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To my family.  

The ones I’m related to and the ones I’m not.

 

meta 1

 

 

 

are they ready?

 

they?  

hardly.  

 

 

it’s only been twenty thousand cycles.

 

 

 

but, maybe, individuals might be ready.

 

 

 

pick some likely candidates.  

 

test them.

Chapter 1

 

 

	Duncan Sheriden stood in front of the glass wall, awed.  A planet hung above the viewport, dominating the vista.  Looking up at the blue orb threatened to disorient him, replacing up with down; negating every life lesson gravity had taught.

“What’s it made of?”

“The planet?  Whatever planets are made of.  It doesn’t matter.  It’s just computer graphics anyway.”

Duncan turned his head to look at his friend, “No.  I meant the glass.”  He looked back at the view, “I mean, it’s a huge half dome.  It must be a hundred meters across.”

“At least,” said Matt.

“And there are no visible supports, no framing.  Just an unbroken semi circle of clear glass.”  He looked back at Matt, “Is it silica?  Diamond?  What?”

Matt laughed, “You want to know, fundamentally, what it really is?  It’s computer code. It’s a rule.  A rule that says ‘this thing separates nasty space vacuum from life supporting gasses, it’s see through, and probably indestructible’.”

“And anyway,” Matt continued, “you’re twenty seconds into the first location in a functionally limitless virtual universe.  The room was designed to impress new players and the first thing you notice is the one thing you can’t see.”  Matt laughed again, “You’re hilarious.  C’mon, let’s get you setup.”

 

Matt pulled Duncan away from the view and, turning, they walked toward what looked like an information kiosk.  As they approached it, Duncan heard, as though a voice inside his head;

 

“Welcome to ‘Omegaverse’, Duncan Sheriden.  I’m your personal assistant, Clive.  You can call me up by name or by selecting the question mark icon in the lower left side of your user interface.  Please do so now.”

 

An icon in the lower left of his field of view began rapidly flashing so he focused on it, then thought ‘select’ and the neural interface in his VR helmet carried out the command. 

 

“Thank you, Duncan.  As you move through the Omegaverse, you will undoubtedly have many questions.  I will, to the best of my ability, give you the answers!”

 

Duncan smiled.  “What’s the glass in the dome made of?”

 

“A lattice of carbon, similar to diamonds, we believe.  The technology is beyond our capabilities.  We assume, like most of the technology in the Omegaverse, that it was created by the Old Ones.”

 

“What are the Old Ones?”

 

“A race from the distant past.  Nothing is known of their history.  All we have left of them is their technology.”

 

“What planet is that?  The one we’re orbiting.”

 

“Kepler 22B.”

 

“Thanks.  How do I go back to talking to other players?” he asked. Matt looked bored.  

 

“Either click on my icon, which functions as a toggle, or dismiss me verbally.  Others around you can’t hear you and I talk.  In time, we’ll get to know each other well enough that you won’t have to either call or dismiss me.”

 

Matt smiled at him, “Are you ready?”

“Am I ready for what?  Playing?” Duncan asked, “What about my name, my character, my class, skills, attributes.  All that stuff?”

Matt waved his hands dismissively, “None of that stuff applies.  This isn’t like some fantasy role playing game where you’re playing an elf or a barbarian.  You’re you.  Duncan Sheriden, twentieth level dork!”

“Some parts are customizable,” he continued, “You can set your nickname, the name that displays to other players.  But for the most part, any special abilities or skills you have develop for you as you play, however you play.  But everything you need to do, you just ‘do’, your skills are as much tied to your actual abilities as it is anything else.  As you practice, you’ll likely gain in proficiency in artificial increments, but that just helps by a matter of a few percent, so it’s only really noticeable statistically.  By far, most of the advancement you’ll do as a player is tied to your equipment.”

Duncan shook his head, “That doesn’t make any sense.”

Matt smiled, “It will, soon enough.”  He turned, “Follow me,” and started walking toward a door opposite the glass dome, behind the kiosk.

 

Duncan followed through the automatic door, which led into a short hallway with another door at the other end.  Once through the door, which closed behind them, a disembodied voice asked

“Destination?”

“Home sweet home,” said Matt, who continued through the alcove.  As he reached the end, the next door opened and Matt, Duncan in tow, walked through into what, Duncan thought, looked like a medium sized apartment, sparsely furnished with disjointedly eclectic styles.

Matt waved his arms expansively, “Mi casa es su casa,” after which Duncan received a message, in text, across the top of his field of view:

 

Access level granted:  Permanent Guest.   Special restrictions:  None.  

 

“Guest?” asked Duncan.

“Yeah, that means that you’re allowed to be here whenever you like.  Permanent means that I don’t have to be here.  No restrictions means you can access or mess with whatever you like,” laughed Matt, “so don’t fuck up my place.”

“Wow, thanks,” said Duncan, who then heard Clive’s voice:

 

“I’ve setup your access code for this destination to be “Matt’s Place”, though you can change it to whatever you like.  Just ask!”

 

“Thanks,” subvocalized Duncan, then to Matt, “Do I need a key or something?”

“Nah.  You’re allowed in and so is anyone you’re grouped with, but they don’t have any access apart from being here, walking around.  They can look, but not touch.”

Duncan began looking around the space, “This place is better decorated than your real apartment.”

“Cleaner, too!” Matt laughed, “Have a seat, I’ll be back in a minute”.  He went through a door in the wall opposite the front door.

Instead, Duncan began exploring the room.  Next to the front door, hanging on the wall, was an old time, twentieth century, advertisement poster for Coca-Cola.  At the bottom right, it was numbered, 27/500.  Clive chimed in:

 

“Advertisers can purchase loot drops, in lots.  Depending upon rarity and desirability, these items can command a large sum in auctions.”

 

“Really,” asked Duncan, “for a decoration?” 

 

He focused on the bottom, reading the fine print.  Trademark and copyright notices.  Then saw ‘found by Matt Vanderveer, March 16 2021’.

 

“Yes”, continued Clive, “but the drops aren’t limited to decorations.  Clothing, weapons, anything you can think of, really, has probably been marketed in some manner.”

 

Matt returned, “Like it?  Found that poster during a really hairy fight.  Wasn’t sure I was going to be able to survive long enough to get it back here.  I could probably sell it for twenty bucks, but I like it.”

“Here,” continued Matt, “I have some equipment you can have.”  

A dialog box appeared in Duncan’s upper right field of view.  He focused on it and saw a list of items.  An M4 assault rifle, a .45 m1911 pistol, some body armor and a few small packages marked “.45 5 magazines” or “5.56 5 magazines”.  He looked to the “Accept” icon below the list and chose it.

Clive helpfully began flashing another icon on the left side of his view, marked Inventory, so Duncan chose that, opening another, larger sheet.  He began reading through the list, which overlaid his field of view.  The boxes, icons and words were semi-transparent, so he was able to walk to the middle of the room and sit in one of the chairs near where Matt was sitting.

“Isn’t this kind of low-tech for a space game?” Duncan asked, “I mean, I just assumed this would all be lasers and plasma rifles in the 40 watt range.”

Matt laughed. “Just what you see here, pal.  Anyway, we’ll be heading off to clear out an earth-like planet.  Probably nothing more than the local equivalent of some tigers and bears.  These will be enough, and the ammo is dirt cheap.  We’ll get to the cool toys later.”

“This isn’t exactly what I’d want to go up against tigers and bears, either,” said Duncan.

Matt laughed, “Don’t worry.  There are four of us.”

Duncan closed the inventory window, paused and looked at Matt. 

“This is a lot of information, pretty fast.”

“Yeah, but if you’d been alone, you’d have been led through a series of newbie introductions,” he laughed, “At this point, you’d probably be learning how to call up your inventory, change your clothes, or select how you look.  Since you have me,” he bowed, “you get the quicky intro.”

Duncan looked over Matt.  The resemblance to his real life visage was remarkable.

“What do I look like?”

“Nothing like the real Duncan.  Just some generic schmuck,” laughed Matt, while Clive opened up a box labeled Personal Info.

 

“If you like,” said Clive “I can scrape your social media accounts for pictures, and put together a reasonable facsimile of you.  Be advised, however, that while this service is free for the first time, any additional changes require a payment based on the amount of change as well as current market rates.  Would you like me to make the change?”

 

“Sure.”

 

“There he is!” exclaimed Matt, “That’s the ugly mug I’m used to seeing on the barstool next to mine!”

The picture in the top left of the Personal Info page changed to mirror the picture he used on social media for his profile picture.  Below was listed the standard social media information such as name, age, and location.  All but his name were currently grayed out, indicating that they were not shared publicly.

Just then, the door opened, admitting Clancey and Vince.

“Well,” said Vince, “look who finally got off his ass and signed up.”

“Yeah, let’s go kill some shit!” said Clancey.

“Sounds good,” said Matt getting up from his chair, “time to saddle up,” and headed for the door.  The two new guys did an about face, following him.  Duncan jumped up and trailed his three friends, the door to Matt’s place closing behind him as the four crowded into the short hallway.

“Destination?”

“Mission Control” said Matt and Clancey simultaneously.

The door opened as Clancey, first in line, arrived.  Once through, Duncan looked around into the space, much larger than even the first introduction room had been.

“C’mon,” said Clancey, “Let’s find a good 4 ship.”

“Shannon going to make it?” asked Matt.

“Yeah,” said Vince “but probably for not an hour or so.  Plenty of time for a milk run.”

The four of them, Duncan in trail, entered through another automatic airlock, into what looked like a small booth, with two seats on either side.  As they grabbed their seats, Clive piped up for Duncan:

 

“As this is your first mission, there are some differences between what you’re experiencing from the rest.  Matt, as group leader, is currently selecting mission parameters; difficulty, duration and so on.  All of them are currently selecting whether or not to rent mission equipment, or to insure equipment they own.  Until you’ve had a chance to gain some experience and earn some credits, equipment or insurance will be provided to you, free of charge.”

 

A message flashed across the top of his field of view;

 

“Vinsanity and Clancey have been added to your group by Pope.”

 

“Hey newb!,” yelled Vince “Set your nickname.”

“Clive,” said Duncan, “set my nickname to Taipan”.  The cheers from his teammates told him that Clive had complied.  Clive added:

 

“I’ve also taken the liberty of setting up a standard combat overlay.  This will display the nicknames of your teammates over their heads, color coded to reflect their current health status, green, yellow or red.  We can tailor this to your specific needs over time. During the mission, I’ll leave it off by default, but you can ask for it at any time.”

 

“When do we get there?” Duncan asked, looking around at his teammates, their heads crowned by the green letters spelling out Pope, Vinsanity and Clancey.

“We’re already there,” said Vince, “and we’ll un-ass this crate as soon as you’re ready.  Lock and load, newb!”

Duncan pulled up his inventory screen, “Clive, unbox those magazines and put them in the bandolier slots.”  He pulled the .45 from its holster slot, grabbed a pistol magazine from the bandolier, slammed it home, and jacked a round.  After replacing the loaded pistol in the holster, he pulled the M4 off the large inventory slot on his back.  To his friends, it looked like he reached behind himself and pulled the rifle off of his back.  He pulled a 30 round magazine from the bandolier, put it into the rifle, and pulled the charging handle on the top of the receiver.  He made sure the safety was on, then looked up to his friends.

“Ready.”

Chapter 2

 

the evening before

 

Charlottesville, Virginia.  USA

 

 

Duncan pulled open the door and walked into the brewpub.  After the hot Virginia humidity, the air conditioning made it feel like his skin was suddenly awash in cold water.  As his eyes adjusted from the brightness of the late afternoon sun to the dimly lit interior of the restaurant, he made his practiced way through the crowd to his usual seat at the end of the copper topped bar.

He placed a large box on the bar as he climbed onto the stool.  Reaching around the box, he lifted the pint of ale that Shannon had begun pouring as soon as she saw him walking down the street to the bar.  He took his first, long deep draw from the glass, sighed, and set the glass back onto the bar.

“You’re late”, said Matt, one stool over. “For beer.  Are you unwell?”

“Nah, just had to drop by the store and pick up a little something.”  He used his pocketknife to begin slicing through the packaging tape on the box.

“The nagging finally paid off, did it?” said Clancey, sitting around the corner from Duncan and Matt who took the two seats at the end of the bar. “You’re finally going to join us.”

The opened box revealed what, to Duncan, looked like a kind of egg shaped vase; rounded at the back, more pointed in the front, with a large hole in the middle.  He pulled it onto his head.

“Hey, Shannon!  Does this make my head look fat?”

“No more than usual, fathead,” she laughed, “Now finish that beer, I’ve already pulled your next one.”

He took the helmet off, took a drink of his beer, and looked through the bottom of the box, pulling out a small container.  He read the label.

“Haptic gloves?” he asked.

“Yeah,” said Vince, “they go with the helmet.  They provide feedback, so you can feel and use stuff in the game.”

Clancey nodded, “It’s pretty freaky until you get used to it, but once you do, it really does make it seem more real.”

“Much better than using a mouse and keyboard,” added Matt.

Duncan put the gloves back in the larger box, looked back at the smooth plastic egg of the helmet.

“There aren’t any connection ports,” he mused.

“Yep,” said Clancey. “It’s self contained.  Computer, display, wireless connection, speakers.  It’s all in that egg.  There’s a little pad for charging the battery.  Just leave it sitting on the pad overnight, and you’ll be good to go.  Never had any battery issues.”

Duncan put the helmet back in the box, which he then closed.  He took another long pull on his beer, slid the empty glass toward the bartender and replaced it with the one she’d just brought.  He looked up as his friends let out a cheer of welcome.  Their friend Jamie had arrived, in town for the weekend from Baltimore.

As Shannon ran from behind the bar to give Jamie a hug, Vince and Clancey changed seats to allow him one on the corner, in the middle of the group.  After the welcomes were complete, Jamie looked to the box sitting on the bar in front of Duncan.

“What is that thing?” he asked.

“Virtual reality helmet,” said Duncan.

“Next gen,” added Clancey.

“Duncan’s doom,” laughed Vince.

“Your future,” said Matt in an evil whisper.

Jamie laughed.

“My future, how so?”

“We’ve got Duncan to finally get one to join us in the Omegaverse, now we just have to get you in as well,” said Shannon, shoving an overflowing shot glass of tequila in front of Jamie.

“And what the hell is an Omegaverse?” asked Jamie as he lifted the glass to his nose, sniffed deeply and then gently sipped through the surface tension of the liquid bubble of agave nectar that threatened to overflow the glass rim.

They began to describe it for Jamie.  The Omegaverse was an online universe consisting of many games.  The aspect that his friends focused on playing was a first person shooter game, called the ‘Soldier’.  It consisted of a variety of mission types; some against AI opponents, some against human ones.   The missions could be small, even solo, or could contain hundreds of other players working in cooperation or in conflict.

A large variety of equipment was available, so loadouts could be configured to suit any specific mission parameters.  One mission could be a group of 3 players with rifles, hunting through a jungle covered planet for a deadly beast, the next could be a large scale invasion of an industrial world with hundreds of attackers and defenders fighting for control.

In addition to the Soldier class of missions, there were tracks for those who’d rather Pilot spacecraft.  From the solitary, exploration based miner, to the space trading merchant all the way to the heavy, navy-like warship classes. The latter of which were often crewed by large numbers of players at individual stations such as navigation, weapons, helm and shields.  Space battles between factions controlling hundreds of ships fighting for control of entire sectors of the galaxy had occurred.

Tangential activities were also springing up throughout the game. Player apartments had given rise to interior decorators.  Some players had turned their apartments into stores; buying and selling rare game items.  There was even a scholar class developing; dedicated to studying the fictional technology, to trace it to its alien origins through clues players had been finding in the universe.

Jaimie, and Duncan, were taking all of this in.

“So, what’s the game?” asked Jamie.

“Isn’t that what they’ve been telling us?” asked Duncan.

“Not really.  These are all activities and, while I’m sure they’re fun, they aren’t really a game.  Games are, fundamentally, problem solving as entertainment.  I see the entertainment, part, but where are the problems that need to be solved?”

“I see where you’re going,” said Shannon, cleaning out a pint glass.  “The reason for all of this running around and shooting.  Control.  Control of parts of the game galaxy.  As we complete missions or grow our wealth, our faction gains in power, prestige.”

“Yeah,” nodded Matt, “and with those gains come individual benefits.  Access to newer cooler stuff.”

“The game is fairly new, now,” said Clancey, “and the factions are still forming.  They’re mainly focused around the space stations.  Our station is made up of mainly east coast Americans, with some Europeans and a few close time-zones thrown in.  Those are automatically generated.  You’re placed in those factions when you start, but player generated factions are starting to spring up.”

“You can check the zones of control on the larger maps, and none of the neighboring zones have begun to overlap, but it’s a long term game.  As players terraform and colonize, those zones will grow. Once the zones begin to butt up against each other, the conflict will increase.”

Duncan took another swallow of beer.  “Colonize?”

“Yeah,” nodded Vince, “that’s done through a sort of real time strategy resource management game.  And by real time they mean real long time.  It looks like it’ll take years, in real terms, to terraform and colonize a planet.”

“Though you can colonize without terraforming, it’s just much more expensive,” added Clancey.

“How?”

“Domes.  Underground cities.  Floating cities in cloud giants.  That sort of thing,” continued Matt. “Very expensive.  Very.”

“But for now?” asked Jamie.

“For now, we just go in and have some fun.  Our gains are mainly personal, even though they’re helping, big picture wise, the faction,” said Vince. “This is like a big game of chess, with lots of different players; and right now the only pieces on the board are pawns.  The kings, bishops, knights are all being created.  By ourselves, playing the game.”

“But for now,” continued Duncan, “you’re just a bunch of big bad killing machines?”

“Yep.”

“Even Shannon?” laughed Duncan.

“Stoofoo!” shouted Shannon, using her pronunciation for the acronym for ‘shut the fuck up’, “I’d kick your ass all over the place, newbie!”  She smiled, “Besides, I’m not a boots on the ground type; I’m command and control.”

“Que es?” asked Duncan.

“I manage the fight,” she said.  “As damage is taken by those morons,” she waved her hand to encompass Matt, Clancey and Vince, “their shield power drops.  I manage the power supply that regenerates those shields.  Naturally, the power supply isn’t enough to take care of them all at once, so I have to juggle their needs with the available juice.”

“Like the healer in a fantasy game?” asked Jamie.

Shannon nodded, “Yep.” then moved down the bar to take care of other customers.

“There’s more to it than that,” said Clancey.

“And Shannon’s one of the best,” added Matt.  Clancey and Vince nodded agreement. “I can’t remember the last time we got croaked while Shannon was watching over us.”

“You’ll see,” continued Matt, “when we take you out.  We’ll keep it nice and easy your first few missions.  Just until you settle in and get used to the game.”

“Tonight?” Duncan asked, draining his beer.

“Definately not,” said Matt, signalling Shannon for another round.  “This beer isn’t going to drink itself.  We’ll play tomorrow.”

“After the hangover,” added Clancey.

 


Chapter 3

 

 

	“Out!  Move move move!” Matt shouted in his best drill instructor imitation, “Last in, first out!”

Duncan rose and moved through the opening door.  Under a bright, blue, earth-like sky, he began to look around.   Everything was recognizable, if not specifically identifiable.  Trees forested the area to his right, but not like any trees he knew.  The colors of the world, too, were close to being right, but not.  The blue of the sky, the green of the grass; not quite what he would have expected, but not quite different enough to be jarring.  Everything about everything he could see was just a little bit off.  Alien.  Then he realized that, in truth, in this place, he was the alien.

He heard his friends moving behind him, to the left and to the right,  and saw a small, translucent square appear in the lower right of his field of view.

 

“This is your map view” said Clive “You are the centered blue dot, your friends are green.  Yellow will represent unknown entities, red for enemies.  Your detection radius is currently limited to visual and aural distances and wavelengths.  Equipment to expand upon your abilities is available for rent or purchase from the station commissaries or player auctions.”

 

His friends had moved to cover his flanks and rear, so he began to walk forward.  He glanced at the map.  He was heading more or less north, at least according to the markings on the map.  Whether that had any relation to the magnetic poles on this planet, he didn’t know.  The forest was to the east.  To the west were gently rolling plains, as far as he could see.  Ahead of him, several hundred yards out, were a low cluster of buildings.  A spur of the forest reached out to them, nearly touching the nearest building.

“Where to?”  he asked “Those buildings?”

“Yeah” said Vince “that’s as likely a place as any.”  The green dot to his left flank pulsated gently as he was speaking, so Duncan assumed that meant that’s where Vince was located.

“Heads up.  We landed close.  No chance of sneaking up on whatever’s in there,” said Clancey on his right flank.

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” said Matt. “There’s nothing to worry about. Unless I chose a red, of course.”

“What?” asked Clancey.

“You did, didn’t you?” growled Vince. “You dick.”

“What’s a red?” asked Duncan, slowing his pace.  They’d covered half the distance to the buildings.  He could make out more details on the plain, boxy structures.  They were really nothing more than cubes, the roof just another flat side.  The side fronting him, on the closest structure, had a window, about a meter square.  Just around the corner, he could see that a door, opened, was in the middle of the side facing an open area bounded by the rest of the structures.  They were similarly laid out; facing inward, spread around like a group of pioneers had tried to make a defensive circle with too few wagons.

“Missions are color coded according to their difficulty,” said Matt. “Most missions are in the green to yellow range.  Green being the easiest.”

“And red being the ‘don’t choose this or you’ll die’ option,” said Vince. 

Clancey, in a mocking, singsong voice, sounded out “‘Oooh, let’s take Duncan on a milkrun, he said.  It’s his first time, he said’.   And we’re not equipped for a red.”

“Color coding is based on your equipment, as well as the experience level of the team,” explained Matt, “We’ve only got assault rifles, and it’s Duncan’s first mission.  That’s probably why it showed red for our group.   Probably,”  he laughed.

“I’m going to kick your ass,” said Vince, “if it’s a shit-ton of greenies with blasters.  Or werewolves.”

“Greenies?”

“Yeah.  From ‘little green men’.  Short, aggressive little fuckers.  They work well in teams.  I forget what they’re real name is.”

“The Arn,” interjected Clancey.

“Yeah,” continued Vince, “but most people call them greenies or LGM’s.”

“And werewolves?” asked Duncan.

“You’ll know them when you see them,” said Matt.

 

“Ok, hold up a sec,” said Matt. “This is a feeder colony.  A starter group of colonists.  This planet has been terraformed, and this is the first foothold for humans.  The group that sent them lost contact.  We’re here to find out why.”

“Wait.  Is this a human mission?” asked Clancey.

“Yeah.”

Vince groaned, “So, when you say it’s a red …”

“Yeah.”

“What?” Duncan asked while sweeping the area in front of him, for the fifth time, with his rifle.

“Well,” said Matt, “with automatic, host generated, missions.  The difficulty color level is pretty spot on.  This mission is generated by another player.  He puts up a reward, and it gets dropped into the mission pool.  He selected the difficulty parameters.  He might be wrong, it might be easier, much easier, than a host generated red.”

“Or not?”

“Or not,” agreed Matt. “It might be a case of ‘this is a red because there’s no color for a mission much, much worse’.  That’s part of the fun!”

“Fun.  Right,” said Vince.

“Shit.  You’re insured.  Your equipment will be regenerated.  All you have to lose is whatever loot or experience you gain in this mission.”

“Shit.  You’re insured”, mocked Clancey, “but if you start getting croaked a lot, your insurance goes through the roof.”

“Simple solution to that,” laughed Matt.

“Don’t croak!” said Vince and Clancey simultaneously.

They were a few meters from the first dwelling.  Duncan began moving around to the left, keeping his weapon toward the door on the northwest corner.  As he got closer, he could see a leg, human, just inside the door, on the ground and stretching into the darkness of the interior.  As he reached the door, he turned on the flashlight attached to the end of the rifle’s barrel.

The leg ended just above the knee.  Messily so.  He raised the rifle, moving the light beam further into the darkness.  The rest of the leg’s owner, more or less, was strewn around the room.

His friends had moved past him, around the first building toward the center of the open, grassless area surrounded by the buildings.  More similarly disassembled colonists were in a pile next to a large container.

“Well,” said Matt, “it wasn’t greenies.”

“Nope.” agreed Vince.

“Werewolves?” asked Duncan.

“Yup.”

“Are we screwed?”

“Most likely,” said Clancey, “Duncan, check out that crate, we’ll get ready.”

Duncan moved to the crate, opened the lid.  As he did, he heard a clicking sound. From the direction they’d just arrived.  It sounded like something was tapping on the wall of the first building.  On the wall opposite where they now stood.  On the wall they’d just passed, a minute ago.  His map overlay pulsated, yellow, on the lower, southern, part.  Unknown sound.

The sound continued, and was picked up, in turn, by each building around the circle, clockwise.  First to the west, then around to the north, finally completing the circle to the east. The tapping sound grew as more joined.  The map pulsed yellow in all directions now.

Duncan stole a look into the crate, saw only a piece of paper.  He grabbed it and thrust it into his backpack without reading it, and raised his rifle to his shoulder.

“Duncan!  You take the north, Vince the east, Clancey the west,” said Matt, “I’ve got the south.”

The group was now spread, in a diamond, each about 2 meters from the other.  A last stand posture, covering all directions.  Surrounded.

“Did anyone bring grenades?” asked Matt.

“For a milk run?” laughed Vince. “Shit, I only brought a hundred and fifty rounds for the rifle, and a couple of magazines for the pistol.”  The tapping continued.

“I almost forgot, Duncan,” said Clancey, “Ammunition is tied to its magazine. It’s not like a first person shooter game where, if you hit ‘reload’, it just gives you a full load from your total bullets.  If you shoot off half a mag, then reload, the magazine that drops still has fifteen of your bullets.  Pick it up.  That half magazine might come in handy.  But don’t let that stop you from reloading during a lull.  If we get one.”

The tapping reached a crescendo, then, simultaneously all around the circle, stopped.

“When will they … “  Duncan’s question was interrupted when Matt opened fire.  He forced himself to keep looking north.  Nothing was coming from there, yet.  Two dots of red rapidly moved on his map, from the south, northward, then disappeared.  Matt had the first two kills of the day.  Duncan’s hands began to shake.  He heard a metallic sound behind him, and assumed that was Matt reloading.  Howling took up where the clicking had left off.  Matt opened fire again.  Then Vince.  Then Clancey.  Red dots surged from the south, then the west and east. Duncan then realized Matt had been right.  He knew werewolves by sight.

 

It wasn’t that they looked like stereotypical movie werewolves. They were tall, a little taller than human average. Hirsute.  Massive, muscular shoulders and long arms.  A long torso tapering down to small hips and short, thin legs.  But it was the face that gave them their wolf like appearance.  The long dog snout with a too large mouth that had an impossibility of teeth.  They seemed designed solely to render; the top and bottom rows nothing but long canine teeth.  It reminded not so much a wolf’s but a shark’s mouth.  At least, he thought, from the shape of the teeth.

Duncan noticed all of this in the split second it took for the werewolf to leap over the building and charge.  In the moment Duncan required to jerk his weapon toward the beast, it had covered half the distance.  Probably fifteen yards.  Quadrupedal, its massive arms propelled it at frightening speed, the legs providing direction.  As Duncan squeezed the trigger, he realized that they look much more hyena than wolf.

The rifle jerked in his hands; the feedback of his haptic gloves, added to the staccato hammer of sound, surprised him.   The werewolf's torso jerked to its left, stitched by a trio of holes.  Duncan squeezed the trigger again, sending another three round burst.  And again.  It fell dead at Duncan’s feet.

Before he could recover his thoughts, two more attacked.  One each from either side of the hut.  He fired at the rightmost, hitting it in a leg.  It wavered, so he switched targets and put two quick bursts in its direction.  Most missed, but a couple hit, slowing it.  A little.  Duncan aimed and put a burst into its head.  As it dropped, Duncan switched back to the wounded one.

The wreck of its leg had slowed it considerably, but it still came toward him.  Now five yards away, Duncan could see its hands.  Human-like, but with short fingers that ended in a nightmare of claws.  He put two more bursts into it.  Finishing it.

He wondered how many shots he’d fired.  Enough.  He pressed the magazine release on the rifle with his right hand while his left moved to the ammunition pouch on his belt.

As if waiting for this moment, a dark grey blur erupted from the door of the building.  Duncan knew he wouldn’t have time to reload the rifle, so he dropped it and drew his pistol.  Pulling onto target, he began firing as fast as he could.  As the slide slammed open after his eighth and final shot, he stepped to the left to avoid the now lifeless corpse that slid through where he’d been standing a moment before.  He was pretty sure he’d only hit it once, but the .45 caliber bullet seems to have been sufficient.  He released the empty magazine, put a fresh one in and thumbed the slide release.  Loaded, he replaced it in its holster, and bent to retrieve his M4.

He stood, put a fresh magazine in the rifle, and pulled the charging handle; startling himself as the bullet he’d forgotten was still in the chamber was ejected past his face.

He turned. “Well that wasn’t so …”, he choked on the rest of his sentence.  The area behind him had turned into an abattoir floor;  parts of Matt and Vince strewn among the corpses of their opponents.  Clancey, on the ground, was pushing a dead werewolf off his legs.  His left leg was a horror of ground meat, bone and spurting blood.  A claw’s rake across his chest added to the gore.

“Wasn’t so … what?” laughed Clancey.

“I’ll help you get back to the ship.”

“Screw that,” said Clancey. “Just give me their rifles and pistols and haul ass.  You got the loot, right?”

“A piece of paper.” Duncan gathered the weapons, some magazines from the corpses, and tossed them to Clancey, who began reloading them and placing them on the ground next to his legs.

“Yeah, could be anything.”  The clicking began again, beginning in the north this time. 

“Run,” said Clancey.

Duncan moved off to the south, quickly.  As he reached the southernmost building, he slowed, crouched and moved his way around to the outermost wall.  The tapping was still localized in the northernmost buildings, but he wasn’t taking any chances.  The wall was clear of werewolves, so he began sprinting, south, toward the ship.

He hadn’t covered more than twenty or thirty meters when howls once again cut the air.  Shortly thereafter, he heard two M4’s open up.  Clancey must have one in each hand, he thought.  Then the flat boom from pistols.  Then silence.  Too quickly.

The howling picked up in intensity.  It was answered to his left, to the east, from the woods.  It got louder as he ran.  He could see the shuttle in the distance, but he could also see the red pulsing on his map from behind and to his left growing in intensity and rapidity.  They were getting closer, but he didn’t pause to look.  He just kept running.

As he approached the shuttle, the red pulsations on the map had nearly converged onto the center.  He thought he could hear grass rustling, or maybe heavy breathing, from behind.  Then he was through the automatic door, which closed shut behind him.  Within a second or two he heard tapping on the bulkhead.

 

“Clive!  Get me the fuck out of here!”


Chapter 4

 

 

	Duncan exited the shuttle, once again in the hangar bay of the space station.  Vince and Matt stood there, slow clapping.  Clancey was approaching the group, laughing.  A message flashed across the top of his field of view;

 

Mission partially complete.  34% of goals reached.

 

“What the hell does that mean, ‘thirty four percent of goals reached’?” asked Duncan.

“It means,” said Matt, “that there’s a shit-ton of bad guys left.  More or less.  Maybe there were other goals we’d have discovered if we’d got further along, or maybe it was ‘kill ‘em all’”.

“It also means,” added Clancey, “that any rewards provided by the mission creator won’t be given until all of the mission goals are met.  Money will be split according to percentage complete,” he continued, “so far we’ve got a third.  Any special items added as payment go to the group that has the highest percentage of completeness.”

“Let’s make that be us,” said Vince, “Let’s gear up and go back.”

“Are you serious?” asked Duncan, “We got slaughtered.”

Matt laughed. “We weren’t equipped.  We will be this time, it’ll be fine.”

“Plus you’ll have me!” said Shannon, joining the group. “Someone’s got to keep you dorks alive.”  

“Hey,” said Clancey, “what was the loot?”

Duncan had forgotten all about it.  He opened his backpack, and pulled up the paper.

“It says it’s a Pearlite Conduit Rail Gun with a Hawkeye.”

Everyone was quiet.

“What?” asked Duncan. “Is it good?”

“Everything you just said,” said Clancey, “is the best.  Pearlite means it’s very, very tough.  It also disperses heat very well.”

Vince continued. “The Hawkeye is the highest magnification, highest resolution scope you can fit on a personal weapon.  Having one on a Rail Gun means you can reach out and touch someone far away indeed.”

“And a conduit means that you can feed it power directly from the shuttle, like our body armor does.  Usually a rail gun is such an energy hog, you need an extra backpack battery just to power it.  And even so, you’ll only get a few shots out of a battery.  As such, rail guns aren’t really usable outside of a few isolated cases.  Running a conduit from the shuttle?  Shit, you could probably fire it all day long.”

Duncan received a dialog box from Clancey, 20 rounds of rail gun slugs.  Disintigrating sabot, he read.  An inner, tungsten spear encased in a lighter bullet.  On impact, the spear would continue through just about any target while the outer coating would come apart, ripping through the target like a point blank shotgun blast. He accepted.

“Thanks.”

“No problem,” said Clancey, “I just grabbed them from a player auction.  They ain’t cheap, so shoot straight,” he laughed.

A point of light began flashing on his map overlay.

 

“In order to retrieve your rail gun, proceed to the kiosk on the map,” said Clive, “or you can place the plans into a player auction.  Of course, you can always just give it away.”

 

Duncan walked to the standalone booth, pulled the paper out of his backpack and inserted it into a slot labeled ‘Manufactory’.  After a moment, the top of the manufactory lifted, revealing his new weapon.  He grabbed it, turned, and trotted back to his group.

“Why all the steps,” asked Duncan. “Why not just give me the gun in the loot box?”

“Sometimes they do,” responded Clancey.

“But most often,” interjected Vince,” you get a blueprint for the item.  Trust me, if you’re ever close to being loaded, weight wise, you’ll be glad to get a nice little blueprint instead of some massive object.”

Clancey nodded, “Plus, if you decide to sell something in the auction, the buyer pays shipping costs.  So if your gun gets bought by some guy on the other side of known space, he’d have to add a shit ton of money to get it there.  The blueprint can be sent cheap, it really opens up your market possibilities.”

“You can also reverse the process.  Put the gun into the manufactory, add a bunch of credits, and it munches up the gun and spits out a blueprint.  It really just depends on how far and wide you want your purchasing audience to be whether you sell the object or the plans.”

“And that gun would start an insane universal bidding war.”

 

“C’mon,” said Matt “I’ve got a C and C 5.  Shannon’s up.  Time to get some werewolf payback.”

They crowded into a transport that had a slightly larger interior, as well as a door on the far bulkhead.  Shannon went through that door as the rest grabbed four seats.  Duncan made sure to grab one away from the door.  He didn’t want to be first out this time.  He remembered that tapping all too well, and didn’t want to be the first to encounter them again.

“What’s a ‘C and C’ 5?”

Matt answered, “C and C means command and control.  That’s what Shannon does.  It’s our version of an RPG healer.  She controls the power; the power feeds our armor suits and, thanks to the conduit, your gun.”

“She’s also got access to a much better map,” said Vince, “and can feed us much better information than we get on our own.”

“She’s also got control of the communications,” shouted Shannon from forward, “so she decides what playlist gets used.  And, today, like it or not, you bitches get some Beastie Boys!”

As She’s Crafty’s Zeppelin-esque guitars and pounding drums filled the interior of the transport, Vince, Matt and Clancey all started putting on heavy armor.

“Since you’ve got that new toy,” said Matt, “I think we should play this one a bit differently.  We’ve got our heavy weapons and armor, so the rest of this mission really should be a piece of cake.  We’re going to leave you here.  Just climb up on top of the shuttle and cover us.  With that Hawkeye, you’ll have no problem keeping them off our asses.”

“I’ve never shot it,” protested Duncan, “I have no idea how much lead, drop and all that long range shooting crap to use.”  He took one magazine of ten and put it into the lower part of the rail gun receiver.  

“It’ll be about half a kilometer, max,” said Clancey. “The muzzle velocity of that thing isn’t  anything like you’d get with a rifle, it’s way higher.”

“Plus,” said Vince, “that scope will take care of all of the calcluations.  Just put the pipper on the target and pull the trigger.  You’ll be close, if not dead on.”

“Ok,” said Duncan, “Remember that forest to the east?  You guys might want to move over there first.  A bunch of werewolves came at me as I was running back to the shuttle.”

“How many?” 

“Dunnno, Vince.  I was more worried about not getting eaten than counting the diners,” laughed Duncan.

“Ok, Ok,” laughed Vince. “We’ll head up into the forest.  You keep an eye out ahead of us, but mainly on that colony.  I don’t want those fuckers to get between us and the shuttle this time.”

“Are you girls ready yet?” Shannon’s voice came over the radio.  She cut the music.

Duncan watched his three heavily armored friends exit the shuttle.  He stood, followed and, once outside, looked up to the roof of the craft.  Leaping, he grabbed onto a stanchion and pulled himself onto the roof.  The stanchion supported a meter wide disc, some kind of radar dish he thought.  He sat next to it, feet dangling off the side of the shuttle, and heaved his rail gun onto to the dish.  

He lowered the bipod on the end of the barrel and pulled the butt into his shoulder.  The weight of the gun now supported, Duncan fine-tuned the aspect toward the east end of the colony and put his eye to the scope.

“Nothing in the village,” he said. “Scanning back through the trees to you guys.”

“Nothing on the ‘dar,” said Shannon, “and no heat or sound signatures.  Yet.”

Matt, at the head of an arrowhead formation, was heading northeast towards the woods.  Duncan swiveled the gun and put his scope on the tree line.  He started experimenting with the controls; zooming in then out and cycling through the infrared, low light and normal visual modes.  He stopped on infrared.  He’d noticed a smudge, a blur, back into the trees.

“Is there any reason to assume anything out there is friendly?” he asked. “I’ve got a heat signature back in the woods.”

“Shit,” said Shannon. “I’ve got nothing on broad scan.  That scope rocks.  Switching to focused scan.  Northeast?”

“Yeah.”

“Ok, got it,” she said.  “The temperature is 40 degrees.  Too hot for a human.  300 meters.”

“’K.”  Duncan centered the scope on the mass, breathed in, and squeezed the trigger.  The gun roared, jumped in his arms.  The slug ripped through the air, unerring, into the woods, leaving a visible wake of disturbed air.  

His three friends involuntarily ducked as the slug tore through the air above their heads and the report of the gun cracked the entire area.

Duncan resettled the gun and put his head back down. On the left of the scope’s screen, he saw a vertical bar had dropped to nothing, then raise back to full in the next second. The power gauge.  Shannon had connected the gun’s conduit to the shuttle power supply.  Duncan thumbed a button above the grip, reloading the weapon.

“Holy shit,” said Matt. “Now I know what being almost hit by lightning sounds like.”  The three began running toward the target, highlighted by Shannon on their maps.  They got to the site.  Vince laughed.

“Good thing we don’t worry about trying to skin the hides off of these things.  All that’s left of this guy is a splash of werewolf soup.  A big splash.”

“Really?” asked Duncan.

“No shit,” answered Clancey. “That round went through and exploded a tree behind the ‘wolf.  A few dozen grams of thirteen millimeter tungsten travelling at a few thousand meters per second blows shit up real good.”

“And that’s just the slug round,” he continued, “you can get all sorts of special kinds of really evil stuff to shoot out of that thing.”

The three began moving through the woods, parallel to the treeline, northward toward the village.  Duncan shifted the gun and centered the scope on the circle of huts.  He could just make out one part of the chest he got the rail gun plans from.  He then noticed the first wisps of smoke coming from behind one of the buildings.  It looked to him like it was coming from the dead center of the colony.  He told the guys, they slowed and spread further apart.  They were now about a hundred meters from the easternmost building.  They stopped and all three dropped prone.

“Ok.  I can just see into the middle of the town square,” said Matt.  “It looks like they have a colonist tied up and are lighting a fire underneath him.  Can you see anything Duncan?”

“Nope.”

“Try moving around a bit to the northwest.”

Duncan rose, picked up his gun, and moved to the other side of the shuttle.  He raised the stock to his shoulder and looked through the scope.  He still couldn’t see anything, so he jumped down and ran to a small hill, about thirty meters away.  Shannon came to him over the radio.

“Duncan, if they start getting chopped up, I might have to turn off your guns power and focus on regenerating their armor.”

“Fine,” he said as he cleared the hill’s crest.  He dropped to prone, and looked through the scope.

“Ok.  I can see into the colony now.  Yeah, there are a few ‘wolves there.  One really big one.  And they do have one human over a fire.  Another tied up on the ground near them.”

“Good,” said Matt. “We’re almost to the outside of the village.  Once we’re in place, you shoot the big guy. That’ll be our signal to charge.”

“They must be freakin’ deaf,” said Vince, “not to have heard that rail gun.”

Duncan kept his sight squared on the large werewolf while watching, on his map, his three friends move slowly toward the buildings.  He cycled through the scope modes and noticed that the large wolf disappeared while in infra-red mode.  It stood out fine in visible light mode; his fur a ready contrast against the white of the village buildings.  But he didn’t have an IR signature.  Interesting, he thought; the other werewolves showed up fine on IR. A moment after his friends reached the outer perimeter of the village, he heard them say, in turn, “Ready.”

He changed the view back to visible light and focused back on the scope’s target reticle. The large werewolf had moved, so he re-centered it, dropped the sight onto the center of the beast’s torso.  He fired.

The gun kicked again, and once he got the gun back under control and refocused the big bad wolf was gone.  Vince, Clancey and Matt, running full speed, charged into the square.  The crackle of their weapons came through the radio.  He saw nothing more of any werewolves, then saw his friends reach the two captives.  One of them pulled the first colonist out of the fire and cut his binds.  Another was releasing the second.

 

“Clive, can you turn on my friend’s names?”

 

He could now see, through his scope, that it was Clancey freeing the first colonist, Vince the second, and that Matt was now opening up the chest in the center.

“No new loot,” said Matt, closing the chest.  He moved toward what was left of the werewolf boss.

Duncan reloaded the gun, then began to stand.

“I don’t understand why we haven’t seen the ‘Mission Over’ message yet,” said Clancey.

Matt answered, “Must be …”

“SHIT!” shouted Shannon.

Running up the hill from the northwest, a werewolf was yards away from Duncan.  Teeth bared, it leaped toward him.  Duncan fell, backward, pulling the trigger as much out of reflex as conscious thought.  The werewolf’s torso disintegrated as the slug tore through it.  Unslowed, the tungsten spear left a vapor trail as it sped into the sky.

Shocked, Duncan sat and looked around, disoriented.  He saw across the top of his view:

 

Mission Completed.


Chapter 5

 

 

	“I’m so sorry, Duncan,” said Shannon.  They’d returned from the mission and were hanging around Matt’s place.  “I have no idea how I didn’t see him.  His movement must have been masked by you.”

“Again, no problem,” Duncan laughed.  Shannon had been pleading forgiveness since the mission wrapped. “That makes sense.  I was between him and the shuttle.  I also didn’t get any sound indications on my map.  He must have wandered off in that direction when the shuttle lifted off after our first mission, and then my shooting brought him back.”

“Or the big bad wolf sent him to find out what Duncan’s rail gun noise was,” suggested Matt.

While talking, he was also looking over his character sheet.  After the mission, Clive had notified him that he had some skill points to spend.  He was looking through the Combat Arms section.

“Do I need to spend some points on Sniper training?” he asked.

“I wouldn’t,” said Clancey, “That’s usually helpful in giving you a better indication of target range and in judging wind speed and direction through the scope.  With a regular rifle and scope.  With that scope, that doesn’t really matter. It will calculate all of that based on environmental factors as well as your slug loadout. Just target, point and shoot with that thing.”

“Yeah,” said Vince “If I was you, I’d drop everything into getting a heavy armor certification.  You’ll need that before you’re allowed to rent any, and if you don’t have the cert, your insurance for armor you buy would be stupidly expensive.”

“Do any of you want to use the rail gun?” Duncan asked, a bit overwhelmed by all of this newfound power.

The others shook their heads.

“Nah,” said Clancey, “we specialize in the fast in and fast out, hit-and-run raid.”

“The old in-out, in-out,” said Shannon, thrusting her right index finger through a circle made by the index finger and thumb of her left hand.

Vince laughed, “Long missions eat into our drinking time.  Sniping isn’t really much needed the way we play.”

“You should sell it and buy a full set of kick ass equipment,” added Shannon.

Matt had been sitting, quietly.  Now he spoke up.

“Who wants to hear about the loot?”  They all turned to him.  “First off, the mission had two parts.  It turns out we not only needed to find out why comms from the colony had been lost, namely the werewolves, but we also got a bonus for colonists rescued.  I’m going to give my share to mister first timer.”

The rest of his friends gave their assent as well.

“Ok then,” continued Matt, “that means that Taipan gets about ten thousand credits.”

“Is that a lot?”

Clancey responded, “It’s a really good start for a newbie.  Almost enough for a starter set of power armor.  You can probably get an OK outfit with that, but I’d wait.  Especially if you’re going to focus on sniping …”

“Camper!” yelled Vince.

“ … in which case go on some more missions, do some camping, uhm sniping that is, and get enough for a really kick ass set of armor.”

“Or,” added Shannon, “sell it, like I said.”

“But yeah,” said Vince, “that is a lot for a single mission.”

“I’m not done,” grinned Matt. “In addition to the bonus for the colonists, that big bad wolf that Duncan wasted had a bounty on his head.  He wasn’t just a non-player character, Duncan, he was an AI, which is what we call NPC’s that have a character arc.  He’d done a lot of colony hits, and as he fought, and lived, his skills grew.  He was a really bad dude.  If Duncan hadn’t splashed him, he would’ve given the three of us a really nasty fight.”

“Sweet,” said Shannon

Matt continued, “yeah, and he dropped some interesting loot as well.” A dialog box popped up in Duncan’s view, he accepted it and examined the item.

 

Cowl of the Wolf.  Won by Duncan Sheriden August 27, 2021

 

He put it on.  His friends laughed.

“You look like some kind of shaman!” hooted Shannon.

Duncan opened his character screen.  His head was now shrouded in fur, the wolf’s head staring over the top of his eyebrows.  Red eyes glaring, fangs bared, ears pointing upward.  The fur extended down over his shoulders into a short cape.  He brought up the object information.

 

Cowl of the Wolf.  Provides visual camouflage in similarly colored environments, as well as infra-red cover in all environments.  Reduces species aggression from Canis Arcturus to neutral.

 

That explains why the big bad wolf didn’t show up on the infra-red scan, Duncan realized.

Meanwhile, his friends had also been reading the description.

“What does neutral aggression mean?” asked Shannon.

“I’m not sure,” said Vince, ”but it sounds like if he’s wearing that, they won’t automatically attack.”

“I’m checking the wiki now,” said Clancey, “and Vince is right.  Apparently, if he was wearing that cowl, or anything with that species’ neutral aggression tag, he could even land on the werewolf home planet and not be attacked.”

“I haven’t been able to find a record of a Cowl of the Wolf in any of the wikis or player auction house,” said Matt, “and the neutral aggression bit is really rare on any items.”

“What’s Arcturus”, asked Duncan.  A display popped up, centered on his view.  It showed a starmap with the Sun and Arcturus highlighted.  Arcturus wasn’t all that far, relatively speaking, from the Earth.

The others were obviously studying as well.  Vince responded.

“A star about thirty seven light years from Earth, or about six hundred light years from this station.”

“The werewolves,” added Shannon, “aren’t actually from Arcturus.  Their home planet is around a star about three light years from there.  Called Eta Bootis.”  She started singing, “I like Eta Bootis and I cannot lie, you other brothers can’t deny!”

“And with that,” said Matt,”I need a beer.”

“Stoofoo!  I’m a great singer!”

“Are you going to pass around some virtual drinks or something?” asked Duncan.

“We could,” answered Matt, “Or we could log off, head to the bar and take advantage of Shannon’s employee discount.  You in?”

“Sure.” said Duncan.

“I get an employee discount?”

 

Duncan took off his helmet, got up from his couch and walked into the kitchen.  His apartment wasn’t large, but it was well appointed.  Someone had taken an old, early twentieth century, rail warehouse and converted it into lofts.  Century old clay brick walls and rough hewn beam ceilings were accented by modern stainless steel appliances and shining wood floors.  The only real drawback, apart from the price, was that the rail line still ran.  Every few hours, freight trains pulled past, shaking the place. It had obviously been decided that the aesthetics of the apartments outweighed the need to add sound proofing.  He’d gotten used to it fairly quickly, though.

He pulled open the refrigerator, grabbed some food and a beer, and walked back to the couch.  Sitting, he turned on the TV and told it to switch to the computer input.  He had a bit of time until his friends could get to the bar, which was only a half a block away from him.  One of the reasons he wasn’t too off-put by the apartment’s high rent was that it was in the middle of downtown.  Or, as Shannon put it, within stumbling distance of all the bars.  He decided to use the extra time provided to read up on the game.

As he ate, he read through the various activities, called ‘Occupations’ in game.  Everything his friends had described, and everything he had experienced so far, fell under the ‘Soldier’ umbrella of occupations.  That was, however, only one of the branching pathways he could choose.

Matt had described the game progression as being based on activity, instead of “class” which was how many games defined gameplay pathways.  The only limit to what you wanted to do was, in many cases, access to equipment.  You could pilot spacecraft in combat, or as a miner.  You could manage colonies, large or small.  There were a substantial number of players who spent all of their time in one of the various space station casinos, gambling with game credits. 

He switched to reading about the werewolves and their home planet.  Not much was known, apart from the location.  Their rabid xenophobia, as well as ravenous appetites, left little room for any exploration.

Finishing the last of his now warm beer, he sank back into the couch and started to think.  The fundamentals of a plan formed.  He knew, or at least thought he knew, how he was going to play this new game.  As he reached for his VR helmet, his phone buzzed.  A text message had come through.  It was Matt.

“You’re not coming are you?

Duncan looked at the time.  He’d been reading for over an hour.

“Uh, no.  Sorry.”

“I knew it!  I told them you’d get sucked into the game again!  First round is on you next time.  Have fun!”

 

Duncan put back on the helmet, reentered the game world.  The nascent plan had no firm path, but he knew one thing; it was going to be expensive.  He left Matt’s place, and entered Mission Control and made his way to the manufactory, opening it.  He took a deep breath, pulled the rail gun out of his inventory and placed it inside.  He selected the “create blueprint” option on the control menu, confirmed the five hundred credit cost, and took the resulting plan from the slot.

Duncan then brought up the ‘Player Auctions’ menu, set the filter to sort from highest priced items to lowest.  He didn’t bother to read what the highest priced item was, he just read the ‘Buy it now’ option.  Five million credits.  He decided to set that as his reserve price.  If reserve wasn’t meant, he’d auction it off again with a lower one, but he wanted to be sure that he got every possible credit.  It might not wind up making a difference, but he’d decided that his first foray into the player auction wasn’t going to result in some other player getting a bargain.

 

“Clive, setup an auction for the rail gun plans.  Set the reserve price to be five million credits”

 

“Certainly, sir.  Shall I set the auction to run for the default amount of time, forty eight hours?  Do you want the auction under your name or shall I set it up to be anonymous?”

 

“Anonymous please, and two days is fine.”

 

He looked at the newly open slot in his inventory pack. “Well,” he thought, “that’s that.  I hope you know what you’re doing.”  

For the first time since entering the game, he began to look around the space station. The mission control room stretched out to the left and right, curving behind him as he looked toward the viewport. Dozens of other players, singly and in groups, were moving through the room.  Some returning from missions, some leaving on them.

He pulled up a map of the station.  The mission control room was a torus; he could walk in either direction and wind up where he began in the donut shaped room that circled the outside of the station.  Inside of the ring was where the player homes, stores, bars, and everything else was located.  They weren’t specifically located on the map, just listed.  Walking into any of the portals dotted around the interior of the mission control room could take you to any of the other rooms in the station, so the actual layout of most of the station was irrelevant, with a few exceptions.  Like Mission Control and the Hangar.

He turned around, walked through the door he had used to get in, and answered ‘Hangar’ when asked for his destination.

The hangar deck was at the top of the station, a dome.  A wall about three meters high stretched around the base of the dome, with airlocks spaced evenly around the circumference.  Above the wall, stretching to the top of the dome, was glass or carbon lattice or whatever.  Beyond he could see ships of many sizes coming toward and moving away from the station.

His phone rang in his helmet, the notification across the top of his viewscreen said “Clancey”.

“Answer.” He paused, “What’s up?”

“You’re auctioning off the gun?”  Duncan could hear sound of the bar in the background.

“How did you know?”

“Fuck texts me whenever there’s an auction started with certain keywords,” he answered.

“Fuck?”

“Yah,” laughed Clancey, “that’s what I named my in game assistant.  That way, whenever I start cussing in game, it calls up my assistant instead of yelling it over the radio”

Duncan laughed, “Any bids?”

“It’s up to fifty thousand.”

Duncan’s heart fell.  That wouldn’t get anywhere close to funding The Plan.

“But don’t worry about that.  The auction control software won’t let you set up your auto-bids until you place at least one bid.  Fifty K is actually pretty damn healthy for a new auction.  The price will skyrocket at the end when the auto-bidding takes over.”

“God, you scared me for a second.  I did set a reserve of five million, though.”

“I don’t doubt that’ll be met.  Some Corp or Clan will buy it, and all of them will want it.  What are you going to do with your newfound wealth?”

“You’ll see,” laughed Duncan.

They hung up and Duncan resumed walking toward the center of the dome.

 

Clive, bring up the ship purchase menu

 

He started reading, selecting options.  He went back and forth a few times, trying to create something that he thought best suited the plan.  When he thought he had what he needed, he had it configure the ship.  The price was what he feared it would be.  Astronomical.  He began to see why individuals didn’t buy ships.  They were used mainly by groups who could pool their resources to buy one.  Large groups.  He hoped Clancey was right about that auction.

Closing the menus, Duncan decided to begin exploring the station.

Chapter 6

 

Birmingham, West Midlands.  UK.

 

 

	Eric West paced in the computer room in his small, two bedroom flat.  Six high resolution screens were arrayed in two rows of three, one over the other, on one wall.  They provided the only light in the room.  The center top screen showed a view of space dominated on one side by a hemisphere of a rocky planetoid; a shepherd moon in the ring around a gas giant. The rest of the monitors were divided among charts and instrument panels.

He stopped, leaned forward, and looked at the center bottom screen.  It presented a three dimensional view of a star system.  The star system that he’d been stalking all day.  He touched and dragged on the screen, rotating the map to get a better view of the trade routes laid over it.  The green lines cut through the system, converging as they approached the system’s fourth planet; the jump point for this system.  All ships passing through this system in hyperspace had to pass that point.  All systems had a jump point; nobody knew why they had to be used. All part of that silly, ‘lost tech’, Old Ones cover story the game used, he thought.

Bright red dots marked spots on the map that West’s research had identified as past pirate activity.  As the cargo routes came together, the frequency of attacks increased, but falling off rapidly as the routes approached one astronomical unit from the fourth planet.  He confirmed that his ship was still targeting this region with its passive sensors.  Throughout the day, at irregular intervals, he’d tracked the bright green dots of cargo craft as they approached or left the system.  The shields created for faster than light travel spread tachyons, faster than light particles, that were somehow detectable via the Old One technology.  This allowed anyone with the requisite equipment to follow the progress of FTL ships through the various star systems. But there’d been no sign of his prey.  There was one green dot at the edge of his detection range, approaching him.

“Number One, how often do attacks occur in this system and how long has it been.”

“Attacks average once every sixty-four hours,” answered his assistant. “It has been ninety-three hours since an attack.”

The last answer had increased by thirty minutes since the previous time he’d asked.  He resumed pacing.

“Overlay sensor ranges”

Concentric rings, centered on his ship, appeared on the map.  At each subsequently larger ring, the sensor range increased by one light minute.  The seventh ring intersected the heaviest concentration of red dots.  He was seven light minutes away, hiding in the shadow of the fourth planet’s moon.  Unless a raider knew just where to look for him, he wouldn’t be found.  He’d been silent all day.  Nothing radiating.  No chance of anyone picking him up passively.  Behind him, the gas giant’s ring would probably prevent any active scan from picking him up as well.  He waited.  Watched.

 

Seven minutes after an attack, his sensors would detect the torpedo signature and he would instantly go to flank speed and the clock would begin to countdown the seven minutes until the pirate detected him.  Six minutes after starting, he’d reach the L5 Lagrange point, an area of stable equilibrium between the gravity created by the pulls of the planet and its moon.  At that point, effectively outside of the gravitational well of the planet, he’d be able to light off his jump drive, already set with the coordinates of the attack area.  Thirteen minutes after it attacked, he’d jump in on top of the pirate, all of his weapon systems armed and primed:  one full minute before the sensors on the pirate ship detected his sudden appearance near the moon.  He fully intended for those detection systems to have been vaporized by that time.

Assuming it took longer than thirteen minutes for the pirate to loot the cargo ship, he’d have a kill.   Assuming he managed to both prime his weapons and his shields on the six minute flight to the L5 point.  Assuming that while doing that, he also had time to input the exact jump trajectory to the contact point.  Assuming that he’d jumped close enough to the pirate to wipe him out with a single broadside, and didn’t get drawn into a running, gunning, fight.

His problems were manifold, but manageable.  Assuming everything went well.  

Ideally he’d have the rest of his crew online, managing the various stations and systems throughout the ship.  Their advanced character skills, appropriate for each station, would greatly decrease the time it took to prepare the ship.  They would also be able to work in parallel, unlike his AI crew.  As it was, however, they’d become less and less agreeable to playing the waiting game required to land the big prey.  He’d tried to explain it to them in those terms.  The waiting was boring, yes, but the payoff could be huge.  But they seemed more interested in jumping onto planets and shooting aliens.  He’d enjoyed that too, and was happy to lead the group in doing so after they’d formed.  

“It got old, though,” he said to himself, and when he saw the group had acquired enough to buy an older class destroyer, he’d convinced them that it was the way to go.  Hell, some of the guys had even put in real money to help fix up and equip the ship.  He just didn’t understand why they weren’t here.  He had himself invested in getting six top of the line monitors, thinking that commanding the crew, his crew, this way would be more efficient than using the VR interface.  All of that, he’d done for them.

Now, when the payoff finally looked like it was about to happen, they were nowhere to be found. 

“Number One, is any of my crew online?”

“Negative.  Shall I send out a call to arms?”

“No.  Fuck them.  If they’re not interested, I don’t need them.”  

He sat in a large leather high backed chair in the middle of the room.  “Fuck them,” he repeated to the room. “If I can’t count on them now, what’s it going to be like during the bloody World Cup next summer?”  He pounded on the chair’s armrest. “Fuck them.”

As if in response, a red light flared on the map.

“Captain, I’ve detected …”

“I can see that.  Flank speed!  Waypoint 1!”

“Yes, sir.”

“You answer a command with ‘aye aye’.  I’ve told you again and again!”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Shut up you fucking idiot.”

He stood, approached the monitors.  The pirate’s torpedo had been a hit.  The green dot had come to a rest and the red dot moved to intercept it.  The torpedoes didn’t damage ships, they disrupted the shields generated to protect the ship during faster than light travel.  After the shield was disrupted, the ship dropped out of warp space into normal space, and the pirates could board and plunder until the FTL drive regenerated the shield; about twenty minutes.  Once that happened, the fully automated cargo ship jumped back to light speed and resumed its course.  

After the shield was back up, there was no way to remove loot from the ship, so unless the pirate wanted to spend another very expensive torpedo to keep it there, there was no reason for them to remain in the area.  That was especially so since a popular, but expensive, add on that many cargo ship owners were now buying was an ansible-based distress signal that sent out a plea that was instantaneously transmitted to the nearest space station; which would then dispatch a Navy ship. The response time depended upon how far away the attack was from the station; the Navy usually arrived very quickly if only a system or two away, but even at the furthest reaches they could be expected in less than twenty minutes.  Eric wanted to be there well before that could happen.  Sharing credit for the kill was not part of his plan.

He began working on one of the screens, bringing up his shields.  They took the longest to initiate of any ship board system, about five minutes, and they also sent out the largest electro magnetic signature.  Any shipping within about one AU would be able to detect him in about eight minutes at most, as the shield’s field emission radiated out at light speed.  He set the shields at twenty percent of ship’s power.  Weak, but he didn’t expect to be hit. Unfortunately, the power allocation had no effect on shield generation time.  One hundred percent power to shields or twenty percent power both took around five minutes to generate or regenerate.  The difference was in how quickly they were depleted after being hit.

He wasn’t really concerned about shields, however, but wanted to be able to set the remaining, majority, of the ship’s power reserve toward the weapons.  Unlike the merchant class ships, his class didn’t have to share power between engines and shields; he had a dedicated power source for the engines.  But he did have to share between the shields and weapons, and his shields needed a constant power supply to maintain them, also unlike the merchant who could set shield power and forget it.  His shields, though, could take a much heavier pounding as a result.  But he had to choose between a heavy offense or a heavy defense, and he wanted the first shot to count.  To be the only shot needed.

“A quick short, sharp shock, they don’t do it again. Dig it?” he said in his best Cockney accent.

“Are you asking me to play ‘Dark Side of the Moon’, Captain?”

“Sure, Number One,” laughed Eric, “but only until we reach waypoint one.”

As he finished the initiation sequence for the shields, he moved to the monitor he had dedicated as the weapons station.  He was going to put everything, eighty percent of ship’s power, into the plasma cannon.  One shot should be able to take out most light pirates. For this kind of job, they usually used a small mining ship.  They were small, relatively cheap, and had a decent sized cargo bay for loot.  The controls for the torpedo were inside the weapon, and once activated and launched required no further input, so the pirates didn’t worry about buying any weapons systems upgrades for their ships.

Where they did, however, tend to spend was in stealth.  Surface coatings that could reduce the albedo of their ships to almost nothing.  They also added active camouflage systems that received star light on one side of the ship and projected it on the opposite side, so you couldn’t find them just by looking for parts of space where stars weren’t.  Unless they were moving fast enough that they couldn’t conceal either their engine emissions or the miniscule heat generated by encountering randoms atoms of space stuff, they were next to invisible; the only thing that gave them away was the wake, and subsequent explosion, of the torpedo.

They also tended, for stealth and price concerns, to avoid any sort of combat shields.  So while they were very very hard to detect if they were running silent, they were very very easy to kill when found.

He finished bringing the weapons online and looked to the shield screen.  They were at sixty percent.  Three minutes.  Right on schedule.  Three minutes to go until jump.  He moved to the navigation screen.

“Number One.  Overlay the jump locations I calculated earlier.”

“Aye aye, Captain.” 

A grid like spread of blue letters, Greek, appeared.  One was almost on top of the red dot.

“Remove all but Delta.  Add its coordinates to the jump drive control.”

The map adjusted.  He reached out and pulled down on the map screen, rotating the solar system ninety degrees from the ecliptic.  His jump location was too “high”.

“Reduce the ‘X’ coordinate by twenty thousand kilometers”

The blue dot now sat almost on top of the red dot.   He was now thirty seconds from the L5 point.  His warp drive was online and targeted.  His shields were at full capacity and his plasma cannon ready to fire.  The music, now playing ‘On the Run’, reached a crescendo.  The words “Live for today, gone tomorrow” erupted from his speakers, followed by maniacal laughter.  Then the music suddenly stopped.  He’d reached waypoint one.

“Someone’s about to get a very rude surprise,” Eric chuckled.

Chapter 7

 

	

	“Captain, we have reached Waypoint One,” said the AI executive officer on the HMS Westy.

“Initiate jump drive,” replied Eric West.

The starfield through the viewport didn’t change noticeably, but Eric didn’t expect it to.  The jump was too short.  The center point of his system map, however, was now on the red and green dots.  In addition, his ship’s inertia had been bled by the jump and he was now stationary, at least as far as forward momentum was concerned. 

He looked to his scan display and the passive instruments showed the location of the cargo ship and nothing else.

“Come port forty-five degrees.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

The starfield view began moving toward the right and the cargo ship, in the distance, came onto the left side of the screen.  He reached for the scan display and set active scanning in a cone centered on the visible ship.  There were no returns other than the cargo ship.  The pirate was no longer near its prey.  He widened the scanning cone, which had the effect of increasing the area scanned at the cost of lowering the fidelity of the information gleaned.  Still no returns.

He looked to the red dot on the starmap.  It was no help.  Scanned from seven light minutes, nearly one astronomical unit, his sensors had only been able to place the ship in a cube of space whose measure was far too large for anything like an exact location.

He changed the starmap for a local, tactical map.  It centered on his ship and showed the cargo ship a few hundred kilometers out, off his port bow.  He began, quickly to mark out a cube of space on the map, centered on the cargo ship and much larger than the area his long range scan had enclosed the pirate within, then selected sensor control.

“All ahead flank,” he shouted, “following the course I’ve laid in.  Drop a passive sensor buoy every hundred kilometers.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

At least, he thought, it seems that dipshit AI has figured out how to respond correctly.  He spun the tactical map on its axis, first one way, then another.   His active scan was still locked on the cargo ship, and its scanning area shifted as the ship moved through the course.  It was highly unlikely to detect anything while he was moving so quickly, but it was also likely to keep the pirate, if he was still here, from moving at more than the barest crawl.  No doubt the crew of the pirate was shitting their pants, he thought grimly, as they watched him hunt.  He smiled.

He switched back to the starmap, and dragged the information displayed backward along the timeline.  He paused at the moment before his jump, then set the display to run backward at 1:1 time.  There was no appreciable movement of the red dot, so, he thought, it couldn’t have snuck away and jumped while he was busy preparing his ship for combat.  All ships, even pirates, had to achieve a few percent of C, light speed, before making a jump; the kinetic energy being used to ‘jump start’ the hyperdrive shield, it was believed, which seemed to explain why ships emerged from faster than light with no forward velocity.

So they couldn’t jump while stationary, and he would have detected movement of the speed required to jump; the bastard had snuck in and he was trying to sneak away.  He reset the map, then changed it back to tactical.

“Was there a distress call sent by the cargo ship?”

“None that we detected, Captain.”

Good, he thought, no need to worry about any Navy boats showing up and stealing his kill.  

The cargo ship, shields now raised, began accelerating.  Reaching the required speed, it jumped. 

He moved back to his chair, sat, and watched the tactical map show his ship moving through the kill box he’d described, every now and then dropping a pinpoint of light designating a buoy. 

“As long as I’ve got more patience than you, mister pirate, I’ll whittle down this box until I’ve found you and then I’ll kill you.  And I’ve got all the patience in the world.”  

 

After the route was complete, the buoys laid, he got up and began rotating the map, looking for any holes he might have left around the edges of the cube.  There were none he could see.  The passive array hadn’t yet detected anything, but he didn’t expect it to.  “It’s not there to find the bastard,” he muttered, “but to pen him in.  If he tries to leave the bounded area, he’ll have to get close enough to one of them to set it off.”

He began moving the ship around the outside of the cube, focusing the wide beam of his active sensors toward the middle of it.  He was getting returns, but nothing specific enough to start an attack.  All he could tell from his hunt so far was that he had, indeed, boxed the pirate in.

“Number One, are any of the crew online yet?”

“No, sir.”

“Shit.  Setup an open, pilot mission.  Minimum requirements, minimum payout.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

He needed someone, anyone, to take one of his fighters out and use the onboard active sensors to help him triangulate and nail down the exact location of the bastard.  He’d prefer to set it on autopilot and let it run the pattern on its own, but he couldn’t do that without a pilot sitting in it.  He plotted a course for the fighter, then set a complimentary course for himself.  Between the two, they should have no trouble.

“It doesn’t make any damn sense,” he said out loud, ”why do I need some idiot sitting in the ship?”

“What?” he heard from his left.

He leaped up, reached the screen setup to view the starfield, in reality the bridge view out the forward windows, and slewed the orientation to see inside the bridge.  There was another player standing there.  That was quick, he thought.  He looked at the guy.

“What the hell is a ‘Taipan’” Eric growled, still startled.

“It’s a snake.  From Australia, I think.” the newcomer answered.

“Well, ‘snake from Oz’,” he mocked,  “I need you to babysit one of my fighters while it conducts a search routine I program into it.  Think you can manage that?”

“Sure!” he paused.  “How?”

Eric’s jaw dropped.  “What?  How?”   He looked at Taipan’s clothes. “Jesus Christ!  You’re still wearing your newbie suit.  How long have you been playing?”

“A few hours.”

“How many missions?”

“This is my third.  But my first as a pilot.”

“Shit,” said Eric, resignedly. “Go through that door on your left.  When asked for a destination, say ‘Hangar’.  Get in the first fighter.  Don’t touch anything.”

He watched Taipan go through the door, which closed behind him. Eric muttered derisively, “I may be new at this, too, but at least I’m prepared.  I know what I’m doing.”  He spun the bridge view forward again, then scanned his sensors.  They hadn’t picked up anything.

“Number One, is the pilot in the fighter?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Launch it.”

“Ok newbie,” he said, “here’s the plan.  I’m going to be sending your ship around and controlling its sensors.  I need you to do two things for me.”

“What’s that?” he heard over the radio.

“‘Jack’ and ‘Shit’.  Do nothing.  Touch nothing.  Look at the pretty stars and keep your bloody mouth shut,” he growled. “Can you manage that?”

“Aye aye.”

Eric rolled his eyes, then forgot the newbie.  He selected the fighter on the tactical map and began designating its course.  Once it reached the side of the cube opposite the destroyer’s location, he had it stop and turn to face the center of the search area. 

“Ok, Taipan, tell your AI buddy to do this:  Set widebeam active scan,” he paused, “azimuth one eighty, elevation one eighty,” he paused again, “initiate scan.”

A pyramid appeared on the tactical screen, pointed at the fighter, showing the area the fighter was now scanning.  It was a wide beam scan, the widest possible, and wouldn’t find the pirate on its own, but coupled with the tight beam scans he was about to run from the destroyer, they would rapidly run the hapless prey to ground.  He selected a waypoint for the destroyer that was ninety-degrees out from the fighter.

“Number One, flank speed to …” his voice caught in his throat.

Fire leapt from the fighter, twin beams of laser.  And again.  They tore through the absorbent coatings on a Class D freighter, now highlighted on his sensors in red.  Missiles joined the lasers as the newbie unleashed all of his firepower.

“NO!” screamed Eric.  Then leaped for the weapon station.  He highlighted the pirate, selected his plasma cannons and yelled,

“Number One!  Full broadside.  FIRE!”

The three turrets, one fore and two aft, fired.  His roll angle to the pirate was awkward, but all three had a bearing on the target.  The beams sliced through the ship, the fire from turret one going through the ships engine core which instantly reached a critical mass and exploded, taking the entire merchant ship cum pirate with it.  Across the top of his bridge view screen he saw;

 

Target destroyed.  You are credited with 36 percent.  Assist.

 

“Number One, recall that fighter.  Maximum speed.”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

Stunned, he turned and moved to the chair.  He sat, pounded once on the chair’s arm.

“What the hell just happened?” he muttered.

Over the radio, a reply, “Well, I saw …”

“SHUT THE HELL UP!” screamed Eric.

He saw that the fighter was back in the hanger.  Then he looked to the scan display.  Nothing remained of the pirate.  He’d been so thrown he hadn’t been able to target his fire.  Hadn’t been able to hit it just to disable.  He must have hit the core.  Or, he thought, that dipshit newbie did.  He didn’t even have the decency to just use lasers.  The asshole used missiles.  His missiles.  They weren’t expensive, but they weren’t free.

He heard the door to the bridge open but didn’t, couldn’t, slew the bridge view around to look at the newbie who’d ruined his kill.  He wouldn’t even get proper credit since the guy wasn’t grouped with him or part of his crew; his worthless, useless fucking crew.  He seethed.

“Get off my fucking ship,” he whispered.


Chapter 8

 

 

	Duncan walked back into Mission Control.  Bemused.  He began replaying the mission in his head; he couldn’t understand what he’d done to get that kind of reaction.

He’d been ignoring all of the other players moving around him, coming from or going to missions.  Then he noticed that several stopped in front of him.  One spoke.

“Taipan.  Did you just get back from a mission on board the HMS Westy?”

Shocked, he looked at each of them.  They all wore bulky, scarred armor.  All in the same colors.  A uniform.  All carried large, menacing weapons.

“I guess,” he replied.

One spoke, “Yeah, this is the guy.  We found him.”

Duncan looked to the left, then the right.  More players, soldiers, wearing the same uniform armor, brandishing the same kinds of weapons, joined the group.  He was surrounded.  Duncan’s heart began to race.

The same one that spoke before spread his arms, including the entire group.

“We’d all like to apologize on behalf of the clan.”

“What?” asked Duncan, confused.

“Judging by the semi-coherent email blast we all just got, you’ve had a run in with our fearless leader,” said the spokesman.  Duncan turned on player IDs.  The speakers name was ‘Blesk’.

“Our fearless leader is a dick,” added another, labelled ‘Tex’.

“We’ve been informed,” continued Blesk, “that you are persona non grata.  You must have really pissed him off.  We can’t wait to hear what happened!”

“I’m not sure.  I selected a pilot mission to take a fighter off of a destroyer to help sink a pirate,” he began. “When I got there, a guy on the bridge told me what to do.  To get into the fighter and not touch anything, that he’d take care of everything.”

“That sounds like Eric,” Duncan heard from behind him.

“So I got in the ship, it took off on its own and started moving.  I didn’t touch anything.  I started reading about pirate hunting on the wiki, just to get an idea of how I could help.”

He paused, spread his hands, “And then I saw a weird shimmer in the stars in front of me.  I’d read that was one of the things that happened when you were really close to a ship with cloaking on.  So I grabbed the stick and opened fire.”

He looked around.

“I don’t get it.  We were there to kill the pirate.  We killed the pirate.  Why’d he get so freaked out?”

Blesk laughed, “Your mistake was thinking we were there to kill the pirate, when in reality he was there to kill the pirate.  You were just there because he couldn’t do it by himself.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he continued, “the guy’s gone full Captain Ahab.  Hell, he doesn’t even have to make it as hard on himself as he does.  All he has to do is sign up the ship to answer a distress call, then he could jump into instances with us.”

“Instances?” asked Duncan.

“Missions,” answered Tex.

Blesk nodded, continued, “Yeah. He could come with us, have some fun, and we’d get a notification when we finished a mission if a distress call was received while we were playing.  Then we could all jump into the destroyer and go hunt down the pirate.”

“But he doesn’t want to do it that way,” said a voice behind Duncan.  He turned, saw it was someone named ‘Third’.

“He wants us all to sit in the ship, each of us manning our stations,” continued Third, “like good little sailors, obedient to our worshipful captain.”

“As if staring at my navigation screen, all day, is in any way fun,” added Tex. “But since he named me the ‘Nav Officer’, that’s what I’m supposed to do.”

“Why?” asked Duncan.

“Don’t know, brother,” responded Blesk. “Maybe it addresses his fantasy of being a ship captain.  Maybe he likes the suspense of the hunt, trying to out think the opponent.”

“Maybe he’s just a dick, who needs a swift kick between the legs,” said Tex.

“He’s not that bad,” countered Blesk. “He’s a good guy,” he paused, “well, he can be a good guy.”

“Give me a break, Blesk,” said Tex, “the guy made his AI assistant the freaking Executive Officer of the ship.  He’s batshit crazy.” His voice changed to a mocking singsong, “Number One, Flank speed!”

“In any case,” interrupted Third, “we’ve got him blocked, so he can’t pester us constantly about joining in the hunt or some nonsense.”

“We let him go on about his business,” said Blesk

“Like the short-bus mental case he is,” interjected Tex.

“While we go about ours,” continued Blesk. “When we saw his rant about all of us not having anything to do with you, we just thought we’d probably need to come apologize for Fleet Bigweek.”

“Bigweek?” asked Duncan.

“It’s a long, long story, brother,” laughed Blesk. “But if we can ever be of service, please don’t hesitate to ask.  Just, you know, in person and not via the message channels.”

“I guess those go through Captain West.” said Duncan.

“You got it.”

“Can I ask you guys something?”

“Sure.”

“Why do you guys keep him around?  The ship belongs to all of you, right?  You could just kick him out of the group.”

Blesk shrugged, “Like I said, he can be a good guy.  We’ve known him for a lot of years.  That counts for something with us.”

“Plus,” said Tex, “if we kicked him out he’d probably go off the deep end and blow up an orphanage or something.”

 

After making his goodbyes, Duncan checked the status of his auction.  Nothing new.  He pulled the helmet off, put it on the table in front of his couch, then  peeled off the haptic gloves and put them inside of the helmet.  Then he lay back on the couch, twisted, brought his legs up and stretched out.  Staring at the ceiling, but not really seeing the ancient wood beams or exposed ductwork, he began thinking about the day.

His friends had been right.  The immersion was amazing.  Especially space flight.  Looking around at the stars had taken his breath away.  He imagined that once he controlled the ship, instead of just being along for the ride as he’d been in that last mission, he’d really feel like he was piloting a ship through space.  

Duncan willed the auction to be a success.  He began to think through the options for the ship he wanted to buy.  He configured it and reconfigured it in his mind, trying to think through the options best suited for the plan.  At some point, he fell asleep.

 

He woke, confused.  At first he didn’t know where he was or why he woke. He looked.  He was on the couch.  That solved half the problem.  He heard a knock on the door; presumed that solved the second half.

“Yeah,” he groaned.  Louder, “Come in.”

His couch was against the wall next to the door, and he lay with his feet away from the door.  He strained his neck, lifted his chin and looked toward the door as it opened.  Anna came through.

“Sunday brunchday!” she said, then “Did you sleep on the couch?”

“Yeah.”  He sat, rubbing his eyes. “Did we have a date?”

“Nope!” she said cheerfully, “But I crashed at a friends place downtown last night.  Also, I want a mimosa.  Also also, you owe me brunch!”  She sat, next to him, slipped out of her garish pink plastic flip flops, and folded her legs beneath her.

“There are at least two things wrong with that,” he said.

Her eyes rose in mock innocence, “What?”

“First, you want many more than ‘a mimosa.’’

She laughed.

“Second, how do you figure that I owe you brunch?  I’m not sure the accounting of our history balances in that direction.”

She shrugged, kissed him on the cheek. 

“I’m sure there is some karmic imbalance that puts you in my debt.”

“I see, I see,” he said. “Let me go put on a clean shirt and I’ll try to bring equilibrium to the universe.” He got up, headed toward the bedroom, “How’s the weather?”

“Perfect!  Warm, sunny, breezy,” she said. “Perfect.”

He opened his closet, pulled off yesterday’s shirt, and grabbed a TShirt. Pulling it on, he dropped out of his jeans, then pulled on a pair of shorts that lay, crumpled, on the floor.  He stepped into a pair of flip-flops and walked out of the bedroom.  Anna had moved to the bathroom, and was slathering toothpaste onto her finger. She shoved it into her mouth.

“I’ve got an extra toothbrush,” he said, picking up his own and taking the toothpaste from her.  He squeezed out a dollop and began brushing.

“That’s ok,” she mumbled, then spit into the sink. “This will do.”

He spit, rinsed and replaced his brush.  She kissed him quickly.

“See?  Bad breath all gone!” she laughed.  She danced out of the bathroom. 

“Mimosas!  Now!” she sang out.

“All right, all right.” He grabbed his wallet, keys and phone, and opened the front door for her.  She sashayed out, smiling coyly, then laughed at herself.   He followed, closed and locked his door, then trailed her through the door on the opposite side of the hallway, which lead to the fire exit that crawled down the outside, back of his building.

 

They reached the bottom of the stairs, then walked the sidewalk between the building and the railroad tracks.  At the end of the building, they turned right onto 4th street and walked under the railroad bridge toward the restaurant filled pedestrian mall, two blocks away.  Anna moved into Duncan’s right side, away from the street, and put her arm through his and her head on his shoulder.  They walked in companionable, comfortable silence.

As they approached the mall, he asked, “Where do you want to eat?”

“You know my requirement.  As long as that’s met, I don’t care.”

“Mimosas, yes.” he turned left onto the mall,  walked a block and took an outdoor table in front of a cafe.  The table was in the sun.  Anna took the seat facing the light.  She pulled her feet out of her sandals and onto her seat, her toes wrapped over the front.  She wrapped her arms around her legs, and rested her chin on her knees.  She smiled at him.

“What’s new?” she asked.

“Nothing much,” he answered.  The waitress, a lively Aussie named Kylie, arrived, greeted them by name.  It was still too early for food, by half an hour, but they ordered drinks.  They’d break their fast with a mimosa and a pint of porter while they waited for the kitchen to open.

Anna continued, “Something must be new!  What did you do last night.”

“Played a video game.  A virtual world game,” he shrugged.

“Tell me.”  

So he did.

 

“How do you know he was real?” Anna asked, then finished the dregs of her second mimosa.

Duncan finished chewing, then swallowed, the last bite of his eggs benedict.  “What do you mean?  Who was real?”

“The asshole guy.”  She picked up the ramekin that had held her goat cheese and thyme grits, ran her finger through it and then sucked off the residue. “The guy who yelled at you.”

“I don’t follow,” he said.  The waitress brought their third round of drinks, bussed their plates.  Duncan turned to her, “Thanks Kylie,” then turned back to Anna, “What do you mean real?”

“I mean,” said Anna, “how do you know he wasn’t part of the computer program, like your butler guy Clive.”

He laughed, sipped the foam off his beer, “Well, for one, all of his friends apologized.  I doubt the AI has that many levels of subtlety.”

“Ok,” Anna curled back into the chair, stretched in the sunlight, “then how do you know your butler guy isn’t real?”

“Are the voices in your head real, Anna dear?”

She laughed.  “Maybe.  May.  Be.  You never know.” she tilted her head sideways, “Who knows how the universe decides to communicate to us.  Or through us.”

“Are you seriously getting metaphysical about a video game?”

“Where does the universe end?   Isn’t your cyberspace part of it?”

“It’s just bits of information.  Pulses of electricity.”

“Maybe that’s all the universe is,” she sipped.  “Maybe I’m an AI.  Maybe you are.  Maybe nobody is, even your Clive.”

“Maybe you have had enough mimosas,” laughed Duncan.

“Never!” she raised her glass high, then drained it.

Chapter 9

 

Pune, Maharashtra. India

 

	

	Phani Mutha typed on the dingy keyboard in his small, dimly lit room.  He stared at the monitor sitting on the table in front of him, at the boulder it displayed.  He willed it to give him some sign of a vein or deposit of something, anything, he could sell.   He hit the key again, spending some of his precious fuel to thrust his ship closer to the rock.  He completed his scan.  Nothing.  Again.  He changed his ship display from a mineral scan to a wider, broader navigational scan.  His ship was inside the ringed belt around a blue gas giant, the fourth planet in this system.  He chose the next closest, likely, moonlet, set a course toward it, and increased thrust.  He maneuvered through the belt, past the small rocks unlikely to provide anything worth finding.

Phani Mutha was a miner and he was a farmer; someone who made their living obtaining and selling virtual objects.  He was also having a long string of very bad luck.

This was after beginning his farming career with a lot of good fortune indeed.  He’d bought the old computer after reading about others who made a good living selling game items to players in the west.  He thought it sounded better than scraping by on what work he could find in Pune, but the risk was tangible; it touched his life.  He couldn’t afford to have the computer, pay for the game subscription or spend the time necessary in game unless it more than paid for itself. And there were no guarantees that it would.  But it had.

At first, he’d had wonderful luck.  He chose mining missions offered via the game through mission control.  He found vein after vein of rare and wondrous minerals.  He’d even found the blueprints for a torpedo on a small moon.  He’d made a small fortune in game credits and been able to transfer them into the bank account he had, for the first time in his life, been able to open.  He’d begun to dream of being able to save up enough to buy his own ship; selling his ore on the open market would increase his profits over the fixed price the system paid for missions.

But rent wasn’t free.  Electricity wasn’t free.  Food wasn’t free.  The money he’d been able to save was constantly siphoned. He hadn’t had enough luck in the game to replace it.  Now it was running out.  In three days he had to be able to renew his game subscription with money or game credits he didn’t now have.

 

As Phani’s ship made its way to the next mining spot, he pushed back from the table, stood, and walked past his bedroll to the hot plate sitting on the floor.  He squatted and began making a meal.  Rain beat on the open slats of his one window, an evening breeze pushing through into the stale air of his room.  The monsoon would last another month.  He wondered where he would be then; if he would last as long as the rains.  Would he be washed out of the city like so much flotsam into the Mutha river.  Was that his destiny, to become as one with the river whose name he shared?  He shrugged, began to eat, if there was a karmic balance to be repaid, so be it.  Maybe he could find a job in the Hinjawadi IT park.  He never had before, but maybe this time would be different.

Phani finished eating, cleaned, and returned to his seat.  His ship had reached the waypoint and stopped.  A new rock was on his screen, slowly rotating.

He swapped the navigation overlay with his assaying toolset and began a scan.  He got a hit.  Nickel-iron alloy in mineable quantities. Kamacite; between five and ten percent nickel, the rest iron. In order to fulfill the mission parameters, he had to come back with a minimum amount of ore, with more valuable ore giving a better bonus.  He pulled up the latest commodities quotes.  Nickel wouldn’t get him much of a bonus, but a full hold of kamacite bearing rock would give him the reward proposed by the mission.  Not enough to pay his subscription, though.  He’d be sitting at this computer for the next three days just to break even at this rate.

Phani released his ship’s mining drone, a small craft that moved onto or near the rock and extracted the ore.  Once its hopper was full it would return to the ship and dump the kamacite into the ship's hold; making trips until the hold was full or the vein ran dry.

As he watched the drone operate, he once again thought of how much better his life would be with a dedicated mining ship of his own.  He’d be able to outfit it with drones that were better able to cut the valuable ore from the worthless rock.  As it was, he’d be lucky to get a few percent of kamacite, which was mostly iron, from this load.  And, if he was rich, he’d be able to refine the ore here, on the ship, and drop the tailings back into the planetary ring.  If he was rich.

Instead, he’d been spending all of his available character points on his mining skills, the cumulative effect of which was to gain him a few percent increase in his ore returns.  That helped, but not enough.  He needed his own ship.  His own mining operation.

He well knew, however, that having his own ship would not solve all of his problems.  Without going through the mission control, he’d have to plot his own course; find his own strikes.  He’d have to pay for his own fuel.  Pay for his own insurance or risk losing everything to a pirate attack.  The returns were better, but wouldn’t make him rich.  It might, however, provide him with some breathing room.  That would be enough.

 

While the drone filled the ship, Phani went through some more long range mining scans, looking for his next spot in case the hold wasn’t full from this one.  After a few minutes, he got one likely return, then tightened the scan, focusing in on the target.  It was worth a look.  He had to get out of the planetary ring before making the jump back to base, and the target was on the quickest route out.

He thought, then set a waypoint in the ship's navigation menu.  He checked his ship status.  The hold was almost full.  The drone, its hopper full, was bringing in the last load.  Once it emptied the load of rock into the ship, it moored itself.  He increased throttle and the ship made its way to the new contact.

There is no reason to stop, he told himself.  Even if you find something, your hold is full.  You can’t empty it and take on a new load; that has to be done in a docking facility.  

Then again, he countered, the scan return might have indicated something else metallic.  Maybe an alien artifact or derelict.  Blueprints took no space.  Added no weight.  The full hold wouldn’t matter in that case.  

“Your luck is due for a change,” he muttered, “but you have to let it happen.”

His ship slowed, stopped.  He’d arrived at the waypoint.  The moonlet was small, smaller even than the last.  Unlikely to contain anything alien.  No gift from the old ones.  He switched back to his assay tools and began to scan.  He read the return and wanted to cry.

Palladium.

It was worth an order of magnitude more per gram than nickel was per kilogram.  At least.  He pulled up the market listings.  Nickel was going at ten credits per kilogram; palladium was selling for seven thousand credits per kilogram.  Even one drone hopper full of rock with a few percent of palladium would be worth more than his entire ship load of nickel.  He sat back, began to think.

He called up his game assistant and began typing.

Can a mining ship jump when the mining drone has a full hopper?

The reply came back instantly.

Yes.

He thought some more.  He was still too close to the planet.  Still too deep in its gravity well to initiate a jump back to base.  He typed again.

Can a mining ship maneuver with a mining drone that has a full hopper?

Yes.  With difficulty.  The additional weight is not factored in the ship’s design, however, and the outside load shifts the center of weight of the ship and creates an offset much like that you’d get from differential thrust.  It is not recommended.  Autopilot will be unavailable.

 

He pulled up the system map, then zoomed in on the fourth planet, centered on his position.  There was too much around, nothing of which stood out enough as a beacon to let him find the spot again.  He could mark his spot on the map, but even if he managed to find another mission back to this unnamed planet, in this unnamed system, there was no guarantee this rock would even exist.  Maybe it was created just for this mission and would no longer exist when the mission was over.

Phani stood, moved away from the computer.  He went back, leaned over and typed the commands to send the mining drone.  

Sighing, he turned and left through the flat’s door, walked downstairs and out of the building into the heavy foot traffic crowding the small street.  He weaved through the crowd to an open area, an intersection of several streets.  Phani dug into his pocket, pulled out ten rupees and gave it to a tiny, wizened man sitting under an awning near a corner.  He received a cigarette and a match in return.  Phani put the cigarette gently in his pocket, thought, then bought another.  The second he lit, inhaling deeply, then he made his way back to his home, weaving from awning to awning to stay as dry as possible.

At his building’s front door, Phani stopped and leaned back against the door jamb to dry for a bit.  He watched the crowd moving through the street like two opposing rivers fighting for the same channel.  He smoked.  He thought.  He pulled the unlit cigarette out of his pocket and put it behind his right ear.

He tried to picture how an offset load in the drone hopper would affect the ship.  The center of thrust in a ship was aligned with the center of mass in a ship.  Moving the center of mass off of the center of thrust would, should, affect the ship they way a rowboat would be by having one side row harder than the other.  It would naturally want to curve in the direction of the added mass.  

Phani puffed on the cigarette, pulled the smoke deep into his lungs. 

In order to counteract the effect of the lopsided thrust, he thought, he’d need to roll his ship after each thrust, and thrust for an equal amount of time with the load on the other side of the ship.  He thought that should result in a weaving but more or less straight line through space.

He stubbed out the cigarette and gave the remainder to a beggar boy.  Then he climbed the stairs to his room.

	

 

Phani sat at his computer.  The drone had mined its fill, was waiting next to the ship, unable to deposit its load into the ship’s hold.  Phani had the drone return to its moor, to reconnect to the ship.  He ignored and dismissed the warnings about the load. He brought up the maneuvering overlay, a gimbal display showing the ship’s attitude in space; yaw, pitch and roll.  He took a deep breath and tapped the keyboard for forward thrust.

The ship moved forward, the gimbal shifted up and to the left.  Phani rolled the ship, stopping as close to one hundred and eighty degrees as he could.  The space debris that had been displayed at the top of his view screen was now shown at the bottom.  He tapped for forward thrust again, hoping it was the same amount as the first.

The gimbal rolled again.  It moved to center, then beyond. He rolled and thrust again.  And again.  And again.  The ship now yawed right.  Or left.  He was completely disoriented; up and down, left and right had become meaningless.  

“So quickly?” he asked himself, helplessly.

He rolled the ship again.  Hit the thrust lightly, he hoped, to bring the nose back more toward the center.  The gimbal moved, but not enough.  He thrust again.  The nose overshot.

He rolled, then thrust again. The nose dropped; he hadn’t rolled enough.

He brought up the navigation map, zoomed.  His course wasn’t true, but he was heading outside of the planetary ring.  He thrust again, a little longer than before.  The course adjusted, but toward the planet.  Panicking, he brought back up the gimbal display, rolled the ship and hit thrust.  Held it.  The gimbal slewed wildly through center and beyond.  He swapped back for the nav map.  His course was now outward, almost perpendicular to the ring. His ship was pointing down and away from its direction of movement, crabbing sideways through space.  But that wasn’t the problem.  At least, that wasn’t the biggest problem.  

What caught his eye, what made him forget about his ship, was the course of a very large rock.  A shepherd moon.  Their courses would intercept.  He dumped the cargo in the mining drone’s hopper, hit the autopilot.  The engines fired, the ship slewed.  Then it hit the moon.

 

Phani pushed back from his computer table.  He reached behind his right ear, pulled out the cigarette and put it in his mouth.  Another day with nothing to show for the effort, he thought.  He dragged a match along the side of the table, lighting it.  Cupping the flame in shaking hands, he lit the cigarette.  Unless his luck changed, it would be his last smoke for a while.  At least, he thought, I haven’t had to wait through any of the blackouts that still occasionally plagued this part of the city.  He logged out, shut down his computer, and sat down on his bedroll.  Phani finished smoking, put the cigarette out, and laid out on his back.  He stared at the ceiling, listened to the droning of the city.  Tomorrow or the next day, his luck had to change.  It had to.

Chapter 10

 

 

	Duncan got home from work on Monday evening.  He’d avoided looking at the auction since Saturday.  He didn’t want to worry about where the current bid might be; as Clancey had said, it would shoot up with autobids at the end.  That should be soon.

He turned on the TV, switched to the local news, and headed to the refrigerator.  He took a couple of slices of pizza leftover from the night before, put them in the microwave and started the oven.  Pulling a beer from the fridge, he turned, closed the door with his foot, then opened the bottle with a church key hanging from the refrigerator door handle.  He took a deep drink, then took the hot pizza out of the oven and to the living room to eat.  He watched, but didn’t see, the news, distracted by impatience.  He waited for the notification that the auction had ended.

After he’d finished the pizza, and halfway through the weather report, his phone buzzed with an incoming text that was simultaneously displayed across the top of his TV screen.  The auction was complete.  He switched the TV display to his applets and opened the game app.  He switched to the auctions tab, and read the result.

“Holy shit,” he whispered. “Holy shit.”

His phone rang; he put it to his ear without looking away from the TV.

“Holy shit!” said Clancey.

“I know,” breathed Duncan, “Did you have an alert set for my auction?”

“No.  This came through as a flash from the game news.”  He laughed, then read, “Record setting auction.  25 million credits!  You’re famous.  Or, would be, except you sold it anonymously.”

“Yeah, don’t tell anyone, ok?  I kind of want to keep who I am quiet.”

“Sure, no problem.  I’ll tell the guys to keep it quiet, too.” He paused, “Crap, you could convert that out to real currency and get yourself a pretty good used car for that, or a pretty basic new one.”

“I know.”

“What are you going to do with all that money?”

“I’m going shopping.  Talk to you later.”

He pulled on his VR helmet and logged into the game.

 

Duncan walked into the hangar in the space station, then to the sales kiosk.  He called up the ship listings, selected merchant/mining class ships, then filtered for price; highest to lowest.  He’d done this last night, fantasy shopping. His what if, wildest-dreams-come-true ship.  That ship had been close to eighteen million credits.  He started filling out the options again.  Two mining drones.  Ore refinery.  Larger ore hold. Shuttle bay with included shuttle.  Two cargo holds.  The highest level navigation and scanning systems.  The best shielding and cloaking systems.  Every option, and every option the best quality.  All of that and a full tank of fuel, adding in the ten percent insurance cost, and his account dropped to a little over five million credits.  He was still rich, and he had the best merchant clipper in the game.

He left the shopping kiosk and walked through one of the airlocks ringing the large hangar bay.

“Destination?”

“Uhm,” he thought, “my ship?”

The opposite door opened onto the bridge of a ship.  His ship.  He walked through.

 

“What would you like to name the ship?” asked Clive.

 

“I don’t know.  I’ll get back to you on that.”

 

He looked around the bridge.  A large seat was in the middle of the room.  He sat in it.  The front of the room was dominated by a display.  It was currently split down the middle, the left side showing the structure of the space station, the right a star field.  Ships moved lazily through the stars, arriving and departing the station.

Arranged in a semicircle in front of his seat were several empty stations.  

 

“Clive, can you put some people on the bridge?”

 

Crewmen appeared, filling the seats at the stations.  They all stared intently at their respective screens, occasionally moving as though to adjust their instruments.

 

“Thanks.  Can I see you?”

 

Another crewman appeared, standing to his left.  He was an average sized man, wearing what looked like an unadorned naval uniform.

“Certainly, sir.  You can change anything you like about me.  My sex, age, race.  My name, voice, clothing.  I’m entirely customizable.  You’ll only be able to see me on the bridge of your ship.  All other times I’ll be as you’ve come to know me.”

“Thanks.  You’re fine for now.   Pull up the navigation map, please.”

One of the crewmen bent over her station, and a navigational display, a top down view of the galaxy, overlaid the now dimmed outside view.

“Pinpoint Eta Bootis.” One of the stars grew brighter. “Zoom in.” He paused. "Again.”

The map now showed an area of space centered on Eta Bootis.  Most of the surrounding stars showed, in green lines, jump routes to and from surrounding stars.  They had multiple lines.  Eta Bootis showed only one.  Only one route in, and one route out.  That route led to an unnamed system.  The unnamed system had two clusters of routes.  One cluster led to the group of stars surrounding the space station he was at, marked by a pulsing blue dot.  The other cluster surrounded another blue dot.  

“What’s that other station?”

“A station just like this one, but that one is used for new players from India.”

“Can I go there?”

“Of course.  You can go anywhere.  The only cost is fuel and time.  You must jump through each intervening system.”

 

He zoomed in again on the system that looked to be the sole transit between the two clusters.  The system that was also the only way in or out of the Eta Bootis system.  The jump point in that system was near the fourth planet, represented on the map as a blue, ringed, gas giant.  Near the large, green jump point was a flashing red dot.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“The location of your last mission,” responded Clive.

Interesting, thought Duncan.  Apparently the pirates recognize the system as a transit chokepoint as well.  It’s also pretty far away from either space station.  

He plotted a course for the system, then stood, pointed dramatically, laughed and said “Engage!”  The ship began pulling away from the station, began moving toward the first jump point.

 

Duncan turned and walked through the door on the bulkhead at the rear of the bridge.

“Destination?”

“Uh,” he thought, “Captain’s quarters?”

The door opened.  He walked through into a good sized room.  But for a display on one wall, currently showing the forward view, the room was empty.  He assumed he’d have to pay for any furniture or decorations. He took off his wolf’s cowl and dropped it on the floor. He retreated through the door.

“Destination?”

“Hangar.”

The door now opened into a large, industrial looking room. Also bare, but dominated by a wedge nosed rectangle poised expectantly on four short legs, like an attack corgi.  He entered it through a door on the side into a small two place cockpit.

 

“Is this for landing on planets?”

 

“Yes,” said Clive, “It can be controlled via the ship’s bridge, or flown manually.”

 

He left the shuttle, began walking toward the interior airlock.

 

“Clive, how come I have to fly my ship through all of the various jump points, but when I take a mission it gets me there instantly?”

 

“All of this technology was ‘found’,’’ said Clive, “All of the space stations.  All of the means for creating new ships.  All of the manufactories.  When humans first began exploring space, they found an abandoned station near earth.  The short answer to your question is “we don’t know.”  We think the energy involved requires a space station for instantaneous transit.”

 

“In other words,” laughed Duncan, ”it’s because we’re in a game and that’s what’s required for the game.  Nobody would take missions if you had to worry about transit time, but owning ships would be even more unbalancing than they already are if they weren’t stupidly expensive and relatively slow.”

 

“That is also a prevailing theory,” confirmed Clive.

 

Duncan returned to the bridge, arriving just before the ship reached the jump point.  Once that happened, the ship would travel in hyperspace until reaching the final jump point; he had to travel through each intervening jump point, but wouldn’t drop out of hyperspace until the course was run.  Unless he was torpedoed.

He checked the ETA.  

“Wow,” he muttered.  It was an hour away.  It would take one third of his fuel.

“Clive, if I’m offline, can you text me if anything happens?  Or when we get to the destination?”

“Yes sir.”

“Thanks.  Also, as soon as we clear hyperspace, set the cloaking.”

Duncan took off the helmet, got another beer.  He drank while reading about the consumables market in game, familiarizing himself with their relative values.

 

meta 2

 


how much was the second highest bid?




four million

selling it was a good sign.







but


it doesn’t necessarily mean he’s thinking

long term.




there’s something else we can try.

i’m confident in his candidacy.







				




					you heard what he said

					about the singularity.




Chapter 11

 

the day before

 

Charlottesville, VA.  USA

 

 

	Duncan spun his cell phone, which lay on the steel mesh table in front of him.  As its rotation slowed to a stop, he picked up his pint glass, took a drink.

“Do you want another mimosa?”  

“I’m good for now, thanks,” said Anna.  She leaned back into her chair.  She stretched, sunning herself. 

She looked back at him, “How can you tell, in your game, when you’re talking to someone who’s real and someone who isn’t?”

He thought.  

“Usually, you can tell just by the way they act.”

“If your asshole guy didn’t have friends to apologize for him, would you have known he was real?” she asked.

“Known?” he responded, “No.  But I would have been reasonably sure.”  He laughed, “The AI in the game is supposed to be there for fun.  A bunch of assholes wouldn’t be fun.”

“Maybe they’d add a few, just to make it seem more real.  Which might make it more fun,” she smiled. “Have you heard of the singularity?”

“Black holes?”

“Not in this case,” she said.  “It refers to when AI will exceed humans in intellectual capability.  We talked about it in philosophy class.”

“When did you take a philosophy class?” he asked.  Last he heard, she was going to be an organic farmer.

“Last semester.  I’m thinking of changing my major to philosophy.  I love it.”

He nodded, smiled.  This was the fourth possible change of study she’d gone through that he knew of.  

They’d known each other a year.  He’d rented a beach house last summer with several friends.  Shannon was one, and she brought Anna.  He remembered first seeing her, getting out of Shannon’s car.  Wearing the same awful flip flops laying in front of her chair now.  She had also had on what looked like a sleeveless, pink pajama top and a tawdry little miniskirt.  Her shoulder length hair had been bleached a horrific off-white.  She’d been beautiful.

Now, her hair was cut short.  Spiked on top.  Back to her natural color, he assumed.  Brown.  She was still beautiful.

“Anyway,” she continued, ”the singularity is when computers will be smarter than people.  Once that happens, they’ll be able to design computers that are even smarter.”

“Computers will design computers?” he asked.

She nodded.  “Some folks think it’ll happen within a couple of decades, some think it’ll be sooner.”

“And when it does,” she continued, “how will you be able to tell an AI is an AI?  If it’s smarter than a human?  And if you can’t, then what’s the difference?”

“Especially,” she added, “if, as some people think, we’ll be able to transfer our consciousness into computers.”

He asked, “Would you want to live like that?  Are you still alive?  Do you still exist if you’re just your consciousness?”

She shrugged.

“And where does philosophy go?  Without the biological imperatives that define most of our existence, what do we contemplate?”

She shrugged again.  “Would you want to live like that?”

“As opposed to being dead?  Sure.  It’s got to be better than nothing.”

“How do you know death is nothing?”

“There’s no evidence for anything else,” he shrugged.

“There’s no evidence against it.”

“Just faith that it exists.  I don’t have that faith.  Not enough, anyway, to avoid taking another route if it’s offered to me.”

“But,” she said spreading her arms, “what about all of the life around you?  You can’t believe it just happened, that there’s nothing greater.”

“Why not?” he answered, “I’m literally surrounded by an infinite amount of empirical evidence that it did just happen.  And absolutely zero evidence that there’s anything greater.”

 “Anyway,” he continued, “you’re twenty-two …”

“Twenty-three.”

“Twenty-three, sorry.  When you’re a doddering old person of forty-five like me, you might see aging and death a little differently.  You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, I’m looking at working for another decade or two just to be able to retire and sit on my ass and wait to die, pinning my hopes on some fairy tale afterlife that I don’t believe in.”

Duncan pushed back his chair. “I have no motivation anymore.  I just don’t care.  What’s the point of busting my ass, just so I can roll over and die to make room for some jerk who’ll make the same dumb mistakes I did.”

He finished his beer. “Now, if you can find a way that I can live a long time, a timeline I can sink my teeth into, then I’m interested again.”


Chapter 12

 

 

	Duncan walked onto the bridge of his ship.  He wondered what to name it.  There was no reason he had to name it at all, so he’d take his time, come up with something he liked.

The ship arrived at the interstellar jump point, left hyperspace.  The display screen on the bridge flooded with stars in unfamiliar constellations.  He was slightly above the plane of the ring around a gas giant, also several hundred kilometers from the outer edge.  He brought up his scanning instrumentation, set to passive.

The gas giant was the fourth planet in the system, several AU out from its star; a run of the mill yellow G class, much like the Sun.  He slewed the ship until it was pointing toward the planet, its blue orb dominating the screen, dwarfing the yellow sun far distant.  At the outer edge of the ring was a small moon.  Nestled close to the moon was a ship; close enough that its shadow highlighted its shape.  The HMS Westy.

“Can he see me?”

“No sir.” responded Clive, “we came out cloaked.  If he was actively scanning our location, he would be able to detect our presence, but not our exact location from that range.  He’s not actively scanning, however.  We are invisible to him as long as we move slowly, keep our shields off and refrain from any active nav scanning.  Our cloak will keep him from acquiring us visually.”

Duncan was glad that he’d spent the money for the cloak. Even from this distance, the Westy was clearly visible; backlit by the shepherd moon.

“However,” continued Clive, “assuming he were monitoring the faster than light traffic through this system, as is likely, he will know we’re in the area, as he will have noted that we’re no longer in hyperspace.”

Duncan wasn’t worried that he’d be attacked, at least not by the Westy.  That guy was a jerk, but he seemed to only worry about hunting pirates so Duncan thought he was safe.  He hoped.  Pirates were no threat to him, they seemed only to attack the automated cargo drones that delivered goods between systems.  At least, most pirates we no threat.  He supposed that players could buy the extremely expensive naval vessels like the Westy, but as far as he knew, nobody risked those ships for the relatively meager returns they could get from piracy.  

He’d read that pirates usually bought the cheapest ship they could get away with, to limit their costs if destroyed.  Being destroyed while engaged in piracy negated your insurance policy, so most didn’t bother with that added expense either.  Another dangerous option, rarely taken, was engaging in piracy while in a ship taken from mission control.  If you were caught while in a mission ship, you wouldn’t be allowed to take another mission for a very long time.

 

Duncan brought his ship in above the plane of the ring.  Once inside, he dropped it down, to use the bulk of the ring to help mask his presence from the Westy.

“Clive, can we be detected when we start scanning for minerals?”

“Yes.  But only from short range, and that’s only for the broad scan.  The focused scan is detectable only a little further than its own range.”

Duncan set the mineral scan to the broadest, widest, range and began scanning the ring.  At that intensity, he wouldn’t get any returns more specific than non-ferrous anomaly, meaning something that wasn’t iron; an indication of the possibility of a more valuable ore.

After the first of these returns, he sent one of his mining drones to check.  Once it arrived, it performed a localized, focused scan.  Kamacite.  Nickel-iron.  Not especially valuable, but it was his first ‘find’, so he decided to mine it.

As his drone began excavating, he moved into the ring, continued to scan.  He found a few more kamacite loads, but decided not to exploit them.  He moved within the ring, moved along the line of the current, enough faster than the flow so that the rocks looked like they were slowly approaching him.  He marveled at the view, slewing the viewscreen to port and starboard.

“Clive, can I go outside?  Do an EVA?”

“Yes, sir.  In the hanger, there is a small airlock next to the main hanger airlock.  Inside it are suits for extravehicular activities.”

Duncan jumped up from the captain’s seat, heading to the hangar.  As he arrived, he turned to his right, saw the small airlock tucked between the large hangar doors and the bulkhead.  He went through the door.  Several hard suits stood open, lined up on either side of the airlock.  He stepped into one, which closed, clamshell like, around him.

A row of suit specific gauges arranged in a line across the lower part of his field of view.  Oxygen level as well as estimated time remaining at current consumption.  Thruster fuel amount.  He walked to the outside airlock; it opened and he stepped through.

 

 The view from the bridge was impressive, but didn’t compare to the view Duncan saw now.  With only a glass ball around his head, his entire field of view was nothing but stars, planet, and the flow of rocks as he moved through the planetary ring.  He did nothing, stunned, until he realized that the view was literally breathtaking.  He inhaled, deeply, then hit the suit’s thrusters and spun to bring the ship into view.  He was still too close to get a good look at the whole of it, so he thrust backward, away.

Once he could see the entire ship, he stopped.  The wedge like nose, jutting from the oblong, rounded box of the bridge was far to his left.  Behind the bridge, the long rectangular cargo hold stretched back to the box of the hangar bay.  Above and below the cargo hold were the berths for each of the two mining drones; one full, one empty.  As he watched, the second drone approached the ship, merged with it.

He knew that the drone was now offloading its load of kamacite into the ore refinery inside the cargo hold.  The ore would then be swarmed by uncounted microscopic organisms; microbes called Metallosphaera sedula.  They were chemolithotrophs, archaea or single cell micro-organisms, that fed on the iron and sulfur minerals while leaving behind any heavy, valuable, metals as residue.

Duncan had been surprised to learn that these creatures actually existed on earth, first found in 1989 living in the sulfur springs around Italy’s Vesuvius, and that studies had been conducted to test their utility for just this purpose; mining in space.  Those tests had found that not only were these archaea suitable for ore extraction in space, they seemed to prefer it; space dust samples that took them two months to consume on earth were finished in two weeks in space.  Those numbers had been improved through ‘genetic modification’, according to the game designers, to the point that by the time the next hopper full of space dust was dropped in for them, the first would have already been consumed.  The refinery had been, besides the ship itself, the single most expensive purchase he’d made; but the savings it provided, in both time and fuel not being spent transporting mostly useless ore, would eventually more than make up for the initial cost.

He looked toward the aft.  Past the cargo hold and hangar were the fuel tanks and engines, fully one quarter the length of the ship.  The nozzles that would glow white hot under acceleration were now a dull metal.  Unused.

Duncan looked forward, past the hangar section topped with dishes, antennae and assorted bits of what he assumed were his shield and cloaking, as well as scanning and navigation devices.  He thought.

 

“Clive, is the cloaking still on?  Why can I see the ship?”

 

“The cloaking is still on, sir.  Your suit is overriding the cloak for you.  The ship is still invisible to anyone not a part of the crew”

 

He then noticed that the mining drone was still on the ship.  It must have finished extracting all of the ore from its target.  Duncan turned to faced the ship’s airlock and began thrusting.	

 

As Duncan entered the bridge, he noted several more likely returns from the broad scan.  He dispatched the drones to examine them. He was still moving through the ring, their course taking them toward the outer rim of it.  

“Sir, we are approaching the range where the Westy can detect our broad range mineral scans with his passive scanner.  Shall I suspend scanning.”

“No.  Keep scanning.” He leaned over the sensor station, “Can you overlay our scanning range?”

A translucent sphere appeared around the ship on the sensor display.  Its outer limit nearly touched the Westy, one half light second distant.

“Decloak.”

Two seconds passed.  A red line appeared between the Westy and his ship.

“We are being scanned sir.”

“Alright.” Duncan replied, “Are our jump drives recharged?”

“Yes sir.  They recharged approximately fifteen minutes after we arrived in system.  But we are too deep in the planet’s gravity well to jump from this location.”

Duncan pulled up the nav menu.  He plotted a course to the nearest Lagrange point; just in case.  Each orbiting pair of bodies, in this case the blue gas giant and the shepherd moon, has a series of five points in space where a smaller, third, mass can orbit in a constant pattern with the two larger masses; where the gravitational pull of the two larger masses equals the centripedal force needed for the smaller mass to orbit with them. What this meant for space ships, within the game, was access to points of space that were sufficiently free of gravitational pull to be considered ‘outside’ of a large mass gravity well; this allowed them to engage their hyperdrive.

The Lagrange one and two, or L1 and L2, points were on a direct line from the larger to the smaller mass; the L1 point being between the large and small object, the L2 on the ‘outside’ of the smaller mass.  The L3 point lay on the orbit line directly opposite the location of the smaller mass; the larger mass was halfway between the smaller mass and the L3.

The L4 and L5 preceeded and followed, respectively, the smaller mass, on its line of orbit.  Duncan plotted a course for the shepherd moon’s L5 point; the one that trailed it in orbit.

The two drones had reached their targets and begun their scan.  He looked to the mining control panel.  One had stopped near a large asteroid, the other a much smaller rock; small enough to fit, whole, in the drones hopper.   The asteroid contained mineable quantities of Palladium.  The small rock was Palladium as well, but in much higher concentration.  He set the first drone to begin mining, then had the second simply capture the load directly into its hopper.

He changed ship’s course, angling out of the ring.  He looked to the Westy.  Its scan had stopped, and he hadn’t moved or begun charging his shields.  Duncan assumed that, for the moment at least, he was safe from him.

“Clive, plot our time to waypoint one,” the Lagrange point, “at maximum thrust.  Do the same for the Westy.  Let me know when he can get there faster than we can.”

 

Clive did one better.  Over waypoint one on the nav map, a green “3:36” appeared.  Below it, a light red “HMS Westy - 5:52”.  If Westy did anything he didn’t like, he could be there well before he was in any danger.  He hoped.

“Clive, power up the shields.  Give me enough to withstand a full broadside from the Westy.”

“Fifty percent shields, aye, sir.” said the crewman at the shield station.

The green marker next to waypoint one on the nav screen changed to “6:44” as the nav computer recalculated for maximum thrust during shield generation.  Once that power had been applied to the shield, about five minutes, his power reserve available would increase again.

“Sir,” said the crewman at the comm station “we’re being hailed.  It’s the HMS Westy.”

Chapter 13

 

 

	Duncan rose from the captain’s chair, clasped his hands behind his back and looked at the comms station.  “Answer the call.”

A window opened on the bridge view screen, showing Eric West on the bridge of of the HMS Westy, sitting ponderously imperious in his captain’s chair.  He spread his arms.

“Are you trying to screw up my … “ he paused.  “Oh.  It’s you.”   His final word weighed the sentence with a gravity of derision.  He gripped either arm of his chair.  Duncan didn’t answer, just waited unmoving.

Eric seemed to gather himself.

“I’m trying to ambush pirates,” he said, his tone pedantic, as though speaking to a slow and unloved child. “Your activity, especially your shield, will scare them away.  They’ll see you and won’t attack cargo shipping.  Thus, I’ll have wasted hours in wait.”

Duncan tried to project an air of thought.  He waited, then answered.

“Yes.”

Eric stared for a second, then cut off communication.  A second later, Duncan’s passive scan detected movement from the Westy.  Shortly after that, indications that Eric was charging his shields and his weapons.

Duncan looked to his nav screen.  He’d moved further from the jump point, and his shields were now fully charged.  The display showed him as being 4:10 away from the Lagrange point, at full thrust.  The display for the Westy showed it at 5:40.  Then 5:39.  Then 5:38.  Duncan didn’t know whether the Westy was headed for him or the jump point; Duncan was directly between them.  He had also cleared the planetary ring.

“Increase thrust to twenty-five percent,” he said.  He left the course alone, true for the shepherd moon, slightly offset from the opposing course of the Westy.  His timer to the jump point began to increase faster; the timer for the destroyer dropped second by second.

He looked over his instruments.  “Crap”, he said, kicking himself mentally.  He realized that it would have cost him nothing extra to charge the shields to full capacity.  He’d had plenty of power reserves while charging to dedicate them to a complete charge, and once charged they required little additional power to maintain.  As it was, if he now decided to boost the shield, he’d be limited in the amount of power he could spend on the engines.  And he was becoming increasingly worried that he’d need both.  Soon.

“I guess you guys won’t prevent me from making a stupid mistake,” he said to the bridge crew.  They didn’t respond. “Let’s hope that won’t wind up being an expensive lesson.”

“Clive,” he continued, “What happens to the Westy if they attack?  Are there any repercussions for killing us?”

“Sir, you can report him to the Navy.  If he’s still here when they jump in, they’ll attack.  If he’s reported enough times, the Navy will attack him on sight.  You can also place a bounty on his head, then any ship can attack him until the bounty is claimed.”

Clive continued, “There is currently no bounty on the HMS Westy, and no record of it attacking a ship without a bounty or a pirate flag.”

“Pirate flag?”

“A ship caught pirating a cargo vessel is flagged as a pirate until it can jump from the system.  There are two additional caveats.  One, a third party vessel, not grouped with the pirate,  must be in system at the time of the piracy, assuming the victim of the piracy is a cargo drone.  Two, the third party must remain in system for the flag to remain; once either the pirate or all other ships in system at the time of the piracy leave the system, the flag is removed.”

“Ah,” responded Duncan, “I see.”  He’d thought that pirate flag referred to an actual flag, somehow fluttering from the ship itself.

The waypoint selected on the nav map began flashing.  Duncan glanced at it.  The Westy’s time to the jump point at max thrust was now less than his.  He could no longer outrun him.  He was still out of range of the plasma cannon the Westy carried, but the destroyer’s much faster velocity would soon be able to bring them in range, no matter which way he decided to run.

He mentally shrugged. “Begin a long range mineral scan on that moon.”  He assumed that any ore on something that size had long since been picked clean, but he wanted Eric to know exactly what he was up to; just going about his business.  He was still at the outer limit of range for the scan.  

“Increase thrust to fifty percent.”  The closure rate to the Westy increased, as well as his time to jump point.  He deleted the waypoint timer for both ships.  The offset from the Westy’s course increased as his path diverged.  The Westy then changed course.  An intercept course.

“All stop,” said Duncan.  He was halfway to the moon.  He’d coast for a while.  The nav map showed the Westy approaching, fast.  She came behind his ship, curving to match course, overtaking him quickly.  As it passed, the destroyer came into view at the top of Duncan’s forward viewscreen, its thrusters reversed and glowed as it slowed to the mining ship’s speed.  It matched velocity and seemed to hover several hundred meters ahead.

As Duncan watched, intently, the Westy fired its maneuvering thrusters and rotated ninety degrees.  The destroyer was now moving sideways through space, in front of the miner. Three turrets on the top, flat, deck of the Westy rotated until all were pointed at Duncan.  Each turret had two long tubes that Duncan now stared into.  Plasma cannons.

A series of black honeycomb like shapes appeared on the side of the Westy.

“Sir, he’s opening his missile bays.”  Duncan didn’t see which station had said that, his eyes were fixed on his impending doom.

“Drop shields,” Duncan commanded. 

“If you’re going to kill me,” he muttered, “I’m not going to give you the satisfaction of making it the least bit difficult.”

 

“We’re being targeted, sir,” said Clive.  Duncan nodded.  Waited.  The HMS Westy still floated along ahead of them.  Duncan wondered if he should send a hail.  Decided not to.  He checked the broad mining scan returns from the shepherd moon.  Nothing.  He focused the scan, toward a crater midway up the moon.  He didn’t expect to find anything, just wanted to show Eric that he was still busy.  He hoped it would send a message that he was unconcerned about the broadside he was staring into.  He set a waypoint, just off the moon above the crater.  That would slow him automatically as he approached it.

He looked back into the maws of the plasma cannons.

“Clive, what happens when we die?”

“Sir?”

“If he fires.  When he blows up our ship.  What happens to us?”

“You’re regenerated at the last space station you’ve been to.  Any objects you’ve discovered or skill points earned since your last station visit are lost.  Your ship, since it’s insured, will also be regenerated at the station, but any cargo in the hold will be lost.  You’ll also need to purchase insurance again each time your ship is lost.”

“Have I earned any skill points for mining?”

“No sir.  Skill points for shipboard operations are earned slowly through doing the activity.   They can also be purchased or, occasionally, certificates can be found as loot.”

His ship began to slow as they approached the moon.  Suddenly, the maneuvering thrusters on the Westy fired.  It rotated ninety degrees again, this time facing him.  It also slowed, matching their pace until, instantly shrouded from the rear in the glow of its engines flooding with full thrust, it streaked over his ship.  A collision alarm sounded.

He brought up the damage control.  It looked like the Westy had skimmed along the top of his ship.  One of his mining drones was incapacitated.  None of his other systems seemed to be affected.

“Can we fix that?”

“Yes sir.  Estimated time is ninety minutes.  I’ll begin now.  If you EVA, you can fix it much more quickly.”

“Ninety minutes is fine, thanks.”  Duncan acknowledged. He still had the other drone.

After about five minutes of coasting, he had reached the waypoint.  Stopped.  The Westy was approaching the L5 point.  As it arrived, Eric jumped.  Duncan hoped he’d gone far far away.  He changed from the damage control screen, showing eighty minutes work left on the mining drone, and brought up the mineral scan. 

The scan was still focused on the moon’s crater, now only a few hundred meters away.  It registered a faint anomaly.

“Clive, what’s that?  In the scan,” he asked.

“We can’t tell, sir.  It’s very small.  It’s not ore.  We seem to be at the furthest limit of detection. Even with a focused scan if we were much further away, we wouldn’t be able to detect it.”

Duncan thought.  Wondered.  Decided.  He turned and left the bridge, entered the hangar, turned right and went through the small airlock.

 

Duncan, in his EVA suit, approached the surface of the shepherd moon.  The moon wasn’t anything like the size of Earth’s moon, Luna, but it was much larger than the rocks that made up the planetary ring that it helped create.  The gravitational pull from shepherd moons was what helped planetary rings keep their sharply defined edges. They were usually found orbiting just inside of or just outside of the ring itself.  This one was more or less spherical.  Rocky, with a few craters showing.   It looked like it was roughly the size of a space station.

As he reached the moon, facing it as though floating prone just above the surface, he saw the anomaly his scan had detected.

“What the fuck?” he muttered, then louder, “Clive can you see this?”

“Yes, sir.”	

“What do you make of it?”

“It looks, sir, like a meter high plinth with a button on top.  A red button.”

“Thanks,” said Duncan, dryly. “But what should I do?”

“Press the button?”

“Thanks again, Clive.  You’ve been most helpful.”  He reached out, pressed the button.  The button receded into the plinth, which began to retract.  To retreat into the moon itself.  When it had become flush with the moon’s surface, a split appeared, tracing above and below Duncan’s position.

It took him a second to realize that a door was opening.  He looked from one end of the crack to another. Two panels seemed to be sliding apart, leaving him in the middle of the opening.  The door, now opening more rapidly, was at least one hundred meters tall.  It stopped moving when the opening was roughly square, and larger than a football field in area.

He was staring in awe at the dark square when it lit from within.  Two rows of flashing lights, a hundred meters apart, stretched into the darkness, the alternating flashing giving the illusion of two single parallel lights receding into the distance.  Landing lights.

“Holy crap,” he said aloud, “this is a landing bay.  A hangar.”

He thrust inside. He couldn’t see the other end of the bay.  The lights seemed to go until they met at the vanishing point.  He spun upward, to face the ceiling.  The size of the bay was only a little larger than the door.    Airlock doors appeared periodically down both sides of the bay, near the floor.

“Who owns this thing, Clive?” 

“Apparently, you do.”

Stunned, he began thrusting back to the ship. “I don’t understand, Clive.  What do you mean?”

“This is without precedent,” answered Clive, “but it seems that the system considers this loot.  An alien artifact.  And you now own it.”

Duncan thrust outside the door, back into space, toward his ship.

 

Duncan walked into the bridge.  The view forward looked deep into the space station.  His space station.

“Clive, can you dock for me?”

The ship began to move forward, through the door.  As it reached the second airlock inside the hangar, the ship stopped, began drifting to the left.  At the left wall, it again stopped, began dropping until it reached the floor.

“Shall I close the hangar door, sir?” asked Clive.

“Please.”

Duncan walked to the port side of the bridge, to the airlock door.  He walked through and entered his space station.  He was in a room that seemed to run parallel to the hanger.  It was only about ten meters across, but stretched one hundred meters to his left and as far as he could see to his right.  To his left was one additional airlock, to his right they continued into the distance.  Next to each airlock was a stair that climbed fifty feet to a walkway that ran the length of the room.  

He walked up the stair next to him.  As he reached the walkway, he saw that it looked into the hangar bay.  He could see down into the bridge of his ship, and back as it stretched to closing hangar doors.  He saw small drones working to repair the mining drone, occasionally sparks and glows showed as they welded.  The ship took up the near half of the hanger.  Ships could apparently be berthed sided by side the length of the bay.  He couldn’t begin to guess how many ships could fit.

He turned away from the view, walked back down the stairs and across the room.  A door was on the wall opposite each of the airlocks.  He walked through the closest one.

“Destination?”

He thought, then said,  “Control room.”

The small room’s second door opened, he walked through, into a large semicircular room.  It had a large seat near the back, next to which was the door he walked through.  The ground sloped away from the chair toward the front of the room, which also widened as it deepened.  The front side was dominated by a large screen which currently showed the view outside of the station.  The effect of the room was like a movie theater, with one chair sitting on the back wall.  Clive stood next to the chair, on the opposite side from which Duncan stood.  Duncan sat in the chair.

Judging from the view, Duncan thought the control room was located just above the hangar.  His view showed the planetary ring and the gas giant on the right side of the screen.  The left was blackness and stars.  He thought he was looking directly toward the L5 jump point, which lay behind the moon but on its orbital path.

“Can I get a nav map on this screen?”

“Yes, sir,” one appeared.

“Overlay the area out the viewport.”  A translucent pie slice extended from  the moon.  Duncan zoomed in on the view, until it showed only the area around the fourth planet, centered on the moon.  His moon, he thought incredulously.  The view was indeed currently directed toward the system jump point.  “Can I change the view?”

“Yes sir, we can slew to view from any direction on the moon.  It’s currently set to the view you would have if this room had a window.”

That’s what Duncan had assumed.  He thought for a moment.

“Clive, I’m not sure what I should do now.”

“Perhaps,” answered the AI, “we could examine your configuration and control options for the station.”  Duncan grunted his agreement.  To the left of the nav map, a list appeared.  The first item was a checkbox labelled ‘Public’.  It was unchecked.

His phone rang.  Duncan pulled off his helmet, picked up the phone.  It was Clancey.

“How the hell did he hear about this?” he muttered, then put the phone to his ear. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Nothing, just worked late.  Wondered if you wanted to grab a drink.”

“Sure.  Meet you there.”  They hung up.  Duncan put the helmet back on, looked at the viewport.  The checkbox next to the word ‘Public’ was still unchecked.  He disconnected, took off his helmet, and headed to the bar.  He badly needed a drink.  Or more.

Chapter 14

 

the day before

 

Charlottesville, VA.  USA

 

 

	After Duncan paid the tab for the brunch, he and Anna walked the pedestrian mall.	  They walked mostly in silence, weaving their way through the afternoon crowd.  She stopped at a vendor table, picked up a pair of earrings.  She held them to her ears, looked at Duncan and raised her eyebrows, questioningly.   He scrunched his face, shook his head.  She laughed and put them back on the table.

“Will you miss me?” she asked as she rejoined him, putting her arm through his.

“Are you going somewhere?” 

“No,” she leaned on his shoulder. “Not me.  You.  If you become an online entity someday.”

“I doubt it,” he said in mock seriousness. “My attractions to you are entirely physically based.  Once my biological urges are removed from the picture, what use are you?”

She laughed.

“But honestly,” he said, “I’m an orphan.  No family at all.  I’m single and I’ve always been single.  I have a few close friends, but beyond that there aren’t any real connections I have with anyone.”

She squeezed his arm.  “I didn’t know you were an orphan.”

“Yup.  For as long as I can remember.  I was raised by a series of foster families.”  He shrugged. “They were ok, I guess, but I just never really connected with anyone.  A quiet, loner kid isn’t much entertainment, I guess.  I just ate their food and kept to myself.”

“You’re not a loner,” she countered, “you’ve got lots of friends.”

“I’ve got a few,” he acknowledged, “but I’m still an introvert.”

“You’re very outgoing,” she argued.

“For short periods of time,” he responded.  “You see me out a few times a week, for a few hours at a time, but the rest of the time I’m not at work I’m home alone.  Being around people feels like it drains my energy.  I need a lot of alone time to, I dunno, ‘recharge my batteries’ is a decent analogy.”

“Isn’t that a metaphor?”

“I always get them confused,” he answered. 

“Anyway,” he continued, “interacting with people takes a toll.”

“Should I feel insulted?” she asked.

“Not at all.  If an introvert is spending time with you, you know it’s because he wants to be with you.  You’re not just there to keep them from being alone.”

“And when I need alone time,” he added, “it’s not because I don’t want to be around you, it’s because I don’t want to be around anyone.”

“I feel completely the opposite,” she said, “I need to be around other people, the more the better, to really get my energy up.”

“That makes you an extrovert.”

“So I guess,” she continued, “that’s why I’m always going from person to person.  It keeps me going.”

He laughed.  “You’re an energy vampire!”

“I vant to suck your chi” she laughed.

“Would a beer suffice?” he asked.

“You bet!”

 

 

Duncan entered the key code to let them into his building, then opened the door for Anna.

“Hey,” he said, “how did you get in here this morning?”

She looked at him, her face serious, “I memorized your code the last time we came in.”

“Really?”

“No,” she laughed, “not really. Someone was coming out as I came up.  He held the door.  He was very polite.”

“I’m so glad our security is so tight.”

“Anyway,” she laughed again as they entered the elevator, “I did memorize it this time, just now.”

“Well,” he said, “go ahead and impress me.  What is it?”

“3201,” she giggled as the door closed.  She pressed the button for the fourth, top, floor.

“Damn,” he laughed, “I’ll have to see about getting that changed.”

They left the elevator on the fourth floor, walked down the long hallway to his door.  He unlocked, opened it, let her through.  It closed behind him as he walked toward the kitchen.  He pulled a couple of beers out of the refrigerator, opened them, then joined her where she sat, reclined, on his couch.  She was fiddling with his remote.

“TV on”, he said.

“Music channel ‘Anna Child’,” she added.  His TV began playing her default playlist, scrubbed from his social network connection to her.  He didn’t recognize the song.  He didn’t doubt that he’d never heard of the band, just as he didn’t doubt that would be the case for her entire playlist.  She took the beer he held out, took a sip, then curled back into the couch, looking at him.  He sat next to her.

“Won’t you miss your career?” she asked.

“You’re not going to change the topic of conversation, are you?”

She paused, stared at him earnestly.  

“I find the topic very interesting.  It’s not only like a next step in human evolution, the changes could be huge and instant.  It’ll be a quantum leap in our consciousness.”

He shrugged.  “Maybe.”

He took a sip of his beer.

“In any case,” he continued, “to answer your question.  No, I definitely would not miss my career.”

“But you do such cool things,” she countered. “You deal with people all over the world, every day.”

“And people all over the world are no different than you or I.  All they really want to do is worry about their own concerns.  Nothing we do matters,” he said.

He continued, “I’ll sum it up.  Before I moved to Charlottesville to manage a little software development startup, I was in charge of development for a Fortune 500 company in Manhattan.  In addition to New York, I had teams in London, Paris, Mumbai, San Francisco and Columbus Ohio reporting to me, daily.  I was in charge of developing the vision for a seventy million dollar a year arm of the company.  We were the second largest arm of the company.”

He took another sip of his beer, “So one day we were going to have a meeting within the company.  Every arm was going to be presenting our plans for the next year.  I worked my ass off to get ready.  I even had to pull an actual all-nighter the night before the meeting to finish.  Everyone else left at five.”

She cocked her head, watching him. 

“So the next day, at the meeting, we go around the room.  Everyone who was supposed to give a presentation instead had some excuse as to why they weren’t ready.  Except me.  I was the only one who was done.  Do you know what our boss said?”

She smiled, shook her head.

“He said ‘Duncan gets a gold star!’ and then everyone laughed.  That was it.  It didn’t matter that nobody else had finished, and it sure as shit didn’t matter that I did.  A couple of months later, layoffs were announced.  I volunteered, took the very nice severance package, and moved here.” 

She leaned into him, he put his arm around her.

“So, ‘no’’, he concluded, “I will in no way miss my career.”

They sat listening to music for a while, then ordered a pizza for dinner.  Once finished, her ephemeral visit ended as it always did; with a kiss, a goodbye and no mention of the future.

 

*		*		*

 

Duncan entered the bar, saw Clancey was already there.  He took an empty stool next to him.  Shannon was working the bar tonight, she approached them.

“Beer?” she asked

Duncan nodded, ”and a tequila.”

“Rough day?” asked Clancey

“Not really,” answered Duncan. “I just feel like having a little of the Don,” he smiled.

Shannon poured a generous glass of Don Julio, put it in front of Duncan, then turned to attend the tap. 

“Anna never asked if I’d miss tequila,” Duncan muttered, taking a sip.

“What?” asked Clancey.

“Nothing.  Never mind.”

“So,” continued Clancey, “been on any shopping sprees?”

“Yeah.  Bought a fully tricked out Clipper class.  Mining rig, extra cargo, best shields and cloaking.  You name it, I got it.”

“Holy shit,” said Shannon, rejoining with Duncan’s beer.

“Yeah,” said Clancey, “that must have cost the better part of twenty million.”

“About that,” confirmed Duncan, “but it should be able to get me wherever I want to go.  The extra fuel means that I’ll be able to jump to some systems that aren’t on the main nav routes.”

“Maybe there’s a reason they’re not on the main routes,” countered Clancey. “Maybe there’s nothing there worth seeing.”

“Maybe,” grinned Duncan, “maybe not.”

“In any case,” added Shannon, “that’s not really very multiplayer, is it?  Are you bored with playing with us already?”

“Nope,” countered Duncan, “far from it.  But I’ve still got a boatload of money left to equip with some really good gear.  And besides,” he shrugged, “the ship does come with a shuttle.  There’s nothing a C and C five can do that my shuttle can’t.”

“Except instantaneous travel.  We can’t just zip from the space station to the mission objective like we can with the automated shuttles.”

“And there’s no guarantee that we’ll find anything to do if we do go hunting on our own” said Clancey.

“All true,” said Duncan.  He drank from his beer, and wondered why he didn’t tell them about the space station.  Probably because he’d just found it and didn’t really know anything about it.  That was his first thought.  He quickly dismissed it.  He knew better.  It was really because he was a private person.  He just didn’t like people to know his business.  He didn’t know why.  He just knew that all of the hype about the rail gun auction had bothered him.  If he hadn’t sold it anonymously, he’d be famous within the game now.  The attention of fame, attention of any kind, was anathema to him.  His friends wouldn’t understand that, he knew.  Nobody ever did.  They always took his aloofness as a personal insult, an editorial on his feelings about them.

Duncan licked the beer foam from his top lip. 

“All true,” he reiterated, “but you never know.  We might find a good little planet we can terraform.”

“That takes the better part of a year,” said Clancey, “even if you’re doing it full time.”

“But it does generate on-planet missions.  We can play those missions; they’re no different from the ones you’ll get at a space station.  And completing them helps accelerate the terraforming process.”

“How?” asked Shannon.

“Among the rewards for those missions are usually resources needed by some aspect of your terraforming.  And even after terraformation has completed, you still need to build camps, villages and begin to colonize.  Completing missions helps to attract colonists, trade.  All sorts of stuff.”

“You’ve been reading,” grinned Clancey.

“I have,” admitted Duncan. “Terraforming and colony building are like a long term, real time strategy game.  Very long term.  Going from a terraformed planet to a full, industrial colony can take years.  Real years.  I like those kinds of games.  So does Jamie.”  Their friend Jamie was a hard core gamer, but didn’t really like the first person shooter kind of game that they usually played in the Omegaverse.  His friends had been trying to get Jamie into the game as long as they had Duncan.

“True,” said Clancey. “So what’s your plan?”

“I’m going to try to find a trade route, or a hard to find trade item, and corner the market,” he said, the plan details coming to him as he spoke.  He needed to go somewhere nobody else went.  Where nobody else could go.  He thought he knew of just such a place.


Chapter 15

 

 

	Duncan entered the bridge of his ship.  It had just left the station, the immense hangar doors closing back into the false crater.  There was nobody in the star system that he could detect, other than himself.  He wasn’t surprised.  It was still morning, east coast time, and most of the players would be at work or asleep.  Still, he’d had Clive run all of the contacts for the area since he’d logged out the night before.  What little traffic there was had seemed transitory.  His real concern, the HMS Westy, hadn’t been in system since their last encounter. 

He walked to the central chair, sat, and looked around.  His crew were hovering over their respective work stations.  Clive stood to his right, a little behind.  Activity was constant but unobtrusive.  Like background music. But it wasn’t real.  They were computer animations, contrived solely for his benefit.  He didn’t wonder at the confusion Shannon and Mike had shown at his plan; here he was, in a game designed for limitless players, playing by himself.

There were thousands of groups in this game.  Many of them had dozens, if not hundreds, of members.  There were factions of groups that numbered in the thousands of players.  Space battles between hundreds of ships, while not common, weren’t rare.  And Duncan had, almost from the start of his game career, come into enough money to purchase his way into a position of power among any of the groups.  But he hadn’t.  He wanted to play by himself.

It addressed his personality, he thought.  Where most other players saw the game space as a stage to make a name for themselves, Duncan saw it as a vast mostly unexplored area. He could go anywhere, with time.  He could see things before anyone else.  He didn’t necessarily want to do it alone, but the solitude held no dread for him.  He wanted to build something, but was just as happy if nobody else ever saw it.

That’s what drove his plan and made his decisions for him.

He brought up the navigation display.

“All ahead full speed,” he said.  “Take me to the jump point, Clive.”

A waypoint appeared on the jump point.  He selected it and, from there, traced a line to the jump point in system Eta Bootis.  He was going to visit the Canis Arcturus.  At their homeworld.

“Is my insurance all paid up?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” answered Clive.

 

The starfield resolved itself as Duncan jumped into Eta Bootis.   It was a main sequence star, roughly twice the mass and three times the radius of Earth’s sun.  The readout indicated that it was evolving into a red giant; a middle aged star that was running out of fuel, it would one day grow large enough to engulf the inner planets, of which the Canis Arcturus homeworld was one.  But that was far in the future.

“I’m picking up a large number of ships, sir.” said the nav station, “The nearest is approximately ninety light seconds away.”

They had a minute and half until they were detected by the closest ship.  It would then, via the faster than light ansible communicator, alert the rest of the fleet.

“Perhaps we should make ourselves known first.  Use that time to figure out if we need to run,” Duncan smiled.

“Six minutes until our jump drives are charged, sir” said the helm station.

“We’ll be dead by then if they’re hostile,” said Duncan. “Open a hailing frequency to all ships,” he paused, “No, wait!  Shit!”

He opened his inventory page.  His head was bare.

“Where the fuck did I leave that cowl?” he said.  He began to sweat.  If he’d left his Canis Arcturis artifact in the station or in his bank vault, he was rapidly going to be out the two million credit insurance on his ship.

He leaped from the chair, remembering, and ran to the door at the back of the bridge.  The door to his private quarters.  He went through, saw the cowl lying on the floor, breathed a sigh of relief, and grabbed the furry hat.  Duncan put it on his head and returned to the bridge.

“Open a hailing frequency,” he repeated, “to all ships.”

The hail was answered, and an imposing werewolf appeared on the screen.  He was of a type with the one that Duncan had killed in his second mission.  The larger, alpha wolf he’d taken with the sniper shot while it was in the middle of managing the roasting of a colonist.

“What?” it asked brusquely.

“Uhm, hi” said Duncan, hesitantly.  He was unsure of what to say.  Best just to get to the point, he figured.  

“I’d like to land on your home planet and meet with your leaders to begin a trade mission,” he said.

“Wait”, said the wolf, and communication was cut off.

Ships began to jump from around the system to his location.  Before long, he was surrounded on all sides, escape impossible.  Duncan pulled up his systems screen and ensured that his shields and cloak were off.  He wanted there to be no mistaking his intentions. 

He looked at the ships around him.  They were interchangeable destroyers, about the size of the HMS Westy.  Not especially formidable on their own, but a swarm of them could take down a medium cruiser fairly quickly.  Of course, even one would make short work of his clipper.

Eclipsing them all, a gargantuan ship, a heavy battle cruiser, jumped into the space in front of Duncan.  Banks of plasma cannons, dozens of them, all focused on his tiny ship.

“We’re being hailed, sir,” said the comm crewman.

Duncan stood, checked that his cowl was on his head.

“Answer it,” he said, putting his arms behind his back.

Another alpha wolf appeared on the screen.  Duncan could tell it was not the same one.  First of all, the bridge it was in was much larger, with many more crew.  Secondly, this wolf seemed older.  Grayer.  White whiskers sprouted randomly around its snout and ears.

It leaned forward in its seat, its eyes boring through Duncan in undisguised hostility. 

“Follow me to the space station.  If you deviate from course, you will be destroyed.  If you attempt to land on our planet, you will be destroyed.  If you scan our planet, ships or station, you will be destroyed.  Attempt no further hails.”  It turned its head and nodded to something offscreen, and the communication was again cut off.

“Do as he said, Clive,” said Duncan, breathing a sigh of relief.

This might just work after all, he thought.

 

His escorts made Duncan’s best speed and they all arrived at the space station within a few minutes.  The heavy battle cruiser peeled away, revealing the entire station its bulk had previously eclipsed.  It was smaller than the main stations, smaller even than Duncan’s space station.  It was a rounded rectangle, wider than it was tall, with only a couple of docking stations.  He had Clive pull into one.

Duncan walked to the ship exit, to his left, and went through the airlock door and entered the Canis Arcturis space station.  The room he entered was was a barren cube.  No windows adorned the walls,  which blended into the ceiling and floor.  The only thing that differentiated wall from floor from ceiling was a single plinth, topped by what looked like a TV screen, sitting in the middle of the room.  Duncan approached it.

The screen showed a hierarchical list of resources and objects for sale.  He opened the topmost category and it produced a list of mineral resources available.  He began to scan the prices.  Nothing jumped out as extraordinarily different from the last public listing he’d read.  Then he kicked himself.  He didn’t have to do this from memory.

He looked to his own player inventory screen and brought up those public listings.

 

“Clive, please highlight those resources that have at least a five percent variance in price”

 

Several of the entries on his viewscreen now showed a highlight coupled with the plus or minus price variant from the Canis Arcturus prices.

 

“Ten percent minimum variance, please.”

 

The list changed, fewer minerals were highlighted.  For a few there was as much as a twenty percent difference in price.  He focused on the werewolf screen and began buying resources that were cheaper, much cheaper, here than they were elsewhere.  He also noted which resources were much more expensive.  Duncan knew that over time, the price variances would level out as he bought and sold more here, but for now it was practically a license to print money and he was going to take full advantage of it.

After he’d filled his holds with cheaply purchased minerals, Duncan returned to his ship to prepare to leave.  He entered the bridge, buoyant that his plans were working out so well.  He’d spent about one hundred thousand credits for items he’d be able to sell for about a hundred and twenty.  He sat in the captain’s chair.

“Sir,” said Clive, “while you were away, I negotiated an agreement with the Canis Arcturis which allows this ship to come and go as you please, as long it follows the course restrictions placed on the first visit.  To and from the station and jump point, no scans allowed, no hails.”

“Excellent, thank you,” said Duncan, impressed.

“There is one problem, though, sir.” Clive continued, “the ship has no name.  It needs one in order to formalize the agreement.”

“Ok,” said Duncan.  He paused, thinking.

“Set the ship’s name to ‘Shepherd Moon’.”


Chapter 16

 

Pune, Maharashtra. India

 

 

	Phani Mutha was out of hope. He was in a race to outrun the Omegaverse billing department, his landlord and the electric company.  All of those bills were due, and it was just a question of which was going to catch him first.  He might be able to pay one, but there was no way he’d be able to pay all three.  Any of them could demand payment at any moment, and when one of them did he was effectively unemployed and homeless.  Every sound in his building had become the spectre of his landlord’s knock, every flicker in his lamp was his electricity being disconnected, and every message on his computer was to tell him that his account had been suspended for lack of payment.

He’d been huddled over that computer all day, too nervous to eat, taking mining mission after mining mission.  He’d made money, but not enough.  Phani had just returned from his last mission and was staring at his bank inventory, willing the balance to be higher.  He looked to the lone item in his vault, the blueprint for a torpedo he’d found during his earlier, much earlier, run of good fortune.  He could sell it and might get enough to get him through this crisis.  But, no, he thought.  To raise the best price, he’d have to auction it off.  To get players bidding against each other.  He didn’t have the time.

He made a decision.  Taking the blueprint from his vault, he walked to the manufactory.  He put the design in and took out the torpedo.  It was as much as one player could carry, but he didn’t have to carry it far.  He turned and walked to the mission control.

 

Phani quickly selected the first mining mission listed and entered the ship.   He transferred the torpedo from his personal inventory to the ship’s. It would now be ready to use.  He sat in the pilot’s chair and hit the launch button.  The viewscreen was suddenly swamped by stars and a large, blue, ringed planet.  He checked the nav to confirm that it was indeed the same planet he’d lost the palladium load on.  Hopefully, he thought, that means that my luck will finally change again.  Or maybe it meant it never would.  He shrugged, began to accelerate toward the ring, out of habit.

Then he remembered, he wasn’t here to mine.  He was here to hunt.  Typing, two fingered, he brought up his navigation display and began to survey the system.  He was near the system jump point, which was lucky.  All traffic passing through a star system had to go through the jump point.  It was the navigational bottleneck which ensured that, whatever their source or destination, all ships would pass by close to him.  If his mission had taken him to a planet further out, or even to the Oort cloud, he would have had to be lucky indeed to have a ship pass him by.

His luck was changing, he saw, for the better.  Several ships were in transit through the system.  All he had to do was pick one, target it and shoot.

He opened the ship control screen and selected the torpedo from its inventory and clicked through various warnings about the repercussions of piracy.  An entirely unfamiliar screen overlay projected onto his cockpit.  Dials and gauges that meant nothing to him.  Angle on bow.  Elevation on bow.  Speed.  Bearing.  Range.

Phani selected the first ship, the closest ship, and the dials swung and the gauges rotated as the torpedo’s computer calculated how to hit the target.  A line projected from his ship to the target.  The angle on bow was ninety degrees. It was perpendicular to him.  He knew from what little he’d read that the best angle to launch a torpedo was ninety degrees.  He selected the dial marked ‘Speed’.  It was currently set in the middle of its range.  He rotated it left, the torpedo speed decreased, but its range, marked by a circular red line, increased.  It also changed the angle on bow, compensating for the additional time it would take to reach the target.  He rotated it back.  The range decreased, but it was still long enough to hit the target ship.

The elevation on bow showed “Plus 100” in green letters.  He assumed that meant that it was a little above him, but that the green numbers indicated that it was within firing parameters.  All of the other numbers were green as well.  He hoped that meant that he was likely to get a good hit.  As he was watching, the angle off bow shifted away from ninety degrees as both his ship and the target moved relative to each other.

Phani set his ship to all stop, which stabilized the angle for the most part.  He then increased the speed of the torpedo until the angle off bow again reached ninety degrees.  Then he took a deep breath and pressed the ‘Fire’ button.

A red dot leapt from the icon marking his ship on the display, but it wasn’t fired toward the target.  A cold sweat broke out over him as he realized he’d been confusing “angle off bow” and “bearing”.  Or had he?  He started to rock within his seat, overcome with anxiety.  The torpedo raced off, heading nowhere near the target ship.

Then it began to turn.  It changed its course until it was indeed headed toward the target’s path.  Phani had another shock as the torpedo’s route took it perilously close to a shepherd moon, but it missed and sped off into space, accelerating by the second.  The time on the torpedo control screen counted down.  It would reach the target in thirty seconds.

With a start, Phani realized he’d screwed up again.  He should have maneuvered his ship closer to the impact point.  He was near the maximum distance for the torpedo.  It would take much longer than necessary to loot the ship, and anyone could attack him until he got out of the system.  He selected the control for his mining drone, which was what would take whatever loot was available on the cargo ship.  For the third time in as many seconds, Phani panicked again.  He frantically checked the screen, looking for the target class indicator.  He found it, it showed the target to be a cargo class ship.

“Thanks all gods,” breathed Phani, shuddering at the thought that he could just as easily have attacked a heavy battle cruiser through his carelessness.  He laid in a course for the mining drone and sent it.

Phani felt a premonition.  A dread.  He switched to his nav controls and quickly set a course for the shepherd moon he’d nearly torpedoed.   At full acceleration, it was just a few minutes away.  He set his engines to flank speed, then noticed the icon for his torpedo control was flashing.

He switched back to the attack screen and saw, to his delight and relief, that he’d hit the cargo ship and it had fallen out of hyperspace.  His drone was about five minutes away from being able to loot it, which would probably take a minute or two.  Factoring in the return time for the drone, he probably had another fifteen minutes in system before he could run back to the space station, hopefully with enough new found, albeit ill gotten, riches to satisfy his creditors.

His ship reached the shepherd moon and, skirting the surface, the rounded it until he was on the opposite side of the moon from the system jump point.  Well out of line of sight for the cargo ship.  He didn’t know why he felt the need to hide, but it felt right, he thought, as he settled his ship into the bottom of a large crater.

Chapter 17

 

Birmingham, West Midlands.  UK.




	Eric West stood in the entrance doorway to his flat. He’d just returned home from a long day at work. Just as he was unlocking his front door, his neighbor opened her door. She was probably heading out for the evening. She’d looked surprised to see him, shocked. It was obvious, he thought, that she hadn’t heard him returning. He had initiated a conversation; she was cute enough, he thought, and he was sure she had a crush on him.

He was halfway through telling her about how he’d had to deal with a particularly stupid customer that day, and was just getting through how the moron wasn’t able to configure his home network to work with his new router, simple stuff, when his phone text notification went off.

He didn’t see her relieved look, or hear her subsequent dash downstairs, two at a time, after he’d quickly taken leave and entered his home.

The text had been from his executive officer.  There was a pirate detected within the last few minutes.  He’d have to hurry.

He ran into his computer room, shedding his backpack and jacket as he entered.

“Number one,” he shouted, “status!”

Instead of answering, his AI, zoomed the nav display until it centered on the attacked cargo ship.

“I don’t believe it,” muttered Eric.  “Of all the nerve.”  This pirate was toying with him, personally.  He’d attacked a cargo ship near the system jump point.  Almost within firing range of his usual stakeout position, near that pathetic little moon.

Since his last time there, screwed over by that worthless newbie and his ostentatious mining clipper, he’d been hunting in another sector of the system.  If you stretched a line between the jump point and the most targeted pirate hunting ground, where the trade routes really began to converge, his location was on a line perpendicular and about the same length.  He was about one AU, or eight light minutes, away from the hunting ground, which was the same distance between jump point and the hunting ground.

“Uhm,” he muttered, “the hypotenuse of a right triangle is how much longer than the other sides if they’re equal length?”

“A squared plus B squared equals C squared,” said the AI.

“Yes, yes, I know that,” lied Eric.  “How long after the attack did we receive notification?”

“Eleven minutes and 20 seconds,” replied the XO, “as we were 1.414 astronomical units away.”

“Shit,” exclaimed Eric.  “Eleven fucking minutes.  All ahead flank!”  He needed to get there fast, so he had to get up to the required few percent of C, light speed, before making the jump. 

“How long has it been since you received the activity?”

“Five minutes, sir.”

So it was sixteen and a bit minutes since the attack.  He’d have to hurry.

He sat, heavily, into his chair.

“I don’t have time to raise shields or even charge the cannon before I jump,” he muttered, pounding one fist on his chair arm.  “This is starting to smell like a trap.”  The more he thought, the more sure he became.

Nobody would be stupid enough to attack so near the jump point unless they were baiting him, he thought.

“One hundred percent power to the shields,” he said.  He’d be naked for a while after the jump, which here in empty space, well outside of any planetary gravity wells, would happen just as soon as he reached minimum speed; any second.

He started going through his worst case scenario.

“If I were going to trap a privateer pirate hunter,” he muttered, “I’d have a couple of heavy hitting ships cloaked near the target, just waiting for me to jump in.”  He stood, reached for the nav screen, selected jump coordinates from his saved list.  He chose the coordinates of the shepherd moon.  Near the attack point, but not right on top of it.  He’d use to moon to try to cover his flank until he had a better idea of the situation he was jumping into.  He returned to his chair, sat, and began tapping nervously on the chair arm.

“Sir, we’ve reached …” began his XO.

“Jump!”  

Eric leaned forward in his seat, eager to trip whatever ambush he was walking into.

“Open missile bays,” he said.  He wouldn’t go down without a fight.

“Volley pattern alpha,” Eric continued.  That was one of the pre programmed launch patterns he’d created to tailor his attacks to any type of target.  Alpha was his heavy hit.  All missiles fired at one target, streamed to maximize the damage in any given area of the target.  In this case, he’d target the engine; try to cause a core overload and completely destroy the ship in one, heavy, punch.  It would probably take three quarters of his missiles, arriving in a laser like stream, to take down the shield, leaving several to strike into the engine compartment.  He hoped that’d be enough.

“Shield status,” growled Eric.

“Shields at fifty percent,” responded his XO.  “Three minutes to full charge.”

He looked to the scan station, selected a full, narrow beam, and hit the area of the cargo ship.  The only return was the victim itself, which, having restored its shield, began moving, then jumped.  He waited three minutes, shifting his scan around to target various likely spots around the jump point and attack point.  No returns.  His shields reached a hundred percent capacity.

“Number one, all ahead flank,” he shouted eagerly, “and full auxiliary power to the plasma cannon.”  He’d be ready for a fight, whatever fight was coming, very soon.  He smiled.




By the time he’d reached the point where the cargo ship had been ambushed, Eric’s ship was fully shielded, with primed cannon and readied missile bays.  But he didn’t have a target.  He hurriedly began laying out a box pattern navigation plot; larger than normal to account for the extra time that a cloaked pirate could have moved since looting.

“Sir, we’re being hailed,” said his XO just as Eric was placing the last waypoint.

“Display,” said Eric.

“It is text only, sir.  No voice or video.”

Eric looked to the top of his main display, to the virtual screen that represented his view on the bridge.  He read the text that crawled along the top.




“Please don’t shoot me.”

Chapter 18

 

 

	Duncan sat in the control room of the space station, taking inventory.  After he’d returned from the Canis Arcturus expedition, he had decided that he needed to take a breather, to think about what had happened, so quickly, and what he needed to do.

First, he called in sick.  He had no meetings planned at work and there was nothing he really needed to do that couldn’t wait a day.  He thought that, in reality, there was nothing he really needed to do that couldn’t wait considerably longer than a day.  He saw his role, every manager’s role really, was to make sure that the people working for him, the people actually doing the work, had everything they needed to complete the job.  Once they had the tools, direction and plan they needed, he was superfluous until something came up that needed to be fixed.  He’d hear about that if he were on sick leave or not. His executives, as well as the company’s customers, knew his one inviolable rule was that all communication with the team had to go through him; so he wasn’t worried that he needed to babysit the team, to act as a shield against unwanted, and often conflicting, communication.

Second, he thought through how to go about turning his special situation with the Werewolves into an ongoing operation.  He’d need to purchase, at the cost of about one hundred thousand credits each, several automated cargo drones in order to ship his goods to and from this station.  The only ship that had a letter of marque, as it were, to enter Eta Bootis safely, was the Shepherd Moon.  At least, he thought that was the case.  He wasn’t willing to risk, yet, the cost of a cargo drone to test the theory.

He thanked, for at least the tenth time, his lucky stars.  Finding the station was a boon to his plan he could not have foreseen.  Instead of having to fly between Eta Bootis and the space station at Keppler 22B in the Shepherd Moon each time he bought and sold cargo, with the subsequent, huge, cost in fuel, he simply had to make the single jump between his station and the Werewolves.  Transhipping via the cargo drones was extraordinarily cheaper.

“Clive,” he asked, “does this station have ability to use cargo drones?”  Best to ensure, he thought, before proceeding with the plan.

“Yes, sir,” Clive responded, nodding.  Duncan liked that the game seemed to view the control room of the space station as being the equivalent of a ship’s bridge and, thus, Clive was able to apparate.  He preferred speaking to a person, if artificial, to a disembodied voice.

“The only facility lacking,” he continued, “is a full mission control.  That is, a mission control that can provide instantaneous travel.”

“I can create apartments?  Casinos?  Arenas?  All that?”

“Yes, sir.  All it requires are the facilities.  In that regard, this station operates much like a colony, and as the colony owner, you can supply and manage any facilities you desire.”

“I presume those facilities cost money.  A lot of money.”

Clive smiled, shrugged.  “Of course.”

“Very well,” he said, resigned, “how much for the cargo facility?”

“One million credits, but it does come with one cargo ship, a one hundred thousand credit value.”

“Oh, well,” said Duncan, “you have to spend money to make money.  Buy one.”

“Very good, sir.  I have done so and it is being shipped.  It should arrive here via cargo ship in a few hours.  Once it does, I’ll go ahead and prepare and install it.”

Duncan pulled up two price sheets, one for the station at Kepler 22B, one for the Werewolves at Eta Bootis.  He began buying lower priced resources from Kepler that would be shipped to a destination he’d name in a few hours, as soon as his cargo facilities were enabled.  He stopped, thought, then pulled up a nav map.  He zoomed out, showing almost the entire quadrant of the galaxy.

He’d remembered that he was halfway between the space station he’d begun at and the space station that was used mainly by Indian players.  The cost to ship to either station wouldn’t be different for him. The price differential for resources between the two stations wasn’t enough to make any profit on transhipment between the two, those prices tended to more or less level out, but even a few percent difference between the human stations could add to his profit with the Werewolves; a two percent difference in price wasn’t enough to make it worthwhile ship the goods between the two, but it might make the difference between a twenty percent and a twenty two percent profit with the Werewolves.  That could add up.  He added the Indians into his mental calculations.

He saw some movement on the viewscreen.  A mining ship had just jumped into the system.  That made him think.  He wanted to keep the station private, to keep the station out of the public eye.  He could only imagine the splash that the news about a privately owned space station would make in the game world; it would probably be the biggest news in game history.  It would probably even make news outside of the game.

The more he thought about it, the more he decided that he couldn’t even trust his friends with the news.  At least not yet.  He needed to make sure he had enough resources to purchase his way out of any problems that might come up; and having his location suddenly become the most popular destination in the galaxy was sure to introduce problems he couldn’t begin to imagine.

 

Duncan watched as the mining ship began to move, inward toward the planetary ring, but more or less on a direct course for the station.  Then it stopped.  With a flash of light, a torpedo leaped from the ship, speeding toward the space station.

“What the hell?” he exclaimed.  “He’s firing on us.  Clive, can he do any damage to this station?”

“None at all, sir.”

The torpedo gained speed by the second as it continually thrust toward the station, then, suddenly it began to veer away from the planet.  By the time it had reached the station, it was heading ninety degrees outward from its original course.  Duncan got an extremely short, but extremely close up view of the rocket as it sped across his view, just skimming the surface of the space station.

He shifted the view to watch the torpedo as, still accelerating, it headed out into space.  After about half a minute, it exploded and a cargo drone dropped out of hyperspace.  Duncan swung the view back to the mining ship.  It began accelerating, heading for the space station.

“What is he playing at?” he said to himself.  “It doesn’t make any sense to attack from so far away.”  Clive provided no insight.  The only thing that Duncan could decide was that this guy, this pirate, really didn’t know what he was doing.

“Oh well,” he said, “whoever you are, you’re very lucky that the HMS Westy isn’t hanging around today.”

He went back to his charts, occasionally glancing at the mining ship, until it finally reached the station.  It got close, then skimmed the surface until it was on the side opposite its arrival point.  Then it stopped and slowly maneuvered itself into the crater that camouflaged the hangar door on the other side of the landing bay from where Duncan sat.

 

Duncan closed the pricing charts.  He’d spent close to a million credits on resources to be shipped to the station; he’d have to begin making trips back and forth to Eta Bootis as he filled the Shepherd Moon.  That left him with a little over three million in balance from the twenty five he’d gained from the rail gun auction.  To buy as many credits as he’d spent, he’d have had to spend a few months salary, before taxes; and he made a pretty good living.  He’d leave the three million alone for now, a strategic reserve.  For emergencies.

He opened a screen containing information about the system, the system his station was in.  He zoomed into the third planet.  It was in an orbit about one AU out from the star; roughly the same as the Earth from the Sun.  That was, however, the only earthlike aspect to the planet.  It was a lifeless, barren rock.  More like Mars than Earth.  Everything he read about it, though, made it a prime candidate for terraforming.  It was within the Goldilocks Zone, the area of space in a star’s orbit that wasn’t too hot, wasn’t too cold, but just right for life.

Terraforming wasn’t a requirement for colonization, but it was a bonus.  It was attractive to colonists, for one.  The game system would automatically add population, over time, to the colony as colony managers created incentives.  Open a mining operation?  Colonists would arrive to mine.  Clear an area for farming?  Colonists would arrive to farm.  As colonists arrived and thrived, even more would arrive to serve secondary roles.  Villages would form, then grow into cities as more and more colonists arrive.  That was the game; ensure that you managed the resources to grow your facilities and attract colonists.  Over time, a very long time in gaming terms, you could go from a barren rock like the third planet to a thriving colony.

But, first, he had to terraform the planet.  

Naturally, that would be expensive.  Probably tens of millions of credits, over time, for facilities and resources.  But the initial cost, the initial terraforming kit, was roughly five million credits.

 

Duncan was still focused on the charts describing the third planet, when the screen was suddenly filled with a destroyer.  The ship had jumped into the space just in front of his position, startling him.

“Who the hell is that,” he stammered, closing the charts.

“The HMS Westy, sir.”

The ship sat, close by the station, for three minutes.

“Why is he just sitting there,” Duncan wondered, “instead of heading off to hunt down the pirate?”

As if in response, the ship slewed, pointing its nose toward the cargo ship.  Then its engines glowed white, as it began to streak toward the stationary piracy victim.  A black honeycomb of openings appeared on the near side and, Duncan assumed, far side of the ship as Eric opened his missile bays.  Duncan watched, fascinated, as it sped outward, trying to run down the prey that Duncan knew was in the opposite direction.  As it arrived, he saw it stop; Eric was surely casting about with his scanners, trying to find his easy kill.

After a minute, Clive spoke.

“Sir, we’re receiving a hail from the mining ship.  In text.”

 

“Please don’t shoot me.”


Chapter 19

 

 

	Duncan slewed the view from the space station control room.  It had been focused directly outward from the main hangar door, toward the system jump point and the HMS Westy, suddenly accelerating toward the station at full speed.  Now he pointed the view in the opposite direction, through the view from the hangar door on the other side of the station.  Centered in the screen, nestled in a crater on the shepherd moon, was a tiny, forlorn mining ship, its lone mining drone just arriving to dock on the small, generic space ship.

Another message came through, the text scrolling across the screen.

 

“Please, sir, don’t shoot me.”

 

“Clive,” said Duncan, “how long until the Westy is in range?”

“A few minutes.”

“And can the miner escape?”

“Unlikely, sir.  Extremely unlikely.”

“Shit,” hissed Duncan.

Duncan didn’t know why he was concerned.  He didn’t know this guy, whoever he was.  And he was a pirate.  Surely he knew the risks.  Most of all, he reasoned, it was only a game.  So what if this guy got ‘killed’.  He would just resurrect at the last space station he’d checked in at.  Not a big deal at all.

Then Duncan realized.  It wasn’t about this guy, this little miner.  It was about Eric West and his bullshit HMS Westy fantasy.  About all of the bullies.  All of the ‘alpha males’.  All of the assholes.  All of the guys, sure in their usually misguided opinions, that stomped all over everyone else in order to get their way.  He didn’t want them to win.  Ever. 

Fuck them.  Fuck the Westy’s of the world.

“Shit,” repeated Duncan, “shit, shit, shit, shitshitshit.”

He paused, thought, decided.

“Clive, open the rear hangar doors, and open a hail to the miner.”

He leaned forward in the chair.

“There is a hangar door opening next to you.  Go through it and dock.  Do not send any more hails.”

He watched for a second as the miner began to comply.

“Clive, close the hangar doors as soon as he’s through.”

Duncan stood.

“What the fuck am I doing?” he muttered to himself, then turned and left the control room.

 

 

Duncan stormed into the mining ship.  A generic looking player, still clad in the same newby clothes that Duncan was wearing, sat, facing forward, in the pilot’s seat.  Duncan assumed, from the text based hails and the lack of movement from the character, that the player was likely on an old, basic, computer and monitor setup.  No microphone, no VR.  Duncan walked to the front of the cockpit, in front of the pilot’s seat, in order to ensure that this guy had a view of him while he talked.  He looked the player in the face.

“First, welcome aboard my space station.  I’d appreciate it if you told nobody about it.”  Duncan didn’t think that likely, but he could hope.

“Second, I assume from your hails that you aren’t capable of communicating by voice, so I’ll go ahead and do all of the …”

 

“Yes.”

 

Duncan assumed that was a confirmation that the guy only had a keyboard to communicate with, “ … talking for now.”

He looked at the miner, or the miner’s character.  It was the perfect poker face, unmoving, unchanging.  He was surprised to realize how much more realistic his friend’s looked in game.  Not just that their characters were modeled on their real looks, but nuances like subtle movements that were reflected from the way that the VR helmet translated player movement into character movement.  This guy, whoever he was, was just a mannequin.

“Clive, turn on player names.”

Phani.

“Well, Phani,” Duncan said, “you might as well get the grand tour.  Follow me.”

Duncan walked from the bridge of the little ship, pausing to make sure that Phani was following him, through the airlock and back into the station.  They walked up the stairs, looked out into the bay.  The mining ship had disappeared, returning to wherever such single use ships went after player missions were accomplished.

 

“Thank you.”

 

“You’re welcome,” said Duncan.  He looked at Phani, “I just need to know if I can expect you to keep this place a secret.  As of now, you’re the only person, apart from me, who knows about this station.  I’d like to keep it that way.”

 

“I will.”

 

A dialog box appeared in Duncan’s view.  Phani was giving him something.

 

“What I got from ship.  I want you to have.”

 

Duncan read the description.

It was a terraforming kit.

 

 

Duncan watched the HMS Westy circle the station, still trying to run down the prey he must think was leading him on a chase around the moon.  Phani had come with him to the control room and haltingly told Duncan his situation.  As many times as Duncan tried, however, Phani would not accept the return of the terraforming kit.  He had, however, accepted the idea of a business partnership based, in part, around the purchase of the kit.

Duncan had proposed that instead of making the kit a gift, repayment for saving Phani, he would purchase the kit for four million credits, a million credits below retail cost, with payment spread over four months.  He had only been able to get Phani to agree to this by convincing him that if he were to give Duncan the kit free and clear, there would have been no difference than if Duncan had let Phani die.  He still would have been out the kit.  Duncan’s honor, he’d said, prevented him from accepting that sort of equivalency.

Duncan had transferred the first payment, one million credits, to Phani, and then laid out the rest of his plan.

Phani would receive a ten percent share in any profits derived from the planet’s colonization, though Duncan pointed out that any such profits were likely to be years away.  In addition, Phani’s partnership would include the use of the space station and facilities, including the ship, Shepherd Moon.  In exchange for ferrying at least one load of resources between Eta Bootis and the station per day, Phani could use the Shepherd Moon to explore and mine as he saw fit, keeping any profits.   He had the run of the facilities between midnight and noon, Eastern time.  As long as the Shepherd Moon was docked, with a full tank of gas, when Duncan got home from work every night, or by noon on weekends, Phani could do what he liked with it.  

Their respective locations, one in India one on the US east coast, made this time sharing not only viable, but productive; the station and its facilities would be working day and night.  Phani’s share in the planet would incent him to provide resources to speed the terraformation, and his stake in the station would, Duncan thought, be reason enough for him to keep its existence a secret.  It also solved Duncan’s delivery problem; one load a day, at up to a twenty percent profit, to and from the werewolves would increase his fortune, rather quickly.  He didn’t see any problem, at all, being able to raise much more than the million per month he’d have to pay Phani for the next four months.

 

 

Phani had left, logged out of the game, leaving Duncan alone in the control room.  Duncan was satisfied with the way the day had gone.  He felt relieved not only to have helped someone, but to actually be able to share the secret of the shepherd moon.  It removed a weight he didn’t realize he’d been carrying.

He looked at the terraforming kit blueprint in his inventory.  Soon, maybe this weekend, he’d fly down to the third planet and look around for a likely spot to begin the process of changing the barren rock into a thriving, Earth-like colony.

Duncan sat back in the control room chair, watching the Westy’s relentless pursuit of a target long gone. 

“Chalk that up as another reason this is a good day,” he muttered.  Though Eric would probably never know it, Duncan had screwed him over.  He smiled.  As if in response, the Westy turned, made course for the jump point, and accelerated toward it at highest speed, its engines glowing white hot as though in a fury.

His phone rang, Matt was calling.  He answered through the helmet.

“Hey, man, what’s up?”

“Just got home from work,” said Matt, “and thought we’d gather up the crew to go hunt some little green men.  Get some excitement into your life.  Try to show you what this game is all about.  You in?”

“Sure,” said Duncan, “sounds like fun.”

“Meet you at my place.  Ten minutes.”

“On my way,” said Duncan.

 




meta 3




who gave him the terraforming kit?




nobody

fate.




interesting.




that doesn’t seem to have altered his plan

only accelerated it.





his candidacy seems most promising.





we agree, clive.





Epilog

 

Pune, Maharashra.  India

 

 

	Phani Mutha breathed, for at least the twentieth time in an hour, a long sigh of relief.  After he’d made leave taking from his savior, too quickly for politeness sake, he had rushed through the process of transferring the million credits to an in game broker who would, for a fee, translate that money into currency placed directly into his bank account.  As soon as that had cleared, he had paid his Omegaverse subscription and electric bill.  When the bank opened in the morning, he’d be first in line to withdraw enough to pay his rent; it was far too late to do it tonight, but it was also far too late to fear a landlord’s knock, so Phani could sleep easily.  For the first time in months.

He lay on his mat, leisurely luxuriating through a cigarette, blowing smoke straight up into the dank humid air of his flat.  His shock at the turn of the day’s events, at being saved from virtual and real ruin, hadn’t left him in the proper frame of mind to reflect on the long term change that had been effected upon him.

He had a ship.  A first class mining ship.  He revelled.  True, it wasn’t his, but it was as good as. For now.  He could maximize his loads, maximize his profits.  He was no longer bound to the luck of the mission control draw.  He could chart his own future.  A future that held a ten percent control of a planet!

That had been a shock; a scare.  He’d refused the return of the terraforming kit twice, as any person would expect him to, preparing to, reluctantly, accept its return on the third offer, when the American had accepted it.  He’d almost died.  He had already prepared the auction, all he needed was the American to offer its return for the third time and propriety would have been satisfied; he could have accepted it and auctioned it off.  He would have had to set a low ‘buy it now’ price in order to ensure a quick sale; he’d have been lucky to get half its value.

But this was better.  Rather than having to wait, to worry about the auction, he’d been offered a deal out of a dream.  Four million, probably as much as he could have expected to get from a longer auction than he had time for, spread over four months, with the first installment paid then.  A million credits.  That was enough, after transfer fees, to live for months.  Four million would see him through a year.  And that was without considering his now much greater earning potential through the use of the ship, the Shepherd Moon.

It was too much, he thought.  I remain in the American’s debt.  He sat, put out the stub of the cigarette and returned to his computer.  He brought up a webmail site and created three email accounts.  Then he opened the game and composed a message for Taipan.

 

Sir,

Thank you again for all you have done for me.  I cannot express how much this day has meant to my life.  I remain in your debt.  As such, I have created the enclosed email accounts.  If, at any time in the future, you have need of a favor that I can fulfill, you have but to write the request to one of the email accounts.  That request will be completed, to the best of my ability.  No questions asked.  I pledge myself and my descendants to this task.

As each request is filled, the associated account will be deleted.

These three favors I give in an attempt to repay your kind services.

I thank you.

Phani Mutha

 

 

 

The End of Book One
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