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FOREWORD

Destiny’s Forge is the first book in a
planned series called Children of The Dragon, loosely based on a
collection of 26 short stories written for a monthly fanzine from
1988 to 1995. My stories featured a character named Antonia
Bellero, whose creation was a homage to various science fiction and
horror films and novels I had read over the years. At the time I
intended her character to have an origin shrouded in mystery which
would be revealed slowly over time. The result was a string of epic
adventures of espionage, fellowship, betrayal, murder, conspiracy,
political intrigue and a host of other snippets about the human
condition within the confines of a rigidly defined universe which
left little room for innovation.

It was challenging to introduce a character
which could exist credibly within that universe without violating
the basic rules, but I felt I met it and explored my options to the
limit. It was great fun to push the envelope, and some of the
stories even wrote themselves. My characters were as real to me as
real people, and often I felt relegated to the role of mere typist
as they seemed to be dictating which way they wanted to go. As a
result of this outpouring of creativity I decided to embark on
writing more science fantasy adventure stories featuring new
characters in an independent universe which is as real for the
reader as I can make it. These are fresh angles to the original
stories and as such I have designed each one to stand alone.

The Children of The Dragon series is a
chronicle of the Xosan, living vampires from the planet Antellus
who were once human but were transformed by a dragon’s blood. They
are stories of science fiction, fact and fantasy, myth and history,
tragedy and triumph, linked together by the common theme of the
vampire as hero.

 


This book is also dedicated with love to
David McDaniel, a prolific and talented writer who died
accidentally in 1977, and who was a valuable friend, mentor and
critic who encouraged me to write to my heart’s content.
–Theresa M. Moore
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A small space craft rushed toward a planet
orbiting a pair of white stars, trailing a plume of sparking fire
and rapidly dissipating smoke. The meteoroid had done its work well
when it smashed through the hull of the craft at a critical point,
tearing through the main engine pod and disabling it in an instant.
The pilot was clad in an eva suit when it happened, but this would
be no comfort when the air supply in the suit ran out and the
ship's systems began to fail.

The planet appeared to be mostly desert,
scarred by a long deep fissure across its surface. A series of
small lakes filled the rift at irregular intervals. The mountains
were steep crags jutting from the surface.

The craft was seized by the planet's
gravitational field and began to enter the atmosphere at a steep
angle. The cockpit functioned as a detachable escape pod, but the
docking clamps sparked and flared and would not release. The pilot
struggled with the controls and managed to coax it to pitch the
nose upward as it began its inexorable spiral toward the surface.
Mile after mile of harsh terrain passed underneath at a frightening
pace, growing ever closer while an envelope of red heat formed on
the skin of the craft.

The pilot was able to bring the
retrothrusters back on line and controlled them manually. The craft
bucked and jostled as its descent fell back to something less
terrifying, but it was not designed for a surface landing. The
pilot aimed the craft toward a patch of desert just beyond the
forest crowding the shore of one of the larger lakes.

The ground rushed up like a ravenous beast as
the craft hit the surface, digging up a long furrow of yellowish
earth and leaving a billowing cloud of dust in its wake. The craft
crumpled and bounced and set fire to the tumblescrubs growing on
the desert floor until the nose came down suddenly and buried
itself, bringing the craft to an abrupt halt. The skin ignited and
caught fire, fueled by the vegetation around it.

A hatch exploded outward and landed a few
yards away. The pilot dove out above the flames and sailed a fair
distance, hit the dirt and rolled clear. Exhausted with pain and
nearly out of air, she struggled to unfasten her helmet, tossed it
away and took a gulp of dry heat into her lungs as an awful
consuming darkness claimed her mind.

***

The noise of clattering dishes nearby roused
the pilot. She sat up slowly, gathering her wits while her vision
cleared. She had been bathed and swathed in bandages around her
torso. She felt at the spot where she had cracked a rib only to be
rewarded with a twinge of pain.

She looked around at the room and saw that
she was in someone's home. There were heavy curtains on the windows
to keep out the harsh white sunlight, and the furnishings were
spare and plain. Small photographs and paintings covered the drab
wallpaper.

A thin voice coming from the door startled
her. “Oh good, you are awake.” A petite older woman came into the
room bearing a tray with dishes. “When we found you out there we
thought you would never survive. Are you hungry?” She deposited the
tray onto a side table and waited with a gentle smile.

The pilot's voice was warm and accented
slightly as she replied, “thank you, but please do not be
concerned. I heal quickly.”

The woman carefully avoided looking into the
intense violet eyes gazing back. “I wouldn't doubt it for a
second,” she said. “You do look like you're not from around
here.”

“My ship?”

“A total loss, I'm afraid. The fire burned
everything.”

“Hmmm.” But the pilot was inwardly pleased.
The fire would have erased any clue of her destination and
purpose.

“Where are my manners?” the older woman said
brightly, wiped her hands on her apron and extended one. “My name
is Althea Crimmons. And you are?”

“Antonia,” the pilot replied as she took it.
“Antonia Bellero.”

The woman released her grip instantly and her
smile sputtered and almost went out, then brightened again. “Your
hand is so cold,” she said. “Have some soup. That will warm you up.
It's not much but I added a little vana root to give it more
flavor.” She turned and placed the tray on Antonia's lap.

Antonia took a chunk of freshly baked bread
and dipped it into the thin consommé,
tasted it and found it salty but edible. “What planet is
this?” she asked between chews. “I did not see it on my star
charts.”

Althea's lips crimped with dissatisfaction.
“You landed on a dried prune called 'Corelli's Planet'. It used to
be a beryllium mine but Vince Corelli decided to make a fast credit
by subdividing the real estate into homestead properties. My
husband and I sank every bit we earned into this farm, but the soil
is not good for growing things. It's more sand than anything else.
And the best we can manage with herding is to breed the indigenous
stock animals. The stock we brought from home died of starvation
because they wouldn't eat the plants.”

Antonia prodded her gently. “Home?”

“Earth,” Althea replied. “Do you know it?
It’s a small planet orbiting a yellow sun about four light years
from here. Where are you from?”

“Oh. Here and there,” Antonia said. “But that
is not important now. You had no broker to negotiate with, so you
were cheated of your investment, no?” She wanted to extend the
amount of information coming from the woman to get a clear picture
of her surroundings.

Althea nodded. “My husband Jeff signed the
papers before I had a chance to look at them, and now we're
virtually marooned here. If things don't improve I don't know what
we'll do.”

“What about water? I noticed several lakes
nearby,” Antonia ventured.

“Those are reserved for terraforming.
Corelli's agency won't share it.”

“Then perhaps I can help you to convince them
otherwise. I would like to repay you for your kindness.” Antonia
shifted to sit straighter and was rewarded with another sharp
twinge of pain. A sudden gasp escaped her lips.

“Thank you, but we'll manage just fine,”
Althea said, drawing herself up proudly. “I think you should just
focus on that broken rib. Get some more sleep. Later we'll help you
contact your people so they can come pick you up.”

Then the old woman was gone, and the bread
and soup soon disappeared afterward. Antonia relaxed against the
pillows, contemplating the double shadows that scudded across the
walls as the suns began to rise higher in the sky. She caught a
glimpse of a deep violet sky and the vast expanse of desert beyond
through gaps in the heavy curtains. But fatigue dragged at her
senses, and in a short time the light faded to a dark blur and she
fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
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The next afternoon Antonia woke suddenly to
an eerie silence, sensing danger. She rose slowly to favor her rib
and went to an old wardrobe standing in the corner, where she found
clothes hanging on its thin rack. Her pack sat on the floor next to
a pair of woman's shoes. She dressed quickly, wanting to be on hand
in case the Crimmons woman needed her.

As she headed toward the front of the house
she heard voices outside, and paused just behind the open front
door to listen.

“You can't do this!” a man's voice
complained. “We were told that our title was permanent. We don't
want to sell our land back to Corelli or anyone else.”

“Things change, old man,” a younger voice
replied. The speaker was seated on a large quadruped that looked
like a six foot tall alpaca with feathers sprouting from the top of
its head. He was dressed in desert clothes, wearing a pith helmet
with a flap to shield his neck. “You're getting market value for
it,” he continued. “We have the right to rescind title to the
property at any time. So it's time to pack it up. You've got thirty
days to get out or the planning council is going to have the
sheriff out here.”

The older man tried, “thirty days is not
enough time ---”

“That's not up to me. Take it up with the
council. Have a nice life.” With that, the man turned his mount
around and galloped away, leaving a plume of yellow dust drifting
on the hot dry air.

Clearly distressed, Althea Crimmons collapsed
against her husband, her frail body shaking with sobs. Antonia felt
a pang of sympathy and outrage as she watched the couple cling
together in their misery. She wanted to see that these people had
justice, but did not know how to accomplish this.

As they passed her into the house, she asked,
“what happened?”

The older man glanced at her above his wife's
tousled hair. “We've been evicted,” he replied tersely, his lips
pale and thin with anger. “I paid the land agent good money for
this godforsaken patch of dirt. But now they tell us they've found
duranium in the soil, so they want it back at a tenth of what it's
worth. Corelli's a lying, cheating, backstabbing snake.”

“Hush, Jeff. You don't want to burden our
guest with our problems,” his wife told him, snuffling back her
tears.

“Let me help you,” Antonia insisted. “I would
consider it a fair trade for the hospitality you have shown me. For
that I am ever in your debt.”

Althea looked at her with tender eyes. “My
dear, you owe us nothing.”

Antonia continued. “I feel certain you can
turn this situation to your advantage. Do you have any maps or
charts showing the survey of your land?”

Jeff Crimmons nodded. “What do you have in
mind?”

“Where does Corelli get his water?” Antonia
asked.

“Well, at first they had to ship it in on a
couple of mining barges. But after a few months the water supply
kept growing on its own.”

“What I think is that he is pumping water
from your underground aquifers. He is in essence stealing your
ground water and creating the conditions on your land,” she
replied.

A gleam came into Jeff Crimmons's eye. “How
can we prove this?”

“That is why I need your survey maps. If I
can gather some soil samples, I can give you the proof you need
that Corelli is claim jumping. An assay should show the evidence of
soil desiccation clearly enough. I can go tonight.”

“At night? But, I can't let you going roaming
around in that desert at night. It's too dangerous,” Crimmons said.
“And you're bound to worsen that rib.”

Antonia shook her head. “The suns are too
bright and hot for me, and I would be discovered too easily by
Corelli's men. I can take care of myself. Do you have a weapon at
hand?”

“Just an old series E pulse rifle left over
from the war. It's still in good condition,” Jeff replied.

Antonia's smile was slight but encouraging.
“Good. Clean it and reload it with fresh bolts, and keep it with
you at all times. Do you have a communication device? Radio, or
microwave?”

Jeff Crimmons ran a rough, calloused hand
through his sandy grey hair. “Our transceiver antenna went down a
couple of months ago during a sandstorm and I haven't had the
chance to get into town for replacement parts.”

The fact that there was a town nearby was
good news to Antonia. “When I take the samples into town I will
secure the parts for you. There must be someone there who
intercedes when Corelli oversteps his authority. I will try to
contact them.”

Crimmons wrote out a quick list of the radio
parts he needed and handed it to her. “Let me warn you, miss. That
desert is the most unforgiving place in the system. Be sure to keep
clear of the sand pits. They'll suck you down before you even know
it. And, there are animals out there we haven't even seen that'll
leave a lamaca stripped to the bone. I saw a paw print once that
was about four hands across and a trail that disappeared at a rock
wall. That's the only clue we've had that they exist.”

“I will be watchful,” Antonia said.

***

As the twin suns dipped lower toward the
horizon, the violet sky grew darker and colder. Antonia waited
until the last fiery inch of their discs were hidden from view
behind the ridge of mountains before she decided to set out. “I am
ready,” she told them. “I hope to be back in two days, if not
sooner.”

“We'll be waiting for you,” Althea said.

Hefting her duffel by its single strap onto
her shoulder, Antonia took their hands. “Do not wait too long. If
you have to, leave as soon as you can and find a place in the
hills. Do not try to find me. I will find you.”

***

The desert air was cool and the night soon
filled with the strange calls and twitters of night animals and
insects. The sky deepened to an inky blackness that revealed the
galaxy splashed out across it. The starlight was just bright enough
to reveal the desert landscape. Antonia found a rough miner's trail
about a mile from the Crimmons farm and, using the crude map Jeff
Crimmons had drawn, hiked toward a steep ridge which formed the lip
of a shallow meteor crater. Here she paused as she spotted the
twinkling lights of the town.

The crisp dryness of the air made the lights
stand out like stars, and she could see the moving lights of air
and space craft flitting about the space port like insects. To the
left loomed the metal skeleton of an ore refinery, festooned with
lights like a Christmas tree. Its three venting towers were on
fire, and the glowing wisps of smoke drifted over the town. Even at
that distance, Antonia caught a hint of the foul sulfurous stench
of refining metal mingling with the perfume of scrub flowers on the
faint cold breeze.

The sound of a twig snapping startled her.
Antonia turned quickly, her hand already gripping the knife she had
at her belt. A small reptile ran out from behind a small bush and
over her foot. Tense seconds passed before she exhaled. She kept a
careful eye all around her while she crouched and filled a small
envelope with dry yellow soil. She silently tucked the envelope
into her duffel and sniffed to catch the scent of animal, but the
metallic odor on the air masked everything.

Antonia walked on, ever mindful that she
could be attacked at any moment. Then the sounds of movement in the
brush behind her gave speed to her movements. Animal or not,
whatever was following her made no other sound. As she headed
toward the eroded segment of the ridge the ghost matched her pace
easily but kept its distance. Finally, she went to a small tree
with dark red leaves, placed her back against the gnarled trunk,
raised her knife into a fighting pose and waited. Then she spotted
a blurry irregular patchwork against the stars, the brief glimpse
of a pair of small red lights that moved in the darkness. It paused
about ten yards away. She caught the musk scent of a large predator
on the faint aromatic breeze.

The two beings remained still for what seemed
like an eternity. At last, when she had exhausted all other ideas
and options, Antonia tried speaking to it. “What do you want?” she
asked.

A snuffling growl came out of the darkness,
then a strong, throaty voice, not quite human, not quite animal,
but strong with maleness. “What do you want?”

Thunderstruck, Antonia's eyes widened. She
closed her eyes, feeling about for a sense of the creature's mind,
its thoughts. “How long had you been watching me?” she asked.

“How long is long?”

“Should I fear you?”

“Should I fear you?”

“No,” Antonia declared. “But if you try to
make me your dinner I will not go quietly.”

“If I wanted to make a meal of you I would
have already.”

“Then I shall be on my way,” Antonia said,
and started to leave the shelter of the tree. Swiftly, the
invisible animal sprang forward and blocked her way. She felt an
impression wash over her that brought to mind the images of large
predators that she had seen when she was young. She decided that
this must be what it looked like if one could only see it. A giant,
invisible wolf.

“You are on my ground,” it declared. “I say
when you leave, two-leg.”

Antonia froze and waited quietly. The beast
was so close she could feel the heat rising from its invisible fur,
or feathers. It snuffled and grunted close to her face as it
sampled her scent. If it had wanted to it could have taken a chunk
of flesh beside, but it did not.

“Why are you taking bits of the ground?” it
asked.

Antonia replied. “There are people who need
my help to keep their land...”

“MY LAND!” the creature roared.

In that instant Antonia understood. The
humans who colonized this planet had never done the proper surveys,
never realized that the indigenous population was intelligent and
that they were being displaced by the terraforming process.

“You are right,” Antonia said calmly. ”It is
your land. But, it may be possible to explain your grievance to the
other two-legs and make them stop what they are doing.”

There was an ominous pause. Antonia felt the
small hairs at her neck stand. Then the other asked, “how could you
do that?” in a softer voice.

“I do not know, yet. But if you let me do
this I will think of something.”

“Then let me be your guide. You do not know
these hills, and there are others of my kind who would think less
of your purpose.”

“Why would you do this for me?” Antonia
asked.

The other replied. “You smell different from
the other two-legs. You do not fear me. The others always stink of
fear.”

Silently Antonia thanked the universe for its
small mercies. “Then let me do my work before the suns rise,” she
said.

Together the strange duo climbed along the
rim of the crater, and Antonia stopped to take more soil samples
while the invisible creature pelted her with questions.

Through their conversation she learned that
his kind called themselves Maro and when the humans first arrived
hundreds of them had been slaughtered. They soon left the plains
and went into the hills, where they existed in loose tribes and
family groups. The lamaca they killed to eat belonged to the ore
prospectors who explored the desert looking for mineral deposits.
Some of the Maro made meals of the prospectors as well, if they
were hungry enough and could not find canyon rats to sustain them.
“We are desert folk, but the two-legs are stealing our water. For
us to restore our land to the way it was we must get it back,” the
Maro said.

“I will do what I can. But I cannot promise
anything,” Antonia explained.

“But you will try,” the Maro insisted.

“Yes, I will try.”

***

As the two pale suns rose against the line of
distant hills Antonia and her erstwhile companion reached the edge
of the desert, where they parted company. The Maro would not go any
further.

“To go closer to the place of the two-legs is
death for us,” he declared. “They have magic ways to see us.” His
knowledge of sensor technology went that far but no farther.
Species like his had evolved without the need, living off the land
using only what they were born with. Antonia could empathize with
that.

“What may I call you if we meet again? Do
your kind use names?”

“Names?” the sound of confusion was
unmistakable.

“How do you call one another, as one
different from another?”

“We do not count ourselves as many, but as
one.”

“Then may the stars be your guide, and long
life to you,” she said.

“Long life to you,” the Maro replied. Then he
loped away quickly, leaving only small eddies of dust marking his
pawprints. She watched them until they vanished.
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Antonia walked on alone until she reached the
first line of ramshackle shanties that crowded the outskirts of the
space port, comically called “Sweetwater” according to the sign
posted on the side of the road. By now she was covered in dust and
fine sand, and most of the people on the street ignored her or gave
her strange looks as she walked among them.

The town looked like it had been hastily
erected using whatever material was available. Shipping containers
had been converted into small shops. Prefab modular housing was
everywhere, and Antonia had found enough bars and houses of dubious
repute to squelch any notion that it was anything but a mining
outpost. The atmosphere of distrust and general unpleasantness
shrouding the town stood out in the way people seemed determined to
mind their own business. The look in their eyes were a sure sign
that trouble had visited them many times before. She felt prickly
whenever one of the men glanced in her direction and fixed his gaze
on her with the eyes of a predator, but none approached. Perhaps it
was her dusty and disheveled appearance, or the challenging return
gaze, that warned them off. She cared not for their scrutiny but
could amply defend herself using a variety of martial arts.

She saw a town directory standing in front of
the two story hotel and found one of several assay offices on the
list, a common enough destination for the mining town that it had
its own orange dot on the map. The assayer seemed an amiable sort
but frowned slightly when she presented him with five small
envelopes of dirt. “Well now, where did you get these?” he
asked.

Antonia replied, “that is hardly important,
is it? How fast can you analyze them?”

His eyes twinkled with sudden greed. “I
dunno. It'll take some time. One, maybe two hours. If I put a rush
on this it'll cost more.”

“Are you trying to cheat me?” Antonia's eyes
and voice challenged him and she caught his eyes with her own,
boring into them.

The larcenous sneer quickly dropped from the
assayer's face when he looked into her eyes. He seized the
envelopes and began to back away from the counter. “No, ma'am. I'll
get on this right away.”

“I will be back in two hours. Be sure that
you are finished by then.”

He quickly waved his hands in a placating
gesture. “More than enough time.”

Antonia left him to his work and found the
techtronics merchant a few doors away. There she found most of the
parts Jeff Crimmons needed for his communications array, but not
all. She reasoned that he was familiar enough with his own
equipment to improvise, but felt sure there were other places in
town where she could look.

She shook off the noxious sensations crowding
her mind and proceeded down the main drag toward another merchant
in search of the remainders on her list. Fortunately, the parts
were small and did not crowd her pack.

When she returned to the assayer's office he
was eager to point out that there were substantial deposits of
various precious minerals in the soil, and tried to bargain with
her for the property. “We can give you top credit for it,” he
said.

“Thank you, but no,” Antonia replied. “It is
not for me. It is up to the owners to decide what to do with their
land.”

She paid him the fee posted on his shop sign
and walked out onto the darkened porch, only to collide with
something tall, dark and solid as a tree. “Pardon me,” said a warm
velvety voice.

Antonia looked up and beheld a handsome young
man with pale skin and dark hair that brushed his shoulders. One of
his green hazel eyes was obscured by a leatherine patch that had
studs arranged in a circle on its ocular. The other appraised her
with a twinkle of admiration. He was clad head to toe in shades of
charcoal, or black covered in mining dust, and wore a wide brimmed
hat and a long maroon scarf draped around his neck. A leather belt
revealed a phase pistol and a long hunting knife slung from his
hips. A bandoleer of pulse rifle ammo hidden under his long
leatherine duster did much to convey the image of a tough and
dangerous man.

“Excuse me,” she replied, and moved to pass
him by.

One arm blocked her way suddenly, and his
hand grasped her right arm. His gaze was friendly. “I can tell
you're not from around here, and this place doesn't take that well
to strangers. Perhaps I could show you around. It isn't often we
have such a pretty one like you come into town alone.”

There was something especially creepy about
this man, but she could not tell why. It was as if a fog had
clouded her senses. “Thank you, but I think I can find my own way,”
she said.

His smile was somewhat persistent, and the
hand failed to remove. “Are you sure? You could be making a mistake
about that.”

Antonia found herself on the defensive. “I
can take care of myself,” she insisted.

“Then let me give you a friendly word of
advice.” He leaned in closer, the words coming from generous lips
like needles, his fragrant breath brushing her ear. “Be sure to get
indoors when the darkness falls. That's when the real bad element
comes into town. Take care you don't see what happens then. It's
not pretty.” Then he released her and walked away, dry laughter
trailing behind in his wake.

She stepped back reeling and stared at his
receding figure for a few breathless moments before her focus
rushed back. This one was different from the others, like a kindred
spirit, but she could not tell where he came from. Then she shook
off the creepy feeling and walked on toward the stable hoping to
find something to ride back to the Crimmons farm.

The barn was large and airy in the hot
afternoon, its wide doors thrown back to admit the light and
whatever fresh air was available. Antonia went in and found several
lamaca tethered to rings in a large communal stall. They shifted
and worried at their bits nervously as she approached. She slowed
her gait to an easy amble so she would not spook them. One in
particular caught her interest, and eyed her with caution as she
fondled its large floppy ears and spoke to it with soothing tones
until it calmed down.

Each of the animals was fitted with a control
collar. She examined the saddle, saw the crest tooled into its
tanned surface, and felt its hard contours. There was something
familiar about the way it smelled. Maro skin?

“Can I help you, miss?”

The words whirled her around. The boy
couldn't be older than about 14, but he was big and muscular for
his age. He leaned against the stall lintel with a half-eaten apple
in his hand, looking both bored and lazy.

“You tend to these animals?” Antonia asked.
“How much will it cost me to use one of these for a few days?”

“Ten credits a day. Plus two credits per day
for a saddle. Those things are hard to come by, and they’re
expensive to replace.”

No doubt, she thought. Antonia fished into
her jacket and pulled out a thin plastic card, which she handed to
him. “No saddle,” she said. “It is not necessary.”

The boy's mouth fell open, and he said,
“Miss, you're going to need it. These critters are kinda ornery
without a control collar.”

She unfastened the collar and pulled the
saddle from the animal’s back with a firm tug. “It will not be
necessary,” she insisted, her voice taking on a distinct
echo.

The boy’s mouth started to sag open, then he
caught himself and shrugged. “Well, okay. Help yourself.” He took
the card and slipped it into a reader he kept on his belt, then
handed it back to her.

Antonia vaulted onto the lamaca's back,
curled her fingers around the fine feathers running along its spine
and dug her heels into its ribs. The creature gave out a shrill
bleat and surged forward into the harsh sunshine, leaving the boy,
the barn and the city behind. It seemed genuinely glad to be free
of the electronic yoke and galloped along at a fast pace. It took
little more than a gentle nudge in the ribs to guide the animal in
the right direction, and the reward was eager, grateful
cooperation. Soon Antonia was headed back along the trail out of
town.

***

The suns started to dip below the jagged line
of the mountains when Antonia reached the top of the ridge
overlooking the valley. From there she could see the whole
compound, but sensed something was wrong when she saw that the
smoke curling up from the chimney was not white but black, and
there was vapor escaping through the dark windows. Fearing the
worst, Antonia spurred the lamaca on toward the farm.

When she reached the main house she saw that
it had been gutted by fire, leaving only its white dermaconcrete
prefab shell standing in the twilight. The outbuildings and barn
were untouched. The herd animals roamed free among the crops,
munching on their dried, broken stalks. The lamaca balked at the
smell of the fire so Antonia dismounted and tethered it to a tree
near the barn, then ran inside the enclosure in search of her
hosts.

The fire ravaged the peach wallpaper and
scorched the framed portraits. The plain wooden furniture was
reduced to smoking cinders. Antonia swallowed the gorge rising in
her throat at the smell of cooked flesh and blood as she found
their blackened and charred bodies lying a small distance apart in
the small front parlor.

She went to one knee next to Althea Crimmons
and examined her face. The expansive blue eyes were open and cooked
opaque. Antonia felt sure that the old woman had been dead long
before the fire took the rest of her dignity. Jeff Crimmons looked
the same way, and the scorched blast rifle was on the floor nearby,
broken in half, indicating that he had no time to take a shot. The
barrel was twisted into a curl. Whoever had killed them possessed
tremendous strength.

She looked around for the communications set
and found it among the rubble, smashed into a useless ruin. Now
there was no way to call for help. Dispirited, she went to the
ramshackle barn in search of a shovel while watching the deepening
shadows for signs of movement. But the wind told her she was
alone.

By the time the galaxy rose high in the sky,
Antonia put the finishing touches on the farmers' graves and said a
silent prayer to the stars on their behalf before beginning her sad
journey back to town.
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By the time the twin suns rose again Antonia
reached the stable where she rented the lamaca and returned it to
its stall. She noted with some temperance that the saddle and
control collar went back onto the creature's back almost
immediately, the lamaca's vain attempts to shake them off
notwithstanding. From there she walked the rest of the way toward
the center of town in search of the sheriff's office and found it
nestled among the buildings crowding the space port. Instinct told
Antonia not to approach the sheriff directly, aware that she was a
stranger in town, and that most law enforcement officials regarded
strangers with automatic suspicion.

She quietly watched the foot traffic moving
in and out of the building from the outdoor patio of a restaurant
across the busy street until she became aware that the waiters were
watching her, paid her tab and moved on. She stopped at the corner
under the awning of the general store to plot her next move and
spotted a tavern in operation about three doors down the street.
According to the flashing neon sign above the entrance it was
called “Nero’s Banquet”. The exterior looked rundown, with small
portholes that served as windows. One of them sported a small sign
that said, “HELP WANTED”.

Antonia was sure it would involve hard work
for very little pay. If she could convince the owner to hire her,
she could observe the movements of the citizens and gather the
information she needed, while earning enough credits to hire a ship
and leave the system. She entered through the wide plasteel doors
and was immediately caught in the face by a miasma of beer fumes
and other foul odors, followed moments later by appreciative
whistles and cat-calls thrown in her direction. Loud music
assaulted her sensitive eardrums and almost drove her back, but she
was determined to get that job.

She pushed her way through the noise toward
the big bar against the far wall, where a man stood behind it
polishing a large glass. He was short and heavy set, with almond
shaped blue eyes and a shock of unkempt blond hair. His thickset
lips were the frame for a large cigar, an unwise decoration in an
establishment full of fire accelerants.

He regarded her with a dispassionate leer and
asked, “you here about the job?”

“Yes,” she said.

Her reply drew a few incredulous guffaws and
snorts from the men on either side of her, but the bar man's
unpleasant scowl silenced them. He looked her over from head to
toe, then said, “I need somebody to serve drinks and smile, clean
up and put up, and help me throw out the troublemakers. You don't
look like the kind who can do that.”

“What kind do I look like?” she asked.

“Trouble.” he replied with a cynical smile.
“The sort I don't need. You look too light and delicate to deal
with this rabble, so I'd advise you to move along, princess.”

Antonia leaned forward, caught his eyes with
hers and spoke in a conspiratorial tone. “What if I were to tell
you that I am much stronger than I look?”

He blinked with surprise, then chuckled. “I'd
say you were talking through your hat.”

Antonia paused to consider, not sure what he
meant, then forged on. “What if I prove it?”

The bar man's eyes narrowed slightly, and he
started to laugh, bemused by her persistence. “Go ahead. Knock
yourself out,” he replied. “It's been a while since I've seen
somebody fall flat on their butt. And if you don't, I'll throw in a
week's wages as a sign-up bonus.”

It did not take more than another second
before Antonia had her chance. A rangy-looking miner moved up
behind her and placed a warm hand on one of her buttocks,
appraising her with a drunken but appreciative leer. His breath was
rank with fermented hops and old trail mix. “New in town?” he
drawled. “C'n I buy you a drink? Hey, Nero, give me another beer,
and get whatever the lady's havin'.” Then he leaned his dizzy
weight against her.

“I think you've had more than enough,
Jessup,” the bar man said, shaking his head. “Go home and sleep it
off.”

The drunken miner teetered in a virtual halo
of alcohol, ready to fall over, surged forward against the bar and
pounded on it with a ham-like fist. “I know how to hold my likker,”
he drawled. “Now, get me 'nother one.”

“The man said you have had enough,” Antonia
said calmly, and stepped away from the bar as she removed his hand.
The other drinkers wisely moved back to give them room and watched
with eager fascination.

The drunk's courtly demeanor quickly fell
apart. He rounded on her, raised a hamlike fist and roared, “Who're
you t' tell me wha' to do, you stupid bi--”

He had no chance to finish. Antonia smashed
the palm of her hand into the man's nose, then curled her fingers
around it and yanked. The miner fell before he could stop himself,
landing face first on the beer soaked floorboards where he lay
stunned. When he struggled to get up Antonia shoved him down again,
followed up by grabbing one of his thick hands by the thumb and
pinning it to his back, and placed a knee on his spine. Try as he
might, he could not dislodge her. “You were saying?” she asked. The
miner made a vague noise in reply. She leaned down close to him and
cocked her head. “What was that? Speak up, soldier.”

The tipsy crowd grew noisy and happy above
the new sculpture. Clearly this was the first bit of excitement
anyone had in weeks, and some of them were already trading bets.
The bar man said, ”okay, everybody move back. There's nothing to
see here.” Then his eyes went wide with amazement as Antonia
strong-armed the drunken miner back to his feet and shoved him
toward the entrance.

She gave the man a push that sent him through
the doors and reeling out onto the darkened street. “Go home to
your wife, if you think you deserve one,” she called after him.

When she returned to the bar everyone was
looking at her with new respect. The bar man said, “you're hired.
If you can do that every night I'll even pay you double.”

Antonia smiled and said, “Good. When do I
start?”

As good as his word, the bar man paid her the
bonus, and said she could start the next day, told her the hours
she would serve and showed her the kitchen and storage lockers. As
he did so, Antonia noticed that he started to relax into an easy
going temper. Under that gruff exterior was a gentlemen, buried
under years of hardship and making do to survive. She wondered what
made him into a tavernkeeper, but it would take time to unearth the
truth and she could not afford such curiosity.

Antonia took the money he gave her and rented
a room on the second floor of the hotel next door, where she bathed
the dust from her body and clothes.

But as she prepared for bed and turned down
the thin coverings on the lumpy mattress, she noticed that her
hands were trembling. Not a good sign. She had gone too long
without, and now her body was clamoring for nourishment. She went
for her pack, reached into it and extracted a small ceramic box.
She took a red gel capsule from it and swallowed it with a glass of
water. Then she climbed into bed and turned off the single faded
lamp just as the light of the suns began to color the horizon.
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For the next few days life turned routine for
Antonia. She spent her days observing the people passing below her
window, and her nights tending bar, serving drinks and throwing out
the regulars every time they started to make trouble. The offensive
miner began to sit with his friends for moral support and to avoid
her displeasure, but spoke politely to her whenever she served him
drinks and accepted the two drink minimum she imposed.

Nero preferred to be called just that. He was
also a little shy and introspective at first, but soon he relaxed
and even showed her some of the prose he had written over the
course of twenty years. Antonia ventured to ask why he didn't
publish them to the public, to which he shrugged and claimed
modestly that he didn't think they were very good. But when she
tried to probe into his personal life he grew evasive. She began to
suspect that there was a more compelling reason for his need to
cling to obscurity.

The tragedy of the Crimmons couple was
reported by a group of prospectors who had stopped by the farm to
visit, and soon the town was abuzz with the news. A few people
blamed the Maro for their murders as a matter of course, while
others pointed out that they had been buried, hardly a common trait
of the Maro. The atmosphere in town grew dark with rumors that
raiding parties had gone into the hills in search of the invisibles
only to die horribly or come back crippled. Some of the people
defended the Maro at their peril, inviting derision and scorn.
Antonia kept her own conclusions to herself. She hoped that the
Maro she had met was still alive, but she could not learn how he
fared.

Amid the whirl and rush that was Sweetwater's
daily life, Antonia observed the movements of the strange young man
in dark clothes from her second floor window. He seemed to frequent
the vicinity of the government center. He kept to the shade of the
rude porches of the buildings to avoid the harsh light of the two
suns just as she did, and moved with a sure and confident swagger.
People moved out of the way to avoid him, and it seemed he was in a
position of authority in the town but she did not want to attract
suspicion by asking about him. Then one day she spotted him talking
to the sheriff under the awning of the patrol station. They
appeared friendly. The sheriff said something and the stranger
laughed. Antonia soon realized that there would be no help from the
law. It was quite possible that the sheriff could be in cahoots
with Corelli.

**

Two weeks later, everything changed.

***

It was a cool but quiet night, and the street
was deserted. Given the steady warfare that was the town's daily
life, Sunday was not used to rest but to regroup and plan a new
battle strategy.

Antonia was walking back to her hotel from a
small coffee house she had found at the outskirts of town upwind of
the refinery. She paused to pull her shoe off and eject a pebble
when she heard a noise to her left, coming from the entrance to a
darkened alley next to a large warehouse. It was a low, painful
moan, so faint that most people would not hear it, but to her
sensitive ears it was a gunshot against the background of music,
dogs barking, and people laughing or arguing in the distance. She
listened carefully, trying to pinpoint the origin, and was rewarded
with another.

She looked around to be sure no one saw her,
then walked toward it. She crept quietly toward the nearest window,
obscured by a film of dust and grime; wiped a small circle of glass
clean, peeked into the darkened interior and saw a pallet of steel
beams next to several bales of razor wire. A dark shadow hunched
low against the far wall in the corner, clearly bent over by pain.
The moan sounded yet again. A tight feeling at her chest warned her
that the being was close to coma or death, and the thrumping of the
heartbeat in her ears was faint and irregular.

Antonia lost little time, sidled to the door
and listened for signs there were others inside, then wrenched the
panel aside and ventured quickly into the darkness, her footsteps
going silent as she raced toward the prisoner.

She found him lying on his side in a near
fetal position, radiating his agony like a black star. He was a
soldier, an officer, wearing a smartly cut grey uniform now
dribbled with dark green stains. His wrists and ankles were wrapped
up in conduit tape, and a single wide strip of it was slapped
across his mouth. His pure white hair was long and had escaped from
the band tying it back, dirty and tangled as it draped across his
shoulders and face. His skin was mint green, and his angular face
was covered in dark green blood from the wound that obscured his
left eye. His ears were pointed and tipped with extensions that
looked like fleshy indigo feathers.

Compassion surged through Antonia. She set to
work tearing the tape from his body as gently and quickly as she
could. A quick examination revealed that his left orbit was smashed
and the eye was gone. The wounded officer made a noise in his
throat, and flinched when Antonia touched him. “Shhhh. I am here to
help,” she whispered. “Who did this to you?”

He tried to form words but could not. Antonia
decided that answers could come later. “I'm going to get you out of
here and take you to a doctor.”

The officer appeared to use the last of his
strength shaking his head, then went limp. Antonia checked his
pulse, then hauled him up and draped his unconscious body across
her shoulders. Sounds of people moving in her direction in the vast
cluttered warehouse gave speed to her movements as she slipped
quietly out into the darkened alley. Quickly she ducked down
another alley and cut across to the back street.

She managed to get him all the way to her
hotel and up the back stairs without attracting attention. Once she
reached her room she carefully deposited him on the lumpy bed and
tried to make him comfortable. Then she called Nero.

When he arrived, he lost no time in examining
the prisoner, his face a mask of concern. “I'm no doctor, but if he
doesn't see one he'll die of his wounds. They could get infected.
Where did you find him?” he asked.

“The less you know about that the better,”
Antonia replied. “I'll have to take him to the hospital. My
knowledge of medicine is rather limited.”

“If you try to haul this guy around town a
lot of people are going to ask the kind of questions you can't
answer,” Nero said.

Antonia nodded toward the unconscious alien.
“I think he was trying to tell me that just before he went dark. Do
you know a doctor who can be trusted?”

“I'll get right on it,” Nero replied as he
pulled out his cell phone.

Fifteen minutes later, and after some
convincing and a promise of extra money, the medic crouched over
the unconscious man, making clucking noises as he examined him from
head to toe. “Yes, he has lost a lot of blood,” he said. “But I
can't give him any to replace it. We don't have that kind of
facility. And the eye is gone forever. I can dress his wounds,
clean and bandage the eye, but what this man needs is care from his
own kind.”

“Do you know where he comes from? He appears
to be a military officer,” Antonia said.

“Judging by the insignia and patches on his
uniform I would guess he's a general. But Star Command ships
usually don't come out this far. How did he end up like this,
anyway?”

Antonia said simply, “that is what I would
like to know. Is there anything you can tell me?”

The doctor caught a glimpse of her eyes, and
he gulped as he picked up his bag and began to back away, headed
toward the door. “I'm sorry, I can't help. I've got a family, you
understand? If anyone found out ...”

Nero started to say something but a warning
glance from Antonia silenced him. “Of course, doctor,” she said.
“Let me pay you for your services.”

“Keep it,” the doctor replied. “Just don't
tell anyone I helped you.”

“My lips are sealed,” she assured him.

When the doctor had gone, Antonia turned to
Nero. “I do not know what is happening on this planet but from what
I have seen these past few weeks it would appear that Vince Corelli
is at the heart of it. So now I must ask you, Nero. Do you bear any
allegiance to that man?”

“Me? No!” His voice rang with honesty. “I
have a hard enough time staying on his good side as it is. I have
to pay protection insurance to his goons just to stay open.”

Antonia did not betray her surprise at this.
“You heard about the Crimmons couple?”

Nero nodded soberly. “Killed by the Maro, so
I heard.”

Antonia shook her head. “The Maro were not
responsible. They do not attack unless they are provoked. Someone
murdered those people. I know because I buried them myself.”

Clearly shocked at her admission, the bar man
said, “that doesn't explain how so many people have gone missing in
the last few weeks. No one goes into the hills alone anymore. If
they do, it's a sure bet they won't come back. But, if the Maro
didn't do it, then who did?”

“I do not know, but I think these events are
all connected to the terraforming project.” Then she ventured,
“Corelli must stop using the Maro as a convenient foil to cover his
nefarious activities. He may own this planet now but it truly
belongs to the Maro, and he has a responsibility to the
homesteaders for their security. He is not above your interstellar
law.”

Nero snorted, a smile broadening his thick
lips. “You're going to need an army to convince Corelli of that.
He's not the type who takes orders.”

“Then I shall find some other way to persuade
him,” Antonia replied. Then her attention turned to her unconscious
rescuee. “In the meantime I must nurse this man myself. I wonder
what he eats?”
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The next evening proved difficult. Antonia
found herself becoming distracted by worry over her patient while
she tended bar and served drinks. The regulars seemed to sense this
and some had fun at her expense; first by ordering strange drink
mixtures with names she had never heard of, then complaining that
she got the orders mixed up. Nero tried to intervene but soon found
himself caught up in the crossfire, and some of the regulars who
had actually begun to like her tried to curtail their involvement
but it was too much fun to pass up.

By hour two of her shift, however, Antonia
guessed what was going on and put a stop to it by demanding that
the customer either describe the drink he wanted or get synthehol
instead, on pain of a quick ejection from the bar. This put a stop
to the game and the evening settled back to a dull roar punctuated
by the occasional testy brawl over trivial matters.

When her third hour came up, Antonia felt
that it was time to check up on her patient and passed her apron to
Nero. “I will be back in a few minutes,” she declared. “I want to
see if he is awake and can handle some soup.”

“Don't be gone too long,” the bar man
answered, pitching his voice as low as he could above the din.
“Some of Corelli's men are here and I don't want them to become
suspicious.”

Antonia frowned and lowered her voice as
well. “Who are they?”

Nero said, “you see the three men seated
against the wall, under the painting of the desert?”

She stole a quick glance in that direction
and felt an immediate chill. One of them was the tall stranger,
seated with his back against the booth wall and flanked by the
other two men, who had hard, rough faces of men used to violence
and dark dealings. He was conversing with one of them.

“Yes,” she said. “Who is the man sitting in
the middle?”

“One of Corelli's chief 'negotiators'. His
name is Andreas Orsini. Try to steer clear of that one. He has evil
written all over his karma. If he finds out what you are doing for
the general it'll be hell for the both of us.”

She leaned over and gave Nero a quick peck on
the cheek. “Thanks, and stop worrying. Now go find out what they
are drinking and distract them while I go.”

***

Antonia coaxed a bowl of thin broth and a
chunk of day old bread from the hotel cook and carted them up to
her room, where she found the alien still sleeping quietly. She
laid the food on the bedside table gently to avoid waking him and
sat on the bed to examine his wounds. Bandaged as he was, he did
appear to be resting well, and his face was peaceful looking. His
heartbeat had stabilized to a steady rhythm. Encouraged by this,
she laid two fingers against his temple to feel if his mind was
stronger.

The patient's one pinkish grey eye snapped
open and he sprang upward, grabbed her hand and with surprising
strength propelled her off the bed with one quick motion. Inertia
guided Antonia the rest of the way to the floor. Clearly the
patient had recovered far better than she had expected.

“Stop!” she exclaimed, her dignity bruised.
“Please! I am a friend! I am not going to hurt you.” She stayed
where she was until she was sure he understood.

The green man gazed at her with confusion,
his chest heaving. Then he put out his hand to her. “I apologize. I
thought you were one of them,” he said, then winced and collapsed
back against his pillow. “Where am I?”

Antonia got to her feet and went to his side.
”You are safe here in my room. I found you tied up in a warehouse
nearby, brought you here and had a doctor look at you. He was
unable to treat your special physiology, so I decided to try and
take care of you myself. Can you eat? I brought you some soup and
bread. It is meat broth, but it is all that is available.”

The patient eyed the bowl with guarded
apprehension. “I suppose it will have to do,” he replied. “I am a
vegetarian, but I am not averse to using whatever is at hand.” His
voice was pleasantly laced with an accent, but his mastery of
galactic standard was excellent.

Antonia helped him sit up and handed him the
bowl. He took the large spoon and dipped it carefully, then took a
tentative sip. He made a face at the taste but swallowed the soup
nonetheless. The bread was dry and tough, so he dipped it into the
soup to soften it. He chewed slowly and carefully, favoring the
delicate side with the absent eye.

“My name is Gar'noc. I am an officer of the
Interstellar Federation Defense Command,” he said between
bites.

“Why were you kidnapped?” Antonia asked.

The general replied soberly, ”I came to
Corelli's Planet to negotiate for land for a base, but it would
appear that Vincenzo Corelli had other plans for me.” He paused,
then added, “I find it odd that I am confiding this to you without
knowing who you are.”

Antonia took the empty bowl from him and laid
it aside. “My name is Antonia Bellero. I was on my way to Terra
when a meteor struck my ship and I was forced to land on this
planet. A farmer and his wife took me in and sheltered me, but they
died most violently. It was no accident. I came to stay in
Sweetwater because I am trying to identify who murdered them.”

The general paused before taking another
spoonful. “Murdered? Why?”

“For their land and mineral rights, I
suspect. There have been rumors about attacks on people in and
around the hills. The Maro, the indigenous species of this planet,
are being blamed. I think that Corelli and his gang are attempting
to use the Maro as a diversion so that Corelli can control the
distribution of resources on this planet. He is using intimidation
and murder to achieve his success, but I have not been able to
gather enough evidence to prove it.”

The general's bandaged face contorted, though
with surprise or pain she could not guess. “What pointed you to
that conclusion?”

“One of the Maro told me of the situation
itself. The rest I have pieced together from observation,” she
replied.

He became alert, almost electrically charged
with excitement. “That is quite remarkable. You mean you have
actually seen one?”

“Uh...not exactly,” Antonia replied. “They
are invisible to the human eye, but I got an impression of it, like
a patch of dense air molecules drifting on the wind. The Maro are
intelligent beings, general. They just want the settlers to leave
them alone. Some Maro are more militant than the one I met but they
appear to know better than to attack anyone. I have heard the
stories but I do not believe them.”

“I see.” His head dipped slightly while he
considered. “This paints a different picture for me. How many
settlers are dead?”

“At last count, ten that I know of,” she
replied. “And some of the others have simply vanished.”

“And the Maro?”

“I do not know. Hundreds, perhaps thousands
may have perished. They are trapped by their very existence. Humans
are using their skins as new leather without a second thought about
the being that wore it like they are herd cattle, but they are not.
They conceptualize their perceptions abstractly into coherent
thought, something no mere animal can do. This is not culling,
general. It is genocide.”

“Then it is imperative I communicate with
Star Command headquarters,” Gar'noc said, and made a motion to rise
from the bed. His arms trembled with the effort.

“No, do not try to get up,” Antonia
admonished him, pushing him back against the pillows. “You are in
no condition to test yourself. Let me find your people and let them
know you are alive. But you must rest and try to rebuild your blood
and your strength.”

Gar'noc pushed against her for another few
seconds but his strength was not enough to break through. Gradually
he relented and settled back, regarding her with his one good eye,
a glint of amusement lighting it. “I am not used to being
manhandled in this fashion,” he said. “You appear to have a
soldier's training and discipline. Have you ever served?”

“That is a subject for another day,” she told
him. “Sleep now. I will check on you again at the end of my
shift.”
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When she returned to the tavern it had
emptied of drinkers considerably. Nero stood behind the bar
polishing glasses and watching the room with a tense, dour
expression coloring his face. Antonia saw it easily and asked,
“what is wrong?”

The bar man nodded in the direction of the
far wall. “Them.”

She turned and looked. The three men were
still seated in the booth. Orsini had leaned up against the wall
with his legs crossed and his boots resting on the laminate table
in front of him, and he was watching Antonia with an interest and a
strange intensity in his eyes she found discomforting. In fact, the
light in his eyes did not seem to come from anywhere. They almost
glowed on their own. Antonia felt an odd chill of recognition go up
her spine.

Nero's gravelly voice cut through her
thoughts. “He wants you to go talk to him. Wouldn't take no for an
answer.”

“I am not sure I want to talk to him,” she
said. “But I suppose I will have to.”

He leaned close to her ear and murmured,
“take care, Antonia. He's nothing but trouble. I don't want to see
you get hurt.”

“Thanks for the warning,” she replied, tied
her apron around her waist and caught up an empty drink tray,
placing a bowl of trail mix on it. She walked at a casual pace to
the booth, placed the bowl on the table and put the tray down to
free her hands. “What'll you have, gentlemen?” she asked, with
slight emphasis on the word “gentlemen”, and had her order pad at
the ready.

Orsini leaned forward as his long
leather-clad legs lifted free of the table and swung under it.
There was a new gleam in his eyes that Antonia did not like. He
reached out, and the touch of his hand on hers was cool and dry
like the skin of a reptile, or something else. She nearly recoiled
but kept her nerve and followed through, withdrawing from his touch
smoothly. “Do you want something alcoholic or do you want
coffee?”

He looked like he never drank anything even
remotely mind altering. “That all depends on what you are having.”
Orsini's voice emerged like the sound of a chord played on a pipe
organ from somewhere deep in his chest. “Sit. Share a drink with
me.” He said to his friends, “tell Vince I'm going to be a little
late tonight.”

The smaller man replied, “You know he hates
us to be late anytime, boss.”

Orsini's face grew cold and hard as marble.
“It's my dime.”

They shrugged silently and decamped, leaving
Antonia alone with her reptilian prince. Antonia felt his voice
wrap around her like a blanket, but it did nothing to banish the
chill. “I am not allowed to drink with the customers,” she said,
putting calm resolve into her voice.

“I think you can make an exception this
time,” Orsini insisted. “It's important that you understand it is
for your own good. For Nero's good. For the good of all your
friends.”

She understood the import underpinning his
request and frowned. She began to move back, but a glance at Nero's
tensed jaw and absent cigar reflected in the glass of the frame
above Orsini's head told her to play along. She slowly sat down
across from the enforcer. It was an awkward, vulnerable position,
baring her back to the room, but she did not want to sit any closer
to him than she had to. “Understand that I have no patience with
threats,” she warned him in a low voice, her eyes challenging him.
“What is it you really want?”

“What threat? We're just having a friendly
conversation,” Orsini soothed. He produced a small bottle from
somewhere in the folds of his leatherine duster and placed it on
the table. It looked very old, made of dark brown glass with an
envelope of ornately cast metal. “I've been saving this,” he said.
He removed the cap and sat back. “It helps me to cope with the hell
I am forced to endure on this wasted planet. It'll save you as well
if you let it. Taste it. Go ahead. It's not poison.”

Antonia caught a whiff of a familiar pungent
aroma that drew her to it. The heady scent was dizzying but she
steadied herself. “No,” she declared.

Orsini studied her face intently, then
chuckled softly as he replaced the cap and let the bottle stand out
on the table like a grim centerpiece. “I admire your resolve. Few
of us would be able to resist this, and you've been walking around
on this smorgasbörd for weeks
without sampling the dishes. What's your secret?”

“I am sure I do not know what you are talking
about,” she replied.

“Don't you?” He leaned closer still. His
breath smelled of the bitter sweetness of honey and rum laced with
rust. His strange eyes held hers like the hypnotic gaze of a cobra.
Antonia returned it boldly and said in a soft voice, “talk plainly.
Do not speak to me in riddles.”

Momentarily caught off guard, Orsini stared
at her. Then his brows crimped together as he said, “then let me
warn you. Vincenzo Corelli is not the kind of man you want to be
fooling with. He's as stupid as he is rich, and he won't hesitate
to have you killed if he found out you were meddling in his
affairs. Is that what you want?”

“No.”

“Then tell me what you're doing here, in this
tavern, on this forsaken desert planet. I have been watching you
watching me. Your curiosity is so entertaining, so... exciting.” He
smiled as his tongue flicked at his lips.

Antonia did not return that smile. “What I do
with my free time is my own business. I find people most
interesting when they have something to hide.”

Orsini started, then narrowed his eyes. “I
know what you are up to. In case you hadn't noticed, the sheriff
and his people are deeply stupid. They are more interested in
acquiring wealth than in keeping to the written law, and Corelli's
got them tucked in his back pocket like a stash of gold coin.”

“Why are you telling me this? You work for
Corelli, no? I should think you would want to kill me for what I
know, rather than to warn me off. What is your game?”

“No game, I assure you,” Orsini replied.
“This is all deadly serious. Look. I like you. I really do. It
would distress me greatly if you were to turn up dead, or worse,
missing like those others.”

“Fine. Consider me warned,” Antonia said.

She made to stand but Orsini's hand lashed
out and caught her in its snare before she could get far. “I'm not
finished,” he said. “I can hold Corelli off only so long, and then
I won't be able to protect you. I suggest that you move as fast as
you can to get off of this planet. And be sure to leave nothing
behind when you go.”

Then the hand released her, and Antonia swept
the empty drink tray away with her as she backed away from the
table. The strange tingling sensation of electricity coursing from
his touch made Antonia collide with the side of the bar. Her heart
pounded hard and fast in her chest. She plunked the tray down,
barely hearing it slap onto the wood with a metallic thud.

Orsini smoothly eased himself from the booth,
picked up the bottle, and walked out of the bar like a dark silent
ghost. The few patrons left had moved themselves into the farthest
corners of the tavern and watched in silence until his shadow had
passed on into the night. Then they all fled out the door, wanting
to be far away from trouble as quickly as possible.

Nero's insistent hand on Antonia's arm roused
her from the spell. “What happened?” Nero asked her. “What did
Orsini say to you?”

She turned to him, her face carefully masking
the confusion she had felt at that moment, then took a breath.
“Nothing,” she said. “I think it may have been the fumes from that
bottle that caught me.” She noticed that the last of the patrons
had made themselves conveniently absent. “Nero, I think I am going
to have to get the general off this planet.”

The bar man nodded. “If anything else happens
to him, a Star Command regiment will be all over this place like
ants on a picnic table.” He crouched down and drew out a strong box
he hid under the bar, extracted a small bag from it and handed it
to Antonia. “I've been saving this for a rainy day, though on this
planet that's not likely to happen anytime soon.”

Antonia hefted it and heard the clink of
metal. “Nero, I cannot take this,” she said, and tried to hand it
back, but Nero shook his head.

“Right now you need this more than I do. Take
it. You'll need to grease a few palms on your way. Consider it your
severance package...” His voice broke, and he dabbed at his eyes
with a cocktail napkin. “...because you don't work for me any
more.”

Antonia leaned over and gave him a lingering
kiss on his stubbled cheek. “Thank you,” she said as she removed
her apron and laid it on the bar.

“Do me one last favor,” he said, his eyes
avoiding hers.

“What is it?”

“Don't come back.”

Antonia frowned briefly, then realized what
he meant. ”What about you?” she asked. “If Corelli finds out you
were involved --”

“I'll survive,” Nero said simply. “I've got
friends here, and if I need to get out I'll find a way. You've been
great, Antonia. A breath of fresh air. I'll miss you.”

“Goodbye, dear Nero,” she said, then left him
and the bar behind her.
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When Antonia returned to her room she found
the general watching the holovision intently. His face held a grave
expression as he turned to look at her. “You were right,” he said.
“There is portent of a civil war brewing among the civilians over
the ownership of the water. It is more imperative than ever that I
return to headquarters and get instructions. Star Command will have
to intervene, or more innocent citizens will be caught up in the
violence.”

Antonia said, “I agree, but I am afraid there
has been a change of plans. Are you feeling well enough to
walk?”

“Where are we going?” he asked, but followed
her lead and moved carefully off the bed in search of his
boots.

She explained while she raced around the room
gathering up her belongings. “It is time to leave before Corelli's
men find you. We will have to move fast and keep to the back roads.
I am not sure what we can do to conceal those bandages. They will
stand out in the crowd like flags.”

The green alien bent and placed a hand on his
left knee to rotate it while suppressing a wince of pain. “I think
I can manage,” he replied. He turned, swept the thin brown blanket
from the bed and gathered it around his thin shoulders, tying it
with his uniform belt; then took a dark towel from the bathroom
closet and wrapped it around his head, tucking his hair up under
it. By the time he was finished creating his disguise he resembled
a desert nomad. “Will this do? It may not hold under close scrutiny
but as long as the darkness lasts the shadows will do the
rest.”

Very clever,” Antonia noted. “And you appear
to have healed very quickly. Are you sure you are up for this?”

Gar'noc shrugged. “My species is noted for
its resilience,” he replied honestly.

Once they were sure they would not be seen
the two fugitives slipped down the back stairs into the night and
made their way cautiously toward the space port, where Antonia
hoped to find a transport for hire or a ship to stow away on.
Despite his determination the general had to pause frequently to
rest, which slowed them down a little. But when they reached the
perimeter fence Gar'noc was clearly in pain again and Antonia let
him sit down to rest behind a cache of chemical drums while she
went in search of a willing pilot. “I will not be long,” she
promised him.

“Be careful,” Gar'noc said, then went still
and silent in the darkness.

When Antonia was certain there was distance
between her and the general she went into the nearest terminal. At
this time of night the port was busy and there was a crowd of
passengers waiting to be processed and allowed to board their
flights. Judging from the fearful glances and nervous pacing some
of them displayed she was sure they were trying to get off of
Corelli's planet as quickly as she was. Their voices were raised
and thinly stretched and they were only an additional stress point
away from stampeding toward the nearest transport like a herd of
cattle.

She saw a man standing next to the gangway in
front of one of the ships parked at the dockside, ticking off
points on a palm pad. “Excuse me,” she said to him. “Are you taking
on passengers?”

He paused and appraised her with casual
interest. “I could be. Are you alone?”

“No, I -- have a friend waiting for me. Is
she a fast ship? We need to get to Balfour Seven.”

The man smiled broadly. “I happen to go past
Balfour Seven on my route. She'll take you there fast enough.
She'll make point five light speed.”

“How much will it cost for the two of
us?”

His grin grew broader. “I don’ know. How much
ya got?”

Antonia drew a few of the coins Nero had
given her from her pocket. “Will this do?” she asked.

The man's eyes lit up as he saw the gold
shimmering in her hand. “That'll do just fine!” he exclaimed. “Go
get your friend. I'll hold 'er till you get back.”

Something warned Antonia that this smelled
like a trap, but she followed through. “Okay. I will be right
back,” she said.

Once she was out of sight she circled back,
concealed herself behind a supporting column and watched the man
carefully. He had his cell out and was speaking into it with
urgency. A few moments later, a squad of other men arrived and he
spoke to them, pointing off in the direction he thought she had
gone. Antonia's heart sank.

Then a sharp beep echoed in the hall. The
leader of the squad drew out his transceiver and listened intently
for a few moments, then signaled to the rest of his men to
withdraw. They said something to the scalper, whose crestfallen
expression told her that he had failed to get their attention.
Apparently his greed went beyond the hope for gold coin into the
realm of a reward for capture, and now he had nothing to show for
his effort.

Antonia thought desperately, then decided to
try something else. She was not sanguine about stealing but time
and expedience forced her hand. She went back to Gar'noc's hiding
place and squatted next to him. “The terminal is crowded with
people trying to get off this planet,” she said, then told him what
had happened. “I may have to resort to something drastic.”

“What is your intention?” he asked
quietly.

“I will have to steal a ship. I cannot make
time for niceties if we want to escape capture.”

“Then by all means do whatever you have to.
But please try to keep the casualties to a minimum.”

“Roger that,” she replied as she helped him
struggle to his feet.

They got as far as a maintenance supply shed
before Gar'noc was forced to admit defeat. “My knee is gone,” he
announced as he collapsed against the corrugated wall. “You must go
on without me.”

“I will not,” Antonia insisted. “Do not give
up, general.” Her words were gentle yet penetrated the scream of
engines and machinery. “Please, just hold on a little longer. We
have come this far. It is just a little further now.”

Gar'noc did not move, and shook his head with
resignation. ”I cannot,” he replied. ”I am getting too old for this
sort of thing.”

Antonia would not take no for an answer. “Get
up, soldier. That is an order.” She grabbed his hand and hauled him
to his feet easily. His eye widened slightly with surprise.

The alien gritted his teeth against the pain
and made it to the shadows near the gangway. The scalper was
distracted by the pleading of several other passengers who wanted
to board. At this point Antonia was not even sure that the small
craft was his, but did not spare herself the time to speculate.

She helped Gar'noc up the boarding stairs and
into the open airlock, secured him in the co-pilot's seat, then
strapped herself in next to him and sealed the airlock closed. The
instruments were a dizzying array of meters, gauges, and computer
screens, with barely enough room for a small window of clear double
paned glass. Working fast, Antonia busied herself with the launch
procedure, flipping switches and making quick calculations which
she entered into the computer.

“This is an older model of scout ship,” the
general said. “No doubt some of the controls may be unfamiliar to
you. Perhaps I should fly her out.”

“I'll just have to compensate,” she replied,
and was rewarded after a couple of false starts by a satisfying
roar from the aft engines. She throttled back and eased the small
craft away from the boarding platform, catching a glimpse of her
hopeful traitor staring aghast at the sight of the ship tearing
loose from the mooring clamps. The passengers around him started
yelling at him and finally took him down in a hail of fists and
other handy objects, while a few began to run in earnest after the
fleeing ship.

But Antonia kept it going. She taxied the
craft onto the nearest patch of runway, where she launched it on a
blast of compressed air straight up into the violet sky. Gar'noc
winced with pain as the aft engines took over and g force pinned
him and Antonia to their seats for the long but rapid ascent into
the stratosphere. There she throttled up and the scout strained
against the lingering vestige of gravity before punching through
into the deep vacuum of space.

They were not free for long. Something on a
scanner caught Gar'noc's single pink eye, and he turned to Antonia.
“They are coming for us,” he said.

Antonia glanced at the computer screen.
Several large blips were converging on their position. “You're
right. Take the controls and try to outrun them just long enough
for me to calculate the jump coordinates.”

Gar'noc proved a good enough pilot that he
kept the craft running a good distance ahead of their pursuers
while nimbly eluding their torpedoes. The scout had gone far out
from the sixth planet by the time Antonia finished entering the
coordinates. Once the craft jumped there was no doubt they would
avoid capture. “I will feel much better once we reach Balfour
Seven,” was Gar'noc's cautious remark.

“So will I,” Antonia replied. “How far is it
now?”

“We should be there in about seven hours at
this velocity,” he said. “I suggest you try to get some sleep. I
can continue piloting this craft for some time yet.”

“Call me when you need relief,” Antonia said,
and went in search of a bunk.
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“This is R X two four seven calling Balfour
Base. Do you read? Over,” roused her from a deep and oddly
satisfying sleep. Antonia rose from the narrow berth and went
forward to the cockpit, where she found the general struggling with
the communicator controls. His voice was hoarse and laden with
pain. “Balfour Base, do you read? Over.”

The only response was white noise laced with
static.

Antonia studied the set closely and saw the
frayed end of a wire protruding from the front panel. “I think
communications is out,” she said as she took the seat next to him.
“This craft was probably anchored for repairs. We are fortunate
that nothing else has malfunctioned.”

“We are in communications range, but I am
concerned that the garrison may interpret our silence as
belligerence and fire on us,” he replied, then followed through
with a bout of coughing. His pale green face was slick with sweat,
a sign of fever. An infection must have set in, though the bandage
over his absent eye looked clean.

“Are we in firing range?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

Antonia took off the front panel to the set
and examined the wiring. One of the wires was detached from the
board. She pulled the frayed wire out as far as possible and
stripped the end with a sharp fingernail until a filament of copper
gleamed in the light, then spliced the cord back to its terminal.
“Try it now.”

The general keyed the transmission once
again. A humming sound ensued, followed by sparks and a small puff
of smoke. The set went dead. Antonia jumped clear and eyed the
array with a pout crimping her lips, her nose crinkling at the
smell of burning plastic. “That should not have happened,” she
said. “It is no use. The set is completely down.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“We can use the emergency beacon.”

“Except that it appears to be tied in to the
communications array,” Garn'noc pointed out, somewhat tersely as he
caught his breath.

Antonia realized that he had gone without
sleep while she was able to rest. “General, I relieve you. Go get
some sleep and let me worry about your comrades.”

“But --”

“No buts. That is an order. If I think we are
about die I will wake you, of course.”

She could not be certain but she thought she
saw amusement crinkling the general's good eye. “Very well, then. I
stand relieved.”

But as she watched him move toward the back
of the compartment Antonia's inward thoughts were quite dark. If
there was no way to send a message there could be no way to avoid
being peppered with atomics on the way to being rescued. She hoped
that the small size of the craft and its lack of weaponry would
keep it from being judged a threat.

There was one last option, and she hoped the
power cells were strong enough. She programmed the external running
lights to flash the universal code pattern she had learned in her
travels, concentrated on keeping the craft on course, and hoped
that the military minds Gar'noc praised so well would understand
the message.

 


It was a tense two hours later when a pair of
small fighters approached the scout ship. They passed it and
circled back, then eased up alongside until the pilots could see
inside the canopy. Antonia saw the starboard pilot gesturing at her
in a strange sign language. She held up the headgear to the
communications array, clapped her hands to her ears and shook her
head. The pilot's face was not visible behind the darkness of the
helmet visor but she saw him bring up a gloved hand and point to
her, then turn his thumb out and jerk it toward the planet
below.

The port fighter fell back and took up a
position behind her to act as a subtle warning that deviation from
the first pilot's instructions would result in a missile inserted
into the engines. Antonia saw the blip on the screen and understood
that far too easily.

She brought the ship to a careful high orbit
above Balfour Seven, then went to rouse Gar'noc. “We are here,” she
said. “With an escort.”

The general peered out the window and said,
“they will not fire unless ordered to do so. It is a standard
precaution in this space.”

A slim shuttle came up alongside and paired
with their stolen craft. An umbilical gangway snaked out and
anchored itself firmly to the port airlock. The inner airlock hatch
slid open, and an astronaut poked his helmet into the cockpit. He
waved, then pointed to his helmet. Slowly, he took it off. He was
tall and straight as a tree, and his golden brown hair was cropped
short but still sported a charming trail of bang over his warm
brown eyes.

“General, I am glad you returned safe,” he
said, saluting. “When we lost contact with your delegation we
feared the worst.”

Gar'noc returned his salute, though with some
difficulty. “Colonel, it is good to be home.”

***

Once introductions were made Antonia was
accepted as nonhostile quite readily. She and Gar'noc were taken
from the small craft and shuttled to a landing pad nearest a huge
complex of hangars and office buildings. The Star Command base was
a gleaming enclave of high technology and advanced weaponry,
heavily manned by what appeared to be several thousand troops and
other uniformed personnel.

Antonia bade a temporary farewell to Gar'noc
as he was carted off to the base hospital, leaving her alone with
their greeter, who identified himself as Colonel Chase. He listened
intently to her story, only asking the occasional question to
clarify it. When she had finished, the colonel said, “we have been
watching Corelli's movements for some time. What you have said ties
with our intelligence. Would you be willing to meet with the
Adjutant General's representative tomorrow?”

“Of course,” she replied. “I will do whatever
I can to obtain justice for my friends.”

That seemed to satisfy the Colonel. He
escorted her to the reception area, where he checked her in as a
civilian guest. She was issued an identification badge and standard
fatigues to wear while on base. From there he took her from the
quartermaster to the officer's wing of the barracks, where she was
shown to a small but comfortable room. “If you need anything, just
call the orderly,” he said. “You must be tired. Get some sleep.
I'll see you in the morning.” He smiled and let the plasteel panel
slide closed.

But sleep did not come easily to Antonia as
she laid back in the dark and wondered what obstacles would
confront her on the morrow.
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The next morning Antonia was awakened by the
roar of spacecraft taking off. She rose and dressed while listening
to the sounds of men marching and vehicles being moved toward the
cargo ships. She ventured outside and beheld the busy traffic of a
garrison on the move. She watched the troops assembling to board
the ships, then spotted Colonel Chase standing nearby, giving
instructions to an assistant. After dismissing the man he turned at
her approach and smiled. “Good morning!” he said brightly.

“Good morning,” Antonia replied. “What news
have you of General Gar'noc?

“He's fine. They repaired his eye last night.
He'll get a prosthetic replacement soon, and they reset his knee.
For now he's been ordered to stay in bed. Maybe he will stay put
for a change.”

“I imagine it must be difficult to keep him
there,” she said.

Chase had an easy laugh. “Oh, yes. Once he
makes up his mind, that's it, and there's no turning back. But all
Eridani are like that. Stubborn, calculating, conscientious. I tend
to think of the general as an uncle myself, but it's because
underneath that cool exterior he is hiding a heart of gold. Have
you had breakfast yet?”

“No. I am not really hungry,” Antonia
said.

“I should think an ordeal such as yours would
work up a healthy appetite,” Chase said. “Chef will be disappointed
if you don't sample his pastries.”

Antonia glanced at the ground. “Please
apologize for me.”

He nodded. “I guess I'll have to, then. But
you will have lunch with me, won't you?”

She smiled and said, “of course. But, when am
I to meet with your judicial representative?”

“At eleven hundred hours. Oh, I'm sorry.
Eleven o'clock. Sometimes I forget I'm dealing with a civilian when
I see the fatigues, which do not look bad on you.”

“It is but a minor inconvenience,” she
demurred.

“General Gar'noc told me you were officer
material, and he is usually not wrong about that. Have you
considered serving? We could use good people like you.”

“Thank you, but I have other plans,” she
replied.

“Still, what happened with you and the
general is beyond amazing. You rescued him from Corelli's men and
you brought him here. That is quite a bit more than a coincidence,
if you ask me.”



Antonia's face betrayed her amazement. “I did
not ask to have a meteor disable my ship when it did. The rest was
mere happenstance. Colonel, I think you are painting shadows where
they do not belong.”

Chase appeared to catch up short. “Maybe I
am. Where were you headed?”

“A planet called Terra. Do you know of
it?”

Chase frowned for an instant, then nodded.
“Oh, you must mean Earth. It's a beautiful place. I was born on
Mars, the fourth planet in that system, and there are regular
flights to Earth every week.”

“Is it a long way from here?” Antonia
asked.

“No, it's only two hyperspace jumps away. The
problem is with communications. The nature of the space we're in
distorts the frequency of our subspace signals both in and out,
otherwise I would suggest sending a message to whomever you want to
contact from here. Once your briefing is concluded I guess you will
be moving on?”

“I am afraid so.”

Just then the assistant returned and saluted
crisply as he said, “Colonel, the courier from Command headquarters
wishes to speak with you. He's waiting in briefing room two.”

“I'll go at once,” Chase replied as he
returned the salute, and his assistant stood by, waiting. He said
to Antonia, “duty calls, I'm afraid. I will see you at lunch?”

Antonia replied quietly, “yes, of
course.”

***

The debriefing proved difficult for Antonia
to field easily. Her interviewer, Major Stansler, was a small man
with a hard military exterior and piercing blue eyes, who showed a
reserve bordering on ascetic. His voice was kind but his questions
were penetrating and beyond her ability to avoid without showing
more resistance than she dared to, so she kept her answers brief
and to the point.

When he finished Stansler leaned back in his
chair. “Your story matches up with our current intel concerning the
situation. Thank you for your willingness to discuss it with me, as
the information is very revealing.”

“What have you learned?” Antonia asked.

“We knew that Corelli was up to no good when
he bought the planet six years ago. With the evidence in hand and
your deposition I can build an effective case against him. Since
the planet currently falls under Federation jurisdiction, we are
sending a battalion to secure the planet and arrest Corelli and his
men. Rest assured that they will face justice.”

“That may be easier said than done,” Antonia
said. “What is to stop him from simply leaving and then returning
once your troops have gone?”

“It will be impossible for Corelli to return
to power there once Star Command moves in. We will attempt to
establish peaceful relations with the Maro and assure them that our
presence will not disrupt their lives. And our corps of planetary
engineers will examine the damage done by Corelli and his people
and attempt to restore their natural habitat.”

“That could take many years,” Antonia said.
“I doubt if the Maro would view that as progress.”

The major nodded. “Yet it is the best we can
do under such circumstances. There will be some slow changes but
eventually all will be satisfied with the results. I can't promise
miracles overnight, but I hope the Maro will forgive us for our
human errors and accept us as friends.”

“As do I,” Antonia said.

***

An hour later, she and Colonel Chase sat
across from each other at a table on the mezzanine, where they had
a view of the tables below and the kitchen beyond. The mess hall
was crowded with young men and women sharing the midday meal, and
their conversation was happily rife with anecdotes about families
and hobbies.

To Antonia it was a bedlam of voices and
thoughts blended together into a steady layer of white noise. She
toyed absently with her food while working to concentrate and
isolate her own thoughts. The colonel had convinced her that chef
made the finest Balfourian venison stew, but to her it was pablum.
It was time to take another pill.

Chase was busy putting away the stew like
there would be no tomorrow, and paused when he noticed she hadn't
made headway with hers. “Still not hungry?”

His voice focused her mind on the present.
Nodding, Antonia put down the spork and shoved the bowl away. “I
apologize,” she said. “I am just not used to such food. On my
planet, food of this kind is... a luxury.” She could not describe
it better.

Properly shamed, Chase put down his spork and
did likewise. “Where are my manners? It is I who should be
apologizing.”

“Do not stop on my account, Colonel,” Antonia
replied. “I simply have a different aesthetic. I would not expect
you to change yourself to please me, only yourself.”

“Is that what they say on your planet?”

Antonia could sense that the Colonel was
fishing for information, though for what purpose she was not
certain. “I would have thought that such wisdom is universal,” she
replied.

“So it is,” he said, deflected from his
course. Then he shifted the subject. “Was the briefing difficult?
Stansler can be a hard-ass at times.”

“No, not really. I learned more than I
expected to. It made me wonder what took the Interstellar
Federation so long to recognize the situation on Corelli's Planet
and act on it.”

“Unfortunately, the wheels of bureaucracy
turn slowly,” Chase replied. “Star Command is constrained by what
it can legally do. Our purpose here is to protect and defend our
member worlds rather than to attack and wage war. There have been
exceptions to that rule, but only through council mandate.”

Antonia nodded. “I see.”

Chase saw this as an opening and forged on.
“Once we are free to act we try to use diplomacy first, but
sometimes there is no other course. Corelli's Planet is an example
where we may have to dig out the weeds before the garden dies.”

Antonia then realized that there was an
opportunity to continue her quest in relative safety. But she was
still not prepared to to trust these people with her secrets.

“Let's change the subject, shall we?” Chase
said suddenly. “Do you want to go for a walk? I want to show you
something.”

“All right,” she said.

After they returned their trays to the
kitchen converyor Chase led Antonia through the campus toward the
other side of the base. The single yellow sun was low in a pink
sky, tinging it shades of orange and gold, and the light was
somehow weaker than normal for the type of star, but a great deal
cooler and easier to tolerate than the twin suns of Corelli’s
Planet.

They halted at the edge of a cliff next to a
tree with bright blue leaves. Antonia could see a forest of
flowering trees stretching to the mountainous horizon, and the sky
was dotted with flying creatures flitting about among the clouds.
The warm breeze was scented with jasmine and lavender. She closed
her eyes and inhaled the fragrance. “Oh, that is wonderful,” she
said.

“We call this our little piece of heaven,”
Chase said. “It is all we have to remind us of our connection with
nature. When we are in battle it is like we lose our souls and
there is nothing to hope for except victory. During peacetime we
try to cling to the best things in life, like food, the sky, love
of friends and family, making new friends and falling in love.
Those are the things that are important to us. We work to better
ourselves, and to protect and defend others with the hope that we
will prove ourselves worthy of survival in this universe.”

“Your idealism is refreshing,” Antonia
replied. “But you and I know there are those who do not share your
altruistic vision. Men like Vincenzo Corelli, for example.”

Chase seized Antonia's hand and turned to
face her. “You don't have to worry about him anymore. Have faith
that you will see justice done. I am confident of that, as surely
as I can say that I am attracted to you.” He reached up and brushed
her cheek with his fingers. Then he let go immediately as he
encountered the cold dry touch of her skin. “You must be cold. Do
you want my jacket?” he said, and moved to remove it.

She looked up into his eyes and shook her
head. “I am not cold. Colonel, we have only known each other for a
short time. Please do not complicate our acquaintance with the
notion of fostering a romance between us.”

“Okay, I did botch it, didn't I?” Chase said,
letting go. “Maybe you don't go for the military type. I should
have known better than to come on so strong.”

“You do not understand.” Antonia said. “You
and I are far more different from each other than you will ever
know. Even if I tried, I could not explain myself to you without
risking...”

“Try me,” he insisted.

She moved closer and looked directly into his
eyes, catching them in their trap. Her voice changed as it surged
through his mind as well as his ears. “Trust me Colonel when I say
you do not want to know.”

Chase stared into her eyes, aghast. Then he
shook his head to clear it of the strange echoes. He backed away
slowly and said, “I'm sorry. I am such a fool. I had no idea. I
thought... You... you're not even human, are you?”

She shrugged helplessly. “As if that should
make a difference. Please understand that I cannot involve myself
with a relationship of the type you propose. I do not wish to harm
anyone but I must move on to my destination. Can you
understand?”

He looked at her with resignation. “I guess
I'll have to.”

Antonia smiled gently. “I understand. I will
think of you with friendship when I am gone.”

A beeping noise broke through the roar of
jets piercing the air. Chase drew out his transceiver and put it to
his ear, then turned to Antonia. “The general wants to talk to
you,” he said. “I’ll escort you back.”

***

Gar'noc sat in his hospital bed a vision of
quiet dignity. His face was partially bandaged with white gauze,
but his mauve grey eye glinted with satisfaction on seeing her. He
extended his hand to Antonia, who took it and held it tightly as
she said, “General, it is good to see you are better.”

“I understand you were debriefed this
morning,” he replied. “I hope it was not too stressful.”

Antonia smiled gently. “I learned as much
from Major Stansler as he learned from me.”

“Good.” Then he turned to Chase. “I would
like to speak to her alone, Colonel. You may have her back when I
have finished.”

Chase started to say something, but stopped.
“Very well, sir. Call me when you're done.”

When he had gone, Gar'noc turned to Antonia.
“I have been thinking about what we discussed before. Now, I must
ask you what your plans are for the future. I sensed that you had a
different path to follow and was detoured by this affair. Is that
not so?”

“I must proceed to my destination, general. I
am sorry I cannot tell you more, but know that my mission does not
present a danger to your planetary Federation or its security.”

Gar'noc appraised her for a long moment, then
said, “you are on a quest, one which will take you closer to danger
than ever before. But you cannot see the road ahead, nor can you
turn back. I cannot allow you to act independently, for that would
compromise your current position as a guest of the Federation. Let
me posit to you that there is only so much that you can do without
help. Would you consider an alternative?”

His words revealed that he was far more
perceptive than Antonia had been aware. “Perhaps,” she replied.

“Suppose I were to sign you on as an
intelligence agent? After a brief training period and some routine
work for us you would be free to pursue your objectives, as long as
your own business does not contravene our projects.”

Antonia considered for several seconds, but
could not find an excuse to refuse his proposal. “What could you
offer me in return for my service?”

“If I could arrange to give you an officer's
commission, and have you posted on a starship, would that satisfy
your requirements?”

“More than adequately,” she replied, unable
to believe her good fortune. “Thank you, general.”

He hissed with what sounded like amusement.
“Do not thank me yet, Antonia. The hard part is yet to come.”
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Antonia Bellero yawned and stretched,
reaching her arms toward the ceiling to readjust her spine. She
squinted and made an unpleasant face at a grey San Francisco
morning chilled by a persistent fog outside her window. After eight
months of living and training on Terra she still could not fully
adjust to the weather. It was dark and moody one day and bright and
cheerful the next.

A soft insistent chiming nearly yanked her
attention to the computer terminal sitting on her desk. “I am
coming,” she muttered sourly, crawled lazily out of bed and padded
on bare feet over to the desk. She stabbed at the keyboard of her
control center. “Yes?”

The regulation logo on the screen abruptly
winked out and was replaced by the familiar face of an older man in
uniform, wearing the collar tabs of a full Commander. “Good
morning, Ensign Bellero,” he said formally.

Antonia had attended most of his advanced
lecture series on strategic counterintelligence. She quickly
slipped an errant strap back over her shoulder and responded with a
salute, “good morning, Commander Stark.”

He quickly returned her salute, then spoke
with the soft tones of a man not wanting to be overheard. “Are you
alone?”

Antonia threw a reflexive look askance. “Of
course I am.”

Stark looked troubled. “I’m afraid I have
some bad news for you, Antonia. Your leave has been canceled,
effective immediately.”

“Canceled?” she echoed, then squared her
shoulders as she sank into the chair. “Why? I have three more days’
leave time accumulated before I have to report back to the -–“

“Your assignment has been switched out.
Effective zero nine hundred hours this morning we have attached you
to the Naval Space Corps, and you are promoted to the rank of
lieutenant,” Stark said.

Antonia blinked. “A promotion? Sir, I cannot
imagine --”

“Pull yourself together, lieutenant,” Stark
chuckled. “You sound as if you don’t want it.”

She hesitated. “I just did not expect one so
soon... thank you, sir.”

Stark’s blue eyes grew serious. “Report
directly to Commander Bel’Qur’a aboard the dreadnought Destiny’s
Forge. The ship is currently two days out of Earth orbit without an
intelligence officer.”

Antonia stiffened slightly to attention.
“Yes, sir. I understand.”

She studied the planes and contours of his
face for a few seconds. There seemed to be more the Commander
wanted to say. There was a strange glint in his eyes, and a small
band of moisture had appeared on his upper lip. Something was up.
“There is something else, is there not?” she ventured.

“Yes, lieutenant. We don’t know what
happened, but the man you are replacing has disappeared without a
trace. Since there is no record of his departing the Forge we think
he has met with foul play. We would like you to investigate and
determine what happened.”

“I see,” Antonia replied, her thoughts
growing dark.

“You were my best student and I wouldn’t
expect any less of you than the high quality you’ve shown over
these months on my watch. Just try to blend in and use those
wildfire killer instincts of yours sparingly. It wouldn't do to
have you scare those noncoms too soon.”

“Thank you, sir. I will not let you
down.”

“I know you won’t. Congratulations, and good
luck.”

The rapidly fading image of Stark’s face
haunted her like the aftertaste of a bad peach.

Destiny's Forge, or the Forge, as she was
often called, was a Bradley class heavy dreadnought the length of
four football fields, with a long aeronautic fusilage powered by
four symmetrically balanced fusion reactor nacelles, the largest
and most powerful ship in the fleet. She was also a strange duck,
manned by an odd integrated mix of humanoids, aliens, hybrids and
fusions. Her standing mission was to patrol the boundary between
free space and the Interstellar Federation and provide a military
presence while charting new territory and anomalies in that sector.
At two days out her course would take her out of transmat range
rather quickly. Antonia had to move fast.

She spent the rest of the morning packing her
duffel and made arrangements to vacate the little apartment she had
called home. As a busy staff officer and intelligence agent she had
very little time between assignments to accumulate the creature
comforts of a proper home. It took her no more than an hour to pack
and was out the door in another twenty minutes.

 


A half hour later Antonia materialized on a
transmat pad, her duffel stowed at her feet. She faced an Eridani
woman standing expectantly next to the control console flanked by
two security men, drew to attention and saluted. She said,
“Lieutenant Antonia Bellero, service registry IU seven three six
four seven. Permission to come aboard, sir?”

The woman greeted her formally as she
returned the salute. “Permission granted. Welcome aboard,
Lieutenant. I am Commander Bel’Qur’a, first officer and chief
exec.”

Antonia picked up her duffel with one hand
and moved off the platform. “I hardly expected a reception from a
ranking officer,” she said.

“Not under normal circumstances, lieutenant,
but the circumstances in this case are not normal. You are aware of
them?”

Was it a trick of Antonia's imagination or
did the room just become colder? “Yes, sir. If you will give me
time to stow my gear and change I will be more ready to challenge
the day,” she said.

“As you wish. Join me in wardroom six when
you are ready.” The commander nodded curtly to one of the guards.
“Please escort Lieutenant Bellero to her quarters; deck five, cabin
east one two six,” she said.

He replied, “aye, sir,” then addressed
Antonia. “Come with me, please?” He reached out to take her pack,
which looked heavy. She intercepted his reach and hefted the bag.
“I can manage, thank you,” she replied. “Just lead the way.”

They went down the corridor in silence to the
service lift and entered it. The guard waited until she was in and
the door closed before speaking, naming the destination. Antonia
planted a neutral expression on her face during the trip up. She
felt little prickles of curiosity radiating from the guard as he
scrutinized her appearance with careful sideways glances. No doubt
he had never seen anyone like her before.

The lift stopped abruptly. The guard led her
down a quieter, narrower hallway and stopped at her door. “Here we
are, sir. Just call us when you’re ready to meet the exec.”

“Thank you, corporal,” she replied.

When the door slid shut and locked him out,
Antonia leaned against the closed panel and blew out pent up
breath. Then she turned to orient herself. The cabin was smaller,
more cramped for space than she was used to, but then dreadnoughts
were never long on luxury. At least she did not have to share it
with a roommate as her position required complete privacy.

The floor thrummed slightly beneath her feet,
keeping rhythm to the impulse engines purring behind her in the aft
engineering pod. She threw the duffel onto the narrow bunk and
began to unpack, and was interrupted when the rhythm ceased
abruptly and a wave of sensation washed straight through her body,
signaling that the ship had just jumped to hyperspace. The jump
rocked her back against the door, then a second, and yet a third.
She could do nothing at that moment but cling to the lintel and
grit her teeth against the pulses of inertia, her heart pounding.
Star travel was primitive in this sector of the galaxy but she
would have to get used to it if she wanted to survive.
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A few minutes later, Antonia was seated in
the vacant wardroom opposite Commander Bel’Qur’a. The first officer
said nothing as she reviewed the data on the reader in her hand.
Her expression was stone, and Antonia resisted the temptation to
intrude on her thoughts. She had always found Eridanis difficult to
read, so she concentrated on studying the exec’s face.

It was seasoned by years of off-planet
combat. The smooth, greenish skin of her left cheek was marred by a
long scar that also divided her left eyebrow, probably from laser
burn or a blade cut, and the pinkish grey eye above it had a slight
squint. The deep blue-black hair swept up in a regulation bun
brushed the feathered tips of her pointed ears, and a few grey
hairs showed among the dark. Her nose had an off center cant and
her lips, though generous, were flattened into a slight scowl as
she scanned the data.

At last the exec set the reader down and
looked up. “Your work history is excellent, lieutenant,” she said.
“Your commendations come from some of the highest levels of Star
Command. I think you will fit in very well. We set a high standard
aboard this ship.”

“Thank you, sir,” Antonia replied.

Bel’Qur’a’s eyes were steady but a twinkle
came into them. “Don’t thank me yet. You have yet to pass through
the gauntlet. I feel it only fair to warn you that this crew is
highly diverse culturally and may present some unique
challenges.”

“I have had my share of species bigotry in
other situations, commander. I am prepared to face whatever gets
thrown at me.”

The exec’s right eyebrow elevated slightly.
“I see. Then tomorrow you will meet the captain and you can begin
your duties. I will assign you an assistant or you can select an
interim --”

“Sir,” Antonia broke in. “With all due
respect, I prefer to work alone until I can acclimate myself to the
ship and the routine. Given the reason why I was assigned to this
position, it would not be prudent to attach more complicating
factors to the case than necessary. Until I have had a chance to
clear the other members of the crew I can trust no one to watch my
six.”

Bel’Qur’a nodded in agreement and said, “a
wise precaution.”

Antonia shrugged, and cocked her head
slightly. “It is my job, sir.”

“Very well, then,” the commander said, rising
to her feet. Antonia copied her as protocol required. “I will be on
the bridge this watch if you require anything. You are free to
explore the ship at your leisure. Again, welcome aboard.”

The two women exchanged salutes. Bel'Qur'a
favored Antonia with a curt nod, then left the room. Antonia stared
at the closed door feeling as if she had made a friend, though it
would not appear that way to someone else.

Antonia thought about her suggestion and
decided to take it. As a solitary female crewman in regulation
officer’s drag she attracted very little attention. She wandered
aimlessly, taking in as many details of the layout of Destiny’s
Forge as she could absorb. She noted that the armory was sealed and
had two men posted there at all times. In addition, a large
contingent of marines were housed on a deck reserved especially for
their use. The Star Marines were always a closed society to begin
with, preferring to isolate themselves from the other forces, and
remaining fiercely independent of command authority. When it came
to efficiency and thoroughness they were envied. But rumor also
marked them as rebels.

Antonia found that out when the sounds of
battle drew her attention down the hall from the service lift.
Curious, she followed the sounds of cursing and crashing furniture
and was nearly struck when a body flew across the hall and smacked
shoulder first into the far wall, narrowly missing her. The soldier
barely noticed her, lurched to his feet and launched himself back
into a small galley and mess where others appeared to be locked in
the peculiar dance of hand-to-hand combat. Food and furniture
redistributed with equal and opposite force all over the room. So
did bodies of young and stalwart men and women in fatigues.

She leaned against the open door jamb and
watched the conflict with bemused detachment, her arms crossed.
Another marine stumbled back drunkenly in her direction. She
reached out casually, tagged him before he collided with her and
threw him back into the fray. He fell against three of his mates
and took them down with him to the floor.

One of the others noticed and dropped the
chair he held over his head. “Attention! Officer on deck!” he
yelled, coming to attention.

A ripple effect seemed to course through the
room as the combatants stood down and fell silent. Some of them
held their heads or injured limbs in mute agony. Others breathed
heavily with exhaustion. The entire assembly focused on the door,
staring with tense confusion at the uniformed woman standing in the
doorway.

“At ease,” Antonia said lightly. She hardly
cared if they stood at attention or not. She placed her hands
behind her back and picked her way through the ruin toward the
center of the room. No one spoke. The silence grew even deeper when
she went to one of the chairs lying on its side, picked it up and
set it carefully on its wobbly legs. She watched the sullen, dirty
faces around her for a long moment, the hostility at her intrusion
prickling the back of her neck.

“Who started it?” she asked, her voice
pitched low and soft.

Two of them threw each other accusing looks
but stayed tightlipped. The code of silence prevailed here just as
it did in any tight knit military unit. Antonia smiled gently. “Oh,
come now,” she said. “These arguments do not start by themselves.
Who is the senior officer here?”

A tall, well built blond pushed his way
through the ragged circle and faced her. “I am, sir. Sergeant
Ashley Oxford.” He saluted her with a respectful expression on his
face.

She returned the salute. “Lieutenant Antonia
Bellero, chief intelligence officer.”

Oxford swallowed thickly. Some of the others
shifted and exchanged glances with nervous agitation. Their
incredulous stares told her more than words would. “Perhaps you can
shed some light on the cause of this conflict, since the cat has
clearly caught these others’ tongues,” she said.

Someone in the back snickered and was
promptly jabbed in the ribs. Antonia’s sharp glance made it clear
she had noticed. “Where is your CO?”

“Upstairs, briefing the captain,” he replied
readily enough.

“And? Enlighten me.”

“Some of us were blowing off a little steam,”
he explained. “We’ve been cooped up in this tin can for a couple of
months without seeing any action. We’ve all got claustrophobia. You
know. Cabin fever. Nerves get a little frayed and before long one
of us loses it...” His words trailed off into a nervous chuckle as
he shrugged.

“Your talents are wasted on inanimate objects
and each other, sergeant. There is time enough on your hands for
training and practice, no?” She addressed the others in the circle.
“You are supposed to be Star Marines, not brawling adolescents.
Discipline and responsibility go hand in hand and are the mark of
your unit. You are the few, the proud, experts in battle readiness
and effiency. Or am I wrong?”

The assembly drew to attention as a single
body and saluted, shouting, “Sir, yes sir!”

Antonia turned again to Oxford and spoke
softly. “Have your people clean up this mess and I will not bring
it up with the captain. But it will not happen again. Am I clear,
soldier?”

He stiffened again to attention. “As glass,
sir, as glass.”

“Good. Carry on.” She walked away toward the
door, but the young officer followed her, dogging her steps. “Wait.
Sir, I just have a question,” he said.

Antonia halted. “Yes?”

“What happened to Lieutenant Ventana?”

That name belonged to the man she had
replaced, and his question tugged at her. “I do not know,” she
said.

“Oh.” He looked disappointed at this
news.

“Was he a friend of yours?” she asked.

“My brother-in-law,” Oxford stated. “He never
told me where he was going. He just disappeared off the ship
without a trace. I'm afraid he might have been murdered.”

“I am in charge of investigating his case,”
Antonia said. “Now that you’ve told me what he means to you I will
keep you in mind if I learn anything.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant. You know, you’re pretty
okay in my book but I have to warn you. Just watch your step around
here. Some of these grunts sleep with their ordnance.”

Her tongue flicked lightly over her lips and
a strange light came into her eyes as she turned back to watch the
others keeping busy with cleaning house. “So do I,” she replied
softly. Then she ducked out quickly before he could ask what she
meant.
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Morning found Antonia facing the captain
before the regular staff meeting. Bel’Qur’a introduced her to a
tall, well built man with sandy brown hair and intense but friendly
hazel eyes. “Captain Jonathan Gray, I present Lieutenant Antonia
Bellero.”

“Welcome aboard, lieutenant,” he said,
offering his hand to shake. Antonia took it, noting that his skin
was clammy and warm. “Thank you, sir,” she replied.

He started at the cold touch of her hand but
then clung to it as if he was afraid to let go. Then he turned to
his number one. “That’ll be all for now, commander,” he said. “See
you in ten.”

The Eridani woman threw her a mysterious but
appreciative look as she left. Antonia was mulling over its
implication when the captain’s warm voice invited her to sit. “I
understand that you were sent to us with a sterling record of
achievement,” he continued, sliding into his own chair.
“Coffee?”

“Coffee is fine, thank you,” she replied
politely as she sat down.

He reached for a clean mug on the tray and
poured from the decanter into it, then passed it to her. “Can you
tell me if there has been any word about Lieutenant Ventana?”

“No, sir,” she said. “I was transferred here
on rather short notice and with little time to acquaint myself
further with the facts of his case.”

“Oh, I see.” The captain took a sip from his
mug. “How are you adjusting to your quarters? The feel of the
ship?"

These seemed to be fairly routine questions.
Perhaps he was not aware of what was going on or he was playing it
cool; she could be certain which. “I am comfortable,” she shrugged.
“No complaints.”

“Good. I run a tight ship but I like to think
we’re family here. I gather that you are ready to get started. From
what you’ve learned, what do you think is going on aboard ship?
Have you observed anything... unusual... yet?

“Unusual, sir?” she echoed him.

“Lieutenant, we’ve had more transfers in and
out in the last two months than in the last two years since our
current duty run began, and neither I nor my staff have been able
to figure out why. Ventana is not the only crewman to disappear,
and he’s not the type to jump ship.”

Antonia did not express her surprise at this.
“I see,” she replied, keeping her tone neutral. “How many crewmen
have gone absent?”

“To date we’ve lost three men in a series of
small accidents, all of them human, and we’ve seen an increase in
outgoing human transfers in the last three months. It doesn't make
sense.”

“That is unusual for a ship with the Forge's
reputation. But that is something I can work with. I will start
looking over the records and see what I can find out.”

“Good,” Gray said. “Then I’ll introduce you
to the others. The staff meeting is in ten ticks but I have some
other things to attend to. My yeoman will get you prepped. Finish
your coffee. I’ll see you in a bit.”

Antonia stood automatically as the captain
left. Almost immediately after, his assistant entered the office by
a side door and handed her a stack of data chips and a reader. She
was a Solarian and like others of her world was built like a
Sherman tank. “These ought to bring you up to speed, lieutenant,”
she said. “Do you have any questions?”

“Just one,” Antonia said. “Would you say that
the captain is a good man?”

The Solarian frowned at this, considering.
“Oh, yes sir.” Her intense black eyes twinkled. “He’s a bit of a
slave driver at times, but what starship captain isn’t? I’ve known
him a long time.”

“There is no logical reason for him to lose
so many men. He does not strike me as the kind of man who would
deal with his crew harshly, so there must be another agency at
work.”

The assistant stared at her and blinked.
“What do you mean?”

Antonia’s eyes bored into hers. “Never mind,
Ensign. It was merely an observation. Now, please direct me to the
conference room.”

“Two doors down the hall to your left,” the
assistant said.

“Thank you.” She left the room, leaving the
Solarian woman staring blankly for a few moments before she shook
her head loose and returned to her office.

***

Ten minutes later the conference room was
filled with a small army of officers from every department, and
Antonia noticed that most were human. Commander Delia Sondheim was
the chief of communications. Lieutenant Kryx, the second exec,
helmsman and lead gunnery officer was a mantis from Norn. He spoke
with the aid of a robotic vocoder that translated the clicks of his
mandibles into words. Lieutenant Commander Tomo Venable was chief
engineer, an Aussie from Queensland with an easy going, likeable
manner. The chief medical officer, Ripley N’Komo, was a big-boned
Zulu with a big voice and gentle eyes.

Colonel Simon Trent, the chief of security,
was the most difficult to read even though he seemed human enough
to pass muster. Antonia found herself confronted by his intense,
dark storm grey eyes and wolfish gaze to match, and actually felt
perturbed by the way he looked at her as he watched her find her
seat. Then he broke up the menacing look with a friendly welcoming
smile.

All of them were career officers except one.
The chief of operations, Doctor Roland Kovacic, was a paramilitary
consultant loaned out from the Hawking Institute. His name and
reputation was familiar to her. What he was doing aboard a
dreadnought headed for the outer worlds was a mystery, which made
him all the more interesting. He had graying brown hair and
penetrating dark blue eyes. He wore a goatee, and his face showed a
strange wisdom reserved to the young at heart. He returned
Antonia's studious gaze with cool professional detachment, but his
smile betrayed a catlike curiosity mixed with a touch of playful
mischief.

“Let’s get started,” the captain said,
breaking into her thoughts. “Number One, would you bring us up to
speed?”

“Sir,” Bel’Qur’a replied formally. “Recently,
several of our recon probes and light cruisers have gone missing
somewhere in the region of space known as the Ardala Trench.” She
pulled up a holographic projection of a dense spot of what looked
like pure black with no stars and continued, “this area intersects
the border to the Treaty zone and is relatively devoid of any
distinguishing features such as gravitic phenomena, gaseous
anomalies or any other relativistic disturbance. It is essentially
an empty sector of space. However, since no explanation for these
incidents has been found the status of our exploration wing is in
question. We are to proceed there at maximum velocity and
investigate. Commander Sondheim, I believe you had something to
add?”

Sondheim was pretty and athletic, with honey
blonde hair and large, expressive green eyes. “Yes, sir. I have
intercepted several ship-to-ship transmissions originating in that
sector and am trying to lock down their source. But, either the
senders have extremely sophisticated sensors or powerful long range
jammers. Every time I get close to isolating their signals I lose
contact or something interferes with reception. I’ve tested the
communications network myself to determine if it’s an equipment
malfunction on our part but it works perfectly as long as we’re not
pointing the receivers toward that area of space.”

“How could they know we’re tracking their
signals?” the captain asked.

“I don’t know, sir,” she said. “It’s like
they know we’re here, but they shouldn’t.”

Gray turned to the consultant. “Roland?”

Kovacic rubbed his hands together lightly,
musing. “It would suggest that the origin of the interference or
jamming signal is closer than we suppose... maybe even aboard the
ship herself.”

Delia’s large eyes grew even bigger. “You
mean someone could be doing it from here?”

“What other explanation could there be?” he
rejoined.

Antonia found herself watching him a touch of
admiration. It was certainly what she would have thought. He
appeared to notice, turned his gaze to her and said, “what is your
opinion, Lieutenant Bellero?”

She shifted and took a deep breath. “It would
have to be someone with ample access to the communications network,
someone extremely skilled with computers, who can effectively hack
the system and break the critical subroutines down without being
detected or leaving a trail to follow. Someone also trained in
espionage and intelligence.”

“Someone like you, for instance?” Kovacic
said suddenly, his gaze steady.

The tension in the room became almost
palpable. The others watched the two of them like spectators at a
game of tennis as they stared each other down.

Antonia sensed his remark was aimed in a
different direction. “No. Actually, I was thinking of someone like
you.”

“You flatter me,” the consultant replied
then, and the tension eased up slightly. “But I already have my
hands full keeping this antiquated system from crashing every time
a new intern flubs up. Our insurgent would also have to be free and
clear to navigate at will throughout the ship off hours.”

“Without knowing who it is or what the
objective might be we cannot anticipate their next move,” Antonia
said.

Kovacic added, “sort of like playing chess
with the white pieces removed.”

“Quite so,” she agreed. “The question is,
what is our next move?”

“Captain,” Kovacic said. “Might I suggest
that we monitor the communications grid for any unauthorized use of
the computer system and isolate and lock down any terminal not
currently manned.”

Gray nodded to Delia and Kovacic. “The two of
you get together and coordinate your operations. Okay, people,
let’s break this up and get back to work. Lieutenant Bellero, I’d
like to discuss some of your ideas a little further, in
private.”

When the others had filed out, Antonia and
the captain faced each other across the table. He crossed his arms
and looked at her with expectant eyes. “I think you were holding
something back, lieutenant,” he said.

Antonia suppressed a smile. She had expected
a reprimand for challenging his expert but Gray appeared to have
expected such a confrontation. “One does not reveal one’s hand too
soon, captain.”

“A wise precaution. So, spill it.”

“I did not want to bring up too much at
once,” she said. “But, Command did receive information about a
covert operation taking place in that sector of space. We have not
been able to confirm whether or not it was an outside incursion, so
Commander Bel’Qur’a’s assessment was correct in that sense. The
Ardala Trench contains nothing, which means there is nothing there
anyone would want. But it is a prime area in which to shelter an
invading force without causing concern to the neighboring
systems.”

“Then who is out there, and who could be
helping them? Those are questions I need answers to, and fast,
before I can make any intelligent decisions.”

“I do not know,” she replied. “But I am going
to find out.”

***

A little later, Antonia went down to see
Sergeant Oxford, and found him in the middle of a poker game. When
the group saw her they threw down their cards and rose to
attention, saluting rigidly.

“At ease,” she said. “Sergeant, may I ask you
a few questions? It will not take long.”

“Of course, sir,” he replied. He turned to
the others and said, “I'll be right back.”

“No problem,” one of the others said. “We'll
keep them warm for you.”

He smiled and said, “no, I think I'll keep
these.” He tucked the cards into his pocket.

The other player's face wilted, while the
others broke into laughter.

Antonia led the sergeant toward one of the
couches and sat down. As Oxford joined her his face grew sober and
he said, “it's about Luis, isn't it?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I have reviewed some of
his log entries, but there are some missing. Was there any change
in his behavior the day he disappeared?”

“Not that I am aware of,” Oxford replied. “It
was a routine day like any other. He did complain about having
strange dreams, though. I thought that was a bit out of the
ordinary, but he did not act different, if that's what you mean.
You don’t think he committed suicide, do you?”

“No. But, what kind of dreams? What
about?”

“He said they were a little disturbing and
unusual even for him, but he did not go into much detail about
them. I told him he should talk to the ship's counselor about it,
but he insisted they were hardly worth bothering him about.”

“I see,” Antonia said. “And you say his
behavior was normal that day.”

“Yes. What happened to him? Where did he
go?”

“It is possible that he was murdered. He may
have been ejected from an airlock, since his body has never been
found. But I checked and there is no record of an airlock
activation that day. It is likely that whoever murdered him may
have altered the logs. I am afraid it is all I can tell you for
now.”

Sergeant Oxford ran his hands through his
short hair and looked stunned. “Oh, God. Mara will be devastated.
How shall I tell her?”

“Tell her that her husband served well and
was a good man,” Antonia said softly. “His killer may still be
aboard, so I would keep quiet to the others about his fate. Are we
agreed?”

“As you say, sir,” he said nodding. “Thank
you for keeping me in the loop.”

“I am sorry to bring you such bad news. I
will work hard to track his assailant.”

She rose and returned Oxford’s salute.
“Thanks,” he said quietly, then turned his back on her and returned
to the other card players. He sat down in the chair and removed the
cards from his pocket, threw them down on the table and said, “I
fold.”

Judging by the reaction from his friends, he
must have had a very good hand. Antonia slipped out before anyone
could stop her.
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Commander Sondheim punched in the same
sequence code she used every morning when she rotated into her
shift on the bridge and was rewarded with a beeping admonition from
her console. “Hey! What do you mean, ‘access denied’?”

That alerted Kovacic. “What?” He left his
station and came to stand behind her. “What’s it doing?”

“It won’t allow me to sign on,” she said with
a doubtful voice. “I was going to change my password and some of
the security codes to limit access to the system, but it kicked me
out.”

“Try it again, slowly this time,” he said. He
watched her code in the password and the subsequent reaction, then
returned to his station and tied in to the mainframe, drew out his
user access board, sat down and began to type. “The bridge is cut
off,” he announced.

Delia’s face paled. “Without access from the
bridge to main communications I can’t even route intraship
mail!”

“I know,” he muttered from between clenched
teeth. “Whoever is hacking into the system knows his business.” His
fingers flickered rapidly over his keyboard. “I am going to insert
a temporary routing shunt through the firewall. You should then be
able to tie in and change the codes before he can relink with the
router. That should shut him out long enough for me to locate the
terminal he is using and isolate it.”

Captain Gray came out of the service lift and
spotted the two of them typing frantically. “What’s going on?” he
asked. As Delia filled him in he frowned. Then another concern came
up. “Helm, is your system affected? How about navigation?”

“Negative, sir,” Kryx said. “Helm response is
nominal.”

The navigator checked his board. “Guidance
control is nominal.”

“It would appear that communications control
is the only affected system at present, sir,” Kryx added. “However,
that could change at some future time.”

Gray did not find his remark encouraging. He
went to stand behind Kovacic and watched him work. “Any progress,
professor?”

“I can’t get a location fixed long enough to
lock it down, captain,” Kovacic replied. “Any attempt to isolate
the streamer only gets me bounced from station to station all over
the ship. He’s good, whoever he is. I would like to congratulate
him before I wring his neck!”

The captain was forced to make a decision for
safety's sake. “Take us out of hyperspace, lieutenant,” he told
Kryx. “It looks like we’re not going anywhere until we sort this
mess out.”

Destiny’s Forge dropped back into normal
space. At impulse velocity the ship would take at least a thousand
years to reach the Ardala Trench. A few seconds later, the
communications board freed up and came awake like a sleeping
princess.

“Roland, did you do that?” Delia asked,
pouncing on the system to lock it down.

“No, I don’t think so,” the consultant
replied. He sat quietly for a few seconds rubbing his goatee. “Aha.
It’s almost like he wanted us to slow down.”

“What do you mean?” Gray asked.

Kovacic turned to look up at him. “I’m
beginning to see the pattern now, Captain,” he said. “Whoever we’re
dealing with is clever enough to delay us getting to the Ardala
Trench without fireworks. The bridge is effectively cut off from
the rest of the ship. If we can’t talk to each other, we can’t
coordinate with engineering or weapons control to maneuver, lay
down an effective firing pattern, or even arm the weapons.”

“So we’d be dead in the water either way,”
Gray observed. “What good are shields and weapons if you can’t
reach them, is that it?”

“Embarrassing, isn’t it?” Kovacic
replied.

Aggravation crept into the captain’s voice.
“Let’s just get this creep, alright?”

Kovacic let it slide. “Sure thing. Just let
me find a butterfly net with no holes in it.” With that, he turned
to his board and went back to work.

***

IFDC Destiny’s Forge crept along at half
light velocity toward the Trench. A thorough search of the computer
system failed to identify the hacker and every circuitry junction
had to be checked and cleared. Captain Gray ordered a shipwide
search but it was as if the spy had vanished into thin air. This
news only served to heighten the atmosphere of suspicion and
paranoia beginning to envelope the crew of the spacefaring
dreadnought.

“He will strike again,” Antonia said the next
morning. “He is clever, that one. He has not finished with us
yet.”

“And you still have no idea who it might be,”
the captain said.

She took a deep breath. “No, sir. I am trying
to work with the personnel roster. I am having a little trouble
calling up certain file groups for examination. Either your
Lieutenant Ventana was able to create some strong encryption
barriers, or our ‘friend’ did. I have been able to break through
some of the interference but it is slow going. So far I have
cleared my staff and the command staff...” At this there were sighs
of relief around the table. She continued, “and some of your junior
grade assistants, but I need time to examine and clear
everyone.”

Kovacic leaned forward. “I could give you a
hand with that,” he offered.

“Thank you but no, doctor,” she replied
quickly. “That might alert our adversary. I want him to think he’s
free and clear to navigate until I run him aground on the rocks of
his own conceit.”

“You sound as if you do know him,” Delia said
softly.

Antonia’s eyes grew dark as the memory of
Andreas Orsini's mocking face crossed her mind. “I know his type,
Commander.”

***

For the next two days Antonia managed to
extract and review most but not all of the personnel files from the
computer system. Examining each file and then clearing it was a
slow and tedious process. The sheer volume of files was daunting,
because The Forge supported over a thousand individual crew members
on active duty, with another sixteen thousand inactive files stored
in the main memory core.

Fortunately she was no longer working alone.
Her staff consisted of two humans and a Sivak, a reptiloid from
Proxima Centauri named Gavek. He was the true computer expert and
was not only able but willing to sort through the personnel roster
through two duty shifts since the length of a standard day on his
world spanned 36 hours.

Ensign Andre Orlov was young, eager to learn,
and considered himself something of a ladies’ man but had enough
sense not to attempt a flirtation on duty; while Doctor Vera
Amanpur was a forensic criminologist from the Martian Colonies who
preferred the quiet discipline of research, and maintained a strict
isolation in her lab claiming that her samples should not be
contaminated. Antonia had selected them from among the few
operatives not on furlough, and touched their minds only long
enough to establish a loose rapport.

The spy remained elusive and unknown, but
Antonia began to see a pattern emerging. There were only two or
three file groups left to process and the time it was taking to
decode and segregate them correlated directly with the degree of
difficulty in finding the right file.

“The file we’re looking for has to be in one
of those,” she declared finally.

The Sivak cocked his spiky head at her, his
large chartreuse eyes blinking. “You want me to dump the batch and
ssstart over with thessse?” he asked, his voice emphasizing his
esses with a reptilian hiss.

“That won’t be necessary, ensign,” she
said.

He looked over the list. “Ah. I believe I
underssstand now, sir.” He worked for a few seconds to isolate them
onto a separate directory. “According to the indexss, the lassst
one containss only sixss filesss,” he announced.

Antonia looked over his shoulder at the tiny
icons. The one he pointed to was a circle with the letters, “TUIT”
splashed across it. “What does that mean?”

Andre Orlov glanced over from his station and
said, “I think those are the unprocessed inbound transfers.”

She looked at him. His eyes were sleepy, and
he was suppressing a yawn, not surprising given the number of files
he had processed so far. “You knew Ventana’s mind, Mister Orlov,”
she said. “Please clarify.”

“Luis -- Lieutenant Ventana always threw them
in there when he didn’t have time to review them. He often said
that he would process them when he could get around to it.”

Antonia found the symbolism clever. It
revealed a character trait in her predecessor that she could almost
envy. “Then it has to be in there. We have been through everything
else. Get out your crowbar, Gavek,” she said.

A few long minutes later, however, Gavek
announced, “I’m sssorry, sssir, but I am unable to override the
encryption protocolsss. That folder is locked tight againssst any
attempt to open it.”

“Would Ventana have created a back door to
this part of the system?” she asked.

“I do not know. That was hisss domain and if
he did he never told me.”

Andre suddenly snapped his fingers. “Try
going in through his personal directory,” he suggested.

Gavek pulled that up. The file directory
listed an index of routine log entries and letters home that
Ventana would have maintained for his own use. Gavek copied the
critical folder down into a temp folder and tried to enter it from
there, and this time it opened easily. A list of six different
files were arranged in alphanumeric order by type. One of them
caught Antonia’s notice immediately. “Let us try that one,” she
said.

The file was a list of text entries. Log
dates, serial numbers and terminal locations appeared to track one
traffic streamer throughout the ship. At the end of each entry, a
user identification tag. The last data entry coincided directly
with the date of Ventana’s disappearance from the Forge.

“Well, now we know why your Lieutenant
Ventana was eliminated,” Antonia said quietly. “It looks as though
he had been tracking this user for some time.”

“He was building a mouse trap,” Orlov agreed.
“Not easy to do, given the number of terminals aboard ship.”

She turned to Gavek. “Who is that
identification tag issued to?”

The Sivak worked quickly to cross-check.
Finally he said, “there isss no record of thisss tag having been
asssigned, sssir.”

Antonia smiled with grim admiration. “Somehow
our spy was able to bypass the first security check. Let us make
sure that it cannot be used again. Just to be on the safe side, let
us also purge the system of all unassigned ident tags so he cannot
find another blind to hide behind. We can reinstate them
later.”
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Antonia’s timely intervention freed the main
communications system and computer mainframe from tampering only
temporarily, buying enough time for Destiny’s Forge to close the
distance to the Ardala Trench. Tension was high, and the ship was
on yellow alert all the way there. She dropped out of hyperspace
two light days from the sector and inched her way into it
carefully, rigged for silent running.

***

The service lift opened and admitted Antonia
onto the bridge. She paused briefly to glance at the forward
screen. The Forge seemed to be suspended in a bubble of ink. The
outlying star field was a mere bluish fog against the far horizon,
obscured in parts by clouds of dark cosmic dust and a sprinkling of
superbright stars. The sight was eerily beautiful, defying the
description of empty space this area was known for. She barely had
a moment’s peace to appreciate it.

“Captain!” Commander Sondheim called, turning
abruptly with her hand pressed to her ear squib. “I have just
picked up a high res squirt headed outbound toward the center of
the Trench!”

Gray turned in his chair. Antonia could see
the tension tightening the muscles of his face and hear it in his
voice. “What? Where is it coming from? Who is sending it?” he
demanded.

“Sir, I am unable to lock it down,” she
replied.

Antonia slid into her chair and tied in her
monitor to the communications array. The transmission was elusive,
ghostly, almost impossible to track. “Sir, that signal did not
originate from any known station aboard ship,” she announced a
moment later.

“Then where did it come from?” Gray
demanded.

She cross-checked and verified her
conclusion. “It must have been sent from a highly sophisticated
portable terminal. I am attempting to identify and triangulate its
location now, sir.” She called up a graphic display of the ship’s
hardwire configuration and inserted a frequency tracer into the
diagram. But it failed to lock onto anything. “I am sorry,
captain,” Antonia said a moment later. “It is gone.”

“He’s baaaack,” Kovacic murmured softly, his
eyes mocking her.

Gray was in no mood for giving up the chase.
“Keep trying, lieutenant,” he said. “Don't let him get away.”

She threw the professor a brief murderous
glance and returned to her monitor. For five silent minutes she
worked frantically, but the console’s response was sluggish at
best. She could feel Kovacic's eyes watching her back and endured
his silent amusement. Finally she said, “Doctor, instead of
utilizing your refined sense of humor to antagonize me, why don't
you concentrate on helping?”

He uncrossed his arms and replied, “I thought
you’d never ask, lieutenant. Shall we dance?”

She allowed a grim smile to light her face
and nodded.

Together the two officers worked in tandem,
cross linking with the communications system and searching out the
electronic trail of their unknown enemy, while Sondheim continued
to monitor all incoming and outgoing traffic for signs of
unauthorized activity. They worked silently and as fast as they
could, for time was of the essence and there was no telling when
the next attack would occur.

Suddenly Sondheim had a blip. “Incoming!” she
yelled.

Antonia had the message intercepted and
rerouted to her board when Kovacic’s station erupted in a shower of
sparks and arcing electricity, throwing the scientist out of his
chair and onto the deck plate. He yelped and curled up into a
ball.

“Oh my God,” Gray breathed, starting from his
chair. He glanced at Antonia for the answer.

She was astonished as well. This attack had
come out of nowhere, and had crossed the line from mischief into
terrorism. “I do not know what happened, sir,” she replied.
“Feedback from the operating system, perhaps, overloaded by the
power of the incoming transmission. I was not in that part of the
control software to see what he was doing.”

Delia had abandoned her station along with
two of the junior technicians. She sat cradling Kovacic’s head in
her arms with tears in her eyes. The professor was still alive and
breathing, though just barely. His left arm was black with burn
marks, and his teeth were clenched while his hands were trembling
with the pain. He appeared to waver in and out of
consciousness.

“Take him to sick bay,” Gray told the
technicians. Then he turned to Delia and said, “get to your post,
mister, and report on that incoming transmission. I want to know
what’s going on and I want to know now!”

Delia’s face blanched at his command. “But,
sir...”

“No time for tears, commander,” he told her,
his face stern and cold. Antonia watched the two of them, sensing
the tension and anxiety welling up between them. Sondheim and Gray
were having a war of wills, and he was winning.

“Yes, sir,” Delia said finally. She reseated
herself and worked with her board in tense silence while the others
watched her quietly. Then she said, “I am unable to identify this
particular code, captain. It does not match any known Federation or
Naradan code in our linguistics banks.”

Antonia glanced at the extract displayed on
her screen and recognized the pattern almost immediately. “It’s an
Arkellian code, Captain,” she said.

All eyes shifted to her. Antonia ignored the
heightened suspicion in them.

“Arkellian,” he echoed her, his eyebrows
drawing down.

“Yes, sir. It is an old spacer’s code left
over from the Border conflict. The Arkellians employed it to
smuggle illegal weaponry back and forth over the border into
Naradan space in order to fool both sides. The code signal itself
could be modified into a weapon, given the right frequency and
amplitude, of course.”

The captain was about ask something else when
the engineer’s voice cut through and filled the bridge.
“Engineering to Main Bridge.”

Gray went back to his chair and nodded to
Sondheim, who opened an intraship channel. “Yes, Tomo? Go
ahead.”

“Captain, we’ve had an accident in the
mainframe control room. We had three technicians injured and an
electrical fire. We won’t have full computer support and control
for two or three days at least.”

“What happened?” Gray asked.

“It was a short in the auxiliary control
system that did it. We can’t switch over to emergency backup
systems without risking a partial loss of several critical systems,
including our navigation and defense grids.”

“What about life support and basic
maintenance?”

“We could lose those as well if we’re not
careful.”

Gray ran a hand through his hair, a nervous,
helpless gesture. “Well, do the best you can, commander,” he
replied. “I’ll expect a complete report as soon as you have
time.”

“Will do, captain. Out.”

The silence that followed was almost
deafening. Finally, Gray blew out his breath. “Well. Here we are. A
two billion credit dreadnought, crippled and wounded without a
single shot fired.”

Antonia vowed to catch the enemy agent
herself and flay him alive.
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“Log entry, mission day four hundred
eight. Lieutenant Luis Ventana recording. It has been two days
since the trouble began. I still can’t shake this feeling that
something weird is going on. It started with a minor glitch in the
communications net. Delia -- Commander Sondheim -- complained that
one of the circuits in the array kept shorting out. It was in a
critical part of the network and it could become dangerous if left
unrepaired for a long period of time. The circuit was replaced,
tested, then went out again in a matter of hours.”

Antonia sat alone in the darkness of her
deserted office, listening to the voice of the young man speaking
on the visual log recorder. She watched his expression as he took a
deep breath and shifted to get more comfortable in his chair, the
very one she was sitting in now. He looked young and inexperienced
but he would not have been assigned the post if he did not know how
to do his job.

“Normally I would leave these things up to
the technicians in her department to handle, but she insisted that
she saw a stranger working near that array the day it happened.
When I asked her what the stranger looked like she could not
describe him. She went so far as to describe the color of his hair
and skin but normal details like the color of his eyes and where
she had seen him before sort of flew the coop. Colonel Trent and I
decided to post a guard near the array to see if anyone would show
but so far the fish has refused to bite.

“Yesterday, though, I had the strange
feeling I was being followed. Every time I turned around to see who
was behind me, there was no one there. If I didn’t know better I’d
say the ship is haunted, but I do and I don’t like what my gut is
telling me. I’ve started a file to track some of the unauthorized
traffic in communications and hopefully I’ll have some evidence to
present the captain soon. Log entry ends.”

The communications system was the nerve
center of the entire ship’s operations, and the saboteur kept
coming back to it like a bee to a honey pot. He had to be able to
work freely in that department without drawing suspicion. Someone
who was able to escape identification, or who had the ability to
cloud everyone’s mind.

Antonia’s thoughts returned to Corelli's
Planet, the murders of the farmers and her pledge to avenge them.
If it was Orsini who had done it, that opportunity never came. She
had learned through unofficial channels that he had tried to escape
and his ship was blown from the sky.

Fatigue and sorrow for the missing
intelligence officer finally claimed her. Antonia shut down the
computer, reset the office alarm and left the room in darkness,
unaware of the miniature camera mounted on the ceiling array above
the equipment and the eyes that watched her.

The corridor was deserted and silent as she
walked toward the service lift, but in a few moments she also had a
creeping feeling that she was being followed. No sound or movement
followed her. Yet the creeping sensation running along her spine
persisted. Finally she came to an abrupt halt and turned around
quickly, hoping to catch her pursuer in the act. She stared toward
the end of the empty hall and felt her heart begin to pound. She
was not the kind to fall prey to her fears but this was beyond
comprehension.

She turned back and quickened her pace toward
the service lift, dived inside and keyed the door shut. There, she
leaned against the back wall and closed her eyes, working to master
the pace of her heart. Antonia rarely felt fear, but she reasoned
that this must be what it was like and admonished herself for
letting her imagination run wild.

“Destination?”

She nearly jumped at the sound of the bland
computer voice, then caught herself. “Deck five,” she breathed. The
lift traveled up without stopping and opened normally. She passed
two crewmen on her way and entered her cabin. To her relief it was
empty, and felt that way.

***

The mood around the conference table was
somber as the officers reviewed the log recording, while Captain
Gray paced up and down the short length of carpet like a caged
tiger. As soon as the recording ended, he paused and placed his
hands on the back of his chair. “Alright,” he said finally. “The
trail clearly leads to someone in communications as Lieutenant
Bellero said. Commander Sondheim, why didn’t you report your
observations to me in that day’s report?”

Delia refused to look at the captain. “I
don’t know, sir,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t sure at the time
there was anything to make of it. I supposed later it could have
been a technician doing some routine work. I insisted that Luis
check it out only because I wanted to be thorough, nothing more. As
to not reporting it... I guess I forgot, sir.”

“You forgot?” Gray echoed, his face
incredulous. “Colonel Trent. Can you account for the activities in
her department that day?”

“I’m afraid not, Captain,” Trent replied.
“Our man is not what he seems to be. He appears able to travel
throughout the ship at will, strikes in a critical spot and then
disappears like a ghost. As to Ventana’s observations about being
watched, well... I’m not sure what to make of that. But Luis wasn’t
stupid, and he wasn’t lying.”

“Have your people reported anything new in
the last few hours since the fire?”

“Not yet, sir, but it is only a matter of
time. The only thing I don’t understand is: if his mission is to
stop us from getting to the Trench, why doesn’t he just blow us
up?”

The captain looked to Antonia, who had been
listening intently, trying to muster the facts into parade rest.
Some of them refused to budge. His voice seemed to cut through the
interference and recentered her focus. “Lieutenant Bellero, your
analysis, please.”

Antonia shifted and took a deep breath. “I
can only hypothesize at this time, captain. Perhaps our destruction
is not on his agenda. I believe he is trying to maintain a strict
schedule and the timing of our arrival at the Trench has something
to do with it, but without hard evidence with which to back my
conclusions, I could offer no more than a wild guess."

Gray said, “I guess that will have to do. Go
ahead.”

“Our arrival could have been premature, or
would have disrupted some other event. In either case he had to
make sure that we could not stop it. Right now we are relatively
safe sitting here at the perimeter. Once we go in deeper, however,
we risk being crippled again.”

“You’re sure the spy will strike again if we
do?”

Antonia nodded. “I am almost certain he will
do it through some form of communication. Our subject is too
confident of his abilities. He is becoming predictable.”

“Have you been able to clear every member of
that department?”

“I have not yet had time to review them all.
There are a few files that are encrypted differently from the
others, but I am confident that I will be able to break all the
seals in time.”

Trent glanced at her as he spoke. “Captain, I
recommend that we lock down the ship and initiate a curfew until we
catch him. At the moment I have assigned a full security squad to
guard the communications sensor array, the computer control room
and some of the critical circuitry control access tubes and service
crawlways. If we restrict access as well as ship’s liberty for all
non-essential personnel--”

“I’m afraid that might not be enough,”
Antonia said. “We need to rotate the duty schedules and pair off
the technicians with different partners. Have them sign in and out
of their duty shifts, if necessary. And, your men in that area need
to know the difference between a sonic wrench and a spanner.
Otherwise, our spy could be planting jamming or disruption devices
right under their noses disguised as a technician. He may have used
that disguise before. If he is confident in his ability, there is
no reason why he would not use it again.”

The captain stabbed at the intercom switch.
“Bel’Qur’a,” he said.

The exec’s clear voice responded almost
immediately. “Bridge, Bel’Qur’a here. Yes, captain?”

“Anything on the long-range scanners?”

“Nothing, sir. There has been no indication
of movement in our sector for several hours. Shall I order another
sweep?”

“Yes, and maintain a shipwide high alert
status until further notice. Out.” He nodded to his officers.
“Let’s do it,” he said. “Thank you. Dismissed.”

As the officers began to file out of the
room, Gray’s voice stopped Delia in her tracks. “Not you, Commander
Sondheim. I’d like to have a word with you in private.”

Antonia turned back and saw the dismayed
expression on her face just before the door slid shut.
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Destiny’s Forge hung in space like a dark
twinkling jewel, waiting for some sign of activity or the next
internal assault. The traffic in her narrow corridors slowed to a
trickle as crewmen were restricted to quarters, reassigned, or
paired off. The hours ticked by slowly. Whatever was going to
happen seemed to depend on whether the ship penetrated the deep
space of the Ardala Trench far enough. Phototelemetric readings and
frequency scanners failed to detect so much as an errant asteroid
in the inky blackness. Still, Gray was not a charging cowboy and
would not risk his ship to challenge the unknown on a dare.

Antonia was finally able to hand off her
watch to Ensign Orlov and headed for the officers’ lounge. There
she settled into an easy chair among the shadows against the far
bulkhead, and sat nursing a glass of iced Felian tea while she
observed the myriad assortment of ranking officers as they moved to
and fro or sat immersed in subdued and nervous conversation at the
small tables near the bar.

She used the interlude to slip a tiny metal
pill box from her coverall pocket and opened it. A cluster of small
red bubbles gleamed up at her in the soft light. She was about to
swallow one when she abruptly decided against it and returned the
pill to the box. When these are gone, there will be no more, she
reminded herself. Try to hold on a little longer. She put the box
back in her pocket and took a swallow of the tea, grimacing sourly
at its processed chemical taste.

New movement at the door caught Antonia's
eye. A tall man among the group entering the bar drew her attention
like a magnet. She caught her breath as an odd sensation washed
over her body like goose bumps. He was dressed in off-duty fatigues
but his face stood out like a neon sign in the soft lounge
lighting. Recognition flashed through her mind, and she nearly
dropped her glass. “No, it cannot be,” she murmured unconsciously.
“He’s dead. I know he's dead... ”

He started to turn in her direction as if he
read her thoughts, but his attention was diverted by his companions
and he moved away with them toward the bar. She swallowed deeply,
put the glass slowly down, and slipped away before he spotted
her.

Once she reached the relative safety of her
office, however, her trepidation had not lessened. As she entered
Orlov looked up from his console and said, “back so soon?” Then he
saw her face. “Sir, you look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

Antonia managed to avoid his questing gaze
and moved quickly to her desk. “I may have,” she murmured as she
pulled up the communications department files and began sorting
through them one by one.

As he watched her work Orlov could not
contain his curiosity, and asked, “can I help?”

Antonia shook her head curtly. “No. I must do
this myself.”

The young officer shrugged with a resigned
expression and turned away to mind his own terminal. “Yes,
sir.”

Antonia worked silently, searching for the
file that belonged to her ghost. When she had cleared the last file
from the list, she realized temporary defeat. “It’s not here,” she
said. “It's either been moved or wiped from the memory cache.”

“There was some permanent damage to the
computer core,” Orlov reminded her gently. “Whether it was
accidental or deliberate the result's just the same. Stroke of bad
luck, eh?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I must speak with the
captain.”

She headed down the narrow course toward the
captain's cabin. At this time of the ship’s day he would most
likely be in bed, but she needed to share what she knew with him
right away. Time was far more than critical now.

Luckily he was merely relaxing in his ready
room going over the day’s reports, and stood when she entered.
“Lieutenant, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” he
asked.

“Sir, I saw someone in the officer's lounge
just now,” Antonia said. “I believe that he may be the saboteur we
seek.”

Gray looked nonplussed. “Who is it?”

“I... don’t know his name. He may be
operating under an alias. His file is missing from the personnel
roster. He was wearing fatigues when I saw him, so I do not know
his rank or department. He could have been the same man Commander
Sondheim saw near the communications array.”

“Would you be able to point him out?” he
asked.

“Yes, most certainly.”

Gray went to his desk and keyed the intercom,
then spoke into it. “Captain to Commander Sondheim.”

There was no immediate response. The captain
waited a decent interval, then he repeated his call. Silence
greeted him. He punched another button. “Security, please locate
Commander Sondheim and bring her to my ready room.”

“Will do, captain,” a youthful voice
replied.

When he closed the link Gray stood puzzling.
Antonia ventured, “this is not characteristic of her normal
behavior, is it?”

He glanced at her. “Unfortunately it's a
pattern I've become all too familiar with. I've lost so many people
in the last few weeks, and I can't keep track of everyone.”

The chime at his door startled both Antonia
and Gray. “Come,” he replied. Delia appeared in the doorway, clad
in a regulation sweat suit, her blonde hair caught up in a cloth
band. Dark spots at her collar and armpits indicated that she had
been training heavily. “I'm sorry, Jonathan, but I didn't hear your
call,” she said, then saw Antonia. “Lieutenant?”

The captain spoke for her. “Delia, Lieutenant
Bellero believes you have a technician on your staff who doesn't
belong, and who may be responsible for the sabotage commited the
other day. Do you know who he might be?”

The officer froze with amazement, and a
puzzled look crimped her nose. “Captain, I believe I can vouch for
every one of my people,” she said. “I work with them every day. I
report my observations as accurately as possible, but I can't think
of anyone on my team who would resort to sabotage.”

Her statement appeared to contradict the
evidence at hand, even the evidence of her own reports. Gray and
Antonia exchanged glances, and Antonia finally said, “commander,
perhaps I was mistaken, but you yourself said that you had seen
someone strange at one time.”

“I know I did. But if I had known who it was,
don't you think I would have identified him by now?” she protested,
clearly dismayed.

Gray said finally, “alright. Thank you for
clearing that up. Dismissed.”

Delia saluted smartly and left the office.
The captain turned to Antonia. “Well, what do you think of that?
It's like she's been brainwashed. It's not at all like her,
lieutenant.”

“It may be beyond her control, sir. Perhaps
we are dealing with an enemy of a different kind,” Antonia replied.
“You know that the Federation has adversaries who would be glad to
disrupt its ambition to remain peaceful. I risk making a
prejudicial statement, but in the absence of further evidence it
might be prudent to examine the crew complement for a potential
alien incursion.”

“A Naradan, you think?” Gray asked.

“Or something else entirely, sir,” Antonia
ventured. “If I may make so bold, there may also be forces at work
from within, from people who may be afraid of change. In my
experience change is an immutable constant in the universe. The
alien races you have encountered so far are clearly recognizable
and behave in their usual way. But there is an atmosphere of
alienation among humans, too. Look to profit or personal gain for a
possible answer.”

“Ah. You mean like industrial espionage, or
politics,” Gray said. “But I command a crew of over a thousand
beings from a dozen planets. Their personal affiliations cannot be
called into question if they don't reveal them. I'm not about to
start pulling people and question them about their beliefs. That's
a fascist idea, lieutenant.”

Antonia shook her head. “I agree, sir, but I
am only pointing out the factors at work. What you do with the
information is entirely up to you. Dissension in the ranks may be
just what the enemy is trying to create to keep us off balance long
enough to accomplish his task.”

He considered that for a long moment. “The
crew is overdue for a performance review,” he mused. “I will order
a shipwide evaluation. The department chiefs can select people at
random to make it more fair. Maybe that will make the saboteur
reveal himself, or flush him out when he least expects it.”
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“I’m telling you, Rip. I’m all right now!”
Roland Kovacic protested. “I need to get back up there...” He made
a concerted attempt to rise, wincing as he fought against the pain
in his shoulder.

“No you don’t,” N’Komo replied. He gently but
firmly pushed his patient back down on the bed. “You had a pretty
nasty shock to your system, and your body needs to heal before you
start abusing it again.”

The professor shook his head. “You don’t
understand.”

“No, you don’t understand. You just
barely survived, and I’m not having a hard-headed computer jock
like you dying on my watch. It’s bad for business.”

Kovacic's frowned as his nostrils flared.
“Why, you egotistical, hard-nosed quack!” he declared. “You're
enjoying my predicament, aren't you?”

“If you weren't so stubborn I would be. You
can't afford to act like you're twenty years old anymore. You're
body is telling you to slow down, so stop pushing the line.”

It was as close as the two men ever came to
fondness. Their adversarial conflict was a habit both of them had
cultivated over the last two years. In truth, they had become close
friends. “Now that’s hitting way below the belt,” Roland laughed
then.
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