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Death of a Starship
by Jay Lake
Second battle of 3-Freewall, more than a baseline century past
“Z-flotilla’s gone over to the rebels!” shouted one of the comm ensigns. Sweat beaded on the boy’s shaved scalp. He was still young enough to be excited by combat.
NSS Enver Hoxha’s battle bridge was wedge-shaped, command stations at the narrow aft end, a giant array of displays at the blunt forward end, everything finished out in military-grade carbonmesh and low-intensity gel interfaces. A dozen duty stations were arrayed before and below Captain Saenz, eighteen officers and enlisted laboring wet-backed and trembling in the service of their own imminent death. Everything reeked of panicked men and distressed electronics.
Commander Ulyanov leaned close, his bullet head gleaming sweat bright as the ensign’s. “They’re not firing...yet. With respect sir, we’re done. All the other capital assets have gone over or been neutralized.”
“Neutralized” in deep space meant decompressive death for hundreds or thousands of crew, the survivors scattering like sparks from a bonfire in lifepods which were more likely to be used as ranging targets than ever be rescued within their survival windows. Except in a civil war, when it could also mean officers lined up in boat bays and gunned down by excited sailors acting under mutinous orders.
Captain Saenz stared at the main displays, all shunted to internal status reports. Everything glowed amber or red. The battle bridge shuddered, gravimetrics cycling on a decay curve tending asymptotically toward catastrophic failure. He’d had damage control shut down the alarms, even the strobes. Too many of the Hoxha’s systems were critical or supercritical. If any of the new skippers in Z-flotilla worked up the nerve to open fire on their erstwhile heaviest asset, those systems wouldn’t matter to anyone but an after-action forensics team. Imminent death had become remarkably quiet. “I will not strike my colors,” he muttered.
“Then they’ll strike ‘em for us, Rod.”
“So we withdraw.”
Ulyanov glanced around the bridge. Saenz wondered if his first officer were on the brink of switching loyalties. Was he counting heads? Or sidearms? But no, the exec turned his gaze back to the captain, guile absent from his eyes. “Where to? This is...was...the last Loyalist fleet.”
“Anywhere outside this disaster area.”
“We’ve only got one contingent withdrawal course still open. And the window on that beacon’s getting more and more narrow.”
Saenz chopped a hand down. “Go.”
Ulyanov slid a hand over his console, setting off stored actions plans. “Attention on bridge,” he said. “We are implementing contingency gamma seven, effective–”
Something hit them hard enough to flop the battle bridge’s multiply- redundant, hardened gravimetrics. Polarity cycled several times in rapid succession, bouncing everything that wasn’t strapped down between the deck and the overhead. Lights dimmed and blowers cut out as the Hoxha’s engineering section routed power to the c-drivers.
Larger ships had an inherent advantage in reaching the lightspeed discontinuity, especially deep in stellar gravity wells. Somewhere at the bottom, the equations rested in part on Fnet=m*a, which in turn drove Higgs boson crowding and enabled the c-transition. Larger ships had larger mass, and in c-physics the value of mass in the equation scaled more rapidly than the value of acceleration.
In other words, once Hoxha lurched into motion, for all that her tormentors could literally fly rings around her, she’d make her exit from the battle into the ghostly reaches of c-space long before they could follow the negative energy traces of her wake. As long as her systems were sufficiently whole when she reached transition speed, that was.
Captain Saenz watched his lightpen find a stable resting point in three pieces on the floor. “Think we should have drunk those last bottles of wine in the executive wardroom, Georgi?”
Ulyanov laughed. “There’s always tomorrow. Give us another seven minutes on this acceleration power curve and we’ll live to see it.”
Four minutes and change later, Z-flotilla decided it had new orders and began pouring firepower into Hoxha’s aft ventral armor and shields. Saenz declined to return fire in favor of maintaining shield strength and keeping his ship moving. The battle bridge grew vacuum-quiet, save for the crackling ripple from the gravs. The damage control figures flickered on the main display so fast the human eye couldn’t track any more.
“Still going to make it,” Ulyanov said. It was more of a question, or perhaps a prayer, than a statement.
Saenz watched the numbers toll the death knell of his ship. Forward and dorsal shields were down completely. His crew strength was below thirty-five percent effective. Damage control parties under Commander Poolyard were a hundred and forty-two percent committed. Which meant there were fires and worse raging unchecked in Hoxha’s belly. “Depends on what else they hit us with.”
“Rod...”
Here it comes, thought Saenz. Eyes still on the main screen, his hand drifted to his flechette pistol. “Too late, Commander. We’re too late to do anything else.”
“Listen. Please. I–”
Whatever Ulyanov had been about to say was lost in a blare of navigation alarms. “Not now!” screamed Lieutenant Commander Dürer. “We’ve got a mass moving into our c-transition space!”
Any collision almost certainly meant an extremely violent energy exchange, rendering Hoxha into a minor sun for a few moments.
“Drop shields,” Saenz ordered. “Drop environmental power. All non-engine power to forward batteries. Vaporize it.”
With that, the funereal hush of the bridge imploded, a cascade of shouts in the increasingly stale and smoky air.
“It’s about two percent of our mass, captain!”
“Batteries two, three and seven offline, sir. Six and eight are...they’re...gone, sir! Just not there anymore.”
“Not a rock, it’s altering course.”
“Not one of ours...er, theirs. Nothing we know, I mean. No IFF signature, wrong composition.”
“It’s a fucking self-propelled asteroid!”
“Language, Lieutenant.”
“It’s absorbing over fourteen terawatt/seconds of firepower, sir. And it’s still there!”
In the midst of the chaos, Captain Saenz watched the main screen. It now displayed a simplified diagram of Hoxha’s escape trajectory. The erratic motions of the interfering mass were plotted in an intersecting curve.
“You have anything to do with this, Georgi?” he asked in a few seconds of random quiet.
“I don’t want to die, sir,” said Ulyanov. “Not this way or any other.”
“No one wants to die, my friend.” Saenz found his hand was still on his pistol. “But how many of us get to live forever?”
Then there was more fire pounding the unprotected aft of the ship, and an explosive pressure vent between hull frames 127 and 144, and the mystery mass was still inside their escape trajectory, and the purple c-lights stuttered on as the battle bridge gravs shut down completely and a horrendous, tooth shattering wrench overtook Hoxha and her crew as they disappeared forever into a screaming white light.
‡
Menard: Nouvelle Avignon, Prime See
The Grand Ekumenical Basilica towered over a kilometer into the violet Avignard sky. The edifice was a vast, eye-bending twist of titanium and carbonmesh sheathed with glittering spun diamond glass in every color known to man. Red-winged angel-flyers circled it endlessly, security in the air matched by ground-based, orbital, and virtual assets even more fearsome for being inconspicuous. Diamond windows, angels and all, the building was a giant, shouted prayer to the Lord God, a celebration of the glory of creation and man’s place in it. That the Church used that glory to impress the Emperor and his court, not to mention all the pilgrims and tourists, was a collateral benefit to His earthly servants. As if in response from Heaven, lightning played perpetually around the shining crosses that gleamed through every night and were supposedly even visible from orbit.
Not that the Very Reverend Jonah Menard, Chor Episcopos in the ranks of the holy and mid-level functionary of the Church, had ever been able to spot them in his frequent comings and goings.
Once more down the gravity well. As it happened he had business outside the long, glorious shadow of the tower, down amid the featureless warren of offices in which the majority of the functions of the Church were conducted. He was bound for the Xenic Bureau of the Grand Ekumenical Security Directorate – his own department. Like almost all of the Ekumen Orthodox Church’s vast and tentacled bureaucracy, the Xenic Bureau was housed quite sensibly in an underground building out of the public eye. The Bureau’s quarters were a multilayered maze of identical concrete corridors and meeting rooms and cubicles, with a perhaps higher than normal concentration of virteolizer rooms – the Xenic Bureau spent a lot of time working inside its collective imagination.
Chor Episcopos Menard was a short man, not at all like the popular image of either a humble parish priest or one of the grand patriarchs of the Church. He was barrel-chested with an unfortunate run toward fat and knees which ached from a lifetime of kneeling too much. His forehead was tattooed with the three-barred Orthodox cross in a deep green ink that matched the shade of his eyes, his scalp dark with razor stubble. Though he could argue doctrine with all the fervor of his University of Romagrad Th.D., Menard was also one of the Church’s leading experts on xenic intelligences. Such as they were, and such as they might exist.
And while the Church had one set of complex, nuanced views on this topic, the Empire had quite another.
“Jonah.” It was Bishop Antonine Russe, his manager and a reserve commodore in the Church Militant, the Patriarch’s fleet. Russe was every centimeter the spare, ascetic churchman of the popular imagination, affecting the black-and-white robes of the highest formal levels of the Patriarchate. Russe shaved his head, and even his eyebrows, and sported an elaborate tattoo across the curve of his scalp. His pectoral cross was meteoric iron, heavy enough that its chain left a raw circle always visible around his neck.
Menard inclined his head. “Sir. I am reporting in.”
“Skip the log-ins and pop down to conference room Yellow-2 with me.”
The Chor Episcopos suppressed a sigh. “Yes, sir.”
“This one’s big. Worth the trouble. Trust me, Jonah.”
The problem was, Menard didn’t trust Russe. Not one bit.
‡
Golliwog: Powell Station, Leukine Solar Space
Clutching the flint sparker in the palm of his left vacuum glove, Golliwog flew tight and hard along the curve of the hull. The exercise was being conducted in and around the derelict hull of an old quartermaster’s transport bottom – a dead slow pig designed to move enormous amounts of material from one gravity well to another. Dummy or not, it wasn’t a simulation. At some point in training, simulations became meaningless. Golliwog could be killed here, yes he could. Even as he brushed a meter or so above the highest hull protrusions he watched for weaponsign.
The enemy was crafty. Golliwog knew that. He knew the enemy well because the enemy was him.
There...he spotted a flash high on his port flank. The assault sled’s primitive instrumentation began blinking at about the same time. Golliwog flipped over, killed all his power – thrust, instrumentation, comm, everything, and fingered the switches he’d welded onto the panel that morning. They controlled the release valves on eight bottles of high-pressure oxygen welded to the sled frame.
Now he was a ballistic object steered with squirts of O2. His albedo, including sled and weapons, was about one percent. Still high, but it was the best he could do within the training parameters. Bright as nanotrace fog in direct starlight, the sparkle of the oxygen venting would be a dead giveaway, but he’d stayed in the shadowed side of the monstrous ship so long the enemy had been forced to come looking for him.
Golliwog cleared his mind and set most of his internal systems into rest mode. Dangerous, that, but useful, too. Shutting down both his internals and the sled meant he was just a piece of junk, inert mass that had broken off the training hull. Pay no mind to the kilos of protein: on a training sled the enemy’s sensor suite wouldn’t be wired to look for that anyway. He hoped. The enemy was, by definition, as clever as he was.
Froggie never believed in giving up advantages. Golliwog’s combat mentor would beat him blue and senseless for a trick like this, but Froggie wasn’t out here alone in the hard vacuum. Old Anatid, on the other hand, would probably approve of the skewed thinking. Anatid was Golliwog’s strategy mentor, an ancient bione with a cryptic manner who’d befriended Golliwog even beyond the confines of the training rooms.
Unpowered, quiet as an empty airlock, he hurtled along the shadowed side of the hull, twisting the flint sparker in his hand for luck, or nerves. Where was that flash again? Golliwog watched the high port flank, stalking the enemy who was stalking him.
Then the other sled was in front of him, turning under sudden acceleration in a faint glow of ionized exhaust gas. Golliwog flipped the triggers on his starboard oxygen bottles and rolled along his axis just as his own sled took a solid hit of a directed energy lance. The little instrumentation panel flared bright, then glowed dead, even as the shock caused Golliwog’s entire body to spasm. The only thing that saved him was the fact that he was in shut down mode. Shunts and breakers absorbed the invading currents before they could fry the idle cognitive and reactive systems.
Still alive, thought Golliwog. Old Anatid would be proud. The enemy believes me fried to a ballistic lump. He triggered his aft ventral bottle, calculating the pull to vent the escape valve at just the ride speed to flip his sled end over end and send it crashing into the enemy’s sled stern-first, the relatively heavy propulsion unit slamming into the enemy’s fairing.
“Where’s your power now!” Golliwog screamed, breaking protocol. He laughed as he hotstarted his combat mods and popped free from his safety clips, one hand on the sled’s steering bar so he didn’t spin loose. The exercise required him to wear only a skin suit, no combat armor, and he could carry no issue weapons. (And where had the enemy gotten a DE lance? asked a traitor voice in his head.) Instead he had another oxygen bottle strapped to his waist, along with a bottle of liquid hydrogen – each of them with a line rigged to one of his gloves.
Where was the enemy?
The enemy solved that problem by presenting himself, leading with a long handled hook. A deadly weapon in a vacuum fight, that. Golliwog twisted around his own axis with a tiny squirt of oxygen from his left wrist. He grabbed the enemy’s hook just behind the blade, then swung his left leg up for a grip. He brought his wrists together pointing at the enemy, opened the valves on both bottles, and clicked the sparker.
In the blooming light of thrust and fire, Golliwog saw the surprise on his own face within the enemy’s helmet.
‡
Albrecht: Halfsummer, Gryphon Landing
Micah Albrecht had always liked ship models as a child. R-class hunter-seekers, the old pre-Imperial battlewagons, even spin-racing yachts. He’d built them all, filled two rooms until his dad had thrown the ships out, along with him. Which, in a sense, was why he now wandered the too-hot open-air market in Gryphon Landing, too many light years from anywhere he belonged, angry and desperate.
His fascination with ships and all their doings eventually led him to be a c-drive engineer. Well, he had been one, damn it. Albrecht had lost his certification thanks to a witch-hunt and a bought-off tribunal on board the Princess Janivera. They’d needed somebody to take the blame for the environmental crash that had left three paying passengers brain dead. The union steward wasn’t about to let his nephew go down for it, even though the little bastard was rotten as month-old milk – guilty but uncharged.
Albrecht had been lucky to stay out of prison. Of course, if the whole mess had gotten into criminal court, the fix might have been uncovered, so the owners had generously ensured that charges were not brought.
Now he wandered the cramped alleys between market stalls under a powder-blue sky somebody had told him was a dead ringer for old Earth. How the hell they’d known that was beyond him. The market was chaos, of course, crowded and pulsing as any dock, even if this was the last port of call for most of the people and the things they bought and sold.
The booths ranged from a bit of fabric between two saplings all the way to powered cargo containers with their own internal cooling and feelie shows. The merchandise ran the gamut of everything he could imagine finding for sale in a third-rate port town, with the possible exception of human beings. The whole place reeked of machine oil and the ozone-sharp scent of distressed electronics, with a side of the eel curry which seemed to be the ground state of dirtside food.
When all else was done, eat the damned eels out of the recycling tanks. Last rule of survival on a dying station. Eating eel was one step away from death.
He paused before a gnarled man in a grubby dhoti sitting on a tarp cut from solar sail fabric. Spread out before the old man were an array of oddly-shaped tools and parts, most of them with that dull luster of space-rated equipment.
Oh ho, thought Albrecht.
He squatted opposite the old man. Without making eye contact, he scanned the merchandise. These had come from a c-drive ship, Albrecht was certain. There was no mistaking the Higgs sniffer, used for fault tracing in a c-drive secondary transform block. Some of the mechanical tools had wider applications, to be sure – that mil-spec valve corer was out of an environmental maintenance kit.
He picked up a codelock key, mostly from sheer curiosity.
“Three creds,” the old man said with a heavy Alfazhi accent.
“Worthless,” Albrecht responded automatically. In point of fact, a codelock key was worthless only off its programmed ship. He turned the device over in his hand. Also mil-spec, Naval issue. Though it had the oddly-squared look of some previous generation of tech. Most Naval stuff you saw today was streamlined, as if even their coffee makers had to survive re-entry.
Someone had punched out the smartspot on the inventory tag, then ground the ship’s name off with a file, though a keel number was still mostly visible. A lot of trouble for a thief to go to, patiently whittling at the metal of something which was essentially three hundred grams of junk. “See,” he said, “no ship for it.”
The old man grinned and waved his hand. “You buy else more, I give you. Nice paperweight for busy man, ah?”
Albrecht needed a paperweight about as much as he needed a waterlung, but he smiled anyway. He sorted through the rest of the gear. Albrecht knew to the decicredit what the portside pawnshops paid for usable ship’s tools. He couldn’t take the valve corer – pawning mil-spec was illegal. Some of the other stuff was fine. The inertial torsion wrenches were generic, no inventory tags. The Higgs sniffer would be nice, if it worked, but it was tagged. Too easy to trace.
He touched the three wrenches and a pair of ion coupling spacers. “Five credits all.” They’d be worth fifteen, two, maybe fifteen, five over at Honest Al-Qadi’s. If he could clear five on the deal, that was tonight’s mattress fee paid.
“Twelve,” the old man said through another smile.
He only had ten on him to start with...his day’s seed money, tugged from a diminishing stash carefully hidden away in a portside wall. Albrecht held out, and they settled at eight, five. Taking his seed money back out, that left him mattress money and enough to buy a bowl and twenty minutes of seating in front of the stewpot at the Crewman’s Rest that afternoon.
Eel stew. Every day’s just another day, he told himself, walking away in his perpetual slump.
“Hey, sailor!” shouted the old man.
Albrecht turned and to his surprise caught the code key out of the air.
“For your papers, ah!” The old bastard laughed. Albrecht just nodded, then continued walking.
‡
Menard: Nouvelle Avignon, Prime See
Conference room Yellow-2 hosted a colloquium of Xenic Bureau division heads. Nothing was more boring than a division executive meeting as far as Menard was concerned. At least, not usually. They were in the dark, a big virteo screen running a rapid series of graphics. It smelled like a meeting, too many people with onions for lunch and the faint sweat of boredom.
Oh God, Menard prayed, grant me the strength to suffer whatever this is that Your servant and my master has put me up to. He was immediately ashamed at praying for such trivia, but not ashamed enough to express contrition.
Sister Pelias was talking. She was the lone woman in the entire Bureau, division head of Systems Trend Analysis, which mostly did pattern matching on equity market trades and communications routing. Chor Episcopos Menard privately thought she was a compelling argument against the sheer idiocy of barring women from the hierarchy. It wasn’t his job to comment on that.
“Chor Episcopos Menard,” she said, her light pen bobbing as she nodded at him. “I was just discussing the Kenilworth-Marsden hypothesis. If one is willing to take K-M analyses at face value, they would indicate a strong possibility of xenic influence in the Front Royal sector. This is based on the, well, bending, of comm routing primarily. We’ve also seen some out-of-norm fluctuation in the futures markets traded in Front Royal and several neighboring sectors, again mapping into K-M.
“Now, in and of itself, these aren’t terribly significant. I can pull positive K-M events out of any corner of the empire within any annualized data set. But...” She paused to switch viewing modes on the display. “If we track public health reporting across Front Royal, we can correlate incidents of schizophrenia, paranoia and...well...please excuse me Bishop, religious mania. This is, of course, the classic Whitley hypothesis. Much like K-M curves, I can build a Whitley curve in any number of places.”
The images on the virteo flickered again, the two curves overlaying with a potentially meaningful degree of fidelity. Menard found himself interested despite his skepticism about the meeting.
Sister Pelias continued. “What is significant is how these two map together. We’re seeing at least five other indicators trending on similar curves. In other words, gentlemen, the ghosts we’ve been tracking in our machines all these years are lining up. I can’t tell you what it means. Quite probably it signifies nothing whatsoever, but we must attend to the possibility.”
Bishop Russe cleared his throat. “Thank you, Sister Pelias.” His dry tones managed to make her name into something insulting. “Chor Episcopos Menard has finally arranged to join us.” Jonah winced at that. “Perhaps Father Bainbridge would care to enlighten the Very Reverend Jonah as to what his Signals Analysis team has uncovered.”
It went on for several hours like that, elusive clues and strange possibilities which almost made sense when you tried to match them up. Nothing as strong as Sister Pelias’ data, tenuous as even that was. Nonetheless, Menard was itching to talk privately to her, while the Bishop continued to drag them through the whole formal protocol of the meeting. That suggested something important was up, something that Russe wanted to have his backside covered for in the Bureau’s records. This whole lights-and-orbit show was for the future report-reading benefit of someone higher up in the Grand Ekumenical Security Directorate.
When the meeting finally broke up, Menard managed to duck Russe and follow Sister Pelias out into the hallway. “Magda,” he said, catching up to her.
“Jonah,” she said. “Nice to see you again.”
Sister Pelias was a slim woman worn through by time. Menard had never seen her without her wimple, so he had no idea about her hair, but her eyebrows were a pale gold shot with silver. She wore no tattoo at all, unusual for someone with any seniority in the hierarchy. But then, a woman anywhere in the hierarchy outside the female orders was unusual.
“What do you really think,” he asked as they walked along, air dampers clicking and thumping above them, pumping out a vaguely moldy breeze. “About your section’s findings?”
“I think I could correlate the price of eggs in the local marketplace with the surface temperatures on Jojoba if I wished to. Do these data sets mean anything?” She shrugged, a sort of odd movement as she walked. “I don’t know. It is our job to look for significance, and so we see significance. Whether what we discover corresponds to reality, well, that is someone else’s problem.”
“My problem, I’m afraid,” said Menard.
“Well, yes. Pareidolia is wired deep into human perception. We see what we want to see, everywhere we look.” She walked for a moment in silence, her low heels sliding against the floor. “Jonah...”
This was what he was waiting for. She knew something. “Whatever it is,” he said softly, “I would very much like to hear it.”
“I’m...you know I’m not an Externalist.”
“Right.” Menard found Externalism laughingly improbable. It was wish fulfillment from people who looked beyond the margins of the Empire for something better. As if xenics haunted human space in untraceable ships, ever on the verge of revealing miracles and wonders if only poor man proved himself worthy. A poor substitute for God’s hand in creation. Unfortunately, about a third of Bishop Russe’s division heads were Externalists. Including, perhaps, Russe himself.
“Even so, something’s up. Something’s moving out there.”
“By the pricking of your thumbs?”
She gave him a sharp-eyed look. “By the pricking of my data, more like it. But no, if you must know, by the pricking of Bishop Russe’s thumbs. I’m reasoning from effect, not cause, in this case. There’s too much interest flowing down from the upper reaches of the Security Directorate. For years, we’ve been a joke, a line item in the budget. The rest of the Church sees this Bureau as a collection of nutcases serving as some kind of low-ball insurance policy against any of this being real. The last couple of months you’ve been gone, we’ve become, well...important.”
“What do you believe, Sister?” Menard trusted this woman’s intuition.
“I don’t often admit to what I’m about to say, but I believe you need to consider it. If I have a position, I suppose you’d say I was an Internalist. It doesn’t affect my work, I have come to that position from a perspective of intellectual consistency more than anything. Nonetheless, here I am, wondering if that thought exercise of mine has the ring of truth somewhere inside it.”
That was a fascinating position for someone as hard-headed as Sister Pelias. “Internalism is difficult to demonstrate logically. How do you explain the supposed presence of xenics in the halls of government and commerce?”
“No explanation. Insufficient data, and too much speculation in the literature.”
“I...don’t take either position, Sister. As you probably know.” Menard’s specialty was physical evidence of xenic presence. Of which there was remarkably little, and none of that incontrovertible. In practice, that meant he spent a lot of time looking at oddly-shaped asteroids or wandering through overgrown jungle sites. He’d made a sideline in profiling xenic methods and motives. It was something to do during the long periods of travel. “But you believe something’s up.”
“I believe something’s up.”
After all the centuries, was it possible? Was the human race finally about to meet someone else? Angels might well have once walked the earth, in Biblical times, but Homo sapiens had been alone in space since Gagarin first went to Mars.
The thought chilled Menard’s bones, a mixture of thrill and fear. Maybe it was real. He thanked God that this possibility had come in his lifetime, and prayed that he might have a role.
‡
Bishop Russe walked into Menard’s office as Menard was checking the timestamps and action receipts on his filings. Menard had sent his mission report in from system transit, as soon as the Church courier he’d hitched a ride with had dropped in from c-space to decelerate toward Nouvelle Avignon.
“What did you find on Ancira?” Russe asked.
Menard sighed. Russe had already receipt-and-acknowledged the reports. “What do I ever find? Enormous stone blocks deep in a jungle more green than death, snakes thicker than your waist. Proof? If I wanted to wish hard enough, I could have convinced myself they’d been carved by xenics.”
Russe laughed. “We might be on to a change.”
I’ll bet, thought Menard. I was in the same meeting you were in. “Your Grace?”
A thin, spidery arm slid across Menard’s shoulders. “This could make all our reputations. All the way into the Grand Basilica. If we uncover evidence of a threat to the Empire, a threat to the Church, a threat to our very souls, if we expose the serpents that walk freely among us already...we will be heroes, Jonah. Saints someday, perhaps.”
Menard didn’t particularly want to be a saint. And the Bishop wasn’t inspiring his confidence. But this was his moment, a potential tipping point in history. Perhaps God had set Russe’s obsessions into motion as a sign to Menard. Though he hated the politics of office and hierarchy, he tried to play the games when they needed to be played. He had to secure leave to pursue this. “Indeed, sir?”
“Think, Chor Episcopos. Our own people say the data indicates it’s happening in the Front Royal sector. Halfsummer seems likely. The xenics are gathering at Halfsummer, looking for something. Will you go there and lend your expertise?”
Menard almost shivered once more from the chill in his bones. He could feel the prickle of inspiration. “It would be an honor, Your Grace. A calling, perhaps.”
Russe smiled. “I knew you could be counted on, Jonah. Go there and find me a xenic.”
“Oh, believe me, I shall.” With God as my witness. Menard knew he suffered from the sin of pride, but sometimes pride was necessary to drive a man to new heights.
‡
Golliwog: Powell Station, Leukine Solar Space
Golliwog was strapped in on his back in the question chair in one of the exam rooms, at the bottom of a step-sided funnel. This resulted in his looking up into a rounded, widening space as the examiners leaned over their individual podiums and looked down upon him. A bank of lights at the far end of the room glared too-brightly, while the metal and carbonmesh tiers rising above him looked like something on the verge of collapsing downward.
All in all, a masterpiece of psychological architecture. The view was profoundly disconcerting. As was the persistent rumor that particularly unlucky examinees were dropped out of the bottom of the funnel and into somewhere terminally unpleasant deep within the convoluted bowels of Powell Station.
He looked up at Froggie, Admiral Penrose and Dr. Yee. Old Anatid wasn’t in the room, which worried Golliwog. Old Anatid was the only one who would have approved of his solution. Froggie he trusted, Admiral Penrose was just doing her job, and Dr. Yee was...Dr. Yee. To be avoided whenever possible.
But by vacuum, he’d succeeded. Golliwog smiled. For some reason, the three above him shifted.
“Golliwog,” said Froggie in his sternest mentor voice. The teacher was the oldest human Golliwog had ever met, but also one of the strongest. “We are here to score your exercise performance. That score, and the opinions of this Examining Board, will weigh into your next duty detail.”
Golliwog’s smile slipped away at that statement. Training, training, training. He had been training, yes he had, since he could remember. Once there had been so many of him he couldn’t count them all. Then there were fewer, and fewer. He’d first killed himself at the age of seven. Now, well, there was only one of him left. Though Golliwog knew with a cold, sometimes comforting certainty, that there were other classes of biones in Powell Station going through the surgeries, the training, the bone-grinding pain – other clutches of same-faced killers committing serial murder-suicide. Others unlike him, striving to reach...something.
“I am ready, sir and ma’ams.”
Froggie glanced at Admiral Penrose. The Admiral, who was an apparently unremarkable woman except for her rank, nodded. “GLW 317,” she said slowly, “in the matter of the recent exercise, this Board deems that you have passed by right of survival.” She leaned a little further over. “This is known informally as the last man standing clause. While some of us may not endorse your methods, the results make their own case.” She glanced briefly back at Froggie. “Speaking personally, I found your conduct of the exercise refreshing and even somewhat original. It is the judgment of this Board that you are to be granted a passing grade, without censure or demerit.”
Golliwog had never doubted that he had passed. The fact that he was still breathing was proof of that. But they could have bounced him back down the training cycle.
Dr. Yee took up a paper in her hand. She was a tiny woman, skin almost space-black, with huge round eyes. She was also one of the few people who frightened Golliwog. “It is further the recommendation of this Board that you be released to an operational mission. Your assignment will be on a brevet basis, working under a senior agent of the Office of Naval Oversight. That agent will have complete authority over you as an asset, including the right to order your termination. Do you accept this assignment?”
An assignment. To be free of training after almost two decades. In spite of himself, Golliwog smiled once more. He would finally be out of Powell Station. “Yes, ma’am. I accept.”
“You will report to me at 06:00 hours tomorrow. You are free to go.”
Froggie shook his head.
The restraints unsnapped. The Examining Board filed out of an exit on their tier. Golliwog sat alone at the bottom of the room, which seemed filled with ghosts and echoes. All of him, at all different ages. He’d reached something they’d all been straining for since before memory began.
He just wasn’t sure what it was.
No proctors came for him. After a while, Golliwog pulled himself up out of the chair and stood on the rim of the lowest level of the exam room.
Free to go where, Golliwog wondered. He’d never been free to do anything.
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Golliwog sat in a study carrel in the research library. The room was high-ceilinged, three decks, one of the few decorative spaces he’d ever seen. Most compartments on Powell Station were functional. Sometimes that function was behind the eyes of the beholder. He thought that might be the case here, but Golliwog didn’t have many semiotic associations for the idea of “library.” It was just a quiet place, trimmed with wood pillars and long falls of fabric, featuring many terminals and a few hardbooks. And sometimes people who helped you learn to ask better questions of the systems.
He wasn’t here studying anything, he just didn’t know where else to go. His training cadre’s suite was shut down for cleaning, so he’d come here. He was looking at a randomly-selected virteo about the nut trade on Fentress-IIb when Old Anatid found him.
Golliwog suspected that Anatid was younger than Froggie, but the mentor had been through something somewhere that had fried a lot of his systems, both human-norm biological and bione enhanced. The mentor’s skin was puckered with worm-track scars, and he sometimes smelled of ozone. All through Golliwog’s life, Old Anatid had disappeared for a few days every month or so for deep medical treatment. The Navy wouldn’t waste this much effort on a bione if he wasn’t exceptionally valuable, but Old Anatid had a way with the Golliwogs of Powell Station.
Golliwog wasn’t certain what else went on at Powell Station, but the training of the bione classes clearly consumed a large amount of attention, resources and energy. Old Anatid was part of that.
“It’s always a test, boy,” said Old Anatid, dragging a chair from a nearby carrel.
Golliwog shut off the virteo. “I know.”
“What would you do cut off from support on a public station? Or in a dirtside city?”
Golliwog smiled. “Is that a training question?”
“No.” Anatid waved vaguely. “No more than everything else is in this life. They could have given you a bunk assignment and a meal chitty. Everyone else on station has one. They’re letting you dangle, boy.”
“And so I dangle, sir.”
Old Anatid watched him for a while. Golliwog stared back – he was quite good at that. It wasn’t the cold-eyed assessment of Dr. Yee, or a surgeon about to replace his long bones. There was something more like fondness, even kinship in that look.
“You’ll be briefed...eventually,” Anatid finally said. “But if it were me going out right now, I might take some interest in the xenic question.”
Golliwog’s training had included an excellent education. He could speak six languages, service a c-drive or a gravimetric trap generator, and synthesize poisons from over two hundred Terran-standard plants. He wasn’t used to being completely uninformed about something. “The xenic question, sir?”
“You’re in a library. Use it. Just know there’s been some quiet whispers of concern lately, in certain very high offices.” Old Anatid stood up, patted Golliwog on the head and left.
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patron17: tell me about xenics
Library: Would you like a definition?
patron17: yes
Library: Xenic, n. and adj., One of or pertaining to nonhuman intelligences rumored to be acting on human affairs and conducting espionage and sabotage within Imperial space.
patron17: are they real
Library: The xenic influence has never been verified. Existence of xenics has never been conclusively demonstrated.
patron17: why do people believe
Library: Many reasons. These reasons include cultural paranoia, caution in the face of a hostile environment, and the apparent human need for an external enemy. There are also chains of circumstantial evidence which can be accounted for by assuming xenic influence.
patron17: what is the xenic question
Library: In its simplest form, the xenic question asks whether xenic intelligences exist.
patron17: tell me about the more complicated forms of the xenic question
Library: A librarian will assist you shortly. Please remain where you are.
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Albrecht: Halfsummer, Gryphon Landing
Men were stacked in the godown like inventory, spread out on shelving that ran six layers high, originally configured for something about half a meter tall and slightly longer than the average male human being. Albrecht had scored an upper bunk, not trapped beneath four or five layers of sweating, snoring, muttering indigents, with the odd bed wetter thrown in for variety. Five credits was a lot for a mattress fee, but it bought him a day cycle’s worth of residency permit. Gryphon Landing wasn’t kind to the truly homeless.
At least he knew something about ship parts and tools. It was living, more or less. Albrecht had no idea how many of the mass of torpid men around him scored their five creds a day. From the dreamtime moaning that went on all night, he didn’t want to know.
It was hot, of course. Everything was hot on Halfsummer. And the godown had no climate control, just vent fans high up in the rafters among the flittermice and the feral cats. The lucky ones around him snored their way through the eye-watering fug, but a lot of nights, like this one, Albrecht found the stench overwhelming. Every time he opened his mouth to breathe, he felt like he was drowning in sweat, spit, blood, jizz.
At least he had air above him. If the top bunks were purgatory, the lower bunks were hell. All of them were here for their sins, of course. Planetary citizens had other places to go. Women had other places to go. His neighbors were men who’d tumbled down the gravity well one too many times, without a ticket back up, without the right money or certifications or skills or state of sobriety to climb Jacob’s ladder back to the spare, environmentally-conditioned heaven of a berth on a ship heading outsystem.
He wasn’t like them, Albrecht told himself. He was a better man, a smarter man, just down on his luck. What kept him awake, even more than the salty, sweaty reek that enveloped him like a mother’s love, was the thought that everyone in this place believed the same thing about himself.
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Morning found Albrecht on the street again, all his worldly goods in a thigh pack strapped to the leg of his shipsuit like always. The stupid codelock key hadn’t fit, so he was carrying it around in his hand. It had occurred to him to wonder if the Public Safety patrols might interpret it as weapon, sort of a fistpack or sap.
He decided he didn’t care. It was a bright, sunny day, with those strange, flat Halfsummer clouds in the sky. Gryphon Landing was as low and crumpled as ever, skyline marred by half-built buildings marooned in the last equity crash, lined with peculiar puffy-leaved trees that smelt like old tea bags.
Something rumbled overhead, staggering through the peak overpressure point of the local speed of sound. Albrecht didn’t bother to look up anymore – nothing flew that wanted his sorry butt on board. Instead he turned the codelock key over in his hand.
Why would someone file off the ship name but not the keel number? That was fairly pointless. Anyone with nöosphere access could research the keel easily enough.
What the hell, he thought. It was free day at the library. He could go research the keel number himself. Maybe this had been on a ship he’d built a model of once. The damned steward had dropped his models in the mass converter on the Princess Janivera, along with everything else Albrecht couldn’t carry away in two hands. At any rate, that gave him something to do in the hours before the market got into full swing once more. Spacers weren’t early morning shoppers, and neither were the sort of people who catered to them.
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An hour later he was only slightly better informed, but somewhat more curious. Albrecht sat on a park bench in front of the library complex, under some local tree sporting fat leaves like green hands with too many fingers. It made for a complex, mottled shade, which he rather enjoyed, despite the stale incense odor.
Well-groomed people strolled by in the pale pastel kilts and blouses which were the local fashion for those with money to shop. None of them looked at Albrecht, which was fine with him. He had time to think and relax a little in the shade before heading down to the reeking chaos of the market to make his day’s nut.
Strangely, the keel number had traced to a Coatimundi-class fast freighter. Civilian hull type, which argued that the codelock key had been repurposed from its original Naval application. Odd, but not unheard of, especially by people who ran fast and loose at the fringes of the world of certified, inspected, insured commerce.
That class used the old Group 7 c-drives, with the cockeyed Lyne arms that never lasted more than twenty percent of their rated duty cycle without an overhaul – or worse. The keel his codelock key had come off of was originally commissioned as the Jenny’s Diamond Bright out of Panshin, a system in the Karazov sector almost two hundred lights rimward, halfway across the Empire. Another curious aspect of this business was that Jenny was reported lost about twenty baseline years past, in transit between Velox and 4a-Rho Palatine. Also in the Karazov sector. He wasn’t up to accurately converting Imperial baseline to local sidereal in his head, but Albrecht figured that couldn’t be more than forty years ago local. Thirty or forty years later, an essentially undamaged codelock key shows up in a market two hundred lightyears distant from the ship’s last port.
He turned it over in his hand. This key didn’t look like it had survived a disaster.
Albrecht knew insurance fraud when it bit him in the ankle. Not that it was his business. No one in authority on Halfsummer cared what he had to say about anything anyway. He just found himself wondering how it all worked. Intellectual curiosity was one of his few remaining luxuries.
That was when two men in the dark, bulging kilts and leather coats of Public Safety stopped in front of his bench.
“Been using the library, friend?” asked one of them. He looks like the smart one, thought Albrecht – his eyes were more than a thumb’s width apart. But in Albrecht’s experience, no one who used the term “friend” that way had ever actually acted like they meant what they said.
“Yes sir.” Albrecht smiled his dimmest smile. “Checking my mail.”
“You get mail, bunny boy?” That was the piggy-eyed one. “From who?”
Albrecht figured he was in for a bad cop-bad cop routine. It seemed a bit much for just sitting on a park bench. “Mail from my copious friends and admirers, okay? Look, I got an appointment. Is there anything else I can do to help you gentlemen?”
“Gentlemen, he says.” The smart one glanced at piggy. “Yeah. Come on over to the Public Safety Offices with us. Watch commander wants a word with you.”
“Am I under arrest?” It was stupid, he knew, but this was broad daylight in the nice part of town. They weren’t likely to beat him senseless in front of the consuming classes strolling the sidewalks.
Piggy snorted. “Not yet.”
“Then I think I’ll be going.” He stood up, smiled, and tried to shoulder his way between the two cops. That lasted about two paces, then Albrecht was on the ground with a shock stick humming in his ear.
“So kind of you to agree to assist us in our investigations,” said piggy, leaning over into Albrecht’s limited and pain-hazed line of sight. Someone’s pastel boots stepped over his outstretched arm without pausing.
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Golliwog: Powell Station, Leukine Solar Space
Golliwog arrived at Dr. Yee’s office door at 05:54 hours. It had been an interesting night, or at least informative. He’d left the library a little too quickly, but eventually discovered the ident chip in his arm entitled him to meals at the unrestricted dining halls scattered throughout Powell Station.
It was the first time he’d moved unescorted through the public areas of the station. “Public” was a relative term, of course. Powell Station was an Imperial Navy base. Deep Navy, no cooperation with the Imperial Guards or civilian contractors here. Well, except perhaps for Froggie and Old Anatid. Their status had never been clear to him.
Even among uniformed Naval personnel, Golliwog still stood out. He was about two meters, fifteen cents tall, with that certain bulk about him that came from hormone treatments, muscle grafts, and a hideous investment in physical training. But Golliwog could tell from the way other people carried themselves, the way they walked and moved and how their arms swung, that he could have torn any of them limb from limb – even the hard men and women in the dirtside fatigues with the black-on-blue decorations sewn above their pockets. And most of the people he passed clearly saw the same thing. Golliwog moved in a current of muttering silence, always a few decimeters more space around him than the people he passed among gave each other.
He decided he liked the effect.
Now he was in front of Dr. Yee’s office, counting the passers-by who turned into the corridor, saw him standing there, and remembered sudden business elsewhere that didn’t take them too close to him. He was up to seven when the hatch said, “Come in, please,” and slid back.
Dr. Yee had never been one of his surgeons. Golliwog’s relationship with them had been clear. He was meat, they were talent. He had only ever talked to them to respond to assessments or answer factual questions. “Does this hurt?” hadn’t generally been one of those questions.
No, Dr. Yee was – had been? – his cognitive template engineer. She had come and gone through the last eight years of his training, loading routines into his internal systems, testing his effectiveness, tuning his reflexes and pain tolerance.
Golliwog didn’t hate or love very much in his life, but Dr. Yee had always brought a certain enthusiasm to her stressing of his systems. Golliwog found himself wondering what last preparations she had for him now, before she signed him over to the Naval Oversight agent.
The doctor’s office was much like Yee herself – dark and compact, with glittering, dangerous edges. He walked through a shadowed space where spider-armed machines lurked in silhouette. A hatch ahead stood open, overbright, so that Golliwog had to step from the dangerous shadows into the light of her presence.
Shuddering, he went.
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It was a while before she bothered to take note of Golliwog. He stood before her desk and patiently watched. Dr. Yee was wearing a uniform, rather than her usual lab coat and surgical smock. Golliwog studied her insignia. Navy, of course, cream white against her space black skin. Captain, which was a surprise to him. She’d only ever been referred to as “Doctor” within his earshot. But her branch insignia indicated intelligence, not medical.
More interesting to Golliwog were the service decorations he’d never seen her wear before. Yee, all one meter, fifty-five cents of her, was orbit drop qualified. She also wore the tiny red skull of a Marine pathfinder. A hard woman, in more ways than he’d ever imagined, even in his bloody, miserable dealings with her. And in wearing this uniform, she wanted him to be very clear on that.
With a sort of fascinated dread, it dawned on Golliwog that she was the senior agent of Naval Oversight who would be managing him on this mission.
“Figured it out, did you?” She glanced up at him. “I know you can go almost seventeen minutes without breathing. Yet even with that much control, I could hear the catch when you realized who your supervisor was. You’re going to have to be better, Golliwog, if you’re going out in the field with me.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Dr. Yee set down her light pen and stared him up and down. “Do you think you could kill me, Golliwog?”
He opened his mouth to answer, then stopped. Dr. Yee didn’t waste words, nor effort. She was a trap. “I don’t know, ma’am,” he finally said.
She simply stared him down.
“No, ma’am.” Not yet, he added mentally.
“Not yet, indeed,” she responded, a tiny smile quirking across her face. “Remember, Golliwog, I built you. I know what you’re thinking before you do. Someday you will surprise me, but not this day.”
“Someday, ma’am.” Then, on impulse. “That’s a promise, ma’am.”
She caught his gaze and held it with her own. Her eyes were pit-black, Golliwog realized. “Good.” Yee breathed the words out as if she were biting off pieces of her life. “And if you succeed in killing me, then I don’t deserve to live.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Yee made a flickering gesture with her fingers. The lighting shifted, becoming less harsh, and a station chair popped up out of the deck in front of her desk. “Sit, Golliwog. Let me tell you where we’re going and why.”
Golliwog sat. Somehow, he realized he had just passed his true final examination.
“Tell me,” she said in a voice that was eerily conversational. “I know you’ve studied ship types. That will be important later. But have you ever heard of a system called Halfsummer?”
‡
Albrecht: Halfsummer, Gryphon Landing
He got dragged into the watch commander’s office without being strip-searched, which amazed Albrecht. They’d taken his thigh pack, the credits in his pocket, day permit, voided crew card and the codelock key and stuffed them in a plastic bag. Albrecht still clutched the receipt chitty.
“Micah Albrecht,” said the watch commander. It wasn’t a question. She was a big woman, heavy gravity in her genes or a hell of a lot of gym time. She didn’t look pleased to see him. Her office was eerily clean, devoid of paperwork, personal decorations, or really, much of anything but a desk and a single chair with her in it.
So he stood where piggy and the smart guy had left him. “Ma’am.”
She stared at him for a while, then shook her head. “People are idiots.”
That didn’t seem to call for a response.
“You care to explain to me, Mister Micah Albrecht, why I got a hotshot detain-and-question order from an expert legal system looking for people committing insurance fraud on interstellar shipping? With respect, friend, you don’t look like an interstellar shipping magnate to me.”
So we are all friends here at Public Safety, Albrecht thought. At least he’d guessed right on the fraud, though he couldn’t imagine why there was a flag on that data. “I’m a c-drive engineer, ma’am. Old ship types are my hobby. Just reading up.”
“Grounded, right? No union card, no engineer’s papers.” She grinned nastily. “You want to read up on old ship types? Buy a hardbook, read on the can. Stay out of my library and don’t waste my officers’ time.”
He stood, breathing hard, his knees aching from the takedown. At least they hadn’t actually used the shockstick.
She continued to stare. “Why are you still breathing my air, Micah Albrecht?”
“I’ll just be leaving, ma’am.” He stepped backward, unwilling to turn away from her.
“Good idea. Don’t let me see you again. Ever.”
“No ma’am.”
Then he was in the hall, being stared down in turn by piggy. The cop said nothing at all, just trailed Albrecht back to the front desk where his belongings were returned, then to the front doors.
It was a long walk to the market, but Albrecht didn’t want to stay anywhere near the shade of the fat-leaved trees.
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He almost threw the codelock key in the trash, but decided to hold off. The tool’s presence bothered him. Instead Albrecht headed to the market to find the old Alfazhi trader. The day was heating up and the crowd was thickening as he made his way into the maze of stalls and booths and small-lot auctions. Somehow he expected the old man to have vanished, but the trader was right where he had been the previous day.
“Good tool, ah?” said the trader, looking at Albrecht with a suspicious glint in his eye.
“Yeah. Valve bleeding great.” Albrecht squatted on his heels opposite the trader, looking at today’s merchandise on the solar sail. More small tools, still the Higgs sniffer, along with a new a collection of vacuum-rated bolts, bindings and toggles. The spill of an engineering hardsuit’s utility pouch, he would wager a guess.
Then he broke the first rule of a marketplace – he asked a stupid question. “Where do you get this stuff from?”
The trader sat very still for a moment, staring Albrecht down. Then, with a shrug: “Here, everywhere, there. Smart man know where look. I sell you, you sell pawn, what difference?”
“Look, I don’t care. It doesn’t matter. I just want to know.”
“Why you want know if you don’t care, ah?”
Albrecht sighed. That was a good question. But the codelock key...something was wrong here. Maybe there was more to it, some angle to his benefit. He slipped a too-precious five cred chit out of his pocket, showed it to the old man on the palm of his hand, and said the first thing that popped into his head. “I got curiosity like a monkey, ok? My old man, he died on the ship that codelock key came from. I just want to know.”
The Alfazhi snatched the chit away. There went a night’s mattress fee, thought Albrecht. The old man grinned, looking half-crazy now. “Beggar auction.”
“What?”
“Dead men, ah? They drink, they die, nobody know them, nobody respect for them, bodies go for reprocessing, stuff go for beggar auction. Not for you, ah. You go now, sailor.”
“Yeah.” He knew from nobody knowing him. “I go now. ‘Ah’ to you too.” He stood up, wincing from a sharp rush of pressure and pain. That takedown in front of the library was making itself known to him.
“Sailor. One more thing.”
“What?”
“Maybe you go down Sixth Wharf. Drink some, talk some. Maybe somebody know your daddy.”
“Here? From Jenny D?” That seemed dreadfully unlikely. But then again, so did the codelock key, when you got right down to it.
“We live through our fathers, my people, ah. I give you same respect.” The trader’s face closed into a scowl. “Now go.”
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Menard: Nouvelle Avignon, in transit toward c-beacon ∂318-f
The Chor Episcopos tried to ignore the angel in his ready room and concentrate on the line of thought which had been nagging at him since his conversation with Sister Pelias. The angel was obviously content to ignore him as it slept, after all. Menard prayed briefly to the power of the Holy Spirit for forgiveness of his unkind thoughts regarding a fellow servant of the Patriarch. Mind cleared and soul somewhat eased, he then considered his situation.
They traveled on the Church fast courier St. Gaatha. Being a c-courier, she was a heavy beast. The ship relied on that strange trade-off of mass and acceleration that decreased transit time and energy required to make the transition to a smear of negative matter and perverse equations, resolving some few dozen lightyears distant as an allegedly identical copy of ship, cargo and crew. As a heavy beast, she sported large, luxurious cabins.
It was obvious to Menard that his quarters were ordinarily reserved for someone much more senior than he. There was more gold filigree in here than he’d seen in most churches outside the Prime See, and the entire compartment was done over in blue silk upholstery and carpeting, with an ostentation that was just short of bizarre. He had regretfully passed over the ornamented altar with its beautiful iconostasis with Sts. Basil, Gaatha and Tikhon rendered in delicate brushstrokes. Instead, with a hasty prayer and a careful, sacred kiss, he set up his little traveling icon of St. Niphon with his tiny thurible of Athonite incense.
As strange as his quarters were, they were not so bizarre as the sleeping angel, stretched long and thin with its boots crossed at the ankles. And though Chor Episcopos Menard had made more c-transitions than he could possibly count without resorting to his personnel file, there was still something fundamentally odd about this whole trip. Even without the blesséd angel.
Still, he’d asked to be here. Meant to be here. Following the shiver in his bones and the pricking in Sister Pelias’ data.
Even in the face of Menard’s interest Bishop Russe had forced the point – something had been driving His Grace, some pressure invisible to the Chor Episcopos but still real enough to affect the assignment.
“Jonah,” Russe had said. “This is important. Terribly important. The Metropolitan of Halfsummer will extend you every possible aid and comfort, but that is a rude planet in a rude sector. People who serve on the frontiers don’t understand the logic of empire. Or the importance of our work.” He’d leaned close, breath reeking of onions. “You will take an angel. To watch over you, and deal with the xenics if you meet them.”
An angel. Menard had never heard of one leaving the Prime See, except in the direct company of the Patriarch himself. He certainly didn’t need an angel to watch over him. To keep watch on him, more like it, in obedience to whatever hidden force Pelias had alluded to and Russe had so obviously been responding to. Politics, of course, to which Menard had too often willfully blinded himself.
And here was the result of his deliberate ignorance of the machinations of power: the angel. It was pale as all its kind – a hairless, sexless creature, close to three meters tall, wearing red leather body armor, with a red Maltese cross tattooed on its forehead. That cross was like a declaration of war to any decent churchman, bloody and wrong. It had no scent, either, except the faintest aroma of leather from its armor. Right now it was sleeping, or least immobile, but when it was alert the solid pink eyes were perhaps the most disturbing. Like the wing of a beetle made from blood, perhaps, with no white or pupil.
This thought came to him: We find no xenics among the stars, so we make our own to watch over us.
The angel was an unfortunate fact of life at the moment, but it was not what had been nagging at him. Rather, his thoughts kept ranging to the Internalist position on xenics. Sister Pelias had been quite insistent about her...well, call it intuition. Menard had climbed over, around and through enough alleged xenic sites to have a thoroughly jaded view of Externalist thinking. To put it somewhat unkindly, he was quite certain that there were no boojums hiding in secret bases at the bottom of craters waiting to either save or destroy the human race.
That being the case, were the Internalists any closer to the truth?
He didn’t understand how they could be. Not logically.
Whatever and wherever the xenics might be, if they truly existed – something he very much wanted to be true. Menard craved that belief – they hadn’t seen fit to announce their existence through leaving behind any conveniently ruined starports or abandoned ship hulls or anything like that. He simply didn’t believe a mature, material, starfaring civilization could have fled before the slow coreward advance of humanity without leaving traces. Consider what humans did to an E-class planet in the course of a few generations. It would take the passage of geological eras to erase the road cuts in inconvenient ridges. Millennia of abandonment to even weather them enough that a planetologist might question the rounded edges.
If the xenics were out there in some kind of physical force and presence, they’d never spent much time on any world humanity had come to occupy or even bothered to survey carefully. He’d stake his ordination on that, though logically he couldn’t prove a negative assertion. As the old saw ran, absence of evidence was not evidence of absence.
Of course when cornered by logic, dyed-in-the-wool Externalists simply shifted the argument. The xenics favored asteroid belts, gas giant moonlets, comets, hard vacuum habitats, whatever flights of science fictional fancy were common that year. But if any of those alternative theories about living arrangements were true, they implied, even dictated, morphologies and behaviors which would be barely recognizable to humans as life. Let alone intelligent actors capable of jiggering equity markets and rerouting comm traffic through their influence – the only evidence, indirect as it was, for xenic presence.
If xenics walked among the worlds of the Empire, the Internalist argument had to be correct, in some form or fashion. And never mind the raging debates over how they stayed hidden, whether they were human in any sense, could they take Eucharist or walk down public streets. As far as Menard was concerned, there was far too much of the human race living outside a state of grace for his peers in the hierarchy to be worried about the theoretical possibility of xenic baptism.
The angel snorted, muscles rippling in its sleep as it interrupted Menard’s line of thinking. He overcame his discomfort and stared at it hard.
Canine and equine muscle fibers bundled over spider web reinforced avian bone structures. A narrow brain case not much over 650 cubic centimeters – fatally microcephalic for a human – housing feline-derived neural matter. All that dreadful bioengineering warped into a roughly human shape, of course. Very dangerous creatures.
Doctrine regarded the angels as art, of all things, given that much of bioengineering was quite literally anathema in the technical sense of that term. All the way back to its earliest roots, the Ekumen Orthodox church had an uneasy relationship with technology – God had created the heavens and the earth to be contemplated in pursuit of His glory, not remodeled in pursuit of secular riches. At the same time, a practical churchman was forced to recognize that the business of the Empire would grind to a halt without genetic localization of food crops for varying planetary conditions, not to mention the measures required to maintain sealed environments in space. Nevertheless the Church had never been at peace with wholesale genetic manipulation. Even biones with their mainline human DNA were forbidden baptism and sacraments. Yet these angels were perhaps the most extreme chimeras ever bred by man.
But they were held to be art, like a watered steel sword or a lacquered seat of pain.
Menard hated the things, for all that they were beloved of the Patriarch. The Church Militant had four million men under arms, thousands of hulls, the third largest fighting force in the Empire. Why the Patriarch needed angels was beyond him.
And he wouldn’t be able to move a meter anywhere in the Halfsummer system without this thing screaming to the world that he had come from the Prime See, threatening all with judgment and bloody, final absolution.
“Secure for c-transition,” the cabin told him in a soothing voice. It was mostly a psychological issue, Menard knew. He’d never noticed so much as water spilled in a c-transition, but body and soul rebelled when the moment came.
The angel slept through the scream of light as they left reality for points negative.
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St. Gaatha made Halfsummer space about fourteen elapsed days after leaving Nouvelle Avignon. The ships systems solemnly assured Menard that eighty-seven baseline days had passed – the objective, simultaneous calendar of the Empire, inasmuch as objective simultaneity could be said to apply over relativistic distances and trans-relativistic speeds.
As far as Menard had ever been able to tell, baseline time was mostly used to mark Imperial observances, coordinate military actions, and game the financial system. None of which was particularly his concern. His own lifetimer chip told Menard and his doctors what they needed to know about his biological rate-of-aging.
Aging or not, he was bleary-eyed and stretched. C-transition always made Menard feel as if he’d been inexpertly reassembled. Every doctor he’d ever mentioned it to had sworn the physical reactions were purely psychosomatic.
After kneeling before his icon to give thanks to God for his deliverance once more, Menard mediated a while to bring peace to his heart. Knees aching, when he was done he found his way into St. Gaatha’s ward room. This was another large space, pillared like a seraglio, with a sumptuous galley and a vastly ornate coffee engine all brasswork and valves and shining stopcocks. Someone had thoughtfully bolted a small, plastic consumer-grade coffeemaker next to it, which gave off an entirely welcome warm, brown smell.
Caffeine. He didn’t usually take coffee, but it would help knit his miserable joints back together.
“Chor Episcopos,” said Lieutenant Kenneth McNally, sitting at the back of a shadowed booth. McNally was St. Gaatha’s skipper, a young man with a ruddy complexion and a strangely mobile Adam’s apple.
“Lieutenant,” said Menard. His mouth didn’t feel quite right, either. He fumbled with a stoneware mug and the little coffeemaker, poured himself a steaming cup. The scent alone was worth the trouble, but the way the chilly handle bloomed a little warmer in his palm was comforting as well.
“That monster’s gorgeous, and worth a small fortune,” said McNally, nodding at the huge coffee engine, “but it takes two people the better part of an hour to produce the first cup. Fun at parties, though.”
Stirring his coffee to cool it a bit, Menard tried to work that out. “You have parties on board?”
“Representational work. In port, Chor Episcopos.”
“Of course.” He sat down opposite McNally. “Tell me, Lieutenant. Do you have a position on xenics?”
McNally quirked a smile. “I try not to run into any.”
That answer woke up his lagging synapses. “Pardon?”
“I’m a Freewaller, sir.”
“Jonah, please,” said Menard, with a vague wave of the hand. “Freewaller...like the battle?”
“Yes.” McNally grinned. “Local legend, sir– Jonah. I read your dossier in the public directory. You’ve spent half your career chasing local legends. Ever been to 3-Freewall?”
“No, can’t say I have.”
“It’s in trailing space. Give us a couple of centuries, we’ll be a ghost world somewhere behind the Empire. But we’re historic. Still important, for now. Shiploads of tourists coming and going. So many memorials in solar and planetary orbit we have a uniformed service keeping them maintained and on station. Funny place, sir.”
“So what’s your legend?”
“Asteroids, sir.”
He’d heard that one a few dozen times. Ancient ruins tumbling in eccentric orbits out in the Deep Dark. “Externalists, eh?”
“No, not exactly. Within Freewall space, in the right bars late at night, people will tell you the xenics fly around in ships fitted out like asteroids.”
That certainly wasn’t the stupidest theory Menard had ever heard, but it wasn’t going to win any prizes, either. “Doing anything in particular? Or just orbiting with balletic grace?”
“Wouldn’t know, sir. I just keep an extra watch out for rocks when I’m making a c-transition run. Just in case there’s any moving faster than my ship. Local superstition, I suppose.”
Lord, save me from superstition, Menard prayed. It looks enough like faith to fool the unprepared mind. “Well, it never hurts to watch for rocks, I suppose.”
McNally leaned close. “You ever get to wondering, read the Ulaan Ude transcripts. From the battle. Last couple of minutes, when the Hoxha blew, right before the old Navy struck their colors to the Imperial fleet. That’s what started it all.”
“Ulaan Ude.” Menard made a mental note of the name, whatever it might mean. He didn’t have anything like the right dataset with him on this transit, but this certainly was another one of those odd leads that had kept the xenic question alive over the centuries. “Bless you, my son, and my thanks. Creation is ever full of mysteries.”
“Indeed, sir. Thankfully my job is to get my ship where she needs to be, and fulfill the mission requirements of the run as a whole.”
Menard smiled at the other man’s tact. “The ‘run as a whole’ being me and my nanny.”
“Well, yes. We’re a fast courier. People usually aren’t that anxious just to see their paperwork, so mostly we carry VIPs.” The Lieutenant crossed himself. “Holy relics, sometimes.”
“And sometimes those are one and the same, eh?”
McNally grinned. “Nothing like a Churchman, Chor Episcopos.”
“Nothing like.”
“Indeed. Look, do you want to come up on the bridge in about twenty minutes or so? We’ve already done our initial post-arrival orientation. We’re ballistic right now for a systems shake-down and crew wake-up, but we’ll be pulling the beacon chatter, setting our course toward the inner planets and so forth. If you’d like to observe.”
Menard sipped his coffee. Advantage of a small ship, he supposed. “I wouldn’t want to be in your crew’s way.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that,” McNally said cheerfully. “We could probably hold midnight mass on St. Gaatha’s bridge.”
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Albrecht: Halfsummer, Gryphon Landing
It took him almost a month to work up the nerve to go down to the Sixth Wharf. He had to make mattress money every day. Most days he made food money as well, sometimes he ate his seed money. It was a losing game. The whole time, Albrecht hung on to the codelock key. He’d taken a beating over this, by damn that made the stupid thing his. He had been avoiding the old Alfazhi in the marketplace, though. The bugger was too strange by half.
Somehow the Sixth Wharf was never far from Albrecht’s mind.
Eventually he had a day where the morning came too soon and he was actually a few credits ahead of his never-ending financial game.
He decided to go looking for Jenny D. It was something to do, some direction to take other than this endless circling at the bottom of a well of both poverty and gravity.
The Sixth Wharf was a riverside dock. It was haunted by the watermen who moved barges up and down the silted, hummocked swamps extending hundreds of kilometers around Gryphon Landing. As far as Albrecht was concerned, countryside was the colored stuff around a spaceport, but these men lived among the creeper vines and the large, carnivorous cousins of the hand trees which dotted the city. And watermen hated spacers, with a sort of genial venom borne out of the mists of history.
Nonetheless, there he went dressed as only a spacer would be in his grubby shipsuit and his thigh pack. The wharf was a narrow boardwalk street footing a set of docks jutting out into mold-green water that looked to have the consistency of insulating gel. There were only a few boats tied up, but the docks were covered with ropes, boxes, piles of rusted junk, all of them spilling into the right of way. Grubby and messy enough to give any starship section supervisor heart failure.
He walked along, breathing in the heavy scent of the river. Just after sidereal noon, none of the few people idling along the Sixth Wharf seemed to be in a fight-picking mood. The regulars must be out doing whatever it was watermen did by daylight by way of earning an honest living.
The first bar he came to was The Newt Trap. Walking in, there still didn’t seem to be anyone in a fight picking mood, so Albrecht spent two more precious credits on a swamp beer from a dispenser and stared around at the walls a while.
If this place had a theme to its decor, it eluded him. It certainly wasn’t particularly nautical. There was a stuffed newt chained to the ceiling, one of Halfsummer’s three meter monsters with a terribly oversized mouth full of sticky, pointed cartilage. The walls were practically covered with a mess of everything from old sweaters to children’s toys to flattened ration cartons, all nailed or wired tightly in place.
“Man goes out on a long cruise, he leaves something of his own to come back to,” said someone behind Albrecht in a voice which squealed like low gears under poor lubrication. “To draw him home.”
“I get it,” he replied, still gazing at the walls, wondering at the sick-sharp sweat smell.
“Easier places for a vacuum-brain to drink than a wet sailor’s bar. About midnight, you’d get your nostrils slit just for being in here.”
Albrecht turned to look his new acquaintance over. The man was fat, in a way that you never saw in space. Planet fat, gland disorder fat, eyes buried in folds of skin like cold-burned rubber, tiny hands on the end of arms that puffed wider than both of Albrecht’s thighs put together. He was wrapped in a damp muslin winding that made him look like a badly-laid corpse. Several badly-laid corpses smashed together, in fact.
“Don’t matter to me,” the newcomer said in that grinding voice. “I ain’t no waterman neither. But if you’re looking for something, might want to find it before the barges come in.” He grinned, a disturbing effect given the apparent lack of teeth and wide, blackened tongue. “That would be starting around 16:30,” he added helpfully.
What the hell, thought Albrecht. He wasn’t made of money or time. He might as well ask. “Ever hear of a boat called Jenny D?”
That drew a long quiet stare. Then: “Funny question, that.” The fat man settled in to the bar next to Albrecht, a process not unlike docking a water boat. “Jenny D’s kind of, oh, a virus around here. What’s your connection to her?”
The lie carried on. “My father died on that ship.” As far as Albrecht knew, his father was alive and mean as ever back on I-Karlstein.
The fat man crossed himself with three fingers. “He’s in good company, your old man.”
Albrecht let that thought ride in silence a moment before asking, “What kind of virus?”
“Deadly. It’s catching. Too much talking brings it on. Frankly, we’d like the whole thing to go away.” He gave Albrecht a long stare. “You the kind of man who can make it go away?”
Time to leave, Albrecht thought. Getting tripped on the pavement by cops was one thing, but whatever people were dying – or killing – for down here on the docks wasn’t his cup of tea. “Uh...”
“Uh is right.” The fat man smiled again. “You ain’t nobody, ser. You ain’t a waterman, you ain’t Public Safety. Maybe you’ll do, without drawing too much fire down upon all our heads.” A great, shivering slab of a hand patted Albrecht on the arm. “Tell you what: since you asked, I got something to show you. For your late father’s sake.”
He slid away from the bar and waddled out into the sunlight. Albrecht downed his swamp beer and followed. That intellectual curiosity was still nagging. Besides, if this came to nothing he could always head back to the market and scrounge for more junk to resell.
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“They build here...” The fat man puffed hard as he walked, bobbing slowly along, sweating rivers. “By digging...” Puff. “Then sticking something...” Puff. “Down a hole...” Puff. “Caisson.” Puff. “You know that word?”
Albrecht wanted to ask the fat man to stop, to breathe, to talk in sentences, not to keel over onto the wooden street next to him like three hundred kilos of bad vat-flesh. “Yeah. Pressure vessel, right?”
“Right.” Puff. “But anything that...” Puff. “Will hold out the...” Puff. “Water table...” Puff. “Will do.” Puff. “Anchor the found...” Puff. “...ation to.”
“Right.” Inasmuch as he’d ever thought about dirtside engineering, that made a certain muddy kind of sense. Starships didn’t have foundations, but they had keels and hull frames.
They drifted to a stop in front of a godown not much different from the meat rack where Albrecht spent his nights. Maybe a little rattier. A few more posters on the walls, not pulled down by the owners or the Public Safety work crews. The fat man leaned against a door and let his chuffing breath idle down to something almost human. After a while he smiled that black-hole smile again and opened the door with a mechanical key. “Come on in.”
Inside wasn’t particularly large for a Gryphon Landing warehouse, but it was particularly empty. Albrecht looked up through the cross-braced girders to a roof full of bright holes. Shafts of sunlight speared through, becoming grubby in the dusty air. A slightly rippled quality to the shadows between the bright, glimmering columns promised a truly astonishing number of flittermice come dusk.
“Space,” he said. “But not my kind. Aren’t these buildings usually full of...something?”
“Sometimes a building is just a building.” The fat man waddled slowly across the empty concrete floor to a little office framed in at the back corner of the godown. Albrecht trailed after, wondering what a human being had to do to reach that kind of end state. The thought was sobering.
The fat man opened the door, then stood aside.
Albrecht looked in. Two desks, some file cabinets, a ratty old rug with three chairs parked on it.
“Throw back the rug,” said the fat man. “Then tell me what you can do about Jenny D.”
Armstrong’s ghost, this was nuts, thought Albrecht. He scooted the chairs aside and flipped back the rug. Not much to his surprise, there was a trap door. He glanced at the old man, then tugged at the inset ring.
The door opened more smoothly than he’d imagined it would. Below was a shaft, like a wooden chimney. Iron rungs were set in one side. Albrecht shrugged. “You got a light?”
The fat man said, “Glow stick in the desk, maybe.”
Albrecht tugged open a couple of drawers to expose various nests of pens, tools and a very ancient sandwich ascending its own private evolutionary ladder before he found a pile of glow sticks. He stuck several in his sleeve pocket, snapped one, bit it gently between his teeth, nodded at the fat man, then began climbing down.
Nothing ventured, nothing lost. It wasn’t like he had much left to lose, either.
He wasn’t the least bit surprised when he found a vacuum-rated hatch at the bottom of the shaft, hull vanishing into a damp darkness in each direction from the opening in the shaft. The access pad with the oversized suit glove keys had been torn out and replaced with a little hand-wired codelock interface.
“Jenny D,” said Albrecht, mumbling through the glowstick. “As I live and breathe. Two hundred lights from your lost grave.”
He might not know much about killings and dockside life, the issues which had worried the fat man, but he knew ships. Albrecht set the codelock key against the interface and watched the hatch of the buried ship swing inward.
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Menard: Halfsummer Solar Space
The Chor Episcopos didn’t usually travel by fast courier, just hopped whatever Church or commercial hauler was headed wherever he was going.
The concept of too much space on a starship continued to strike Jonah as odd. Yet here was an enormous bridge, with dozens of duty stations and enough floor space to host a low-gee badminton tournament. McNally hadn’t been kidding about being able to hold a midnight mass. And the entire space was occupied by McNally, two harried ensigns and Kewitt, the ship’s elderly chief petty officer who seemed to be mostly sleeping.
“He’s handling the on-course station keeping,” McNally said, following the line of Menard’s gaze. “Rock watch. Things too big for our clearing masers or defensive nano to cope with.”
“With his eyes closed?”
“Yes. He’s tracking nearby junk on audibles. System control’s already got us on our assigned trajectory inward from the c-beacon. They preload those, of course, but they’re not fine-corrected. Kewitt’s keeping an eye on our progress through immediate localspace.”
For some reason, Menard found this amusing. “Listening for xenics. Keeping an ear, as it were.”
“Exactly.”
The Chor Episcopos nodded, looking at the main screens. St. Gaatha had a triple bank. One showed a schematic of their current course, distance-distorted for casual viewing to collapse the projected eleven-day transit toward the inner planets. Another showed a distance-corrected system plot, while the third displayed an animated flyby of the Halfsummer system.
Halfsummer-, the primary, was a fairly typical G2 star. Classic human-friendly, and therefore precious. The solar system was also stereotypical, four inner E-class planets, an asteroid belt, with one super-J, two J-class, and one sub-J standing outside the belt. Only one of the rockballs was solidly within the Goldilocks zone – the world of Halfsummer itself. The others weren’t worth the bother of terraforming, though there was some mining activity scattered around all three of them. Fairly clean system, from a junk perspective. Kewitt’s rock watch spoke more to the Lieutenant’s caution, or superstition, than to any outstanding local traffic hazards.
“Permission to speak freely, sir?” McNally said, disturbing Menard’s thoughts.
“Of course,” said the Chor Episcopos. More rocks, he wondered?
“I’ve made, oh, thirty runs as skipper on the St. Gaatha. Another sixty or so as a junior officer on three other rotations. And...well...I’ve never carried an angel before. Never even seen one up close before yours came on board.”
Menard thought that over, decided to let the question of who controlled whom lie fallow. He’d said too much previously as it was, and did not want to project disrespect for his superiors in the hierarchy. “Mmm?”
McNally sounded distressed. “Why...why am I bringing an angel to Halfsummer? What have these people done?”
Ah ha. “Rest easy, Lieutenant. The angel is my security detail.”
“You planning to start a war, sir? Or possibly stop one?”
“I really can’t say what I’m doing here.” Not even if I knew what that was, he thought. “But no, no wars. Nothing dreadful.”
McNally crossed himself. “Thank you, Chor Episcopos.”
“We are each servants of God, my son,” Menard said kindly. “Both the word and the blade are His tools in their time.”
“I’m an officer of the Church Militant, sir. I am sworn to this.” McNally glanced over his shoulder, aft toward where the angel slept. “But some things don’t feel so godly to me.”
Menard couldn’t have agreed more, but he wasn’t in a position to say that now. The Chor Episcopos ignored the tweak in his gut. “We all move at the Lord’s will.”
McNally’s usual smile flickered back across his face. “Mysteriously, at any rate.”
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Golliwog: In c-space
Though Golliwog had been on dozens of ships of many sizes and ratings for training exercises, he’d never before left the space around Powell Station. He had been through simulation after simulation of the dangerous period of emergence from c-transition, when a lack of human alertness and an inherent unreliability in ship’s systems placed vessels at risk, but no one had ever warned him about what happened during c-transition.
Unbuckling the safety straps, Golliwog smiled into the colors. The hatch of his cabin was some infinite, purpled distance from his bunk. What luck his legs were infinitely long. He had trouble fitting his planetary fingers to the hatch controls. It was easier to step through the bulkhead. The wind of his passage thundered a hard, dry lemon.
The passageway outside was uncomfortably thin, bulkheads as close as Casimir plates. Something was wrong with the dimensions. But Golliwog tunneled between them like a decaying alpha particle, looking for Dr. Yee.
He found her soon enough, a puddle of plaid improbability in a roiling maw of cayenne that was probably her cabin. He wasn’t sure this was how c-transit was supposed to work. Golliwog looked around the echoes of her workspace until he found something that tasted like paper. A stylus took longer, though he finally decided the cold pressure near the paper-taste might be it. Golliwog wrote “WOKE DURING C-TRNST TRIED TO REACH YOU – G”, then drifted among the wounded stars back to the infinite reaches of his personal universe, where sleep reclaimed him brutally as any surgeon on a deadline.
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Menard: Halfsummer Solar Space
After a polite but boring period watching the bridge crew watch their screens, the Chor Episcopos retired to the ward room to work. He’d been avoiding his ready room, even though it was part of his quarters, because the angel had spent the entire journey thus far lurking there.
Menard knew that art or no art, anything with eyes and a brain certainly qualified as one of God’s creatures. It was a trial set before him to love, or at least respect, the angel. Had Bishop Russe possessed anything resembling a sense of humor, Menard might have believed that his supervisor had set the angel upon him as a reminder of the Chor Episcopos’ own failings. But McNally had been correct in his fears for Halfsummer – angels never traveled away from the Prime See, except when the Patriarch took it upon himself to conduct a peregrination. The creatures went wherever His Holiness traveled, of course, scouring evil so that His Holiness’ feet might tread only on sacred ground. Their wrath was legendary.
Enough, he thought. He was being uncharitable at best. Menard offered a small prayer for forgiveness, then looked at the dataslate on the table in front of him. Once she’d shifted down from c-space, St. Gaatha had followed ordinary procedure and done a beacon interchange. The vast majority of that process was highly standardized information, read-writes of updated shipping schedules, various sorts of low-priority news and information from the last beacons she had passed by, as well as dropping off and picking up whatever mail was needful. Being a Church ship, she didn’t go through the rounds of time-dependent information auctioning which were a basis of a major portion of the Imperial economic system. A complex interplay of scarcity, distinctiveness, demand, degree-of-confidence and timeliness governed a multi-trillion credit per year futures market which the Church considered her flight crews to be above.
What the Treasurer-General did to manage the Church’s fortunes was another matter entirely, of course. Menard didn’t doubt that some expert system deep in the bowels of the ship’s small-scale nöosphere had been auctioning off commodity and political-legal futures data since they’d first dropped out of c-transition. That activity simply wasn’t conducted on behalf of St. Gaatha, her crew or passengers.
As for the mail, since St. Gaatha had moved ahead of her own information wavefront in heading for Halfsummer, no one knew they were coming. Therefore neither the ship nor Chor Episcopos Menard had any individually addressed messages waiting. There was a small classified Church packet which Menard took upon himself to review.
There were a handful of parish report summaries intended to be passed along to the Prime See. He ignored them. There were three disciplinary files, also of no interest to him. He marked them anyway, in case he found sufficient idle time before planetfall to go back and check if any of the troublesome priests had been found to be xenics in disguise. There were a whole series of financial logs, which would probably bore him beyond tears, but Menard felt that he ought to analyze for anything reflecting Sister Pelias’ K-M curves. Finally, there was a security report with a route flag that included the Xenic Bureau.
Curious, the timing of that. The hand of the Lord, or the xenics finally showing themselves as more than data ghosts? With a slight shiver of his spine, Menard went to the security file first.
Somewhat strangely, it was a copy of a Naval intelligence message. Beneath the Church codes, the message itself was in clear text. Also stranger, but useful as well, since he didn’t have any way here aboard St. Gaatha to crack Naval codes. Menard couldn’t tell from the headers whether the message had wound up in Church files as an intercept or a friendly tip-off – that sort of thing varied wildly from system to system, as well as depending on the vagaries of budget battles and political tension.
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To: NINO Front Royal/New Bellona/Front Royal
Fr: NILO Front Royal/Gryphon Landing/Halfsummer
Re: Shipping Watch List Flag
Burt –
Be advised we had a data flag trip on the shipping watch list here. Keel number PNSH017FA2900045661, registered IBY57 as Jenny’s Diamond Bright, lost IBY98 in transit Karazov/Velox to Karazov/4a-Rho Palatine. We looked into it, some visitor checking keel histories for his model collection. I know you hate coincidences, so I’m forwarding his file to you, but I’m certain there’s nothing to this one. My love to Roger and come visit sometime. We can go wetwater sailing on Southport Bay.
– Alma
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The message was a lot more interesting for what it didn’t say than what it did say. Menard doodled on his slate, decoding.
NINO was Naval Intelligence, Naval Oversight. NO were the hard men inside the Imperial Navy, a combination of internal affairs investigators, system auditors and hit teams. Burt, whoever he was, would be a tough nut indeed if Menard ever ran across him.
NILO was Naval Intelligence, Local Observer. Someone named, or code-named, Alma. Who probably had a certain amount of local authority, as in “we looked into it”, but could be anyone from the portmaster to a clerk in the city government. The Church didn’t have a role corresponding directly to LOs. Parish priests were, by definition, everywhere, and made for terrific coverage, even if providing a somewhat spotty reporting network.
Obviously Alma and Burt were old friends. He wondered if that was significant to the issues at hand.
What the message didn’t elaborate on was the identity of the visitor, where he was visiting from, how he’d tripped the flag – nöosphere search would be the obvious choice – nor did it say how Alma had made her investigation, and what had been her degree of confidence in the outcome. Menard presumed that most or all of that info was in the missing file attachment.
More significant to the Chor Episcopos was the fact that one of the classic xenic phenomena was disappearing ships. Father Bernie O’Halloran ran a statistics unit that reported up to Sister Pelias which reviewed shipping losses across the Empire. O’Halloran’s extracts tended to be of greater interest to insurance investigators than to his peers at the Xenic Bureau, unfortunately. But Menard was here at Halfsummer looking for xenic anomalies, and by goodness the missing Jenny’s Diamond Bright was a bona fide potential xenic anomaly. He felt that chill of inspiration once again. Much like the apparent opinions of the NINO operative named Burt, Menard felt that sheer coincidence would be too much in this case.
Menard composed a note to the Bishop of Halfsummer introducing himself and his credentials, and requesting help from the Bishop’s staff in locating Alma’s model-collecting visitor.
As he sent it off to be transmitted in-system as part of St. Gaatha’s datastream to the Halfsummer nöosphere, he looked up to find the angel standing behind him, silent as cold death. How had it gotten there? A long-fingered white hand, nail red and narrow and gleaming, stabbed past his shoulder to land on the name Jenny’s Diamond Bright, nearly cracking Menard’s dataslate in the process.
In spite of himself, Menard jumped in his seat. His scalp crawled with fright as his spine shook.
“Please–” he began, then stopped. He had to control his reactions to this red-eyed monster. It was his tool, seconded to him by Russe, and by hierarchs far above the Bishop, to be sure. Tool or no tool, there was no negotiating with angels. By definition. They were the Lord’s slaughter weapons of Ezekiel 9:2, made flesh by the modern word of man. They could only be directed by the hand of the godly.
And this one was not aimed at him. No matter what the gurgling fear in his bowels said.
He tried again: “I understand. This is a priority for me, too. We serve the same ends, my s-son.”
The angel glared at him, red-eyed and vibrating, then slowly nodded before stalking out of the ward room.
How had it known what he was doing? The thing hadn’t stirred from his ready room in the days since they’d boarded.
Menard called up his favorite passage concerning space travel, from Psalms 19. “ The heavens declare the glory of God;” he read aloud. “And the firmament shows his handiwork. Day unto day utters speech, and night unto night shows knowledge. There is no speech nor language, where their voice is not heard. Their line is gone out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world. In them hath he set a tabernacle for the sun.”
He knelt to pray a while, for peace and wisdom, guidance on the matter of the angel, and if the Lord were especially kind this day, a greater insight into his purposes here at Halfsummer. His knees spoke louder than God, but Menard found peace amid the tingle of incense and the words sent toward Heaven.
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Albrecht: Halfsummer, Gryphon Landing
The buried ship wasn’t Jenny D. Albrecht realized that by the time he cleared the inner hatch. Coatimundi-class freighters weren’t atmosphere-rated, for one thing. They dumped cargo cans at stations, or lightered their manifests down if need be. Jenny’s Diamond Bright would have been hard-pressed to make a hydrogen skimming run through the upper wisps of a J-class planet. Not to mention she would have been a lot bigger than the hole underneath this godown could possibly have fitted.
No, thought Albrecht with a substantial measure of satisfaction, what he had here was one of Jenny D’s boats. Still substantial proof she hadn’t gone missing on the Velox run – not that he cared too much, he wasn’t a fraud manager. More to the point, this little vessel was something he could pilot on his own.
Too bad the boat was sitting under a few hundred tons of building, foundation and associated landfill.
He made his way forward, to the bridge. As this was a boat, not a ship, space was at something of a premium. The power-to-weight issues for vessels which confined themselves to non-relativistic distances would have been familiar to an early Industrial Age engineer back on old Earth, using only a pocket computer to design steam locomotives and so forth.
He found a three-seat flight deck, hard shields secured over the view ports. It was clean, all instruments in place. That suggested that the rest of the boat likely hadn’t been gutted for salvage either. Even stranger, ready lights blinked to indicate systems on standby.
Who would bury a spaceship, then leave it turned on?
Someone the locals didn’t like, obviously. Or the fat man wouldn’t have brought him here.
How was a more pertinent question. It wasn’t that great a stretch to imagine landing a cutter in a hole in the ground – he’d bet this was a Shostakovich-class or similar, not more than thirty meters in length. It was a great stretch to imagine landing a cutter in a hole in the ground within port-controlled airspace without that event being taken notice of. Unless somebody had ensured a groundside sensor blackout, for maintenance or training purposes. Even at that, dozens or even hundreds of people equipped with nothing better than a human eyeball would certainly notice a boat dropping out of the sky in the middle of a developed area.
It was not a subtle thing to do.
Using the codelock key, Albrecht lit up the crew workstations. The boat had power. It had actual, live system power. A feed from the city mains, probably. It’s how he would have done it. A commercial-industrial area like the Sixth Wharf had all kinds of big customers with weird consumption profiles – a standard two-kilovolt industrial feed would keep a boat this small live and warm on long-term hold.
A few minutes fiddling with the control panels made things clear enough. This boat was Jenny’s Little Pearl, a Xiao-Gang Ye-class cutter – very similar to the Shostakovich series. The boat definitely thought it had touched down about eleven years ago, though Albrecht wasn’t the least bit prepared to trust the log. Pearl’s systems were at 61% of optimal, which was pretty damned good for something which had been sitting underground for years. No killing failures, though redundancies left a lot to be desired. And it had almost fourteen hundred hours of fuel load, bloc hydrogen stored in ion-lattice sponges. Enough to go skiving around Halfsummer’s inner system, if the boat could get into the air and out of the gravity well in the first place.
So now he could turn it off and go back to his five credit mattress. Or he could stay on board and eat freeze-dried chow and wait for someone to come find him. Or he could try to figure how the boat was supposed to get back out from under here. As the fat man had said, make it go away.
As if there was any question what he would do next. This wasn’t as good as being back on a c-transit run, but it was hell of a lot closer to space than he’d come since being busted off Princess Janivera.
Time to start tracing circuits, Albrecht thought. The bad guys would find him if they wanted him. They probably already knew where he was.
Before he got to work, Albrecht dismounted the hotwired hatch controls and locked himself in.
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Four hours later he had eaten a very bad bag of something which was allegedly chicken fried rice, and established several key facts about Jenny’s Little Pearl. The boat was indeed on the city power mains. He couldn’t see the billing interface from inside the power shunt, but Albrecht would bet his left foot the power authority didn’t know where that particular five kilovolt line was terminated. The same umbilical which brought in power brought in a ten millimeter water line, which kept environmental systems sufficiently hydrated without needing to draw down ship power in order to crack water out of the air. It also brought in a local nöosphere link, which meant Pearl had a comm number and data access.
Somebody had wanted to be able to send out for pizza.
And they had, at that. Pearl had four cabins, two port and two starboard. The portside cabins, closest to the hatch, had obviously seen use as cells. There were literally chains welded to the bulkheads. Albrecht wasn’t too keen on examining the stains on the decks in there. The starboard cabins had a more lived-in look. This boat had been a prison and a hideaway both. Not a bad method of keeping out of sight for extended periods. Store a few ships of food upstairs, skim some off for provisions down below, with the unmonitored utility feeds, no one would ever know.
Damn lousy waste of a good ship’s boat, but at the same time, Albrecht had to appreciate the ingenuity involved.
It wasn’t the only ingenuity on board, either. He also found a soft control stack loaded in the engineering panel which was highly customized and utterly uncommented. Albrecht traced the circuit routings and eventually located a second outside connection down in the engineering section – a hand-built job which didn’t strike him as very trustworthy, but there it was.
In effect, the unmarked control stack was a big red button labeled, “Push Me.” Either you were supposed to know what it did, or you weren’t supposed to push it. Albrecht figured the control had to launch some process which extracted Pearl out of the hole in the ground – somebody had gone to a lot of trouble to keep her up and spaceworthy – but he was darned if he could see how the boat was supposed to get out. Blow up the godown and lift from the crater? Any explosion powerful enough to shatter the poured concrete floor upstairs would seriously endanger the boat.
He decided to ask for an opinion. Albrecht used the command panel to open up a generic nöosphere access and asked for a connection to The Newt Trap, along Sixth Wharf.
“Thank you for calling The Newt Trap,” said the bar’s comm system, displaying a sort of titchy fractal screen saver.
“I want to talk to–” Albrecht stopped. What was the man’s name. “The fat man. You know the fat man?”
“There is no one here by that name.”
Damned machines. Any human would have known exactly who he meant. How many four hundred kilo monsters could there be hanging around the Sixth Wharf? “Let me speak to a live person, then. Anyone.”
“Please wait.” The comm switched him over to a syrupy hold music which went on for about two minutes before the screen flickered and the fat man came on.
“Oh...it’s you,” he said. “Enjoying yourself?”
“More fun than a barrel of junkies,” Albrecht replied. “I think I can make your problem go away, but I need to understand something.”
The fat man’s piggy eyes narrowed to flickering slits. “What would that be?”
“Someone wired this thing to leave. If it can find clear air, the right hands can make it go away for good.” He flexed his fingers in front of the pickup. “Mine, for example. But what happens when I press the go button? I don’t see how it works.”
“You don’t–” The fat man cut himself off, glanced at something out of the pickup range. When he looked back again his eyes had narrowed, his face pale. “Go now, boy. They’re coming.” The connection dropped.
Albrecht sat and thought that one over. Less than a minute later, the boat’s systems warbled. Someone was trying the hatch.
“Guess you got my address,” he told no one in particular. “Time to press the big red button.” He initiated hot-start pre-flight sequencing from the command panel. It would take about twenty minutes to get Pearl ready. Unless his visitors had brought a thermic lance or some serious machine tools with them, they weren’t getting in that fast. Not now that he’d secured the hatch.
The command panel bleeped. Incoming comm link.
He tried to imagine a downside to answering. Whoever was out there knew he was in here. The fat man wouldn’t be hard to sweat. Public Safety had already shaken Albrecht down once, a month or so ago after the library incident. If they had been following him around, they knew it was him, and they knew he was down here.
If it was the bad guys, whoever they might be, well...same logic. No one was getting in without some damned hard work, and he wasn’t coming out now. Albrecht felt oddly cheerful. It was sort of like jumping off the cliff and hoping like hell there was more water than rock under that mist down there.
He answered the call about the time a dull banging began echoing through the hull. “Jenny’s Little Pearl, flight deck.”
A hard, familiar face flickered into being on the panel. Of course – it was the Public Safety watch commander who’d briefly interrogated him those weeks ago.
“Oh,” she said, almost sadly. “It is you. I’ve just lost a hundred credit bet.”
“Hello, ma’am,” said Albrecht with a sort of preternatural cheerfulness. If he didn’t get Pearl into orbit quite soon, he was going down so hard and so far he’d have to tunnel up to find a shallow grave. “I’d make it up to you if I could.”
She leaned into her pickup, eyes large and bright on his panel. “What the hell are you doing? I’m getting screamed at from several unexpected directions, my little ship type collector. I can’t even get a decent trace on this comm number yet. I don’t know if you appreciate how truly annoying that is for someone in my position.”
“So it’s not your goons knocking down my door?” Albrecht asked, surprised.
“Micah Albrecht, I don’t even know where your door is.”
“Hmm.” Was there harm in telling her? “Might want to get a rapid response team down to The Newt Trap. It’s a waterman’s bar down along the Sixth Wharf.”
“I know the place.” She glanced away, catching the eye of someone out of his view and nodding. Then: “You’re not there, are you?”
“Close by. Let’s just say bad people knocked over The Newt Trap a few minutes ago looking for me.”
“Black Flag,” she muttered, then looked away from the pickup again and shook her head before returning her attention to Albrecht. “What about you?”
Black Flag, he thought. Of course. No wonder the fat man had been worried. Vicious anarchists, one and all, with deep pockets. Albrecht had never understood what they wanted. It might explain how this boat had wound up under a building. Their kind of move, slick and clever and undetectable. But the cop had asked him a question. “It seems I’ve accidentally landed in the middle of your insurance fraud problem. Despite not being...um...what was the term? An interstellar shipping magnate?”
She looked interested in spite of herself. “Do you plan to survive the experience?”
The echoing bangs intensified. Serious machine tools it was, perhaps. “We’ll both know in about fifteen minutes. In the meantime, if the fat man tells you to duck and cover, I’d listen very carefully.”
“Listen...” She closed her eyes and sighed, then shot him a hard glare. “I’m Public Safety Lieutenant Alma Gorova. You live long enough to tell more of the story, you call and ask for me. I’ll listen.”
“You’re about to know a lot more than you realize,” Albrecht said. “That’s a prediction, not a promise, but I’m standing behind it with my life.”
“Good luck, Micah Albrecht. Don’t do anything I’ll have to kill you for later.”
“My fondest wish, ma’am.”
When she signed off, Albrecht amused himself by arming the antipersonnel defenses around the main hatch. About fifteen seconds later, the banging on the hull stopped.
He had thirteen minutes to go. That time went by without further terrible ado, and with a relieving absence of additional distressing comm links. Albrecht kept a close eye on the hot-start protocols and on the upward and downward jumps in systems readiness. All he had to do was make orbit. Then he could effect repairs if need be. He tried not to think about hunter-seekers running him down. Surely the Halfsummer system had never bothered to arm to that degree?
When the hot-start was ready, Albrecht put it on ten-second hold, then shifted to the engineering panel. He looked at the anonymous, jerry-rigged control again, then initiated its sequence.
The damned thing didn’t even have a password. It just kicked off a wailing alarm as something began to boom loudly outside his hull. He lit up all the screens and watched Pearl’s structural integrity very carefully.
Much to Albrecht’s amazement, hull sensors showed outside pressure and temperature changing. He toggled through various external camera views until he found something visible.
Water was rushing in around the hull. He could feel the deck rocking slightly.
That wasn’t ideal, but it wasn’t immediately disastrous. More to the point, why? He studied the screen. All he could see was shadowed water and foaming mud. Something fairly large surged in and clunked against the hull.
Wood.
“Oh, crap,” Albrecht whispered. He called up the nöosphere window and searched for a map of the Sixth Wharf. Zoning overlays, he thought.
Light bloomed on the viewscreen. Sunlight. Outside air.
What the hell had happened to the godown above his head? Obviously this was Pearl’s escape process, but what was he supposed to do?
The control stack on the engineering panel warbled its ready state.
Ready. Yeah, right. As far as he could tell, he was still under a building. Igniting Pearl’s atmosphere drives would simply destroy ship, building and Albrecht in one go. But here was light, and water.
The nöosphere showed him the requested zoning overlay for the Sixth Wharf. He toggled for historical use. And there it was, the godown four buildings west of The Newt Trap. It was built on top of an old dry dock.
Pearl was sitting in a dry dock. A real one, the original kind, not the metaphorical sense of the word as applied to a Level Three ship maintenance facility. A dry dock, at that, which had just flooded.
So...he powered up the gravimetrics, an inversion of the artificial gravity systems that managed inertia during space maneuvers and doubled as a taxi system under g force. That gave him slight positive buoyancy. He then applied one half of one percent thrust, portside reaction clusters, parallel to gravity plane only. That would shift the hull toward the breach in the foundation wall. Locks, he thought they might called. There was a lot of debris floating in that water, judging from the camera feed. The boardwalk street must have collapsed when those locks opened.
He powered up. Pearl rocked. Something groaned as whatever had secured her pulled loose. On the viewscreen, water boiled and steamed in response to the thrusters. He wasn’t doing the building any favors, but at least he wasn’t blowing it sky-high.
Albrecht steered the reaction clusters on dead minimum power, moving the boat toward open water outside the locks. And this, of course, was how they’d gotten in here, he realized. Landed it somewhere out in the swamps, beyond approach control’s oversight, then steered or towed it through the waterways and on into the dock. Which probably already had a superstructure framed over it to hide Jenny’s Little Pearl. Do the whole operation late on a Saturday night, close the locks, drain the dry dock and bring in enough bracing and fill to hold up the floor above, finish the building, secure and power down the ship – a secret hiding place, physically safe, with its own built-in escape mechanism.
Much simpler than shutting down approach control, as he’d first theorized. Damned clever, in fact. But then whoever had been maintaining this thing had been a little too hard-nosed among the watermen, until the locals’ hatred had finally trumped their natural secretiveness.
All his screens lit up. The boat was now riding low in open water, out in sunlight. Albrecht opened the viewport shields as well, but all that did was let in the light.
From the hull cameras, he had several odd-angled views of the docks. There was a hell of a ruckus going on out there. A riot, really. He spotted Public Safety troopers in ballistic armor, water sailors swinging tools and hooks, and a whole lot of ordinary people fighting it out. Pearl’s sensors helpfully highlighted several knots of people in chameleon suits. That would be whoever had tried to break into his hull, he figured. A few people were shooting at him, but there was nothing in that crowd which would make a dent in an atmosphere-rated hull.
But he couldn’t light up his drives out here, either. He’d cook several dozen people minimum, and possibly set fire to the docks. All of them. So Albrecht upped his reaction cluster power a few points and steered for open water, ignoring the shuddering as he ran down slow-moving waterboats.
In a few minutes, he’d have enough clearance to fire off his drives and lift out of this damned gravity well. Assuming approach control didn’t call down an orbital interdiction strike or something equally drastic. Once he was in orbit, there would be new problems, but a one-horse planet like Halfsummer wouldn’t have much in the way of gunboats with which to run down miscreants like himself.
He hoped.
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Golliwog: Halfsummer Solar Space
Dr. Yee found him a few hours after the ship emerged from c-transition. Golliwog had been violently sick upon returning to realspace, and too weak since to clean his spew.
She looked around his cabin briefly, then stared into his misery. “It doesn’t affect human beings, you know.”
“Not human,” Golliwog croaked. “Bione.” His systems all checked normal. He was pretty sure a medical scan would show his physiology within baseline tolerances. That the inside of his mind could be this disrupted frightened him.
“Of course. It doesn’t affect biones, either.” Dr. Yee’s expression softened slightly, for a moment. “The universe is a dangerous place. Dangerous places sometimes call for dangerous people. Which leads me to wonder how suitable you really are, if you can lie there groaning.”
“Ma’am.” Golliwog reached for his straps.
“You left me a note.”
“I did?” He tried to remember doing that.
“I assume it was you. You appeared to sign it.”
“Appeared, ma’am?”
“Do you remember anything about the c-transition, Golliwog?”
“Colors,” he blurted.
“Colors?”
Golliwog found his feet, towering two heads taller than the woman who held his life at her word. “Colors, ma’am.”
“No one remembers c-transit. Ever. It’s widely known to be an instantaneous process, relative to one’s personal timeline. But strangely enough, I believe you.”
He wiped the spew off the front of his shipsuit. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said in a very quiet voice. The world was much stranger than even he had imagined.
Yee waited until Golliwog was finished cleaning himself before touching his elbow. “I want to show you something.”
“Ma’am.”
He followed her into the passageway, which seemed oddly spacious for some reason Golliwog couldn’t quite parse out. They walked forward a few meters, and into her cabin. She waved him to her workstation.
Her dataslate’s screen was furrowed, plowed like a muddy field, with a note. It read, “WOKE DURING C-TRNST TRIED TO REACH YOU - G.”
“I don’t know anyone on this ship who would have thought to enter my cabin,” Yee said. “It’s widely viewed to be a terminal experience. Perceptive crew, these sailors. You, however, possess a combination of naïveté and familiarity sufficient to take that risk.
“I am further at loss to explain how someone even with your powers and skills could carve cultured diamond lattice. That would ordinarily require industrial machine tools.” Golliwog realized Yee was nervous – he’d never seen her rattle on quite like this. She continued: “And the furrowing effect, as if the diamond had been liquid. This...” Yee tapped the slate, “is why I believe you.” She leaned in close, her breath hot against the bottom of his chin. “How, Golliwog? How?”
“I...I don’t know, ma’am. I don’t remember.”
“It’s important. Very important. I suggest you consider remembering. When we are done with our business here in Halfsummer, we shall investigate this most thoroughly.”
Golliwog shrank inside. “Investigate” to Dr. Yee meant going back inside the world of labs and clinics and operating rooms. Possibly for the rest of his life. Which might not be long at all.
The unfamiliar seed of protest lodged in his heart. Golliwog was smart enough to say nothing.
“As to our business here on Halfsummer, I expect to be updated shortly on local conditions. You should spend some time in the ship’s gym, as we may soon be transferring to a fast boat.”
“Yes ma’am.” Golliwog saluted and left. A workout would give him time to think and burn away some of this newfound fear and anger.
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Later, Golliwog watched a virteo in the ship’s tiny closet of a training room. It was a roughcut of various security feeds and system control records, documenting the whys and hows of starship disappearances – hijackings and insurance scams for the most part.
He knew his combat ship types, but civilian vessels were a blur to Golliwog. All the talk of switching keel numbers, hacking transponders and IFF codes was logical enough, but it wasn’t sinking in very well.
People do wrong, Golliwog thought. That idea had never made sense to him back on Powell station. There were attackers and defenders, people to be supported and people to be eliminated. That one might deliberately violate a regulation had always seemed something between stupid and suicidal, especially on a ship or station.
But he thought he was beginning to understand wrong. Breaking ranks. Running away. Ignoring orders.
He was afraid of what would be done to him, because he’d damaged Dr. Yee’s slate.
Maybe those people who stole starships were afraid, too. Was fear the basis of wrongdoing?
Golliwog was fairly certain that someone somewhere understood this question, but it wasn’t him. Then the virteo caught his attention again, with an image of ragged men in ragged shipsuits being slammed against a bulkhead by a squad of Marines in combat armor. Some of the slammings looked fatal to Golliwog’s practiced eye. Not that he needed the power assist of combat armor to do that to someone.
“...Black Flag, routed from a hideout in the belt of the Feodora system,” said the narrator. “These criminals proclaim a political agenda, but financial gain is very clearly their highest priority. In the past five baseline years, the Black Flag has executed over two thousand innocent...”
His attention drifted again. Hiding in a belt. What could a Golliwog do on his own in an asteroid belt? Not much. But those men had stolen ships, protected themselves.
No matter, he told himself. It was an impossible thought. Dr. Yee was his controller, and thus she would remain.
But what could someone who walked during c-transition do to a ship?
He folded that thought away along with his fear, and watched a discussion of dark beacons and c-transition navigational diversions on the virteo.
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Menard: Halfsummer Solar Space
CPO Kewitt woke the Chor Episcopos from his doze in the ward room.
“Sir,” said the old man without a trace of irony. “You’ve a priority message in the comm queue, sir. From His Grace. The Bishop of Halfsummer, sir.”
Menard’s eyes ached with sleep and the pressure of blood where his face had been pressed against his dataslate. “Fine,” he said, stifling a yawn. His breath smelled like stale coffee. Only one cure for that – more coffee. “I’ll look at it immediately.”
“Can I get you some coffee, sir?” Kewitt asked.
“That’s alright, Chief. I’ll fetch it myself.” Menard stood, wobbled slightly, then made it to the little coffeemaker. It was still percolating. Percolating again? How long had he been asleep?
“Very well, sir.” The elderly CPO left. Menard got new coffee, sat down, tried to see if the angel’s red, stabbing fingernail had damaged his dataslate. Surely he hadn’t dreamt that? Oh Lord, he prayed, preserve me from my own fears.
Fear was perhaps a greater enemy of faith than superstition, after all.
Message. From the bishop. Menard squinted at the timestamp on the slate. He’d only sent his message about four hours previously. Allowing for lightspeed lag from the outer system, that meant that the bishop, or someone on his staff, had responded almost instantly. He called it up and read.
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To: Chor. Ep. J. Menard/St. Gaatha/In Transit
Fr: Diocesan Offices/Gryphon Landing/Halfsummer
Re: URGENT re Your inbound message
Chor Episcopos –
I pray for Your Reverence’s blessing and beg forgiveness for this hasty, too familiar correspondence. Speed seemed to be of superior virtue to etiquette in this matter, given the content of your recent message, specifically its reference to a starship known as Jenny’s Diamond Bright.
A major incident broke out two days ago along the water docks here in Gryphon Landing. In a peculiar coincidence, a boat from the ship you named in your message seems to have been involved. The local authorities permitted the ship to make an illegal departure rather than engage it on the ground in an inhabited area. The Imperial Resident has ordered orbital defenses to intercept the wayward boat. Our poor solar system’s one Naval Reserve light cruiser is currently in the process of being deployed to that end.
His Grace advises that if you have an interest in this Jenny’s Diamond Bright you might wish to put whatever influence you have to bear toward breaking off the current pursuit. His Grace further offered several colorful metaphors regarding the chances of the rogue pilot surviving the intercept.
I hope this letter finds you in health.
– The Priest Enxo Danel, Amanuensis to His Grace the Bishop of Halfsummer
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Saints and martyrs, thought Menard. A ship had finally come back from the dead. Or at least a ship’s boat. Maybe Sister Pelias’ K-M analyses were paying off. It was certainly an anomalous event, whatever the likelihood that there was to be xenic influence somewhere at the heart of it.
Menard shivered. And then there was the angel’s interest in Jenny’s Diamond Bright. If “interest” was the appropriate term for the sort of fatal intensity usually associated with being an angel’s focus of attention.
He couldn’t allow that boat to be overhauled and destroyed. “Currently in the process of being deployed” was vague but ominous. Menard flipped the dataslate to ship’s comm and buzzed McNally.
“I’ll be right in there, Chor Episcopos.” The lieutenant was as good as his word, making it to the ward room a minute or so later. He looked crisp but slightly hurried as he stepped up to Menard’s station chair and visibly suppressed a salute. “What can I do for you, sir?”
“Do we have any authority here in the Halfsummer system, Ken?”
McNally’s look became a stare. “Chor Episcopos?”
Menard sighed. “Do we have any authority here? Practical authority, to intervene in an impending military action by the locals?”
“Uh...no. Strictly speaking, no. Sir.”
That wasn’t the first such opening Menard had ever heard in an official conversation. He caught the toss. “And not so strictly speaking?”
“Well...St. Gaatha’s a fast courier. Not a warship as such. But all vessels of the Church Militant are armed, sir. For the greater glory and to be of full service to the Patriarch. According to our files, the only armed vessel stationed here is a pre-Imperial light cruiser with a reserve crew. She outguns us by about a hundred gigawatt/seconds of nominal firepower, but our weapon systems have a century’s worth of engineering improvements, and much better range.”
“So that’s authority through superior firepower.”
“Yes, sir. Unfortunately we’re still about fifty transit hours from being in effective reach of any action occurring in Halfsummer planetary space. We do of course have the moral authority of the Church, especially with Your Reverence’s presence here.” McNally pitched his voice down. “I assume the Bishop of Halfsummer would be in accordance with any actions we might take within his diocese, of course.”
“Of course,” murmured Menard, fascinated. McNally had all the makings of a politician. He’d already realized that the lieutenant was more than just another Church Militant missilehead, but even so, it was a new side to the man’s character.
McNally held up two fingers. “Authority through force, authority through moral suasion.” He lifted a third. “We also have authority through misdirection.”
“Excuse me?”
“We’re not a civilian ship. We don’t dump our files out to information auction when we hit the system. Some of them, yes. But not en masse. So you can send a message to the Imperial Resident or the Naval Reserve commander asserting authority over the fugitive ship. No one will be able to contradict you, since St. Gaatha’s systems have the most current information in Halfsummer space. Only we know the truth. I assume this regards the Jenny’s Little Pearl, yes?”
“Yes...” Menard was still processing the concept of authority through misdirection.
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