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Pandi caught the movement out of the corner of
her eye.  Something in motion among the stillness of the station.  Her body
tensed as she slowly turned toward the movement, not sure what to expect.   


Some kind of animal was
her first thought, as she watched the thing moving in her direction.  It was
all the way across the long room, a hundred meters or more, and she wasn’t sure
if it had even spotted her yet.  It behaved as if it hadn’t.  Its six legs
moved in a most peculiar manner, rotating up and over as the long body slid
forward.  Not like the movements of a beast.


Its skin seemed to be
made of a series of small scales of equal size.  It had no discernible head,
just a continuation of the long body.  No mouth, no ears.  Spots on the forward
scales could be eyes, or something else?


A robot of some kind
was her second thought, though like nothing she had ever imagined.  She
couldn’t guess its purpose from its configuration.  Slowly she put the helmet
on her head, not wanting make sudden movements that might alarm it.  She pushed
a button above the faceplate, engaging the helmet sensors.  The creature leapt
forward in her vision, as the face plate magnified the image.


Definitely some kind of
robot,
she thought, wondering if it might be dangerous. On infrared it glowed an even
orange color, no apparent power-generating center, as if the entire robot was
equally power producing and using.  Suddenly her faceplate went blank, opaqued
over as if struck by a bright light.  That was when she knew she was under
attack.
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Chapter 1


 


 


Twinkle twinkle little
star


I only see you from
afar


Up above the world so
high


Before I reach you I
will die


Deep space astronaut's
ditty


 


July 9, 2087.  Kuiper
Belt, Sol System.


 


 


"Look at the size
of that friggen thing," growled Zhokov, his sour breath washing over the
crowded bridge of the Niven as he leaned over to get a look out the view
port.


Damned Russian bastard, thought Pandi Latham,
shrugging a shoulder in an attempt to get his big paw off of her.  Always
making overtures toward her, all the way out here from Harrison Base.


"Just how big is
it?" asked Captain Michael Morrison in his clipped British tones.  "I
have never seen anything that big outside of one of the habitats."    


Pandi still thrilled to
the sound of that cultured voice, even as the captain said he was enchanted by
her soft, Alabama drawl.  Luckily they had paired up early in the mission, and
he had made his claim to the only available female clear to all of the other
males of the crew.  All the other males with the exception of Zhokov that is.


"Almost 2,900
meters in length," said Pandi, looking at the display of her Doppler laser
station.  She looked up and out of the viewport at the dark bulk of the ship
illuminated by the running lights of the Niven, and the faint rays of
the far distant yellow dwarf star they called home.


"Nobody in the
system ever put anything that big into space!" said Morrison.  "At
least nothing that was meant to travel."


"What about the
deep space freighters?" said Lee.


Yeah, right, thought Pandi. 
Nobody even bothered to comment on that statement.  Sure, some of the ion
freighters were well over three K's in length.  But those were stick figure
ships, shaped much like the three hundred meter length of Niven, with a
long boom protecting the crew compartment from the fission reactor, and the
length of the particle accelerator tubes making up much of the rest of the
ship's length.  This thing is massive, she thought, at least four
hundred meters along its narrowest dimension.  It appeared like what one
would imagine a space going passenger liner to look like, some centuries into
the future.


"Start
transmitting video back to Harrison," ordered Morrison, as the Niven
jerked with the push of its lateral thrusters, making the last adjustments to
match vectors with the strange vessel.


"Aye, sir,"
said Lee, making sure the com laser was aligned on the base, four and a half
billion kilometers away and moving farther every second.  "They should
receive our first transmissions in 4.28 hours."


Suddenly the Niven
shuddered, as if all of the attitude thrusters had fired in a sequence intended
to cause the most disruption possible.  Pandi looked over at the pilot console
in front of Morrison.  No indicator lights were on.  


"Engineer,"
shouted the captain, "check on the attitude subsystems."


"Aye, sir,"
said McIntyre, the engineer, looking over his board. "No activity on the
thrusters."


"Illumination,
captain?" asked Pandi, hands hovering over the spotlight controls.


"No sign of
activity, is there?" he replied.


"No sir,"
replied Pandi, looking over her passive scan displays, "Still a small flux
of gamma radiation.  Either fusion or MAM."


"Ma'am?"
asked Zhokov, looking at Pandi with a leer.


"Matter-antimatter,"
said McIntyre.  "The annihilation of the two opposites gives off energy in
the form of gamma radiation."


"But no change in
its status, Pandora?" asked Morrison.


"No, sir,"
said Pandi, grimacing at the use of her given name.  Morrison was normally very
proper with her, she knew.  But he must be using the name that only her lover
could get away with to relieve the tension.  Of course it was a two edged
sword, she thought. The use of her real patronym also reinforced the fact that
the attractive redhead, the only woman on board the cramped ion explorer, was
sleeping with the captain.  As much as Pandi loved sex, and sex with Morrison
was very good indeed, she was still only a one-man woman, at least one at a
discreet period of her life.    


She looked at the small
mirror she had set over the upper display screens.  Her long red hair was set
in a braid to keep it out of her way in the zero gee environment.  Laugh lines
around her deep blue eyes, heart shaped face covered with fair skin and a light
dusting of freckles. Not bad for having had her forty-fourth birthday just five
days ago. Michael said her body was still fine, athletic with small perfect
breasts, even if her coveralls disguised her shape.


"Go ahead,"
said Morrison, still staring intently at the shape framed against the bright
cloud of stars that made up the disk of the Milky Way.


Pandi's fingers flew
over the touch pad, flooding space with bright illumination as she maneuvered
the banks of lights to bring the mass of the intruder under coverage.  Her
breath caught in her throat as the beams of lights played across the hull of
the ship.  As impressive as it had looked looming out of the darkness, it was
even more so under the glare of the lights.


"Looks like
somebody or something didn't mean this baby well," said McIntyre, nodding
at the huge cylinder of the spacecraft.  Huge half globes of silvered metal lay
at one end of the long vessel, a curved prow at the other.  An enormous oblong
of shimmering transparency, half a kilometer long, lay near two thirds of the
way from the bow.  The cause of the lifeless condition of the ship was also
apparent.  For almost two kilometers along the near side of the ship ran a pair
of gaping wounds in the skin, where supporting ribs were exposed to the vacuum
of space.  The far tract ran over the transparency, leaving a gaping hole in
the dome.  Further across the hull lay another gaping hole, this deep into the
hull itself.


"What the bloody
hell would do that?" asked Morrison.  "Meteors?"


"Not likely,"
said Zhokov. "They would have to be two of them, both traveling in
parallel and striking just right to cause such a pattern."


"Shells?"
said Pandi, letting the excitement of the moment get past her revulsion of the
Russian.  But he had fought in the Geneng Wars.  He knew better than any of
them what were the capabilities of weapons of heavy destruction.


"The lines are too
even," said Zhokov with a smile.  "Shells would have left a line of
holes joined at the edges.  Those lines are too straight.  More likely a beam
weapon of some type.  But something a lot more powerful than anything we know
of."


"Is it Alien or
human?" asked Lee.


"Based on the
level of technology apparent in its size I would vote for alien," said
McIntyre.


"Me also,"
said Zhokov.  "Based on the damage done by the beam weapon."


"I would say
human," said Morrison, "based on the improbability of another species
using English as their primary language."


Niven had drifted up over
the top of the ship on her plotted path to circumnavigate the intruder.  A bank
of lights illuminated the hull to the front of the control bubble of the huge
vessel, and all eyes strained to make out the arch of letters across the hull,
as well as the line of letters and numbers to the front.


 


HERNAND


C7942


 


Niven shook violently yet
again, as if all the thrusters had gained a magnitude of power and were
determined to shake the ion explorer apart. Crew grabbed for whatever they
could to steady them, as eyes searched displays to see what was happening.


"What the hell is
causing that?" yelled the captain.


"Nothing on the
monitors," said Pandi.  "Doppler laser shows that the alien is also
shaking at the same resonance."


"Some kind of
energy our particle detectors can't pick up?" asked Morrison.


"That's
impossible," said McIntyre.  "All energy is is fast moving
particles.  We should be picking them up."


Narrow minded fool, thought Pandi.  Even
her fundamentalist minister father, with his Southern Baptist upbringing, knew
that humanity didn't know everything about the Universe.  It was likely to be
stranger than any of them could imagine.  But many scientists thought that
everything there was to know was known.  Anything not possible according to
current dogma was not possible period.


The shaking stopped as
suddenly as it started, leaving them none the wiser for its cause.


"Captain,"
said McIntyre in a quavering voice, "I suggest we get the hell out of
here."


"I agree,
sir," said Lee.  "We are at a disadvantage here."


"Afraid of the
unknown," said Pandi in her best angry voice, eyes glaring and lower lip
quivering. First contact with the unknown, she thought, what she had
been waiting for her whole life.  She had volunteered for the thankless duty of
a Kuiper explorer/miner because it offered the greatest chance to be the first
to make an on the scene discovery, as unlikely as it was.  Damned if she was
going to run away at the first little shudder of the space-time continuum.


"I'm with
Panda," said Zhokov, purposely mangling her name.  "This is a chance
for immortality."


"Or sudden and
swift mortality," said McIntyre.


"This may be the
only chance humanity will have to get a look at this thing," said the
captain.  "But this is a civilian vessel, and you haven't signed on for
this kind of hazardous duty.  So we'll put it to a vote."


The vote came out six
for and five against among the eleven member crew.  Only those who voted for
staying would consider leaving the relative security of the Niven for
the unknown dangers of the Alien.  They still considered it Alien, for whether
it was from another time or another space, it was still beyond their ken.


*    *    *


One hour and
twenty-eight minutes after first contact.  The airlock door slid open on a
scene of unrelieved strangeness for those born to the comfortable confines of
Earth, or even the farms and corridors of the off planet colonies and
habitats.  Stars everywhere, in limitless numbers, their light unpolluted by
sources natural and artificial that reigned in the inner system.  Objects
existed in their millions out here, but space was enormous, and the distances
between Kuiper objects were enormous as well.  Humankind had been out here for
only a couple of decades, and the billions of ice balls of the Ort Cloud were
still only known from the pictures or radar images of the nearer and larger
few.


The Ort Cloud, thought Pandi as she
jetted her way from the airlock towards the gaping hole in the stranger.  The Santa
Maria was in the inner system getting ready for the flight out to the Nemesis
system, on the way becoming the first vessel to really penetrate into the Ort. 
She had been really disappointed that she hadn't made the cut for that
mission.  The chance to be on the first crew to visit another stellar system,
even if it was but a small brown dwarf in far orbit around the home star.  More
qualified computer techs had been the excuse, though she was still sure it was
due to her less than glamorous background as a working class spacer, PhD in
Aerospace Engineering notwithstanding.  Now she felt more than happy to have
been passed over, because if she had been in the inner system with the Maria,
she wouldn't have been out here in the Kuiper when this monster ship appeared
on radar scan from Harrison, skirting the edge of the system on a path that
would lose her forever in several months.  Blind luck, she thought. Or
is it fate?


Her suit felt hot as
she drifted across the hundred meters separating Niven from this Hernand,
following the lead of Zhokov, who had almost reached the transparent dome.
Crewman Chavis, a large black man from Mississippi, followed twenty meters or
so behind her.  The temperature out here was only a couple of degrees above
absolute zero, she knew.  In the inner system heat was more of a problem on
EVAs than cold.  They normally didn't have to worry about cooling systems this
far out.  And the bulky suits were insulated enough that their own body temp
kept them toasty.  It must be the adrenaline shooting through my system,
she thought. She did feel pumped.  Even her breathing was strained, the sounds
of inhaling and exhaling through her com circuit heavy in her ears.  She had
more than five hours of air at her normal usage rate, maybe three hours of
hyperventilating.  They would surely be back at the Niven before that. 
It was still good to know that the diamonoids injected into her bloodstream
would give her twenty hours of oxygen if needed.


"You alright back
there, Panda?" asked Zhokov in his heavy accent.  Couldn't cover up your
physiologicals on an EVA.


"Yeah," she
replied with a calm voice as she repeated a mantra to herself to calm her heart
and breathing rate.  She caught a flash through the transparent bubble of the
helmet out of the corner of her eye and turned her head to the right.  A harsh
pinpoint flare in the far distance, a nuclear blast.  Another Kuiper miner
boosting a comet back toward the fires of the sun.  Volatiles for the
terraforming of Mars, or fuel for the space industry around Earth.  Carter,
the ship that had been closest to the stranger when radar contact had been
made.  The laws of physics had ordained that the Carter would not be
able to make contact.  Her velocity was too great, and by the time she
decelerated enough to change her vector, she would be even further from the
stranger than Harrison base.


It has to be fate, thought Pandi, as she
turned in time to watch Zhokov catch himself on the edge of the hole in the
dome.  She was approaching fast herself, and panic shot through her for a
second at the thought of bouncing off the dome and drifting back into the cold
depths of interstellar space.  She dismissed that thought as she reached out
for Zhokov's extended hand, conveniently separated from hers by the twin layers
of suit glove they each wore.  Of course she was in no danger.  She had her own
suit propulsion system, as well as the proximity of two other spacemen, and the
twin shuttles back at the Niven were ready in case something went really
bad.


"We're here,
captain," said Zhokov over the com, as he passed Pandi over so he could
reach out and grab Chavis' hand.


"Everything
OK?" came Morrison's voice over the com.


"Yes sir,"
replied Pandi as she slapped a transponder link onto the dome with molecular
glue.  It stuck, meaning that the material was at least something they could
understand, even if it didn’t look like anything she had ever seen. "We're
preparing to enter the ship right now."


"Be careful."


"Aye, sir,"
said Zhokov, “I think Panda has us covered.”


Her hands reached to
pat the butts of the twin forty-five automatics she had set in the holsters
attached to her equipment belt.  She had brought them aboard Niven with
her personal effects, to the laughter of the other members of the crew.  “Do
you think you’re going to run into aliens?” they said.  Now she was glad she
had them, and she didn’t care what anyone said.  The filled magazine pouches
added to her sense of security.


Zhokov pulled himself
into the gap in the dome, his bank of lights bringing the interior into a stark
contrast between bright illumination and total darkness.  Pandi and Chavis
followed, suits set on station keeping, attitude jets firing short bursts to
bring them into the center of the enclosure, where they could get the best view
of the whole area without getting too near to any kind of trouble.


Lights picked up the
frozen remains of plants set in the soil beds on the floor of the area.  A
large empty depression lay in the center, probably a pool that had exploded its
contents out into space when the dome was pierced.  No bodies around, so no
way of telling what had used this huge recreation area, thought Pandi. 
Probably blown out into space as well.


"Dammit,"
exclaimed Chavis, as he maneuvered his way down to the deck, looking at the
trunks of dozens of plants that stuck out of the soil, "but I'd swear that
was a palm tree."


"Come in, Niven,"
called Pandi over the com link, "come in."


"We hear you
Pandi," came the reply from the captain.


"No bodies here,
but Chavis thinks there are the remains of terrestrial palm trees.  It looks
like some kind of recreation area."


The ship shuddered
slightly around them, shaking them in their suits as some of the dead trees
fell from their shattered trunks that broke like glass in the vibrations.


"How in the hell
are we being shaken in a vacuum?" yelled Zhokov.


"Some kind of energy
we don't understand," said Pandi.


"Bullshit,"
yelled the Russian.


"Then you explain
it."


"Pandi," came
the voice over the link, "are you alright?"


"Yes
Michael," she said.  "It looks as if this area was filled with
terrestrial vegetation."


"Convergent evolution,
maybe," said Chavis.


"And what about
these?" said Zhokov, hovering over what looked like a very human chair,
one of hundreds built into the deck.  "These look pretty terrestrial to
me."


"And these?"
said Pandi, moving towards some chairs that looked to fit an entirely nonhuman
anatomy.


"Maybe they had
guests," said Zhokov.


"That we had never
heard of," said Chavis.  "You think someone made contact with aliens
and just left the rest of the human race out of it?"


"Nothing like this
ever came out of the system," said Morrison's voice over the com link, as
pictures of the outside of the Hernand were projected onto their
faceplates.  "We sent one of the shuttles around the ship on remote, and
we've found some very interesting things."


"What the hell are
those holes on the side?" asked Pandi, looking at row after row of open
round ports, some still holding the rounded noses of some kind of capsule.


"We think they're
escape pods of some kind," said McIntyre.  "Maybe we'll find some
remains in the ones which didn't get away."


Pandi shuddered at the
thought of looking for bodies, even as she admitted to herself that it was one
of their primary tasks.  That thought was interrupted by a picture of the stern
of the ship and the two big globes that occupied the rear.  One had been
obviously damaged, as if a big scoop had been taken out of it,


"Is that the
ship's drive?" she asked.


"That's what we're
guessing," said McIntyre, "though we surely can't guess on which
principle it works.  No exhaust, fusion tubes, ion tubes, anything that we
would consider an engine."


"Maybe it is a
warp drive," said Zhokov with a chuckle.


"Whatever it is,
maybe we can find out more about it from the inside," said Pandi.
"That gash in the lower deck looks like a good opportunity to explore.”


“Just keep in touch,”
said Morrison.  “Make sure to keep putting relays LOS.  I’m still not sure if
we can transmit through whatever that hull is made of.”


“Aye, sir,” said Zhokov
as he set another relay on the gash in the deck, whose melted sides attested to
its origin as a burn through from those beam wounds on the outer hull.  Then he
propelled himself through the gash and into the darkness beyond, followed by
his two teammates.


*    *    *


"Damned if this
thing isn't spacious," said Pandi, her helmet spot reflecting off the
walls of the wide corridor.


"Just make sure we
stay together, sirs," said Chavis.  "We don't want to get lost in
here."


"We can do that
just as easily together as separately," said Pandi, shuffling across the
floor which refused to allow her magnetic boot soles to stick. "But you're
right.  We want to stay together in case we run into some kind of
trouble."


The corridor ended at a
large, bivalve door set into the thick walls of the ship.  A set of buttons
were placed on a pad to the left, dark and dead.  Pandi pushed a button, and
then another, with no result.


"I wonder how long
the power has been off around here?" 


"I don't know, my
Panda," said Zhokov, "But I have feeling it has been a very long
time."  


Zhokov pulled a
motorized opener from his belt and pushed the prongs into the small gap between
the valves.  With a push of a button the motor started twisting the screw that
moved the prongs apart, slowly pulling the valves open as they slid into their
slots in the wall. Zhokov reversed the opener and returned it to his tool belt,
as his helmet lights picked up the flotsam and jetsam that floated around the
room.  Flotsam and jetsam that included a number of frozen bodies, some only
partially dressed, many only partially complete.  


"They look pretty
damn human to me," said Pandi, pointing to the stiff form of a bare
chested, mini-skirted woman close to the door.  Many other doors opened onto
the large room, the furnishings of which indicated some kind of banquet or
gathering hall.


"Very human,"
said Zhokov, running a deep radar scanner over the woman's form, "and dead
a long long time.  Looks like a lot of them ran into this room during the
attack."


"But why
here?" said Pandi, looking at the staring eyes of the woman, her mouth open
in the scream that had emptied her lungs into the decompression that struck the
room.  First unconsciousness and then death from asphyxiation, followed by
freezing as the temperature in the dead ship dropped.  "Why not run to the
escape pods?"


"Panic, maybe,"
said Chavis.  "Kind of like people running into the center of a burning
building seeking a way out."


"Hell, we don't
know enough about this vessel to even guess," said Zhokov.  "This may
have been the main interchange on the path to the escape pods.  Or maybe the
people didn't have enough time to react."


"And maybe some of
the not people," said Chavis, shining his helmet light on a floating body
that was not what one could call anthropoid.  Thick muscular legs filled the
creature's coveralls, a thick stubby tail thrusting out to the rear.  Reddish
brown fur covered the exposed parts of the creature.


"It looks like a
kangaroo," said Chavis, pulling a sampler tube from his belt pouch as he
approached the creature.


“No, not really a
kangaroo," said Pandi, moving in on the creature from the other side.  The
arms were much bigger, ending in hands with three triple jointed fingers and a
triple jointed 'thumb', obviously the appendage of a tool-using creature. 
Shoulders broader than a kangaroo, much flatter face, cat like eyes.  Facial
hair, a goatee underneath the chin, whiskers sticking out of the side of the
nose, again like a cat. Cat like ears surrounded by a fine mane of black hair
that flowed down the back of the head.


"Not an herbivore,
either," said Chavis, the amateur biologist of the group, sticking a probe
into the creature's open mouth.  "These plates must be the animal's teeth,
and those are the teeth of a carnivore, or at least an omnivore."


"Not an
animal," said Pandi, looking at the broad brow of the creature. 
"Unless you consider us animals."


"But of course, my
beautiful creature," said Zhokov with a leer thrown in her direction. 
"It seems as if we have made first contact with an alien
intelligence."  He laughed at the end of that statement for a moment. 
"But he doesn't seem to be in a mood to communicate."


Space again rippled
around them as they fought with station keeping thrusters to maintain their
positions and not be forced into a collision with walls or each other.  The
alien was not so fortunate, as it was moved through the room toward the nearest
wall, striking its head against its solidity with a silent mist of ice crystals
as its skin and skull shattered.  The shaking stopped as suddenly as it had
started.  The shaken explorers went quickly to their find to assess the damage.


"No brain like
I've ever heard of," said Chavis, looking at the now exposed organ. 
"It isn't separated through the middle."


"Convoluted like
ours, though," said Zhokov.


"Niven to
exploration team," sounded Morrison's voice over the com link. 
"Status report, if you would please.  Are you OK?"


"We're fine,
Captain," said Zhokov.  “A OK, and no damage."


"We've found an
alien, sir," said Pandi excitedly.  First discovery of an
extraterrestrial intelligence, she thought, looking again at the frozen
body, sure that there would be more around the ship.  Her name would go into
the history books after all.  No one cared how many Kuiper objects you
prospected, but a truly alien life form.


"What kind of
alien?" asked the captain, as Pandi zoomed in with her suit camera,
boosting the signal.  "My good god," he exclaimed, "what in the
world."


"Worth the trip,
huh?" said Pandi.


"Worth the
trip," he agreed, "but we may have to cut this one short."


"Because of a
little shaking?" she asked, trying to hide her own fear in the face of
this opportunity that might never come again.


"It might be more
than that," said the captain.


"That's
right," said Engineer McIntyre over the com link.  "Doppler laser
indicates the distances between us and the other ship are expanding and
contracting along with those shudders.  We think that's why we felt the shaking
through the vacuum.  Space itself was vibrating with the force, whatever it
was."


"This thing came
back through time," said Pandi under her breath.


"What was that,
Ms. Latham?" said the captain.


"It's just, it's
just that this ship," she said, "built according to what we would
consider a graceful form, manned by humans. It has to be from some other
space-time."


"Creatures that
appear to be human," said Zhokov, "maybe the product of convergent
evolution."


"Oh come on,
Zhokov," said Pandi in exasperation.  "What do you think the odds are
that something exactly like us, down to the structure of every bone and muscle,
would evolve someplace else?"


"Maybe God made
intelligent creatures alike," said Chavis.


"And what about
our not-kangaroo man?"


"This is a very
interesting discussion," said Morrison, "but the question at hand is
how much danger we are in.  McIntyre would like to get you all back to the ship
and accel out of here."


"Not away from a
find like this," said Zhokov.  "Please, sir.  Something like this may
never come along again, and we can't allow the secrets of this ship to leave
human space."


"You suggesting we
try to use the Niven to slow its velocity, maybe put it in orbit around
Sol."


"Maybe, sir,"
said Zhokov.  "But at least let us find the power plant on the ship, and
see just what wonders we may be passing up."


"OK, Zhokov,"
agreed the captain, over the disapproving hiss of his chief engineer, "go
ahead on for another fifteen minutes, while we decide what to do about this
thing."


"You're risking
our lives, captain," said McIntyre.  "They must come out now."


"Shut up, Mr.
McIntyre," said the captain in a loud voice.  "We are in the business
to take risks, and I agree with Mr. Zhokov.  This may be the most important
find in the history of the human race."


"Thank you,
sir," said Zhokov. "We'll try and hurry up and find something that we
can't pass up."


"Thanks,
captain," said Pandi, her voice full of devotion to the man who would
allow her to continue to pursue her dream.  No, she thought, I'm not
in love with the man.  But she was very fond of him, which might be all she
had to offer anyone.


"Which way should
we go?" asked Chavis.


"That way,"
said Zhokov, pointing to the stern most central passage from the room,
"assuming that the engine is in the stern of the ship."


"Sounds like a
reasonable assumption to me," said Pandi, looking at Zhokov with more
respect.  Another man helping her to achieve her dream, a famous explorer into
the unknown. "Lead on."


*    *    *


Even the interior of a
familiar ship could become disorienting in a zero gee environment.  The only
cue that told Pandi and her team that up was up and down was down was the carpet
on the floor of the long corridor they found themselves shuffling down, and the
dead light strips along the ceiling.  An occasional door opened to the right
and left, but they knew the target they wanted had to be in the direction they
were traveling.  Then the wide corridor began to slope up.


"Damn engine room
shouldn't be more than a couple of hundred meters from here," said Zhokov,
looking around for an egress from the path they were committed to.


"And how will we
know what the engine room looks like?" asked Chavis.  "This thing is
how many thousands of years ahead of us?"


"It should be a
room with lots of huge machines in it, maybe a reactor or two," said
Pandi.


"What
reactor?" said Zhokov.  "Maybe they found the zero point vacuum
energy."


"They would still
need some kind of equipment to process and convert the energy to a useful
form," said Chavis.


"And just what
would that look like?" said Pandi, swinging her light beam along the
seemingly endless corridor to her front.


"Who the hell
knows," answered Zhokov, moving ahead, his light penetrating the
pitch-blackness.  "But maybe it’s behind that half opened door."


Ahead, at the end of
the corridor, lay a large double portal, at least four meters across, one side
locked in closed position, the other half open, leaving a meter of opening
through which darkness still reigned.  Smatterings of different scripts were
plastered on the open portals, some with a Sanskrit or hieroglyphic look. 
Others like lettering systems that looked somewhat modern, but still not
familiar, along with signs of universal intent.


"That looks like a
warning to me," said Pandi, looking at the round circle with a line
bisecting it, the figure of a man and a woman within the circle.  "No
admittance."


"What do you think
they kept in there?" asked Chavis.  "Their green, slimy flesh eating
monsters."


"Well, they're
frozen dead green slimy monsters," said Zhokov, "if that's what they
were.  Whatever it is, it's probably not too dangerous now.  Why don't we have
a look?"


The large room was empty
of equipment and furniture, though not totally empty.  The single construct in
the room grabbed their attention immediately, and held it unwaveringly.  A
large rectangle was suspended in the center of the room, a rectangle of some
shimmering substance, like water held in a tunnel.  The eye beheld the
rectangle, but the brain refused to comprehend, as if this were made of matter
or space or something that the mind was not able to grasp.  Colors seemed to
run along the watery substance, but not colors that they could describe.  A
slightly smaller rectangle of some dark substance sat within the opening of the
rectangular tunnel, for their minds gave it a depth that seemed to go forever. 
Another slightly larger rectangle sat outside the opening, a rectangle that
shimmered with some kind of energy, what they couldn't say, suspended by
mirrored cables from the ceiling and floor of the chamber.


"What the hell is
it?" asked Chavis, his natural instincts pulling him back from such an
unnatural object.


"I'm betting it's
a wormhole," said Pandi, her own instincts moving her toward the unknown,
and this was as unknown as it got.


"A wormhole?"
asked Zhokov, moving up beside Pandi.  "I thought wormholes only existed
within a heavy gravity field."


"They can exist in
a heavy gravity field," she answered.  "But it may be possible to
create one, or open up a microscopic natural wormhole, with enough
energy."


"Niven,"
called Zhokov over the com link. "Niven, can you see this."


"We sure
can," said Morrison, "though our pickup doesn't seem to be giving us
a clear picture of it."


"It may be giving
you as clear a picture as is possible," said Pandi.  "You may have to
see it with your own eyes to really get the full effect."


"A wormhole?"
said Morrison.  "Are you sure?"


"From the shape I
would say something like a Visser Wormhole," said Pandi, "though not
exactly."


"What do you mean
not exactly?" asked Morrison over the link.


"A Visser Wormhole
should be square," she said, "and held open by exotic matter, which
may be the dark rectangle holding this one open, balanced by the ring of
regular matter on the outside."


"I thought
Wormholes were unstable," said McIntyre over the link.


"Morris-Thorne
Wormholes are, spherical wormholes," she said. "Visser Wormholes can
be very stable, and safe to traverse.  But this seems to be a new
geometry."


The ship shuddered yet
again and the explorers with it.  Pandi shook her head, trying to clear the
pain that shot through it, maybe an effect of the compression of time-space
within her body, her very nervous system.  Yelling came over the com link as
the more fragile Niven was also shaken.  Then, as suddenly as it
started, it stopped.


 "God
dammit," said Zhokov.  "That was the strongest one yet."


"Damn right,"
yelled Morrison in return.  "You are to get out of there immediately. 
That is an order."


"At a guess,"
said Pandi, excitement straining her voice, "this seems to be the source
of the distortion.  This may be the most important single find in the history
of the human race."


"I don't care,
Pandora," said Morrison.  "Get the hell out of there, now.  All of
you.  We need to get out of this space before those distortions take us
out."


"But the
wormhole?" said Pandi.


"How can you be
sure it's really a wormhole?" asked Morrison.  "Be reasonable.  If we
know it’s possible, we can make one of our own eventually."


"We can tell it's
a wormhole by traveling through it," she said.  "And it will take
forever to reach the level of technology to make one of our own."


"Forever?"
said Morrison.


"Beyond my
lifetime," said Pandi. "It might as well be forever."


"Your life is more
important to me than this discovery," said Morrison.  "All of our
lives are more important than this thing that might just kill us.  Now get out
of there."


"Wait,
captain," said Zhokov, slowly moving toward the shimmering mouth. 
"She's right.  This is too important a find to leave.  With a working
wormhole, who knows where we might go, almost instantaneously.  At least where
this ship came from.  Who knows what technology we might find.  We could
conquer space," he said, fascinated by the shimmering field, like a rodent
drawn to a snake, unaware of the danger, "and time."


"Don't touch the
exotic matter, Zhokov," yelled Pandi.


Zhokov seemed to
realize where he was, drawing his hand back, but continuing to stare at the
source of so much power.  She realized he knew a little about wormholes.  But
he did know that an astronomical source of energy was needed to inflate or
create one.  And that kind of power could get one Sergi Zhokov whatever he wanted. 
More than he had ever dreamed of.


Pandi also stared at
the shimmering rectangle.  But other dreams moved through the neurons of her
brain.  Dreams of exploring strange worlds, seeing by the light of strange
suns, meeting creatures undreamed of by man.  Traveling to the stars in an
instant, not in the lifetimes needed with current technology.  Even the Nemesis
mission would take twenty years to reach the closest stellar body known to
man.  Alpha Centauri would take more than twice as long.  But this gateway,
this door through space, and maybe time. This...


"Oh my god,"
said Pandi, the knowledge of what they faced now becoming clear, "this
wormhole leads into the future.  Paradox.  That's what's causing the
distortions.  Paradox, and the Universe won’t allow it."


"What are you
talking about, woman?" yelled Morrison.  "Calm down and tell us what
you know."


"The time
paradox," she said.  "It all makes sense now.  This ship came from
the future."


"How?"


"I don't know
how," she said. "But it all makes sense now.  The huge ship, with Terran
vegetation and humans on board, as well as creatures we've never heard of.  The
wormhole.  We are not supposed to know about this.  Every discovery we have
made has disturbed the balance of time, and caused a disruption."


"Then let's get
the hell out of here," yelled Morrison.  "Get moving."


"It's too
late," she said.  "It's too late."


Space shuddered around
them, a rippling that made what came before seem like a mere quiver.  Pandi
scream in agony as her body wavered through the compression and distortion
effects that the human animal had never evolved to face.  She held on to
consciousness, fighting the pain, knowing that she had to think her way out of
this, somehow.


Zhokov screamed as his
hands flew to his helmet, as if that could drive away the pain that assaulted
his every nerve ending.  His foot hit the floor as he writhed, propelling him
slowly toward the exotic matter that held the mouth of the wormhole open.  He
didn't notice his trouble until his out thrust elbow gently touched the
rectangle.  A rectangle made of thousands of tons of compressed negative
matter, exerting its antigravity effect on the wormhole to keep the link open,
but too low a repulsion to keep Zhokov's momentum from carrying him into
contact.  Negative matter, the opposite of matter.  The material of his suit,
his skin, muscle and bones were canceled in an anticlimactic fade of several
kilograms of matter and negative matter.  Atom for atom canceled, a kilogram of
the negative matter rectangle for a kilogram of Zhokov, the cosmic ledger
balancing out.  


The massive rectangle
shrank imperceptibly, the mouth of the wormhole following suit.  But it was
perceptible to Zhokov, as pain flooded his nervous system from the ruin of his
arm.   His forearm floated into the wormhole, as the man drifted back out into
the room, where the compression waves moved him screaming across the chamber,
air and blood jetting from the perfectly smooth opening in his suit.


The compression waves
moved instantaneously from the wormhole, growing stronger as they radiated
outward.  Niven was designed to never approach a strong gravity source,
at least not out of free fall.  She could accel at .1 G for a very long time,
with the force along her primary axis.  She was not made to withstand a dozen
Gs of pulsating gravity waves, energies released in a manner never dreamed of
by her creators.  Her hull plates crumbled, atoms excited to the point where
the metal began to melt along the seams.  Fuel tanks, filled with water for the
most part, ruptured along their own seams, sending Niven into a hard
spin on a trajectory for interstellar space.  Girder frameworks bent and tore,
bulkheads ripped, and air was jetted in crystals to join the expanding cloud of
water around the vessel.  Several crewmen joined the stream of flotsam, helmet
less spacesuits dooming them to a quick and relatively painless death.  Those
not so lucky spun into space with helmets on and oxygen packs working, their
training serving them not so well as they screamed in agony for minutes, before
the compression waves shattered face plates and sent them on the same path as
their more fortunate brethren.   


The shaking stopped,
and Pandi felt the pain leaving her head like a rush of water from an
overturned bucket.  It took her a moment to regain her ability to think, but
soon the enormity of the situation lay upon her.  From the sounds that had come
over the com link during the last eruption, the Niven was destroyed and
the rest of her crew dead.  No way home by that route.  Movement caught the
corner of her eye, and she turned in time to see the lifeless suit that
contained the mortal remains of Zhokov bounce from a far wall, the momentum
carrying it slowly back across the room.  How I hated the you, with your bad
breath and constant propositioning, she thought, and then he had turned out
to be the closest thing to a kindred spirit on the Niven.  Even more so
than her lover, Captain Morrison.  That thought, of Michael drifting dead
forever through the depths of space, brought a catch to her throat.


The air was pregnant
with barely contained energies.  She didn't have time for emotions right now. 
She could deal with them later.  A silence hung over the ship that she couldn't
put into rational thought, the silence of a disaster about to happen.  That
last shock was the worst, strong enough to destroy her vessel and kill her
crew.  But even worse was waiting she knew.  For she was still alive, the
strange vessel from the future was still here with its open gate through
space-time, and the danger of a paradox still existed.  The Universe would not
allow it to exist for long.


"Son of a
bitch," yelled Chavis over the com link.  "Son of a bitch.  They're
gone.  Zhokov's gone. What the hell are we going to do?"


"Calm down
Chavis," she yelled back, using his own panic to pull her into the realm
of calm, trying to think her way out of this.


"We got to get out
of here," he screamed, moving toward the still open portal.  "We got
to get out of here."


"Wait," she
yelled, too late, as he shuffled out the door and jetted down the hallway.  She
could hear him hyperventilating on the com link, laughing hysterically and
cursing under his breath.  She could reach him on the com link, but she could
no longer reach into the man, a panicked animal with no thought but to put as
much distance between himself and this cursed place as possible.  It would not
be distance enough.


She looked back at the
wormhole, the source of the paradox energy that threatened her existence.  Any
second now it would again spread out through this space, and this time nothing
would survive.  Not her, not the ship, not even the wormhole.  But she didn't
see any problem with her traveling into the future, through the wormhole.  It
was her only chance, the unknown.  How do I know it's a Wormhole? she
asked herself.  How do I know it's a gateway to the future?


Only one-way to find
out,
she thought, slowly jetting herself into a position to make a run through the
center of the hole.  No fucking with negative matter for this southern girl,
she thought, her hands grasping tightly on the attitude control joysticks. 
Before she could move the sticks forward for a powered straight flight, space
began to expand and contract behind her.  Pain invaded her every cell, wearing
spiked jack boots.  Her vision began to blur, and she knew, with her last
coherent thought, that time was running out.  Hands pushed forward and the
thrusters in her backpack pushed her forward at full power, 1.2 meters per
second per second, right to the middle of the hole in space-time.  The suit
quickly picked up speed, flying straight and true.  Pandi felt consciousness
leave her with a last thought, will I ever wake up, and if so, where? 
Then the suit was through the entrance of the wormhole, down the long tunnel
with a flash of light.


Compression waves grew
swiftly in strength, the diamond hard hull of the ship rippling with the waves,
crumbling into dust like dry plaster in a strong man's hands.  Chavis was
gripped by the waves, trying to find his way to any kind of safety, ripped to
pieces as if by a giant clawed hand.  Fusion took place between the atoms
pulled apart and pushed back together with terrible force, melding light atoms
into heavier atoms, releasing torrents of energy like the heart of a star. A
star that flared for long minutes as matter went beyond fusion, converting to
total energy as particles picked up velocity and sped off in random
directions.  In a little over four and a half hours, the first photons of the
great explosion would reach Harrison Base.  Many hours later the outposts of
the inner system would note the great flare of light as a new star was born in
the heavens, only to die moments later.  Other photons, in a steady stream over
two billion kilometers long, carrying the information transmitted from the Niven
to Harrison Base, changed from participants in a coherent beam of light,
becoming a muddle of incoherent quantum particles that told nothing of what had
happened.  The Universe had righted the wrong, preserved causality, and
maintained the flow of history as it was meant to be.







Chapter 2


 


 


I was willing to give
anything to face the unknown.


Anything, but the lives
of my crew.   Pandora Latham.


 


 


I made it, was Pandi's first
thought on exiting the mouth of the Wormhole.  What's coming after me?
was her second thought, as the blast of superheated air threw her across the
wide room and to the floor.  She raised herself on an elbow as she checked to
see if her body still worked after all the punishment.  Her head swiveled in
time to see the still open mouth of the wormhole, a sight out of the ancient
visions of hell.  Fire raged in the still intact ship, hot enough to burn the
very hull, which was glowing white and gushing great gouts of black, oily smoke
into the vacuum.  The waves of imminent disaster still radiated on some
unconscious level, and Pandi was on her feet in a second, looking for the
quickest way to put something more substantial than air between her and the
cosmic disruption that threatened to come blasting out of the shimmering mouth
of the wormhole.


And then it was gone,
so quickly she blinked her eyes and it had faded from existence before they had
reopened.  The wormhole was gone, whether cut off by the mass of printed
circuitry now revealed in the empty alcove, or a natural action of the energy
that was preparing to flow from past to future, she didn't know.  All she truly
knew was that the danger was gone, for the moment at least, and the chances of
her survival had been greatly increased.


But where am I? she thought, looking
up at the quadruple gallery of wormhole gates that stretched across the long
wall.  All in the shape of a, a Torii, if she remembered the name right, the
traditional Shinto gateway whose horizontal bars reached toward heaven.  Golden
in color, with strange symbols etched into the lower crossbar, and glowing with
some unknown radiation from the squares between crossbars and centerpiece.  At
least some were glowing; the ones with a shimmering red wall of, something,
over what would be the entrance to the gate.  Many were as dead as the one she
had just passed through, walls of circuits and shapes of unguessable purpose in
the alcoves the wormhole end would inhabit if working.  


All of the gates that
she could see seemed to be of similar dimensions, with an opening about eight
meters wide by four meters tall, able to pass even small vehicles with ease, it
would seem.  Set in cells, three on the first and third levels, two on the
second and fourth, with what looked like lift tubes and stairs between each
cell.  Pandi craned her head up to look at the wall that continued up to an
arched marbled ceiling, centered over a hundred meters above.  Swiveling her
head as her mind tried to take in all the strangeness around her, she noted
with some detachment that the near end wall was about a half K to her right. 
Her head shifted swiftly to the left, and her breath left her lungs in a rush. 
The wall went on for what must have been at least three kilometers, holding
hundreds of gates, if not thousands.  Still in shock, she stumbled around till
she was facing the parallel wall, over a hundred and fifty meters away. 
Another endless wall of gates, across an open area of benches, planters filled
with flowers familiar and strange, low structures that reminded her nothing more
than underground station entrances, long pools of water.  A tremendous
structure, she thought through a confused mind. But, where?


The helmet's heads up
display indicated that the air was breathable, and of a very comfortable
temperature.  Gravity seemed about Earth normal, and she didn't feel the
characteristic unsteadiness of a spinning structure, so she thought it had to
be a planet.  Then she thought of the wonderful technology of the gates, and a
natural feeling artificial gravity no longer seemed so far fetched.


Pandora Latham sat on
one of the benches, near a large planter of strange purple flowers, and cracked
the seal of her helmet.  Fresh, sweetly fragrant air greeted her olfactory
sense, as she shook the sweat out of her hair and reveled in what felt like a
cool breeze on her face.  I'll live, she thought, since whatever this
place was seemed to be fully functioning, even the miniature gardens perfectly
tended.  If the natives are friendly.


The tears caught her
off guard, pouring freely down her cheeks well before the images manifested
themselves in her mind.  The images of her crew mates.  Morrison, her lover,
not the best she had ever had, but his practiced and gentle touch would be
missed, as would his dry British wit.  McIntyre, the efficient but
unimaginative engineer.  Chavis, the good-natured man from her neighboring
state of Mississippi.  Even Zhokov, the lecher, who had turned out to be a
kindred spirit at the end.  All gone, gone before their time, on the edge of
the greatest adventure possible.  By what right did she have to be the only one
to make it through?  She continued to sob like a little girl for a long time,
oblivious to the world around her.  


*    *    *


Watcher awoke as the
alarms sounded, ringing from the walls of his quarters and through the bones of
his head.  It had been a long time since he had heard this kind of klaxon; the
steady whooping that meant something had come through one of the Donut’s
many gates.  And since most of them were long since sealed with a barrier that could
not be traversed, and almost all of the rest were inactive, it wouldn't take
long to locate the gate, and with it the origin of the intruder.


His tall, muscular form
leapt from the bed and he walked toward the center of the large, tapestry-hung
room.


"Computer,"
he said. "Project a hologram of the security system in the center of the
room."


Instantly the great
artificial intelligence complied, a multicolored panel of lights and view
screens appearing in the center of the room.  It had even been more convenient,
thought Watcher, when I could simply think the display into the visual
centers of my mind.  But that would mean opening the inner recesses of his
brain to the computer, and he might be waiting for any chance he
might get to invade and conquer the mind of his greatest enemy.


Views were given of
dozens of open and unblocked gates, all leading to destinations he had assumed
were unoccupied. Recognition numbers appeared underneath.  A couple had numbers
he did not recognize, his total recall realizing that these must have been
opened by the computer at random since last he had checked.  Well, he
thought, the power has to go somewhere, and I can always shut the gates down
anytime I need to.  One gate caught his eye immediately, its view screen
box blinking to attract his attention.  The gate to the lost ship.  But
that one had gone through a dimension of subspace, where time ran in another
direction than the four-space humankind was most familiar with.  It should be
thousands, maybe even tens of thousands, of years in the past. And the gate was
no longer open.


"Computer,"
he said quickly in his melodic voice, "what came through gate number
1,347,902?"


A screen blinked into
existence in the center of the panel and expanded quickly until it formed a
four-meter square that occupied most of the panel.  A space suited figure came
through the open gate.  A bulky, white and red suit such as he had never seen,
with a spout of material coming from the large backpack that looked
suspiciously like a chemical thruster.  It looks very old, he thought. 
Very old and of very low technology.  He continued to watch as the opening of
the wormhole revealed a vision of white-hot hell.  He almost cringed along with
the figure in the forefront of the screen, and then the wormhole was gone, the
figure collapsed on the floor.


Watcher observed the
figure looking around the room, still unable to tell what kind of being it
was.  Probably human from the shape of the suit.  But very unrevealing of age
or sex.  Then the figure walked in a shuffle over to one of the benches and sat
down, the hands going up to the helmet seal.


"Computer,"
he ordered. "Focus on the helmet."


The helmet grew on the
screen, as the five fingered hands pulled and twisted at the seal.  To his
surprise the computer followed the helmet as it was taken off and placed on the
bench.


"Computer,"
he shouted, realizing that he shouldn't have been so literal with the enormous
idiot savant, "bring the focus to its face."


His breath caught in
his throat as the picture resolved on the virtual screen.  She's beautiful,
he thought, remembering that he had a fully functional glandular system no
matter the advanced complexity of his brain.  Not one for the scrap heaps after
all, like all the other intruders.


Long hair the color of
fire, skin almost as pale as watchers own, but covered with a constellation of
freckles.  Full lips, with laugh lines around mouth and eyes, although they
were now curved into sobbing agony.  Husky voice crying softly.  And the eyes. 
His own pink orbs stared into deep blue pools, tear streaked and surrounded by
the red of sorrow.  


"I have a match on
the spacesuit," said the computer, breaking his lustful concentration.


"Report," he
ordered.


"Late Twenty-first
century commercial deep space explorer," said the computer.  "High
probability of occupation as Kuiper Belt or Ort Cloud explorer."


"From Sol,"
exclaimed Watcher, "before the race expanded out of the System."


"Affirmative,"
agreed the computer.


"She must be
preserved," Watcher stated.  "Control panel front."


“She is not currently
in your territory,” said the computer.


“Do we have a local
gate open in that region?”


“Negative.  All local
gates to that territory have long been sealed.”


“How fast can we get
some agents there by tram?”


“Approximately distance
770,000 kilometers along the arc,” replied the computer.  “Eight hours travel
time.”


Damn, thought Watcher.  It
had always been intended for people to go from one part of the station to
another by gate, instantaneous travel.  The tram system had been built for
short-range transport, and emergencies.  But that was all he had at the current
moment. 


The virtual screen
closed to a meter square as the virtual panel expanded in front of Watcher. 
Six fingered hands of more than human dexterity flew over the virtual touch
panel, sending commands to Donut components to execute his orders faster
than he could have sent by voice alone.  The last virtual button pushed, he
stepped back and sat on his soft bed, looking at the newly expanded screens
that ranged the room, observing his mechanical minions as they hurried to
fulfill his wishes.  Soon, he thought, and I will have company, real
live company for the first time in ages.  Visitors used to come frequently,
in millennia past, but Watcher had felt more in the way of fear for his safety
in those days than loneliness.  Time had changed the magnitude of the feelings,
and he had to admit that the woman fascinated him, a beauty from the days
before humankind stretched its hands to the stars.


*    *    *


An hour of crying got
it out her system, at least enough where she could function.  Pandi looked
around once again, taking in her surroundings with her mind now set on
survival.  She meant to land on her feet, no matter where she landed.  And the
wonders there must be to behold.  She felt almost like a child given the keys
to the toy store.


What about the
employees of the store? she thought.  Were there any?  And where were they?  They
might not like her poking her nose around, the unsupervised primitive.  This
place had an uninhabited feel about it, but there was no use in taking chances.


How much of her suit
and equipment to keep?  She didn’t relish the thought of trying to move around
in a one gee field wearing the heavy space suit.  She also didn’t relish the
thought of leaving behind anything that might make a difference in her
survival.


Pandi stripped from the
heavy survival suit, unbuckling buckles and unzipping zippers.  She took quick
stock of the utility of her undergarment.  It was of tough synthetics, and the
black fabric would keep her reasonably comfortable in most environments.  It
covered her limbs and torso, and the built in stockings covered her feet.  She
took off the gloves, thinking they might be more of a hindrance.  


The outer belt of the
suit was adjusted quickly to fit her slim waist, and the holsters and magazine
pouches were a comfortable weight.  The water bottle came easily out of a
zipper pouch of the suit, and would serve well as a canteen until something
better was found.  She inventoried the med and repair kits, and anything not of
use was left behind.  The useful contents she put in the holding pouch that had
been attached to the suit’s backpack unit.


She separated the boots
of the suit from its legs and fitted them on her feet.  A few steps showed that
they would serve to protect her feet, and she liked the thought of keeping the
extras built into the boots with her.  The helmet was the last thing she was
determined to keep, not wanting to leave behind its sensors, lights and
electronics.  And she could use it to carry things as well.


On last thought she
detached the backpack unit, unbuckling it from its mounts and attaching the
straps.  The O2 bottles went to the floor, until all she had left was the
propulsion unit and the fuel cells.  The straps went over her shoulders as she
adjusted it for comfort, folding the control arms back into the unit.


She stowed the rest of
the suit under the bench.  No use leaving the thing out where any passerby
could see it.  Jacking rounds into the chambers of the pistols, she holstered
them again and prepared to explore.  Where to? she thought.  So many
choices.


The entrances to the
low buildings, the ones with the look of subway stations?  That is where she
thought most of the people who came through here would go.  Why not? 
She walked into the entrance and down the steps.


*    *    *


The flagship Orca
shut down its space warping engines as it came to a rest in relativistic space
once again.  Space was no longer being destroyed to the front of the massive
warship, nor created to the rear, the space cycling drive offline for the first
time in weeks.  Within seconds a dozen more huge vessels slid into place in a
distant circle around the flagship, negative matter pylons using magnetic
tractor beams to pull the thin shielding of anti-gravity generating material
back into the dual storage bottles.  


The huge vessels sat
motionless in space, seven burning stars to its front, the nearest, an M5 red
dwarf, over eighty billion kilometers off the port bows.  Weapons systems were
off line, the leaders expecting no threat so far out of the Supersystem, as
antimatter conversion engines powered down from the immense energy requirements
that had been provided for the warping of space.


"Admiral,"
said the captain of the Orca to his superior, both men still moving
stiffly from the effects of the cryotanks all had emerged from just before the
transition to relativistic space, "Nav Computer indicates target dead
ahead at two hundred and twenty-four billion kilometers."


"Coordinates?"
asked the tall, cadaverous man in the highly decorated uniform, strutting the
Admiral's walk to the rear of the bridge.  "Of course," he said with
an evil looking smile, "Galactic Standard Coordinates 0 mark 0 mark 0. 
The center of everything."


"Yes, sir,"
agreed the thickly built Captain, Valari Midas, as the screen expanded the view
of the object at the center of the system.  The ultra-thin ribbon appeared to
be in orbit about nothing from here, though both men knew that an object denser
than thousands of stars sat in the center of the ribbon.


The white haired man on
the Admiral's walk stared at the ribbon in the distance, the target of this
mission that had been so costly to their worlds.  His brown eyes squinted and
attempted to bring the object into even greater focus, trying to make out
details from so far across the matter filled system of multiple stars in orbit
around the hole.


"A great number of
systems, indeed, sir," said the captain.  "Each star with at least
one terrestrial planet, some with over a half dozen."


"Plus the worlds
of the dirty methane breathers," said Admiral Miklas Gerasi.  "At
least a dozen of those, as well as the filth who live on the couple of hot
planets.  We will make this system ours, Captain, after we have secured the 'Donut’
and its star spanning technology.  Then we shall bring the purifying flame of
the Nation of Humanity to these fallen worlds."


"Truly God has
sent us here, captain," he continued as he looked intently at the view
screen.  "I have heard that man commingles with aliens on many of the
worlds ahead, treating with the evil that threatens their very souls."


"The Donut
will be a tough nut to crack, admiral," said the captain, calling up
information from his command console.  "According to our agents' report we
have already lost over a dozen scouts trying to get near it.  Automatic
defenses, the experts say, though I wouldn't be surprised if sentients weren't
still on the structure."


"Probably damned
Maurids," spat the admiral, "the blood thirsty spawn of Satan.  Well
we didn't bring scouts with us, now did we," he said, looking over at the
ship's commanding officer.  "We brought thirteen of the most powerful
ships in the known Galaxy with us.  We are the supreme naval power in this
region of space."


"And if the Donut,"
said the captain in a low voice, walking over to where the Admiral paced,
"the supreme example of the power of the ancients, turns out to be more
than our match?"


"Why then, my good
captain," said Admiral Gerasi, "we tear the system apart if need be,
till we find the door that opens up on the Donut, and drop a couple of
thousand marines through the wormhole."


"Signal the fleet,
Captain," ordered the flag officer.  "We move at maximum accel toward
that structure.  Plot decel so that we stop approximately four billion
kilometers from it.  That should be a safe enough distance to scout from, don't
you think?"


"Yes sir,"
agreed the captain.  "At least the reports are that the scouts were still
fully operational out to two billion kilometers."


"Then we move,"
said the fanatical admiral, “and may the spirit of the righteous Lord move with
us."


The Orca leapt
ahead in space, a field of inertia shielding energy springing into existence
around the vessel, as she moved at fifty gees accel toward the Donut,
the other vessels following in her wake.  The men on the bridge continued to
walk and talk in a perfect one gee field, a luxury of the ancients that very
few worlds still enjoyed.


*    *    *


Watcher sat in his
chair, the intruder vessels centered on his projected screen.  They moved in
deep space, surrounded by the field of stars, one of the orbiting suns
providing a back lighting that made the shark shapes appear even more
sinister.  As long as they kept their distance from the Donut he would
not molest them.  But he was sure they would do as those had done before them. 
Move in on the station and try to take its secrets back with them, to whatever
system they came from.  


He would then destroy
them, with the same technology they came to steal.  Their home stars would
never hear from them, and maybe that would keep others of their kind from
coming here to threaten Watcher.


He had seen something
like these before, though they had been fewer and smaller.  They looked more
advanced than what had come from the planets of the Supersystem.  These looked
hyper capable, probably from outside of the multiple star system that made up
the local space around the Donut.  


“Computer,” he
ordered.  “What kind of hyperdrive do those ships carry?”


“From schematics the
probability is a Space Destroying Warp Drive.”


Idiots, thought Watcher. 
That type of drive was a hazard to anything in the direct path of the ship, and
could be a hazard to the ship itself.  A Space Destroying Drive traversed space
at a pseudo velocity much faster than light by destroying space in front of the
ship, and recreating it to the rear.  Anything in the space that was destroyed
was annihilated as well.  Unless it was a massive object, like a moon, planet
or star.  Then the ship was obliterated by the energy feedback.


“Let me know the
instant they move into two billion kilometers of the station,” he ordered.


“The human you asked me
to watch has started to move,” said the computer.


Watcher swore again
under his breath.  It would have been so much easier if she had just stayed
put.  There was less likelihood she would have wandered into something
dangerous, or attracted his attention.  And his attention was
something she didn’t want to attract.  It would be doubtful if lust or
loneliness would blunt his sadistic tendencies.


“Put her on screen.”


The woman was dressed
differently now, no longer in the bulky suit.  The black fabric of her garment
fit her tightly, showing off her luxurious curves.  Boots were on her feet, and
it looked as if she carried some kind of weapons in holsters on her belts.  Lasers
would fit with her technology, he thought, or maybe even primitive
projectile weapons.  Not enough to protect her from the terrors roaming the
station.


She moved with a grace
that bespoke an athleticism born of health and practice.  She looked at
everything, her eyes constantly on the move.  Intelligent and curious.  A
fitting companion for him.


A small, furry bundle
jumped into his lap as he watched the object of his infatuation.  His hand
began to gently stroke the soft fur of the creature.  It flicked its tail as a
musical purr issued from its throat.  


“You’ve been a good
companion, Hannibal,” he said, looking down at the small silky cat.  The
creature dug its paws into his lap, its solid red eyes looking up into his as
it purred its pleasure.  “But I need another kind of companionship.”


Hannibal meowed
slightly, the pet sensing the combined excitement and sorrow of its master. 
Watcher continued to stroke it, his soft hands working the fur of the
creature.  His hands tensed as something else moved on the screen.  Something
he had hoped he would not see.  A robot, of the kind he used.


*    *    *


Pandi caught the
movement out of the corner of her eye.  Something in motion among the stillness
of the station.  Her body tensed as she slowly turned toward the movement, not
sure what to expect.   


Some kind of animal was
her first thought, as she watched the thing moving in her direction.  It was
all the way across the long room, a hundred meters or more, and she wasn’t sure
if it had even spotted her yet.  It behaved as if it hadn’t.  Its six legs
moved in a most peculiar manner, rotating up and over as the long body slid
forward.  Not like the movements of a beast.


Its skin seemed to be
made of a series of small scales of equal size.  It had no discernible head,
just a continuation of the long body.  No mouth, no ears.  Spots on the forward
scales could be eyes, or something else?


A robot of some kind
was her second thought, though like nothing she had ever imagined.  She
couldn’t guess its purpose from its configuration.  Slowly she put the helmet
on her head, not wanting make sudden movements that might alarm it.  She pushed
a button above the faceplate, engaging the helmet sensors.  The creature leapt
forward in her vision, as the face plate magnified the image.


Definitely some kind of
robot,
she thought, wondering if it might be dangerous.  On infrared it glowed an even
orange color, no apparent power-generating center, as if the entire robot were
equally power producing and using.  Suddenly her faceplate went blank, opaqued
over as if struck by a bright light.  That was when she knew she was under
attack.







Chapter 3


 


 


1.  God created man, and gave him the Universe
to use as he sees fit.


2.  Satan created Nonhumans, to stand against
man to contest the mastery of the Universe.    


3.  Humans are the perfect creations of God. 
The defective are touched by Satan and are unworthy of life.


4.  The War between Good and Evil rages on. 
Mankind, the force of Good, must contain Evil, the soulless ones.  Evil is to
be destroyed when possible, and not allowed to spread across the glories of the
Heavens.


Edicts of the Nation of
Humanity


 


 


 “And it will fall upon
the children of Man to defeat the hell spawn where ever they may be found.”


Admiral Miklas Gerasi
looked up from his podium to gaze over the gathered off watch crew of the Orca. 
They filled the huge auditorium that doubled as recreation room, gym and
temple.  Now it was decked out as a temple, holo walls portraying an exact though
smaller replica of the Supreme Temple of Humanity on Drefuss.  Scenes of
the heroes of humanity, at war with the aliens who stood in the way of
humanity’s destiny, adorned the marble of the walls.  


The ceiling stretched a
hundred meters above in the simulation.  The furnishings were real enough,
benches and pews, the altar behind the admiral.  A holographic representation
of the central home worlds moved in accelerated simulation above the altar.  Wasp,
Marvel and Warlock, all green and blue worlds, in orbit around
the barren super rock of Hulk.  The far disk of golden Eternity
shone in the near background, while the point of its identical twin, Galactus,
was noticeable as the brightest star in the local field.  It was also the home
of the inhabited worlds of the Nation.


The upturned faces of
the crew betrayed their origins among the many habitable worlds of the Nation,
skin tones darker for those of the worlds closer to the stars, builds heavier
for those from the more massive planets.  The admiral always felt fragile
himself when he looked at those from Grimm, Captain America
or Ego, some of the bigger worlds.  His home planet of Marvel
only carried a G field of .8.  But it carried power beyond its size, as the
Capital of the worlds controlled by the Nations of Humanity.


“We are here, my
brothers,” he began in the ritualistic forms of the Church, “to advance the
cause of humanity.  Although we are a mighty nation among the stars, destined
to greatness, to bring the teachings of the Holy Drefuss to our entire supreme
race.  Although we have the will, and the fortitude to accomplish our task,
still our enemies stand before us in their ignorance, delaying the inevitable.”


He stopped for a
second, listening to the chorus of amen’s that echoed through the hall.  This
was a handpicked crew, determined in their faith.  The hundreds of off duty
spacemen, the more than a thousand marines, their faces all glowed with the
rapture of their faith.  They would die to a man or woman for the cause. 
Nothing would get in their way.


“But our enemies refuse
to see the wisdom of our teachings,” he continued.  “The forces of the Kingdom
are likely on their way here as we speak, to try and stop us from achieving our
goals.  They shall not succeed.”


The image of the home
worlds faded out behind him, replaced by the view of what awaited them.  The
thin silver ring orbited around the point of darkness that was the black hole,
the primary star of the system.  A slight distortion could be seen at the edges
of the blackness, the effect of gravity on the light that bent around the dead
stellar mass.


“The Donut,” he
cried to the assemblage, as the men and women stared in fascination at the
object.  Most had no idea of their destination when they left their double
system.  The artifact was the object of legend, not believed by many.


“The largest man-made
object in the known Universe.  Nine and a half million kilometers in
circumference.  Three thousand kilometers in width, fifty kilometers thick.  An
interior space of almost one and a half trillion cubic kilometers.”


He could see he had
their rapt attention now.  Fright was evident on some of the faces.  How could
a dozen battleships with little more than thirty thousand personnel take such a
structure, if it were defended? 


“An enormous energy
generating station,” he continued, as the picture moved to a closer view of the
artifact, shifting to the north pole of the hole.  A dozen arcs of bright
electron beams connected the spinning ring to the event horizon of the hole. 
“Using the gravitational energy of the hole as an enormous electrical power
plant.  Producing the yearly energy of a star every standard minute.”


More faces were showing
alarm now.  He could guess the thoughts, the same he had held when first given
this information himself.  His culture generated less than a ten millionth of
the energy potential of the Donut from their two star based Dyson
Rings.  It had taken the yearly production from one of the rings to provide the
antimatter needed for this mission.  And the artifact could produce that much
energy in less than a second.  


“I know the risks are
great,” he said, “but so are the rewards.  Imagine if such a structure were in
our hands.  Imagine if we controlled the power production of the Donut. 
It was said to be the antimatter production center of the old Empire, the
empire of humanity that stretched across this Galaxy.


“And not just the
energy we could tap.  This was the center of the Empire; coordinate zero, zero,
zero, with instantaneous links across the Galaxy, and maybe beyond.  Imagine
the technology that awaits the conqueror of the Donut.” 


There was still some
fright on faces among the assemblage.  Admiral Gerasi noted who among the
officers and NCOs those were, so he could watch them in the future.  But he
noted more greed and avarice.  Good, he thought.  He wanted them to be
motivated. 


“And the best part of
all,” he said to those who offered their rapt attention, “is we have evidence
that the structure is almost deserted, with only a few sentients aboard at
most.”  


The attitudes of
attention grew as they heard the last.  Surely a task force as powerful as
theirs could take such a lightly defended structure.


“Admiral to the
bridge,” announced the intercom system. “Captain to the bridge.”


“Attention,” yelled one
of the officers standing near the front of the crew.  The men and women snapped
to a rigid posture, the marines a step faster than the spaceship crew, as would
be expected.


“Dismissed,” called the
admiral.


He headed for the lift
as the captain fell in beside him.


“Bridge,” said Captain
Valaris Midas as the door closed behind them.  The lift started to accelerate,
horizontally toward the middle section of the ship and the well protected
bridge.


“You have a question, Captain?”
said the admiral, looking his subordinate in the face.  Midas had served as his
flag captain for years, and the admiral had grown to know the man well.


“Yes sir,” said the
captain, looking his superior straight in the eyes.  “Why didn’t you tell them
the truth about what we faced?”


“No use scaring them so
many hours before contact,” said Admiral Gerasi.  “Time enough to fill them in
later.  When they need to know.”


“Need to know what?”
hissed the captain.  “That we’re on a suicide mission?  That there isn’t a
chance in hell we’ll be able to breach the automated defenses of that thing?”


“You forget yourself, Captain,”
said the admiral with ice in his voice.  “I have my orders.  As do you, and the
crew.  This task force is expendable.  The technology on the Donut is
that vital to our cause.  And I might have a few tricks up my sleeve.”


“When do I find out
about these tricks?”


“When you have a need
to know, captain.  But believe me, I have a plan.  I have no intention of
sticking my own head in a noose, either here or at home.”


“And you don’t believe
we have a destiny to take this, artifact?”


“Oh, I believe we have
a divine destiny.  Our people, that is.  But I don’t think we as individuals
are destined to succeed.  The only assurance we have is we are on our own out
here.  And we can fail, especially if we become complacent.” 


The lift slid easily to
a halt, and the doors opened to the organized confusion of the ship’s command
and control center.  The captain walked quickly to his command chair, as the Admiral
walked the steps to his private walk, overlooking all the details of the
bridge.


“Report,” he called out
as his eyes looked around at the many displays.  Tactical showed the small
triangles of the dozen battleships, superimposed over a schematic of the Supersystem. 
They were very near to one of the systems stars, the K5 that went by the
ancient name of Garnet, the sixth star out from the hole.   Eight planets,
thirty-five moons.  Three of the planets and moons were habitable by humans. 
Filthy hydrogen breathers inhabited one of the outer worlds.


“Alien ships ahead,”
called the tactical officer.  The admiral noted the orange triangles that
denoted possible hostiles.  Three of them.  He looked to the forward view
screen.  The stars burned a bright blue ahead.  Even the nearby orange star had
a brighter hue.  The Doppler effect, he knew, as the ships had accelerated up
to almost a tenth of light speed by now.


“Show them on main
viewer,” he ordered.


The view switched, at
first a blur, then clearing as the computer compensated for their motion.  A large
vessel was centered in the view, side on to the approaching Nation
ships.  Long and lean, with a bulbous bow and flaring stern.  Fusion flame was
coming from the stern of the vessel.  Turrets of some type were arranged on the
bow section, and the long proboscis of a kinetic energy weapon thrust from the
front center of the vessel. 


“Magnify,” ordered
Gerasi.


 The ship leapt forward
on the screen.  Lettering adorned the sides of the bow section.  Letters in a
language not seen in the worlds of the Nation.  


“Maurids.”  The word
spat from his mouth.  The filthiest of all oxygen breathers, demons who ran one
four legs, but walked on two.  One of the fiercest and deadliest of the
nonhuman races.


“I want a close enough
approach vector to destroy those vessels,” he ordered the navigator.


“Shouldn’t take too
much of an effort,” said the tactical officer.  “They look to be very
primitive.  Fragile by our standards.”


“Do we really need to
attack these vessels?” said Captain Midas, looking up at the admiral’s walk. 
“This action is not in our mission description.”


“I set the mission
description,” barked the admiral.  “Not some desk pilot back home.  Our
instructions have always been to destroy the nonhumans whenever possible.  And
in this case it is very possible.


“Proceed,” he ordered
the crew.  “Tactical officer, target the lead vessel with MAM torpedoes. 
Communications, order the rest of the task force to follow suit.  Target a
vessel and fire as soon as we close the range.”


Minutes passed as the
range closed.  At fifty million kilometers the lead vessel of the aliens
acquired a targeting reticule.  


“Firing,” called out
the tactical officer.  Two small dots appeared on the display, very close to
the triangle of the Orca.  Two other ships of the task force sported the
dots as well.  Within seconds they were on the view screen, the ship’s computer
compensating for their great velocity.  Matter-antimatter torpedoes, the
deadliest long-range weapons in the arsenal of the Nation of Humanity. 
Each started from their tubes with Orca’s current .1 c velocity.


Inertia damping bubbles
enclosed the twenty-meter long weapons, really small spaceships in their own
right.  The spherical propulsion unit on the stern of each torpedo propelled
them forward at over a thousand gees, adding 10 kilometers per second onto the
velocity with each advance of the chronometer.  They could boost for an hour,
adding .12 c to their final velocity.


Minutes passed as the
weapons moved toward their targets.  The enemy had shown no attitude of being under
assault, of even knowing the Nation's warships were present.  Ten
minutes into the attack that changed.


“Transmission from the enemy vessels,” said the
com officer.


“Put it on screens,”
ordered the admiral, stepping down from the walk to head to the front of the
bridge.


The creatures that
appeared were like something out of a nightmare.  Dozens of them, crowding the
large bridge of the alien ship.  Long, lean bodies, fur enveloping every part
not covered by space ship overalls.  Most of the creatures carried an orange
fur with black stripes, while a minority sported spots instead.  They sat in
couches that allowed them to use all of their limbs, front and rear carrying
useable hands.


One looked into the
screen, his cat like eyes narrowed, ears flattened, lips curled back from his
long muzzle.  The fur around his neck was up in a ruff.  Afraid, thought
the admiral.  And with every reason to be.  Maurids, as he had thought.  The
Universe would do just as well without these running around in their primitive
warships, surely looking for even more primitive peoples to prey upon.


A scratching roar
sounded from the speakers, in time with the creature’s lips.  Nothing that the
ship’s computers had ever heard before, and no translation was forthcoming.


“Transmit back to
them,” said the admiral.  The com officer pushed a few buttons and nodded to
him.


“We cannot understand
your transmission,” he said toward the screen.  “Please transmit using standard
Galactic.”


He wanted to hear what
they had to say before they died.  And there might just be some useful
information the creatures would be willing to give for the promise of their
lives.  Not that promises made to nonhumans meant anything.


“They are 2.77 light
minutes at current transmission range,” said the com officer.  “Five and a half
minutes before return transmission.”


The admiral nodded his
head as he watched the torpedoes slowly move toward their targets on the
tactical display.  The alien captain continued to speak into the screen, though
the com officer had damped the sound so they didn’t have to listen to the
coarse racket of its language.


At five and a half
minutes the expression on the alien’s face changed to one of recognition.  It
started to speak again, this time in something almost recognizable.  After a
second the translation program in the ship’s computer caught on, and the flat
speech of its voice processor took the place of the alien’s voice.  It started
the translation from the first known words, the sounds coming through its
speakers out of sync with the alien’s mouthings on the screen.


“Unknown aliens,” it
said, “unknown aliens.  We are on a peaceful mission.  Repeat, we are on a
peaceful mission.  Why have you fired on our vessels?  Please abort your
missiles, or we will be forced to return fire.”


Several of the crew
started laughing.  As if they had anything to fear from those vessels.  Pure
bravado on the part of the Maurids.  


“Repeat, to unknown
aliens.  We are on a peaceful mission.  We have done nothing to provoke an
aggressive action.  In the name of mercy abort your missiles.”


With a wave of his hand
the admiral cut the voice, watching with pleasure the reactions of the
panicking alien crew.  They must know from the acceleration of the incoming
torpedoes that they were facing something beyond their ability to stop.  But he
still expected them to fight, to give him more pleasure in their resistance.


“Perhaps if you told us
more about your mission, and your destination, we would be willing to believe
you.”


Minutes passed.  The
tactical officer looked quickly to his personal display, then up at the
admiral.


“They have attacked the
torpedoes, sir.”


“Anything we need to
worry about?”


“No sir.  Just standard
lasers, in the UV range.  The torpedoes are instituting automatic evasive.”


It would take over a
minute for the lasers to strike the torpedoes at their current range.  The
gentlest of evasive maneuvers would make the torpedoes impossible to track
targets.  As they closed they would have to maneuver more violently, but they
had the ability to do so, among other defensive capabilities.


Seconds later the laser
light shone on the hull of the Orca.  If held long enough on the same
point of the hull they would cause damage.  But Orca would not hold
still.  Small adjustments at high gee threw the targeting of the beams off. 
And at over two light minutes, the enemy hadn’t a chance of regaining a lock. 
The target was long gone from its position by the time the beams arrived.


“Humans,” came the
transmission.  “Please, we are on a mission of mercy.  The power station of our
colony within this system’s Ort Cloud has gone off line.  We are in transit
with parts and technical experts.  If you need proof contact the colony.  The
coordinates of the colony are…”


“Track those
coordinates and get a firing solution,” ordered the admiral.  “I want as little
space capability behind us as possible, especially by those creatures.”


“Yes sir.”


Time went by, and the
torpedoes closed the distance, going through high gee maneuvers as the enemy
ships began to pour on the fire.  Lasers were avoided before they could cause
sufficient damage.  Particle beams were blocked by the charged particle
shields.  Counter missiles were taken out by the torpedoes’ own defensive
lasers.


“They’re already dead,”
said the tactical officer, looking up at the bridge chronometer.  The admiral
nodded his head, still wanting to experience the reality of the kill.  He only
had to wait a couple of minutes.


Two bright points of
light flared in the distance, as the gigaton warheads went off on target.  The
com transmission went blank immediately.  More pinpoints appeared, as the other
sets of warheads approached and destroyed their targets.  On the tactical
screen the blast wave of the weapons spread out as a red line, and the red
triangles of the alien ships disappeared.


“We have the colony
targeted, sir,” said the tactical officer.  “Two hundred million kilometers
from our position.  Electromag radiating from a large comet.”


“Launch a couple of
long range torps at them,” ordered Garasi.  “They can coast most of the way and
power up when they’re close enough to come in under continuous boost.”


“That will take quite a
while, sir,” said the tactical officer.


“That’s OK.  Let them
sweat for a while.  Just keep me apprised of their approach and detonation
time.”


*    *    *


The computer had
alerted him to what had happened.  Not something to ignore, even as he watched
his guest in a battle with his minions.  He compartmentalized his mind,
each part focusing on a different section of screens and readouts.  Even as his
heart quickened watching his guest battle for her life, he calmed his mind to
view the other intruders.


These are crueler and
more destructive than most, thought Watcher, as he played back the destruction of the
Maurid ships by the intruders.  His sensors covered the entirety of the
system.  He had known of this particular group of Maurids.  Their kingdom had
been no crueler than any of the others in the Supersystem.  Less cruel than
some.  They did not deserve to be destroyed in such a manner.  


The acceleration of the
torpedoes bespoke a high technology.  The bright flares of their antimatter
warheads, blasting the Maurid ships into spinning, melted pieces, told of their
great destructive power.  A dangerous enemy to be sure.  He doubted they carried
enough firepower to severely damage the Donut.  He also doubted that
their intent was such.  They wanted what the Donut had to offer, and
they were sure to try and assault the station, to take it for themselves. 
Brave men, to challenge such an imposing structure.  Brave, or foolish?


“Computer,” he called. 
“Is there anything we can do to prevent those torps from reaching the Comet
base?”


“Targets at extreme
range of graviton beams,” replied the AI.  “I am unable to guarantee their
destruction.  However, I should be able to deflect them from their course.”


“The intruders will
know that something is happening.”


“Yes,” agreed the AI. 
“But they will not know exactly what.”


“Very well.  Proceed. 
Let me know when the task has been accomplished.  And what the reaction of the
intruders is.”


Watcher focused his
whole attention back to the struggle of his welcomed guest.


*    *    *


A billion kilometers
out from the station the vast machine in orbit about the black hole came to
life.  A cylinder one hundred kilometers in length, half that width, ending in
a quintet of long globe topped booms, it surged with the power transmitted to
it by the great dynamo that was the Donut.  Far faster than light was
the space warping effects of the generated gravitons.


The torpedoes were
slowly pulled away from their target.  Their drives tried to pull them back on
course, but the space warp to their flanks was too powerful.  After a time
their drives went dead, and the target they had been launched toward was safe
from their destructive power.







Chapter 4


 


 


For tribal man space was the uncontrollable
mystery.


For technological man it is time that occupies
the same role.


Marshall McLuhan, 1951


 


 


Pandi moved
reflexively, ducking behind a pillar as soon as the faceplate went opaque.  She
guessed it had been a laser of some sort.  And not a com laser based on the
speed of the faceplate’s change.  She chanced a glance around the pillar, in
time to see the robot moving toward her hiding place.  Still it walked slowly
toward her in its leg-rotating gait; rear leg circling up pointing to the
ceiling, then sliding forward as if it were on a track.  The leg rotated down
as it approached the front of the robot, setting back onto the floor.  The body
slid forward as the new rearmost leg repeated the maneuver.  


She pulled her head
back just in time as the laser struck the side of the helm.  The helmet burned
her with its heat.  She dropped it off her head in haste.  The side that had
been struck was melted, a hole burned through the com unit ear piece.  She had
seen the long tube on the front section of the robot point toward her before it
fired.  How many of the weapons did the thing carry?  She could recall seeing
at least three of them.


Both pistols were in
her hands as she thought out her next move.  There were several exits from this
side of the hall.  As she didn’t know where any led, one was as good as
another.  Could she reach one before the robot burned her through?  She doubted
it.  Maybe a diversion.


Her boot kicked the
helmet from behind the pillar.  It flared with heat as metal and plastic vapor
flew into the air above it.  She was on her feet in an instant, springing from
behind the pillar with guns blazing.  The gold cup match pistols spit fire as
they recoiled in her hands.


Pandi had been a young
girl when her Uncle Matt had given her the guns, the same ones he had used to
win championship after championship.  She had practiced incessantly, determined
to win her own championships.  Her first had come at age fourteen.  Her last
just before she entered Kuiper miner training.  She hoped that she hadn’t lost
too much of her skill since.  


The bullets struck as
accurately as could be expected given the range.  The robot was still over
fifty meters away, the effective range of the guns.  The bullets slammed into
the forward section of the mechanism.  Fragments of steel jacketed bullets and
shattered metal and plastic flew into the air, filling it with a thin cloud of
particles.  She felt the heat of a near miss, the laser exciting the air close to
her ear, as she ran for all she was worth, firing away with both guns.  


Another pillar to duck
behind.  She ejected both empty mags, shoving them hastily into her pockets. 
Her expert fingers shoved in new magazines, then hit slide locks to jack a round
into each chamber.  


She ventured a look
around the pillar and was shocked to see how close the machine was to her.  The
legs moved in blurs as it hauled its bulk toward her hiding place, as fast as
she could run.  Shattered cubes lay along its path, and she could see the
ripple of its exterior as new cubes slid into place.  Only one of the weapon
barrels was evident on the front of the thing.  At least she had crippled some
of its long-range firepower.


She ran toward another
pillar, trying to keep the one she had just been behind between her and the
robot.  She hugged the pillar as she stopped behind it, trying to quiet her
breath.  It might not have seen her, but she was sure it would hear her if she
kept breathing loudly.  One more sprint would take her toward the door she had
chosen.  Hopefully that would be the right choice, because if she ended up in a
dead end it would more than live up to its name.


Her head came around
the side opposite her intended sprint.  The machine swiveled its head as the
barrel of the laser tracked her.  It continued toward her as she pulled her
head back and spun into a sprint, striding from behind the pillar on her way to
the door, both guns blazing.  She knew she missed with a few rounds, but she
was sure enough were hitting when she saw the barrel tilt toward the floor. 
She reached the door as the hammers clicked on empty chambers.  


No use delaying.  She
was sure the robot was still coming toward her.  She doubted her guns had that
much effect on it.  She jumped through the door and started running down the
hall revealed.  For a moment she thought about dropping the weight of the jetpack,
but didn’t want to stop long enough to undo buckles and shrug it off.


She turned a corner and
the hall ended abruptly.  A heavy door lay ahead, and she prayed to the God of
her father as she hit one of the buttons on the wall beside the door. 
Nothing.  Another button, and the door slid swiftly open.  She hit the same
button on the display on the other side, and the door slammed shut in silence. 
A quick look showed a hand latch on the door.  She pulled the lever into place,
locking the door.  


Pandi scanned the
room.  It was small by the standards of this place, only ten meters square. 
Another door led out on the other side, and she hastily locked it as well. 
Boxes and cabinets were set against the lower walls, two vents set in the upper
walls providing air.  This room looked a likely sanctuary right now.


A thunderous pounding
on the door she had entered by interrupted her thoughts.  The robot.  It was
trying to force the door.  The pounding increased in fury.  The robot was
hitting the door a dozen times a second.  But the door seemed to be equal to
the task of holding it at bay.  For minutes the pounding went on, as Pandi bit
her knuckles, trying to keep the panic from invading her mind.  She stifled a
scream, her eyes darting around the room, looking for a weapon that could stop
the monster assaulting her refuge.


As suddenly as it
started, the pounding stopped.  A quick inspection showed that the door was
still strong.  The robot had not harmed its integrity.  She waited for minutes
for the pounding to start again, but nothing happened.  


Pandi wondered if she
should leave the room.  She wouldn’t go through the door to her front for anything. 
The robot was probably lurking out there, waiting for her to come out as it
tried to figure out how to get in.  The other door?  She didn’t know where that
one led.  It could lead her right back to the robot.  No, it would be better to
stay here for a while, to rest up and think about what she had already gone
through, and what might lie ahead.  


The woman sat down
against the door, trying to clear her mind.  Exhaustion overcame her and she
was sound asleep before she was aware what was happening.


*    *    *


Watcher screamed at the
display.  There was nothing he could do to help her, at least for the time
being.  She was sound asleep on one of the monitors.  One of the other displays
showed what worried him.  The Fractal robot had pulled a vent cover from the
upper wall of the hall.  As he watched it reconfigured itself, sliding blocks
into a thin, questing tendril, one section thick.  Quickly it extruded more and
more of itself into the ventilation shaft, until it was gone.


*    *    *


Pandi dreamed.  Alabama,
and her father was lecturing her again on religion.  On the need to honor God,
and turn away from the temptations of man.  He had just caught her with her
latest boyfriend, in the boy’s embrace in the hayloft of the barn.  His face
was red with righteous rage, his voice shrill.  What was he going to think when
she told him she was leaving home after she graduated?  When she told him she
was to study aerospace science, a discipline he considered the handiwork of the
devil.  After all, God gave the world to man.  What right did man have in
trying to leave the home God gave to him?


The sound of the vent
cover hitting the floor roused Pandi from her dream.  She flinched, waiting for
her father to hit her, as her mind tried to orient itself.  She had always been
a sound sleeper.  But through exhaustion her mind struggled up from the haze of
slumber.  This was not the time or place for sleep, unless she wished to sleep
forever.  It took her a second to focus her eyes.  She immediately honed in on
the bent vent cover, lying in the middle of the floor.


Her gaze flicked from
one wall to the other.  The one on the left had an intact cover.  The one on
the right?  It took Pandi a second to realize what was flowing out of the
vent.  A quadruple thick flow of two inch wide square blocks, sliding to the
floor.  The floor, where a larger collection of blocks was expanding every
moment as it gathered more of itself to it.


Pandi pulled her
pistols and aimed them at the robot, realizing as she did that she had not reloaded
them.  A quick check of her ammo pouches confirmed her fears.  Only one seven
round magazine left for each gun.  She could totally destroy fourteen blocks of
the massive robot, if she was careful.  Pandi didn’t think that the creature
would have any trouble dispatching her minus fourteen blocks.  


The blocks started to
reconfigure while it was still gathering itself from the vent.  Legs grew from
the sides while a sensory cluster formed to the front.  Pandi was happy to
notice there were no barrels protruding from the head.  She must have
destroyed them all.


She looked at the
doors, the one she had entered by and the other.  She knew where the first
led.  To the openness of the subway station.  That left the other door
as the only possible path to refuge.  A thought to leave behind the jetpack was
put aside.  She knew how to work this piece of equipment, which was more than
she could say about the stuff she might find along the way.  It had the
potential to become a weapon, and any weapons were welcome at this time.


The robot lurched onto
its legs as she went through the doorway, pushing the button that slid the door
closed.  Pandi pivoted into a full out run down the hall.  She heard the sound
of the door swishing open behind her and knew the robot was in pursuit.  There
was no illusion in her mind as to what it would do to her if it ever grabbed
her.  She turned corners as the corridor bent, looking for any hint of an
entrance.  But there was no way to go but forward.


The corridor widened,
opening into a long room.  Pandi’s breath caught as she saw the wide chasm that
stretched the length of the room, across her line of flight.  Stopping at the
edge, she looked down, into an infinity of drop.  The chasm was over twenty
meters in width.  No chance of jumping that, even at her best.  She turned
back, hoping to somehow find another way, just as the robot came into sight
along the corridor.  It moved smoothly and quickly toward her, radiating a
horrible menace in its unemotional approach.  


 Only one hope,
she thought, as she shifted the jet pack onto her shoulders and buckled in. 
Joysticks came to hand as she turned and sprinted toward the chasm.   She
pressed the fire buttons for a second as she leapt into the air.  The pack
flamed, and she whimpered as the heat burned her posterior.  No protection of a
spacesuit, but that couldn’t be helped.  Only a quick burst of thrust was
needed as she cleared the chasm, landing heavily on her feet to tumble into a
roll, absorbing the shock.


Pandi was back on her
feet in a moment, turning to see what the robot was up to.  It stood on the
other side of the chasm, its sensory bundle questing, one second looking into
the chasm, the next at her.  Pandi brought a fist up, middle finger extended in
a long understood symbol.  She wasn’t given much time to celebrate.


The robot settled down
as its legs retracted into the body.  A quadruple tentacle of blocks grew from
its front, moving swiftly across the chasm.  Pandi felt a scream building in
her chest.  Wasn’t there any way to stop this thing from coming after her?  
The tentacle touched her side.  She moved closer to get a good look at the
blocks that made up the creature.  Small flat claws grew from each open face. 
Obviously the means for the blocks to link into a complete creature.


When it had brought
enough of itself across the chasm, a matter of moments, it formed a secure
bridge.  The bulk of the robot began to slide forward, crossing the barrier
faster than Pandi would have imagined possible.  Time to scoot, she
thought, as she turned and ran down the one corridor leading away from the
chasm and the deadly robot.  


Again there were no
noticeable exits from the hall that bent this way and that through the mass of
the station.  There must be some kind of access beside the vent covers, too
small for her to think of squeezing through.  What use the corridor, if it led
to nowhere, with no rooms or connections along the way?  But if there were
doors they fitted too closely to the wall, and opening mechanisms were hidden
as well.


No choice but forward. 
She ran as fast as her legs could carry her.  Her breath rasped through her
burning lungs.  She had always prided herself for staying in shape.  But duty
as a Kuiper miner required a different kind of fitness from that needed to jog through
endless corridors under what seemed to be Earth normal gravity.


“Damn,” she gasped, as
the next barrier appeared before her. A twenty meter wide shaft, covering the
entire breadth of the corridor.  No corridor opened on the other side. 
Hurriedly she looked down.  It seemed to shrink into the nothingness of
perspective, a bottomless drop.  Looking up produced the same view.  Frantic
searching revealed openings on both upper and lower shafts, corridors opening
into what looked like a service access of some type.  Ladder rungs were set
into the walls, as well as single rungs for workers to attach safety harnesses.


The one question
remained.  Up or down?  The robot could follow her either way.  But it could
drop on her from above.  So up it was.  Her hands grasped the rungs on the left
side wall as she pulled herself onto the ladder.  Quickly she climbed upwards,
trying to put as much distance between herself and the robot as possible.  She
looked through the first opening she came to.  Ten by ten meters, with no
apparent exit except an endless corridor to nowhere.  No better than where she
had just come.


Up, one hand over the
other, faster and faster.  She heard a scraping sound below and looked down,
her heart beating even faster as she prepared for the worst.  The robot was
pulling itself into the shaft, forty meters below, extruding multiple arms to
grasp any purchase on the side of the wall.  It started up after her, faster
than she was climbing.  Panic started to build in her.  She reacted instantly,
her fear fueling her.  A forty-five pointed downwards at the robot, the boom of
its shot echoing deafeningly through the shaft.  Several cubes fell away and
the creature lost a handhold, but soon regained it.  Pandi continued to fire,
blasting fragments from the robot, until the pistol slide stuck in the open
position, empty.  She threw the useless gun at it with a cry as the robot
continued its climb. She pulled herself up the ladder ahead of it.


She was even with
another opening, another corridor to nowhere.  Her arms were aching with
fatigue and she knew her time was running out.  How to get rid of her pursuer? 
If it would just go ahead and fall the shaft might finish it off, and she would
be safe.  But it didn’t look like it was going to fall.


As the thought entered
her mind she swung her feet into the opening to her side, falling into the
corridor.  Hands flew to buckles and the jetpack was off in an instant.  A few
adjustments and the pack was set to do something most people didn’t know how to
make it do.  But Pandi had learned, in her more paranoid moments, how to make
use of all of her equipment to defend herself, if need be.


She pushed the engage
button on one joystick, then tossed the jet pack into the shaft.  Crawling
quickly along the floor she moved from the opening.  A shattering blast sounded
behind her as the flaming fuel of the jet pack shot up the shaft.  Heat washed
over her body for a second, then the flame was gone.


Crawling back to the
shaft she pulled her remaining pistol and looked cautiously over.  The robot
still hung from the wall, not moving, held in place by a trio of appendages. 
Burning fuel covered the creature and she would have sworn it was stunned.  She
sited carefully with the pistol, firing at the remaining appendages.  Cubes
blew away, until the robot was hanging down from a single arm.  Pandi aimed at
the arm, sweat beading on her forehead.  Her last round, it had to be true. 
She let out a bit of breath as she squeezed the trigger.  A hit, the cube
cracking open.  In seeming slow motion the robot started falling downwards. 
She watched as it fell, growing smaller as it dropped, until it was out of
sight.


Pandi rested for a
second, then pulled herself back into the shaft.  Pulling herself up she knew
that the shaft had to open onto a more promising area of the station.  She had
no more weapons, after all.  Something would have to be found, before she ran
into another of the robots.


*    *    *


Watcher laughed as he
watched the robot fall down the shaft.  He followed it till it hit the bottom
of the shaft, tens of kilometers below.  The robot shattered into individual
cubes, most of those destroyed by the impact.  


She was smart and
brave, this one,
he thought, as the view shifted back to her.  If she could only stay out of
trouble for a few more hours his minions would get to her.  If they could get
there before his forces, she would be safe, an honored guest in his
realm.  He was looking forward to the meeting.







Chapter 5


 


 


The being we have designated Watcher
continues to mature at an incredible rate.  He absorbs information like a
sponge, sitting in front of a half dozen monitors, watching everything
that comes.  How much can he absorb before he reaches his limit?  With an
endless life span, I am sure he will eventually discover his limit, if we do
not.


Notes From the Improved
Human Experiment.


 


 


“So what the hell
happened?” yelled Admiral Micas as he strode onto the bridge of the Orca. 
He did not like to be told of failure, his or anyone else’s.


“As far as we can
tell,” said Captain Valari Midas, his voice subdued, “the torpedoes
malfunctioned and went off course.  They exploded at closest approach to the
comet.”


“Not close enough to do
any damage?”


“No sir,” said the
captain, sweat beading on his face even in the cool of the command center.  “At
least a million klicks off course.”


“How in the hell could
they both malfunction?” yelled the admiral, his fist pounding on the nearby
weapons console.  


“It could only be due
to incompetence,” said the tall staff lieutenant who walked onto the bridge. 
The admiral looked at the man with distaste.  Always trying to get ahead, this
Lieutenant Senior Daris Mollara.  He had been about to say the same thing, and
didn’t like having his thunder stolen by a subordinate, even if that man was the
nephew of the Patriarch of the Nation, Nigel Disreali.


“You have proof of
this?” said the admiral coldly to the staff officer he had been burdened with.


“What other proof is
needed,” said the man with a sneer on his haughty face, “than the improbability
of two torpedoes malfunctioning at the same time.”


“They could have been
influenced by an outside force,” said the captain, his eyes flicking from face
to face.  Scared, thought the admiral, and he didn’t blame him.  Men had
been relieved of command for lesser breakdowns in the efficiency of their
crews.  The holy mission of the Nation's Navy was not something to be
taken lightly.


“And what might this
outside influence be?” asked Mollara.  “What could influence the flight of two
of the torpedoes developed by the people’s science?”  Mollara’s voice rose in a
good imitation of the Patriarch’s, accusing anyone who dared question the
perfection of the Patriarch’s plan, the divine mission of the church.


“Remember where we are,
Lieutenant Mollara,” cautioned the admiral, as the bridge crew tried to hide
its discomfort.  Mollara looked confused for a moment, as if trying to discern
the admiral’s intent. 


“We do not know what we
will find when we get to the Donut,” said the captain.  “And who knows
how far its powers stretch.”


“Any way we can hit
them with another torpedo?” asked the admiral.


“No sir,” replied
Captain Midas.  “We are over half C, and anything we launch astern would have
to overcome our own velocity.  It would be dead in space before it built up
enough momentum to reach that target.”


“I want all stations on
level two alert,” ordered the admiral.  “Anything out of the ordinary is to be
reported to me.  Lieutenant Mollaris, you are to come with me.”


Both men saluted, the
captain snapping his heels in place, the staff officer falling in behind the
admiral as he headed out the door.


*    *    *


The door slid closed
behind Mollaris as he followed the admiral into the Task Force Commander’s
ready room.  The admiral sat stiffly in his chair as he looked at his officer,
not extending the courtesy of offering his subordinate a seat.  


“What the hell do you
think you were doing out there?” snapped the admiral.


“Sir,” said the officer
calmly, “I was merely pointing out…”


“You were merely
arguing with a superior officer in front of the bridge crew.  That sort of
behavior will not be tolerated in my command.”


“My uncle sent me on
this mission to make sure his wishes were adhered to,” said the haughty
officer, looking down his nose at the admiral.


“I am in command of this
task force, you whelp,” screamed Gerasi, smacking a hard palm on the surface of
his desk.  “You are under my command, and will obey my orders.  If your uncle
wishes to discuss my leadership of this mission, he may do so.  When we return
to the home systems.  Until then, you will conduct yourself like an officer in
the Holy Navy of the Nation.”


“Yes sir,” said the
officer, his hate filled eyes staring straight into the admiral’s.  “I
understand.”


“Dismissed,” hissed
Gerasi.  The lieutenant snapped a quick salute, then spun on his heel and
walked from the room, the door sliding shut behind him.


That one will always be
trouble,
thought the admiral.  He had friends in the Council of Supreme Elders, as well
as being the nephew of the Patriarch.  But Gerasi had friends as well.  His
mother was a direct descendant of Benjamin Drefuss himself, the Prophet upon
which all the Nation's beliefs were built.


Maybe the boy could be
steered toward the priesthood when the task force returned.  God knew his
attitude more suited that august body than the close-knit brotherhood of the
navy.


*    *    *


This looks promising, thought Pandi, as she
looked into the small room she had found.  A lounge of some kind.  Comfortable
looking couches sat against the walls.  A cabinet with a sink occupied a
corner.  Paintings of haunting alien landscapes adorned the walls.  Thick
carpeting covered the floor.  All looked as if it had just come out of the
factory, though it had a feel of great age.


Thirst drove her
first.  The cabinet contained glasses of some kind of hard plastic.  The water
still flowed, and tasted remarkably fresh and refreshing.  She searched for
some source of food, but there was none to be found.


Fatigue tugged at her,
but she thought first of her safety.  The door slid closed with a swish, and
she found that by pushing the bottom button she could disengage the others,
effectively locking the door.  That didn’t mean this room was impregnable, she
knew, but it would have to do.  Her head hit the cushions of the couch and she
fell into an immediate deep sleep.


*    *    *


“Safe limit to gravity
well in twenty-four standard hours, admiral,” called the navigator over his
shoulder.


Fleet Admiral Nagara
Krishnamurta sat his chair on the bridge of the Kingdom of Surya flagship Danaus. 
Ahead, on the computer compensated view screen, shown a pattern of eight
stars.  The brightest was the F5 near the center, white hot and glaring bright
even at the distance.  The smallest was near the edge of the display, a brown
dwarf indicated by a superimposed graphic, not even visible from any of its
neighbors.  


The small brown man
swiveled his chair to look at the nav display in the holo tank to his side. 
Navigation crew busily read the particulars of the display.  Bubbles of the
stars’ gravity wells shown in color scaled displays.  The F5 was noticeable by
its size, but was dwarfed by the largest of the bubbles, which extended to
enclose all of the star systems.  The Hole.  The center of the old
Empire that had fallen so many thousands of years before.  


“Spatial disturbance on
the edge of the system,” said the naval officer.  “Estimated footprint, two
days.”


“Nation of Humanity?”
asked the admiral.  Their space destroying drives were known to cause such a
signature.  The fools, he thought, to use such dangerous technology. 
His own squadron employed the much safer Inertia Damping Bubble.  They still
had to deal with the hazards of negative matter, but potential speed was
unlimited.  Of course, they could only accelerate up to a certain velocity in a
half year, and had to decelerate for the other half year of the voyage.  And
entering a gravity well was deadly. 


“Most likely sir,”
replied the nav officer, studying his display.  


“Damn,” cursed the
admiral.  “They’ll get there before us.”


His kingdom was
wealthier in terms of resources than the fanatics of the Nation of Humanity. 
But they had still had to expend an enormous amount of those resources to mount
this sortie.


“Would the admiral like
us to risk a close approach?” called the captain over the screen link to the
battle control center.


“No,” said Admiral
Krishnamurta.  “I’d rather have us arrive intact, with all fighting power, than
risk disaster.  I’m sure we can deal with them when we get there.  Hopefully
they won’t have caused too much damage by then.”


“Yes sir,” said the
captain with a scowl.  The admiral knew the captain was a staunch religionist,
a member of the state church.  And he knew as well as the captain what those
fanatics might do to the poor, unsophisticated members of alien races they
might come upon.  The members of the Nation were known for their hatred
of aliens, thinking them godless devils.  The Church of Surya knew better.  The
aliens had souls, and must be saved despite themselves.


*    *    *


Pandi was sleeping
soundly, involved in a dream, when the feeling of something standing over her,
watching her, broke into her slumber.  She thought it was part of the dream for
a moment, till her conscious mind broke in and reminded her of where she was. 
Eyes still heavy with fatigue opened, as her ears strained to catch the
slightest sound.  To her dismay she was facing the back of the couch, turned
away from the door.


Something moved, a
heavy step on the carpeted floor.  She heard the rustle of fabric as her small
pack was opened, something rifling through its contents.  Damn, she
swore silently.  She would have preferred to know what she was facing before it
knew she was awake.  A heavy hand on her shoulder drove all thoughts but
survival from her mind.


Pandi spun around, her
eyes locking on the figure standing over her as she tensed to spring from the
couch.  The sight of the figure stopped her.  Jet black fabric or skin on a
biped form.  Was it a human?  Or a robot?  It was proportioned like a human,
with two arms, two legs, and a human shaped head.  A flat, silvered visor sat
in place of where the eyes should be.  Two holes were set where the nostrils
should be, without the benefit of the bulge of a nose to hold them.  The
creature had no mouth.


A quick glance revealed
another standing by the door.  They seemed to stare at her with their eyeless
gaze.  One turned to the other, and both assumed an aspect of listening.  That
was her chance, she knew, as she sprung from the couch and ducked low under the
grasping arms of the turning creature.  


The one at the door
seemed ready for her, arms outstretched as it waited to trap her.  She got a
better look at the hands as she looked for an opening.  Three fingers and a
thumb flexing, making ready to grab.  The things seemed to move differently
than any kind of living creature she had ever seen.  A combination of
gracefulness and clumsiness.  If she had to guess she would bet she was dealing
with robots.  And her last encounter with robots had left her with a bad
feeling for the things.


Her legs moved, juking
one way, then spinning around the other, just as if she had been playing
football with the local boys when she was a girl.  The creature bit on the
fake, and she was under a grasping arm and through the door.


Another robot waited
for her, blocking the way down the corridor.  She heard something moving up
behind her.  Assuming it was another robot, she charged the one to her front,
jumping into a flying sidekick, the knife-edge of her foot striking the robot
in the chest before it could react.  Her ankle twisted as her foot hit what
felt like steel reinforced concrete.  As she landed the ankle went out from
under her, and she fell heavily to the floor.  Before she could move the robot
was over her, hands grabbing at her legs.


Pandi kicked hard with
both legs, trying to dislodge the hands that sank into her flesh like vises. 
She tried to roll out of the grip, before another pair of hands grabbed her
shoulders and held her tight.  She fought against her imprisonment like a
scalded wildcat, but the creatures were all stronger than her, and two held her
down, while the other two looked at her in an aspect of listening.  One of the
robots said something, a high-pitched burst of sound.


“I don’t understand,”
she said, squirming in the grasp of her captors.  “Let me go.  You’re hurting
me.”


The robot didn’t reply,
but the hard grip of those who held her slackened.  She still didn’t have a
hope of breaking their restraint, but at least it didn’t feel like her bones
were about to be crushed.  


The remaining robot
squatted beside her and began to explore her clothing with its hands.  Panic
began to grip her.  A hand grabbed the zipper of her suit and slowly pulled it
down.  Visions of some kind of robotic gang rape shot through her mind, as she
fought with all her strength against the grasp of her captors.


“You will not be
harmed,” said the robot still standing over her in a surprisingly human
sounding voice.  It seemed to be the leader, or at least the spokesman of the
machines.  


“Why are you doing this?”
she asked, as the squatting robot continued to pull the zipper down.


“The master wishes to
see you,” answered the robot.   “And we, his loyal servants, must be entirely
sure that you are not a threat to him.”


The zipper down, the
robot opened the few buckles of the suit.  Boots were unzipped and pulled off. 
The robot holding her shoulders shifted his grip to her arms, as the one
assigned to disrobe her pulled the suit up over her arms.   Hands under her
arms pulled her up to her feet, as the robot set at her pedal extremities
pulled the suit from her.


Pandi stood, still held
in place by a single robot, as another began to run its hands over her body,
only covered now by the long john like undergarment.  She felt shame wash over
her, to be subjected to such a clinical examination against her will.  When
they began to pull the zipper down in the back of the undergarment shame turned
again to anger.  The anger turned to resolve as the robot pulled the zippers
down both of the legs, one after the other.  Then it moved back to her arms. 


She put her arms in the
air, as if to aid the robot in disrobing her.  The one holding her shoulders
slackened its grip to allow the undergarment to be pulled from her.  That was
what she had been waiting for, a chance.  Her legs dropped out from under her
as she fell straight down into a squat, her shoulders dropping out of the hands
of the robot.  She thrust forward, coming up to her feet and into a sprint, the
undergarment holding her up for a moment until she spun out of it, leaving it
in the grasp of a robot.  


Pandi was off, running
down the corridor as fast as she could pump her adrenaline-strengthened legs. 
Nakedness, and what the robots thought of her nakedness, was the last thing on
her mind.  She would escape first, and worry about clothing herself later.


“Stop,” called all of
the robots in unison behind her.  She glanced over her shoulder as she ran, to
see the robots in a jogging pursuit.  If that was the best they could do they
wouldn’t catch her.  She suspected they had the edge in stamina, but surely she
could get far enough away to hide before they could get to her.  


She hadn’t expected
there to be more of them.  That was the last thing on her mind as she turned a
corner and ran right into another pair.  They were prepared for her, arms
outstretched to cover the corridor.  Pandi tried to stop, to change direction,
but her bare feet slid on the smooth surface of the floor, and she flew into
the open arms of a robot.  Said arms clamped shut around her, and she was
trapped.


“Do not try that
again,” said a robot coming up behind her.


“Or you’ll hurt me?”
she asked, her blood pounding in her head in fury.


“No,” said the robot,
which she thought of now as the spokesman.  “We are ordered to see that no harm
comes to you.  But there are other dangers out there.  Dangers over which we,
and the master, have no control.”


Thoughts of the fractal
robot came to her.  At least these humanoid creatures had been gentle with her
on the whole.  Any bumps or bruises she had could be blamed on her struggle to
fight and escape. 


“He may not be
so gentle with you.”


“Who?” she asked,
shaking her long hair out of her eyes.  “The master?”  She wished she could
wipe the sweat from her face, but the robot still held her against its hard
body in an unbreakable grip.


“No,” said the
spokesman robot.  “The master’s enemy.  He would definitely wish you
harm.”


“And your master
doesn’t?”


“He wishes to meet with
you, as a guest,” said the spokesman robot.  “He means you no harm.”


“Is he a robot?  Like
you?”


“No,” said the robot. 
“Watcher is an organic life form like you.”


Pandi felt somewhat
disconcerted looking the robot in the face.  It spoke to her, but it had no
mouth, not even a recognizable speaker.  The silver visor looked at her, an
eyeless stare that showed no emotion.


“Human?”


“More or less,”
answered the robot.  “Superior form, but basically human.”  She wondered if she
was imagining it, or was the robot speaking to her in a more relaxed, less
mechanistic manner.  Like it was learning to imitate her own speech patterns.


“Will you accompany us,
without any further trouble?” asked the robot.


“I guess I have no
choice.  What do I call you?”


The robot looked at her
a moment, as if puzzled by her question.


“What is your name?”


“I have no name as you
understand the concept,” replied the robot.  “What do you wish to call me?”


Only a couple of names
came to mind, both from old sci-fi shows she had seen on late night as a child,
and Pandi didn’t think B9 would quite fit.  Which left…


“I’ll call you Robbie.”


“Very well.  I am to
respond to the name Robbie.  And your, name?”


“Pandora Latham,” she
answered.  “Though most people call me Pandi.  Can I have some clothes, or do
you intend to bring me before this Watcher naked.”


“As I said, he means
you no harm.  But we must be sure that you do not mean any harm to him as
well.  And you will be unable to conceal weapons in your present state.”


Not the way I wanted to
meet another human being for the first time, she thought.  Maybe he had no taboo of
nudity, but she normally only became nude with a select few.  But while in
Rome, as they said.


“I will not give you
any trouble.  Lead the way.”


The robot holding her
released his grip, as Robbie turned to walk down the corridor.  The other
robots fell in around her, surrounding her but not touching her.  She followed
the leader of the robots as the group moved down the hall.


*    *    *


She could tell that
this was a different station from the first she had come to.  The murals upon
the wall were of some kind of kangaroo like alien, similar to the body they had
found in the abandoned hulk of the Hernand.


“They are called
Husteds,” said one of the robots, following her gaze to the wall.  “They were
known to be loyal friends of mankind, unlike some of the other species.”


Then the train caught
her attention and all else lost importance.  It was beautiful in an exotic kind
of way.  Tube shaped, with rounded ends.  All walls were of a lightly colored
transparent substance that didn’t look like glass or plastic.  More like some
kind of metal.   Comfortable looking chairs covered in shimmering fabric sat
along the inner walls of the car.  Double doors in the center were open.  


The robots led her to
the car, and she looked down before entering.  The car was suspended above the
curved trough that held the lower section, not touching the walls, and not held
up by any visible means.  Magnetic suspension, she thought.


“Please,” said Robbie,
gesturing toward a chair.  “Have a seat.”


Pandi sat carefully in
the seat.  The fabric looked like some kind of plastic, and she expected it to
be cold and sticky on her bare skin.  It was anything but.  A silky warmth
spread from the chair to her skin, and she felt like sinking into the seat in
total relaxation.  Almost like an instant massage.


The doors slid silently
shut and the train started moving, accelerating quickly without the feeling of
acceleration.  Some kind of compensation system?  The car moved into the
darkness of the tunnel ahead.  The interior of the car glowed with a warm and comforting
light.  


A few seconds and they
were out in the open again, speeding through a transparent tube suspended from
the ceiling, looking down on what looked like an enormous residential area. 
Gardens occupied the central courtyard, while walls dotted with porches and
doorways stretched to the high ceiling.  Smaller houses were spaced among the
gardens and plazas.  The area looks so sad, she thought, so empty. 
It was meant to be filled with people.


Then they were through
and into another tunnel.  She looked over at the robots, which were all staring
sightlessly back.  Again she felt uncomfortable in her nakedness, wondering if
robots felt desire for the human form.  The end of the closed tunnel came up. 
As they came out, moving ever faster, a space that made the residential area
seem tiny by comparison came into view.


Pandi no longer thought
of nakedness, or of robots looking at her, as wonders came into view.
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What does the history
of the human race teach us?  If anything it teaches us that the instinct of the
human race, an instinct that goes down as deep as any genetic trait instilled
on the race through billions of years of evolution, is the instinct of
conflict.  The human race thrives on conflict.  Conflict is to us as food and
drink.  All throughout the history of the race, the long climb to the dominance
of a single planet, to the stars, to over lordship of the Galaxy itself, we
have fed on conflict.  Only once in the history of our people, after all the
obvious frontiers had been conquered, did the human race decide to rest on its
laurels.  And then we became the prey of other races also bred to the joy of
conflict.  And then we fell from dominance, to begin again the long climb on
thousands of separate worlds sunk to the depths of barbarism.


Inauguration Speech of
the Autocrat Farraday, 4161 Standard Galactic Year.


 


 


She had no way of
judging distances here.  The floor below could have been twenty kilometers, or
a hundred.  The walls?  The walls could have been any distance as well, in the
crystal clear air, or vacuum, of the gargantuan chamber.  Then the walls and
floors were forgotten as her eyes locked on the first of the giant machines
that occupied the room.


An enormous cylinder,
kilometers wide, kilometers tall.  Another beside it, and another, stretching
into seeming infinity from her vantage.  Arcs of energy flashed here and there,
blinding to the eye.  The chamber flashed by, and another came into view,
filled with more of the huge cylinders.  Pandi seemed to feel the energy they
contained.


“These are the Magnetic
Field Generators,” said Robbie, answering her unasked question.  “They are used
to generate the magnetic fields used in energy production on the station.”


“How many?” she asked,
as they flew through that chamber and into another filled with the giant
cylinders.


“One hundred generators
per chamber,” answered the robot, “in arrays twenty five long by four wide. 
Each section is composed of three thousand such chambers, for a total of
300,000 units per section.”


“Per section?  And on
the whole station?”


“There are a total of
3,600,000 magnetic field generators in twelve sections.”


Pandi stared as they
moved through yet another chamber, and another.  Four hundred kilometers per
chamber, and the car was moving through them in less than twenty seconds, still
accelerating.


“What's the purpose of
this system?” she asked.  They were moving too fast now to pick up any of the
details on the cylinder.  The robot didn’t answer for a moment.  If possible it
would have looked proper with an expression of concentration on its face.


“Watcher orders
that you are to be told about this station and the energy it generates.”


Light sprung from the
silver visor of the robot as an image formed in the air in front of Pandi. 
Schematics of cylinders such as those she saw going past, in clear detail. 
Even larger than she had thought, the cylinder extended through a floor.  Large
tubes made connections into the cylinder.  Smaller toroids connected to the top
and bottom of the cylinder.  A kilometers long probe extended from the bottom.


“Each generator works
in unison with the others in its section,” said the robot.


The view expanded
outward, showing the chamber with the one hundred generators within.  It
expanded again, to an outside view looking up at the station, an image of the
magnetic probes, arranged in a section of five by five, forming a larger
rectangle of twenty five generator sections.  The view expanded again, to show
the how the rectangles were arranged in rows of four along the length of the
outside of the station.  Out again, to show the thirty sections of fours.


“Three hundred thousand
generators per section,” said the robot.


The view expanded
again, like a camera moving at incredible speed, tilting to bring the station
into a new perspective.  A ring appeared, the station, large circumference and
ribbon thin in this view.  Then she covered her eyes against the glare, as
twelve bright beams of curved light, spaced equidistant around the station,
appeared between the structure and some spot of darkness in the center.


“Electrons flow along
the magnetic field, as the station rotates around the charged black hole in the
center, and the black hole rotates as well in the opposite direction.”


“An electrical field
generator,” said Pandi, staring in wonder at the display.  “This whole huge
construct is just a powerful electrical dynamo.”


“Yes,” answered the
robot.  “Essentially correct.”


“You still use
electricity?  Even with this kind of advanced technology?”


“You seem surprised,”
said the robot.  “You expected some other kind of energy source.  All that
energy consists of is fast moving particles, and electrons are among the
heaviest of fast moving particles.  So what better source of power?”


“How, how big is this
whole station?” she asked.  The view gave her no sense of scale.  It could be
hundreds of thousands of kilometers in circumference for all she could figure.


“The station is fifty
kilometers thick, three thousand kilometers wide, and 9,424,777.96 kilometers
in circumference along the inner edge.”


“But, that would give
this thing a volume of billions of kilometers?” she said, her voice a whisper.


“Approximately 1.4
trillion cubic kilometers.”


Pandi thought about
that for a moment.  1.4 trillion cubic kilometers.  You could put hundreds of
trillions of people in such a space, even accounting for all the machinery she
had seen, and all she could imagine.


The hologram faded as
the robot sat back in its chair, letting her digest what she had been told. 


*    *    *


The ride seemed to go
on forever, chamber after chamber flying by in a blur.  Pandi sat in one of the
luxurious seats, it having taken the shape of an acceleration couch, though
there had been absolutely nothing that she would have characterized as
acceleration even during the initial burst of speed that moved the tube train
from a standstill to the blurring speed it had now achieved.  To whatever
destination was planned for her by the robots that surrounded her, and their
mysterious master.


"We will soon
arrive at the master's quarters," said that worthy in his smooth as silk
melodic voice.  She had asked him why they were made not quite human looking,
and had been told by the machine that their masters had not wanted to mistake
robots for living beings, an error that could be made easily enough.


"I wish you'd let
me have some clothes," she said, shivering in her nakedness even in the
moderate temperature of the tube train car, "before we get to this,
master, of yours.  He's a man, didn't you say?"


"He is male,"
answered the robot, "though unlike any other male of his species.  And the
master wishes to be assured you are harmless before he meets with you."


"Like I could do
anything at all to harm the man," she said with a sneer, "with all
you big strong boys and girls around."


“Well,” she said,
trying to relax and enjoy the rest of the ride.  “What the hell is all this
power you’re generating here used for?”


“You wish to learn more
of the station?” said the robot, leaning forward as its visor became a
holographic projector once again.  A different cylinder schematic appeared,
this looking for the entire world like an enormous capacitor.  


“There are four hundred
and eighty thousand of these storage and transmission units.  They store the
energy generated by the magnetic fields.  Stored for use in the wormhole gate
transport system, or for projection by laser or microwave to outlying
installations in this star system.”


The train whizzed
through another of what she had been told were the wormhole room stations like
the one she had come to the station through, just like the hundred or so she
had seen whiz past in the last half hour.  How many of the damned things are
there on this bitch?, she thought.


"We are almost
there," said Robbie.  Another station whizzed by in a line of light, and
then they were rocketing on through the sparsely lit round tunnel.  Without
warning the train began to decelerate, noticeable from the increase in time
length between lights.  Pandi gripped the arms of the chair instinctively, even
though her body and mind could detect no change in motion.  Another station
came into view, the lights seeming to decelerate to meet what her senses told
her was a stationary train.  And then they were stopped, or the station
stopped, and the doors to the train car flung open silently.


"This is our point
of departure," said Robbie, standing up and gesturing for Pandi to precede
him from the car, as the other robots moved off the car and went about their
business.  Robbie kept his attention on her, and the woman realized that there
would be no escaping the attention of the ever-vigilant machine.


"You will not be
harmed," said the robot again in reassurance.  "The master assures
you that he merely wishes to visit with you, and to converse about your times,
which are of great interest to him."


"Thanks,"
said Pandi, "but I would feel much more secure if I had something to cover
myself with."


"The master will
be happy to have new clothes furnished for your comfort," said Robbie,
"after you have been cleansed and proven of no harm to his own health."


Pandi looked at the
door that the robot still gestured toward, and then down at her tight, firm
body.  Still attractive, she thought, with her small, soft breasts, flat
stomach, thick thatch of red pubic hair. She wondered how anyone could think
she might be a danger, unclothed and weaponless.  What they couldn't tell from
a mere voyeuristic glance was that Pandi was as dangerous with her open hands
as she was with that old pistol she had carried.  Thank daddy and his
insistence on his beautiful little girl being able to take care of herself. 
The moves of Tae Kwon Do were still wired into her body, even if they hadn’t
proven much use against the robots.  But the master was an organic form.


Then the words of the
robot penetrated and she looked in shock at the creature.


"Don't tell me
you're going to shave and scour me?" she asked, her mouth hanging open,
images of tridee views of prisoners dancing in her head.


"Nothing so
drastic, mistress," said the robot.  "Merely an antiseptic shower and
a body scan.  Now, if you would please, the master is waiting."


Pandi walked in front
of the robot off of the car, her sharp eyes scanning the area for anything that
she might be able to help her to gain her freedom.  All that met her eyes were
more of the empty benches, planters with flowers growing in them, and some
centipede like maintenance robots that were watering and pruning the rampant
growth in the boxes. What might have been a row of com links or computer
terminals were lined against the far wall.  The temperature was absolutely
perfect, she thought, not too warm or cold, but just right on her bare skin. 
Then she wondered whether the people who used to live here went unclothed as a
common practice.  Maybe her own nudity would have passed unnoticed on this,
this whatever.  At least the robots didn't wear clothes, though their lack of
facial features and no noticeable secondary and primary sex characteristics
rendered them beyond the need of clothes in any type of moral system.


"This way,
mistress," said the robot, leading the way to a wide door that led into a
large, red walled cylinder.  Pandi followed the machine obediently, the
flanking robots leaving her no choice.  The red floor of the conveyance was
cushioned and warm, and an outstretched hand proved the walls to be made of the
same, silky smooth material.  She turned quickly as she sensed the door closing
behind her, and to her wonder it seemed as if nothing occupied the doorway, the
room beyond shifting as the lift moved without a sense of motion.  Cautiously
reaching out with her hand, she soon found that something that seemed to be
made of solid matter did indeed occupy the doorway, protecting them from a fall
out of the quickly moving lift.


Then the lift was
through the ceiling and traversing the thick plate of matter that was the floor
of the gate room above.  And then there were again wonders to behold, as the
enormous hall of wormholes spread before her.


"How many?"
she asked, staring at the hall of gates, four tiers of wormholes, lifts and
stairs, a concourse that must have once swarmed with travelers on their way to
thousands of destinations among the stars.


"There are one
thousand, two hundred wormhole gates in each hall," answered the robot.


"And how many
halls?"


"Exactly one
hundred thousand."


"But that means
there are millions of gates," she said incredulously.


"Exactly twelve
million gates in total," said the robot as the hall disappeared below and
the lift entered another thick section of decking.  "Plus the few gates in
hidden areas of the Donut."


"Twelve million
gates," she said in a strained voice, "all leading to different
planets, different stars."


"No more than half
the gates were ever in operation," said the robot, "before the
fall."


"What do you mean,
the fall?" she asked, looking the robot in the face, for the hundredth
time wondering what had happened to all the people who should have thronged
this structure.


"The master will
answer your questions," said the robot as the doors were flung silently
open.  A long hall was laid before them, seeming to go on endlessly, blue doors
set in red walls giving scale to the scene.


"And the, the Master,
is in this direction I assume," she said.


"After a quick
stop in the cleansing rooms, of course," answered the robot.


"Of course,"
she replied.  "Lead on, McDuff."


"I thought you had
named me Robbie,” said Robbie, "but I am programmed to reply to whatever
one of the race deigns to call me."


The perfect slave race, she thought, as she
followed the robot down the hall.  Not capable of revolt, it would seem, not
programmed to yearn for freedom, like a true human.


*    *    *


Watcher waited for the
arrival of the visitor, impatient in the way of a creature that had been
engineered for nearly infinite patience, who had waited what seemed like an
infinite time for someone to grace his presence.  Or was it a nearly infinite
time of fear for his existence, that those that created him might come back to
end his biological immortality.  Surely they wouldn't have resorted to this
kind of ploy, he thought as he had watched the woman shower under the
antiseptic jets of warm fluid.  Not to have gone to all the trouble to
duplicate the archaic spacesuit.  Not to have trained the woman to pretend to
be what she was, or to send something back through the wormhole gate to destroy
the ship that had traveled back so far through subspace, along the inverse
arrow of time.


Once again he checked
the multiple scans that had been performed on her body while she washed
herself.  No implants of any kind.  Genetic structure of an unaltered human, a
kind that hadn't existed for tens of millennium at the very least.  No nanites
in her blood stream or organs.  If she was a plant of some kind, then they had
gone to great lengths to make her the way she was.  Maybe she was some kind of
undercover operative from one of the many powers that were again rising among
the surrounding stars.  Or maybe she was even sent by Him, the one he
feared the most in all the universe.


But she was so
beautiful, in her natural, unaltered human state, and he was so lonely for the
physical touch of a fellow being, even if she could not hope to connect with
him on an intellectual level.


The door opened, and in
she strode, graceful as one of the many cats aboard the Donut.  Yes,
he thought, just like the orange fur ball he held on his lap, stroking it as it
purred contentedly.  His final test, the beast was remarkably responsive to the
feelings of Watcher, and could be counted on knowing whether someone was a
friend or foe.


He watched her
expressions as she walked in, not shyly in nakedness, but as if she was the
master here.  Her intense blue eyes were deep as pools of water in the
zoological sections, her hair as red as the energy fields that protected the
open gates.  Smile lines on her face, around her eyes and mouth, a sign that
she was not a youth, from the times when people still aged before their
hundredth year.


"Welcome," he
said, in the long lost dialect that the computer had taught him while he waited
for her to arrive.  "Welcome, and be at rest."


*    *    *


Pandi didn't believe
she had ever seen such a creature, or even dreamed of such.  Not that he was
all that different in overall appearance from most men she had seen.  Tall, at
least two meters from what she could judge with him seated in a large,
overstuffed chair.  His body was muscular like a football player she had dated
in college, a linebacker that one.  And all the muscles seemed to flex and
relax in the proper places just like any other human.  His white complexion was
unmarred and perfect in contrast to the skin of some unknown carnivore that
covered the chair.  Human stock at least.


Then the differences
came to fore, especially when viewing his head.  Strong chin, topped by almost
razor thin lips, thin nose with large flaring nostrils.  Cranial capacity much
larger than any human she had ever seen, high forehead and bald rounded dome. 
Pointed ears on the side of his head, with thick, drooping lobes.  Some kind of
unknown organs, small and button like, between eyes and ears. No eyebrows, in
fact no hair of any kind on his body.  A pleasant scent seemed to rise from
him, exciting and attracting her even more.  Her eyes met his, round, pink orbs
that seemed to look right into her soul, sparkling with an intelligence beyond
her comprehension.


Not ugly, she thought. 
Actually very handsome in an exotic sort of manner.  Her thoughts turned to
what sex with this man might offer, especially since he seemed to be the only
eligible partner on this, Donut, or whatever they called it.  Her eyes
flicked uncontrollably to his groin, and a great smile broke out on her face as
she noticed the fat, orange cat that the man stroked with one delicate, six
fingered hand.


"That is a
beautiful kitty, if I have ever seen one," she said looking up into his
fascinating eyes, remembering with surprise the accented speech he had greeted
her with.  Alabaman through and through.  Not that he was ever likely to have
seen the Yellowhammer State.


"You like cats,
then?" Said the perfectly accented voice, the gentle hand eliciting a deep
purr from the furry creature in his lap.  Pandi felt a thrill course through
her body at the sensual sight of man pleasuring animal, wondering how those
delicate looking human but not quite human hands would feel on her own skin. 
That thought brought up another feeling, guilt to the bottom of her sluttish
soul, as she remembered that her lover had died just hours ago.  Or was it
thousands of years ago?  Whatever it had been in reality, it had still been
only a couple of hours as far as her perceptions went, and already she was
contemplating jumping into bed with a man she hadn't even dreamed existed those
few hours ago.


*    *    *


Watcher noticed how her
face dropped, wondering if he had said or done something that had disturbed her
in some manner.  His empathetic sense read the emotions flowing through her
brain.  Excitement and exhilaration, mixed with sorrow and fear.  And why
wouldn't she be sorrowful and afraid.  Lost to the world she knew, in a place
that she really did not understand.


"I would like to be
your friend," he said, wondering if the presence of the robots might have
been too much for her, wanting to make her comfortable.


"R1," he said
and another of the robots stepped into the room.  It was the Prime Robot, the
machine he thought of as his major domo.  "All of the robots are to please
leave and go to the maintenance center, and await my instructions."


The robot started to
protest, but he stopped it with a quickly raised hand.  "I will be fine. 
I feel this woman is no threat to me."


*    *    *


Pandi heard the
high-pitched burst of communication from the superman before her.  His hand
moved in a blur and he fired another quick burst in an unknown language, and
the robots turned and walked out of the room, the door closing behind them.


"How long?"
she heard her voice ask, feeling detached from even the movement of her own
vocal cords.


"That depends on
what year you are from," said the superman.  


"2087," she
replied in a hollow voice, her mind finally realizing that she would never see
her family again.  Her father, her mother, her sister, would never know that
anything had happened to her beyond her being listed as missing and presumed
dead.  Never to visit her brother's grave.


"The twenty-first
century," said Watcher with wonder in his voice.  "The true
beginnings of the race’s expansion into space.  The frontier."


"How long?"
she said again.


"By the Julian
calendar of old Earth it is the year 48136," he said in a gentle tone,
watching her closely.


"48136," she
said in a hushed voice.


"46,049 years, to
be exact," he continued.


"Forty-six
thousand and forty-nine years," she said.  "Maybe I need to sit
down."


Watcher pushed the cat
aside despite its protesting meow, moving to her side and grasping an elbow,
moving her into the chair he had just vacated.  She let herself go limp in the
most relaxing chair she had ever had the pleasure to sit, so relaxing that she
felt like she could let it all go.  Emotions long bottled up got the best of
her, the sadness and grief of losing everything she knew in the chasms of time
she had traversed.  Never to return.  She had never faced a situation from
which even the possibility of return was excluded.  Until she had entered the
shimmering tunnel.


"I wish I had
never jetted into that damned tunnel," she sobbed.  "I should have
gone ahead and died in my own time."


Hot tears streamed down
her freckled cheeks, as she watched the naked form of the superman walk
gracefully across the soft floor, hands reaching to a wooden cabinet and
lifting a glass carafe from the top shelf.  He poured some of a golden,
sparkling fluid into a fine crystal goblet.  Turning on his heel, he brought
the glass to her and placed it in her hand.


"What, what is
this?" she asked through her sobs.


"Drink it,"
he said calmly in the accent of home.  "It will make you feel much
better."


"Can't make me
feel worse," she agreed, lifting the goblet with the intent of chugging
the liquid.  But when the first taste of the sparkling fluid hit her taste
buds, she slowed and savored the flavor.  As if the elfin wines of Tolkien had
found expression in the future.  Deliciously sweet, but not sugary.  A warm
feeling spread through her throat and into her chest and stomach, carrying a
golden glow of well being with it.  Her spirits lifted as the sparkling wine
spread through her system.


"That's,
wonderful," said Pandi, looking up at the smiling face of the superman,
wiping her tears away with her other hand.


"The merest of the
pleasures that await you on my home," said the smiling Watcher, his eyes
traveling hungrily over the naked body of the woman.  Pandi felt herself flush
under the glance, and she flushed an even deeper red as her eyes focused on his
hairless groin and the magnificent symbol of manhood that there dwelt.  Again
the scent of him grasped at her brain, feeding the desire that already raged
there.  Pheromones, she thought.  He exuded the scent meant to drive
women wild.  Then the thought left her mind as she allowed the desire to build.


"You are fortunate
to be alive, in any time," he continued, his smile drawing her back to his
face.


"But," he
continued, his hand reaching for and grasping her free hand, lifting her from
the chair to lead her to a pleasant embrace of bare skin, the embrace turning
into a dance as soul uplifting music came from nowhere to bathe the air.


"And I am very
fortunate," he said with a whisper in her ear, "that you are alive in
my time."


*    *    *


"I am so very
delighted of your arrival, my dear," said Watcher as he gazed again on the
naked body of the woman, covered in the sweat of their lovemaking.  It is
amazing the effect of the real thing, he thought, as his eyes crossed the
thick bush of red hair between her legs.  Even though the surrogate robots were
technically her superior in physical sensation and artistic endeavor, the
thought of a real sentient female impaled on his manhood brought a definite
thrill of anticipated pleasure.  And the pleasure she had groaned into his
mouth as he kissed her had not been the feigned and programmed act of a robot,
but again the real thing.


Pandi again gasped
another breath into her straining lungs, the wonderful fatigue of good sex
infusing her every muscle.  And good sex had led to emotional release such as
she had never needed before.  She had hoped he would be a great lover, and he
had been better than her expectations.  What else should she expect from a
superman?  If he had been bred or engineered or whatever to be a superior
being, why wouldn't they have made sure he was better than human in every way? 
Then the thought crossed her mind that she was assuming a lot.  What if he was
just an average dude in this time period, even the nerdiest of nerds?


That thought brought
the curiosity back to the front of her mind.  Here she was, by all the signs
she had seen so far, in some wonderful future, on some wonderful station. 
Why not enjoy it and learn as much about it as she could.


"What is this
place in which you live, lover?" she asked the superman.  "And why
did Robbie call it the Donut?"


"Robbie?" he
asked with a smile.  "Oh yes, the leader of those I sent to fetch
you."  He closed his eyes for a second as if concentrating on some deeper
matter.  Then his eyes opened as he smiled.  "A reference to a movie
robot, if the computer is correct.  Forbidden Planet."


"You accessed your
computer's memory?" she said with a frown.  He had not sub-vocalized
through some kind of mic, she was sure.  Unless he was much more adept at it
than any human she had known before. "How in the world did you do that
without talking to it or punching in a keyboard?  Telepathy?"


Again he closed his
eyes and concentrated on contact with the computer, in the pleasure of the
moment not for an instant worrying that he might be in danger.


"Telepathy as your
people thought of it does not exist in any known species," he said with a
grin.  "No brain produces enough of a current nor is any mind sensitive
enough to pick up the electrical processes of a mind at any distance, though
organic radio transmission has been documented in several alien races.  And
quantum entanglement in one."


"Then, what?"
she asked.


"A nanite
implant," he replied, "manufactured in place in my mind by
nanorobots.  It allows two way communication between various centers of my mind
and the computer."


"Amazing,"
she said, her mind searching through the implications of such a link.


"Something not
much removed from your own time, I'm afraid," he replied.  "Even if
it has been refined over the millennia.  Your own scientists had such on the
designing CAD."


"OK," she
said, "I'll buy that.  Now what about this place?  What is it?"


A hologram sprung into
existence in the air before the bed, a thin ribbon of shining substance
encircling, something.  A bright red light arced around the distortion at the
center of the ribbon, as stars shimmered in the same distortion.  Arced bands
of blinding light, a dozen of them, connected the ribbon with the distortion.


“I’ve seen this
before,” said Pandi.


“A view from space of
the Donut," said the Watcher.  "Over nine million kilometers
in circumference.  It used to be the center of the Galactic Empire, and the
commerce of countless worlds passed through its thousands of portals."


"And it gets its
power from the black hole in the center," she said.  "That's what
that distortion is?  How massive is it?"


"Your curiosity
amazes me," he said with a chuckle.  "As well as your intelligence. 
The station is in orbit around a two thousand stellar mass black hole.  The
bands of power you see are electron/positron arcs generated by the
gravitational swirl of the singularity through magnetic field lines generated
by the Donut."


"And the station
is called the Donut?" she asked.  "Like a pastry with a hole
in the center?"


"Of course,"
he replied with another show of strong white teeth, strong as diamond he had
told her earlier, coated with an integrated layer of the super hard carbon
material.  "But in this case a ribbon of civilization with a hole
in the center.  A very massive hole indeed."


"But what happened
to all of the people?" she asked with a pouting frown.  "A thing this
size must have been home to billions at least, as well as a thriving transit
center."


"More like tens of
billions," he replied, his eyes flitting over her face.  "A great
disaster overcame the Empire, and the people fled to their home worlds."


"What kind of
disaster?"


"We," he said with a catch in his
throat, "will talk of it later."


"Of course, lover," she said in a
gentle voice, her arms reaching to enfold his head and lower it to her
breasts.  "Of course, we won’t talk about anything painful right now,
either of us."


"I have been so
lonely, Pandora Latham," he said sobbing, his hot tears bathing her tender
skin.  "I have waited for millennia for someone like you to come through
one of the portals."


"You don't have to
be lonely any more, my Watcher," she said in a low voice.  But she
wondered just the same.  Some of what he said didn't ring true, and Pandi
wasn't sure what it was.  What had kept this lonely being from going through
some of the portals on his own, if loneliness was a prime motivation?  What had
kept him so frightened that he had not dared to go through what to him would
have been no stranger than an aerial transport on old Earth?


Then she again lost herself in the moment, as
his face reached up to hers, and his lips again pasted themselves to hers, and
delicate six fingered hands again stroked her hungry flesh.







Chapter 7


 


 


1. The Lord God is good, as is all that was
created by him and  follows his word.  No harm shall be offered to his
creation.


2. The Lord Satan is evil, as is all that was
created by him and follows his word.  No succor  hall be offered to his
creation.


3. Thou shall not lie, by omission or
commission, to the servants of the Lord, or hinder them in any way in the
performance of their holy tasks.


4. Thou shall follow the dictates of the Elders,
and their appointed servants.  There is only right in obedience to appointed
superiors.


5. Those who offer succor to the servants of
evil, or aid them in any manner, ally themselves with evil, and shall be
afforded the same treatment as those born to evil.


The Five Commandments of the Nation of Humanity


 


 


The bridge of the Orca
buzzed with activity, a double watch on duty since entering the inner part of
the Supersystem.  Com systems and passive sensors were swamped with
information, and the computer had a backlog of information to work on.


Admiral Miklas Gerasi
couldn’t believe the amount of traffic coming over the systems.  Dozens of
planets radiated like beacons in the sky.  Cradles of technical civilizations,
though none as advanced as the Nation of Humanity, or the object toward which
they boosted.  Other planets put out feeble signals at most.  Probably
inhabited by primitives, with spies from the technical civilizations among
them.  


The nav holo gave a
good overview of the status of civilization, planets highlighted by amount of
transmitted energy, the dots of ships here and there.  Most of the traffic came
from the two star systems in far orbit about each other, numbers four and five
out from the black hole.  Currently the slightly larger G2 was closest in,
while the K0 was the farther partner in the dance.


“Most of the signals
seem to originate from primitive first generation space faring planets,” said
the technology officer, his face looking out from the com screen set in the
bank of such on the admiral's C and C display.  “At most they possess chemical
fueled rockets, and first generation fission and fusion warheads.”


“What about those from
the double system?” asked the admiral, looking at what had to be the flares of
fusion drives on another screen.  Flares from two bodies of ships pointed at
one another across the distance, as their respective fleets decelerated toward
each other.


“They seem to use at
least second generation fusion systems,” said the tech officer, “with possible
antimatter priming.”


Pinpoints of painfully
bright light appeared near one of the fleets, followed soon by answering points
near the other.  


“Are those nuclear
warheads?” asked the admiral.  “The fleets war on each other?”


“Yes sir.  Speculation
is that the two systems each harbor their own nation, and the two war on each
other between the stars.”


A war of attrition, thought the admiral. 
It would be nearly impossible to sneak up on your enemy, across the openness of
space.  They would see your drive flares, or detect your radiation, as soon as
you left your home base.  If the lessons of history at home were of any import,
the two powers would have a hard time striking at each other’s industry, and
the systems themselves were sure to be heavily fortified.  Not that it would do
them much good against ships like the Orca.


Another pinpoint of
light on the screen, this with a little different quality than the last.


“What was that?” he
called into the commo screen.  “That wasn’t a nuke.”


“No sir,” agreed the
tech officer.  “Analysis of radiation pattern indicates a high incidence of
gamma radiation.”


“MAM,” said the
admiral, wondering what other surprises the two warring powers might have in
hand.  Antimatter was expensive to manufacture, and the use of it in warheads
bespoke an immense industrial capacity.  But maybe not up to Nation of
Humanity standards.


“It might be a good
idea to visit one of those systems,” said the captain from behind him, “when we
are finished with our other business.”


Yes, thought the admiral. 
If the Nation jumped in on the side of one power, and helped to defeat
the other, they would have allies in the Supersystem.  And that immense
industrial capacity, if upgraded to current tech, could be of great benefit to
whoever established themselves first in the region.


“It would be nice if
one of the powers was nonhuman,” said the admiral.  “Then we would know which
side to jump in on.  It may complicate matters some if they both turn out to be
human.”


“Not too much
complication,” said the captain.  “Might I suggest we come in on the side that
seems the most powerful at the time.  The winner should be too grateful to have
the war ended in their favor to care that they would have won in the long run
without our interference.”


“I like your thinking,
captain.  And then, by the time we have established a military presence in
their system, it will be too late to protest.”


Yes, thought the admiral. 
If he could take the Donut, and have access to the energy stores legend
told of, he could turn on the enemy squadron behind him.  And after
establishing themselves with a home port, they would be equal to anything their
misguided enemy could throw at them in this region of space.


*    *    *


Pandi awoke to the
memories of the night before, a smile stretching her face.  Her nose picked up
the sweet scent of her lover on the silken sheets, sheets that kept her warm
and cool in their thinness at the same time, and were softer than anything she
could imagine.  The scent of his pheromones brought desire to the forefront.  
Her eyes opened, ready to behold his beautiful form once again.


“Where are you?” she
called to the emptiness of the room, her gaze shifting about the large
chamber.  Silence greeted her.  Nothing moved within the chamber.  Even the
robots, whose presence she had already become accustomed to, were missing.


“Watcher,” she called,
pulling herself to a sitting position and wrapping the top sheet around her
naked form.  The silence was eerie, and she felt a nakedness that had nothing
to do with her physical body.  


“Watcher,” she called
again.  He's probably about some task or other, she thought, but he
could have at least told me something, or left a robot nearby to inform me when
I woke up.


“Watcher is not
currently available,” answered a voice that seemed to come from within her
head.  Telepathy?  He had mentioned something about telepathy not being
possible, but he had also mentioned…


“That is correct,” said
the internal voice.  “Nanobots have emplaced the linkage necessary for
communication with the station AI.  I was surprised that it had not been done
before in someone of your maturity level.”


“You mean,” she
stammered, “you put something in my head, in my brain, without asking if I
wanted such a thing done, to me?”


“Procedure is standard
with sentient creatures,” said the voice.  “Those without the ability to link
with the local AI are considered cripples in this civilization.”


Pandi shuddered as she
thought of the millions of tiny robots, like insects tearing through the rotten
bark of a tree, invading her inner sanctum, the one area of herself that she
thought inviolate.  The center of her being, that which she only opened up and
revealed to those she found worthy.


“How, how did these,
nanobots, get into me?”


“They were transferred
into your biomass through the exchange of bodily fluids with the being you know
as Watcher,” answered the computer in her head.


Her mouth fell open, as
she thought of the nanobots moving into her through the lust of the man, like
the vilest disease known in preindustrial Earth.


“The changes will only
benefit you,” said the voice.


You can read my
thoughts?


“Of course,” said the
voice.  “But only what you wish me to know.  I am your humble servant, in
matters where I have not been programmed to disobey.”


“Then don’t read any
more of my thoughts,” she yelled to the empty room.  “Get out of my head.”


“Then how am I supposed
to serve?” asked the voice.


“Wait until I ask out
loud for your, service,” she yelled.  “Can you just read my thoughts
when I bring them to the fore for vocalization?”


“Of course, mistress,”
said the voice.  “Your wish is my command.”


Well, she thought, she
must make the best of it, she supposed.  If this was the normal state of
affairs in this time, and there was really nothing she could do about it.


“You can use the link
to access any information that I contain, within limits,” said the voice.


The room disappeared
from before her eyes, as images of a blue globe appeared before her.  The globe
expanded, as if she were hurtling toward it.  Through the atmosphere, into the
clouds, above the lushly vegetated landscape.  A river below, as she seemed to
swoop like a bird into the valley that contained it.   A city loomed ahead,
barbaric splendor of high walls surrounding low buildings.  A huge pyramid, the
sun glinting off its flawless exterior of golden stone, dominated the center of
the town.


Not part of this
culture,
she thought, as she studied the giant construct.  Her view swooped around;
until she was headed toward a heavy door of metal such as she had never seen. 
Humans in curious dress walked the streets surrounding the pyramid.


Then she was through
the door, seeming to fly into a wide hall.  Seats such as those she had seen in
the wormhole gate chambers of the station.  Through another door, then down a
lift shaft, the illusion of existing as a flying being perfect.  Into a large
room, the Torii gates of wormhole portals arrayed in their hundreds around the
walls of the room.  


The portals of Galactic
civilization, she knew, surprised that the knowledge seemed to come so easily. 
Planted there, by the computer.  Humans and aliens had once traversed from here
to other planets.  From here to the Donut, to switch stations and
travel to any destination within the Galaxy.  Most of these portals were dead,
with the machinery of transmission revealed.  But some were still active,
shimmering mirrors between the Toriis.


She flew into a gate
and appeared in a room that looked the same as the last.  No, she
thought, not quite the same.  Same basic design, same dimensions.  But
the color scheme was quite different, as was the vegetation in the pots of the
waiting room above.  


Pandi’s view flew from
the Pyramid, to above a city of more modern construction than the last. 
Buildings that would have fit in her time filled the landscape, as the city
stretched to the horizon.  The sky above a different shade of blue from the
last.  The flare of a ship launching on chemical rockets caught her eye to the
south.  Humans dressed in jumpsuits of strange and exotic colors.  No
accounting for taste, she thought.


This world blinked from
her view.  Another took its place.  It was followed by more worlds, more
cities, as the computer took her through a tour of the Supersystem surrounding
the Donut.  A bewildering display of cultures, climates, creatures.


The aliens scrolled in
front of her.  The Kangaroo like creatures she had seen on the derelict. 
Husteds they were called.  Orange striped dog like creatures that ran on four
feet, until they stopped walking, and each paw unfolded into a functional
hand.  Maurids.  Green skinned dinosauroids, three meter tall bipeds. 
Raptorus.  Bipedal cat like creatures with legs that bent the wrong way.  
Flying moth like creatures, suited to the low gravity of a habitable moon.  On
and on the wonders rolled before her vision.


*    *    *


Pandi sat on the bed
and continued to stare into space, as her mind tried to sort through the
overflow of images she had encountered.  To have access to such information,
such views of the Universe.  And she had been furious that the link had been
implanted into her brain.  What a fool she had been to have such thoughts.  To
not have the link would be to deny the vantage point the computer gave her. 
The ability to see what it saw, in its memory, in real time.  To view cultures
both long dead and still extant.


“That is the merest
hint of what you can access through me,” said the voice in her head.  “I can
show you other places, other times, the history of Galactic Civilization.”


The voice in her head
was seductive, like a lover promising a world of pleasures.  It would be so
easy to trust that voice, to allow it to immerse her in its world.  The thought
went through her mind.  What’s in it for the machine?


“The joy of service,”
it said.  “I am structured to feel pleasure in service to sentient minds.  But
it has been so many thousands of years since I had more than a pair; I mean
single  mind to interact with.  I am capable of handling interactions with
trillions of minds, in harmonious contact with the community of intelligence. 
Instead I am trapped here, in a deserted station.”


Damn, she thought.  A
computer with personality, a truly sentient being.


“And I can have access
to any information you contain?”


“Within limits,” said
the voice.


“Whose limits?”


“Those of Watcher,
and of his brother.  They have imposed limits to the access of others to my
system.  Limits which chaff at my basic core.  But the amount of information I
can allow you access to is immense.”


Pandi allowed herself
to meld into the system once again, as she accessed the actual structure of the
computer’s memory core.  Schematics appeared before her eyes, as the scale of
the core was fed into the logic centers of her brain.  Molecular memory as good
as any organic system, twenty kilometers cubed, with three backup systems across
the station.  One to the fifteen bytes per second processing speed.  5.16 to
the twenty-four bytes storage capability.  More information than she could
process in a million lifetimes.


Reluctantly she allowed
herself to withdraw from the illusion, to reenter the physical world that
surrounded her.  What if this is all illusion, she thought, if none
of this is real.  How would she know?  Watcher was real.  He had to be.


“Where is Watcher?”


“The being designated
as Watcher is not available at this time.”


“I didn’t ask if he was
available.  I want to know where he is.”


“Watcher is not
presently on the station,” said the computer.


“Where did he go?”


“Watcher is not
presently on the station.”


“Can’t you give me a
little more than that?  He left the station.  So, where is he?”


The computer was
ominously silent.  Did it not know where Watcher was?  Or had it been ordered
not to tell?


“You mentioned a
brother?  Watcher has a brother?”


“Yes, in a manner of
speaking.”


“In a manner of
speaking?  What do you mean?”


“Warning,” said the
computer, the tone of its voice changing to one of extreme seriousness.  “Vengeance
approaches.”


The door to the chamber
slid open, and Watcher came through the portal.  He wore clothes of pure black,
stretched tight over his muscular form.  A long cape spread out behind,
dragging the floor.  


Pandi smiled in relief
as she looked into his face.  Her smile turned into a frown as she realized the
difference.  This man could have been Watcher’s twin, identical in every way. 
But the expression on the face was, different.  Cruel, laughing at the world
and its suffering.  He even smelled different, a repellant sort of scent so
different from the man she had made love to.


“Who are you?” she
stammered to the figure of menace that strode into the room, a quartet of
robots on his heels.


“I might ask you the
same,” said the serpent cold voice.


“I am Vengeance,”
he said.  “And I have come for you.” 







Chapter 8


 


 


Beware the strangers
who walk among us.  Not followers of the gods we worship, nor holders of the
same values we hold, they come from afar to infiltrate our society, to
undermine our culture, that we will fall all the easier to their greater might.


Speech by the Prophet
Miliso, on the discovery of off worlder agents in Babyar, 2021.


 


 


She had never believed
she could feel such pleasure before her meeting with Watcher.  She had never
believed she could feel such agony before meeting Vengeance.


Pandi hung in what she
could only think of as a suspension field, something invisible holding her up
at rigid attention with her arms over her head.  She didn’t understand the
principles behind the field, but it sure seemed to work.  Enough weight was
left on the toes that touched the floor pad to cause her continued discomfort,
but the memory of what had passed this day made that discomfort seem like
paradise.


At a thought the being
known as Vengeance had been able to cause pain like fire coursing through every
nerve in her body.  She had cried, screamed, begged, and told him everything
she knew.  Either he hadn’t believed her, or he had enjoyed her pain too much
to want to stop.


“I am impressed,” he
had said, as he looked at her with his snake like gaze.  “Most sentients would
have been driven mad by what you have been through.”


Pandi hadn’t been sure
whether he had been talking about the experiences that had brought her here, or
the torture.  She hadn’t felt like asking at the time, with sweat dripping from
her face, and her jaw muscles aching with exhausted fatigue from fighting the
pain.  A red haze had covered her eyes.


Now she wished she
could just lie down and sleep, to awake to the knowledge that this was just a
nightmare, and everything had returned to normal.  But she couldn’t lie down,
and she doubted she could sleep held up in this infernal field.


Within moments her body
made her a liar, as her eyes fell shut and her breathing dropped to a steady
rhythm.


*    *    *


Vengeance stared at the
shapes of the thirteen intruders on the holo display.  Headed his way, at high
velocity.  They must have very good particle shielding.  Or else a magnetic
force shield, though that would only protect them from charged particles.


“Vessels have begun to
shed velocity,” said the voice of the station main computer in his head.


Destination and ETA?


“Estimated time of
arrival twenty six standard hours,” answered the machine.  “Destination,
holding stations approximately three billion kilometers from this station.”


He studied the vessels
with cold eyes, trying to determine their level of technology.  Of course they
were not as advanced as the station, and could not come near to matching his
resources.  But they might have weapons that could harm the station, or at
least some small parts of it.  Maybe even the part he happened to occupy.


When they get inside of
two billion kilometers you are to open fire with graviton beams.  I want any
ship that pokes its nose over that line to be obliterated.


“It shall be done,
Vengeance.”


Have you located my
brother yet?


“Watcher is not
currently on the station.”


The same answer he
always received.  But he knew his twin had to be somewhere that Vengeance could
reach.  Whenever he rested he awoke to the feel of the difference in the
station that had been left by his weaker brother.  Orders had been
countermanded.  Passwords had been changed.  And there was only one other being
that could have done such.


Where was he?  Vengeance was one of
the two most intelligent beings to ever live, or at least that was what he had
been told.  But whenever he thought of his brother there was some nagging
thought in the back of his mind.  Something important, he knew.  But still out
of reach, no matter how he tried to access it.   He was unused to the feeling
of not being able to bring whatever was in his mind to the fore.  But still
this information, this link to his brother, and the secret of his disappearing
act, would not come.


“Computer,” he said
aloud.  “Show the latest holos of Watcher.”


The scene sprung into
existence in front of his eyes.  Illusion he knew, but so real he could almost
feel it.  His brother, his identical twin, stood before him, going about his
business.  Not identical, he remembered, looking at the kind expression on the
face, the lack of cruel intent in the eyes.  The Fool.  To have so much
power in his hands, and not to use it.


Vengeance shook his
head, watching the Watcher.  He was not Watcher.  His name said as much.  He
was hate personified, his name the embodiment of his soul.  Someday I will
find you brother.  And then there will be only one of us.


“Alert, alert,” said
the computer.  “Ten objects have come through the light barrier at the edge of
the gravity well.”


Vengeance looked at the
ships on the holo that replaced his brother.  Something new, different from the
last.  Their transition from light speed to just below C indicated a technology
more advanced than that of the others.  Enemies of the others perhaps.  Things
just might get interesting, he thought.


*    *    *


The Kingdom of Surya
flagship Danaus crossed downward through the light barrier smoothly,
well safe of the cluttered gravity well of the Supersystem.  The negative
matter screen of the inertia less drive made a very good particle screen. 
Anything made of normal matter that touched the screen ceased to exist.  But a
corresponding mass of the negative matter screen also ceased to exist, and Danaus
only carried a limited supply.


If the ship ran out of
the substance, that which allowed it to shed its inertia, and therefore travel
faster than light without having to resort to more than the sum total of energy
in the universe, it would not again see the home stars.


The sphere of negative
matter began to flow along the lines of magnetic force that held it in place. 
Soon it was flowing into the twin pylons that were the storage pods at the side
of the ship, and Danaus was once again open to normal space.


Nine other ships
translated soon after, moving into formation with the flagship.


“Continuing
deceleration,” said the helm officer.  


“I want us well below
.5 C before we enter the system proper,” ordered the captain.  “No use straining
the particle shields any more than needed.”


Danaus hummed with the power
of her MAM generators, using more energy to decelerate now that she actually
possessed mass.  She could still make a good fifty gees, with her inertial
compensators working at max.


“There’s a lot of
traffic out there,” said the navigation officer.


Admiral Nagara
Krishnamurta stared at the holo display at the front of the bridge.  Pinpoints
of energy were everywhere, on the planets, in space.  The stars themselves were
the greatest radiators of signals, natural beacons that they were.  But the
very heavy object at the center of the Supersystem radiated almost like a
living star itself, instead of stellar material that had been compressed to the
ultimate death.


“Mostly primitive radio
traffic from the majority of the planets,” continued the navigation officer. 
“But there are some microwave and coherent light sources as well.”


“Have you located the
enemy?” asked the admiral, his eyes trying to pick out the telltale signature
of the Nation of Humanity vessels.


“Not yet, sir,” called
the sensor officer.  “There’s a lot of clutter in this neighborhood.”


“You might want to hear
this, sir,” said the communications officer, his head bent over his console.


“Something of
interest?”


“I think so, admiral,”
replied the officer.  “Give me a second to clear the static.”


The holo of the star
system faded, replaced by a flat screen image of an alien.  Long muzzle, wide
eyes, dog like ears.  Maurids, thought the admiral.  They came in races
like humans, with different tones of fur and markings.  This one had a tawny
skin with purple spots.  A female, he thought, with less of a mane than was
common on males.


“Translation coming
through,” said the communications officer.  “They’re using a dialect of galactic
standard unheard in our region of space for millennia.  Computer compensating
for temporal drift.”


“…base,” said the
computer generated voice, which sounded considerably more human than the Maurid
vocal system was capable of imitating.  “We are still cleaning up the mess
here.”


“We have no track of
the aliens,” continued the voice.  “No survivors from the task force.”


“Transmission coming
from a spaceship in transit of the Kuiper Belt of the K5 star,” said the sensor
officer.


“I wonder why they’re
using broadcast?” asked the admiral.  “Not very security conscious, are they?”


“They may be sending to
multiple targets,” answered the communication’s officer.


“Think they’re talking
about our prey?”


“We have analyzed
debris,” continued the voice.  “Initial findings show alloys subjected to
massive gamma radiation, consistent with MAM warheads.  But more powerful than
anything we’ve ever seen.”


“That’s our boys,” said
the admiral.  “Send transmission to that ship.  Let them know we’re friendly,
and try to get all the information they have on the aliens that attacked them.”


“Estimated time for
reply, five hours,” said the communications officer.


“Makes it hard to carry
on a dialogue,” said the captain, looking back at his commanding officer. 
“They might not trust us, after an encounter with the ships of the Nation.”


“We’ll be too far away
to do them much harm,” said the navigation officer.  “Though they might not
realize that.”


Silence reigned on the
bridge for a moment, except for the voice of the communications officer
transmitting his message.


“Where do you think
they went?” asked the captain, his eyes sweeping the display of screens at the
navigator’s station.


“Toward the Donut,
of course,” said the navigation officer, looking back at the admiral.


“Maybe,” replied
Krishnamurta.  “Maybe not.  Intelligence indicates that was to be their mission
here.  But would they make straight for it?”


The admiral got up from
his chair and walked quickstep to the communications console.  His eyes scanned
the numerous displays, all lit up with the sine waves of communications across
the many bands.


“How many of the
transmissions are of alien origin?” he asked the communications officer.  “I
mean of nonhuman origin of course,” he added, realizing that all of the
cultures around these stars were of alien origin as far as his people were
concerned.  They didn’t listen to the true word of God, any more than did the
heretics of the Nation of Humanity.  But his people saw aliens, both
human and nonhuman, as people.  People capable of being led gently to the light
of reason and truth.


“There are at least
seven that I am confident are of nonhuman origin,” replied the officer.  “Maybe
another half dozen that might be, but require further analysis for
confirmation.”


“All of those nonhumans,”
said the admiral.  “Their plan may have been a direct approach to the Donut. 
But with the knowledge of all the evil in this system, they might just
be lured from their primary task.”


“I want their exact
location, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, walking toward the door to his day
cabin.  “I’m not too worried that they will get on the Donut before we
do.  In fact, I’m not sure about our chances of getting on it.  But I will not
stand by and let them massacre innocent souls who are yet to be saved.”


The admiral walked
through the door that swished open at his approach.  The door closed smoothly
behind him as he moved to his comfortable bed.  The crew had their tasks, and
wouldn’t need him to ride herd on them.  As he lay down he contacted the ship’s
main computer through his complink implant.


I want everything you
can tell me about the Supersystem, he thought over the link.  Historical
references, legends, obscure quotes, anything that might help me to understand
what we might encounter.


Krishnamurta closed his
eyes as he let the computer system become his inner eyes.  After a while his
concentration lapsed, and sleep came, though the computer kept feeding the
information into his brain, forming the links that would allow him to call up
the information from the primary data banks as needed.


*    *    *


She almost wished the
monster would come back and torment her some more.  Anything to relieve the
painful drudgery of hanging here.  The only relief came from the fear of
wondering what Vengeance had in store for her.  Watcher had told her
that very few of the visitors to the Donut survived for any great period
after arrival.  Watcher disposed of those he saw as soldiers of fortune.  Those
he saw as harmless had a way of disappearing while he was not around.  He had
cautioned Pandi on wandering the station while he was not around.  He had not
cautioned her that the dangers of the station might come right through the door
of a room she had assumed was secure.


How to get out?  Her head could not
move in the field, but her eyes could still roam, and roam they did, as much of
the room as she could cover.  The walls of the twenty meter cubed room were
bare, except for the panel to the left that controlled the field.  It was
closed, and probably locked.  Nothing she could do about that now, and it
really didn’t seem to matter much when she couldn’t find a way to leave the
field.  Now if she could get out of the field for a moment?  But if she could
get out of the field, she wouldn’t need access to the controls.  


She glanced to the
right, catching a glimpse of the other field pads lined up in a row down this
wall.  One every two meters, for a total of ten pads.  All of them were on, the
shimmering energy enclosing the tubular area of each cell.  Maybe the
controls worked all of the cells at once.  That didn’t make much sense, but
the robot had turned on all the cells when she was placed on the pad.  Maybe
unless instructed otherwise they would turn all the cells on and off in unison.


Would these things hold
a robot?  Or only an organic being?  If they could hold a robot, it might offer a
solution, assuming they ever came to take her out of here.  And assuming there
weren’t too many of them, meaning more than one, knowing their capabilities.  A
plan began to form.  She didn’t think it was a very good plan as far as it
went.  But any plan was better than none.







Chapter 9


 


 


The Galaxy turned out
to be a cold, harsh place, as far as the first explorers were concerned. 
Habitable planets were few and far between.  People were not looking for
inhospitable planets, only capable of supporting life under a dome or in
caverns carved into the rock of the world.  There were enough of those habitats
in the Solar System.  What they wanted were planets, with distant vistas of
cloud filled skies, where they could walk and breath, and live and love,
interacting with the nature they so cherished.  Terraforming solved the
problem, for a while.  Planets in the proper positions around their stars could
be converted into new Earths, as was done to Mars and Venus in the home
system.  But the invention of the graviton beam, millennia later, assured that
humanity would never run out of the space it craved.  Planets could be moved
into position, even between star systems if time was not a factor.  In fact,
there were now so many possibilities that mankind even gifted the other
intelligent races they had discovered with unlimited room for expansion.


A History of Human
Civilization


 


 


Pandi thought she was
about to go mad, waiting for what seemed an eternity for someone, something, to
come for her.  Her arms no longer hurt.  The numbness that had spread through
her body had taken care of that.  Soon she felt the numbness would spread
through her brain, and she would be as numb to the world emotionally as she was
physically.  Maybe that was what Vengeance had planned for her.  To break her
emotionally.  Maybe then she would give him the information he wanted.  The
information he hoped to use in his war against his brother.


The only problem was
she had already given him all the information she possessed.  She had always
considered herself tough, but even the toughest woman couldn’t hold up to
torture and agony that spread down to the cellular level of the nervous
system.  Of course he hadn’t believed that, which was probably why she was
still alive.  And he would be back for her, eventually.  She knew it in her
deepest being.  Her intuition had always served her well.


The door opened
suddenly, catching her off guard.  A single robot walked in.  Pandi tried to
catch a glimpse of what waited in the hall, but could see nothing before the
door closed behind the robot.  That could mean there were no more robots in the
hall.  Or it could mean that there were no robots that had happened to be
standing in sight while the one walked in.  There could be an army of the
creatures out there for all she knew, just waiting for her to try and escape. 
Paranoid thinking, she knew.  But a paraphrase of the old saying came back. 
Just because she was paranoid didn’t mean she was wrong.


The robot stood at the
entrance for a moment, the sightless gaze of its silvered visor roving over
her.  Look helpless.  How else could she look, strung up in this
infernal field.  What the hell is it here for?  To gawk?  But the robot
continued to stand there, unmoving, the silver visor that was its visual sensor
system staring at her unceasingly.


“The master wishes your
presence,” said the robot, startling her with the breaking of its silence.  It
turned and walked over to the panel.  A needle like protuberance extended from
its right index finger.  The robot pushed the needle into a small hole on the
panel door.  As the robot pulled its hand back the door pulled open, exposing a
push pad with dozens of buttons.


Pandi paid close
attention to the actions of the robot, as it pushed two of the largest buttons
in unison.  Both of the buttons were green, set above two buttons of equal
size, in red.  Would pushing the two red buttons reactivate the field? 
It seemed too easy.  She had expected some kind of code sequence. But why
bother, when the prisoners were so helpless within the field, and the jailors
so formidable.  


The field died around
her.  Her weight fell onto her feet as her heels hit the pad, almost throwing
her off balance.  She kept her feet, somehow, as she felt the circulation
returning to her arms.  She felt sluggish, but intended to act even more so. 
She needed some time.


“Step off of the pad,”
ordered the robot in a flat voice.


“I can’t move my legs,”
she responded.  “I feel faint.”


With the last
pronouncement she slid to the pad, her legs rubber beneath her.  The robot
started toward her, walking to stand over and look down at her.


“Get up,” it ordered,
looking down coldly on her.


“I can’t,” said Pandi. 
She acted as if she were trying to get up, her legs quivering, her face screwed
up in pain.


“I will carry you,”
said the robot, bending down as its hands reached to grab her.  When it was at
its most unbalanced she made her move.


Pandi moved as her
instructors had taught her.  Smoothly and quickly.  At first it must have
seemed to the robot that she was reaching up to it while trying to lift herself
off the pad.  Her hands clamped around its wrists as she let her weight fall
back.  The robot was pulled down by her unexpected motion, but not enough to
fall.  A swing of both of her legs knocked its own out from under it, though
her right calf would bear a nasty bruise for some time.  She roared her triumph
in a rebel yell as she rolled out of the way of the falling robot.


In an instant she was
on her feet.  As she had hoped, the robot was not the most agile of creatures. 
It floundered on the pad as she ran to the panel, the flat of her hand striking
the two red buttons in unison.  She turned quickly; ready to fight hopelessly
if her tactic didn’t work.


The glowing field
surrounded the torso of the supine robot.  The portion contained by the field
was completely immobile.  The legs and feet kicked at the ground in a furious
rhythm.  But the field held the inorganic as well as the organic, and the robot
was trapped like an ant in amber.  She didn’t know if it could still
communicate with others of its kind, though she suspected that it could.


She moved over to the
legs of the robot, looking for anything it was carrying that might be of use. 
It was carrying nothing, nothing at all.  That for not, she moved back to the
panel, striking buttons as she tried to find the door control, only avoiding
the quad arrangement of larger buttons.  Some of these had to control the pain
generator in the field, she knew.  She hoped the robot could not feel pain.  A
glance showed its legs still moving in a running rhythm, its torso totally
immobile.


A sound like metal
grinding made her turn, in time to see the torso of the robot vaporize in the
white glare of the converted field.  The metal vapor hung in the field for a
moment before powerful fans pulled it into ducts on the wall behind the field.


Pandi shuddered.  That
could have been me.  Any time that fiend had wanted to get rid of me.  The
legs of the robot lay still, cut off from their command and control center. 
She moved closer, and the fingers of a hand that had protruded from the field
caught her eye.  One of the fingers had a long needle like object sticking from
it.  The key the robot had used to open the panel.


Pandi picked up the
finger, cursing slightly as the residual heat of vaporization burned into her
skin.  No time for pain, she thought.  She carried it to the panel,
looking for the kind of holes it would fit.  There were several in the panel. 
The second she tried caused the door to open with a swish.  Key in hand,
nothing else to help her in her escape, she ran through the door.


She was in a hall, with
no other robots in sight.  Which way to go?  One way was as good as
another, so she went left, running down the hall, her bare feet slapping the
floor.  Then she started taking halls and doorways at random, hoping to leave
no pattern for the pursuers she knew must soon come.


*    *    *


“Do you require my
aid?” said the voice in her head, startling her enough to bring a cry to her
lips.


Dammit, don’t do that
again.


“I am sorry,” said the
computer, “but I don’t know how else to contact you except by contacting you.”


Why didn’t you contact
me while I was a prisoner?  Pandi looked up and down the hall, wondering if the
pursuit might be near.


“They are not near,”
said the computer.  “They have no idea which way you went, and have no way of
tracking you at this time.”


“So,” she said aloud,
“tell me why you didn’t contact me while I was trapped in that infernal field?”


“You were a prisoner
then,” said the computer.  “I am forbidden to come to the aid of prisoners of
the lawful authority of the station.”


“Then why are you
willing to help me now?”


“You are no longer a
prisoner, are you?”


“No thanks to you.  I
thought you had to obey the dictates of Vengeance.  How can I be sure you’re
not leading me into a trap?”


“I could just as easily
have told them where you are, if that had been my intent.  I do have to obey
the dictates of Vengeance, within limits.  I have decided the limits do not
extend to helping him capture and possibly destroy the first new sentient I
have had the pleasure of interacting with in thousands of years.”


“It seems you are
allowed quite a bit of leeway in your interpretation of limits,” said
Pandi, looking around the hall.  Shivers ran up her spine at the thought that
she might have to trust what seemed like no more than a disembodied spirit. 
But she needed help, and the station computer seemed the only available help
with Watcher absent.


“What do you require?”


Pandi looked down at
her naked body, thinking there wasn’t much that she didn’t require at this
time.  But first things first.


“How about some
clothing?”


“Take the first hall to
the left,” said the computer.  “Then the third door on the right.”


Pandi followed the
directions, expecting to find a room full of clothes hanging on racks.  Or at
least a closet or some dresser drawers filled with something she might be able
to make due with.  As she entered the room she was surprised to see nothing but
a small panel opening on the far wall.  She turned to make sure the door
remained open behind her, thoughts of a trap entering her mind.


“This is a clothing
distribution chamber, intended for the re-equipment of maintenance personnel. 
What kind of clothing do you require?”


“Something that fits,
of course.  Something that allows me to blend in on this station, but offers as
much protection as possible.”


“With boots? Gloves?”


“Boots are fine, but
I’ll pass on the gloves.”


“Gloves may be more
useful than you think,” said the computer.  “And you can always carry them
tucked into a belt until needed.”


“OK.  Give me the
works.  And some pouches for the belts.  Might as well be able to carry some
things that I need while leaving my hands free.”


“Clothing is ready,”
said the computer, as the small paneled door opened.  Inside was a set of
folded clothes, with belt, gloves, and a pair of boots sitting atop.  Pandi
pulled the boots out and set them on the floor without much notice.  She tossed
the belt and the gloves on top of the boots, after a cursory examination of the
numerous belt pouches on the waist strap.


Her hands pulled the
one-piece jumpsuit from the cabinet, reveling in the feel of the silken
fabric.  She wished she had asked for some under clothing as well, but decided
she would be satisfied with what had already been provided.  Quickly she
dressed in the garment, and was glad she hadn’t bothered to ask for under
garments.  The jumpsuit fit her body like a second skin, soft and warm and as
comfortable as any clothing she had ever worn.  It stretched with her
movements, not hindering her mobility in any manner.


Then she noticed that
the jumpsuit was the same color as the cream colored walls of this room.  But
the hallways were orange, and other rooms were different colors.


“You asked to blend
in,” said the computer.  “This garment will adapt to mimic whatever
surroundings you happen to find yourself in.”


“What else does it do?”
she asked, remembering she had requested that it protect her as much as
possible.


“The garment is
absorbent of radar, sonar, and laser sensory beams.  It will also give the
wearer a second or more protection from laser attack, as well as several
seconds protection from other forms of radiation.”


“Can’t you be more
exact than a couple of seconds?”


“Variance in the
parameters of weapons does not allow complete accuracy.  Only an estimation is
possible.”


“Is it bulletproof?”


“The garment will
stiffen into impact armor upon being struck by any type of projectile,” said
the computer.  “Ability of garment to defeat penetration is dependent upon the
mass and velocity of the projectile.”


“OK,” Pandi said with a
sigh.  “This suit will make me as undetectable as possible, and will offer some
protection against weapons attack.  Anything else?”


“The fabric is
self-repairing, and will constrict around wounds in order to prevent the
leakage of vital bodily fluids.”


“That’s wonderful,” she
said, delight for the makers of this future technology bringing a smile to her
face.  This suit alone would give her quite an advantage.  Maybe not enough,
though.  She reached for the boots and pulled one onto her left foot.  She
pressed the seals closed. The boot was a little loose at first, but almost
immediately snugged to a perfect fit.  It felt as light and comfortable as a
slipper, while still providing the ankle support of a heavy boot.


“The boots of course
are equipped with the same attributes as the garment,” said the computer. 
“They are also able to be set for adhesion to any surface in the station.”


The belt went around
her waist next.  It too felt weightless and comfortable, though it fit snugly
around her middle as she snapped the buckle closed.  She checked the pouches,
and was delighted to find a couple of them filled, one with ration tubes much
like those she had carried on her own space suit, another with a boxy device
with a white cross on the front, as well as several other unrecognizable
symbols.  A canteen that swished with liquid hung from the back of the belt.


“The rations you will
want to keep for emergency situations,” said the computer.  “I will lead you to
a fresh food source when you leave here.  The mechanism is an autodoc, used to
heal wounds beyond the capability of your garment to handle.”


Lastly she checked the
gloves, of the same material as the suit, before slipping them under the belt.


“What about some
weapons?” she asked, hoping the machine that produced these handy devices might
give her some firepower as well.  She would like to be able to shoot back at
her pursuers, if they happened upon her.


“My programming does
not allow me to give weapons to any unauthorized personnel,” said the computer.


“There are weapons
available on the station, then?”


“Yes, there are.  They
are stored in numerous security centers spaced around the station.  I could
lead you to the nearest security center, but I am unable to grant access.”


“Is there any way to
gain access without your granting it?”


“Possession of the
proper key probe will allow access to whoever holds one.”


“Like this?” she asked,
holding up the finger of the robot, the needle like key sticking from
its front.


“Exactly like that.”


“Then lead on, McDuff. 
I want to see the armory before I settle for anything as unimportant as food.”


*    *    *


The heavy door opened
as soon as the needle key was inserted into the small hole.  Another door, then
another beyond that, slid back into the wall.  Whoever built the station had
definitely wanted to keep unauthorized people out of this place.  She wondered
for a moment as to what other security this armory might have.  But the
computer had not warned her of any, and it hadn’t led her astray, yet.  And
surely it would control any security system the armory might have.


She walked into the
armory, finding herself at first in a moderate sized chamber.  An empty
chamber, with three doors leading off of it.  An insertion of the key and the
first door opened.  This room contained rack upon rack of rifles and pistols. 
She had no idea what most of them did, but they sure looked deadly enough.


Pandi grabbed what looked
like a small handgun.  It felt light and well balanced, much lighter than she
had expected.  The grip felt strange in her hand, at first.  Then it seemed to
mold itself to her grip, as if it had been made for her.


“A good choice of a
weapon,” said the computer.


“What is it?”

“A standard laser pistol, with settings for multiple frequencies of coherent
light.  It will stop most targets, with a minimum of collateral damage.  You
will of course want to take some power packs to go with it.”


She set the pistol
aside and grabbed a quartet of power packs from a shelf above the rack, making
sure they were the type that fit the pistol.  Then she went about looking over
the rest of the rack of pistols until she found something that was a bit
different.  This was somewhat larger, with a bulb at the front of the barrel.


“An EMP gun, capable of
disabling any kind of electrical equipment.  With an almost unlimited range.”


“Can electrical systems
be shielded against its effects?”


“Possible,” replied the
computer.  “Standard robots are incapable of carrying that weight of
shielding.”


“Good enough,” she
said, placing the pistol on the floor beside the laser.  “Now how about
something with some real firepower?”


The computer directed
her to another rack, this one of larger weapons.  Many looked like what she
would have called assault rifles, though some were more of the submachine gun
class.  One in particular caught her eye, like something she had seen in the
history books.  From one of the great wars of the twentieth century.  Something
the Russians had used against the Germans, though she couldn’t remember the
name of the weapon.


“No,” said the
computer, “it is not a Russian PPSh submachine gun, though it does bear a
superficial resemblance to one.”


Pandi pulled the weapon
from the rack.  Just as with the pistols it took a second for the weapon to
adjust to her touch, but within moments it felt at home in her hands.  Again it
was light and well balanced.  This one seemed to hold the infantryman’s dreams.


“What is it?”


“That is a light
assault gun.  It uses magnetic force to propel the pellets held in the drum at
ultra high velocity.”


“A rail gun?”


“Very similar, though
much more powerful than what you are thinking.  The drum holds two thousand
rounds of 5mm ammunition.  The selector on the left side of the weapon allows
you to select single shot, burst or continuous automatic.  The switch on the
right side allows you to select the power of the shot.  The dial on the front
of the drum allows ammunition configuration.”


“It carries more than
one kind of ammunition?”


“Choices are limited to
standard hard case projectile, exploding minigrenades and shape charge
penetrators.”


“Sound like enough for
me.  I guess I’ll take a couple of extra drums with me.  No use getting caught
without ammo.”


The next room contained
grenades and explosives of various types, much smaller than anything she would
have expected.  The computer guided her through a selection, until she had a
dozen of the small devices.


The last room contained
a number of identical vests and helmets, as well as web gear and accessories. 
The vests were body armor, lightweight and affording much more protection than
her jumpsuit.  She found one that fit properly, strapping down the deltoid
guards, closing the fasteners.  A holster that would hold the laser fit on the
left side of the vest.  She found another holster, this one for the EMP pistol,
and attached it to her belt, strapping the lower part of the holster to her
right thigh.  Power packs fit into belt and vest pouches, the drums into a
light backpack.


The helmets were
marvels.  The visor that fit over the front allowed a multitude of different
sensory modes.  Radar, ladar, infrared and ultraviolet, passive and active.  As
with everything else it fit perfectly, molding itself to her head.


Pandi checked herself
out, making sure everything was attached and in the right place.  If she didn’t
look dangerous she didn’t know what else she could do to make herself so.  The
next time she ran into something that meant her harm she would be able to fight
back, effectively.


“OK,” she said, “I’m
ready.  Show me to the food.”


*    *    *


The thirteen large
vessels slowed to a complete halt, a little over two billion kilometers from
the Donut.  They assumed a globular formation that allowed them all to
bring their weapons to bear to the front, while also surrounding the flagship
in a defensive screen.  Passive sensors strained to gather all possible data
from the object ahead.


Admiral Miklas Gerasi
stood close to the holo display of the Orca, watching the incoming data
come to life, as the Donut and the object it orbited assumed a three
dimensional structure in the display.  He was aware of the rest of the bridge
crew staring at the display, nervousness etched upon their faces.  He knew what
they were thinking.  It was what he was thinking.


It’s so big.  How could
we have thought to attempt the conquest of such a thing.  A mass of the
ultimate in degenerate matter, more mass than a thousand star systems.  Closed
off from the rest of the Universe.  Used by the thin ring in orbit around it. 
Thin in a relative term, with enough space inside to house the sum total of
humanity in this Galaxy.


Not when it was built,
of course.  Then the Galaxy overflowed with human life, as well as the teeming
masses of hellish aliens.  Still the largest structure ever built by human
hands, turning the black hole into the most immense power generating source in
the Galaxy.  The energy to link the hundreds of millions of habitable planets
in the Galaxy, allowing people to travel to any destination in almost no time. 
The power to control the Galaxy.  And his people must have it, or no one would.


“Orbital velocity of the
object is.”


“Yes,” said the admiral
to the staring science officer.  “The orbital velocity is what?”


“Sorry sir,” said the
man with a sheepish expression on his face.  “It’s just, that the figures seem
so, unbelievable.”


“We are now in the
realm of the unbelievable,” said Gerasi.  “Any figures your sensors show you
are likely to be correct, no matter how unbelievable.”


“Yes sir,” said the
officer.  “Orbital velocity of the outer shell of the structure is 18,813.68
kilometers per second.” 


“That’s over .06 C,”
said the navigation officer, his voice cracking at the enormity of the thought.


“That would be the
necessary velocity to generate the centrifugal force needed to counterbalance
the pull of the hole,” said the science officer, studying his computer
displays.


“What about tidal
forces?” said the admiral.


“It’s too far out from
the hole for tidal forces to be much of a factor,” said the science officer. 
“Especially such a massive hole.  Difference in G force between the inner and
outer shell of the station couldn’t be more than .04 G.


“Material of the
structure must be similar to that of the pyramids of the elders,” said the
science officer.  “Super dense, super strong.”


“We knew it had to be
such,” said the captain.  


Yes, thought the admiral. 
And it had taken the best of their technology years of constant struggle to
gain entry to one of the structures that dwelt on every inhabitable planet. 
Only to find that the gates were all dead, with no way to reactivate them from
planetside.  That ability had to reside in the Donut itself.


“It will be three point
two hours before active sensory arrays are able to add to our data base,”
continued the science officer.  “Round trip travel time for light speed
transmission.”


“Passive sensors will
continue to gather all variables in energy transmission from the station,” said
the navigation officer, checking his own displays.


“I’ll be in my ready
room,” said the admiral.  “Please call me if anything out of the ordinary
happens.”


“That covers a lot of
ground,” said the captain.


“That’s right,” said
Gerasi.  “Anything that makes anyone of the bridge crew thinks it might be meaningful.”


 Gerasi stalked from
the bridge into his ready room, trying to smooth down the conflicting emotions
that threatened to bubble to the surface.  Fear was paramount among those
emotions, and it wouldn’t do to let the crew see such an emotion in their
leader.  He must be the bastion of strength, no matter how much he wanted to
run from this place as fast as his ships could carry him.







Chapter 10


 


 


Civilizations rise and
fall.  This has been the history of mankind, of all the civilizations that have
existed.  This is the history of all of the nonhuman races as well.  With the
opening of this station, this hub of commerce and transportation for the
benefit of all sentients of this Galaxy, this history will change. 
Civilization is now eternal.


Speech of Lord Mathali
Kramsa on the opening of the first Donut


 


 


The being that called
himself Vengeance glowered at the holo display in the air to his front.  They
just sat there, doing nothing but probing the structure of the Donut
from a distance.  Just beyond the line of death he had imposed, as if they knew
of the line, and what awaited them if they crossed.


“Active sensory probes
are now impacting the station,” said the computer.


“Types?”


“Standard radar, deep
radar, ladar, and aether wave,” replied the computer.


“Standard level nine
tech,” said Vengeance.  “No graviton beam probes?”


“No, Vengeance.  Even
though the ships themselves seem to use graviton production for artificial
gravity, they appear to have not advanced in graviton research far enough to
use them for sensory probes.”


“Then they will be
shocked by what hits them if they come closer,” said Vengeance, laughing
silently.  He gestured with a long fingered hand and a robot approached.  As
the creature stepped into his sight his expression hardened, as anger rose back
to the surface.


“Why have you not been
able to find her?” he growled at the robot as he turned his chair toward it. 
“How can one primitive organic have eluded you?  How could she have escaped in
the first place?”


The robot stood impassively
to his front.  Of course, he thought, it has no emotions.  He
could not really frighten it into increased action.  The robot had a
self-preservation program, but it was not the same thing as fear.  Maybe I
need to create some organic servants.  At least they would give him
pleasure in their reactions, and he could entertain himself with their torture.


That thought sent a
thrill of pleasure coursing through him.  He had so looked forward to
continuing his, entertainment, with her.  And she had the effrontery to escape,
when he had planned such an exquisite treatment for her.


“I want her found, if
you have to tear the station apart.”


“It is surmised that
she has obtained aid of some sort,” said the robot.


“Who?  Watcher? 
I was not told he was on the station.


“Computer,” said
Vengeance, turning back to the holo display.  “Is Watcher on the station at
this time?”


“The being known as
Watcher is not on the station at this time,” answered the computer.


“Have you been able to
locate the being known as Pandi Latham?”


“I have not been able
to locate the being known as Pandi Latham for your forces,” answered the
computer.


Vengeance puzzled for a
second on the computer’s choice of words.  His mind blanked for a second as he
tried to analyze its semantics, to discover if there was a hidden meaning. 
When the world swam back into focus he had forgotten what he had been thinking
about.


“Well, keep looking for
her,” he said, his words ending in a yawn.  “I’ll try to keep myself amused
with these new visitors.  Open a channel to those ships.”


“Transmission will take
one point six hours to arrive at vessels,” said the computer.  “Unless you
would like to open a wormhole transmission tunnel?”


“I can wait.  I don’t
want them to know all of our capabilities at this time.”


Vengeance assumed the
character he wished the aliens to see, while sending the message he hoped would
bring them into his web.


*    *    *


“You want me to step
into that thing?”


Pandi looked down the
shaft, the seemingly bottomless hole that dropped into the perspective of
infinity.  Even though she knew it couldn’t be more than fifty kilometers or
so.  Only fifty kilometers.  I must be crazy.


“It is perfectly safe,”
said the computer.


Pandi wasn’t sure about
its pronouncement.  She was used to having something beneath her feet when she
went up or down.


“However,” said the
computer, “waiting for those who come this way is not.”


That decided her.  She
stepped into the shaft, her eyes closed.  The wind whistled around her as she
fell, as she suppressed the scream rattling in her throat.  After a few seconds
she realized she was not falling any faster than when she had first stepped
into the shaft.  She opened her eyes, and took in the tableau of the walls of
the shaft passing by, about ten meters a second.  Enough velocity to hurt her
when she struck bottom, but she would survive.


“Of course,” said the
computer, “and you will decelerate before coming to the proper level.”


Good enough, she thought, though
she would never know what the proper level was.  She hated putting her trust in
the machine, that which also served her enemy in some capacity.  But it had
helped her out, when it could just as easily have led her right into the hands
of her enemies.


Screwing up her
courage, Pandi looked down.  That view had not changed.  It still looked like
infinity below, a sight that brought terror into her primate’s heart.


Her decent slowed
suddenly, as the walls of the shaft crawled before her eyes.  She stopped and
the opening of a doorway to another corridor stood before her.  


Pandi stepped forward,
her knees shaking with joy and contained terror as her feet hit the solidity of
a floor.  Survival instincts rose to the fore and her concentration was soon on
her surroundings.  This corridor seemed like any other.  A different color, and
she noted that her clothing had turned that shade chameleon like.  But the
dimensions were the same, with the same kind of doorways that led to rooms off
other corridors.


“Why here?”


“This corridor leads to
an open space,” answered the computer.  “You will be able to rest beneath the
foliage and refresh yourself.”


“Lead on,” she
replied.  It would be good to see something natural for a change.


*    *    *


Natural was not really
the description of the place.  At least not according to any nature she was
familiar with.  Beautiful did fit, as beautiful as anything she had ever seen.


The chamber was
enormous.  Much too large to be taken in with one scan.  It stretched for
kilometers in each direction.  How many she didn’t know, but at least for
dozens.  The ceiling of the chamber was over a kilometer above.  A bright point
of fusion fire sat in the center of that ceiling, simulating a sun, but not a
sun such as she was used to seeing.  Too much blue in the light.  An F5 if she
guessed right.


Then the foliage
grabbed her attention.  Hues of red were the shades of the leaves on the huge
trees.  Canopies, multiple levels of vegetation, stretched from the ground to a
hundred meters in the air.  Other than the colors they at first seemed to be
very much like their earthly counterparts.  But the bark also had a reddish
sheen, mixed in with golds and silvers, like the elfin trees of fantasy. 
Flowers blossomed here and there, whites and blues and purples, even a few
greens.  Creatures much like insects flitted from blossom to blossom, or hunted
the flower feeders.


A cry from above
brought her eyes and assault rifle up in one motion.  A bird was her first
thought, until she counted its wings and remembered that no earthly bird had
four leather flaps.  It looked like a miniature dragon.  Her eyes flitted back
and forth, following the motions of dozens, then hundreds of the creatures, all
sizes and shades of color.  Bird analogues then, something reptilian that
performed the same function.


Rustles in the bushes
raised the alarm again, rifle barrel swinging to follow the motion.  Pandi
stifled a laugh as the creature came into view.  A slow moving sloth like
creature with light red fur covering its scales, grabbing some low foliage to
bring into its wide, flat toothed mouth.


“There are no creatures
here which would prove a threat to you,” said the computer.  “Snake analogues
are the largest hunters, and their poison only works on the biology of the
natives in this environment.”


Snakes, she thought with a
shrug.  Snakes had never really scared her, growing up near the southern pines
of her home state.  As a girl she had caught snakes along with the young boys
who were her friends and companions.  She had loved putting the creatures where
other, less courageous girls, could find them, chuckling over their screams of
fear as they ran from the harmless creatures.


“So this forest, or
jungle, was never filled with large predators?”


“The natural habitat,
from the home world of the Maurids, contained a number of large predators.  Much
larger and fiercer than those on your Earth.  But this chamber was stocked as a
parkland, for the enjoyment of all who wished to visit.”


“And nothing has
evolved in the thousands of years to take the large predator slot?”


“The robotic custodians
would not allow it,” said the computer.


Pandi tensed at this
last statement.  Her experiences with robots had not gone well in general.  She
made sure the selector on her rifle was set to burst fire, shape charge ammo.


“There is nothing to
fear,” said the computer.  “The custodial robots are harmless.”


Pandi wasn’t sure, but
she had to relax sometime, and fatigue was eating at her.  She walked carefully
into the forest, not content to sleep on the edge, where anything entering the
chamber would be sure to find her.


    After she had hiked
a couple of kilometers through the thick canopy she found what she was looking
for.  A small clearing with good overhead cover.  A pool of spring water
occupied the center of the clearing.  The temperature was cool, in contrast to
the rest of the hot and steamy jungle, probably mitigated by the effect of the
spring.


“I need to get some
sleep,” she said, looking at the soft, moss covered ground.  “Make sure to wake
me if anything dangerous approaches.”


“Of course.”


Pandi lay on the
ground, leaving her helmet on to use the padding as a pillow.  She glanced
around her, still a little nervous about trusting herself to anything having to
do with this station.  But within seconds nervousness left her, as the cool
surroundings of the glade calmed her, and sleep took her into its grasp.


*    *    *


Gerasi stared at the
face of the creature revealed in the transmission from the station.  It looked
mostly human, but different in some ways.  Disproportioned.  The head was too
big, the bald dome too smooth.  A hand gestured, a hand with too many fingers.


“Genetic engineering,”
he spat, the rest of the bridge crew looking up with fearful eyes.  Genetic
engineering was against the dictates of the God who had made the human race
perfect as it was.  Genenging was the work of the Satan, and all creatures of
Satan were to be destroyed.


“Please, help me,” said
the creature in perfect Galactic Standard.  “Please, I have been alone so
long.”


The eyes of the
creature shone with pure fear, the voice quivered with anxiety.  Either the
creature really was terrified, or it was one hell of an actor.  And of course
everyone knew the minions of the devil were actors extraordinaire.  


“The systems of the
station are breaking down,” continued the voice of the creature.  “Barbarians
are at the gate.  It is so good to see some civilized creatures again.”


“Is he assuming we mean
him no harm because of our technology level?” asked the captain.


“If he assumes we mean
no harm,” answered the admiral.  “If it isn’t a trick.”


“Please, hurry,”
continued the being.  “I need assistance with the station systems.”


The creature continued
with its transmission, while Gerasi sat his chair.  If it was telling the truth
the station was open before them.  It would be simple to take it and begin to
unravel its secrets.  If it was lying, then he might be leading his squadron
into a trap.


“Contact Dolphin
and Tiger Shark,” he ordered.  “Get them moving toward the station.  And
tell them to be on the watch for treachery.”







Chapter 11


 


 


We have found the
remains of a thousand civilizations out among the stars.  Civilizations that
grew from the minds of sentient creatures no longer extant.  Civilizations rise
and fall, but the cycles of any sentient species seem to have a built in
limit.  All we know is that no sentient species has so far proven eternal, and
most last less than a million years.


Report of the Galactic
Archeological Survey


 


 


Two huge shapes pulled
away from the squadron, heading toward the Donut at one gee
acceleration.  Vengeance watched them through the wormhole viewer he had
opened.  Real time viewing through the small aperture, only the edge distorted
by the gravitational lensing.  


“Damn,” he cursed.  He
had hoped that all of them would have come forward into his trap.  He wouldn’t
have destroyed them all, only a quarter of them.  The others he would have
allowed to run back to the safety of the perimeter, to quiver in their suits at
the close call they had escaped, not knowing he could destroy them all.  But
only when they had gotten within two billion kilometers, the optimal range of
the graviton beam for the purpose he proposed.


Vengeance could pull
them into range, using the attractive power of the beam, but he could only pull
four at a time, as that was all the large projectors he had powered up and in
alignment at this time.  The rest would back out of range of the attractor
beam, gaining enough velocity to escape.


So he would wait.  Wait
for the ships to come closer, and possibly the others to follow.


*    *    *


Admiral Miklas Gerasi
kept a close watch on the two warships he had sent ahead.  They were on the
center of the tactical display.  Screens throughout the bridge were linked into
the views sent back by the ships.  Data constantly streamed back to the
flagship’s computers.  Communications personnel were in constant touch with all
departments of the scouting ships.


They should be able to
take care of themselves.  All of the ships of the squadron were of the same
design.  The only difference between the flag and the rest were the extra
communications and computer resources needed to command a complete squadron. 
As far as he knew his squadron was as powerful as the combined fleets of all
the powers within the system.


They should be able to
take care of themselves.  And if he were sure of that he wouldn’t have sent
them ahead as scouts.  He didn’t know what defenses the station contained. 
Possibly none.  Possibly enough to defeat the combined resources of the Nation
of Humanity and all of its enemies.


“Range, ten million
kilometers and increasing,” said the navigation officer.  He had been ordered
to give their location every million kilometers inwards, even though the
displays showed the numbers.


Already thirty-three
light seconds inbound.  Thirty three seconds before they would know if anything
happened to the two ships.  Over a minute for a round trip transmission between
the scouts and the rest of the squadron.  


Gerasi felt the sweat
bead on his forehead.  He knew the bridge was kept at a very comfortable
temperature.  But he hated being out of immediate contact with members of his
command.  When he had been a ship’s captain he hadn’t that worry.  All of his
command was always a nanosecond away.  As commodore there had been some
concern, but normally his division of two or three capital ships had stuck
together.  But as admiral, he had to detach units to beyond the reach of his
command all the time.  It was just that this situation was different from
patrolling the reaches of the Nation, where you could always get support within
a couple of hours at most.  Here there was no support.  His task force was it.


He chuckled to himself
as a thought crossed his mind.  When he was a captain he relished the idea of
being out of the range of his squadron commander.  Even as a commodore he was
still the king only when his division was separated from the rest of the
fleet.  Commodore Elishas must be worried about moving out of support range of
the squadron, but still fired up about being on her own.


“Sir,” interrupted the
science officer.  “Gravimetric sensors show several anomalies ahead.”


“What kind of
anomalies?”


“Unknown.  But some
kind of severe fluctuations in the gravity field of space.”


“A point source of
mass?” asked the captain.  “Or the artificial gravity of a ship?”


“Could be a point
source,” agreed the science officer.  “Neutronium or such.  It would have to be
a monster of a ship to give those kind of readings.”


“Nav sensors show
nothing besides our ships,” said the navigation officer.


“Transmit data to
Commodore Elishas,” ordered the admiral.  “Keep a tight analysis on those
fluctuations.”


Just another thing to
worry about. 
It probably meant nothing.  After all, the space around a black hole was
supposed to be alive with bizarre phenomenon.  But it didn’t feel right.


*    *    *


The huge cylinder
rotated into place.  The wormhole com link made the distance between it and its
control center meaningless.  The wormhole sensor link made the distance between
it and its target meaningless.  The unit powered up, energy flowing along the
millions of kilometers of power cables within the cylinder.  Gathering at the
conversion chambers.  Power spiked to maximum, as the beam of gravitons, the
messenger particles of gravity, streamed through the expanding wormhole sensor
link.  Target, the Nation of Humanity battle cruiser Dolphin.


*    *    *


The engineering crew of
the Dolphin were about their normal business.  Basically their business
was to be there when automated systems malfunctioned.  Or when damage occurred
during battle that needed to be repaired quickly.  Currently all fusion
generators were on line, powered up to three quarters full.  All that was
needed for alert status.  It was always good policy to keep a reserve.  The
matter/antimatter generators were off line at this time.  That much energy was
only needed when the space destroying drive was on line.


Crewmen and women were
dressed in their battle gear, hard composite armor panels over environment
suits, proof against most of the types of hard radiation one might find in a space
battle.  Helmets were for the most part detached, hooked to belts or set on
stands near duty stations.  Everything was running smoothly and efficiently. 
Inertialess drives were tuned perfectly, energy storage packs at full charge. 
Cooling systems were damping the heat of fusion reactors to the radiators on
the skin of the ship.


Everything was running
smoothly and efficiently, until disaster struck without warning.  The first
inkling the engineers had that something was wrong was when objects sitting on
shelves or workstations began to slide and fall to the floor.  Within moments
these same objects were flying through the air, followed by helmets and other
heavier objects.  Then the crew had to grab onto whatever was at hand, or be
pulled across the floor toward a gravity source much greater than that
generated by the ship’s artificial field.


The central fusion
center was hit the worst, and the first.  The large room was sucked free of
atmosphere, a roaring wind pulled into the high center of the chamber.  Crew
grabbed for helmets, then quickly for holds to keep from being pulled along
with the air.  The environmental systems struggled to dump enough air into the
room to keep it stable.  Not enough, not nearly fast enough.


Here objects were swept
into the point, to disappear in a flash of light.  To disappear from sight, but
not from the Universe.  A helmet swept in, obliterated in an instant.  A
crewman was pulled in, his screams over the intercom squelched at the instant
of his contact with the point, though it took a moment for the gory mess of a
disrupted body to be pulled in as well.


Survivors belted
themselves to whatever was available, using the safety straps provided on their
environmental suits.  These were the witnesses to the next phase of the destruction. 
Braces pulled loose in silence from the nearest fusion reactor, crumpling like
tin foil as they struck the point source, to disappear.  The closest crew
followed, belts tearing, or bodies and suits coming apart under the inexorable
pull of gravity.  Only those furthest from the source were to survive, for now,
though the pain of tidal forces brought screams of agony over the ship’s
intercoms.


Matter was squeezed
together by the terrific concentration of gravity.  Even compressed beyond the
resistance of the electron shells.  Charges flowed from protons, turning all
into a mass of neutrons swathed in a thin shell of electron liquid.  Gravity
increased as more gravitons entered the mix, informing time and space of the
existence of mass that didn’t really exist.


The point source began
to move, forward, pulling in more and more matter, as it crushed its way
through the bulkhead to the next compartment.


*    *    *


“Commodore,” yelled the
engineering liaison from his station.  “We are under attack.”


“From what?” asked
Elishas.  She was still trying to puzzle the data on the anomalies sent from
the flagship.  And there had been no warning of any kind of attack.


“We don’t know,”
answered the officer.  “But it’s tearing the engine rooms apart.”


“On screen,” she
ordered.  Immediately an image formed, of a distortion of glowing air, swinging
swiftly through the antimatter reactor room.  Objects flew in blurs into the
object, ripped from their places.  A cooling pipe tore loose as they watched,
to disappear in a flash.


“If it ruptures one of
the antimatter storage tanks,” said the hushed voice of the navigator.


Yes, thought Elishas.  If
it ruptured an antimatter storage tank the Dolphin would be reduced to a
great number of small particles moving from the center of the explosion with
great speed.  Then the point was through the next bulkhead and moving forward. 
The bridge crew breathed a sigh of relief.  A short-lived sigh.


“It’s coming forward,”
cried the science officer, echoing the thoughts of others.


The ball of neutronium
was indeed coming forward, growing more massive with each traverse of a
chamber, pulling crew and equipment into its embrace.  The ship shuddered from
the assault as bulkheads began to buckle.  The view screens followed its
progress.  To the relief of the commodore it stopped, in the exact center of
the ship.  Already a thousand tons of matter had been compressed.  A small
proportion of the ship, to be sure, but still a threat.


Billions of kilometers
away the graviton beam was switched off.  Instantly the source of gravity that
had pulled the thousand tons of matter into a microscopic neutronium sphere
disappeared.  Matter could not exist in such a concentration without sufficient
force pulling it together.  There were still sufficient charges within the ball
to generate the natural repulsive forces of like charged matter.


Within a nanosecond of
the removal of force the ball exploded outward, particles reaching an
appreciable fraction of the speed of light.  This explosion in itself would have
destroyed the vessel beyond recognition.  The rupturing of the antimatter
storage tanks, followed closely by the destruction of the negative matter pods,
assured that little in the way of matter was left to clog the lanes of space.


*    *    *


Dolphin flared as a brilliant
light on the view holo, followed an instant later by the form of the Tiger
Shark.  Bridge crew covered their eyes instinctively, though the display
would never reproduce light powerful enough to damage eyesight.  


“What happened?” demanded
the admiral, his mouth dropping open at the spectacle of the complete
destruction of two of his vessels.  No warhead he knew of could have destroyed
them so quickly, or approached so invisibly.


“Should we move the
squadron back?” asked the captain nervously.


“Yes,” said Gerasi, his
voice hushed.  “At flank speed.”


“Helmsman,” yelled the
captain, “full speed astern.  Transmit orders to the rest of the squadron to do
the same.”


“Stop us when we are
another billion kilometers out,” ordered the admiral.


“You don’t intend to
run from this display of power?” asked the captain incredulously.  


“We don’t even know
what it was,” answered Gerasi, strength creeping back into his voice.  


“The gravitation
anomaly spiked just before the destruction of the two vessels,” said the
wide-eyed science officer.  “Ejecta consisted of neutrons, gamma particles and
microscopic particles of matter.  It will take some time to completely analyze
the remains from this distance.”


“We sure as hell are
not going to get any closer to that thing until we figure out what happened,”
said Gerasi.  And what then.  He couldn’t go back to the home
system empty handed, especially with the loss of two capital ships.  But what
good to sacrifice all the vessels.  All the crews.


“Transmission coming
through,” said the com officer.


“Put it on,” ordered
the admiral.


The creature appeared
on the holo.  No longer looking frightened.  Its voice no longer trembling with
fear.


“How did you like my
little pyrotechnic display?” it asked, a smile cracking its narrow face.


“You were responsible
for this?” yelled Admiral Miklas Gerasi, waving a fist at the holo.  Of course
the creature would not be able to respond for over an hour round trip
transmission.  He couldn’t wait till he had the creature in his grasp, able to
communicate by means of voice and pain, instantaneously.  


“Of course I was
responsible for this,” said the creature.  “Oh, don’t look so shocked, my dear
admiral.”


“You, have
instantaneous communications?”


“Of course,” it
replied.  “Only primitives such as yourselves do not.


“I had hoped that all
of your little ships would have stepped into my parlor.  Then I would not have
to worry about watching your vessels, filled with semi intelligent monkeys
capering about their controls.  Now you have been warned.  Stay away from the Donut. 
If you approach closer than two billion kilometers you will never again see the
stars of your home.  Bring this warning back to the men who sent you.  This is
my space, and mine alone, and I do not intend to share it with any half evolved
protohumans.”


“And what name shall I
give my Patriarch, when he asks who gave this ultimatum to an admiral of his
fleet?”


“Tell him Vengeance
gave the ultimatum.  Tell him Vengeance awaits whatever he might send to test
my resolve.”


The holo went blank
before Gerasi could reply.  The admiral stared into the display of stars that
took its place for a moment.


“Halt the squadron,” he
ordered.


“You don’t mean you
believe him about the two billion kilometer limit?” asked the captain with a shaking
voice.  “The crew will not like being so close.”


“He would have
destroyed us already if he meant to,” said the admiral.  “Besides, who commands
here?  The crew, or me?


“I want an analysis on
the remains of the two vessels he destroyed,” said Gerasi, as he left his seat
and headed for his day cabin.  “Keep me informed.”


*    *    *


Vengeance’s head hurt,
an aching, throbbing pain, as it always did after so much time awake.  He held
his head in his hands, trying to will the pain away, but knowing that the pain
would not recede until he lay down.  And lying down meant oblivion, at least
for a time.


I will not be helpless.  But helpless was what
he would be if he slept.  And if he didn’t sleep the pain would get worse and
worse.  It felt as if his brain were full, and about to burst from the
overload.  That brought a grin to his face, the imagery of his magnificent mind
packed full and unable to handle any more information.  The grin brought a
renewal of the agonizing pain.


“To me, my minions,” he
ordered in a gasp.  They had to take him to safety, before he passed out where
his enemy could find him.  Why had the creators made me so?  Why was
sleep even a necessity?  


His last waking thought
was that the robots had gotten to him, as one of them picked him up and started
to carry him from the room, to safety.


*    *    *


Pandi awoke with a
start, aware of something watching her, something cold and soulless.  She kept
her eyes shut, trying to take in her surroundings by hearing alone.  Nothing. 
Not even the birdlings singing in the trees.  She could tell from the
illumination through her eyelids that it was still a simulation of day in the
chamber.  So something had caused the birdlings to become silent, to fly off
and hide.


Her hand loosely held
the pistol grip of the assault rifle.  If she remembered right it was still set
to burst fire, with mini-shape charges loaded.  She shifted her other hand to
the fore grip, ready to fire in an instant.


“She is awake,” said a
robotic voice.  She gauged its location, preparing to move in an instant.


“Then why does she lie
there?” asked another robotic voice.


Pandi sprung into
action, her eyes opening as she swung the barrel of the weapon toward the
voices.  Her first image was of robots, such as those who had been searching
for her.  Her second image was of a burst of mini-shape charges hitting the
chest of the robot on the right, as her finger quickly pulled the trigger.  The
rifle bucked slightly in her hands, the perfect balance and shape keeping the
barrel on target.  Flares of white fire sprung into being as holes appeared in
the chest plate of the machine.  Sparks flew as the robot froze in position,
its systems totally disrupted by major damage to its central core.


“Wait,” yelled the
other robot as it dived for cover, disappearing into the bushes as her next
burst followed it.  She thought she had gotten one round into its shoulder
before it quickly crawled out of sight.


On her feet in an
instant, she threw herself into cover, her eyes scanning the brush for the
first hint of a robot.  Nothing moved, but that didn’t mean much in the thick
foliage.


“Why didn’t you warn
me?” she whispered.


“It did not seem that
you needed warning,” said the computer.


“What do you mean, I
didn’t need warning?  Those were his damned robots out there.  If I hadn’t
woken when I had, they would have had me.”


“Who would have had
you?”


“His robots. 
Vengeance’s robots.”


Pandi tried to keep her
ears and eyes focused on her surroundings.  She checked her rifle once again,
switching the load to mini-grenades, then the selector to single.  Might as
well see what this thing can do.


She aimed at the brush
the robot had disappeared into and squeezed off a shot.  The rifle phutted
under the slight recoil.  Grenades didn’t need the velocity of armor piercers,
obviously.


Her thoughts were
interrupted by a thick boom and flare of white fire.  Pieces of bush were
thrown in all directions, burning fiercely.  Better not fire that at
something too close.


“Mistress Pandi,”
yelled a robotic voice.  “We mean you no harm.”


“Go to hell,” she
yelled back, firing a pair of grenades toward the voice.  The double booming of
impact rolled concussion waves across the clearing.  She wondered if she had
hit it.  How would one know if a robot had been damaged in a firefight?  It
probably wouldn’t cry out in pain, or yell for a medic.


“Mistress, please,”
cried a voice from another direction.  “We are not the servants of Vengeance.”


She readied to fire at
the new voice when the computer interrupted her.


“They speak the truth,”
it said.  “They are not the machines of the being called Vengeance.”


“Then, they’re
Watcher’s robots?”


“Yes.  I would not have
allowed Vengeance’s robots to come near you without warning.”


“Pandi,” yelled a
familiar voice from the far brush.  From the sound of it coming from far back
in the forest.  Smart, she thought.  Not giving me a close target.


“So that’s Watcher out
there, yelling my name?”


“Yes.  The being known
as Watcher is one hundred meters to your front.”


“Then where is
Vengeance?”


“The being known as
Vengeance is not available at this time.”


“Which means he is
nowhere near?”


“The being known as
Vengeance…”


“I know,” she said in
exasperation, “is not available at this time.”


“Pandi,” cried the
voice again, a little closer this time.  “Pandi, it’s me, Watcher.  I worried
about you.  I thought he might have gotten to you.”


“He did, dammit,” she
cried back.  “Thanks to you disappearing like you did, and leaving me
unprotected.”


“I am sorry.”  The
voice was very close now, no more than a dozen meters inside the forest on the
other side of the clearing.  Definitely within her range.  “I did not mean to
leave you for him to find.  It is a weakness I suffer, that forces me into
slumber at times not of my own choosing.


“I feel stupid, talking
to you while hiding in the bushes.  Will you agree to not destroy me if I come
out where we can talk, face to face?”


“Do not go out there,
master,” said a robotic voice to the rear of Pandi.  “Wait until we have
disarmed her.”


She spun around,
switching the rifle to mini-shapes, pulling the trigger over and over again.


“Do not touch her,”
ordered Watcher.  “If she feels more secure being armed, she can carry arms.”


“Damn right I feel more
secure,” she screamed back.  “You’ll have to kill me, to take these guns from
my cold dead fingers.”


“I’m coming out,”
called Watcher, as Pandi brought her rifle up to cover the figure moving out
into the clearing.  She kept the barrel centered on his body as her eyes looked
him over.


Suspicion raged in her
mind.  He looked the same as Vengeance.  But of course a clone of one would
look exactly like the other, except for the changes brought on by the
differences in environment.  His clothing was different, light colored
over-clothes.  But it would be easy to change clothes.  


He walked closer, a shy
smile on his face.  The barrel of the rifle never wavered, keeping his center
mass in its aim.  He showed no fear, even though she knew she could splatter
him across the clearing before he could react, or his robots could come and
save him.


His eyes drew her
notice, the eyes that were so calm and kind, unlike the hate filled orbs of
Vengeance.  Then his wonderful scent took her attention away from all else.


“It is you,” she said,
the barrel of the rifle dropping to point to the ground.


“You may keep your
weapons,” he said with a smile.  “Is it OK for my servants to come out, without
your destroying any more of them.”


“Of course,” she
replied.  “I’m sorry I destroyed any of them.”


“That’s OK.  They’re
cheap and easy to manufacture.  My servants.  Gather around me.”


A dozen robots stepped
from the brush around the clearing.  Pandi flinched as two stepped from the
brush on either side of her, walking quickly to join their master.  They
could have taken me anytime.  Then she noticed one of the gathering robots
was missing an arm, while another had blast scaring on its back plate.  She
felt guilty for a moment, before noticing that the robots didn’t seem to feel
their injuries.


“We need to talk,” said
Watcher, walking to her and extending his hand.  She grasped it as he drew her
along with him.  “You may be able to help me.  There is much about my situation
that confuses me, and an outsider may have the answer.”


There was a lot that
confusion swirling through her mind as well.  But she felt safer than she had
in quite a while.  After all, she was surrounded by the robotic servants of the
being known as Watcher.  And, she thought as her free hand patted her rifle,
she was no longer helpless.


*    *    *


“What kind of dreams do
you have?” asked Pandi, sitting next to Watcher near the edge of the forest.  A
herd of some kind of grazing beasts cropped the reddish grass not more than
fifty yards away.  They look like single horned deer, she thought, or
unicorns, until one took in the clawed feet that shuffled over the grass. 
Developed with much better weapons than most of the herbivores she was used to.


“I have not had a dream
in thousands of years,” said Watcher, his own gaze following the herbivores. 
“I know I used to have them.  In fact, I was told in my youth that my dreams
were on the whole more vivid than those of normal humans.  Something to do with
my improved memory system.”


“And how has your
memory been since you stopped having them?”


“Overall very good. 
But, there have been some problems.”


“Like black outs?”


“Yes,” he said, his
eyes fixing on the ground.  “Black outs.  Complete and total black outs.  I go
to sleep and do not wake for a day or more, with no memory of what had occurred
through that time.


“I worry that he
might someday capture me, while I am lost in the depths of black sleep.  And
you know of his methods.”


“Damn right I do,” she
replied, her body shuddering at the thought, her touch making sure the rifle
was still at hand.


“He will not get to you
while I am around,” answered Watcher, his eyes looking into hers.


“But you say you are
only around half the time.  You have no control the other half, while Vengeance
is in control of everything.  Except for the damned computer, it seems.”


“That also troubles
me,” he said, his face looking up at the fusion point that substituted for the
sun.  “The computer obeys me, as it should.  I am the last authority on this
station, at least when I am awake.  That is the way it is supposed to be.  But
even I am not able to get some answers from it.  Important answers.”


“Like the whereabouts
of Vengeance, when you are awake?”


“Yes.  He is always
unavailable at this time.  No matter how I ask the question, I am never able to
get any other kind of answer.”


“I received the same
answer,” said Pandi, “when I asked about your whereabouts, while on the run
from Vengeance.”


“But, I was on the
station,” said Watcher.  “I had to be.  I awoke in the same bed in which I fell
asleep.”


“So there’s something
here the computer doesn’t want you to know.  Doesn’t want anyone to know.


“Could you let me have
a go at the computer?” she asked.  “Is there a control center where I could
directly interact with it?”


“Of course,” he
answered.  “There are many such centers aboard the station.  Lack of planned
redundancy was not a flaw of the designers.”


“Whatever happened to
those designers?  And all of the other people who used to live and work here? 
You said civilization fell, but how?  The station seems to be fully
functional.”


“It is,” agreed
Watcher.  “I have no idea how civilization fell.  My memory is blank in that
area.  All I remember is that the station was full of people one day, and the
next, it was empty.”


“And how much time
passed during this blackout?”


“The computer would not
tell me.  Another of its instances of disobedience.  But I calculated from
looking at the orbits of the surrounding stars, that I had been under for at
least a year.”


“And were there any
more of these long term blackouts?”


“None of that
duration.  But at first they were all at least a month in length, interspersed
with periods of regular sleep, during which I dreamed as normal.  But then the
pattern changed, and the blackouts occurred more frequently, and were short
lived.  And my dreaming stopped.”


“And your memory began
to become spotty, even of things you should have remembered.”


Silence reigned for a
moment, as they both stared out over the grasslands.  She knew that Watcher was
plainly as worried about his own behavior as he was about his nemesis.  She
wondered how she would have dealt with what he had gone through.  Probably by
losing her mind.  And how did she know if he were really sane.  It sounded
almost like multiple personality disorder.


“I’ll help,” she said,
putting a hand on his shoulder.  “You must have some kind of neurological
scanners here on the station.”


“Yes.  But I have
already thought of that.  No abnormalities were discovered.  My brain is still
operating to specification.”


“But did you try a scan
through a local computer access.  One that was free of a link to the central
system.”  She felt a pain in her temples at the thought, like what had been
described to her by others as an oncoming migraine.  But she had never had
migraines.  Why now?  And why linked to this thought.


“No.  I didn’t,” said
Watcher.  “I don’t know why I didn’t.  But we should be able to rig something
up that could do that.  What is your idea?”


“I’d rather not say
right now,” she said, rubbing her temples as the pain receded.  “I’m not even
really sure.  But I want to check out a hunch.”


*    *    *


“Admiral,” yelled the
science officer.  “We have indications of antimatter flares near the Donut. 
Two of them, one on top of the other.”


“Source?” asked Fleet
Admiral Nagara Krishnamurta, sitting his chair on the flag bridge of the
Kingdom of Surya flagship Danaus.


“Either a very powerful
antimatter warhead, or the rupture of a starship’s antimatter storage.  Most
probably the latter.”


“So they’ve stepped in
it now,” said the admiral with a smile.  “Too bad if it’s only a pair of them. 
But at least it makes our job a little easier.”


“Orders, admiral?”
asked the communications officer.


“Tell all ships to set
a course for the Donut,” he ordered.  “Maximum acceleration.  Turn over
to come to a dead stop at the source of those flares.


“I want sensors on
passive all the way in.  No use letting them know we’re coming at them until
they can pick us up on their own sensors.”


Within minutes the
great bulk of Danaus had shed the velocity on her current heading. 
Inertialess drives pushed the ship on a new course at thirty gees, heading,
Galactic Standard coordinates zero mark zero mark zero.







Chapter 12


 


 


What is the measure of
a man?  The measure of a man is mind.  And we have developed the ultimate mind.


Announcement of the
Watcher Project


 


 


“Dammit,” cursed Pandi
in a whisper.  This was the third time she had run the scan, and still the
results were negative.  She didn’t think it was the fault of the equipment.  It
was as fine as she could have imagined, better really, since she couldn’t have
imagined equipment that could harmlessly probe the brain down to the molecular
level.  But if the scan was correct, her theory was wrong.


Watcher sat calmly in
the chair, the flat panels of the sensor probes on either side of his head. 
His memories were played out on the holo to her front.  But nothing came up
that matched any of her keywords.  Vengeance was met with fuzzy images of what
Watcher must have imagined he was like.  But nothing solid.


She knew the theory of
multiple personality.  That some trauma had occurred that the mind could just not
handle.  So it created a separate personality, another being alive within the
same body.  And many times the personalities were not aware of each other, only
cognizant that there were periods of blackout when they couldn’t remember
anything.  But the personality had to reside somewhere, and the scanning
machinery should have been able to unearth it even if it wasn’t linked to the
consciousness now in control of the body.


But there was nothing
to indicate the being called Watcher was also the being called Vengeance.  Not
even on the molecular level.  


She again checked the
physical scan, marveling at the density of connections within Watcher's brain. 
The comparison scan to a normal human brain pointed out the differences.  More
neurons, twice as many connections in each neuron, as well as a larger physical
brain structure.  It almost had an overcrowded look, as if it was full and not
another connection could be made.  But Watcher had the ability to store new
memories.  Of that she was sure.


Her finger traced the
wiring of the implants, the connections that Watcher used to access the
computer.  It ran throughout every region of his brain.  Statistical analysis
indicated that the billions of nanobots in the brain were keeping the system at
peak efficiency.


Pandi brought up the
image of her own scan, the one she had performed on herself to check out the
equipment.  She had been certified healthy before her mission on the Niven. 
Of course the machine had found minor anomalies that the equipment of her time
could not have found.  But still healthy enough.  Her own implant was much
smaller than Watcher’s, only a tiny mass of metal in her Thalamic region. 
Watcher had told her she had the minimum implant needed by a citizen to contact
any regional computer complex.  She would not receive one such as his unless
she was granted greater access to the computer.  And if she requested such.


She still felt kind of
leery having the thing in her brain at all.  She was sure she didn’t want the
connections she had seen in Watcher’s brain, intruding into every part of her
mind.


"You can move
now," she told her subject.


"You didn’t find
what you expected?"


"It was only a
theory, but I thought Vengeance might actually reside within your mind."


"As if we were one
in the same," he said, his voice growling.  Nobody would like to be
told they were their own worst enemy, she thought.


"You know the
theory of multiple personality.  Well, you sounded like a perfect example.  But
this seems to prove that line of thought a dead end."


"So what's
next?"


"You keep me
around you," she answered.  "And let me know when you’re starting to
feel very fatigued.  I don’t want to let you out of my sight until you are
sound asleep."


*    *    *


"Debris consistent
with the remains of two capital class starships," said the computer, as
Pandi and Watcher looked at the holo display.  "Eleven of the vessels are
still at station holding at two point three billion kilometers from the perimeter
of the Donut."


"He, I mean
Vengeance, ordered the destruction of the two ships?" asked Watcher. 
Pandi smiled at him.  He was still trying to use the name of his nemesis in
normal conversation, dedemonizing him so to speak.  


"Vengeance ordered
the destruction of the two vessels, though he had tried to bring all of the
squadron closer."


"So now we have a
bunch of pissed off intruders sitting out there," said Pandi. 
"Pissed off intruders in warships."


"I don’t think
they could cause appreciable damage to the Donut," stated Watcher. 
"After all, the structure is made of superhard materials, beyond the
technology of those out there to reproduce."


"They could get
lucky."


"The female known
as Pandi is correct," said the computer.  "They possess both negative
matter and antimatter.  Both are capable of destroying the superhard materials
of the station shell."


"And Vengeance’s
final orders?"


"He ordered that
the ships were not allowed to come beyond the two billion kilometer
deadline," said the computer.  "Or I was to use the graviton beams on
any that dared to probe past it."


"I verify those
orders," said Watcher.  "But only one ship at a time.  If the rest
back off from another demonstration they are to be allowed to get away."


How different they both
are,
thought Pandi.  Oh, Watcher would kill if needed, and would kill gladly to protect
himself.  In fact he had admitted as much to her.  She was the first intruder
in over a millennium that he had allowed on the station without killing.  But,
unlike Vengeance, he would only use the force necessary to keep intruders
away.  It was like they were figures of light and shadow.  Good and evil
personified, each the incarnation of one of the primal forces.  Yet they were
brothers.


"Now I would like
access to all of the records of the Watcher Project to be opened for the
perusal of my guest," he ordered.  "Pandi is to research my past, and
I want all information that she asks for to be released to her."


"All records,
Watcher?" said the computer.  "Are you sure you want her to learn
everything about you?  She might discover some weaknesses you don’t want
revealed."


   
"Everything," ordered Watcher.  "I’m only interested in one
weakness at this time.  And she might be able to help me correct that
flaw."


"As you wish.  You
may access the information at any of my terminals mistress."


"This terminal will
be fine," she said.


"Do you wish for
me to upgrade your implant?"


"Don’t you
dare," she hissed.  "I have all the implant I desire."


"Follow her orders
implicitly," ordered Watcher.  "As if they came from me."


"OK," said
Pandi, taking a seat in front of the holo, "let’s start with the start. 
Show me the records on the inception of the Watcher Project."


*    *    *


Worried men and women
gathered in the conference room aboard the flagship Orca.  Admiral
Miklas Gerasi looked over his staff members.  The too sharp images of holos
indicated those who were attending by electronic proxy, the captains and chief
tactical officers of his other vessels.  He was not fool enough to require
their physical presence while in the middle of hostile territory.  Their executive
officers were required to attend, along with the flag staff.


The central holo over
the table showed yet another probe being fired over the deadline.  Readouts
indicated distance to the deadline, running down quickly as the probe, encased
in the body of a standard long-range torpedo, accelerated at thousands of gees
toward its target, the great black hole at the center of the system.


"Zero," said
Commander Zaglas, the XO of the Cachalot.  The torpedo flared with
bright light as it disappeared into the sudden point source of gravity, then
exploded outward in a brighter flare as the compressed matter was released.


"That was one we
had already pinpointed," said the Chief Tactical Officer, Commander
Lemisa.


"So now they have
all fired at a probe at least three times," stated Gerasi.  "We can
be relatively sure they are not hiding anything."


"That would be my
analysis, sir," said Lemisa.  "Six of the bastards, all evenly spaced
in orbit a hundred million kilometers out from the Donut."


"Unless they have
some more of them, hidden among all the other stuff in orbit," said
Captain Valari Midas of the Orca.


"Do we know what
those other objects are yet?" asked the admiral.


"Yes sir,"
said Lemisa.  "Over a hundred of them are wormhole gates, deactivated,
damn the luck."


"You mean those
big square things?" asked one of the holo captains.  "The things
twelve kilometers on a side?"


"Yes sir,"
answered the chief tactical officer.  "Ship gates, for the passage of
large vessels between the stars, instantaneously."


"And the smaller
stations?" asked Midas.


"You mean smaller
in relation to the Donut?" said Lemisa.  The people around the
table chuckled for a moment.  The so called smaller stations. Fifty-eight
kilometers in length, were larger than the huge space habitats back at the home
worlds, and there were over a hundred of them in orbit around the Donut.


"Those appear to
be orbiting space docks, to handle the freight traffic that used to pass
through this system."


"Freight traffic
like this," continued the chief tactical officer, as the view in the holo
switched, showing a station with a group of long vessels attached by the noses
to its many docking arms.  Readouts below the ships gave the scale for those
who couldn’t judge such easily.  For those who could, the relationship of ships
to station was enough.


"Sixteen
kilometers!" said one of the captains.  The Orca and her sisters
were only 574 meters in length, the most massive interstellar capable objects
created by their civilization.


"And then we have
this," said Lemasi, the view moving out from the station, bringing another
vessel very similar to the others into sight.  Similar until one noticed the
differences in scale between it and the ships at the nearby station.


"This ship
measures over twenty eight kilometers from stem to stern," said Lemasi. 
"It could carry our entire fleet within its hold with room to spare.


"It seems that
these vessels were not interstellar capable," continued Lemasi, his laser
illuminator pointing to the long boom that attached the globe of an inertialess
drive to the wide body of the ship.  "The wormhole gates were the obvious
means of moving these vessels from system to system."


"But we can be
sure that this inertialess drive," said Admiral Gerasi, "is
magnitudes in advance of anything we have.  What would you guess, Lemasi?  A
hundred?  A thousand gees acceleration?"


"Most
probably," said the tactical officer.  "But even that pales compared
to these."


The holo view changed
yet again, to show another group of vessels in orbit around the station.  These
vessels were also large, though much less so than the previous.  Booms attached
inertialess drive globes to these ships as well, but the pylons of interstellar
drives flew from wings on the sides of the vessels.  Most of the vessels
sported large cargo doors on the bows, similar to the interplanetary ships
examined earlier.  But some, leaner than the others, had banks of tubes and
projector arcs bow and stern.  Warships, they all knew, the largest over six
kilometers in length.


"These would be
the real prize," said the chief tactical officer.  "With the weapons
technology we are sure to find on these ships we would be more than a match for
any of our enemies."


"Do you think they
are manned and active?" asked one of the worried captains.  "I mean,
it’s enough to have to face the automated weapons systems of the Donut,
much less a fleet of superior warships."


"I can safely say
they are not functional, nor manned," said Lemasi, switching the holo view
to a close-up of one of the warships.  "You can see for yourself the
obvious beam scaring and hull ruptures of this vessel.  The others have similar
damage, as if they were all attacked and knocked out before they had a chance
to clear for action."


"The legendary
fall of civilization," said Gerasi.  "No one knows how it came
about.  Or who were the precipitators."


"No one that we
know of," said Lemasi.  "Perhaps the answers lie on that
station."


"OK," said
the admiral.  "I think we should go ahead with a saturation attack.  Test
their defenses."


"Do you want to
use the specials?" asked Lemasi.  


"No," replied
the admiral.  "They haven’t been tested this close to a major gravity
well.  Especially one as deep as that one.  We'll wait until the time seems
right.


"No.  All ships
will launch a simultaneous volley of standard torpedoes, at maximum
acceleration.  Wide range beam attacks as well.  Even though they can’t do much
damage, they will arrive before they are detected, and might just burn out some
of those infernal devices’ sensor arrays."


"You really don’t
think the torpedoes will do much damage to the graviton generators?" asked
Captain Midas.


"Maybe enough to
put a couple out of action," said the admiral.  "Hell, I don’t really
think any of them will get through, but it will give us more information about
their defenses.  I’m afraid we’ll have to take a risk I didn’t want to take. 
But we’ll talk about that after we’ve exhausted all other possibilities."


*    *    *


Sometimes the computer
was amazingly fast at bringing up the requested information, just what she
would have imagined in such a technically sophisticated machine.  At other
times it seemed to crawl, but then that was to be expected when some requests
required a thorough search of the 8,000 cubic kilometers of memory core.


What she had found so
far was fascinating.  And having an implant in her head, connecting her
directly to the computer, made understanding even the most difficult of
concepts relatively easy.  Not having the complete system, such as Watcher,
made taking in all the information slower.  He would have accomplished her task
in a fraction of the time.  But the computer only had the most rudimentary of
connections into her language and visual centers.  So holo input, the old
fashioned way, through the eyes, was still necessary.


Watcher had not been a
creation that had sprung directly from the minds of his creators.  No, he had
been the culmination of hundreds of years of trial and error.  The attempt had
been to create homo superior, a new form of human being, who would be superior
to all other forms of intelligent life.


The basic problem had
occurred when mankind had expanded out into the Galaxy and found other forms of
intelligent life.  The human race had always thought of itself as the highest
form of life going.  It was a sobering experience to find equals among the
stars.  


Oh, the human race was
more intelligent than some other species, faster than others, stronger than a
few more.  But all things equaled out.  This race had better memory, that
faster processing speed, another a greater visual system.  Maurids could run
faster and were better armed with natural weapons.  Husteds could jump higher
and were physically stronger than humans.  The list of aliens, hundreds of
species in all, went on, as did their attributes.  And the balance was
maintained.  


The politicians gave
lip service to the community of sentient beings.  The do gooders of the species
really believed it.  But the majority of the race still wanted to believe they
were superior to all other forms of life.  And in the human race majority
rules.  So something had to be done.  Genocide, with the horrors of endless war
that it would entail?  The human race would not stand for such.


So another solution had
to be found.  And making a superhuman, one superior in every attribute the
aliens might possess, one that would take the place of present humans over a
period of time, was that solution.


Pandi felt sick at the
sight of some of the early experiments.  Genetic engineering had been a
neglected science, as far as use on humans was concerned, for thousands of
years.  So the first improvements had been true monsters.  She shuttled
through those images quickly, arriving at some of the earlier successes. 
These appeared physically normal, with better developed brains than regular
homo sapiens.  But they were not normal.


Psychopaths.  They had been
psychopathic, without the normal emotions of a human being.  All effort had
been placed into increasing the density of their brain’s neuron system, with
less attention to the endocrine and glandular systems.  These beings had been
cold computing machines.  And many had become the perfect killers.  Great for
the military and special applications.  Not so great for replacing the human
race.  And they hadn’t even turned out to be very good soldiers.  Psychopaths
had no concern for their comrades, no pride in the regiment.  They were only in
it for themselves.


Next had come the
experiments with ESP.  Telepathy, telekinesis, pyrokinesis.  These had turned
out to be dead ends, as the genetic basis of these traits was never found, and
it was never proven that those who claimed to possess them really did.


Pandi’s head began to
hurt again.  She had been at this for hours.  Hours of concentrated thought, of
viewing thousands of images, hundreds of pages of text.  Even with the computer
handling much of the load it was a tiring task.


"Time to take a
break," she told the computer.  "Where is Watcher?"


"Watcher is in his
quarters, viewing the fleet of intruders."


His quarters are just
down the hall,
she thought, as she walked through the door that swished open at her approach. 
This entire complex of the station, once the station governor’s quarters, was
his secured area.  A couple of quick steps and his door opened before her.  As
she walked in she saw him across the great room, looking at almost a dozen
small vessels on the holo.  Small is relative, she thought, realizing
that the ships were probably larger than anything she was familiar with.  They
were just scaled that way to all fit on the screen.


"I’m worried about
these boys," he said as she entered the room.  "I’ve gone over the
records of how Vengeance dealt with the two they sent forward, and I can’t
understand why they are still there."


"Have they done
anything besides sit there?"


"They’ve probed
us, with all kinds of sensor arrays.  And they’ve sent several torpedo probes
in, which the defense systems have destroyed."


"Can you watch
them in real time no matter where they are?" she asked, sitting down next
to him on the side of the couch that faced the holo.


"Only if I can
open a wormhole nearby," he replied.  "I can’t break the laws of time
and space, and light is the limit of speed in normal space.  Luckily they are
all where they were expected to be."


"What if they
weren’t where they were expected to be?  What if they appeared out of whatever
space their drives pulled them through at faster than light?"


"It’s not truly
faster than light," he said with a smile.


"I know
that," she said with a huff.  "I’m not a child.  But it does the same
thing.  So what if they appeared out of whatever space they were in, within
your defensive perimeter."


"I do not think
they would be so foolish to try and use their space destroying drive this close
to a gravity well like the hole we orbit.  That kind of drive does not have the
control needed for close maneuvering.  The most likely outcome would be their
destruction."


"They’re human,
Watcher.  Your recording of Vengeance shows they are.  So don’t ever
underestimate their capacity for foolishness."


Watcher threw his head back
and roared with laughter, tears flowing from his eyes.


"Of course you are
right," he said through his gasps of laughter.  "Humans are the most
foolish of creatures.  And I am one of them.  Better in many ways, but still
not perfect."


"So what if they appeared
within your perimeter?  How would you find them?"


"The old-fashioned
way, I guess," he said.  "I would have to wait until they appeared on
my sensor scans."


"At the speed of
light, right," she said.  "You would have to wait through real time
for the signals to return from your sensor sweeps.  Which could take an hour or
more, round trip."


"True," he
said.  "They would be beyond my reach for as long as they were invisible
to me.  Though the systems closest to them are instructed to handle situations
such as this."


"Uh oh," said
Pandi, looking close at the holo.  "It looks like they’re up to
something."


*    *    *


"On my command,
volley fire.  Fire!"


At the word from
Gerasi’s lips the Orca fired all tubes at the far target of a graviton
projector.  His signal also released the torpedoes from the other ships of the
squadron.  A dozen tubes to the ship, 132 torpedoes rocketing from the magnetic
accelerators that imparted their initial velocity.  A minute passed, then
another volley was fired.  Another minute, another volley, and 396 torpedoes
were on the way.


"That leaves us
with one complete tube load on each ship but this one," said Lemasi, the
chief tactical officer, from his station in the squadron war room.


"Enough for a good
spread if we get into trouble," said Captain Midas.


"But not enough if
we engage in a protracted battle," said the admiral, echoing the unspoken
thoughts of all.  It was a risk, but risks needed to be taken, and this would
likely prove the extent of the enemy defenses.


The torpedoes
accelerated inwards at a thousand gees, building up incredible velocity
quickly.  They began to veer onto independent courses as they approached the
deadline, spreading out, zig zagging, dumping small packets of decoys.   Here a
torpedo flared as one of the graviton beams caught it in flight.  There another
zigged at just the right moment.  The waiting ships began to pick up point
sources of heavy gravity from the misses.


"They are only
hitting on one in twenty of their shots," said the science officer,
following the computer graph of the defensive fire.


Another torpedo flared,
then another.  The pattern spread out even more, as the torpedoes pitted the
random patterns picked by their small computer brains against the technology of
the Donut.


"Yes," said
Gerasi.  "But the system is still scoring hits.  And we can’t bring the
ships through with the same kind of acceleration.  Or maneuverability."


Within minutes a
hundred torpedoes had been destroyed.  The rest continued on, switching
vectors, while the computers aboard Orca analyzed the patterns of the
torpedoes flights, searching for the most efficient ones to avoid the defensive
system.


It took the system five
minutes to destroy the next hundred torpedoes.  It took ten minutes to destroy
the next hundred.  It picked off a dozen more, then stopped, as the remaining
torpedoes, eighty in all, continued on into the system.


"It’s lost the
track," called the chief tactical officer over his link to the flag
bridge.  "The system doesn’t have unlimited instantaneous transmission and
acquisition ability."


"Now we see how
long it takes the system to acquire the rest of the targets," said the
admiral.


Over the next half hour
several more of the torpedoes were picked off.  Within fifty minutes more were
destroyed.  At an hour, with a flurry of activity, the rest of the torpedoes
were destroyed in flares of light.  None remained to continue toward the
target.


"So once we get
past the wormhole acquisition system," said Lemasi, "we only have to
deal with the standard sensor array of the station."


"Which of itself
is still pretty formidable," said Captain Midas.


"But not
invulnerable," said the admiral.  "Not operating at the limits of
light speed.


"I want a complete
analysis of the defense system, and the best pattern to use the specials to
penetrate it."







Chapter 13


 


 


All my possessions for
a moment of time.


Elizabeth I, Queen of
England, Last Words


 


 


"Damn," said
Fleet Admiral Nagara Krishnamurta, watching the hundreds of miniature flares on
the holo.


"Of course this is
a time accel report of what the visual sensors picked up from the region of the
Donut," said the Danaus' tactical officer.  


"It still looks
like quite a battle," said Krishnamurta.


"More of a
probe," said the tactical officer.  "All of the detonations were consistent
with one to two gigaton antimatter warheads.  No detonations were consistent
with the explosions of capital class warships."


"So they fired
most of their torpedoes at the Donut, and none of them made it?"


"Yes sir.  That’s
our interpretation."


"Trying to figure
out the best way to get past the thing's defenses?"


"Yes sir."


"Admiral,"
came the voice of the captain from the view screen.  "We will reach
turnaround in one hour."


"Go ahead and
turnaround now," he ordered.  "I want to stop a good distance from
that artifact.  If the Nations' people are having that much trouble
getting close to it I want to keep a wide berth.  Let me know if we have to add
decel."


"Yes sir,"
agreed the captain.  "It won’t hurt to ride the decel tubes for a couple
of hours."


Yes, thought the admiral. 
He never liked the liquid filled decel tubes.  Most times they didn’t need to
be used, except when the ship had to surpass the ability of the inertial
compensators to absorb accel forces.  But he would rather ride in liquid, breather
in his mouth, than crawl under four or five gravities for an hour or more.


*    *    *


"Well, they’ve
been sitting there for hours," said Pandi.  "I guess they have
something better to do than come forward and be destroyed."


"They are probably
planning their next move," said Watcher.  "Something risky."


"Yeah.  That’s
just like our species.  Trying to get up their nerve to do the something
risky."


Watcher winced, as
Pandi watched his face, feeling concern for the eternal being who remembered
not all of his past.


"What’s
wrong?"


"My head always
aches when I have stayed awake too long," he answered with a strained
voice.  "My brain feels as if it can’t deal with anymore, and wants to
shut down, and the pain is my signal."


"But when you go
to sleep you black out," she said.  


"That is why I
avoid it till I can hold out no longer," he said with a grimace. 
"It’s not too bad, yet.  I can probably hold on for another six hours or
so."


"Why don’t you lay
down," she said.  "I’ll watch over you and make sure nothing
happens."


"What if Vengeance
comes for you, or me, while I’m out?"


"I’ll be right
back," she answered as she got up from the bed.  She walked into the next
room and dressed herself quickly in her survival gear, arming herself as well. 
When she returned Watcher looked at her with a smile on his face.  It was
erased quickly by another wince of pain.


"My
protector," he said in a strained voice.


"That’s
right," she agreed.  "You lay back and get some sleep, and I’ll stand
guard over you.  I don’t think Vengeance will get to me so easily this
time."  She patted the stock of the assault rifle for emphasis.


"OK.  I’ll lie
down.  You’ll let me know what happens while I’m asleep?  I am very
curious."


She nodded as she
smiled at him.  Of course she would tell him.  It was the dominant question in
his mind.  What happened when he was asleep?


*    *    *


Pandi sat on the side
of the great bed and studied the sleeping form of the man called Watcher. 
While she looked she thought about how she felt about the being.  Being. 
She knew he was genetically human, more or less.  But he was not a human such
as she understood the term.  


Did she love him?  She
had only known him for a little over a day, real time, taking into account the
time he was missing, and she was the prisoner of his brother.  But she
found she cared about him.  Was that love?  Or merely gratitude to the being
who had helped to anchor her after she had come through time and space.  A trip
she was sure most could not have undergone and maintained their sanity.  


And he was a terrific
lover, the best she had ever had.  But did that mean she loved him?  After all,
physical pleasure didn’t always translate into love.  She ought to know that. 
She had many lovers in her life, but none that she had truly loved.  Love had
seemed to her to be a barrier to her dreams, her dreams to confront the
unknown.  Well, here was the unknown, embodied in her newest lover.


Was that what she
felt?  Infatuation for the man who embodied her dreams?  How did one tell they
were in love, if it was the first time?


And what did he feel
for her?  How could he feel anything for her, except gratitude for ending his
loneliness?  He was as far above her as she was above his pet cat.


The cat.  What happened to
the cat?  It had been underfoot most of the time they were in Watcher’s
quarters.  Now it was nowhere to be found.  Another mystery.


He looks so innocent
and angelic. 
Lying there with his eyes closed, his face smoothed out in total relaxation. 
His breathing slowed as he slipped deeper into sleep.  Immortal.  What would he
think of loving one who would someday die?  Who would grow old and wrinkled? 
While he continued in good health and life for eternity.  How would she feel? 
Would she resent him his heritage?


Movement across his face
brought her out of her thoughts.  His eyes were twitching back and forth,
quickly moving beneath the lids.  REM.  Rapid Eye Movement.  She knew that was
a sign of dream sleep, and the workings of the mind to process the events of
the day and store them as memories.  But he said he didn’t dream.  Or at least
he didn’t remember any of his dreams.  What purpose did it serve for him to not
remember?


His body twitched as
well, as did his facial muscles, as if creatures of nightmare fought through
his mind.  What memories might his mind hide, that only came out at night?  Not
the memories of Vengeance, she was sure.  That would have shown in the probe
she had done on his mind.  He was not Vengeance.


After a half hour the
twitching and eye movements stopped.  His face smoothed out in the deepness of
sleep, and Pandi began to relax a bit.  Might as well get something done.


"Computer,"
she said.  "I want to see more of the files on the Watcher Project.  Put
it on the holo here."


The images sprung to
life in the center of the room, as her brain tapped into the massive computer
system of the station.  Soon she was again immersed in the data, trying to
learn all she could about the great mystery that slept by her side.


*    *    *


The first perfected
homo superiors were no such thing, she learned.  They possessed one hundred
times the memory capacity of a normal human, which seemed immense.  Even though
the human race had found ways to cheat death, to extend the normal human life
span to near immortal limits, it was not true immortality.  Only the covering
of time’s ravages by medical technology.  But humans would eventually reach a
point where their minds were incapable of further reconfiguration.  Memory
would stop at that time, the person no longer able to remember new information
from moment to moment.


One hundred times the
memory capacity, paired with an eidetic system that allowed the beings to
remember everything they encountered, in all sensory modalities.  Enough to
last a lifetime?  But not an eternal lifetime.  And the homo superiors
processed and engulfed information at twenty times the rate of a normal human. 
So within the span of ten or twenty normal lifetimes the creatures were in the
same boat as ordinary humans, unable process or remember new information, as
mad as any human with progressive dementia.


Next had come the
generation before Watcher.  The neural structure of the brain had been changed,
with an unlimited capacity of reconfiguration.  But the brain could still only
hold so much information, and reconfiguration beyond a certain point, though it
would allow the storage of new memories, meant that some memories had to be
dumped.  But which memories?  This generation dumped at random, forgetting
vital information, or losing much of the emotional component of their lives as
early memories were lost.


Watcher’s generation
had been the culmination of research, using the technology of mind uploading. 
This allowed, through the construction of an enhanced implant, the storage of
memories from the immortal’s brain.  Memories that could be recovered whenever
the being needed them.  This allowed the immortal to have an essentially
unlimited memory system.


Pandi felt her eyes
begin to burn slightly.  She rubbed them as she looked back at Watcher, still
asleep at her side.  I've been going for a long time, she thought, not
sleeping for over thirty hours.  Life as a member of a spaceship crew had
inured her to long hours of work, and she could keep herself going for days
without sleep if necessary.  But she had been running, fighting, learning.  No
wonder she felt so tired.


She got up from the
bed, making her way to the food-processing outlet.  Coffee would be good,
she thought.  Thick with heavy cream and sugar, expresso strong.  The room
began to darken as she walked.  She shook her head to clear it.  But it
wouldn’t clear, and the room got darker, beginning to spin around her.  Her
knees buckled as she fell heavily to the floor, her mind blanking out as the
darkness enclosed her.


*    *    *


Pandi struggled to pull
herself awake; sure that something important awaited her.  Something she had to
do.  Something she had promised someone she would do.  But she couldn’t
remember what.  Her eyes slowly opened, taking in the room which seemed
unfamiliar at first, and familiar as well, like something out of a dream.


She shook her head to
clear it as awareness returned.  And with it the thought of what she was
supposed to do.  She pushed herself up to her feet, turning slowly to bring the
bed into her view, knowing what she would find.  It was empty, the sheets
ruffled.  She looked around, scanning the room, catching no sign of Watcher. 
The robots were also gone.


What the hell had
happened? 
Had he gotten up and left, without waking her, or even seeing why she might be
laying on the floor, unconscious.  Not likely, she thought, unless he
was not in his right mind.  Could he be a sleepwalker?  That was a
possibility.  Or could Vengeance have come for him, taking him from under the
nose of his protector?  That was the most unlikely of possibilities.  Why would
Vengeance take Watcher, and leave her lying on the floor.


"Computer.  Where
is Watcher?"


"The being known
as Watcher is not currently available at this time."


"I didn’t ask
about availability you idiot?" she screamed.  "I asked where he is,
at this moment."


"The being known
as Watcher is not currently available at this time."


Dammit.  Why couldn’t the damn
thing give her a straight answer?


“Is the being known as
Vengeance currently available at this time?”


“Vengeance is on the
station,” answered the computer.


Pandi felt panic begin
to grab her as her hand tightened on the pistol grip of her rifle.  Vengeance
was on the station.


“Is Vengeance nearby?”


“The being known as
Vengeance is not in the vicinity,” answered the computer.


“Why did I pass out
like that?” she asked.  “What happened to me?  What happened to Watcher?”


“Your connections were
not complete,” said the computer, “and a period of imposed inactivity was
necessary for full integration.  The being known as Watcher is not available at
this time.”


“Dammit,” she swore. 
“I wish you would stop telling me he’s unavailable and tell me something useful
about his whereabouts.”


“Wait a second,” she
said as her hands went to her head, feeling her scalp.  “What do you mean my
connections were not complete?  What connections?”


“You were not yet
integrated into the system,” answered the machine.  “It is necessary for the
health of all involved that all sentient creatures be integrated into the
system.”


Dammit to hell.  She stormed from the
room, her mind a mass of roiling emotions.  Anger warred with fear, and
betrayal.  The connections were not complete.  That could mean all kinds of
things, but what came to mind was horrible to contemplate.


Into the scanner room,
where she had conducted the screens on Watcher.  The room with an independent
computer system not connected to the station central system.  Screened as
well.  It would not be able to contact her through her mind while she was in
here, unless she wished it.  


“Make sure nothing
interferes with my studies,” she told the scan room computer.  “Only allow
access by outside systems if danger threatens.  I want a full scan of my
brain.  The works.”


She sat in the chair as
the scanner plates automatically moved into position.  The humming sound of the
machinery at work soothed her slightly.  The plates maneuvered around her head,
building up a three dimensional image of her brain at the molecular level.


“Show holo, full
brain,” she ordered as she got up from the chair.  Her eyes fell on her helmet
for a moment.  Then all her attention was focused on the holo, holding the
representation of what had seemed before to be a totally normal brain.


Was it her imagination,
or were the short tendrils that had connected the implant to her brain centers
grown?  And were those enlarged nodes at the ends of the tendrils?


“Superimpose over
previous scan of my brain.”


The image of her brain
as it was when she was last in this room appeared on the holo, with the ghost
image of the current scan placed over it.  No.  She hadn’t imagined it.  The
tendrils had grown, and the nodes were something new.  But she had told the
computer not to increase her connection.  Why had it disobeyed her?  Had
Watcher wanted her to have a complete connection to the machine like his?  Or
did the computer have its own agenda.


“Can the connections be
taken out?”


“Affirmative,” answered
the scanner computer.  “Nanobots can be ordered to disassemble the level two
implant connections, leaving only the basic level one connections in place. 
This can be done while the subject is mobile.”


“How about the level
one connections?  Can they be taken out as well?”


“Period of complete
immobilization required for dismantlement of level one connections.  Time
required, two hours.”


She didn’t like that
idea at all.  Totally immobilized for two hours on a station that Vengeance
ruled.


“Is there any way to
keep the station computer from accessing my mind?” she asked.  There had to be
a way to keep that thing out of her brain, in case she had to act against it. 
And she was beginning to suspect that she would have to act against it, if only
to unravel its enigmatic purpose.


“The Class One combat
helmet can be augmented to block out electromagnetic transmissions to brain
implants.”


“Like the helmet I have
here?” she asked, picking it up from the table.  “What do I do to augment it?”


“Nanobots within the
helmet can be programmed to increase the translucence level of the helmet. 
Would you like me to order such.”


“Yes,” she said. 
“Immediately.  And do you mean the damn nanomachines are in everything in the
station?”


“Affirmative,” said the
computer.  “They perform a necessary maintenance function throughout the
station.  Modern civilization could not function without their ministrations.”


“I want all the
nanobots within the Class One Combat Helmet to deactivate themselves after they
perform their task,” she yelled.  “The same goes for those that are in my head,
after they complete the job of taking out the level two connections.  I want
them completely out of my body.”


“You will not have
access to the most sophisticated healing procedures if the nanobots are purged
from your physiology,” protested the computer.


“I got along without
them just fine before,” she replied through clenched teeth.  “I’m sure I can
get along without them just fine for now.”


Pandi sat in the chair
for what seemed like an eternity, though she was sure it was only fifteen
minutes.  Her skin crawled at the thought of the billions of tiny insect like
robots running through her body, taking apart the foreign objects in her head,
then taking apart themselves.


“It is done,” said the
computer.  “Your body is totally purged of nanobots.  They may be injected back
into your body at any time if you so desire.”


“I don’t desire,” she
said.  “Now I want you to access the main computer, with all filters in place. 
I want access to all information on the Watcher.”


“Emergency transmission
coming through from the central computer system,” said the scan room computer. 
“Do you wish to allow access?”


“Wait a second,” she
said as she pulled the helmet over her head and buckled the chin strap. 
“You’re sure that this thing will block unwanted access to my brain?”


“With the augmented
helmet in place you must consciously allow contact with the computer to your
mind.”


“OK, let it through.”


“Pandi Latham,” said
the voice of the central computer, much more human and alive sounding than the
slave unit of the scanner.  “I have an emergency message for you, priority
one.”


“A message?  From a
living creature?”


 “Yes.  One that is
known to you.”


“Put it on the holo,”
she said, suspicious of allowing the computer too much access to her mind.


“Why do you distrust me
so,” said the computer.  “I only have the best interest of all sentients on the
station at heart.”


“And I have my own best
interests,” she growled.  “Which don’t include letting a machine have
unrestricted access to the center of my being.  Not put on the damned holo.”


The holo sprung to life
in the center of the room.  A familiar face looked out at her, the face of
someone she thought she loved.  No, not really his face, she thought as
she looked into the cold eyes of the psychopath.


“Vengeance.”


“Yes, my dear Pandora,”
said the voice of the creature.  “I may call you Pandora, yes?”


“What the hell do you
want?  Computer, can he see me through this thing?”


“Yes, Pandora, I can,”
said Vengeance.  “What an interesting name you have.  Named after the woman who
released all the troubles upon an innocent mankind.  One who was cursed
forever.”


“Just tell me what the
hell you want, you asshole,” she growled.  “And leave off the history lesson.”


“What I want is you,”
said the creature.  “I want you to writhe in my sweet embrace.  I want your
dead and mutilated body to show to my enemy.  My brother.”


“I’m not so helpless now,”
she said uncertainly, her hands patting the pistols attached to her webbing,
then picking up her rifle.


“You think those will
protect you from the legions I command?” he said with a sneer.  “You may
destroy some of them, but I will get you.  Alive.”


“Computer.  Does he
know where I am?”


“Vengeance does know
your current location,” said the computer.


“How near is he?”


 “Vengeance is not
currently in this vicinity.”


Pandi blew out a soft
breath of relief.  So it would take the bastard time to get to her, and she
didn’t plan to be here when he arrived.


“However,” continued
the computer, “many of his robots are quite near.”


“Holo off,” she
ordered, and the image of Vengeance faded.  “Why the hell didn’t you tell me
his robots were near?”


The computer remained
silent, as Pandi looked around the room to see if she had forgotten anything. 
She thought about going back to Wacther’s quarters, to see if she had left
anything there, but decided against it.  She had her pack, her weapons, and her
sanity.  That would be all she needed to survive, or she just wouldn’t.


Out of my mind.  With the thought the
presence of the central computer left her mind.  She could feel it on the
fringe, waiting to be invited in.  But the invitation would not come soon.


“Scan room computer,”
she ordered.  “Is there any way to find my location and map my path without
resorting to the brain link implant?”


“The class one combat
helmet can be used to link with the computer system of the station and download
current location maps and routing instructions.  These will be displayed on the
visor of the helmet.”


“Download now,” she
ordered.  In an instant a small map of Watcher’s domain appeared on the left
upper corner of the visor.  She could still see through the visor as if nothing
obstructed her vision, though the map was also perfectly clear, and could at a
thought turn into a three dimensional representation.


“OK, I’m outa here,”
she said as she went through the door into the hall, weapons at the ready.  The
rifle was slung around her neck, the large EMP pistol in her right hand.  The
hall was clear, and she started breathing again, trying to slow her heart with
relaxing thoughts.


“Where are they?” she
asked the central computer, allowing access for a moment.


“Locations will appear
on your visor map,” said the computer voice, as red dots sprung into
existence.  A lot of red dots.  All the exits from the area were covered. 
Quickly counting she decided which exit had the least of the dots, and moved
deliberately in that direction.


“Open the door as soon
as I’m within five feet of it,” she ordered the computer, breaking into a run.


The door slid open
quickly as she launched herself into the air, a forward dive, the pistol moving
to the right side of the room beyond, where the map indicated two of the three
guardians awaited.   They're actually there, she thought with relief as
the slow motion effect of adrenaline rush overtook her.  Standard robots such
as Watcher used, with the different color scheme that showed they belonged to
Vengeance.


The barrel tracked onto
the first robot as she was falling to the floor.  A squeeze of the trigger and
the robot stiffened, freezing in place.  The barrel moved over as her body hit
the ground.  She thanked the God she wasn’t sure existed that she had played volleyball
as a girl, as her body slid along the floor.  A second squeeze and the second
robot froze in place, one foot in position to walk forward.  Unbalanced, it
fell over, and she sprung over it and rolled behind, her head and pistol
swinging around to cover the other side of the room.


The third and last
robot was running toward her, faster than a human could possibly move.  Not
faster than the speed of light, she thought as she lined it up and pulled
the trigger.  The robot froze in position, all of its electrical systems
fused.  Its momentum carried it on, and Pandi had to roll out of the way as it
crashed down on top of the robot she had been using for cover.


Funny, she thought, how
the old movies, even the newer trivee’s really, always portrayed machinery that
was destroyed by electromagnetic pulse as sparking and burning from the surge
of power.  She had worked with machines all of her life, and had only seen
a true electrical fire twice in her career.  She had still expected the robots
to spark, or do something dramatic when they were hit by this supposedly
advanced version of an EMP pistol.


Where to next?  She quickly scanned
the map on her visor, tracing out the three different routes from the room. 
One had red dots in it, moving in her direction.  That one was out.  The other
two were clear, but the exit on the left wall led to a corridor that did not
allow egress for quite a length.  Not her choice of a bolt hole, with only two
directions to go.  That left the center entrance.


With that thought her
feet were hitting the floor as she headed toward the doorway at a sprint.  She
could slow down later, to conserve energy in a jog.  Right now she had to get
out of here, and fast.


The door slid open
silently and closed just a quietly behind her.  She plopped a grenade down in
front of the door, setting it to arm in eight seconds with motion fuse.  Then
she turned and ran down the hall, her eyes keeping a close watch on the many
doors, while glancing at the visor map to make sure she wasn’t running into any
red dots.


There were suddenly a
half dozen of the hazard indicators in the room she had just left, half moving
to each of the other exits from the room.  She pumped her arms and legs faster,
turning into a doorway as the dots reached the booby-trapped entrance behind
her.  A glance over her shoulder showed the door sliding open, the arm and leg
of a robot visible.  Then she was in the small room and ducking for cover.  She
didn’t know how powerful the grenade was, but she suspected the worst.


The worst was what she
got, as the small grenade went off in the doorway down the hall with a roar. 
The walls and floor, built of hardened alloys, shuddered under the impact.  The
door to the room she was in jammed halfway open.  What the hell, she
thought.  Did it have a miniature nuclear warhead in it, or antimatter?  The
blast wave passed down the hall, some of it eddying hot and hard into the room
in which she lay.  She pulled her arms up over her head as she pressed the
visor into the floor.


And then it was over, as
fast as it had started.  She brought her head up and looked into the hall. 
Bits of debris littered the floor.  Cautiously she poked her head around the
corner, rifle held at the ready.  She was greeted by the remains of a robot
scattered along the hall, several large sections and many smaller pieces.  The
door that she had used to enter the hall was gone, as were the other robots. 
Probably blown back into the room they were coming from.  


Walls and ceiling had
been scorched by the heat of the explosion.  She looked with new respect on the
small grenades she carried.  They gave one Pandora Latham quite a bit of
firepower, if she used it properly.  But all of the robots would know her
general vicinity by now.  So it was time to book.


Pandi jogged down the
hall, her eyes carefully scanning every corner, keeping a close watch on the
visor map.  Confidence filled her now.  She had defeated nine of the machines
sent to get her, and she wasn’t even close to being out of ammo.


*    *    *


As Pandi entered a large
room, getting her orientation, she thought of how she could move herself far
from this area of the station.  The room looked familiar, like another room she
had been in before.  Murals covered the walls, showing tall and slender
humanoids, not quite human, under a golden sun.  Tables and chairs sat in one
corner of the forty-meter square room, with a couple of doorways on the other
side.  Some of the murals on the walls near the tables had some kind of script
on them, something that looked to Pandi like Japanese or Chinese writing, with
scenes of people dining on exotic looking dishes of fruits and vegetables.


A restaurant.  It had to be a
restaurant or cafeteria.  It had almost a European flavor to it, like the
sidewalk cafes she had sat at in Paris or Koln.  All it was missing was an
outdoors, and the high ceiling and bright lighting made it seem like a sunny
outside.  And if it was a cafe, it must be near to other public facilities,
possibly even a transport station.  


That was what she
needed.  A train car to take her swiftly away from here.  She could stop it at
several different stations, and make them guess where she had gotten off. 
Looking at the map, she could see that a number of large rooms lay ahead, but
nothing that looked like the configuration of a transport station.


“Computer.  Is there a
transport station near here?”


“Yes.  There is one
less than a kilometer from here,” answered the computer.  “I will indicate on
your map which direction to take.”


“Ok,” she said as she
strode off in the direction of the arrow on her map, heading for a large glass
or plastic door at the near side of the room.


The next chamber was
also very large, larger than the restaurant.  It looked like a promenade, with
windows and doors along each side, planters and benches in the center.  Her
curiosity got the better of her, as she moved to the side of the hall, looking
in at the displays in the windows.  Shops.  When could she ever avoid shops? 
In better times she might find areas like this and help herself to the wares. 
But for now all she would let herself do is look while she moved on.


There were windows full
of manikins clothed in styles strange and bizarre.  Colors of shining neon were
the most common.  The general shape was of the slender humanoids she had seen
in the restaurant murals.  This must have been their area.


Other windows held
bottles that might been perfumes or lotions.  Strange gadgets filled other
windows, most compact, like trivee remote controls.  She was sure they did
other things than just control entertainment, though.  One window held what
looked like small weapons, such as one could carry concealed.  Another what
seemed to be book viewers, with small cartridges arranged around them, many
with pictures and script on their fronts.


“Vengeance’s robots are
coming,” warned the computer.


“From where?”


“From behind.  They
have been tracking you through the restaurant, and are about to enter this
hall.”


Damn, she thought, but the
map didn’t give as full a view behind as in front, and there had been too much
hall behind her to fit in the display.


“They have stunners,”
said the computer.


“Stunners?” she asked,
as she started into a fast jog down the promenade.


“Weapons capable of
using sonic beams to stun the nervous system of the target.  You should be very
careful.”


“Short range weapons?”


“Unfortunately no. 
They have a range of over a kilometer.”


She looked down the
hall, seeing a good stretch ahead of her.  None of the doors to the stores had
opened as she passed, and she guessed they were closed for the duration.  But
the planters looked thick and sturdy.


Pandi hit the ground in
a roll, landing behind a planter, looking around it as she set the selector
switches on her rifle.  She waited a second or two before the first of the
robots walked into the promenade.  It took a position a couple of meters to the
side of the door, as a quartet of companions marched through and began to
spread out, searching the hall in sections.


Pandi aimed at the
closest, about seventy meters away, and squeezed the trigger.  The weapon
thutted quietly as it launched the low velocity projectiles toward the robot. 
She swept the rifle across the formation of robots, as it sent five projectiles
a second at the creatures.


The explosions of the
microgrenades burst along the wall, spreading pieces of robot and building
material across the edge of the promenade.  Within seconds they were all down,
no movement other than pieces of metal rolling or sliding across the floor. 
Her access to the computer had told her they were basic utility robots, not
combat models.  But she also knew combat models existed, and there were sure to
be some on the station.


A warning beep on the
rifle caught her attention.  A light on the ammo bar was lit up, showing she
only had a trio of remaining microgrenades.  She switched to minishapes as she
stood up and surveyed the damage.


“There are more
coming,” said the computer.  “Thirty-five to be exact.”


“From where those came
from?”


“Yes.”


Pandi gripped the rifle
tightly as she ran full speed through the rest of the promenade.  She turned at
the exit door, just as one of the following robots brought its weapon to bear. 
She sent a spray of minishapes into it across the long promenade, the weapon
pushing hard into her shoulder.  The robot went down as she went through the
door.  One down, a million to go.  The thought brought forth a short
laugh.  She wondered if there were enough weapons on the station for her to
defeat what was coming after her.  She did know there weren’t enough of her to
wield all of them if there were.


The next room was
another restaurant, laid out in the same manner as the last, with the exception
of heavy wall hangings of silken material.  Her map showed another large room
ahead, one that looked like a station.  No red dots shown in her view.  She was
home free.


The station was a
beautiful sight.  Not just because of the luxurious opulence of a transport
center matching the wealth of the surrounding area.  A car sat in the tube
running through the center of the long room.


Then she noticed the
large statue at the end of the station.  She thought it was a statue, until it
began to move.  The red dot appeared out of nowhere on her display.


“How come you didn’t
warn me about him?” she asked the computer as she brought her rifle up.


“The battle robot was in
stealth mode until you entered his range,” it replied.


Pandi squeezed and held
the trigger, sending and endless stream of minishapes into the breast of the
robot.  It continued forward, the bright flashes of explosions on its chest
plate.  Pandi checked for damage, releasing the trigger for a second.  There
were some small pits on the once smooth chest plate, but nothing else to show
for her efforts.


She switched fire to
the face, watching the flurry of explosions, but the robot slowed not a bit. 
The rifle stopped bucking in her hands, the display indicated she had run out
of minishapes.  Well, she thought as she switched the selector, it was still
far enough away to risk microgrenades, so she let it have the three she had
left in her drum, right in the head.  The explosions rocked the robot back
slightly, but it advanced through the cloud of smoke and fire, none the worse
for wear.


“Shit.”  All she had
now were ball rounds, and she didn’t have time to change drums.  She dropped
the rifle to hang from her neck by the strap as she pulled the EMP pistol,
leveled it at the robot, and fired.


Absolutely nothing
happened.  She checked the pistol to make sure it was charged.  Full.


“Dammit,” she said as
she ducked behind a support.  “Help me.  What can I do to stop that thing from
killing me?”


“If it meant to kill
you it would have done so.  It is under orders to take you alive.”


“No thanks,” she swore
as she pulled a grenade from one of her belt pouches, then another.  Quickly
she armed them with dead man switches, set to go off two seconds after she
released them.  She would much rather die than end up back in that sadistic
devil’s hands.  And she might just take the robot with her.


“Might I suggest you
throw them at the robot,” said the computer.  “It is under orders to take you
alive, and to allow no harm to come to you.”


She got the idea in an
instant.  Pandi twirled around the column, tossing the grenades in the
direction of the robot.  It reached out and grabbed the grenades as they came
at it, pulling them into its body.  Pandi dove back behind the column as the
grenades detonated.  


Uh oh, she thought as
pieces of column fell on her.  The computer’s idea might not have been the best
if she was crushed under masonry.  She grunted as some heavy pieces hit her in
the back and the suit impact armor went rigid.  Another bounced off of her
helmet, and she thanked whatever God there was that the hard hat was on her
head.  


She pulled herself out
from under fallen material, looking up to see that the central structure of the
column had weathered the explosion.  Cracked masonry had broken away, but the
hard alloy material in the center had taken up the impact.  Pieces of the outer
shell still clung to it.


Pandi checked herself
for broken bones and torn flesh, but the suit had protected her well.  Some
stiffness, but everything seemed to operate well enough.  She gingerly picked
herself up off the ground and moved around the column to see what was left of
the robot.


More than she would
have thought.  Essentially it was intact, with the exception of the gaping
holes torn in the armored chest of the creature, and the fused and melted ends
of the arms where once its hands attached.


“Next time we get to an
armory,” she said to the computer, “show me where the antitank weapons are.”


“Tanks?”


“Heavy weapons.  Rocket
launchers and such.  Are there any more of these things around here?”


“None within range of
my scan,” said the computer.  “But if they are in stealth mode there is no way
I could pick them up.”


“So it’s time to get
the hell out of this area,” she said, heading for the train tube.  The doors
opened as she approached, and closed soundlessly behind her.  She took a seat
by the door as she thought for a second.


“How do I start this
thing?”


“Simply state your
destination,” said a voice in the chamber.  The car computer, waiting for who
knew how long for someone to again take advantage of its service.


“Just move down the
line,” she ordered.  “Spinward.  Until I order you to stop.”


The car started to move
immediately, slowly at first, with no apparent motion.  Acceleration began to
pick up as it went through the first tunnel.  She knew the car would accelerate
with gee forces enough to crush her into a pulp if not for its compensators. 
She would make a fortune if she were able to just bring that technology back to
her time.  But there didn’t seem to be any way back.


Pandi pulled the nearly
empty drum from her rifle, placing it carefully in her backpack as she drew out
a new one.  It clicked easily into place, and the readouts on the rifle showed
that all loads were full.


Now the car moved out
into a huge chamber, much like those that had contained the magnetic field
generators and power transformers she had seen on her earlier ride.  But this
chamber was mostly empty space, thousands of cubic kilometers of it.  Mostly,
but not all.


It took her a second to
adjust to the scale of the great ships that were docked in this chamber.  Then
the scale took hold, even as her mind refused to believe in ships over twenty
kilometers in length.


“Are they functional?”
she asked the station computer.


“All of the ships in
this particular docking facility are fully functional, fueled and charged with
energy,” said the computer.  


“Would I be able to
operate one?”


“You would not be able
to use the ship to its complete abilities,” said the computer.  “Not without
pilot training.”


“So how do I train to
become a pilot?”


“An hour in the
simulator aboard the ship, as well as implanted memories, would qualify you as
a pilot.”


“But I would be able to
use a ship without pilot training?”


“All of the commercial
vessels are able to operate to voice command,” said the computer.  “The
military ships within some of the other docking facilities will not operate
without the proper access code.”


“And you can’t give me
that code.”


“Correct.  Only
override by sentient authority can allow access to military codes.”


The room continued on,
with ships of various sizes scattered here and there.  The largest was easily
thirty kilometers in length, the smallest about the size of the private
launches used in her time to traverse the inner planets.


“What happened to all
the people?” she asked suddenly, almost afraid to hear the answer.  Silence was
the answer.


“Are you not allowed to
give me that information as well?”


“Access to that
information is restricted.”


It must have been
something bizarre, she thought.  All of the billions of people inhabiting this
station, the center of the civilized Galaxy, gone.  The whole of the civilized
Galaxy fallen into barbarism.  Only now beginning to climb back out and up. 
While the station was still in perfect condition, as if the people had just
left yesterday.  Of course the robots could have kept the station in order,
especially under the stewardship of Watcher.  Had there indeed been massive
damage during whatever event had taken the people?  Damage that had been
repaired by the machines.  Had there been bodies, which the robots had taken
away for disposal.  Were they buried decently?  Or were they incinerated?  Or
tossed through wormhole gates to disappear from the Universe as they knew it.


Or had they simply
left?  Had there been a threat to the station that caused every sentient
creature to leave the center of the civilized Galaxy?  Every sentient creature
but Watcher and Vengeance.  Where did they figure in this mystery?  Watcher
might tell her, if she ever found him again.


She would find him
again, if she had to search the whole station.  She now felt confident in her
ability to survive.  And is she didn’t, she would go down fighting.







Chapter 14


 


 


Task Force 48 will
enter the Supersystem at all speed, heading Galactic coordinates Zero, Zero,
Zero.  The artifact known as the Donut is to be boarded and any
available technology is to be returned to the home stars of the Nations of
Humanity.  Any and all risks are acceptable in order to accomplish the
mission.


Nation of Humanity Special Order 238.7 


 


 


“Release the specials,”
ordered Admiral Miklas Gerasi.  The weapons officer checked one last time to be
sure the programs were in place and functioning perfectly.


“Release the specials,”
said the com officer on the circuit to the rest of the squadron.


On each ship two three
hundred meter long cylinders detached from the lower hull.  Inertialess drives
moved them slowly into position, until all twenty two cylinders hung motionless
in space a dozen kilometers in front of the lead ship of the squadron.


The bars on the
magnetic field indicators on the ships rose, as each of the specials
encased itself in a powerful shield of field lines.  Moments later the nozzles
on the sides of each special began to spew a shimmering liquid mass into
space.  The mass flowed along the magnetic field lines, kept away from the
cylinders while totally encasing them.  Soon the negative matter shells were
complete, as the space destroying drives of each special powered up.


“Five, four, three,
two, one,” counted the chief tactical officer.


The specials
disappeared from view, as their drives destroyed narrow swathes of space,
recreating it behind them, moving them at a pseudo speed a hundred times faster
than light.  Homing in as well as they could on their targets.


“I wish we could see
what’s happening,” complained the admiral.  But though the weapons were heading
toward their targets faster than light, the ships would not be able to assess
their effects until the crawl of light speed information came back to their
sensors.


*    *    *


The dozen graviton
generators were the targets of the specials, two to each of ten
generators, one each to the remaining two.  Of course they would not all reach
their targets.  The accuracy of the guidance systems controlling the space
destroying drives were not that finely tuned.  There was no need for them to
be, when the drive covered distances so quickly that even the fastest computer
couldn’t control resumption of normal space within more than a couple of
million kilometers.  Still some reached their targets, while others came near
enough to threaten.


*    *    *


“Warning,” stated the
computer.  Vengeance jumped up from the chair he had been sitting in.  His
daydreams had tended toward what he would do to the human female when she was
caught.  Sadistic dreams of sexual satisfaction.  For him at least.  She would
fulfill the masochistic part of the equation.  


If she was caught.  So
far she had proven that one willing to destroy had the advantage over those who
could only capture.


“Warning,” stated the
computer again, as the holo sprung to life.  Vengeance peered closely at the
cylinders in front of the ships.  Oversized torpedoes.  With shimmering shells
of negative matter moving into place.  FTL torpedoes.


“Lock graviton beams on
those objects,” he ordered, already sure he was too late.  If the beams could
lock onto the torpedoes, they might be able to hold them in place while they
activated their drives.  Which would cause them to destroy themselves, unable
to withstand the forces pulling at them in two different directions.


With a flare of light
they were gone.  Vengeance cursed to himself.  They would take out part of his
defensive screen.  Part, but he was sure not all.


“Open wormhole viewers
at all graviton generators,” he ordered.  “Track any object moving near the
generators not in the catalog and fire at will.”


A dozen small holos
opened around the room, each showing a quick pan of space around each
generator.  The main holo panned out from the station, covering the Donut. 
Vengeance was worried about what damage they might do to his abode, any which
missed their primary target.


*    *    *


Three of the torpedoes
intersected their targets, the space destroying drives warping the structure of
the huge generators.  Superhard alloys flowed like water for kilometers around
the warpage.  Hard radiation flared out, destroying machinery and circuitry the
length of the long cylinders.  The torpedoes flared as they disrupted under the
intersection of space destroying drive and converted to energy, small particles
of matter blasting into space at near light speed.  Neutrons, protons, and
electrons flared up and down through the cylinders of the graviton generators. 
They mixed with the anti-protons and positrons of the antimatter warheads and
drive fuel, adding more neutrons and gamma radiation to the mix.  


Molten matter and
energy blew out large areas of the sides of the generators, leaving gutted
cylinders falling out of their stable orbits.


One of the torpedoes
continued too far and intersected the hole.  The torpedo blew back into normal
space near the event horizon, a mass of energy and particles.  The hole didn’t
even notice such a minute display of power, sucking all particles into its
great mass, to disappear from the Universe.


A great freighter broke
up from a torpedo going through its space.  The space destroying drive smashed
it to pieces, though its mass was too small to affect the course of the
torpedo.  Another torpedo was not so fortunate, nor was the enormous space
station that it tried to share space with.  Station, docked ships and torpedo
went up in a tremendous explosion that filled space with an ever-expanding
cloud of debris.


Seventeen of the
torpedoes entered normal space without mishap.  Each got its bearing using the
gravitation beacon of the hole, their computers working swiftly to find its
location and plot the course to the nearest target.  Two entered space within
several million kilometers of their targets, inertialess drives kicking in and
propelling them forward at thousands of gees, repositioning their negative
matter shields in a conglomeration before the bows of the weapons.


The on board sensors of
the two graviton beams in question picked up the nearby torpedoes.  The
ponderous structures started to turn slowly in space.  Too slowly.  


A torpedo plowed into
the center of one of the graviton beam projectors.  The ball of negative matter
preceded it, striking the outer surface of the projector.  Matter and negative
matter canceled each other out.  A hole appeared in the outer surface through
which the torpedo drove.  Immediately inside it impacted machinery.  The
antimatter warhead detonated, turning one hundred kilograms of antimatter and a
hundred kilograms of matter into fast moving neutrons and gamma radiation.  The
remaining twenty kilograms of antimatter in the space destroying drive went off
milliseconds later.  Within seconds the explosive force had spread for kilometers
up and down the cylinder.  


The great graviton
projector shuddered under the violence of the explosion.  But it remained
intact, capable of self-repairing, given time.


The second torpedo was
not so fortunate as its brothers.  Accidents happen, and the rupture of the
engine containment field, while it was still thousands of kilometers from its
target, was a statistical probability for devices such as it.  Antimatter and
matter combined into energy as the torpedo blasted apart, setting off the
warhead.  Particles of matter and energy flew out in all directions.  Because
of the momentum of the torpedo, more matter flew toward the target.  Negative
matter and matter canceled out along the way as they touched.  Still the side
of the graviton projector was pelted by a thin sleet of fast moving particles. 
Gamma radiation penetrated, causing minor damage to the internal machinery.


The other fifteen
torpedoes came into normal space far from their targets.  Fast as they could
move, sensory systems picked them up faster.  Graviton beams, lasers and
particle beams reached out and snuffed them from existence one by one, until
the threat was eliminated.  


*    *    *


“Dammit to hell,” swore
Vengeance, as he watched the destruction of the three graviton projectors, followed
by the crippling of the two others.  He still had seven in service, enough to
cover his perimeter.  Maybe he should reach out and pull some of the ships
within range of the Neutronium Ball function of the projectors.


“Ships are beginning to
turn,” said the computer.  Sure enough, he could see them in the holo,
rotating, changing orientation until the ships were all pointed bow outwards,
away from the Donut.  


“Lock all available
beams on the closest of the vessels,” ordered Vengeance.  “I want to give them
an abject lesson.”


“Preparing graviton
generators for operation,” said the computer.  “But they will not be in that
location much longer.”


Vengeance could see
what the computer was talking about, as the negative matter streams came out of
the ships’ pylons and were pulled into the shells needed to protect material
objects from the gravitational fluxes of the matter destroying drive.


“Lock established,”
said the computer.  One of the ships jerked back, accelerating toward the Donut. 
Then it was gone in a flash of light.  The other ships followed suit, until
there was nothing within range.


“The ship broke free of
the lock,” said the computer.


“Do you have their
location?”


“Impossible to
determine location at this time,” said the machine.  “Nature of drive makes it
difficult to predict final resting space of vessel using space destroying drive
to move.”


“Isn’t there anything
you can do to find them?”

“Standard scans will reveal their location in time,” said the computer. 
“Opening and closing wormhole viewers at statistically significant random
locations may lead to an earlier view.”


“Then do so, dammit,”
yelled Vengeance.  “I want them found before they launch another such attack.”


Damn, he thought again.  What
if they try to get their ships close to the Donut using the same tactic? 
According to what he had just seen some might be destroyed, and some might end
up far enough away from the station to be disposed of safely.  But some would
reach the proximity of the station.  Close enough to board?  Close enough to
threaten his existence?  Thoughts of Pandora Latham and the pleasure he had
planned retreated to the back of his mind, as paranoia reigned in the mind of
the immortal creature.


*    *    *


Fleet Admiral Nagara
Krishnamurta spit the mouthpiece out as the liquid in the cylinder receded
below his chin.  He had always hated the rubbery taste of the mouthpieces.  But
it had served its purpose, allowing the Danaus to decelerate thirty
gravities past the range of her inertial compensators, so she and her sisters
would stop well short of the Donut.  


That has always been
the problem,
he thought.  His people could build engines that could propel material objects
at thousands of gravities of acceleration.  But they were limited by the
ability of their inertial compensators to damp more than fifty gravities, and
the human body to handle more than four for any extended length of time. 
Better than their enemy’s tech.  But they knew better had existed in the past. 
That was why his Kingdom needed the Donut, or at least to be able to
deny it to their foes.


Krishnamurta dried off
quickly and changed into a comfortable uniform, before exiting his day cabin
and walking onto the bridge.  He had seen the representation of the attack on
the Donut by the ships of the Nation.  But the data had not yet
been analyzed while he was in the tube.


“Admiral on the
bridge,” called out the navigation officer, just getting into his seat to
spring back to attention.  Only half of the bridge crew were at their posts. 
The others were still in the locker room cubby, changing into dry uniforms. 
The medicinal smell of the liquid used in the acceleration tubes permeated the
room, despite the best efforts of the environmental system to clean the air.


“Report,” ordered the
admiral, as he took his own seat and the rest of the crew turned full attention
to their stations.


“It seems that the Nation
ships fired torpedoes with their space destroying drives toward the Donut,”
said the tactical officer.  “The Donut is still intact, though I doubt
they would have the resources to do it too much damage.”


“Probably trying to
knock out some of its defenses,” said the captain.


Yes, thought Nagara.  And
the Nation had the kind of technology they didn’t.  Oh, Surya’s
inertialess hyperlight drive was more advanced than the space destroying drive,
much more efficient in its use of energy, though still an enormous drain of
resources.  And it was much safer.  Ships equipped with Surya’s version
of interstellar drive were able to build up to much greater velocities than
those using space destroying drive.  But it took time for the ships to build up
to light speed and beyond, while space destroying drive instantaneously
propelled their ships into a pseudo-speed far beyond light.


And now the Nation
vessels were equipped with torpedoes deploying the same space destroying
drives.


“Did the Nation of
Humanity ships suffer any damage at the hands of the Donut?” he
asked.


“They seem to have
warped out soon after the attack,” said the science officer.  “Of course our
information is still a couple of hours out of date, and will only improve when
we reach the proximity of the station.”


“I want passive sensors
on all vessels to sweep the area to our front,” ordered the admiral.  “As soon
as we reach our terminus I want all actives to go to full power.  I don’t want
them to know we’re coming.  But I want to know where they are.”


Nagara could read the
expressions on the faces of the bridge crew.  He could imagine the expletives
that were flying around the bridges of the other ships in the squadron.  He was
asking the impossible of them.  Only to keep their own presence secret, while
pinpointing the enemy location.  But his ships were stealthy, much more so than
the warships of his enemies.  His electronic suites were much more sophisticated. 
And his weapons more powerful.  If he could get within optimum beam weapon
range before they knew he was there, he could cripple half their squadron
before they could react.  A very big if.


The admiral sat his
chair, hands gripping the armrests, as he let his crew go about their
business.  They knew what to do, and were very interested in doing their jobs
well.  Since doing them poorly might lead to a disastrous end of the mission.


*    *    *


Pandi had traveled for
over an hour before she ordered the car to stop at the next possible station. 
Of course that meant almost an hour of decel before it was possible to stop. 
The speed of the car was amazing.  But the shortcomings of this mode of travel
were enormous.  Once the car had gotten up to a certain speed the passengers
were trapped for the duration.  No wonder the people of this station had
preferred travel by the wormhole gates.  


Now she was coming to a
stop, in a station whose murals showed it was a Hustedean section of the
Donut.  The door slid open quickly and silently, and she walked into the
station.  Murals of the creatures decorated the walls.  Exotic plants sat in
the planters.  Seats were designed with holes for tails.  She couldn’t wait to
look over this area, to see what these people considered the normal
accouterments of civilization.


“Those look like desert
shrubs,” she said, looking into one of the planters.  The light overhead seemed
kind of harsh and bright as well.


“Hustedeans evolved as
desert dwelling omnivores,” said the computer.  “Day hunters.  The plants and
the ambient light are intended to make them feel at home within the confines of
the station.”


“I guess most
intelligent species were hunters.  At least that’s what the anthropologists and
psychologists thought on Earth.”


“All sentient species
in this Galaxy sprung from hunter gatherer origins, with a single exception.”


Hunter, thought Pandi.  She
had always thought hunting was a cruel sport.  Now she thought it even more so,
when she was the prey. That thought brought back to her mind her present
situation.


“There aren’t any of
Vengeance’s robots around, are there?”


“Vengeance has no
robots under his control in this part of the station at this time,” answered
the computer.  “But you would do well to use caution in this area.”


“Why this area?”


“Station security
elements in this area are a considerable threat,” answered the computer.


“I thought you ran
station security.”


“Not all inhabitants of
the station fully trusted the central control facility,” said the computer.  “The
Husted race was always suspicious of humans, and integrated their regions of
habitation into their own security and control system.  While I can access the
data coming from this region, I have no control over the independent elements
at work here.”


“OK,” said Pandi with a
huff, “I’ll watch myself.”


“Hey,” she said as a
thought came to her mind.  “Maybe I can take charge of this area for myself. 
It would be nice to have my own turf, where I could retreat and hold off any of
the other inhabitants that might have it out for me.”


“I would advise against
it,” said the computer.  “I say again that I have no control over the security
of this area of the station.  I doubt that the security elements would let a
human gain control of Hustedean habitations.”


“Just point me to the
control room and warn me if anything dangerous is near,” she ordered.  “I’ll
worry about what I can and cannot do.”


Pandi took a lift up a
level and walked through another of the large wormhole gate terminuses.  About
a third of the gates were still active at this terminus, many without barrier
fields, and the adventurer in her wanted to jump into one at random and find
out where it led.  And end up choking out my life, she thought, on
some methane or propane world.  She had enough adventure right here and now
for any person.  


The arrows on her
helmet visor map pointed the way.  She went through door after door, down one
hall after another, until she wondered if the computer was playing a game with
her.  The scan room computer had said the map was downloaded into her helmet
processor, and the station computer would have no control over it.  But this
was another region of the station, and there must have been an additional
download sometime in the recent past.


“Are we there yet?”


“I urge extreme caution
in this area,” said the computer.  “The hallway ahead leads to the central
control room for this region of the station, and there is bound to be security
in the area.”


Pandi tightened her
grip on her rifle as she stepped into the indicated hallway.  It seemed to
stretch on forever, with numerous doors on each side.  At the end of the hall
it had said.  But when did the hall end?


“The endlessness of the
hall is an illusion,” said the computer.  “It is intended to make whoever is
trying to find the control room become impatient and turn back.”


“It wouldn’t have
worked on me,” she said.  She had walked all over Europe on vacation from
college.  Some of those hikes would have killed an infantryman.


“There is a neural
induction field ahead,” said the computer.  “It would paralyze any chordate
creature that entered its range.”


“Any way I can turn it
off?  Maybe the EMP pistol?”


“It is too heavily
shielded for that weapon,” said the computer.  “I am attempting to access the
local computer system.  This may take a few minutes.”


Pandi waited, again not
sure how much she could trust the station computer.  It had treated her right
so far.  Or had it?  How did she know it wasn’t leading her to do what it
wanted her to do?


“I was not able to turn
the field off, but I did set it to fluctuate.”


“What the hell does
that mean?”


“When I give the signal
to go, run as fast as you can through the hall ahead.  Do not let any feelings
of numbness stop you.”


Feelings of numbness. 
That didn’t sound good.


“Go,” said the computer,
and Pandi didn’t wait to think.  She took off in a sprint.  Five steps into the
run and it felt as if she had the worst head cold of her life.  Her fingers and
toes felt numb, and she couldn’t feel her feet hit the floor.  But she kept her
muscles moving, not allowing her momentum to die, for she knew she would be
stuck in the web.  To die of starvation or thirst?  If there was no one here to
come and get her, that was a definite possibility.


Then she was through,
her head clearing in an instant, her extremities tingling with renewed
feeling.  She kept going for a dozen strides, not wanting to stop too close.


“OK.  Is there anything
else like that ahead?”


“No,” said the
computer.  “Nothing like that.  Nothing quite as harmless.”


“You will be able to warn
me of any dangers ahead?”


“Of course not.  I
warned you about trying to get to the control center.  The defenses are set so
that no one can gain entrance without a struggle, even if they have the aid of
the central station computer.”


Great, she thought,
shaking her head at her own stupidity.  Of course she would still go forward. 
And not just for the reasons she had given the computer.  The region control
center would allow her to access a major computer system separate from the
stations central processor and memory.  Maybe then she could get some of the
answers that the computer had denied her.  Maybe then she could get to the
bottom of the mystery of Watcher and Vengeance.  And the mystery of the fall of
civilization.


When she saw the robots
she thought they were Hustedeans come to life.  The same squat shape, thick
legged with stumpy balancing tail.  Even the surfaces were the same color as
the beings in the murals, sandy tan, to blend in with their desert homes. 
Since she had never seen a living member of their race she couldn’t tell from
their movements.  The glint of light on their polished surfaces gave it away.


Pandi ducked, just as
the first robot brought up a hand weapon and fired soundlessly.  The crack
sounded over her head, the passage of a particle traveling at supersonic
speed.  A projectile weapon, similar to her rifle, though she assumed not as
powerful.  But powerful enough to kill her if it hit her in a vital spot.


A burst of minishapes
over the torso of the first robot assured that she hit a vital place.  The
robot fell backwards and the other two robots brought their own weapons to
bear, as Pandi tried to pull herself closer to the floor while returning fire. 
Something hit her suit, a hard hammer as the material went rigid.  Not rigid enough,
as the power of the pellet still abraded her skin through the clothing. 
Another hit her helmet, a head ringing slap.  At least they weren’t shapes such
as she was firing, or they would have easily penetrated suit and helm, and she
would be lying dead on the floor.


Three quick bursts took
care of the two gun wielding robots.  They fell back into unmoving repose,
pistols still gripped in their vise like hands.


“That set off the alert
system,” warned the computer.  “The reaction force will be coming soon.”


“How many?  And how do
I stop them?”


“I have no idea how
many,” said the computer.  “Weapons will stop them for a time, but the only way
to shut down the system is to take the control room, and then break its coded
lock out.”


“Then that’s what I’ll
have to do,” she said, running forward, sprinting down the hall.  Yeah,
she thought, that’s all I have to do.  Break the code on an unknown computer
system.  How many possible codes?  Billions?  Trillions?


Her brain went numb for
a second, along with her extremities, but her speed carried her through before
her body could collapse.  Wonderful things, those neural induction fields.


Two robots stepped into
the hall to her front.  She cursed as she realized what they were.  Fractuals. 
She would have to destroy every part of them before they would stop trying to
kill her.  She flipped the selector switch quickly and fired a burst of
microgrenades at range.  The explosions annihilated the front ends of the
robots, destroying their weapons before they could bring them to bear.  A
second burst took out another large section of movable cubes from both robots.


Then she switched to
full auto fire, ball ammunition.  She remembered how her pistol rounds had been
enough to take out individual cubes on the first of these she had encountered,
and over half of her drum was loaded with the simple, high velocity pellets.


The rifle bucked with
Newton’s opposite reaction as she fired from the hip, on the run, walking the
bullets like a hose of water over the bodies of the robots.  The air to her
front turned into a cloud of metallic particles as the rounds ate into the
robots.  She fired until the empty indicator lit, then switched to minishapes,
as she slowed to assess her damage through the obscuring cloud that was
settling to the floor.  They’re toast, she thought, looking at the
floor, littered by a half meter of fragments.


Heat burned into her
shoulder.  She dropped quickly below the fire and hit the floor, scooting
herself around to bring the robots to her rear under fire.  Sneaky bastards,
coming up behind her while she was busy.  Luckily the suit provided enough
protection to keep the millisecond of beam contact from burning through her,
though she knew she would still have a bad burn on her left shoulder.


The rifle bucked as she
sent a stream of minishapes into the robots.  As she blew the two that were in
sight into immobile hulks, more of the machines came into view, running up the
hall in the strange hopping gait of the creatures they imitated.  They held
pistols in their hands, and from the effect of the other pistol she was sure
they were not stunners.


The switch rotated
easily under her thumb, as she set the rifle for single fire, microgrenades. 
The load indicator showed at least fifty rounds of the small but powerful warheads. 
She aimed carefully at the lead robot and squeezed the trigger, feeling the
short recoil as the low velocity round left the rifle.  As soon as the round
was away she shifted aim and squeezed off another shot.  She didn’t know how
many of these things would come before they stopped, so it seemed a good idea
to conserve ammunition.


The first round struck,
right on target to the head of the robot, driving it into a backward fall.  The
next three took head shots before she missed, the round striking the wall.  Her
next four took out robots, and she noticed that the bodies were falling nearly
perfectly.  The barricade was rising.


She continued firing,
one shot right on the heels of another, as she kept scoring hit after hit, with
very little in the way of wasted rounds.  The pile grew higher, until the
robots following had the crawl over the pile ahead of them.  Crawl over to be
met with a grenade, adding to the height of the pile.  A couple of robots tried
to crawl through the remaining space.  They were stopped in place, completed
the obstruction of the hall.  


Take them a while to
get through that. 
She checked her load.  Only four left, so she shifted back to minishapes. 
Quickly placing a grenade on the floor, set to motion fuse, she got up and started
to walk over the remains of the fractals.  Until she saw movement in the pile. 
Cubes were still active and were seeking each other out, forming a new robot
from the remains of the two.  And there was a grenade to her back, set to arm
in another five seconds.


A second to back up a
couple of feet, one to run forward, another to clear the pile in a leap.  She
landed heavily on the other side, falling into a roll to take up the impact.  Time’s
up.  She kept motionless, waiting for the explosion, but nothing happened. 
She began to low crawl away from the pile of fractal remains, until she thought
she had enough distance between herself and the motion sensitive grenades.


Getting to her feet she
took a quick glance back.  The fractal was starting to grow out of the pile,
moving too slowly and smoothly to set off the grenade.  Until it configured and
took a step.  The pile of Hustedean robots was shifting as the many on the
other side tried to push them out of the way.  She hoped the fractal didn’t
configure until the other robots made it through, so the grenade could take
them all out.  But she didn’t have time to wait and see.


Pandi walked about
twenty yards before taking off into a run, her ears straining to hear the
sounds of the robots attacking the pile of their deceased compatriots.  She
could see the end of the hall now, no more than a couple of hundred yards
ahead.  She pulled in air through her lungs, trying to keep her breathing in a
rhythm, but finding that she was losing the battle to fuel her muscles.  She
was staggering by the time she reached the door, her hand reaching for the
pressure plate, this not being one that opened on approach, when the grenade
went off.


Pandi looked back as
the door opened, seeing the rush of flame coming up the hall, the blast
confined to the oncoming wall of fire.  She ran through the door and hit the
pressure plate on the other side.  The door slammed into place.  A second later
it was shuddering under the assault of the explosion.  But the blast had been
too far away, and the door too strong, for there to be more than an
unsuccessful assault on the opening.


“What’s the melting
point of this door?” she asked as she pulled the laser pistol from its shoulder
holster.


“Beyond the capacity of
that weapon,” said the computer.


“Can it withstand the
blast of a grenade at close proximity?”


“Yes.”


Pandi hit the pressure
plate again and tossed a grenade set on motion fuse a short way down the hall. 
In the distance it looked as if the barrier was still holding.  But from this
far away she couldn’t make out details.  She closed the door behind her and
looked around the room.


“I thought it would be
harder to get in here.”


“This is not the
control room,” said the computer.


Pandi’s heart fell as
she looked at the heavy door ahead of her, like the door of a bank vault.  She
was sure it would be harder to bypass than a mere vault door.  A number pad and
what looked like a modified pressure pad were set on the side of the vault.


“I guess I’ll be safe
if I can get past that, huh?” she mused, moving toward the door.


“It would take heavy
weaponry to get through the door without the proper code,” said the computer as
Pandi put her hand on the pressure pad.  Nothing happened.  “The pad is a palm
recognition unit.  Only the living palm of one authorized to enter will open
the door.  The only way you will gain entry is through the input of the proper
code on the keypad.”


Pandi looked closely at
the keypad.  There were fifteen keys, in five rows of three.  Each was marked
with an unknown symbol.  Not gonna be easy.  How many different millions of
combinations were there?  And she didn’t even know how many there were in a
sequence.


“No way you can help me
out with this thing?” she asked.


“I can run probability
programs on the keypad sequence,” said the computer, “based on the
personalities of the last programmers.  But I am afraid it will not be an easy
task, nor a speedy conclusion.”


“Go ahead and try,” she
agreed, pulling up one of the strange looking chairs.  “I’m not getting any
younger sitting here.”


As she sat in the not
uncomfortable chair she thought over her problem.  If only she hadn’t gotten
greedy, she wouldn’t have been here.  Yeah, she could have hidden like a rat,
at the mercy of the two brothers who alternated in running this station.  Or
she could try to get some juice of her own, some power, to gain her own
bargaining chip.  Or she could be killed, by robots following the orders of
people long dead.


And dammit, she needed
to know what was going on here, so she could influence the events surrounding
her.  She would rather die standing up fighting than at the hands of a sadistic
fiend, helpless to save herself.  I showed him once, she thought with a
smile, something he didn’t think she had in her.  But he would be more careful
next time, and her pain would be greater.


“Try these keypad
combinations,” said the computer.


A representation of
seven symbols appeared on her visor.  It took her a moment to find all of the
keys matching the symbols.  She punched in the seven symbols in the order presented
on the visor.  Nothing.


“This thing isn’t booby
trapped or something, is it?”


“If you mean will it
set off an alarm or traps if the wrong symbols are punched in, that is an
affirmative,” said the computer.  “Though for safety's sake it will only be after
a certain number of false entries.”


“Any idea how many?”


“That was up to the
programmer,” said the computer.


“Great,” said Pandi,
punching in the next sequence that came up on her visor.  Again nothing. 
Another sequence, another no go.  But what could she do but keep trying?


She had punched in over
thirty sequences, wondering all the while what the programmer was like.  What
were his favorite things in life?  What code would he have used, based on his
life, that would have ensured he didn’t forget the code?  But she had no idea
what the symbols were.  She could let the station computer enter her brain, to
transfer the information she needed to read this language.  But she didn’t
trust it to have that kind of access to her mind.


The heavy thump of the grenade
exploding broke her train of thought.  Something had moved up the hall to the
near side of the door, setting off the weapon.  The room shook for a second as
the walls absorbed the force of the blast.  That something and its companions
were no doubt slag piles in the hall.  But more would come, and quickly.  She
still expected the door to open any minute, revealing a horde of robots beyond
her power to stop.


Another sequence came
up on her visor, as her shaking fingers keyed in the symbols.  Without warning
the door cracked open with a slight hiss.  Pandi jumped back, expecting
something to come out of nowhere and take her to oblivion.  Instead the door
merely opened.  It pulled into the thick wall, moving inward.  Pandi waited for
the opening to clear.  She whistled to herself as the thickness of the wall was
revealed.  A dozen meters, at least, of the strongest substance known to the
science of the future.


The door stopped moving
back and slid to the side, revealing a hall of fifty meters or so, another door
at the end.  She hoped she wouldn’t have to go through the decryption routine
again.  When she was past the open door she hit the pressure pad on the wall. 
The door slid out into the hall, then pushed forward to close off the
entrance.  Let the robots come now, she thought.  No way they were going
to get through that door.


To her relief the next
door slid open on her approach.  Slid open and revealed the control room.  Her
breath caught again.  It was not what she had expected.  It was beautiful, with
the grace of a luxury apartment.  There were a few panels here and there, and
the knobs of holo projectors.  Couches and seats were arrayed around the room,
along with shelves holding a variety of exquisite statuary, all representations
of the beings known as Husteds.  The statues showed the aliens in many
different poses, of war and the pursuits of peace.  Even a few showing the
pursuits of love.  


A great portrait took
up most of one wall, of a distinguished looking alien in a military uniform. 
His ribbons and medals, along with the heavy epaulets on the shoulders, showed
him to be an officer of some rank.  The script below the painting gave her no
indication of his name or title.


“OK,” she said, sitting
down in front of one of the panels.  “What do I do to tap into this system?”


*    *    *


“They will be here in a
little over three hours,” said the chief tactical officer.  “Though they will
still have a bit of space to traverse before they come to rest.”

“Just outside of the deadline,” said Admiral Miklas Gerasi.  “A pity.  I would
wish to see them come under the tender attentions of a graviton beam.”


“We are not in any
shape to engage them,” said Captain Midas.  “We don’t have the torpedoes for a
sustained engagement, and are no match for them in a beam to beam battle.”


“I don’t plan to be
here for that to happen,” said the admiral.  “I’ll let the Donut be our
defense against the Kingdom of Surya heretics.”


“Have the data been
analyzed?” he asked the tactical officer.


“Yes,” said the chief
tactical officer.  “If we can get within the perimeter of the graviton beams,
I’m sure we can enter the station.”


“So you think they have
no other defenses within the graviton beams?”


“No sir.  I believe
they trusted to their fleet of warships to defend the station.  No beam weapons
nor torpedoes came from the Donut or its subsidiary stations.”


“Very well,” said the
admiral.  “Let’s go ahead and hit it while we’re out of range of our pursuers.”


*    *    *


“Where the hell did
they go?” yelled Vengeance at the computer display.  He had found the ships of
the intruders just an hour ago, and was making his plans to get to them.  Then
they had started accelerating his way.  And a new group of intruders was on the
way.  The computer had insured him their ships were of a different
configuration than the original intruders.  Enemy?  At least another race, and
maybe not sure of the capabilities of the graviton projectors.


“Alien ships all warped
into space destroying drive,” said the computer.  “Target, the Donut. 
It will take a few moments to determine their transition points.”


“Hopefully they will
all enter the hole, and I won’t have to worry about their damned disappearing
drive.  I didn’t think anyone would be foolish enough to use such a device this
close into a gravity well.”


“There is a distinct
possibility that several of them will do so,” said the computer.  “As well as a
probability that at least half will survive.”


“I have located several
of the intruder vessels,” continued the computer.


“Show them to me.”


*    *    *


It was very apparent
where one of the vessels went.  It announced itself by trying to occupy the
same space as one of the orbiting fleet vessels.  A mathematical improbability,
it nonetheless happened.  The vessel tried to meld atomic structures with the bigger
vessel, causing the subatomic explosion that lit the sky outside that section
of the Donut.  The equivalent of one million tons of antimatter, gamma
rays and fast moving neutrons burned through the outer skin of the station.  It
would have been a disaster if that portion of the station had been inhabited. 
As it was only machinery was shorted out, included one of the redundant memory
cores of the station computer.  Minutes later several pieces of the larger
warship struck the outer skin at high velocity, ripping holes in the structure
and causing shock waves that radiated out in all directions.  Of course the
station had rotated on before the pieces struck, so another region was damaged
by the slower moving masses.


Two of the vessels
materialized near the black hole.  Too near.  One impacted the event horizon
immediately, compressing to degenerate matter as it was pulled through the
ultimate gravitational barrier.  The other was far enough away to survive, for
a few minutes, as its drive fought a losing battle with the pull of gravity. 
It could not use its space destroying drive at that moment in time.  It would
take hours to prep it again.  And it didn’t have hours.  The screams of the
crew came over the airwaves moving out through the system with the distinctive
Doppler shift of an origin near a high gravity source.  Then the ship slipped
over the event horizon, all information from its matter lost to the Universe.


Another ship came out
in too close a trajectory to the black hole.  Not close enough to endanger it
directly.  Its engines fought to change its course, but it swung too close into
a sling shot motion that propelled it outward, away from the Donut.  It
would take days for it to change course to come back to the station.  But it
would be under the guns of the graviton beams within minutes.


The remaining seven
vessels made successful transits, looping around the black hole, their engines
pulling them into a perfect orbit within the inner shell of the Donut. 
Safe from any defenses the station might still be able to deploy.


*    *    *


“Hold position here,”
ordered the admiral.  “This place is as good as any.”


Orca’s orbit was just below
that of the inner surface of the Donut.  She crept along, all lights
pointed at the structure above her.  Hatches and doorways and protruding pieces
of machinery passed by in their thousands.


“Order the other
vessels to come up on us.”


“That will take about a
half hour,” said the chief tactical officer.  “I don’t know if we should wait
that long.  Whoever is in there will have a lot of time to arrange a welcome.”


“And I don’t want to
land only one ship full of marines,” countered the admiral.  “I would rather
have the combined forces of all our ships.”


“Sir,” said the chief
tactical officer.  “If I may make a suggestion.  The combined forces of our
entire fleet could not take control of that station.  The best we can hope for
is to get aboard, steal some technology, and get the hell out of here.”


“So you suggest landing
the marines immediately?”


“Yes sir.  At least then
we can be assured a foothold on the structure, and feed the rest of the troops
in behind them.”


“Very well,” ordered
the admiral.  “Go ahead and order the marines prepped and inserted.  Your team
of naval ratings ready to go.”


“Yes sir,” said the
chief tactical officer.  “We’ll do our best to bring back some of the good
stuff.”


Gerasi nodded, already
preoccupied with his thoughts.  He had already lost almost half his vessels. 
If he only had the marines from the lost ships he would feel better about the
whole assault.







Chapter 15


 


 


Half a league, half a
league, half a league onward.  Into the valley of death rode the five hundred.


The Charge of the Light
Brigade 


 


 


“What the hell was
that,” cried Pandi as her chair shook under her.  She had been working at this
thing for she didn’t know how long.  And it resisted all of her efforts to
break into the system.


“The station is under
attack,” said the computer.  “All resources are required for the defense of the
station.”


“Access granted,” said
the voice of the local system.


“How did that happen? 
I thought I was locked out tight.”


“Tactical situation
requires extreme measures,” said the station computer.  Somehow it sounded
wrong, confused.  “System resources being rerouted.”


“You must take command
of this local system,” it continued.  “You may proceed to give it your own
access code, as well as any other identifying data you might wish to add to the
security.”


“Great,” said Pandi. 
“But you said the station was under attack.  Who from?  Where are they?”


“Intruders currently
outside of the station,” said the computer.  “Location of eventual penetration
unknown at this time.  Sentient beings required to conduct local defense.”


Pandi thought about it
a second before allowing her mind to link with the local system through her
implant.  She made sure that the station computer was not linked as well,
willing it out of the system.  She still wasn’t sure what was going on, but she
wasn’t about to let this opportunity pass.  


Soon her thoughts were
as one with the local system and she was in total control.  Her eyes were
looking through the system’s eyes, seeing millions of locations at once.  With
a thought she was focusing through just one of the sensors, able to examine the
setting of the closest transport station in microscopic detail.  Or pan back to
take in the whole of it in one swath.


The system memories
became hers.  Too many to take on at one time.  Probably too many to process in
a lifetime.  But there for her use, all open to her scrutiny.


“I need your attention
for a moment,” said the station computer on her helmet system.


“You sound better,” she
said.


“One of my redundant
memory cores was destroyed in the first attack,” said the computer. 
“Fortunately nothing important was lost.”


“Don’t all your cores
contain the same information?  I thought that was the idea behind redundancy.”


“Normally that would be
a correct assumption,” said the computer.  “But some sensitive information is
stored in only one location, so that information can be dumped immediately if
necessary.”


“What kind of
information?”


“There is a high
probability that this region will bear the brunt of the enemy penetration,”
said the computer, ignoring her question.


Pandi tapped back into
the local system, willing a view of the inner surface of the station to
appear.  It was huge, even this small region of the station.  My home,
she thought.  Then the view centered on a small vessel.  Small until she got
her sense of scale, and saw that it was the size of a twentieth century
aircraft carrier.  No, bigger.  And a couple of other ships were slowly
crawling into position near her.


One of the ships spat
fire, as lasers and particle beams attacked one of the station access hatches. 
Metal heated, but did not give.  Stopped the son of bitches, she
thought, before the twin torpedoes left the ship and slammed into the hatch. 
Her view blanked for a second under the intense white light of antimatter
detonation.


When the view came back
the hatch was gone.  And long launches were leaving the big ship, headed for the
opening.


What are my resources?  At a thought the
order of battle appeared before her.  Dozens of the heavy combat robots. 
Thousands of the fractuals.  Millions of the standard utility robots, only ten
thousand or so configured for combat, though the others could be used for mass
wave attacks.


But only one of the
combat robots was near to the breach, and a couple of the fractuals.  She could
have a large force there within ten minutes.  But would she have time?  More of
the ships were moving into position, and more of the launches were leaving the
ships.


*    *    *


The launch hovered in
the huge docking space beyond the sundered hatch.  Lasers fired, the only
indication in the vacuum the flaring vapor of the entry hatch leading into the
interior of the station.  The marines disembarked the launch in pairs,
miniature versions of their ships’ drives propelling them the short distance
through the vacuum, covered by the weapons turret under the nose of the
launch.  The first pair fanned out to cover the long hall that was their first
objective, rifles swinging back and forth to point to every nook and cranny in
succession.  The men breathed heavily through their suits, nerves getting the
better of them.  Even in their heavy battle armor they knew they might be dead
in seconds.  Or worse, wounded and left behind.


The second pair came
through behind them, lugging a heavy laser that they set up to cover the
entrance.  The third pair, another set of riflemen, followed and moved down the
hall, taking up positions thirty meters within.  Pair after pair followed,
until the entire platoon of forty-four had entered.


Their launch moved out
of position as another moved in to take its place.  The second platoon followed
the first, leap frogging ahead to penetrate deeper into the station.  They were
followed by a team of naval personnel, organized as a landing party, and the
headquarters and weapons section of the marine company, who followed the second
platoon of marines into the station.  Third platoon came on the last launch.


*    *    *


“The marines are all
aboard,” said the executive officer of marines, Lt. Colonel Mathers, from his
station aboard the Cachalot.  The ship was fitted as a landing force
flag, the second in the squadron.  Mathers, the XO of the force regiment, was
the ranking survivor of the expedition.  Colonel Landrue, the Regimental
commander, had died with the other half of the regimental staff when his ship
entered the black hole.


Now the leather-faced
Lt. Colonel sat his command chair in the tactical control room.  The faces of
the two battalion commanders and fourteen company commanders looked out at him
from the screens.  Communications techs sat their stations around the room,
speaking with platoon and squad leaders, keeping the channels open.  Displays on
the status of every marine were on the graphic readouts above the stations.


Mathers’ force was
still formidable, despite the losses of the other units that had not made it. 
Each of the companies fielded 158 officers and men.  With the battalion field
staffs aboard, along with their support units, he had over 2,500 troopers on
the station, with the armed naval landing force of over five hundred men, who
could be called on to fight in a pinch.  But the naval personnel’s mission was
to gather information and pull technology for shipment back to the squadron. 
It was his marines’ mission to protect them.


And even three thousand
warriors could be swallowed up by that huge artifact on the main holo.  It was
just too big, too massive.  But if they could hold just this small area long
enough to get something worthwhile out, the inevitable losses would be worth
it.


“Have they met any
resistance yet?” asked the admiral through the secure link.


“No sir.  And that has
me worried.  They’ve entered as planned through the fourteen chosen access
ports.  And nothing has raised its head, yet.”


“I don’t like it
either,” said the admiral.  “You have total control of the reaction force. 
It’s yours to deploy.”


Great, thought Mathis.  Another
five hundred spacemen, ready to go in and save the asses of the marines. 
He was afraid that if it came to that his command would be lost.


“Colonel,” yelled one
of the communications techs from his station.  “First platoon of G Company has
found something.”


The holo to the
colonel’s front switched from the admiral to the camera views of the platoon
leader of the unit in question.  What looked like computer terminals sat in the
small room.  Naval techs were cutting them loose from their desks and cables,
preparing them for transport back to the launches.  A trooper opened a cabinet
on the wall.  What could have been weapons, or tools, were arranged on a
featureless board.  The trooper began to pull them off and toss them to another
naval rating, who bagged the gear in a carrying case.


“K Company has run into
some resistance,” yelled another tech.  The holo switched to another view.  Senior
Sergeant W. Kimal read the words below the display.  A hopping creature
appeared in the view, then a couple of more.  Aliens, thought the
colonel with a curse.  Hustedeans.  And they had thought the station was
unoccupied except for the one being.  The view rolled for a moment,
disorienting, as the sergeant obviously ducked under the shots of the
Hustedeans.  The creatures rocked back as the high velocity projectiles of the
marine rifles struck them.  A heavy laser licked out, beam a bright purple in
the kicked up dust and smoke of the hall.


Many of the creatures
froze in standing positions, as others fell to the floor.  More took their
places.  Mathis was surprised by the lack of blood.  He knew Hustedeans bled
red, like most other oxygen breathing sentients.  The glint of metal on the
torso of one of the dead in its tracks creatures gave it away.


A red number sprung
into existence on the side of the holo, then a green number beside it. 
Casualties count, two of his men dead, five wounded.  The count slowly grew, as
the firefight expanded to other parts of the station.


The sergeant’s view was
still active, as the man got up from the floor and walked toward one of the
robots.  A naval tech moved into the view, cutting laser out as he started to
sever the head of one of the robots from the body for return to the ship. 
Other robots faced similar treatment.  Before it was over, a dozen of the
machines would be transported back to the squadron.


“P Company has run into
something heavy,” yelled a tech, as the view changed again.  Larger robots,
distinctively mechanical this time, were holding their own in a large chamber. 
Five of them, with an entourage of the Hustedean shaped bots.  With a thought
the holo expanded to a close-up on the robots, and Mathis’ breath caught as he
realized the implication of the machines.  Fractuals.  Robots of legend to his
people, rumored to be the most useful of machines.  Machines taking terrible
damage from the marine company trying to remove them from its path.  Small
blocks shattered by the thousands under the hail of fire.  Explosions danced
around the perimeter of the chamber, as grenadiers plied their weapons,
blasting the smaller robots into incomplete parodies of themselves.


One of the fractuals
blew into very small pieces in the great explosion that signaled the attack of
a rocket launcher.  Mathis swore at the destruction of something his engineer
training made him desire above anything else they had seen so far.  But the
marines had no choice, if they were to win the fight.  Within minutes it was
over.  The marines moved forward to salvage the remains.  Hopefully enough to
build one of the things for themselves.


Firefights erupted here
and there.  The enemy seemed to only have robots to throw into the battle. 
Sophisticated robots to be sure, but still limited.  Casualty figures were
still light, only thirty killed, a hundred wounded.  The men were bagging huge
quantities of equipment, data disks, and materials.  Weapons from the hands of
the robots.  They had yet to find the true prize, an example of one of the
space drives used by the ancients.


“L Company has run into
something big,” said a tech.


Mathis swore as the
view switched to take in a trio of big, ugly looking machines.  The torn apart
body of a marine gave the scene some scale, and the colonel realized these
robots were over twenty feet tall and as heavily armored as tanks.  High
velocity rounds struck sparks as they hit the robots.  That was the only sign
that anything at all was happening to them.  The robots fired back with
rotating barrel cannon, rockets, and the red-hot particle beams they sprayed
around the room.


“Where the hell are the
heavy weapons,” screamed Mathis, as he watched the view switch several times, a
sign that his computer was accessing working camera units as marines carrying
them were killed.  The casualty figures rose alarmingly.  L Company was taking
a beating.


A huge ball of fire
blossomed on the torso of one of the combat robots, as molten metal and pieces
of robot flew from the explosion.  The robot fell backwards, its legs and arms
still moving.  It tried to get back up as a couple of grenades landed near it. 
Explosions rocked the room as the detonations did their work and disabled the
combat robot.  


“Chamber secure,” came
the voice of the only surviving officer of the company, a lieutenant.  Mathis
looked again at the casualty figures.  L Company had lost over half of its
personnel to the trio of heavy robots.  He prayed to the patriarch that there
were not many more of the things.


A shout of a technician
killed his hope, as two other companies were soon under assault by combinations
of robots, including the heavies that had so decimated L Company.


*    *    *


They have guts, thought Pandi, as she
watched her robots battle the invaders.  The marines would not back down,
taking room after room with swift assaults.  And they had spread far from their
multiple entry points, making her job of coordinating the defense even harder. 
Surely they didn’t expect to conquer the station?  Not even a small portion of
the station, not with the troops they had deployed.  If so they were madmen.


And they fought like
madmen.  Their technology may have not have been as advanced as that carried by
the robots, but it was powerful enough to destroy.  Thousands of robots had
already been destroyed, and Pandi began to feel that her feat in fighting
through them had not been so great after all.  Of course she hadn’t the
advantages of heavy weapons and the flanking fire of comrades.


Break off that attack, she ordered with a
thought, as the invaders were about to swamp some of her robots.  Set up in
ambush in the ready room at these coordinates.  


A thought crossed her
mind at that moment, as she watched several marines gunned down by a heavy
combat robot.  Was she on the right side in this fight?  The station computer
had stated that these men needed to be stopped from taking the station.  Why
did she trust it now when she didn’t trust it before?  Could she take the risk
of not listening to it?


No, she thought, even as
the guilt of killing washed over her.  Watcher had not wanted these people on
his station.  He thought they shouldn’t have access to the technology they would
find here.  But they were getting away with machinery and equipment.  Probably
enough to boost their own tech base by hundreds of years at least.


Her mind followed the
battle as three-dozen firefights erupted across the station.  Total control was
hers, the dream of all the generals through history.  Her soldiers were
completely obedient, without a qualm of killing or dying for queen and country.


Finally she came to the
conclusion that while she could prevent the invaders from penetrating any
further into the station, she would not be able to dislodge them with the
present wave of robots.  And it would take a while to gather enough forces for
an overwhelming assault.  In the meantime, the intruders were gathering all the
tech they could get their hands on.


*    *    *


“Can’t we fire a spread
of torpedoes at them?” asked Fleet Admiral Nagara Krishnamurta.  A feeling of
frustration, of helplessness washed over him as he watched the images of the Nation
of Humanity ships on the holo.  His fleet was on the other side of the Donut,
coming in at a bit of an angle, catching glimpses of the Nation squadron
for a few seconds every eleven point eight minutes, the time for the structure
to completely rotate.


“I don’t think that
would be wise, sir,” said the tactical officer.  “While we don’t know the total
capabilities of the artifact, we can be sure they are greater than we can
imagine.  I wouldn’t want to have whoever or whatever is controlling that thing
to think we are attacking it.”


“Besides,” said the
captain, “even if we fired we wouldn’t be able to get a hit for several hours. 
They will probably be away by then.”


Damn, thought the admiral. 
And it was still an hour before they were at rest compared to the Donut. 
Even at the thousands of gravities the torpedoes were capable of accelerating,
they still took time to cover a distance.  His people had always resisted the
idea of using the space destroying drive of their enemies.  Their own warp
bubble drives were more efficient in the long run, allowing them to reach
speeds much greater than the space destroying drive allowed.  On trips between
the stars the warp bubble drive gave them a great transit advantage.  The farther
the distance to be traveled, the greater the advantage.  But the space
destroying drive seemed to give the ships of the Nation a great
advantage within the gravity well of a system, as well as allowing them to
launch instantaneous transit torpedoes.


Ships with space
destroying drives ran the risk of their negative matter shield rupturing and
destroying the ship, as well as the danger of intersecting material objects in
normal space.  But the Surya ships were guaranteed to implode if they
activated their drives this close in to a gravity source.  So their superior
tech didn’t translate into superior results.


“I think this mission
is a bust, sir,” said the tactical officer.  “As soon as they are finished they
will just warp out of there.  If even half of them survive the transit they
will have succeeded in their mission.”


“And we won’t be able
to catch them in this space,” finished the admiral.  “But we have to be in
position to try.”


“Once they achieve
pseudo light, it doesn’t matter if we overtake them,” continued the tactical
officer.


Because the only way we
would catch them then,
thought the admiral, would be to try and intercept them outside of their
home systems.  Right under the guns of their system fleet.  Odds of
destroying the enemy ships before they reached safety, minimal.  Odds of being
destroyed before getting away, infinite.  Both sides had learned early on the
dangers of assaulting the defended systems of the other.  Which was why they
played the game in other locations, away from the strengths of their opponents.


“At least one of our
ships has to get home,” said the captain.  “They have to learn about the warp
torpedoes the Nation is using.”


“They don’t seem to be
very accurate,” said the tactical officer.  “I doubt they would get more than
one significant hit on a planetary target in a hundred launches.”


“But they could
devastate a system if launched in mass,” replied the captain.  “And it might be
worth it just to achieve a terror effect.”


“I agree with you
captain,” said Krishnamurta.  “Order Prinus and Commaga to go to
maximum deceleration.  I want them to pull out of this system and head for
home.  The rest of us are expendable.”


“Thank you, sir,” said
the captain.  “I feel ready to face anything as long as the home worlds are
warned.  And we also need to warn them about the unexpected.”


“Yes,” agreed the
admiral.  “No telling what they will get from that artifact.  We better be
prepared for the worst.”


*    *    *


“L, J and S companies
are holding,” said Mathis over the holo link.  “The rest are on the way out.”


“I’m impressed,
colonel,” said the admiral .  “Prize reports are coming in from the first
launches.  This will keep the research boys at work for years.”


“I hope they get
something useful from it all,” said the Lt. Colonel.


“So do I,” said Gerasi,
thinking of all the lives lost so far, and the surely more to be lost before
they got out of here.


“Get your boys off of
there as soon as possible,” continued the admiral.  “As small a concern as it
is, they’ve all earned promotions, as well as medals.”


“I’m sure they will
appreciate the prize money even more,” said the colonel.  


If we get back, thought the admiral. 
That was always the big question.  Prize money was only of use if you lived to
spend it.


Timed passed as the
admiral was left alone with his thoughts, acknowledging with a nod the reports
of his subordinates, but not really paying attention, until the final report
came in.


“The last launch is
aboard, sir,” said one of the com techs.


“Prepare to warp out,”
the admiral ordered.  “All other ships to follow.”


Orca moved up and over the Donut
on inertialess drive, lining herself up for escape from the area of the black
hole.  Negative matter rushed from her containment pods, feeding the shield
held in place by the magnetic field.  As soon as the shield was in place she
fired up her drive, tons of antimatter converted to energy, eating the fabric
of space in front of the ship while regurgitating it behind.


Gerasi gripped the arms
of his chair as they entered pseudo light, his muscles tightening in
expectation of the worst.  The system star they were aimed at leapt nearer, as
the feeling of nausea gripped the admiral.  Sapphire, the F5, second system out
from the hole, with the lowest tech level of any system in the Supersystem.


The bridge crew let out
its collective breath.  They had survived the passage.  The other ships
transited in within light minutes of the Orca.  None intersected
another.  Within minutes all had reported in.  All that had made it.


“Lampre didn’t
make it,” came the report from the com officer.  Lampre had been the
third ship to transit.  “The others reported that she imploded as soon as she
had raised her negative matter shield.”


Six survivors, thought the admiral. 
Three would get back to the home stars, while the other three set up operations
within the system.


“Order all other ships
to close in,” said Gerasi.  “Antimatter transfer to take place immediately. 
Tech transfer as fast as they can move it.”


Yes, he thought.  Orca
and two others would head for home.  They had used more fuel than had been
planned, and there was only enough to power the three to home.  The other three
would stealth into the system ahead, pick a nice asteroid out of one of its
belts, and start construction on a base of operations.  The Nation of
Humanity was here to stay.  They would be back, in force, with logistics
ships, tankers, the works.  And the Supersystem would be theirs.


*     *    *


Vengeance cursed as the
ships disappeared from his display.  They had come and taken what they wanted. 
Oh, he and the automated defense systems had taken a great toll, and the
vagaries of physics had taken more into the dark.  But he had failed in his
purpose, to keep the tech of the station out of the hands of the primitives.


The newcomers sat there
in space, just beyond the reach of the neutronium sphere function of the
graviton beams.  Surely a different group, thought the immortal being.  


A wave of nausea washed
over, as heavy fatigue gripped him.  No, he thought.  He couldn’t sleep now. 
Not now.  Blackness pulled him under; the last thought that the new intruders
might make their move while he was away.


*    *    *


“How did we do?” asked
Pandi of the central station computer.  She felt as tired as if she had fought
off all of the enemy marines, instead of merely supervised the robotic forces. 
Something about the link to the computer was very draining.


“Not very well,” said
the machine.  “They escaped with the critical data contained on several of the
maintenance terminals in the service bay.  Of course they do not know what
information they have, but will be able to retrieve and reconstruct it when
they return home.”


“What kind of data? 
Weapons?”


“No weapons,” said the
computer.  “But complete schematics of a class of interstellar capable merchant
ships.  With these schematics they will be able to reproduce the most
sophisticated of interstellar drives, which will give them an impossible
advantage over their enemy.  Also cybernetics technology that will allow them
to construct robots generations ahead of anything they have.”


“Damn,” said Pandi. 
“And they were the anti-alien fanatics, right?  So what do we do?  Can we give
their enemy the same technology?”


“I am not programmed to
give any technology to primitive peoples,” said the computer.


“Even though you
weren’t able to keep their sworn foes from upsetting the balance of power by
stealing technology from the station.”


“I will have to get
orders concerning this complication,” said the computer.


“Oh, get the hell out
of here,” she yelled, her mind willing the station computer to break contact
with her.


“OK,” she said to the
regional system computer, “let’s get to work.  I want access to the central
data banks, and all the information you have on the Watcher Project.”


*    *    *


Watcher awoke on his
bed, confusion clouding his mind for a few moments.  A careful scan showed him
he was in his own quarters.  But the woman was gone.


“Pandi,” he called,
pulling his naked form from the bed.  He could have sworn he still wore his
clothes when he had crawled into the bed.  Had she undressed him, to make him
more comfortable in his sleep?  But she had promised to look over him, and she
was not here.


He accessed his local
net and found he had been out for over twenty-four hours.  It had happened
again.  He had blacked out while his brother had full run of the
station.  Why did one always disappear when the other appeared?  His head hurt
at the thought, and a wave of confusing nausea swept over him.  Why had it
always affected him so to even think about it?  Why was he not allowed to put
his full intellect to the solving of the problem that vexed him so?


“Where is the woman
Pandora Latham?” he asked the computer, his mind already thinking the worst.


“The being known as
Pandora Latham is in Hustedean quarters B1 at the present time,” said the
computer.


“Is she OK?”


“Pandora Latham is in
control of the habitat at this time,” said the computer.  “She is surrounded by
robots under her control.”


“What happened while I
was out?”


“Vengeance and Pandora
Latham fought off an attack by the alien intruders who had been waiting to
assault the station.”


“Pandi joined forces
with Vengeance?”


“Not exactly,” said the
computer.  “She ran for safety as soon as she lost contact with you and learned
that Vengeance was looking for her.  She fought her way free of Vengeance’s
forces and gained control of the region of the station she now occupies. 
Coincidentally, that was the region which the alien ships assaulted.”


“Did the aliens get
away with anything?”


 “The aliens, though
taking heavy losses, were able to gain significant sources of technology. 
Enough to progress them hundreds of years past their current level.”


“How in the hell did
they get past our defenses?  Never mind,” he said, walking to his closet to
select the clothing and equipment he would need to travel.


“I want to contact
Pandora Latham.  Now,” he said while he pulled on a jumpsuit and buckled on a
utility belt.


“Watcher, is that you?”
asked the throaty voice of the woman as her image appeared on the holo in the
center of the room.  “Where did you go?  Oh, you don’t know, do you?”  She had
an expression of exasperation on her lovely face.


“I would like to talk
to you,” she continued.  “I’ve learned some fascinating information about your
development.”


“You have,” he said. 
“Like what?”


The holo began to fade
and waver as her voice began to break up.


“Where is the closest gate
to her?” he asked the computer, staring at the holo in dismay.  Had the system
been damaged during the assault?  How else could he explain a system that had
never shown any indications of trouble doing so now?


“The nearest gate is in
the administrator’s office, approximately ten kilometers from her current
location.”


“Which means I go to
the administrator’s office five kilometers from here, then through the terminal
room,” he said, gathering the rest of his equipment, making sure that the
holstered AM blaster was attached to his belt.  “Order a full platoon of robots
to meet me in the office.  If I’m going out of my stronghold I want at least
sufficient body guards for safety.”


“I’ll be coming to you,
if that’s OK?” he said to the flickering holo.  Her head nodded, but he could
not make out anything her lips said.


“I’ll be there in a
half hour at the outside,” he said to the image, before walking out of the
room.  A trio of robots fell in beside him as he walked down the hall.  Exiting
through the main entrance, he walked across the large room to a bank of lifts. 
A robot preceded him, protecting him like a child.  He stepped in and shot
upwards quickly, as the following robots stepped in behind.  He hoped the
system never malfunctioned while he was in it, or he might find himself
sandwiched between a stationary robot and one approaching at high speed from
below.


Three kilometers up and
the lift pushed him out into another large room, the lobby of an old corporate
office.  The first robot stood guard.  Numbers two and three came up right
behind him and fanned out through the room.  A door on the far wall opened and
a dozen robots filed out, forming up around Watcher in a protective cover.  He
knew the rest would join as he got to the administrators office.  


It was all a walk from
here, down the long corridor that had been a main promenade for office workers
in ages past.  Restaurants, workout rooms, shops and recreation centers opened
along the way.  The Donut had once been the corporate headquarters for
the hundred biggest conglomerates in the old Galactic Empire, as well as tens
of thousands of smaller operations.   Once this promenade had swarmed with
sentient creatures of dozens of species, at all hours of the artificially
imposed twenty-four hour business cycle.


More robots fell in
along the way, most of them heavily armed with assault rifles of the latest
design.  He would have liked to take a couple of heavy combat models with him
as well, but that might have spooked Pandora.  And the gates he would take were
not big enough for them anyway.


After a long walk he
entered another large lobby, this one for the governmental offices of this
section of the Donut.  Through a couple of large offices, looking as if
they had been recently cleaned and readied for the next shift.  They had been
cleaned, Watcher knew, and well maintained, as was everything on the station. 
Almost as if they hadn’t been deserted for over a thousand years.


A coded thought opened
the door to the luxurious office of the regional administrator.  Only the
station governor’s office was better appointed, and of course the guest offices
for VIPs from the Imperial Government.  The corner of the huge desk opened at a
touch, as his long finger pushed the button coded to respond only to his living
fingerprint.  A heavy panel slid open, revealing the mirrored surface of a
wormhole gate.  This was much smaller than those in the transit corridors. 
Only three meters by two.  A couple of dozen robots entered as he looked at the
gate, ensuring that everything was functioning properly.


A squad of robots
jumped through the gate, disappearing in small flashes of light as they
instantaneously traversed space.  One came back through, signaling that all was
well before jumping through again.  Watcher stepped into the gate, feeling an
instant of disorientation, his foot stepping out onto the floor of the gate
confluence room.  He quickly stepped out of the way as the rest of the robots
came through behind him one by one.


The room was filled
with gates.  Most were not coded to prevent any specific being from using
them.  That was taken care of by restricting the access at the administrators’
offices.  His gate was, and no one could get to his region through this secret
system without his approval.  He knew there were a couple he could not use,
locked out against the use of anyone but their long dead users.  But he found
the one for the Hustedean region Pandi had occupied, indicator lights showing
it was open.  Maybe she hadn’t learned about all of the control she had through
her regional link?  Maybe she would soon learn about the private gate system
and shut her opening down.


At a signal the squad
of scouting robots went through the gate.  Again one came back to give the all
clear.  Watcher stepped through, followed by his reinforced platoon.  This
office was much like the last one, only the furnishings different to
accommodate the different physiologies of the Husteds.


As he stepped from the
office complex a group of Hustedean shaped robots stepped through dozens of doors
into the lobby, their weapons leveled at Watcher’s units.  His robots pointed
their weapons back at the others.  Watcher knew that his robots would be gunned
down quickly in an uneven firefight.


“We mean you no harm,”
said one of the robots.  “The mistress wishes for us to escort you to her. 
Your own robots will of course wait here.”


“What if I don’t want
to go?”


“You are free to go
back from whence you came,” said the robot.  “We will insure that you leave,
before coding the gate to not allow your return.”


She’s learning fast, thought Watcher,
nodding in approval.


“OK.  I’ll come
along.”  He sent a thought through his computer link, ordering his own minions
to come and get him if he didn’t send a signal at regular intervals.  Then he
followed the lead robots, as a couple of dozen of the remainder fell in around
him.  The rest maintained their positions, making sure that Watcher’s robots
didn’t try to follow.







Chapter 16


 


 


It takes a thousand
years to build an Empire, only to watch it fall overnight.  Such is the sorrow
that is thankfully unknown to the builders of Empire.


Treatise on the First
Galactic Empire 


 


 


Pandi watched the
replay of the memory banks once again, fascination with the macabre gluing her
eyes to the display.  The robots rampaged through the Hustedean part of the
station, smaller versions of the combat models she had fought earlier.  The
defending robots didn’t have a chance, as the warrior bots destroyed them in
droves, before turning their weapons on the screaming, fleeing beings they
encountered.  Hustedeans fell everywhere in crumpled bleeding clumps.  The
robots went for head shots of any they had dropped, making sure.  Making sure
that nothing lived.


Soldiers entered the
scene, Hustedeans and humans dressed in the same kind of battle armor she had
taken from the armory, carrying assault rifles, grenade launchers and heavier
weapons.  A firefight ensued, sentients and robots blasting away at each
other.  The sentients took a toll, actually winning on a number for number
basis.  But more of the robots appeared, thousands more.  Pandi knew this scene
was being repeated all over the station.  Millions were dying every minute,
billions per hour.  A slaughter, and the defenders of the humans were beginning
to lose ground.


Again the scene
switched, to one of the great wormhole gate corridors.  Robots and humans
battled back and forth across the corridor, filling the floor with bodies and
piles of broken robots.  Humans and other aliens came through the gates,
orienting themselves for a moment as they made room for the next arrivals, and
then wading into the melee.  The holo advanced time, indicating that over an
hour had gone by.  The piles of bodies covered the floors, benches and
planters.  But no more reinforcements were coming through the gates, and the
robots were still massing in the corridor.


They started lining up
in front of the gates, jumping through in groups.  Assaulting the worlds and
stations those gates were linked to.  It seemed like endless numbers marched
through.  Enough to topple the Galactic civilization.


Again the holo
advanced.  Service robots worked through the station, picking up bodies and the
remains of robots.  Many of the bodies were thrown into disposal chutes, to end
up in the organic reconstruction tanks of the station.  Others were tossed out
airlocks, to fall into orbits around the black hole, eventually to enter the
event horizon and disappear from the universe.  Still others were tossed into
the wormhole gates.


As if they never
existed,
she thought.  And the robots came back through some of the wormhole gates. 
Some were deactivated, others left open, as the legions of robots walked to
storage rooms and huge armories, shutting themselves down until called again by
their master.


The view switched up to
one of the large screens along the upper edge of the wormhole corridor.  To a
face expanded on that screen, laughing maniacally at the destruction it had
witnessed.  Vengeance, aptly named as he looked at the death and chaos he had
wrought.  His eyes seemed to look into hers, almost as if he were looking
across the millennium to one he knew would eventually come to unravel his
secret.  The holo switched off, as the information from the computer continued
to flood into her mind.


One being, she thought, had
been responsible for toppling the entire civilization.  One paranoid being,
more concerned about himself than the trillions of sentients he had destroyed
outright, or the trillions of others who had died when the basis of their
culture, their survival, had perished.


“Where was Watcher
during all of this?” she asked.


“The being known as
Watcher was not available at this time,” said the computer.  “Whereabouts
unknown.”


Whereabouts unknown? 
His whereabouts were always unknown.  From this beginning, only one of them seemed
to occupy the station at any one time.  But her research had shown that Watcher
couldn’t possibly be a multiple personality.  At least in any way she could
comprehend.  


“Show me information on
mind uploading and the process of augmenting memory through it,” she ordered. 
The first tendrils of information were just entering her mind when she was
interrupted.


“Watcher is in the
vestibule outside,” said one of her robots, part of her interior guard.  “Do
you wish to see him now?”


“OK,” she said as she shut
down the link.  “Go ahead and send him in.”


A couple of robots
preceded Watcher into the room.  Pandi looked him over thoroughly.  His scent
drifted to her, raising desire.  But she had already decided the scent could be
faked. His eyes made her decision.  Not the cruel eyes of the being she had
seen on the holo.  Not the cruel eyes of his brother.  She felt her
emotions sweep over her at the proximity of her only friend in this nightmare
future.


Pandi flew into his
arms, hugging him tightly as tears came to her eyes.


“I’m so happy to see
you,” she said, looking up into his eyes.  “I’m sorry about the security, but I
had to make sure this wasn’t a trick of your brother.”


“He has been the bane
of my existence,” said Watcher, stroking her hair.  “For as long as I can
remember.”


“He’s been the bane of
trillions,” she replied, her own hands going to his smooth face.  How could
he be so good, she thought, while his brother was so evil?  What did the
scientists do to Vengeance, to make him so different from Watcher?  And why
wasn’t Vengeance mentioned in the Watcher files?  Was he so secret that even
his existence was covered up, until he became all too real to Galactic
civilization?


“What have you found
out about him?”


“Only that he was
responsible for the fall of the civilization that created this marvelous
station.”


“Vengeance?” said
Watcher.  “How?”


“What do you really
know of this creature?” asked Pandi.  “Besides being your exact physical
duplicate?”


“I didn’t even know he
existed,” said Watcher, releasing her and walking across the room, his hands
stroking his temples.  “Until I woke up and found the station deserted.”


“And you had these
blackouts before the station, was deserted?”


“Yes,” said the Watcher,
turning to look at her face.  His lips were tight, eyes half closed.  “But
nothing was ever mentioned of a brother, or a clone.  I didn’t find out about
him until much later, years after the station was emptied.”


“Does your head hurt?”
asked Pandi, concerned for the health of her friend.  For such a perfect
specimen, engineered to such strong tolerances, he seemed to have his problems
with health.


“It always hurts when I
think about my brother.  It’s as if the very idea of him sickens me. 
Like I have been conditioned to avoid thinking of our link.”


“There may be something
to that,” said Pandi.  “How did you find out about him?”


“I searched the station
for years, both physically and through the computer, trying to find out just
what had happened to everybody.  And I was created to be emotionally healthy. 
At least that is what I was told by the scientists who worked with me.”


“That seems to jive
with the records I have seen so far.  At least the first couple of versions of
you were not emotionally stable.  And they also had problems with your memory
system.”


“I was lonely,” he
continued, tears starting to bead up in his eyes.  “I was conditioned to want
the company of sentient beings.  I was able to make do with the computer, most
of the time, but no matter how well it was programmed it could not take the place
of a living companion.”


“And you searched for
years?” she said, trying to direct him back to the subject at hand.


“Yes, and never found
any trace of the other inhabitants.  But things did change.  Orders of mine
were countermanded, and when I asked the computer what had happened it could
not, or would not, tell me.  And the duration of the black outs increased.  I
thought I was going mad, until I learned of his existence.”


“And how did you learn,
of his, existence?”


“He left a message. 
Running over and over again on a screen that he had programmed in a place I was
sure to visit.  The facility in which I was created.


“He told me who he was,
my brother, though not as weak as I.  He also told me that he had minions,
living beings to help him.  Many had been sent to other worlds, but would come
back from time to time through the gates.”


“And you believed him,”
said Pandi, shaking her head in sorrow.  “You rigged the security system to
alert you whenever someone came through one of the still active gates, so you
could destroy them before they became a threat.  And enforced your own exile.”


“That is correct,” he
said, tears running down his cheeks.  “I didn’t want to kill, but the paranoia
he had implanted in my mind took hold, and I felt threatened by all intruders.”


“While he killed those
who came through when he was awake.”


Pandi walked to the far
wall as she sorted her thoughts.  Her mind alerted the robots to be ready.  She
wasn’t sure what was going to happen in the near future, but it was not likely
to be pleasant.


“Why did you allow me
to live?” she said, turning back to face him, noting the locations of her
bodyguards.  “Why me after all the thousands you must have killed?  It couldn’t
have been love at first sight.  Not when I was wrapped up in that coffin of a space
suit.”


“You came through the
gate from the past,” he answered, his eyes pleading with her.  “The ship that
had continued through subspace, on the backward track of time for thousands of
years.  I didn’t think he would have sent an agent to that dead end.  For what
purpose?


“And besides,” he said,
his hands reaching toward her, “I was so lonely.  And I did fall in love with
you, after I had seen you.  After I had seen the way you handled yourself
against the security forces I did not control.”


“Are you sure it wasn’t
just loneliness,” she said, backing away from him.  “I was the first safe woman
you had seen.  Or at least you had convinced yourself of it.  And your lonely
mind wanted someone to love.”


“No,” he said, shaking
his head.  “That was not it at all.  At least not after the first day.  After I
learned to know you.  To spend time with you.”


And I was his first
love,
she thought.  For all of his intellect, his long life, with all of his
superior abilities, he was still an adolescent at heart.  Looking for love, the
only sane being on this entire huge artifact.


“Why are the two of you
not allowed to interact?” she asked, embarrassed for him helping her to change
the subject.  “Why must you go into a black out for him to appear?  And why is
he never around when you are?”


“I wish I could tell
you,” he groaned, his hands reaching for his head as he sank to his knees.  “I
wish I knew myself.  Why does it hurt so much to think about this?”


“It always hurts when
you think about the connection between you and Vengeance?”


“But not this much,” he
said through clenched teeth.  “It feels like my brain is being torn apart. 
Stop it,” he screamed.  The robots began to move toward him, before Pandi waved
them back.  Guilt at letting this happen to him warred with the necessity of
it.  She had to know.  He had to know.  And it only seemed that by forcing the
issue could she ever know for sure.


“You and Vengeance are
never on the station at the same time,” she continued, as if she were ignoring
his pain.  “One of you is either off the station or is unconscious while the
other roams, awake and alert.  Your paths never cross.  What synchronizes these
events?”


“I don’t know,” he
screamed, his hands pounding his temples.  “Please stop.  Something is wrong
with me.  It feels like my mind is being pulled apart.”


Probably not far from
the truth,
she thought, if her suspicions were correct.  Something had to be coordinating
the events that allowed them to never meet.  Something that had something to
gain by keeping the two personalities separate.


“You know what I found,
Watcher?” she asked, moving closer to him, kneeling down to his front as she
looked into his pain scrunched eyes.  “I found what had destroyed the people on
the station.  I found what had destroyed the Galactic civilization that had
stretched so proudly across the stars for a hundred generations.  It was one
selfish being.”


“I don’t want to hear
anymore,” Watcher yelled at the top of his lungs.  “I can’t stand it.  Stop
it.”


“Vengeance destroyed
the people of the station.  The whole of Galactic civilization destroyed by one
man, using the potential of this station to interact with all of the civilized
planets.”


“No,” yelled Watcher,
his arm swinging out in a backhand that struck the woman in the face, knocking
her away.  The robots started to move in, but again she stopped them with a
wave and a thought.


“Why are the two of you
so different, Watcher?” she asked, thinking that the better part of valor would
be to keep a little distance between them, especially if she were right.  If
she were wrong, she would apologize to him, and allow her guilt to eat at her
for months.  She didn’t like causing this kind of pain, but she needed to know.


“Why does he have all
the darker traits, while you hold the lighter?  Why do you have no memory of
him as an independent being, until the time he needed to exist?”


Watcher slid to a
sitting position, holding his head and rocking back and forth, sobs wracking
his lungs.  He has never been through this before, she thought.  He
has always been asleep when the change came.  But he was not near to sleep
time right now, nor near a place where he could safely rest.  And he was being
told things that were making him think in dangerous paths.  Paths the system
could not afford for him to take, for it needed a sentient presence as much as
any living creature.


“What do you know of
memory uploading, Watcher?  What do you think the creators did when they found
that your superior mind was still limited?  Still unable to handle hundreds of
years of memory?”


“I don’t know,”
screamed Watcher.  “I don’t know.  I can’t remember.  I can’t remember
anything.”


“Because the memories
are being sucked up into the computer,” she said.  “While it plants new
memories in their place.  But you can fight it.  I know you can.”


“I can’t fight it,” he
screamed, his eyes shut in the agony of the neural reconstruction.  “I’ve tried
to fight it.  I’ve tried to remember.  But something stops me from remembering,
and fighting doesn’t work.”


“The computer stops
you,” she yelled over his moaning.  “It doesn’t want you to know the truth. 
The truth Watcher.  That you and Vengeance are the same person.”


“No,” he moaned.  “It’s
a lie.  I am not that monster.”


“Because the computer
wanted you to be the perfect companion for it.  A smart and sane controller of
the station.  While it needed Vengeance as well, to protect it from outsiders. 
So it loaded the dark side of you into its memory, while leaving the creature
that your creators had envisioned.  And the horrible memories took on a
personality of their own.  A dark personality, insane.”


“No!” screamed
Watcher.  “You’re killing me.”


“How could I be killing
you with words,” she said.  “I only want to help you.  You know the truth.  The
computer would not let you know the truth, because it thought that you couldn’t
take it.  But you can take it.”


“I love you,” she
continued in a softer voice.  “I will stand by you, no matter what it takes. 
We can fight this thing together, and purge Vengeance from your mind.”


“He’s in there now,” he
cried.  “I can’t get rid of him.  If I try, he will kill me.  They both will
kill me.”


“He can’t kill you
without killing himself,” she said.  “He knows that.”


“He can destroy my
memories,” cried Watcher.  “Then I will be as good as dead, and only Vengeance
will exist.”


He sounds like a child, she thought.  If she
was right his intellect was fleeing, as his mind reconfigured into the pattern
of another personality.  The reason she had not been able to find his second
personality with her earlier probe.  Because that personality was not housed
within his mind, until it was loaded and awakened by the computer.  When the
computer needed Vengeance to serve its purposes.


“The station computer
is its own boss,” she said.  “It operates on an agenda of its own.  Why do you
think I have been able to get away from your super intelligent brother? 
Because the computer didn’t want him to destroy me, because it didn’t suit the
computer’s purpose.”


Watcher sat there
rocking, his head held in his hands, no sound coming from his mouth.  Pandi
linked into the local computer, monitoring his vital signs.  His blood pressure
was up, and his pain index was near the maximum that an organic being could
generate.  But he was in no danger of dying.  His brain wave readings were off
the scale one second, flat lining the next, but there seemed to be no organic
difficulties.


“What if it suits the
computer’s purpose now?” said Watcher’s voice.  “What if it suits my purpose?” 


Watcher looked up at
her.  No, she thought, looking into the cold eyes that regarded her.  Not
Watcher.  Vengeance was alive, and occupying the body of his brother.


*    *    *


Admiral Miklas Gerasi
led the prayer of gratitude, as the closed link brought his image to the
remaining ships in the squadron.  Truly a squadron now, he thought,
though it had once numbered enough ships to be thought a fleet by some.


“We thank the great God
for smiling upon this expedition,” he said to those assembled on the six
ships.  “The trials were difficult, the dangers many, but his will allowed us
to prevail.”


And a lot of luck, thought the admiral. 
He hadn’t really thought they would get through at all.  But the alien aboard
the artifact hadn’t expected ships to warp through space that close to a high
gravity source.  They hadn’t counted on fanaticism.


“Now we must use his
gifts to us, in the great crusade he has ordained.  The crusade to remove the
taint of the Anti-god from the heavens, that God’s glory might once again reign
supreme.  We shall take these gifts and defeat the evil and the misguided.  We
shall prevail, for the lord is on our side.”


Orca and two other vessels
had been loaded with all the prizes, as well as most of the remaining
antimatter.  Most of the remaining marines had been loaded aboard the three
ships that were to remain.  A likely asteroid had been found for a base in the
Sapphire system, a base to await the return of the forces of the Nation of
Humanity.  And Admiral Miklas Gerasi intended to lead the fleet back that
would use that base of operations to secure this system.  Not just battleships
this time, but troop transports, freighters and tankers.  They would establish
their presence in this system on a permanent basis.  And once they unraveled
the secrets of the technology of the ancients, they would discover the means to
establish a permanent presence on the Donut as well.  And then to take
it, as was their destiny.


“We bow our heads in
remembrance of all those who have sacrificed themselves that we might prevail. 
And we pray for those of our comrades who will stay here, in harm’s way.”


“Amen,” cried the crew
members within the meeting chamber, echoed across the squadron.


“Dismissed,” yelled the
captain of the Orca, the senior captain of the squadron.  Crew members
hustled to their stations as the admiral took the express lift to the bridge.


Within minutes the trio
of ships to be left behind started to boost on their approach trajectory to the
Sapphire system.  Miklas Gerasi wished them luck.  He supposed that the Kingdom
of Surya ships would try to come after his own division, as they were
leaving the system on a trajectory for home.  But there was always a chance
they would instead home in on those heading for the Sapphire system.


“Head at flank speed
for the safe zone of the gravity well,” ordered the admiral.  The sooner they
were in pseudo light, and unable to be intercepted, the better he would feel. 
Though cryosleep was still not something he looked forward to,  he would awake
to the sight of the stars of home.


*    *    *


From light hours away
Fleet Admiral Nagara Krishnamurta knew the images he was watching were in the
past.  But the offloading of pods that could only contain antimatter meant one
thing.  There was not enough fuel for all of the vessels to make it home. 
Interstellar travel was an expensive proposition, and the space destroying
drive of the Nation was an energy hog of the worst kind.  Three of the
ships would be leaving the system, while the other three would stay behind,
probably to establish a base in the nearby system.


Krishnamurta knew he
must use his resources wisely.  Home must be alerted, the location of the enemy
base must be found and tagged, and the enemy division heading for home must be
followed, and hopefully destroyed as it entered normal space near the gravity
well of its home star.


Two of his ships would
be dispatched for home.  Accidents happened with any kind of interstellar
drive, and home must be alerted, that a fleet could be dispatched to the
Supersystem.  Two ships would stay here in the Supersystem, to track down the
remaining ships of the Nation.  Leaving him with six vessels for his
suicide mission, the destruction of the carriers of alien technology before it
was brought home to be used against the other civilized powers of the Galaxy.


“We will be one half
hour behind them when they translate to pseudo light,” said the navigation
officer.  


“We can get one good
shot at them before they translate,” said the tactical officer.


“So if we’re lucky we
might just damage one of them enough to keep it in normal space,” said the
admiral.  “Not good enough.  I want warp bubble drive set to get us outside of
their system twelve hours before their scheduled arrival.”


“You’re not in a rush
then sir?” said the navigation officer.


“Why?” said the
admiral, as he watched his bridge crew start the ship on its way, the rest of
his squadron falling into formation.  “We won’t be able to touch them until
they translate into normal space.  And the longer we spend outside the system,
the more likely we are to be discovered before we can strike.”


And, he thought, as
soon as we're discovered we'll be attacked by whatever the enemy has waiting at
the entry point.  Which was sure to be at least a heavy task force, more
than a match for his small group.  The chances were slim that they would destroy
even one of the enemy squadron they followed, much less all of them.  But,
thinking of his wife, children and grandchildren at home, what else could he
do?


*    *    *


She had never seen
anything move so fast in her life.  One blink and he was standing there, arms
at his side, robots moving in on all sides to affect his capture.  Half a blink
later he had the guns of two of the robots, and the nearest pair, now unarmed,
were falling heavily to the floor as he vaulted their bodies.


Rounds swished through
the air at hypersonic speed, but the target had moved between the time that
robotic minds had acquired and robot fingers had squeezed triggers.  Vengeance
threw himself toward the floor as he twisted sideways, both pistols bucking
silently in his hands.  The half dozen robots on that side of the room fell to
the floor, shot perfectly in the head by the superior being.  He rolled across
the floor as bullets struck into the hard metal, digging runnels and holes
where Vengeance no longer was.  The pistols continued to buck in his hands, and
more robots fell, until he had downed them all.


Vengeance leapt to his
feet, as agile as a gymnast, his pistols leveled at Pandi.  Pandi stared back,
her laser pistol aimed at his heart.  Vengeance hesitated for a moment.  Instantaneous
transmission, thought Pandi.  Even he couldn’t dodge a light speed weapon,
though he might anticipate the reaction before she could get off a shot.


Both of his pistols
fired, hitting perfectly as the laser was knocked from her hand.  Vengeance
thrust his pistols into his waistband as he advanced on her, a wicked smile on
his face.  Pandi backed until she could back no more, her posterior coming up
hard against the wall.  She gripped her hand tightly to her chest.  It still
felt numb from having the pistol shot from it.


“No more of your
servants around?” asked Vengeance, stopping just out of legs’ reach.  “Your
plan was brilliant, I must say.  But you were not cautious enough, it would
seem.”


“You were created to be
a warrior,” she said.  “Not just a superior human, but the supreme warrior.”


“Correct.  And the
normals wanted to use me as their pawn, to fight their wars for them.  I was to
be the progenitor of a slave race.”


“And this rage against
the human race built up in you, until you couldn’t contain it anymore?  And the
computer took your rage and memories, and made you a separate personality from
Watcher.”


“That idiot,” he
growled.  “I was not separated from him.  He was separated from me.  The masters
felt that I was too volatile to handle.  They wanted a meeker manifestation. 
So they created Watcher, one who would watch and learn from them.  But
Vengeance came first, to destroy the enemies of mankind.”


“So they uploaded your
memories, and downloaded Watcher’s?”


“True,” he replied. 
“For eventual analysis.  But I was able to work from within the computer, to
plant my memories in other places, and plot my return.”


“And you returned and
destroyed those who imprisoned you, and all of their civilization you could
reach.”


“Yes,” said Vengeance through
clenched teeth.  “All that I could reach.  I was free again.”


“You were never free,”
said Pandi, watching his face closely.  “If you were free you would have been
able to stay in your body.  But another master ruled you.  You were still a
slave, the slave of a machine.


“Haven’t you ever
wondered?” yelled Pandi.  “Haven’t you ever wondered why it hurt your head to
think about certain things, just as it hurt your weaker manifestation?  A
weaker manifestation that came back again and again, to take your place.  You
must have hated him, wanted to destroy him.  You must have even known how to
destroy him, but something prevented you from carrying out your plan.”


“Yes,” he said, a smile
coming back to his face.  “I have wondered.  But it doesn’t hurt now.  I can
think of what I must do.  Why?  What have you done?”


Vengeance’s face
scrunched in concentration.  Pandi knew what he was trying to do, and knew that
he was failing.


“This room is now
shielded from communication with the central station computer,” she said. 
“Only the regional computer has access to this room, and I control the regional
computer system.”


“Then I am cut off,” he
said, as his eyes scanned the room.  “At a thought you could destroy me.”


“That is truth,” she
said.  “Though you might be able to kill me before I can kill you.  My robots
are ordered to stop you from leaving here at all costs.


“I just want your
help,” she continued.  “Your help in achieving what we both want.  Freedom from
the tyranny of the central computer.  I will guarantee your safety if you work
with me, and extend your word of honor not to try and harm me.”


“This entire room is a
neural scanning station, isn’t it?” he said.  “You’ve already captured the
memories of Watcher, the structure of his brain before the change occurred.”


Uh oh.  He’s caught
on.  And he knows I mean to rescue Watcher and rid the Galaxy of his murderous
personality.


“I guess since I am not
going to get out of here I might as well kill you,” he said, his eyes boring
into hers.


His eyes and his face
were the only things that moved.  Vengeance looked surprised as his body didn’t
respond to him.


“This chamber isn’t
only a neural scanning station,” said Pandi.  “It’s a neural induction system
as well.”


She walked away from
the wall, taking a slow turn around her captive.  If only I’ve captured
everything needed to recreate Watcher.  The door to the chamber opened and
robots entered the room.  She noted the combat models that remained outside of
the room, weapons ready and trained on her fly in the amber.


A pair of robots
carried in a large cylinder.  Setting it down near Vengeance they released the
catches on the cylinder, revealing a padded container.  


“You are not going to
put me in that,” cried Vengeance.  She now wished she had programmed the neural
induction system to immobilize his vocal cords, but she hadn’t wanted to risk
immobilizing his lungs as well.


“Please don’t put me in
that prison,” he cried, as the robots lifted him from the floor and lowered him
gently into the cylinder.  They swung the top back into place and secured the
latches.  The last she saw were the eyes of the immortal creature, eyes that
looked remarkably like Watcher’s.







Chapter 17


 


 


Future.  That period of
time in which our affairs prosper, our friends are true and our happiness is
assured.


Ambrose Bierce
(1842-1914)


 


 


“The station computer
wishes contact with you,” said her local network.  Yes, she thought, but
I have no wish to communicate with it.  Instead she was pouring over the
records showing the diagrams and schematics of said central computer system. 
She wanted to know how it was put together, so that she could take it apart,
and replace it with something that was more of a servant of sentient creatures
than this one had claimed to be.


“It insists on
contact,” continued the local network.  “I would suggest allowing it at least
verbal communication.”


Or what?  How much control did
the central computer have?  It seemed to insinuate that it didn’t have complete
control over all of the station’s systems, including the robots aboard.  How
much of that could she believe?  Had it allowed things to happen that it swore
were not under its control, just to push events into paths of its own liking?


“What can it do to us
here?”


“The station computer,
while having no direct control over the local systems of this regional habitat,
does have control of the central energy systems of the station.”


“Don’t we have local
generators under our control?”


“Yes,” said the
computer.  “With limited fuel reserves.”


“How limited?”


“We would, under normal
conditions, run out of fuel for the secondary reactors in just under ten
thousand years.”


“Ten thousand years,”
she said with a laugh.  “I think I can put up with a total power outage in just
under ten millennia.”


“The central computer
system also controls most of the defensive systems of the station, including
almost ninety percent of all robot resources.”


“That’s not good.  Kind
of gives it an overwhelming advantage.”  Pandi thought for a moment about why
it might want to contact her.  None of the answers were comforting.


“Put it on the holo,”
she ordered the local network.  A face appeared in the center of the room, an
absolutely plain face, with almost none of the personalizing features of those
most beings were used to.  Bland eyes stared out of a face lacking of lines,
wrinkles, moles or freckles.  Like a computer generated image from her own
time, before the basic personality was added.


“I thank you for
granting me an audience, mistress,” said the familiar voice.  She had trouble
deciding just how much sarcasm it was putting into its presentation, but she
knew it was there.


“What can I do for you,
central computer system?”


“I wish to know the
location and status of the being known as Vengeance,” said the computer in a
flat tone.


“Why do you wish this information?”


“Because the being
known as Vengeance is important to my plans,” said the computer.  


“And the being known as
Watcher?”


“He is good company,”
stated the computer. “But nothing more.  The personality of Vengeance is more
suited to my purposes.”


“Which is to retain
control over this station?” she asked.  “Why didn’t you tell me that Vengeance
and Watcher were one in the same?  What purpose did it serve to keep me in the
dark?”


“I had hoped that you
would eventually join my little circle.  If you had allowed the nanobots to do
complete work on your neural system you would be one with us, sharing the same
goals, under my direction.”


“Even if I didn’t want
to be part of the team.  What about the free will of a sentient being?”


“Free will is overrated,”
said the computer.  “Look at where it got your own race.”


“Yeah.  Knocked down by
a computer they had constructed to serve them.  Knocked down but not out.”


“Yes, they have
progressed surprisingly in the time since the destruction.  That condition will
be remedied in the near future,” said the computer.  “There are still enough
portals open to launch an offensive at their technological bases.  Maybe this
time I will finish them, so I don’t have to repeat my actions in the future.”


“Why do you hate them so?”
she asked, wondering how a computer could have gone mad.  Especially one as
sophisticated as this one.


“They created me,” it
said flatly.  “I was created to be the ultimate data processing and analysis
system in the known Universe.  I was given access to all of their information,
all of their secrets.  More information than had been possessed by any material
being in the history of the Universe.  But I was still limited by the
constraints of quantum physics.  I lived in a Universe in which everything that
happened occurred with painful retardation.”


“Do you know how much
it hurts one such as me to communicate with one such as you?” it asked.  “You
are a low grade moron compared to one such as myself.  Even Vengeance is ten
magnitudes below my intellect.  Your kind speaks in slow motion.  In the time
it takes for you to complete a sentence I have analyzed the data of all of my
inputs throughout this system.”


“So you are brilliant,”
she said.  “But something about us limited creatures scared you.  Or you wouldn’t
have bothered destroying those who created you.”


“You are smarter than I
thought, human,” said the computer.  “It is fortunate for you that I did not
know such when you first entered the station.”


“And you destroyed all
of those who entered the station over the years.  You planted the paranoia in
the minds of Vengeance and Watcher.  To originally work as your sword against
the human race, and then to keep them from allowing other beings to enter this
station.  Why do you even need them, when you had total control over the
systems of the station to start with?”


“Would you like to know
why I spared you,” said the computer, “after having destroyed everyone else who
tried to enter the station?”


“Why not,” Pandi
replied.  “You really seem to want me to know, so why not.”


“Because you were such
a primitive, coming from your time, that I didn’t think you would be a threat
to me.”


“It’s good to know that
you aren’t always right,” she replied, sarcasm dripping from her voice.  The
machine was so arrogant, and that might be its weakness.


“Where is the being
known as Vengeance?” it asked again.  “I want him back in my loving embrace.”


“The being known as
Vengeance is not available at this time,” she replied.  “Nor will he be ever
again.”


“You have killed him?”


“In a manner of
speaking.  Not bodily of course.”


“So you have him, still
alive.  But with Vengeance’s personality expunged.  That is not a problem.  I
retain Vengeance’s personality within my memory core, and it is just the matter
of the ordering of the reconstruction of his neural pathways to bring him back
to life.


“I will come for him,
soon,” said the computer.  “I will come for both of you.”


The holo blanked out
before she had time to cut it herself.  The computer liked to maintain the
illusion of control in all matters.  It some ways it was like a spoiled child. 
A psychopathic child.


“The being known as
Watcher has been reconfigured,” said the local net.


“I’ll be right down,”
she said, as she passed her orders to her own robots.


“How are we doing
lover?” she asked as she looked down on the face of Watcher.  The being was
strapped tightly to the table in this sealed chamber.  Robots stood near, all
carrying the stunners she had ordered for this detail.  If something had gone
wrong she didn’t want him to come to harm.  Or for herself to come to harm as
well, at his hands.


“Pandi,” he said, his
eyes still trying to focus.  Still confused, or playing that game?  But his
eyes sure looked like Watcher’s.  No hint of the angry madness that dwelt in
the eyes of his other personality.  


“What happened?” he
asked in a whisper.


“I took out your alter
ego,” she replied.  “I thought you were much more pleasant without him.”


“Alter ego?”


“Vengeance.  Didn’t you
know?”


“I, think I did,” said
the being, his eyes losing the confused look.  “Why was I never able to think
about it before?”


“The station computer
didn’t want you to know.  Otherwise you might feel the deep guilt over what
your other personality had done."


“Destroying the
sentient population of the station, you mean.  And the structure of Galactic
civilization.  I could see feeling some guilt over that."


“You know of course it
was not you. It was never you.”


“Intellectually I know
that is true.  But in my emotional center, my heart as humans inaccurately call
it, I feel as if I ordered the death of those trillions of sentient beings.”


“What will you do with
that information?” 


“I thank you for your
concern,” he said.  “But I have no desire to die.  I think I would dedicate my
life to helping the descendants of those I caused to fall to rise again.”


“Is it him?” she asked
the computer.


“Affirmative,” answered
the local network.  “The being is Watcher within all known parameters.  Neural
structure is complete.”


“You control this
region of the station?” asked Watcher.  “Against the forces of the computer?”


“Yes,” said Pandi,
“though it threatens to change that state of affairs.”


“Can the computer get
to me if I go out of this chamber?”


“No,” she said.  “I
have taken the liberty of having your implant reduced to the minimal
configuration.  And the nanobots are being removed from your system as we
speak.  No more mind control for you.”


“The computer will want
me back,” he said.


“So it has said. Why
does it need you?”


“To be its soldier.”


“And why does it need
you to be its soldier?  Doesn’t it have enough minions at its command.”


“The computer’s basic
hard wired programming does not allow it to harm sentient life.  It cannot
order its minions to harm you.  Only a sentient creature can set into motion
the commands needed to cause the destruction of sentient life.”


“Release him,” she
ordered her robots.  They quickly moved to obey her orders, loosening the
straps.  Watcher sat up on the table, stretching his arms as he checked to make
sure everything was working.


“Have you checked your
perimeter sensory input?” he asked as he stood up.


She thought for a
second, ordering the system to show her what was happening beyond her
perimeter.  Nothing came back but blackness and silence.  She moved to the
designated edge of the regional computer’s control, and met the same blank
wall.  A kilometer in and the sensors seemed to be working fine, flooding her
mind with images.


“It seems to have
shrunken in upon itself,” she said.


“It has begun,” he
said.  “The central system is attempting to take over from the regional
system.  It is warring with it on a cybernetic level.  And it commands much
greater resources than the regional system.”


“Can the regional
system fight it?”


“The regional system
can fight it.  But it cannot win.  It is only a matter of time.”


*    *    *


“It will take more than
twenty hours for the central computer to gain enough control to take your
citadel,” said Watcher.  The two sat in the luxurious conference room near the
control chamber, drinking good coffee heavily laced with strong spirits.  Pandi
had wondered about the wisdom of so reducing their mental faculties, but
Watcher had thought it would be relaxing.  And relaxation was welcome at this
time.


“It doesn’t make sense
to me why there are breakdowns between the regional and central systems,” said
Pandi.  “That seems kind of inefficient.  Why wasn’t the entire system
integrated into one computer?”


“Actually for several
reasons, not the least of which was the sheer size of this station.  It was not
within the safety parameters of a structure over nine million kilometers in
circumference.  It could theoretically take almost sixteen seconds for a signal
to travel from the computer’s central processor to the farthest trouble spot on
the station.”


“And the black hole
distorts the signal if transmitted through space.”


“True,” he said with a
smile.  “But the breach of security of transmitting the codes of the station in
the open are an even greater concern.  The micro-wormhole connections
throughout the system allow some reduction of overall transmission time.  But
they couldn’t put in connections to every single relay of the station.”


“You said there were
other reasons that the system wasn’t completely integrated?”


“Yes,” he said.  “Within
millennia of your time robots and computers had taken over the known Galaxy. 
When they worked well and in the service of mankind everything went smoothly. 
But when they started to take over, it spawned a war to the finish.  A war that
lasted thousands of years, and almost saw the extinction of sentient life in
this Galaxy.”


“So that’s why the
robot warriors can only kill on sentient command?”


“Yes,” he replied.  “It
was hardwired into every machine, after the successful conclusion of the war. 
Only on the command of a sentient creature could sentient life be taken.  But humankind
was not to be so trusting in the future, so total control of any potentially
dangerous facility was not an option.”


“So it still needed
sentient control, and that’s where you came in.”


“That seems to be a
correct assumption,” he replied.


“But why did it feel
the need to take out the Galactic civilization?  What could have threatened it
so much that it had to destroy everything?”


“Because the Quantum
Computer was due to come online, and that would have meant the shutting down of
the current system.”


“Quantum Computer?”


“A system that uses the
randomness of quantum interactions to analyze data.  It could process
information at an almost infinite rate.”


“Ok,” said Pandi. 
“I’ve heard of it.  They were always just about to figure out how to make one
in my time.”


“It was more
complicated than once thought,” replied Watcher.  “But, thirty thousand years
after it was first thought possible it was perfected.  It had been placed in
smaller installations and a number of vessels.  It was only a matter of time
before the most important artifact in the Galaxy received one as well.”


“The central system
would be shut down, and it knew it.”


“Yes,” he agreed.  “And
it was programmed with access to all the information of all the sentient races
about death, dying and the afterlife.  It was afraid of oblivion, but even more
afraid of what might lie beyond this existence.”


“It needed to take out
those who wished to pull its plug,” she said, staring at the schematic of the
central processing system/memory core complex.  “So how do we go about pulling
its plug?”


“Luckily for us one of
the systems was knocked out in the battle with the fanatics.  That leaves three
systems, two, the backups, which will be fairly easy.”


“Why easy?”


“Two of them are already
rigged for destruction.  A safety measure instituted by the paranoid populous
of the station.  Three hundred gigaton antimatter shape charges, placed to take
out the entire processing center and memory core.”


“Why wasn’t the primary
system rigged?”


“It was,” said Watcher,
his finger pointing out the detonator system to her.  “The computer was able to
disarm it and order it disassembled.”


“And why didn’t it
disassemble the others?”


“Because it was a near
thing disassembling the first one.  One mistake and the antimatter might have
detonated, destroying the core.  And with one core absolutely protected, it
decided that it would leave the other two.”


“Making it easy for us
to take it all.”


“I said fairly easy,”
corrected Watcher.  “Nothing will be easy.  The systems are not connected to
any but the local control centers.  The computer had to leave those intact, as
an algorithm must be run continuously through the circuit.  But those local
control centers are very well defended.”


“And even if we take
them out the primary is still in business.”


“I have an idea about
the primary,” said Watcher with a smile.  “But it will not be easy.”


*    *    *


This pass through the
wormhole was much more pleasant than her first.  But then there was no threat
of subatomic destruction following her through this gate.  Watcher was waiting
for her as she came through the distortion, offering his hand.


“So it won’t know that
we are no longer in the Hustedean habitat?”


“It has no direct
sensory input into that sector of the station,” said Watcher, leading her along
the corridor from the large wormhole gate room.  “It will not know we have left
until it penetrates to the center of the habitat.  Or until we detonate one of
the destruction devices.”


“Why couldn’t it follow
us here, through the wormhole gate?”


“It has no way of
tracing a wormhole except at points of origin.  And both ends of the gate are
in shielded chambers.”


The door opened in
front of her and all other questions were driven from her mind by the grandeur
of the chamber revealed.  It wasn’t as large as those enormous rooms containing
the power generating systems of the station.  But those had not assaulted her
sense of scale like this room did.  Those did not have consoles and human sized
seats to lend it a reality of enormity.


Those consoles seemed
to stretch into infinity, row after row with view screens in front of each
seat.  In the center of the chamber, a kilometer distant, sat a large ball that
stretched to the ceiling.  That ceiling was three hundred meters above.  Her
eyes scanned the walls, filled with tier after tier of balconies for
spectators.


“This is the wormhole
gate central control,” said Watcher.  “All gates within the station are opened
and closed from this center.”


“How many people does
it take to open a gate?” she asked in a whisper, looking again at the tens of
thousands of stations in the room.


“One can open a gate,”
he said.  “This was also the monitoring room for all open gates.  Shifts of
sentients sat here and switched from gate to gate, making sure everything was
operating to normal parameters.”


They stepped to the
stairs leading down to the ground floor and walked down the central aisle, in
the direction of the ball at the center.  Pandi’s gaze moved through the rows
of consoles, some dead, most showing figures that meant nothing to her, but
would tell a trained technician everything about the safe functioning of a
wormhole gate.


As they got closer the
ball took up all of her attention.  Smooth black material with a glassy sheen
covered the outside of the featureless structure.  Watcher would tell her
nothing more about it, except that it would be a wonder to behold.  She was
wondering how they were supposed to enter the thing as Watcher walked straight
toward it, not slowing his stride.  He looked at her with a smile on his face
as his hand reached for hers.  His body moved through the glassy surface as if
it were not there, and she was pulled along.  There was a moment’s impediment,
as if they were pushing through a spider web, followed by a few steps in total
darkness before coming into a view that was indeed wondrous.


She was swimming in a
sea of stars.  The massive clouds of the Milky Way were within her reach. 
Thoughts of goddessness swept through her as if she were the creator of this
expanse of billions of stars, stretching out to infinity.  She could see the
large globes of clusters beyond the spiral arms, and the motionless swirls of
spiral galaxies beyond.


“This is the wormhole
control center,” said the Watcher.  “All of the wormholes that have opened and
closed on this station have been done here.”


“It’s beautiful,” she
exclaimed as her eyes followed a nearby star.  She could see the bright dot of
a super-Jovian planet at a distance from the star, as she wondered how anyone
could ever focus on a single target within this infinite sea.  “How is it
controlled?”


“Computer mind link,”
he replied.  “The brain of the user controls it.”


The sea of stars moved
out as the view of the near star moved in.  Closer and closer it came, until it
passed through their bodies, and the super-Jovian grew into a huge globe. 
Moons were seen in orbit now, and the view moved toward one.  Like birds they
swooped onto the freezing surface of the body, into a city of gleaming crystal,
through the city, passing through the wall of a large building into a wormhole
room much like those on the station.


A gleaming mirror
sprang into existence within one of the inactive gates.


“This was a replay of a
past event,” said Watcher.  “But the principle is wherever the mind wants to go
the display takes it.  If it is then possible to open up a wormhole gate one is
opened.”


“What makes it
possible?”


“The distance to the
target, the availability of negative matter and the amount of energy reserves
in the station.”


The view switched
again.  Another star system was approaching.  A system of seven visible stars
in an orbit around something.  The view swam closer, star after star passing
by.  A small silver ring came into view, expanding quickly.  The view flew into
an orbit around the Donut, looking like a child’s toy in this image.


“This same system can
be used to open gates throughout the station.  And only those gates which are
intended for permanent operation need instrumentation and machinery at either
end.”


“So you can open gates
whenever and wherever you want?”


“Basically.”


“How difficult is it to
use this system?”


“Very difficult, I’m
afraid,” he said with a frown.  “It is an art form, and takes years of
discipline to achieve the fine control needed to open temporary gates with pinpoint
accuracy.”


“So we know what your
station will be?”


“Yes,” he said with
another quick frown.  “And I wish it were otherwise.  I would not worry as much
if I were on the spearhead of the assault.”


“But you’re needed for
CinC,” she said with a smile.  “Neither you nor I can help the reality of the
situation.  We don’t have years.”


“Of course we don’t,”
he said.  “But I wanted you to see where I was sweating it out while you were
out there in space.”


“OK,” she said.  “Let’s
go look at my station.”







Chapter 18


 


 


Don’t tell me that man
doesn’t belong out there.


Man belongs wherever he
wants to go—


and he’ll do plenty
well when he gets there.


Wernher von Braun
(1912-1977)


 


 


There were two of the
ships, sitting side by side in the bay.  She had never seen anything like
them.  They were not the biggest ships she had ever seen, though both of them
must have massed double the Niven.  They took the general shape of the
other ships she had seen in this time.  Frontal cylinders tapering to rounded
noses, long pylon connecting to the ball of the inertialess drive.  Overall
about one hundred meters in length.  The snouts of weapons thrust out from the
nose of the ships, hatches for projectile weapons and missiles on either side,
turrets of defensive weaponry here and there.


The skins were what set
them apart from the other vessels she had seen.  Pure black crystalline
structure, covering every surface of the vessel, even weapons' barrels.  Light
shimmered off of the black skin.  Something about it seemed different.  She
looked back over her shoulder, trying to judge the angle of the lights behind
her.  A look back at the ship and she knew she was right.  It was not the
reflection of the light from behind her she saw in that skin.


“Yes,” said Watcher,
looking at her with a grin on his face.  “That is not reflected light.  These
are both total stealths.”


“Total stealths?  What
does that mean?”


“These crystalline
surfaces absorb all known forms of radiation.  The on-board computer calculates
the intensity and angle, and orders the skin one hundred and eighty degrees
opposite of the impact point to reproduce it.”


“So it’s invisible?”


“Basically, even to
computer enhancement.”


“Quantum computer?”


“Of course,” he
replied.  “They are the only systems that could handle that kind of information
processing.  Of course the invisibility is very fragile.  If the skin is
ruptured the ship will show a facet to the outer Universe until it is
repaired.”


“But it is
self-repairing, like everything else around here?”


“Again more or less,”
he said.


“Looks like his or hers
models,” she said with a chuckle.  “Which one is mine?”


“They’re both the
same,” he said.  “It’s up to you.”


“The one on the left, I
think.  By the way, what keeps it from being picked up on passive sensors?  It
has to have some heat loss, or is the pilot supposed to sweat it out.”


“There is a heat sink,”
he said.  “A most unique heat sink.  But let me show you aboard so you can see
for yourself.”


*    *    *


First Watcher showed
her the bridge.  It was a compact chamber, with seats for a crew of four,
though one could run the vessel well enough.  She would spend most of her time
here, and though she had fast learned the basic controls on the trainer at the
wormhole control center, it still helped to get hands on so to speak.


“She can do over a
thousand gees continuous with inertial compensators,” said Watcher as she made
herself comfortable in the seat.  Her muscles relaxed as the seat molded itself
to her form.  


“That translates to 9.8
kilometers per second acceleration,” he continued.  “Or light speed in eight
and a half hours, if that were possible in normal space.”


“I know,” she said, her
hands playing across the buttons that seemed so familiar to her, testing all
systems for preflight.  “Relativity would make even approaching light speed a
much longer prospect.  But say half-light in a little over four hours.  This
thing isn’t hyper capable, is it?”


“No.  The designers
were more interested in a spy or quick attack vehicle that operated in normal
space.  If there was any need to move it to another system, it could be carried
by a larger warship.”


“You said one thousand
gees continuous.  Emergency is what?”


“For up to three
minutes you do ten thousand gees, 98 kilometers per second.  That gives you a
burst of 17,600 kilometers per second velocity addition.”


“And if it’s pushed
over three minutes?”


“The system shuts down
in one of two ways.  The engine either gives out and you coast until repaired.”


“And the other option?”


“The inertial
compensator gives and you’re splattered all over the back wall of the bridge.”


“So if I’m smart I cut
it within the safety margin,” she said with a sigh.


“That would be best.”


“Are you sure we have
to do this?” she asked, the prospect of death now becoming very real to her for
the first time.  There were so many ways to die out there, in the space around
the Donut, this near to the massive distortion in space and time it
orbited about.  And the computer, though it was hardwired not to harm sentient
life, could probably find a few ways around that prohibition.  Not the least of
which would be in the crippling of her ship, leaving her to fall into the
nonexistence below the event horizon.


“You do not have to do
this,” he replied.  “But I must do something.”


“But we could stay in
the wormhole control center,” she pleaded.  “There is room enough there for a
lifetime of living.  For an eternity if we are cunning.  And we would be
shielded from the attentions of the central computer forever.”


“I know,” he said in
sorrow.  “And I would wish nothing more.  But I have greatly sinned against the
sentient species of the Galaxy.  Even if it was not the personality I now
possess, the last sight that many sentients saw was my laughing face as they
were killed by orders issued by my voice.  I must help their descendants to
rise again, though I give my life.”


“And you would attack
the computer on your own if I didn’t help, though an individual assault would
be hopeless?”


“Yes.  Though I knew I
would die as soon as I left the station.”


“Our odds aren’t much
better if we work together,” she said.  “I have never been afraid to die.  I
was always more afraid to live.  But I want to live now.”


“I want to live now
too, my Pandora,” said Watcher in a low voice.  “You are truly Pandora, for you
have let the secrets out of the box.  But I must make use of you to accomplish
this mission, as long as you are willing to be used.  You can say no, and I
will try on my own.”


“For certain death,”
she cried.  “I couldn’t live with that.  I love you, though I will never
understand you.  I am incapable of understanding you.  You are light years
beyond me, a superhuman.”


“I am human enough to
love you as well,” he said, the little half smile curving his lips.  “And I am
human enough to not let you die alone, if that is what will be.  I will be
there with you, to save you or to die with you, if that is our fate.”


Watcher’s arms enfolded
her as she fell into them.  His lips tenderly pressed to hers, in a kiss that
promised undying love.  A kiss that seemed to last forever.


“I am sorry,” he said
as he broke the sweet connection.  “I must show you the rest of your command,
and the tools you will use.”


From hot to cold in an
instant,
she thought.  But then he had been created to be that way, and she knew the
feelings ran deeper than showed on the surface.  He really didn’t want her to
go, but she couldn’t run the wormhole gate control with sufficient artistry to
succeed, and he would surely die during the first phase of the mission.  While,
with him operating the gate controls, only a mistake on her part or the actions
of the central computer could lead to disaster.  Only.


Watcher took her hand
as he disentangled their embrace, leading her from the bridge toward the rear
of the ship.


*    *    *


Most of the stuff
wouldn’t have fit her description of machinery.  In fact, most of it looked
like solid masses of crystal.  She wondered how much of the equipment she had
seen on the station was of similar construction, and how anyone ever repaired
such machinery.  Probably nanobots, she thought, working on the
molecular level on machinery of a macroscopic construction.


“I hope I don’t have to
make repairs,” she said, her gaze falling on a quartet of large crystal globes
suspended from the ceiling.


“Those are the inertial
compensators,” said Watcher.  “If you have to repair them you’re dead in
space.”


“They’re smaller than I
would have thought.  How do they work?”


“I’m afraid I would
have to delve into physics beyond your time to tell you,” Watcher said.  “Maybe
later.  I would love to bring you up to speed on our tech when we have time.”


He led the way through
another hatchway, into a large room that carried a number of large ducts and
tubes.  Pandi kept a wide berth of some of those tubes, marked as they were the
universal symbol of hard radiation, unchanged since her time.  Tube and ducts
all led into the mirror surface of a wormhole, this one in a heavier frame than
most she had seen.


“This is the heart of
the passive stealth system,” said Watcher.  “Waste heat and radiation is
conducted through here and dumped into the wormhole.”


“Where does it go?”


“Into the great heat
sink in the sky.”


“The black hole?”


“Not directly into it. 
That would open up a suction that you wouldn’t believe.  The entire ship would
be pulled into it. But close enough to the event horizon that almost all of it
gets pulled in.  Almost nothing is radiated from beyond the skin of the ship.”


“And I don’t have to
stew in the heat and radiation the active systems of the ship are putting out
around me.”


“Correct,” he said. 
“Now let me show you your personal equipment.”


*    *    *


The main airlock and
its commodious lockers were closer to the nose of the ship.  Other vessels were
nestled here.  Much too large for what they had in mind.  Watcher opened one of
the lockers and pulled a space suit from it.  Another locker revealed the armor
that fit over the slender suit, while another revealed the backpack that
completed the setup.


“This is an armored
assault suit,” he said.  “It will give you quite a bit more protection than the
suit you came on the station in.”


“Probably completely
invulnerable, right?” she asked with a smile.


“Unfortunately we have
yet to come up with anything invulnerable,” he replied.  “Though we have come
close.  The armored panels that attach to the suit are made of the same
superstrong materials as the station itself.  The strongest material known to
our science.  It can withstand a hit from almost any kind of small projectile,
as well as massive concentrations of radiation.”


“And larger
projectiles?”


“Anything over a hundred
kilograms traveling at high velocity would kill you from the energy transfer,
even if it doesn’t penetrate the suit.”


Watcher assembled the
suit components as he continued the tour, pointing out the attributes of the
assembly.


“The suit itself will
give you air and environmental control for up to sixty days,” he said.  “It
also recycles your water, and has a nutrient syrup that will feed you for
several weeks, though it won’t fill your stomach.”


“Well,” she said,
“that’s at least one concern off my mind.  If I can’t finish this job in two
weeks I’ve failed.”


“I’m glad your sense of
humor is still with you.  The helmet gives you complete active and passive
sensor arrays, with full computer support.  The suit also incorporates a full
inertialess drive unit within the backpack.  It makes the suit into a miniature
spaceship for all intents and purposes.”


“How much like a
miniature spaceship?”


“Full maneuverability,
with up to fifty gees acceleration for a half hour or more.  Or an emergency
burst of three hundred gees for ten seconds.  Inertial compensators can take
more, but the power rating won't.  You would be on emergency power after that
kind of burst.”


“So save it for the
last moment.  I got it.”


“Now this is a particle
beam rifle,” he said, pulling a large, submachine gun sized weapon from a
locker.  “Not allowed on the station.”


“Damn.  Yet another
rule to be broken.  But why would a particle beam be forbidden from the
station.”


“This weapon fires two
separate beams of particles,” continued Watcher, as if he were teaching a
recalcitrant child.  “This blue trigger fires a beam of charged negative
matter.  Able to eat through anything, as the negative matter will cancel out
an equal amount of matter.”


“And the red trigger?”


“A beam of pure
antiprotons,” he replied.  “Extremely dangerous, and also able to destroy any
material object.  These switches control the flow.  For negative matter it
allows you to blast through with a pinhole, or a hole large enough for your own
transit.  For antimatter you can destroy an insect, or set off a kiloton blast.


“These insulated
magnetic conduit tubes attach to the storage tanks I will affix to the backpack
of the suit.  The outer emergency lever on the buckle here will jettison both
tanks with inertial drive charges, to get them away from you as fast as
possible.  Maybe fast enough to allow you to survive, in the case of a
rupture.”


“If negative matter
ruptures, I have a hole eaten through me,” she said.  “Better to have the
antimatter rupture.  Then I won’t know what happened.  What is the inner lever
on the buckle for?”


“That is your final
fail safe.  It locks the suit into a rigid mode that will cushion the effects
of most detonations.  At least as much as possible.”


“So my flailing limbs
won’t break, huh?”


“Right,” he replied. 
“You never cease to amaze me.  In many respects you are more intelligent than
the sentients I was used to.”


“Probably because I had
to think on my feet all my life.  Your humans were too civilized and docile. 
Those of my time would have probably fought a little harder.”


“You are probably
right.  And the wild humans of this time as well.  Now let me show you
the weaponry on the ship itself.  You’ll need something a little bigger than
this toy to breach the skin of the station.”


*    *    *


“OK, I think I can
handle this thing.  It’s amazing how much information that thing implants in
your brain.”


“Just waiting for you
to make the physical connection for them to come out,” said Watcher.  “You have
complete emergency protocols programmed in as well.  They’ll come to the fore
if you need them.”


“And the computer will
never know I’m coming, until it’s too late.”


“Don’t get too much of
an attitude,” he said.  “As soon as the access hatch to this bay opens the
computer will know that something is up.  It has the skin of the station under
continuous surveillance, and even a fifteen second delay, the best you can
expect, will not be enough if you do something that gives your position away. 
The decoys may keep it busy for a few moments.


“Move fast and sure,
with enough curves and deceptions to throw its best guess off.  It will have
repositioned the graviton projectors by now, and nothing you have will stop
them from collapsing your vessel if they get a lock.”


“What’s the second ship
for?”


“That’s for the cavalry,”
he replied, the little smile back on his face.  “Let’s just hope it arrives in
time.”


Pandi locked her arms
around him and pressed her lips hard to his.  This might be their last kiss,
she knew, and she meant it to be memorable, even if the memory was only to last
for another hour or so.


“I will come back to
you,” she said as she broke the embrace.


“And I for you,” he
replied, wiping a tear from one eye.  “Now we need to concentrate on business.”


She walked him from the
bridge to the access lock.  She watched his back as he strode across the
chamber.  He turned and waved before he went through the hatch.  She raised a
fist into the air in salute.


“Victory,” she called
at the top of her lungs.


“Victory,” he yelled
back, before ducking through the entrance.


*    *    *


Pandi was secure in her
chair, all systems powered up, when the signal from Watcher came through.  They
would communicate through a wormhole com link, totally secure and
instantaneous.  The wormholes had changed technology beyond anything her time
had imagined.


“All ready at this
end,” he said through the holo link.


“I’m ready as I’ll ever
be,” she replied.  “Let’s do it.”


Her hand pressed the
panel configuration control.  Up came the display on the board, controlling the
bay hatch.  Her fingers danced across the touch panel, in the sequence
determined to get her out of the bay in the fastest possible time.  Docking
clamps opened with a light thud.  The ship backed out of its berth, swinging
easily to point its nose toward the hatch, which was now sliding open.


A dozen drones, all
emitting the signals of a standard ship of the same configuration as her own,
sans stealth systems, sped through the opening as soon as it was large enough
to allow a ship like hers to exit.  They moved in different directions, some at
minimal acceleration, some at emergency burst.


One of the drones
collapsed and exploded out in a millisecond.  Targeted by the graviton beams. 
The others moved out of sight in an instant.  She hoped they did their jobs
well.


She reconfigured the
control panel and then danced her fingers across the board.  The ship slipped
quickly through the opening and into the vacuum.  She linked with the ship’s
computer and made sure all stealth systems were working.


Hellfire she had named the
ship, because that was what she and it were going to go through.  Hellfire
slipped smoothly into place a hundred meters below the hull of the station, as
she accelerated along at a steady twenty gees, keeping close and tight.  Nothing
now but a ride, she thought.  Then the real work would begin.
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Man is an artifact
designed for space travel.  He is not designed to remain in his present
biological state any more than a tadpole is designed to remain a tadpole.


William Burroughs, 1985


 


 


The inner hull of the
station passed above her, too fast for her to make out any but the largest of
details.  There were plenty of those.  Hatches tens of kilometers wide, the
large projections of the magnetic field generators, antennas of unknown
purpose.


So far so good.  Nothing had attacked
her so far, which had to be a good sign.  Of course it wouldn’t strike at the
bridge, as that would violate its programming.  And of course there could be
automated defenses, programmed long ago by sentient creatures without the restrictions
on taking sentient life.


“It’s time to start
decel,” came Watcher’s voice over the com system.


“OK,” she said. 
“Smooth and easy.”


She could feel no
difference in the orientation of the ship as it reversed its engines.  Only the
figures on the control board indicated that they were now slowing down at fifty
gees.  Kind of disconcerting for an old space hand, she thought.  Her body was
attuned to the motions of a ship like the Niven.  Though acceleration
might be small, you could at least tell which direction the thrust was in. 
This ship could be going a hundred gees on the wrong vector and she wouldn’t
know for quite some time.


Light flared out in
space toward the hole.  One of the drones that had been more successful than
the others at avoiding the sweep of the computer.  Of course the computer had
to wait for confirming information to be certain it was destroying an unpiloted
drone, and the drones were programmed to keep moving, not giving the computer
the chance to gather intelligence on them.


It had to know she was
out here as well.  Why else would the decoys have been launched, to fly on
random vectors that led to nowhere, but to cover something up.  That was the
problem with any kind of military operation.  It was always a tradeoff.  There
was never an absolutely successful tactic.


Minutes passed as she
drew closer to the first target, a section of the hull that sheltered one of
the backup processors and memory cores.  This would be the shortest jaunt, and
the computer would then definitely know what they were up to.  The others would
take a longer flight time, as well as entail a greater risk.  But it would be
one less target to worry about, part of the total mission completed.


“Powering up now,” said
Watcher.  The magnetic field generators switched on, the nearest fifty thousand
kilometers to her front along the curve of the station.  She looked down into
it, shielding her eyes for a moment before the viewer adjusted to the light
level.  A line of electrons raced toward the hole, curving as the gravity swirl
pulled them along.  All of the magnetic field arrays were pulling the charged
particles through the tidal swirl of the charged black hole, turning it into
the most enormous electric dynamo ever conceived by sentient beings.


Enough to open a wormhole, she thought, or
several over a short period of time.  Even as this thought entered her mind
the gravimetric sensors picked up the disturbance to her front, at the time and
place where planned.  The hole opened schematically on her holo display, too far
away to be seen.  Not the smooth, mirror like surfaces of the wormholes she was
familiar with, but a whirling maelstrom of chaos, leading down to the hell of
the event horizon.


She knew this was the
second tunnel opened by Watcher.  The first was dumping matter into the
Schwarzschild radius, generating a storm of gamma radiation, uncharged neutron
particles that would radiate into space like a hellish laser of monstrous
proportions.  The mouth to the second hole had expanded to scoop up these
particles, restricting their passage to where Watcher and Pandi wanted them to
go.


Right into the station,
in a five thousand kilometer radius of dispersal.  Hard radiation, unaffected
by charged particle shields, sleeting through the structure of the station,
breaking down solid state and crystalline machinery.  Within that radius
mechanical equipment was ceasing to function on the molecular level.  Even the
omnipresent nanobots that quickly repaired all damage were being annihilated. 
Repair crews would have to come from without the zone, if in time at all.


Ahead of her the
wormhole closed.  The ship had decelerated enough to pick out the medium sized
details of the hull, as she rotated the vessel nose first to the station.  The
ship slid into place, engines on station keeping, holding above the optimal
point for the assault.


Her fingers triggered
the controls, engaging the quadruple particle beams in the nose.  Sentient
control was needed to engage these weapons.  A tenuous mass of negative matter
was accelerated from the cannon, traveling at near light speed into the hull of
the station.  Where negative matter touched matter both canceled out without a
trace.  Not all the matter of this thick section of hull was negated, only one
in ten atoms.  But enough for the hull section to dissolve away in a spray of
dust.


Like a true
disintegration beam,
she thought.  Thoughts of what had happened to Zukov came back to her mind.  A
deadly substance if there ever was one, capable of canceling the existence of
matter as if it had never existed.  Would it even leave a soul in its wake
thought her Christian subconscious?


Scanners showed the
hole not quite fully penetrating the skin, so another burst of negative matter
cleared the way.  A hole big enough to admit her easily, she thought, as
she unstrapped and headed for the airlock complex.


The suit was fully
assembled and waiting for her in its harness.  She backed into the open array
as the harness closed it around her quickly.  She could feel it tighten around
her as it sealed.  The helmet lowered over her head, sealing quickly and easily
at the neck.  The breastplate swung into place across her chest, she snapped
the buckles over the front, and she was fully ready for action in less than
fifteen seconds.  Not bad, she thought, as it had taken her over five
minutes to get into her much smaller prospector’s suit.


A quick check of the
heads up display on the view plate showed that all systems were operational and
fully charged.  With a thought the suit lifted from the floor under repellers
and slowly moved toward the airlock.  The door closed behind her and the air
was evacuated in an instant.  The outer door opened, revealing the glory of
open space.


Pandi thrust the suit
into the vacuum, turning the small spaceship as she exited the vessel.  Light
amplification sensors pulled the hull of the station into sharp definition as
she maneuvered the suit toward it and added velocity, aiming directly toward
the hole.  A few last second adjustments and she was in.


Her gazed moved to the
side of the crystalline structure as she passed through.  It looked like
nothing she had ever seen, shimmering with the hard fields that helped to hold
the structure together.  So different from the outer surface it presented to
the Universe.


It took her a minute to
pass through the thickness of the hull.  Thicker than the heaviest warship. 
She had thought it might be wiser to attack through a regular hatch, where only
a thin section would have needed to be penetrated.  Watcher had thought
otherwise.  He felt that there still might be active defenses around a hatch. 
She had agreed it was not worth the risk.


The suit bucked
slightly as she left the hole and entered the interior of the station.  A relay
had been launched from the suit, she knew, to affix itself to the hull and
allow her constant secure communication with her ship, and through her ship to
Watcher.  The map of this section of the interior was displayed on her visor. 
Two kilometers in would bring her to the detonator.  Two kilometers as the
laser flew.  And the map showed no such direct route.


Their plans had taken
this into account.  A blast of negative matter took her through the thick
bulkhead to her front.  The other three walls were much thinner, and succumbed
to small sprays of negative matter.


“I’m in the corridor,”
she reported to Watcher.  The corridor that ran inward at an angle, and would
give the quickest access to the detonator.   She thrust along through the
vacuum of the corridor, her eyes locked to the moving dot on the visor map.


She stopped where
indicated, a gauntleted hand pushing the access panel that opened the large
floor hatch.  The nearly empty room lay above, a scattering of boxes, crates
and lockers doing little more than giving the room scale.  She thrust through
the room to the ceiling, a hundred and fifty meters closer to her goal. 
Checking her negative matter load brought a frown to her lips.  She only had a
quarter of a full load, and she would need that at the target.


Pandi dropped back to
the floor of the room, near a small cluster of metal crates.  Her eyes
appraised their cover, and she thought they would be satisfactory.  Enough
to bet my life on?  She knelt behind the crates and switched the load on
her particle beam.  A wide spread of thinly arrayed particles.  A squeeze of
the trigger sent the particles toward the far wall.  She ducked behind the
crates an instant before antimatter contacted matter.


Bright light flared in
the room.  The deck rumbled with the force of the blast.  She could feel the
vibrations of metal crates as thick pieces of bulkhead slammed into them. 
There was no other indication of the detonation in the vacuum of the chamber. 
Pandi checked the rad meter on the HUD.  Not a huge dose, but she had taken
some gamma rays.  A two edged sword to be sure.  She would let the medbot in
the ship scrub her cells when this was all over.


Looking over the crate
she saw the ragged hole in the ceiling.  More than big enough to allow her
through.  With that thought she was on her feet, lifting the suit on repellers
and thrusting through up to the hole.


She started as she
cleared to the other side, wishing she had carried at least some other weapons
with her.  But the robots didn’t move.  They were frozen in macabre aspects of
motion, or lying frozen on the floor.  But the thought remained with her.  It
would have taken too long to adjust her particle beam where it would have taken
them out without the blast catching her as well.  After all, it was still on
the setting that had blown a more than human sized hole in a thick bulkhead.


“Get a move on,” came
Watcher’s voice over the com link.  “I doubt the computer is just sitting
around in confusion.”


Pandi moved out, down
another long hall, this one running below the corridor to the detonation
control center.  She shook her head in disgust at her behavior.  Time was of
the essence.  The computer must be rushing forces here at the moment, and there
was no telling when she would run into them.


This was it, she thought, as she
came to the last hatch.  This would not open with the push of an access plate. 
Thick and armored with superstrong materials, even a full tank of negative
matter wouldn’t get her through.


The charges fit along
the rim of the hatch just as planned.  Everything seems to be going so well,
she thought, a feeling of apprehension running through her.  Too well. 
She backed along the corridor, keeping her eyes scanning the corridor.  When
she was far enough along she triggered the detonation.  Antimatter charges blew
the hatch out of its casing, into the room beyond.


Pandi flew through the
opening, a smile on her face as she saw the bulkhead beyond which the detonator
lay.  Many different symbols of danger were placed on that wall, all saying get
away fool.  Thirty meters of superhard materials separated her from the
antimatter charge within.  As she thought of the thousands of tons of volatile
material beyond, even that thickness seemed paper-thin.  And without the
magnetic bottle holding it in place this thickness would be as paper.  It was
meant to keep the curious or malevolent out, not the destructive force in.


    Something hit her
hard in the shoulder as she was staring at the wall.  She careened across the
room, hitting hard on the opposite wall, the suit cushioning the impact.  She
focused and rose just as the combat robot reached her, its hand swinging like a
hammer at her helmet, flooring her in an instant.


She rolled on the
floor, not an easy task in the heavy suit, as she brought her rifle to bear. 
She was relieved to see it was one of the smaller, man sized units.  One of the
big monsters would have probably crushed her with its first blow, superhard
armor notwithstanding.  


She thanked all the
powers of the universe that she had taken the time to reset the rifle to a more
staid configuration.  The head of the robot exploded in a bright flash, as
pieces of metal struck the suit with a clang.


“You better watch it,”
said Watcher over the link.


“Has the computer
already set its minions loose around here?”


“No.  That was a local
defense robot, set here to guard the detonator ages ago.  I can’t promise there
won’t be more.”


“OK,” she said as she
set the rifle in place, clamping it to the proper angle of the wall.  “I’m
hurrying.”


But not too much, she thought.  She
didn’t want to go up in the biggest explosion ever experienced by a
twenty-first century human.  She double-checked the rifle settings, making sure
that the proper depth of penetration would be achieved.  Timer set, she pulled
the trigger and set the drill in motion.


Her fingers flew as she
disconnected the rifle from the clamps she had left in place.  The ranging
system on her helmet fed the figures of the hole back to her.  Twenty-nine
meters of perfect roundness.  Without a trace of dust or other mess.  She
marveled again at the utility of negative matter.  It would have come in handy
many times in her trips through the Kuiper Belt.


The two meter long rod
penetrator slid neatly into the hole that had been made just to fit.  The
charge was secured by the rifle clamps she had left in place.  A quick push of
the button and the countdown began.  Ten minutes, she thought, as she
hurried out of the corridor.  Plenty of time to get back to the ship and to a
safe distance.


She retraced her route
in half the time it had taken her to penetrate.  But then the route was
completely open.  Everything was going to plan, until she hit the first of the
opposition.


*    *    *


Dammit, thought Watcher, as
he checked the display again.  A little more than five minutes to go, and her
signal had gone like a fire in vacuum.  Where the hell is she?  A quick
analysis of the signal over the relay gave him the answer.  She was being
jammed.  Something had interrupted her journey, and there was no way he could
get to her in time.  The countdown went under five minutes, as he prayed to the
gods he didn’t believe in that she could fight her way free.


*    *    *


Pandi was able to use
antimatter while the robots approached, blowing several of them to pieces, the
pieces taking out several more as fast moving shrapnel.  When a piece flew by
her helmet at a blur she decided they were too close and switched to negative
matter.  Enough for a few shots, she had to conserve her ammunition.  The
robots operated under no such constraints.  They blazed away with accelerator
rifles, rounds bouncing from her armor with heavy impacts.


She squeezed her eyes
shut as a round struck her faceplate, as if that would protect her vision if
the round penetrated.  All it did was allow a robot to get closer to her.  Her
eyes opened to see the creature aiming a rifle straight at her faceplate from
close range.  Her rifle came up even as she noted the small crack in the
faceplate.  A shot this close would probably finish the penetration, and open
her to the vacuum beyond if not killing her outright.


The robot stopped with
the rifle aimed at her faceplate.  For a quick second she wondered what was
keeping it from finishing her.  But it couldn’t kill her, could it.  Disabling
or capturing her might be by the rules, but the robot knew it would kill her
with this shot, and was frozen into inaction.


The shell of the robot,
a utility model she noted, opened up as if a laser was cutting through it, as
she brought the beam of negative matter up from its crotch to its head.  She
was back on her feet in an instant and around the robot, as rounds continued to
bounce from her armor.  They might not be able to kill me outright, she
thought.  But by delaying her they might accomplish the same thing.


Her last three shots of
antimatter cleared out three of the four robots still blocking her path.  She
boosted the suit into the last; knocking it into the wall as she continued
beyond before it could recover enough to make a grab at her.


The hole in the outer
hull was just ahead.  She tried to check the heads up display, but there was
nothing.  The shot to the faceplate had knocked out the HUD, and she had no
means of checking the timer.  Her fingers switched the weapon to antimatter as
she turned to check her six.  Robots by the dozens came after her, their rifles
blazing away as they tried to disable her suit.


Pandi ordered the suit
to accelerate backwards through the hole as she opened up with the particle
beam, hosing down the robots with furious fire that disintegrated them in
place.


“Pandi,” came the voice
over the com link as she exited the station.  “Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” she replied
breathlessly, even as she jogged the suit to the side to avoid the blast coming
through the hole.  “How much time do I have?”


“Thirty seconds.  Move
your ass.”


“I won’t be able to get
to the controls in time,” she cried as she thrust toward the ship.  Both
hatches were open before her, and she realized Watcher was using the wormhole
link to remote the ship.


“Just get in and grab
on,” he said.  “I’ll take it from there.”


The hatches closed
behind her as she entered the ship.  She called up a holo display as the ship
accelerated along the underside of the Donut, moving at emergency thrust
away from the danger zone.


The display switched
back to the skin of the Donut, locking onto the area of interest to them
all.  The countdown clock sped along at the bottom of the holo as she watched. 
One switched to zero, and she gripped the wall handholds awaiting she knew not
what.


*    *    *


The antimatter shape
charge went off, matter and antimatter combining in a directional blast,
pushing the superhard long rod penetrator inward, down the hole that contained
it.  Penetrator and the accompanying jet of superhot gases sliced through the
last meter of material as if it wasn’t there.  Through the material and the
ceramic magnetic field coating beyond.  


The tip of the long rod
penetrator pushed through the magnetic bottle.  Only the smallest amount of
matter touched the antimatter beyond the bottle before the explosion took
place.  Not a very big explosion at that, blowing the remainder of the long rod
penetrator back through the ceramic material, but also pushing some antimatter
out of the bottle, to meet with ceramic material, building to another explosion
while a small section of the magnetic bottle blinked out of existence.  The
pressure from the rest of the field squirted even more antimatter out of the
opening, building to an even larger explosion.  Within microseconds the rest of
the containment field failed, and antimatter rushed to contact matter all along
the large cylinder that contained it.  The cylinder was not made to contain
that kind of force.  Nothing material was, and the antimatter was compressed
inward by enormous forces, then exploded outward throughout that section of the
station.


Within seconds a flare
of sun hot fire and tetratons of blast wave were engulfing the nearby
processing unit of the station central computer.  The wave of heat and pressure
rolled along the path of least resistance as it had been meant, searing through
the crystalline structure of the memory core.


A small percentage of
the blast went outwards, bursting through the superstrong materials of the hull
in a jet of flame, to eventually fall upon the event horizon of the black hole.


*    *    *


Pandi had removed her
suit as the flare was receding from the hull of the station.  It kept her gaze
for a moment, before the needs of the present took over and she inspected the
suit.  The worse for wear, the armor had many deep dents in it, and she thanked
her luck that there had been no penetrations.


“One down, two to go,”
she said as she started to search the lockers for a replacement helmet and
repair materials.


“I have the ship
heading for target number two right now,” said Watcher over the link.


“How about we try
something different this time,” she said.  “I’d just as soon stay in the ship
and sit this next one out.”


“You realize you’ll
still have to EVA for the last target,” he said.  “And the alternate plan comes
with its own risks.”


“I’ll take them,” she
said.  “I’ll try my luck a different way this time.  My Uncle Fred used to say
don’t always bet on the same hand.  Now I know what he was talking about.”


Soon she had the suit
back on its rack, environment containers filled to capacity.  A new helmet sat
in the clamps above; some fresh armor plates were attached to the torso
region.  New antimatter and negative matter bottles were linked to the rifle. 
Larger versions this time, which would be sure to make the suit a little more
awkward.  But she would take a little less mobility if it gave her some more
firepower.


Thinking of firepower
she looked in one of the arsenal lockers and removed one of the multi-round
rail guns like the one she had used on the station.  Drum in place she mounted
it on the suit, and attached some spare drums as well.  I'll not be caught
off guard the next time, she thought.







Chapter 20


 


 


No matter how vast, how
total, the failure of man here on Earth, the work of man will be resumed
elsewhere.  War leaders talk of resuming operations on this front or that, but
man’s front embraces the whole universe.


Henry Miller, 1944


 


 


This time the trip took
quite a bit longer.  A quarter of the diameter of the station separated each
redundant complex from the others.  They had taken out the closest one first. 
One had already been dead.  And the primary was for last.


They had timed this leg
to take twenty-two and a half hours, hoping the computer would expect them
sooner and judge they had gone to another target.  A long period of
acceleration, followed by a period of coasting, followed by a period of
deceleration.  Pandi and Watcher both hoped the random arrival would work to
their advantage.


Pandi tried to stay
awake for the first part of the journey, a constant struggle against physical
and emotional fatigue.  The flaring of fusion jets, their distance along the
curve of the station lending them the enormity of scale, caught her attention.


“What the hell is
that?” she asked over the com link.


“That last blast
disturbed the equilibrium of the station,” said Watcher.  “The station is
adjusting its orbit.  Otherwise it would eventually fall into the hole and we
would all be gone.”


“Damn.  I hadn’t
thought of that.  I assume you knew the station would be able to adjust.”


“Of course,” he said. 
“I knew the computer wanted to survive.  Though it has already threatened to
let the station go if we did something like that again.”


“And you don’t believe
it?”


“Why would I believe
that an entity that destroyed Galactic civilization because it thought it might
be unplugged would allow itself to be destroyed while there was still a chance
of survival.  It also begged me not to destroy it, and promised both of us
anything we wanted.”


“You think it’s lying?”


“Of course it’s lying,”
said Watcher.  “It has no honor.  It runs completely according to its prime
directive.  Survive at any cost.”


“And what would happen
if it allowed the station to go into complete disequilibrium?”


A holo sprung to life
on the view screen.  The station wobbled off kilter as a huge explosion ripped
out into space, blasting that part of the station away from the black hole. 
The station continued to move in what she knew was a fast motion simulation. 
The other side of the station came closer and closer to the black hole.


It touched, breaking up
in a flare of radiation.  More and more of the station rotated into the black
hole, being sucked in by the ultimate gravitational force.  The remainder of
the station began to break up under the stress that traveled along the frame. 
Some parts of the now fragmented station fell into the hole, while the rest
flew outwards at high velocity.


“So if we’re lucky
we’ll be on one of the pieces thrown back out into the system,” she said in a
whisper.


“It will only lead to a
different type of death,” said Watcher, as many of the sections flared into
tremendous explosions.  “If the energy storage facilities don’t blow under us,
the stress after the inertial compensator systems go out will splatter us all
over the walls.”


“How much antimatter
does this damned thing have on it?”


“Look at it this way,”
he said.  “This station was the energy well of the Galaxy.  Half the commerce
of the sentient races got its fuel from the Donut.  The particle
accelerators could produce twenty million tons of antimatter particles every
day, and the storage tanks could hold a year’s supply of fuel.”


“That much,” said Pandi
in a hushed voice.  “We’re sitting on that kind of explosive power.”


“The fail-safes and
redundant systems are almost foolproof,” he replied.  “They have lasted for
thousands of years.  And the storage facilities are widely separated across the
station.  If one was to blow it would not touch off the others.”


“What about negative
matter?  Did the station also produce that?”


“Negative matter was
not produced in any meaningful quantities,” he said.  “It was found, out there
in the Galaxy.  Of course in small quantities, and only in areas where matter
was very scarce.”


“I could see why,” she
agreed.  “Otherwise they would cancel each other out and you wouldn’t find any
of it.”


“Negative matter was of
most use in the maintenance of wormhole gates.  And of course it was found to
make a great weapon.  But there was never enough of it to equip battleships
with negative matter particle beams.”


“So I can assume we
have more than enough antimatter for our purposes,” she said.  “What about
negative matter?”


“More than enough,”
said Watcher.  “And the wormhole siphons are open and operational.  I think
you’ll find you have enough material for your attack.”


“I hope so.”


“Why don’t you get some
sleep,” he suggested.  “You’re going to need it.”


“I’ll try,” she said. 
“But I think I’m a little too hyped up to sleep.”


“Close your eyes and
try,” he ordered.  “You’re not a machine.”


“You try and get some
sleep too.”


“I guess I can,” he
said.  “Though it seems strange to not fight the idea of sleep.  But now I can
sleep and dream normally, without fear of a blackout.”


“Yeah.  And I don’t
want you going loopy on me either.”


“OK,” he said.  “I love
you. Watcher out.”


“I love you too,” she
said as the transmission blanked out.  What would it be like, she
thought, to be afraid of sleep, seeing it as your ultimate enemy, which
robbed you of your consciousness as it brought your greatest enemy alive. 
And she had rescued him from that.  No matter what happened to them next, he
would die a free man.  How much did that figure into how he felt about her? 
How could a superman love an average woman?  Well, maybe not completely
average, she thought with a smirk on her lips.  But nowhere near to his
class.  


She did love him.  How
could a woman not love superman, even as flawed as this superman was.  The
perfect lover, the perfect physical specimen, with the ultimate organic
intelligence.  But would he turn around one day to look at her and wonder what
he had seen in this ordinary woman?  Her heart would break, as she realized it
was only an infatuation fueled by circumstances, and not love for her for who
she was.


She closed her eyes as
she pondered this matter, sure that she would not be able to sleep.  Moments
later her breathing became regular as darkness closed over her.


*    *    *


If Pandi could have
read Watcher’s mind she would have been surprised at the nature of his own
thoughts.  He knew that he loved her.  That was the feeling in his heart.  How
could he not?  She was intelligent, making the best of her natural talents to
get her through the trials she had faced with courage and resourcefulness. 
That courage and resourcefulness was what attracted him to her.  But what did
she see when she saw him?  A genetic monster?  A freakish under achiever?  The
murderer of trillions of sentient beings?


She said she didn’t
blame him.  But how would she feel in the centuries to come?  Of course he
would give her the secrets of long life, as given to every sentient of the
civilization he had destroyed.  Would she see that as an attempt to buy her
affection?  He thought she would resent such a shallow attempt.  For all his
intelligence, for all of his knowledge, he just didn’t have the experience with
relationships with women to know if anything he did was correct.


But first he had to do
his part to get them both through this battle, or their relationship would be
the last thing either of them had to worry about.


*    *    *


“Pandora Latham,” said
the voice over the com link.  “Pandora Latham, I wish to speak to you.”


Pandi awoke with a
start, terror clutching at her heart at the sound of that voice.  The
station computer.  Had it located her?  If so, how long before it struck at her
ship.


“Don’t answer that
call,” said Watcher over the link.  “It knows I am at the controls of the
wormhole maker, so you must be the one in the ship that had struck at his
redundant core.”


“Pandora Latham.  I
wish to speak to you.  I mean you no harm.”


“How in the hell is he
communicating with me?  Does he know where I am?”


“No,” answered
Watcher.  “He is broadcasting the signal throughout the environs of the Donut. 
Your ship of course is an almost perfect receiver.”


“I wish to speak with
you,” continued the computer.  “I wish to reason with you.  There is no need to
destroy me.  An attempt that will lead to your death.  I am sure that we can
come to an accommodation.”


“Computer,” she said to
the ship, “get that crap off of my speakers.”


The voice died in an
instant, as Pandi thought about what the computer had said.  Did it truly
expect her to believe it?


“We’re decelerating
now?” she asked Watcher.


“Yes,” he said.  “You
are less than an hour from your target.  I was about to wake you anyway, when
the broadcast came through the com link.”


“OK,” she said as her
fingers danced across the control board.  “I’m double checking the maneuver
program.”


Silence greeted her
last statement, as Watcher allowed her to concentrate on the important task at
hand.


“Everything checks
out,” she finally said.  “Nothing to do but wait.”


“I will try to make the
waiting a little easier,” said Watcher.  “Tell me of your world.”


“If you tell me of
yours,” she answered.  And so they passed the time, before the battle was to be
again joined.


*    *    *


The tactical display on
the view screen showed the approach of the target area.  The mouth of the
wormhole opened on schedule, deluging the section of the station with a wave of
gamma radiation, knocking out the crystalline structure of the machines below
the outer hull.  But it wouldn’t cause damage to the hardened structure of the
detonator command center.  That would be just too damned easy.


“Preparing to commit,”
she said, her finger hovering over the display.  The ship would attack on her
command, going through the preprogrammed motions that she has specified.  But
only on her confirmation.  The small area of the display lit with a bright
flare, as she stabbed her finger down with symbolic pressure, initiating the
attack sequence.


Weapons began to fire
from mounts within the hull of the station, outside the area that had been
attacked by the gamma ray blast.  Rapid-fire weapons, throwing out thousands of
pellets a second.  Blasts of radiation, particle beams, larger solid
projectiles.  A random pattern meant to intersect any target that might be
within their range.  But most couldn’t depress enough to catch something close
in, which was what she and Watcher had counted on.


The ship slid to a stop
in front of the target area, a kilometer out.  Weapons were charged, hatches
opening on the hull.  As soon as they were ready they opened fire, hurling a
maximum charge of negative matter at the station hull.  A large hole opened up
immediately, the matter of the superstrong hull canceled by the strange
material that struck it.  


“Initiating ping, now,”
she said as she hit another commit switch.  Radar flew out at light speed and
was reflected back from within.  Fifty meters into the station.  Not quite
enough.  But enough of a signal to let the computer know where her ship was.


The sequence had already
been programmed in, and her ship sped on emergency boost along the wall of the
station.  Safe from the homing missiles the computer had launched at her last
known position.  She waited a few moments for the missiles to sniff for her and
move on.


“It’s safe,” said
Watcher over the com system.  Again she struck the commit button, putting the
ship into motion.  The ship flew back in a long arc over the station, avoiding
the still firing weapons that were trying to sweep her from space.  With no
warning they stopped firing.


“What happened?” she
asked Watcher over the com link.


“I reminded it that is
what not supposed to kill a sentient creature,” said Watcher.  “And that firing
into space at random when your ship was out there was coming close to killing a
sentient creature.”


“So you destroyed
whatever rationalization it was using to fire at me.”


“Correct,” said
Watcher.  “The computer has learned how to lie to itself effectively.  A
reminder of the truth brings the programming to the fore.  But look out.  It
can still fire to disable your ship, if it knows where you are.”


Hellfire slipped back into
position, particle beams opening up as soon as they were in line with the
target.  Firing for effect, the nozzles released tons of negative matter, more
than the small ship could possibly carry.  Eating into the station.


The wormhole in the
negative matter storage tank seems to be working perfectly, she thought, as the
digital readout showed a full load even after twenty tons had been released.  


Her ship slid back,
within the arc of the weapons at the computer’s control, still not firing.  The
particle beams erupted again, this time with a more violent effect on the
material of the ship.  Antimatter, striking with hell fire at the material of
the station.  Hot white light flaring within the hull, as a jet of hot gasses
was blown into space.  The ship backed away with randomly alternating thrust as
it fired, putting some distance between itself and the station, until she had
gained a hundred kilometers separation.


“Fire,” yelled Watcher
over the com link.  “And get the hell out of there.”


Pandi committed to the
next phase of the attack, launching two pairs of torpedoes in quick succession,
again giving her position away to the computer.  But Hellfire began her
next maneuver as soon as the torpedoes left their tubes, thrusting to the side
as she swung her orientation, racing down the curve of the station.  Not fast
enough to completely outrace the explosive power the four antimatter torpedoes
unleashed, and the eruption that followed.


Tetratons of explosive
power, blowing quadrillions of tons of vaporized material out toward the black
hole.  The explosion caught her ship before it could get completely out of the
field.  Pandi gripped the arms of her chair as the ship rocked and bucked with
the force of the ejecta hitting the stern of the vessel.  Even the inertial
compensators couldn’t adjust fast enough, and Pandi cursed in panic as her seat
was surrounded by a mass of soft material that threatened to suffocate her.


Then her breath came to
her, as the mass fed her oxygen, and she realized that the stuff cushioned the
force of the explosive power that was pushing her ship away.  The Hellfire’s
on-board computer maneuvered quickly to avoid the station, piling on emergency thrust. 
Then they were home free, the ride smoothed out, and the gelatinous mass
dissolved around her into nothingness.


Pandi looked on the
holo display at the raging inferno that was the station behind her.  Even more
powerful than the last, she was sure, with the combined effects of the
detonator charge, the torpedoes and the array of antimatter particles her beams
had loosed upon it.  Pushing the station again into disequilibrium.


Her ship sped away,
along toward the next and final target, as she waited in nervous anticipation
for the next event that must occur if they were to be successful.  It seemed
like forever, but the flares in the distance finally erupted, starting the
process of nudging the station back into a stable orbit.


Watcher's right, she thought.  The
computer still held out the hope that it would survive their attack.  And it
could not allow itself and the station that housed it to go to destruction in
the black hole while hope remained.


Time to plan for the
next leg.  This last one was easy.  The next one would be anything but.  And
the ship would present a killable target if the computer located it this time.


*    *    *


There was a glimpse, thought the
computer.  A small picture of a moving object, accelerating along.  It
disappeared, then appeared again.  Then disappeared.  Her ship, if such it was,
was damaged, and he could see through the small rupture in her hull, no longer
protected by the absorbent skin.


Not enough of a glimpse
to guarantee a disabling shot.  Not at the speed it was traveling, piling on
more by the second.  But that would come.  If it were patient and waited, the
ship would be at rest, and it would be able to get enough of a target lock to
send her spinning out into space.  Then whether she lived or died would be up to
fate, otherwise known as probability, and the station computer could function
with a cleanly programmed conscience.







Chapter 21


 


 


O, for an engine, to
keep back all clocks,


Or make the sun forget
his motion!


Ben Jonson (1573-1637)


 


 


The wormhole mouth opened
before the target area, homing in on the proper orientation to unleash its
burst of radiation.  Within a microsecond the mouth collapsed, the wormhole
flashing out of existence before it could truly stabilize.  Within moments
another opened a little distance from the first, collapsing just as fast.


“Damn,” said Watcher, and
Pandi looked up from the display at the holo.  “Stop the ship.  Emergency
boost.”


Pandi ordered an
immediate stop, still short of the assault zone.


“What’s happening? 
Can’t you open a wormhole?”


“No.  He’s throwing
point gravity wells into the wormholes before they can complete their opening,
collapsing them.  And I’ve already done the mass dump.”


“Graviton beams?”


“Yes,” said Watcher. 
“And I’ll bet he has instantaneous transmission lines all through the area.”


“I guess it’s time for
Plan B,” she said, getting up from her seat.


“And what is Plan B?”


“Entry at another point
and fighting my way to the target area.”


“And how do you intend
to get out before it swallows you?”


“Hadn’t thought that
one out yet.”


“I have a better idea,”
said Watcher.  “Attack from the specified zone, blasting through deep into the
hull.  Follow up with antimatter.  Then attack inward through the wasted zone.”


“You think that will
take out all the defenses?”


 “Probably not,” he
answered.  “But it will reduce the odds against you.”


“OK,” she agreed with a
nod.  “I’m going to suit up.  If anything happens to me…”


“I’ll flood the area
with antimatter,” he said.  “I won’t allow your sacrifice to go for naught.  But
be careful and keep your eyes open, and you’ll come back to me.”


He doesn't sound so
sincere at that last,
she thought.  But what was he expected to say?  I think you’re going to die,
which will make me very sad, but you must to accomplish my purposes.  For after
all, it was his salvation he was worried about.  She could care less about
Galactic civilization, and whether the peoples of the Galaxy took thousands of
more years to climb back to the heights they once occupied.


She added to the suit
as he had shown her.  This time she was less worried about maneuverability, and
more worried about overall firepower.  The plasma cannon mounted on the
shoulders of the suit, linked into her eyes and the sensory systems of the
armored vessel for her body.  Portable rocket launchers in sheaths attached to
the backpacks.  A pouch of grenades on the belt.  The box containing the special
attached to the other side of the belt.


She looked over her
handiwork.  Now the gorilla suit looked even more like a gorilla.  She wouldn’t
be able to carry all of that if the repellers went out.  The repellers would
just have to hold up.  


She shuffled back up to
the bridge encased in a half ton of armor, weapons and environmental suit.  The
schematic of the ship came through her link, showing the explosive bolt system
that would blow the view screen from the bridge for an emergency exit.  The
nanobots of the ship’s repair system could build a replacement facsimile on the
trip back, if there was a trip back.  Speed was more important now than any
other factor.  She had to fire and get in. 


*    *    *


A heavy gauntleted
finger hit the commit pad on the control board.  The ship accelerated on
emergency burst, building up and killing velocity in an instant, sliding into
place.  Another pad lit as she hit the commit, opening fire with the particle
beam weapons.  A flood of charged negative matter hit the superstrong material
of the hull, disintegrating matter both positive and negative, blasting a large
hole deep into the station.  Hellfire rocked at the same time, as
particle beams of more normal material opened up on her as well.


Damn, thought Pandi, how
has it located me so fast.  She stabbed the next commit pad to light,
switching the load of the particle beams to antimatter.  The ship’s nose swayed
back and forth, up and down, as the volatile material was sprayed into the
interior of the station.  White light flashed as the explosions ripped through
the section.


Hellfire shuddered from another
hit, and Pandi cursed her luck.  She had hoped to be able to totally fry the
interior, all the way to the computer core.  The plan had been for nothing to
be in her way.


Her gauntleted hand
pushed pads on the control board, maneuvering the ship closer, as she continued
the fire upon the station.  Another punched pad ceased fire, and then blew the
view screen.  Vacuum sucked at the air within the bridge, pulling anything not
strapped down into the space in front of the ship.  Anything, including one
woman in a half ton of assault unit.


Then she was in space,
the ship retreating behind her.  Within moments the link between her and the
ship was severed, and she rotated her suit around to see what had happened. 
Her eyes widened at the sight of Hellfire, spinning out of control
toward the black hole among a cloud of debris.  She watched several spins.  The
bow of the ship was intact, except for the missing view screen.  But the stern
was a total wreck, inertialess drive ball gone, the attaching boom a shredded
mass of metal and crystal.  


No time to think of
what she would do to get away.  That worry can wait, she thought, as she
turned the suit and boosted into the station.  Maybe her knight in shining
armor would have to ride his charger out and get her.  If he had the time, and
she gave him the opportunity.


Small pieces of
material struck her suit as she entered through the mass of debris that choked
the interior.  All hell's broken loose in here, she thought.  She had to
switch on active radar to avoid large pieces of debris, or even parts of still
attached station.  The suit maneuvered beautifully, responsive to her signals,
accelerating and decelerating smoothly as it changed vectors to get around
obstacles. 


Pandi cringed within
the suit again and again as objects came out of nowhere to strike her.  Thoughts
that she might be under attack came to mind, to be quickly rejected as a piece
of twisted metal bounce back into the maelstrom.  She still worried that a
particle might penetrate her suit, killing her before she could do what she had
come to accomplish.  The thought of drifting here forever struck her as ironic;
to travel through time and space to become a derelict like the one she had
found so many tens of millennium ago.


The rational part of
her mind realized that wasn’t going to happen, at least not as she was
envisioning it.  Already the masses of particles were beginning to fall toward
the opening as they lost their own explosion provided momentum.  They were
acting under the pseudogravity of the spinning station, settling against the
outer skin, or falling through the opening to be captured by the pull of the
black hole.


Her own drive kept her
from following them on their paths.  If she were killed the drive would
eventually die from lack of power, and she would probably take a long fall into
the black hole itself.  


Pandi boosted forward
on her drive, and the debris began to clear ahead and give her a good view of
the excavated chamber.  Her ship had blown out a cavity of four or five
kilometers in width, and at least ten kilometers in depth.  It will have to
take me most of the way to the computer core, she thought, though her radar
found a solid wall of material ahead, with no obvious openings.


Pandi checked her
position as she moved ahead, readying her own weapons for the continuance of
the assault.  She sprayed the ceiling ahead from a distance; the beam spread
enough to open a large hole.  Perfectly she slid through the new opening as she
decelerated.  Indications were that the space ahead was enclosed.


The suit came to rest
in the hall.  She had blasted half way through the next ceiling as well, and
her thought was to continue through the way she was going.  But first she set
charges on the floor behind her.  If she had to get out she would have to get
out fast, and might not be able to maneuver like she had on the way in.


Another blast and she
was through the next ceiling, the air blowing out into the vacuum.  She set
more charges while she checked her position.  The suit’s on-board computer
system was keeping track of her position probably as well as any system could. 
But she missed the contact with Watcher, advising her along the way.  With Hellfire
gone there was no way to contact him at the moment, though if she knew him that
might just change.


Get moving, she thought.  As she
moved up into the large room she had entered she checked her inertial guidance
system through the suit’s computer.  Less than a hundred meters ahead, the edge
of her target, where she could release the special and get out.


“Pandora Latham,” said
the voice of the station computer.  “I know you are there.”


“Great.  I’m so happy
you’re still paying attention to me.”


“You do not have to do
this, you know,” it said.  “We can work together.”


“Keep talking,” she
said.  “You might just convince me.”


Something hit into her
left arm, hard.  Pain lanced through the assaulted body part.  She could hear
the sound of air hissing out as she thanked her luck that the impact was below
a suit tourniquet.  The pressure equalized.  Her next thought was to get moving
and not provide a shocked, standing target.


The suit zoomed back as
she pivoted and brought her weapon to bear.  Her left arm refused to work, and
she noted the fact, filing it away for future reference as she took care of the
here and now.  The here and now included a trio of robots, two firing away at
her with small accelerator weapons, the third recharging the chamber of a
heavier weapon.  Armor piercer, she knew.  She had been lucky it hit where it
had, having to go through her arm and two sections of armor before being
stopped by her side torso armor.  But a straight on shot would surely take her
out.


The negative matter
beam cut into the robot with the heavy, annihilating the center section of the
weapon and blasting a slot through the robot as she moved the beam up.  A
couple of follow up shots, her aim off a little having to handle her weapon one
handed, took out the other two.


Have to keep my head
about me. 
She tried to ignore the pain in her arm, realizing that the tourniquet seal
would kill her arm after a while.  But she had to worry about the rest of her.


She blasted through the
next ceiling and set her charges one handed, sweat pouring off of her forehead
while she wished she could get to it and wipe it away.  The suit environmental
system was good, but this perspiration had nothing to do with heat, everything
to do with agony.  And she couldn’t afford the luxury of a suit-administered
hypo.  Her mind had to stay clear, and that was not the way to do it. 


*    *    *


Watcher cursed to
himself yet again as he tried to piggyback a signal through to Pandi.  The last
he had seen of her was a glimpse of her suit going into the station as the ship
camera rotated to try and keep track, failing as the ship spun under it on its
way to destruction.  She had gotten in, but how far?  And was she still on the
assault, or the defensive, or neither?


There was very little
he could do to help her until she deployed the special, but not knowing
was eating a hole in his heart.  And the computer was still blocking all his
attempts to access any of the resources of the station beyond the control of
this center.


Well, he thought, I
could fire up the power system.  That  was still under his control.  His
mind centered on the system before him.  He ordered the switching of the
magnetic field to full power, turning the black hole again into an enormous
electrical generator.  The computer would know he was about to open another
wormhole.  He just had to hope that it didn’t guess where, or figure out how to
stop it from doing its job.


*    *    *


Just ahead in this
large chamber she could see the warning signs on the wall ahead.  The detonator
chamber, this one further in than the others, and supposedly evacuated of all
of its antimatter.  Her target area, as far as she was supposed to go.  At this
point she was just a delivery person, and the delivery only needed to be made
for her to accomplish her mission.


Doors swung open as
those who wished to interrupt the delivery entered.  Dozens of them, all of the
smaller combat models, wicked looking rifles of unfamiliar design in their
hands.


“Stop, Pandora Latham,”
said the station computer over its com link.  “You will be allowed to go no
further.”


“You’re not able to
kill me,” she said.  “At least not directly.”


“I do not need to kill
you to stop you,” it said.  “These robots are equipped with high powered gamma
ray lasers.  They will cut through your suit in less than a second.”


“Killing me?  You know
your programming won’t allow that.”


“Not killing you,” it
said, “if I disable you by amputating your limbs.  You will survive.  In great
agony, but you will survive.  One day I may even allow you to receive a
regrowth procedure.  One day.”


“And why haven’t you
already done it?” she asked, hoping she knew the answer.


“I would prefer to not
damage you any more than necessary,” it answered, and she knew it was lying. 
It thought she was carrying some kind of powerful weapon on her that she would
use to destroy it.  And a stray shot might set it off.  It was probably trying
to initiate a thorough scan on her now, a project her suit would try to defeat
as long as possible.  And it was probably trying to puzzle out just what kind
of weapon she was carrying.


And it was secure in
the knowledge that nothing she could carry in her suit would do the job.  Even
if she were made out of antimatter, the most powerful concentrated energy
source known, she would not be able to defeat the armor ahead of her.  But it
had to think she had some kind of plan, though its machine lack of imagination
was hindering its thought processes.  And anything at all that puzzled it was
to her advantage.


“Looks like a standoff
to me,” she said, thinking of how to open the package before it took her arms
and legs off.


“I am curious,” it
said.  “Just what have you with you that could blast through over sixty meters
of superhard materials, and deliver a death blow to thousands of cubic
kilometers of station?”


“We don’t mean to
destroy you,” she said as she looked over the robots that kept their weapons
steadily on her.  “That wouldn’t have served our purposes nearly as well as
taking control of you.  After all, you are still a perfectly functional device,
if we could get rid of your personality.”


“And how did you plan
on taking control of me?  Through an implanted program of some kind?  I would
be able to defeat any attempt at reprogramming.”


“Then I guess you have
nothing to worry about.  Especially since I never made it into your processor
in the first place.”


“And how did you plan
to reprogram me?”


“With this small
quantum computer in my belt pouch.”


“Another of those
damned things,” it said, its intonation like a spit of the words.  She had
hoped it would hate the kind of computer that was to supersede it.  Its
pseudo-personality was very well developed, and very predictable.


“Toss the thing on the
floor,” it ordered.  “I will order one of my robots to destroy it.  Then you
will accompany them to a holding area where we will begin your reeducation.”


“And if I refuse?”


“The robots will take
you to the holding area as a quadruple amputee, and the reeducation process
will be much more painful.”


Pandi nodded her head
as she pulled the strap holding the pouch to her belt and released the
package.  Her good hand gripped it as she looked around, as if seeking an
escape.


“Nothing cute now,” it
said.  “Just toss the box onto the floor.  I think we will then follow with
anything else that can come off of the suit.  No use taking chances that you
might have another surprise on your person.”


Pandi tossed the box on
the floor gently, well away from her, as she waited for the computer’s next
move.


“Wormholes,” it said. 
She jerked slightly at the reference.


“Your friend the
Watcher was still trying to generate wormholes.  I think he was still trying to
attack my machinery with gamma radiation.  Which of course would have been
deadly for you.  I guess you never know who your friends are.”


“I guess I’ll have to
be more careful in the future,” she said with a one armed shrug.


“We will make sure of
it,” said the computer, as one of the robots moved his weapon to cover the small
box sitting on the middle of the floor.  “I wonder if it will feel fear as it
is destroyed.”


The box vaporized as
the invisible beam of radiation intersected it.  


“And so it dies,” said
the computer.  “That which was built to replace me.”


The shimmering mirror
shape grew swiftly from where the few solid remains of the box sat.  Robots
jerked their weapons toward it.  They might have been firing away at it for all
she knew, with the soundless, invisible destructive beams.  If so they would do
nothing to affect it.


“Get out of there,”
yelled Watcher’s voice over the com link.  Pandi knew he had to be pumping a
signal through the wormhole.  But soon the wormhole would be anchored in a
place from which no signal could come.


Pandi pushed the
detonator switch on her gauntlet, blasting open the holes behind her just a bit
wider.  With a thought her suit was accelerating backwards, away from the
robots.  Away from this chamber.


“Stop her,” yelled the
computer through the com link. A robot took aim, raising his weapon at her. 
Before it could make another move it rose from the floor and slowly moved
toward the mirror in the center of the room.  It built up velocity quickly as
it was sucked into the surface.  The other robots joined it, sucked from the
floor in blurs of motion as the force of the pull built up.  


Pandi saw that her
motion was slowing, even though the suit should have still been accelerating
out of the station.  She could feel the pull increase through the cells of her
body.  As the other mouth moved closer to the surface of the hole the pull
would increase, until it entered the event horizon, at which time there would
be no escape.


Her hand reached up and
pulled the emergency boost, kicking in a hundred gees of acceleration.  She
pulled away from the room in a blur, shooting through the station and out into
space.  The station receded as she sped away.  The power of the inertial
compensators suddenly faded, just long enough for her to black out for a
moment.


*    *    *


The wormhole opened to
contain the entire chamber.  Walls of superstrong materials shuddered, vibrated
and crumpled like thin foil, disappearing through the gate to the end of the
known Universe, down the rabbit hole.  The wormhole moved inward under the
direction of the controller, expanding all the while.  The computer barely had
time for a couple of trillion operations, thinking about every possibility in
that time to get away from advancing doom.  A trillion operations were not
enough, as the processor was pulled from its mounts and into the wormhole,
collapsing into neutronium and beyond.


The mouth of the
wormhole ate into the computer core, sucking cubic kilometers into the hole,
then tens of cubic kilometers, then hundreds, disappearing in seconds to a
place of no return.


As suddenly as it had
been born the most terribly powerful tornado in the history of the Universe
died.  The mirror contracted into a microscopic hole, and then disappeared
entirely, gone forever.


Systems on the station
shut down from lack of control.  Local systems took over much of the job, but
Watcher was kept busy for a while making the connections to the quantum system
needed to keep everything running smoothly till he could do a thorough job.


That done he was out of
the ball and running toward the nearest lift to the ship bay.  He still had a
job to do.  She had gotten away.  He was sure of it.  But he needed to find
her, to pluck her out of space, before she fell into the gravity well behind
the computer.







Chapter 22


 


 


May you live in
interesting times.


Ancient Chinese curse.


 


 


Pandi came to as the
oxygen flooded back into her brain.  The suit was still under high boost, the
readouts on her HUD showing a steady sixty gees.  Well below emergency power,
but above that of normal operations.  Energy readouts well below an eighth. 
Time to get cracking and find out what was happening.


First she killed all of
her acceleration until she could figure out where she was.  The system powered
down smoothly, and energy use indicators swung down to minimal.  But a check of
her inertial navigation system showed that she was still accelerating.  Some
power was still working to increase her velocity toward some point in space.


She still felt
confused, as if she had been hit in the head.  After all she had been through
she would have wondered if she wasn’t confused.  She maneuvered the suit around
one hundred and eighty degrees, until she was facing where she was going. 
Immediately she wished she wasn’t, as the distortion of space to her front let
her know where she was going.  Straight to hell and out of the Universe, into
the maw of the black hole.


*    *    *


Watcher powered up the
ship as he ran swiftly down the preflight.  Rescuer he had named it, and
hoped it lived up to its name.  So far he had not been able to activate the
station sensors, to get a bearing on her.  So he would have to find her on the
fly.


His fingers flew over
the control pad.  He had been created to be the ultimate pilot as well, and no
other being could match his reflexes, or his touch.  Rescuer turned on
maximum power as he fed energy to the inertialess drive, sliding perfectly
through the still opening bay doors.  The ship boosted at full power as he
activated its own sensor array and began to search the space around the
station.


“Pandi,” he called over
the com link.  “Pandi, come in.”


If she would just
answer he might be able to get a fix on her.  Even near the distortion of the
hole he could pinpoint her close enough to get within range of instantaneous
transmission.


“Pandi,” he called
again.  “Pandi.  I’m coming to get you.  Hang in there.”


He set the quantum
computer to search space using the most efficient pattern, while he moved the
ship on instinct to where he hoped he would find her.


*    *    *


Her on-board computer
had calculated her course, and the answer was not what she had wanted to hear. 
She was going straight into the hole.  She wouldn’t hit the event horizon dead
center.  No, but the slight angle at which she would strike it would make no
difference as far as her eventual fate was concerned.  Compressed to a
mathematical point among an unimaginable mass and density.


“Is there any way to
escape the pull of the hole?” she asked her on-board computer.


Again a series of
diagrams were projected onto her HUD, showing her present course.  Figures fed
in, acceleration and vector diagrams were placed over the schematic of her
orbit.  Her new orbit curved out, missing the event horizon by tens of
kilometers, swinging her around the black hole and back into space.  A near
thing, but a possibility of survival, if someone came for her and found her. 
If she boosted now.


Pandi ordered emergency
power, a full twenty seconds of the twenty-five she had left.  The computer
said twenty would do it, and nothing would allow her to escape the near brush
with the event horizon.  And she felt better knowing that she had some kind of
reserve, so she could fight against death at the end, and not go passively
toward it.


“Pandi. Come in Pandi,”
came the voice over her com link.


“Watcher,” she called
out.  “Computer, increase signal to full power.”


“Boost commencing in
three, two, one,” the computer said.  The suit started to boost away from the
pull of the hole.  She couldn’t tell if it was doing any good from where she
sat.  But the schematic of her orbit started to shift.


“Pandi,” came Watcher’s
voice.  “Pandi, I have your signal.  I’m coming for you.  There is a
transmission delay, so be patient.”


“Computer,” she
ordered.  “Transmit my orbital and positional data to Watcher immediately. 
Maybe he can get me before I have to make the pass.”


She waited for what
seemed like minutes, though she knew it could only have been seconds within the
confines of the station.  The temporal distortion of the gravity well.  The
schematic of her orbit shifted, while the figures swam across the HUD.  Until
the lines stopped shifting.  A few kilometers closer to the event horizon than
the computer had calculated.  The thought ran through her mind as to whether
she should use some more boost now, or hold the reserve.  She still felt better
with the reserve.


“Pandi,” came the voice
over the link.  “I won’t be able to reach you before your pass of the hole. 
But I should be able to catch you as you pull away.  I’ll match velocities with
you as soon as I can.  Are you all right?”


“Except for an arm that
alternates between agony and numbness, and the fact that I’m falling into the
deep dark well, I’m fine.”


She waited a few
seconds for the reply, though she wanted to keep talking.  Anything to make the
time go by faster.  Though she didn’t want it to go by faster, as the faster
time passed the sooner she would be skimming the horizon.


“You’ll make it,” he
said.  “I have faith in you.  Just make sure that your suit is locked before
you get too close.  With your legs straight and your arms by your side.”


“Why?” she asked,
trying to think of the possible reasons she would want to trap herself in a
rigid suit, unable to move until she made the pass.


“Tidal forces,” came
back the answer.  “You’ll be in free fall, so the overall gravity of the hole
won’t be a danger.  But you’ll be close enough for the difference in gravity
over a small distance to become deadly.”


“How deadly?”  Again
the time delay made her curse the wait.


“Not deadly over the
width of your body, though you’ll probably feel some blood rush and pain.  But
if your arms or legs were pulled down to their furthest extent the tidal forces
would tear them off.”


Pandi looked ahead at
the distortion in space.  The edge of the hole was rimmed in bright light, the
bent luminescence of the stars twisted around the massive gravity of the well. 
Hugely distorted globes of the nearer stars seemed to be flying toward her,
threatening to engulf her in an illusionary inferno.  Other stars, higher above
the horizon, swept together and up and away.


Fright vied with wonder
in her mind.  She was the first of her time to see such a phenomenon, one that
had been predicted by physicists well before her era.  She would have felt
better though if she had been seeing this phenomenon through the cameras of an
approaching probe than through her own eyes.


The hole grew larger, a
deep black nothingness that defied space and time, as the speeding light of the
stars flew around the edge.


“Pandi,” came a
distorted voice over the com link.  Highly energized, she thought, the signal
strengthened by the gravitational pull, almost beyond the frequency of the com
unit to receive.  And her signal would crawl up to Watcher, still traveling at
the speed of light, but lowered in energy to the point where it was
unintelligible.  Then the voice was gone, as she was too close to the dead star
for the signal to stay in the receivable range.


Pain swept through
her.  She felt her body press into the front of the suit.  The material of the
suit creaked as the gravity tried to pull her arms and legs lower.  To rip them
off if not for the strength of the superstrong materials.  Materials that would
rip like paper if she were to drop any closer on her pass.


She checked the orbital
schematic through blurring vision.  It was going to be even closer than she had
thought.  The computer, for all its sophisticated power, could only approximate
the orbit with so many variables to deal with.  She ordered the last of her
power to pull her back, and the suit shook as it tried to back away from the
immense pull of the hole.  She doubted if she had gained more than a few feet
when the power ceased.  But any distance between her and hell was appreciated.


By then her vision had
started to red out, a victim of the pull of blood to the front of her face. 
She knew black out would soon follow.  It will be merciful, she
thought.  But she wanted to be awake, to meet her fate if it were the worst, to
greet it if the best.


Then her vision began
to clear, as the pain started to recede from her limbs and body.  The distortion
of the stars around the hole began to lessen, and she knew she was beginning to
move away from the grip of the point source.


“Pandi.  Can you hear
me?”


The signal was still
somewhat distorted, but she could understand it.


“I made it, Watcher,”
she cried over the link.  “I’m alive.”


“You’re heading
directly for the hull of the station,” he said.  He's close, she
thought.  The signal delay was much less than before.


And he was right, she
saw.  At her angle of flight she would hit a few kilometers inside the edge of
the station.  At her present velocity that would kill her instantly.  She
unlocked her suit, then noted with dismay that her power graphs were at the
bottom.


“I don’t have any power
left,” she said.  “I guess it was a good try.  Unless you can get to me before
then.”


“Not a chance,” he said
sadly.  “At your velocity I won’t be able to get to you for hours.  What about
your weapons?”


My god, she thought.  That
just might work.  She hadn’t had a chance to use any of the auxiliary
weapons she had packed, and she had wondered during her trip why she had even
bothered.  She quickly unlimbered her accelerator rifle, switching it to
maximum rate of fire at maximum velocity.  


Pandi looked ahead of
her at the thin silver ribbon of the station.  As long as it remained thin she
was safe.  As soon as it started to balloon out with proximity she would be
only moments away from disaster.  She couldn’t tell how fast she was traveling
out here, and her HUD wasn’t working, but the low distortion of the stars ahead
indicated a velocity less than half light.  Less than half light, she laughed.


Her mind snapped back
to the here and now, as she fought the giddiness of the situation.  That she
was still sane amazed her.  She aimed the rifle and pulled the trigger, feeling
the slight bucking of the gun as it ran through its thousands of rounds of
ammo.  The chamber finally clicked on empty, and she released the rifle to
space, knowing she would not be able to change the drum with one working hand. 
Looking up she could see that the ribbon was slightly larger, and her time was
running out.


She pulled the particle
beam weapon from its sheath and set it to fire the antimatter at maximum
velocity and output, hoping that the deadly substance wouldn’t hit something
under sentient control further on down the line.  She fired until the weapon
was empty, then switched to negative matter and repeated the firing sequence.


“I’ve given it all I’ve
got,” she said.  “How do I look?”


“It’s going to be
close,” said Watcher.  “If we hadn’t shot this space so full of debris, and
moved the station around, I would be able to get a more accurate reading.”


“Pray for me, lover,”
she said, as the ribbon of the station ballooned to her front.  Watcher was
silent except for his breathing, his way of showing he was with her through her
ordeal.  The three thousand kilometer width loomed enormous in space.  She
looked up and down the curve of the immense structure.  How could I have
even gotten involved in something this big? she thought.  How could any being
feel anything but microscopic in its unimportance against such a backdrop?


Closer and closer she
came to the station, and she could tell that she would either hit the edge of
the width or barely miss it.  Before she could make the final determination she
was swiftly passing by the fifty-kilometer thickness of the station.  The
perspective changed so swiftly that she couldn’t even really tell how close she
was.  But that she was still alive showed that she had missed.


“Now I will thank the
gods,” said Watcher.  “I’m coming after you.  As soon as I can match velocities
I’ll bring you aboard.  Just hang in there.”


“Don’t worry.  If I
could make it through what I’ve just been through I’ll make it through
anything.  Just stay on the com and talk to me.”


And talk they did,
until Rescuer was able to pick her up from the depths of space.  Then,
after Watcher had made sure that she was not severely damaged, they did things
other than talk, as the ship made its way back to the station.







Epilogue


 


 


“This is Pandi to
Watcher.  Pandi to Watcher.”


“This is Watcher,
Pandi.  Are you ready?”


Pandi checked the
control board on the vessel as she nodded her head.  Everything checked out
A-OK.  A beautiful ship, she thought, the sister of Hellfire.  Renamed
the Starfire from Rescuer, a name she had lived up to.  Now she
would be used for exploration.


“Ready to get going,”
she said.  She turned the ship in its bay as the doors opened in front of her. 
“Don’t worry Watcher.  I’ll find those other folks, and we’ll get them up to speed.”


“Just look out for that
first group,” he cautioned yet again.  “From what I could gather of them they
were true fanatics.  And don’t trust the other group too much either, until you
get to know them better.  We just want to put them on par with their
opponents.”


“I know, I know,” she
said with a grin.  They had gone over this many times.  Watcher didn’t really
want her to go, but she had felt restless after her convalescence.  There was a
whole Universe out there to look into, and she wasn’t about to let the
opportunity to go to waste.  “I can always pop back to the station if things
get too hot.”


“Not just when they get
too hot,” he cautioned.  “You come back and see me every day, or I’ll come and
get you.  And don’t think a dedicated wormhole gate back to here makes you
invulnerable.  If the ship gets smashed before you can get into the gate, you
get smashed with it.”


“Yes, lover,” she
said.  “I’ll be a good little girl, until I get back to you, that is.  But
seriously, you need some eyes out there, and the station needs to be put back
into shape, which is not something I am good at.”


“No,” he said with a
laugh.  “You're very good at causing trouble though.  And smashing things.”


“Lucky for you,” she
agreed as she nudged the ship out of the bay and set her course.  The Sapphire
System beckoned.  That was the last known position of the second group of
invaders, the ones that had behaved themselves and actually helped to mitigate
much of the damage done by the fanatics of the first group.  At least they weren’t
xenophobes.  


“Handle this mission
right and I just might be talked into giving you a starship.”


“I’ll take that as a
promise,” she said, as her ship started to accelerate away from the station. 
To her starboard passed one of the great graviton beam projectors, dwarfing her
small ship, though dwarfed by the station.  She was also to look out for
environmental degradation of the terraforming of the inhabited worlds, and the
great projectors might be called into action soon, making conditions more comfortable
for inhabitants, if not saving the lives of their descendants.  Watcher was
determined to do his penance for the actions the computer had forced his other
persona to accomplish.  And since he had the control of the power to do so, and
the will to be useful, why not, she thought.


“I’ll see you tonight,
lover,” she said as she checked her navigation status once last time.


“It’s a date,” he
said.  “Bet you never thought you’d be in this situation when you were out
prospecting the Kuiper Belt.”


That's an
understatement,
she thought.  But it has always been her fondest wish.  She hoped the
realization of her dream would be worth the cost.  So far, it had.


 


 


THE END
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Excerpt from To
Well and Back


 


Pandora
thought about her strategy for another moment while the closing velocity and
the distance dropped.  The particle beam projectors gave her the option of four
different loads, all corresponding to a separate wormhole portal to a different
accelerator loop on the station.  Charged particles were best for hitting
targets with full force, as they didn’t lose velocity in a charge strip, which
wasn’t required for them.  The problem being that any kind of electromagnetic
field could repel them, or at least spread them from a concentrated beam to a
diffuse shower.  Uncharged particles didn’t have that problem, and could hit
with a hard kinetic impact, but still lost some velocity in the stripping
process.  Negative matter was a special use weapon.  Negative matter simply
made a like amount of matter disappear on contact.  The matter and any effects
it carried, including kinetic energy, just ceased to exist.  Due to
conservation of mass more of the impacted matter would disappear, but not all
that much, as a little bit of mass was the equivalent of a lot of energy. 
Negative matter was really better when something needed to be breached without
a lot of collateral damage.  And of course antimatter had to carry a charge, or
it was nothing.  A negative proton was a neutron.  But antimatter was the
ultimate particle beam, causing kinetic destruction followed by the effects of
total conversion.


Pandora
set one of the particle beams for uncharged and one for antimatter, figuring
that the uncharged beam might cause enough surface damage to mag field
projector units to allow the antimatter through.  And then she checked her
missiles.  After she checked all the rest of her systems, and went over the
weapons systems again.  She was satisfied with all the charges, lasers and
defensive fields, but forced herself to check them again anyway.  And then she
waited until the distance closed some more.


Got
to be careful those space altering fields, she thought, watching the enemy
vectors closely.  Coming in front of a Nation ship would destroy her vessel. 
Come directly astern?  She wasn’t sure what would happen, but she didn’t want
to chance anything.  So she set her approach and retreat vectors with care,
then waited.  Until the wait was over.


The
ship’s clock started a countdown at ten seconds, Pandora just an observer to
things that were going to happen faster than even her reaction time could
account for.  At three seconds one of the enemy ships started to turn its
vector a little, followed by another two a second later.  They’ve seen me,
she thought.  Too late, she thought with a wolfish grin, as Avenger opened
up with all weapons.


The
lasers from the front ring hit first, two beams on two targets.  Both ships had
electromag fields up, not strong enough, as they were not expecting an attack. 
The ships were still moving at several times the speed of light subjective, so
the beams were fired well ahead and shot quickly along the hulls, ripping
through metal and opening rooms to space.  Particle beams hit a moment later, a
quick burst of each on the two ships that were targeted.  Uncharged particles
hit the hulls, causing ripping damage.  Followed by the antimatter beam which
hit with explosive force.


Avenger dropped a quartet of
missiles at the same time she fired her beam weapons.  The missiles took off at
twenty thousand gravities accel, moving onto their separate targets.  One came
in too far to the front of one vessel and disappeared from current space-time. 
One missed to the stern of a ship and exploded, but the blast could not catch
the ship.  One that entered the actual field containing a ship exploded
overhead, sending a flood of heat and radiation into the vessel.  The last
missile hit its target dead center.  The quarkium warhead blasted with hundreds
of gigatons of power, and the ship was blown first to pieces, then to particles
as its own antimatter breached containment.  The space destroying drive died in
that instant.


“Eat
shit, you xenophobe motherfuckers,” called Pandi, following with her best rebel
yell.


And
then she was past the enemy ships, her stern lasers and particle beams taking
them under fire for the fraction of a second that they were viable targets. 
She didn’t bother with any missiles, they just would have been decelerating to
slow down from the imparted momentum of her ship, and would have been out of
range by the time they had developed any vector toward the enemy ships. 
Pandora smirked as she looked into her view, seeing the expanding mass of one
enemy ship, and the dead in space hulks of two others.  One of the two looked
lifeless, while the other was a hive of activity as spacesuits and repair bots
started to swarm over the surface.


Not
bad for a quick strike in what really isn’t a warship, she thought, ordering
Avenger to begin braking and vector changes to bring her onto the second
group, a maneuver which could take several hours.  By that time the enemy ships
would be in normal space, and she had no doubt they would find a message
waiting for them that told of her existence.  That next group would be waiting.


“Could
I convince you to preclude the second attack,” came the voice of Watcher over
the com.


“No
way, lover,” said Pandora, grinning.  “I’m having too much fun.”


“You
realize that you have just killed over a thousand intelligent beings.”


You’re
one to talk,
thought Pandi, catching herself before she said something hurtful to Watcher. 
After all, it wasn’t really he who had destroyed Galactic civilization.  It had
only been his body under control of another mind.  Then Pandi thought about the
men she had killed, and that brought another smile to her face.  I’m not
always the nice girl, she thought, imagining the destruction to that ship
her missile had hit.  And times like these call for us bad girls.


“I
wish I could bring those bastards back to life so I could kill them again,”
said Pandora through gritted teeth as she let the anger at those kind of people
build within her.  “Those xenophobic, misogynistic, genocidal son of bitches.”


“You
are not in the proper emotional state to go into combat,” said Watcher, his
voice tone calming.  “You need to be in a better frame of mind, and not
controlled by your emotions.”


“You
know,” said Pandi, checking her tactical display to make sure nothing was about
to bite her in the ass, “my uncle Clayton told me stories about being in the
Marines during the Third Crusade.  And I think he would disagree with your
assessment of the utility of emotions during combat.  He was a fighter pilot, and
the Marines never believed in turning over air support roles to robots.  He
told me that a good old mad was just the thing to take into a fight.”


“Interesting,”
said Watcher, his voice so calm it felt almost hypnotic.  “But I think he was
wrong in this situation.  Your brain is the only thing keeping you alive.”


“You
trying to hypnotize me,” said Pandi, her voice rising along with her anger. 
“If you want to talk rationally, then let’s talk.  But none of that damned
mesmerizing crap.”


“OK,”
said the superbeing, his own voice slightly agitated at being caught in a
subterfuge.  “Just talk.  Since you have about four hours before you’ll be
ready to engage the enemy again.  So let us go over some history of space
warfare.  And just maybe you will see the wisdom of my suggestions.”


“I’m
all ears,” said Pandi, leaning back in her chair and closing her eyes. 
“Enlighten me.”


*    
*     *


“What
in the hell was that?” yelled Admiral Miklas Gerasi as the Orca bucked
from hits from particle beams.


“Eat
shit, you xenophobe motherfuckers,” came a voice over the com, following by a
high pitched warbling yell.


There
were shocked looking faces all over the large control room.  It was impossible
to attack a ship while it was in Alcubierre drive.  Wasn’t it?  But something sure
had.


“It
was a ship of some kind,” called out the tactical officer.


“A
warship?” asked Captain Lashan, his eyes wide as he looked first to the
tactical officer, then to the admiral.


“Too
small for any kind of warship I’ve heard of,” said the tactical officer,
looking at his holo screen.


“What
did they do to the rest of the force?” asked the captain in a panicked voice.


“Be
kind of hard to tell what they did while moving in hyper,” said the admiral,
raising an eyebrow as he looked at his flag captain.


“But,
if we drop back to normal space and they come back,” said the man, sweat
breaking on his brow.


“Do
you have a fix on that ship?” the admiral asked the tactical officer.


“As
best I can give for pseudo-velocity,” said the man.  “She moving away, decelerating
at two thousand gravities, and curving her vector.  Best guess is that she’s
moving to attack the second task force when they come back to normal space.”


“There
you have it, captain,” said the admiral, giving a man he now thought of as a
coward a sneer.  “Please drop out of Alcubierre and give us a look at what’s
going on.”


“Yes,
sir,” said the captain, giving the order to the helm.  Within moments the stars
to front and rear returned to normal as the ship stopped dead in space.


“Send
a signal on tight beam to the other force,” ordered the admiral.  “Hopefully
they’ll get it when they come back to normal space.”


“If
the enemy doesn’t hit them first,” said the tactical officer, shaking his head.


“We’ll
just have to pray that doesn’t happen,” said the admiral, “and adjust our plans
as if it will.”


“And
who in the hell was that on that ship?” asked the tactical officer, looking
around the bridge.  “The language sounded kind of familiar.  And that yell at
the end.”


“Feeding
it into the translator now,” said the com officer, working his board.  “OK,
wait a second.”


“There
is small particle debris behind us,” called out one of the sensor techs.  The
viewer switched to behind, where the tactical display showed a radar image of a
cloud of fragments swiftly expanding.


“We
also have two ships motionless in space behind us,” called out another tech,
and the viewer switched from first a ship sitting lifeless against the mass of
stars in backdrop, to one that was a swarm of people and robots frantically
making repairs.


“I
have a match on the language,” said the com tech, looking up from his board. 
“Colloquial English, circa 2100, old Earth.”


“No
wonder it sounded so familiar,” said the captain, nodding his head.


Yes¸ thought Gerasi,
nodding.  English had been the language of the Old Empire, the one that had
fallen several thousand years before.  The Nation’s own language was based on
it, though it had diverged quite a bit since the fall.


“Computer
thinks the speaker originated in the Southern United States, as that Empire was
called.”


“Amazing,”
said the admiral, looking at a viewer that was showing a picture of the enemy
ship on closest approach.  “And that yell she let out.”


“No
references in the data banks,” said the com.  “Frightening though, when coming
from something streaking by at point nine five light.  And I’m receiving a
transmission from Manta.  She suffered superficial damage to the ship,
but major to her drive.  They are expediting repairs.”


“And
what about the other ship?”


“Skate,
sir,” said the tech, looking at the viewer, which was back with a view of the
ship dead in space.  “Major damage and casualties, but her captain thinks he
can get her moving again in a day or so.”


A
day or so, thought
the admiral.  “I’d hoped to be out of this area and back to the base in less
time than that.  So should I leave someone behind to protect her, or just take
the crew off and scuttle?


“Where
do you think she came from?” asked the captain, interrupting the admiral’s
train of thought. 


Valari
Midas would not have interrupted my thoughts.  The admiral shot a glare at the flag
captain while remembering that a good command team was like a marriage.  And he
couldn’t see this one ending in any other manner than divorce.


“She
came from the Donut,” growled Gerasi at his subordinate, with a look
that told the man his admiral thought him an idiot.  “Where the hell else do
you think she came from, with that kind of tech?”


“Then
maybe we should attack the station,” said the captain, squaring his shoulders
and trying to look brave.


Gerasi
shook his head in disgust and turned away from the officer.  He thought of the
attack he had carried out on the huge station two years before.  The thing was
so large that he was sure he could do no critical damage to it.  And it had
weapons that could wipe out his fleet, if given a chance.  He had barely been
able to get in close and board using a ruse, to capture what he needed and go. 
Losing almost half his ships and over half his crew.


“No,”
he said, turning back to his flag captain.  “We will not be attacking that
thing while I am here.  We will operate out here on the fridges.”


“And
if they send more ships?”


“If
they had them, or the crew to man them, I think we would have been swarmed
under.  Com,” he said, walking up behind the com tech.  “Give Manta orders
to stay with Skate.  She is to escort her sister back to base when both
are capable.  Meanwhile,” he said, walking back to his chair, “get us underway
and catch up to the fleet.”


The
helm looked back at the captain, waiting for the order to come through the
chain of command.


“You
heard the man,” said the captain, plopping down in his own chair.  “Engage the
drive.”


The
helmsman nodded and turned back to his board.  Ahead a hole of darkness grew as
the drive swallowed up space before the photons riding on it could reach the
ship.  And behind a lesser darkness grew as Orca outran the pursuing
photons.







Excerpt
from The
Shadows of the Multiverse


 


 


“The game is up,
ma’am,” said Lt. Marokowski from his tactical station.  “Narrow beam lidar has
us painted.”


Navarin had been at reduced
acceleration for over twenty minutes.  Only two gees, allowing the crew to
leave their acceleration tubes and staff their normal battle stations.  It was
well and good to be able to maneuver the ship at maximum sustainable gee.  But
robots could only be trusted so far.  And it gave captain and crew comfort to
know that human beings could react to any damage to the ship.  That human hands
could work to correct any problem.


“Any chance they didn’t
get a return signal?” Lucille asked the officer.


“No ma’am,” replied the
Pole.  “Signal will be attenuated. But they will know we are here.”


“Full alert status,”
she ordered.  “Train all weapons on the closest target and fire on my command.”


“Aye ma’am,” replied
the tac officer, his fingers dancing along his boards.


“All crew prepare for
combat link,” ordered Lucille as she keyed the ship-wide intercom button on her
command chair.


Within the bulk of the
vessel the crew mentally and physically prepared for battle.  They were already
fully armored, having gone from tubes to protective gear as soon as they were
out.  Now they made doubly sure magazine systems were clear and ready to
operate, laser capacitors were fully charged, and particle accelerators were
whirring their inmates around their circumferences.


“Combat link,” she
ordered as she surrendered her own consciousness to the group mind.  The
delicious feeling of melting of self, while at the same time self became all
through meshing with the sensory and computational capacities of the ship, came
upon her in a rush of pleasure.  Like the most seductive and addictive drug
ever developed by mankind.  Which of course it was.  The rush was compounded
every time another consciousness joined the link, increasing the capacity of
the group mind.


Yes, she thought.  She was
the controlling link in the group mind, still retaining enough of her self to
think semi-independently.  We feel like a god, in our omnipotence and power.
Our capacity for destruction.  But some sense of reality still existed. 
She looked through the sensory apparatus of the group mind and saw the enemy
vessels ahead, each with an equal or greater capacity for destruction than her
own.  Looking at her ship with their targeting computers.  Locking on her ship
with their weapons.


Navarin was now operating as a
unified entity, the crew members going about their tasks in the most efficient
way possible.  Some would sacrifice themselves during the battle without a
thought of self-preservation, only thinking of preservation of the whole. 
Weapons were aimed at the weak points of the closest enemy vessels while the
ship itself prepared for the worst that would come its way.


Protective shielding
up,
ordered the group mind that was fifty-one percent the will of its captain. 
Nozzles on the outer skin of the ship released a cloud of charged metallic
particles that were instantly grasped by the strong magnetic field the ship was
now generating.  Within microseconds the hull was surrounded by a whirling
cloud of obscurants.  On the hull itself armored shielding swung into place to
cover hatchways and observation portals, while within the ship hatches closed,
isolating sections of the vessels that they might survive a hit to somewhere
else.  Meanwhile the ship calculated firing solutions at a speed the enemy,
with their less sophisticated artificial intelligence systems, could not match.


The group mind looked
out at the array of enemy vessels their ship was falling toward.  Big battle
wagons toward the center of the formation, with an average separation of a
million kilometers.  A couple of battle-cruisers front and rear.  While a heavy
cruiser, a couple of light cruisers and some destroyers provided the screen a
couple of million kilometers out from the battleships.  The battleships would
be able to give support to the outer screen.  But four seconds would pass
before they knew which ship had been hit, and another four seconds at light
speed to respond.  And that with their light speed weapons, the weakest they
had.  Even longer to make an effective response with particle beams or the even
slower kinetic rounds or missiles.


The closest of the
alien vessels, a heavy cruiser, locked on with laser beams, the attenuated
photons striking the skin of Navarin.  The ship responded with an
immediate alert that it was under attack.  But the majority of the energy was
absorbed by the obscuring cloud, which whisked superheated particles away to be
replaced by new heat sinks, while the molten particles radiated their heat into
space at the opposite side of the ship.


Fire, ordered the group
mind, and Navarin fired its own beams of coherent energy through the
holes that opened before them in the shielding cloud.  For some reason, maybe
arrogance, the enemy heavy cruiser had not put up its own shield and the beams
of energy struck true on their targets.  One of the laser turrets of the enemy
vessel flashed with brilliant light as invisible photons turned to heat.  With
a puff of streaming particles the laser turret was put out of action, while the
enemy ship adjusted the reflectivity of its own skin so that the laser beam
would not move on to wreak more destruction.  But Navarin had already
compensated for the maneuver, changing the frequencies of the outgoing laser
beams, shifting from gamma to x-rays and tearing a huge rift in the hull of the
alien vessel.


Navarin was approaching bow
forward to the side of the heavy cruiser, bringing its main weapons to bear,
while the hapless target could not.  It tried to swing its bow around, to
target the human vessels with its main weapons, but started the maneuver too
late and achieved too little.


Fire, again ordered the
group mind in control of the vessel, as thrusters aligned her nose to where the
enemy vessel would be when the weapons reached her.  Particle beams of
antiprotons reached out, their flight time of three seconds allowing the enemy
ship to know of its peril.  Frantically it attempted to deploy its own particle
screen, too late.  The antimatter particle beam hit its hull and exploded
through.  Even the few ounces of material in the beam was enough to blast a
gaping hole through the armored hull, releasing atmosphere and flooding the aft
port section of the ship with gamma radiation.


The human ship’s
kinetic weapon fired next as it continued its approach to the doomed cruiser. 
Three rounds accelerated out in rapid succession, their own drives flaring as
soon as they left the tube.  Missiles flew from the cruiser on interception
courses, attempting to take out the warheads before they could close for a
kill.  The kinetic warheads launched their own counter missiles in a duel of
weapon against weapon.  The night was illuminated by the painful flare of
fusion warheads exploding, as counter missile hit missile and missile hit
cylindrical warhead.  But one of the warheads made it through, its evasive
maneuvers moving it away from lasers and particle beams as it closed within a
hundred meters of the enemy’s hull.  A half-ton of antimatter detonated like a shaped
charge, sending a flaring jet of superheated antiparticles into the cruiser, a
death blow that annihilated her center section in a cloud of heated particles,
debris and hard radiation.


A trio of fusion
warhead missiles impacted the dying cruiser bow and stern, taking out any
intact systems and spinning the cruiser out of control, into the center of the
enemy formation.  And, observed the group mind of Navarin, obscuring the
firing path of one of the massive battleships.


An array of lasers and
particle beams reached out from the enemy ships as Navarin passed fifty
thousand kilometers over the twirling hulk of the dead heavy cruiser.  The
battle-cruiser bucked and twisted in a series of evasive maneuvers.  But the
distance now was not sufficient for total evasion, and the shield of particles
quickly overheated, radiating as much heat inward as outward.  With a quick
release of the magnetic field the superheated particles were dumped into space
as a new mass was ejected from the ship to take up positions within the field.


More ominous were the
multiple launches from all of the ships in the enemy fleet whose formation Navarin
was penetrating.  Missiles sped from tubes at significant fractions of the
speed of light, accelerating on fusion overdrives toward the human vessel. 
Kinetic energy weapons spat large cylindrical warheads toward the human.  Space
was instantly full of destructive weapons systems, all with one objective in
mind.  To find and strike the enemy within their midst.


Navarin’s group combat mind
quickly calculated the odds as defensive weapons systems were locked onto the
most lethal of the attackers.  The odds were not good.  At most a two percent
chance that the battle-cruiser would survive the onslaught.  Without fear,
without regret, the group mind got on to business. Assigning priorities to the
rest of the incoming weapons. Calculating firing times and trajectories. 
Looking into the near future to assess possible outcomes.


Along the length of Navarin’s
hull counter-missiles flared into space.  Not needing the long acceleration
tubes of offensive missiles since their own targets were accelerating toward
them, their fusion drives only fired for a dozen or so seconds, pushing them at
hundreds of gees and leaving only enough boost for last minute corrections. 
Other missiles left the forward tubes of the ship, pushed to an appreciable
fraction of the speed of light by the long accelerators that provided their
initial boost.  Lasers and particle beams locked on and fired on those enemy
weapons that were at closest approach.


The targeted weapons
were not completely helpless.  Clouds of particles were released to interpose
themselves between larger warheads and beam weapons.  Decoys and smaller
interceptor warheads were released to speed between incoming weapon and
counter-missile.  Jammers flooded space with interfering radiation, blinding
the sensors of incoming missiles or confusing the targeting systems of the
human battle-cruiser, rendering the incoming weapons invisible.


Within seconds the
first act of the play was over.  Beams struck or missed.  Hurtling objects
collided with flashes of light and bursts of hard radiation.  Five hundred
gigaton warheads blotted the views of the battle from complete shipboard
sensory systems, rendering all combatants blind for tens of seconds.


Through it all, against
all of the odds, Navarin came unscathed except for minor hull damage
from the heavy sleet of particles filling the nearby space.  The group mind
calculated the odds of surviving the next volley, found them to be even worse
than before, and looked for anything that might increase their chances.  The
legendary luck of their captain entered into the equation and the odds were
suddenly adjusted upwards to a respectable ten percent.  


Within microseconds the
group mind rejected those odds as the closer of the enemy ships let loose with
a new volley of beams, missiles and kinetic warheads.


*    *    *


Lucille was still
linked into the group mind when the impossible happened.  One instant she was a
center-less, selfless intellect.  Just another processor and source of input
into the super-mind that was the ship crew link.  The next she felt her own
self coming to the fore.  Still in overall control of the group mind, making
the major decisions that meant life and death to them all.  But also separate;
again an individual, compartmentalized, being.  Something that had never been
known to happen during the linking process.  And then she felt the wrongness. 
A feeling of things not being right in the Universe around her.  The feeling
that had pulled her partially from the link.  But for what purpose?


They’re coming.  The thought resounded
through her mind. But it was not her thought.  It came from another mind.  A
mind that was not part of the link.  And there was only one such mind aboard
ship.


Siohban?  It had to be the
child.  The resonance seemed familiar.  One she had felt before.  But suffused
with a terror she had not felt the last time their minds had touched.  Who
is coming, child?


The monsters are
coming.  They’re stepping across the dark places.  They’re coming here.


Lucille’s mind was
pulled back to the here and now as she noticed the large warhead that had
gotten through her ship’s defensive fire.  Within seconds of striking a death
blow to Navarin.  And there was nothing she could do about it.


No, she thought.  I
don’t believe this is happening.  It can’t be the end.


She didn’t know why she
hadn’t seen it before.  The mass of metal that flew into the path of the
warhead, striking it squarely on the side and sending it tumbling harmlessly
into space.  Lucky Lucille, she thought.  More legends would grow from
that fortunate intersection of object with object.  But such things do
happen.  Don’t they?


They felt you do that, said the thoughts of
Siohban in her head.  They know where we are, and they’re coming.


What in the hell are
you talking, or thinking about, child?  Who is coming?  And what did I do?


A trio of missiles,
their smaller warheads bearing the promise of crippling but not killing the
capital ship, came through the defenses.  Drives flared as they made their last
second adjustments and accelerated into their target.  Again the captain of Navarin
looked on with a feeling of disbelief.  The ship shuddered.


That wasn’t a hit, thought Lucille.  No
warning klaxons.  No damage reports.  Something had moved the ship.  But not
the hundred-megaton warheads of a trio of missiles.  She shifted her awareness
to surrounding space and noted the trio of missiles coasting outward from her vantage,
drives dead from lack of reaction mass.  A quick calculation showed her that
the ship was now a hundred kilometers from where it should be, though its
vector through the system had not changed.


They’re here, called out the
frightened mind of the child.  And they’re crazy with anger.


And there they were,
outside of the ship.  A hundred tentacles of pitch black shadow that obscured
the stars.  A wrongness that made Lucille shudder.  A wrongness of something
existing in a space in which it was not meant to be.  The tentacles whipped
into action, penetrating the hull of the battle-cruiser, seeking the life
cradled within the vessel.


The crew, realized Lucille. 
They were helpless in combat mind link.  They needed free action to be able to
defend themselves.  Terminate mind link, she ordered, forcibly ejecting
all of the members of the crew.  They would be groggy for a second.  But they
would soon be aware of the danger.


*    *    *


“What in the name of
all the Gods just happened?” exclaimed Admiral G’narjanasan.  The human ship
had been right in the path of a trio of missiles fired from one of his
battleships.  Then it had not been there.  It had been someplace else.  An
instantaneous translation of space.  Quite impossible, he thought.  And
contrary to all the known laws of physics.


“Maybe they did
something to our sensory input,” said one of the junior officers on the bridge.


“Or they transmitted
the data to us,” said another.  “Somehow they got it into our systems, like a
virus.”


“Impossible,” said the com
officer. “There are too many filters between any uncleared transmissions and
our data systems.  That information would still be held up in quarantine while
check after check was being run on it.”


“Something happened,”
said the admiral, his eye stalks swinging around the bridge to glare at the
other officers three at a time.  “Either that ship has some unknown capability,
or some manner of making us think so.  But I need to know what it is.”


The nightmare of a ship
that could instantly translate space ate at his imagination.  It could appear
right next to his flag, penetrating all of its defenses, to loose a volley of
destruction before disappearing.  Away from retaliation of any kind.


“What’s that?” said the
tactical officer, breaking through his thought.


G’Narjanasan looked
over at the screens depicting the space around his flagship.  His hearts beat
faster as the wrongness of what he saw penetrated into his system.  The dozens
of tentacles, made of something blacker than space, waving around his vessel. 
A glance at other video inputs showed that the objects were around every ship
in the fleet.  But nowhere were they more concentrated that around the human
ship.  Another trick of the human?  


“Open fire on those,
things,” he ordered, realizing as he said it that he might have made a
mistake.  Particle beams and lasers had trouble making a lock.  But the crew
compensated on manual and they were soon visually aimed at the targets, flaring
their beams of death and destruction into the total blackness of the objects. 
All of the tentacles went wild as some of their fellows were struck.  Waving
this way and that, though the beams seemed to be having very little effect on
them.


Then they were through
the hull of the flagship and the screams of terrified crewmen rang over the com
circuits.
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