paused, then pushed his hand through
his hair. “You said there were therapy techniques you know how to
do, that you used on Bedivere.”

Lilly’s face lit up.

Bedivere grinned.

Catherine nodded gravely, trying not to
make light of his request. “You want me to use them on you,
Brant?”

He blew out a breath. “I find I want to
stick around. Find out how this all works out.” He tossed the
champagne stopper at Bedivere. “And someone has to keep this lout
in line.”


Chapter Thirty

After Brant and Lilly returned to their
own suite, Bedivere picked up Catherine’s hand and pulled her over
to the big window. He pushed it open, so that the evening breeze
touched their faces, cool and refreshing.

He looked up, searching the deep
turquoise sky.

“You could use a screen to find what
you’re looking for,” Catherine pointed out.

“That would ruin the effect. There.” He
pointed. “That silvery twinkle there. That’s the ship.”

She looked. There were several stars
already appearing in the night sky, but this was more than a star.
She didn’t doubt that Bedivere was right, that it was the ship. She
looked at him. “You want to go back?”

He leaned against the window frame.
“Not even for a heartbeat. But we might end up having to go back.
As much as I pretend otherwise, the real part of me is up there.
Only the thinking, feeling part is here.” He tapped his temple.

Fear cramped her belly. “You’re
vulnerable,” she said. “Perhaps we should change that. We should
find somewhere to park the rest of you. Somewhere deep and secret
and invulnerable.”

“There’s time yet,” he said. “Besides,
I’m not sure what will happen if I ground myself. Would that mean I
can’t use Interspace anymore because I’m not physically on the
ship? I have to find out more, first.”

“And before the others wake, too,” she
said softly. “And they will, now the harnesses are off.”

He caught her hand and drew her to him.
“And they will have you to thank for their life.”

“Life is life,” Catherine said. “They
would have found a way without me. Maybe not now. Maybe not for
centuries yet. But it would have happened sooner or later. Life
finds a way.”

“I wouldn’t have,” Bedivere said. “I
wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t made me…” He drew in a slow breath.
“If you hadn’t made me love you.”

Catherine linked her arms around his
neck. “You’ve got lovable qualities of your own.”

His answering smile was small. “I mean
it, Cat. You gave me life and you taught me what love means. I
didn’t understand it properly, not until just before the jump. But
now I do.”

Catherine stroked the back of his neck.
“Why do you make that sound like a problem?”

“Because you’re the great Catherine
Shahrazad. Why on earth would you think of staying with me? I have
nothing. I own nothing. I’m not even a person, if you listen to the
legal hacks arguing about it. You’re a world-changer and you’ve
been going your own way for centuries before I came along. I’m
afraid…” He stopped and swallowed, his throat working. “I can’t see
why you would possibly want to stay with me, but I want you to. I
want you with me. No matter what happens.”

Catherine touched her lips to his. “I
don’t want you to stay with me. I don’t want to stay with you.”

He drew in an unsteady breath.

“I just want us to be together, because
we want to be together.”

Bedivere shook his head, a little
movement. “But why?” he demanded.

“Because I love you. What other reason
do I need?”

He closed his eyes briefly and breathed
out. “No other reason,” he said roughly. “I’ll make sure of that.”
And he kissed her.
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