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From The Publisher

Ark Ship was origindly released by Double Dragon Publishing in 2004. 1t was well received and became
something of abest sdller. At the same time Sonny Whitelaw was working on asmall project with MGM
Studios caled * Sargate SG1™: City of the Gods". Asit often happens, working on one project
makes awriter wish they had done things alittle differently in another project. Thesewishesledtoa
conversation with Sonny that resulted in the eBook you are presently reading.

While the story has on alarge scale remained the same, Sonny has changed afew thingswhich include
names and afew pivota plot sequences. This new title has been re-edited and re-worked, | know you'll
enjoy it.

Deron Douglas
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"Then the different flood came, as humanity reached itsfirst billion and passed it—the flood that seemed
to need no semming. That flood, asit surged ever higher, extinguished old freedoms. What replaced
them was not new freedom, but license, an arrogant assumption that no title to aplace was valid unless
written in anewly invented language by one of the most recent arrivas on the planet. For this new flood
there was no new Ark. Itisaready too late for ahoard of splendid creatures—and for how many lesser
oneswe never knew?—to find sanctuary.”

-David Bower, Founder Friendsof the Earth



Part 1. Katyl



Chapter 1
December 05, 2499

Avaon Davo sat donein the ark ship's darkened atrium, her mind catching the cobwebs of space. She
sensed the oily darkness of the Otherslurking amidst the minds of the VIPs, but there was no danger to
the ship so sheignored them—for now. Asegeir's captain was not expecting her aboard until they
entered Dim5 in three hours, and she wanted to say goodbye to Earth from this unique perspective. After
al these years, being back in space was as breathtaking as her first time, amost three hundred years
before. And as dways, leaving Earth was painful.

Asthe C20 bonded to the Viking class ark ship, Avalon had expected to be pulled aboard eighteen
months earlier, when Asegeir tested its Dim5 engines. Ryl, her daughter, was not surprised when it didn't
happen. Neither engine tests, said the Meta, nor fifth dimension jumping completed Asegeir's life-force.
Only life, including sentient life, could do that.

Avaon had felt that life-force grow asamillion humans emigrated from Earth to their new home, adding
to the billions of creatures, grest and smdl, that made Asegeir aliving machine

Then the officid launch day arrived. Dignitaries and politicians spped flat champagne in microgravity, and
made tedious speeches thanking the dien Kwilloys and Dwins. Again. And they muttered di sgppoi ntment
at the C20s absence. Again. Custom, convention, protocol, it was al necessary, Avalon knew, but not
for her. Though it wished otherwise, the NASA Gaia Corporation—NGC—had no jurisdiction over
C20s, so she stayed in character and ignored dl invitations. Her bonding to the great spheroid ark ship
was an experience of the mind and soul, too intimate to be shared.

Now, amonth after launching, Asegeir was about to leave its Spacedock cradle and depart on her
maiden voyage.

Avaon looked out through the transparent hull of the ark ship. She had been granted such afortunate life.
Timeto help in Earth's restoration, time to explore the galaxy, time to love and raise children. Timeto
grieve. And now, timefor an achingly familiar cycleto begin again.

From Asegeir's orbit around Mars, Earth appeared little more than a blue-white pinprick of light, barely
distinguishable from countless other lightsin the vast inky blackness of space. Although she had been
gone lessthan an hour, Earth tugged at her, begging her to come home. Just ayear, she promised, just a
goodwill tour before the ten-year voyage to find Gaia. We're not going to abandon you, but we need to
find the Great Ones and through them, offer the lesser cousins a place on our journey. And more
importantly, ask if they might one day consider returning to you and to forgive usour Sins.

My sins, for was | not amongst those that almost destroyed you?

* * * %

In his office on the deck below, Captain Christopher Falcon stood grinding his teeth in frustration. Senior
Commander Stuart Phelan, Asegeir's Chief of Security, had just ordered the VIPs off the bridge.
Through the thin bulkhead separating Falcon's office from the bridge, he could hear astream of invectives
from avoice he recognised as belonging to Senator Matheson.

"That'sit,” Falcon declared, striding to the connecting door. “I will not tolerate the crew being bullied by
Earth-sde politiciand"



A section of the transparent hull opaqued, and the image of Admira Calvin Woodstock appeared on
screen. “Do not go in there, Captain, that's an order.” Woodstock's bushy grey eyebrows lowered over
equally grey eyes. “You try to talk with them and you set yoursdlf up.”

Facon siwung to face him. “1 was set up eight years ago. Thisisjust adeayed reaction. Sr.” He glanced
past the screen through the laminated diaglass hull to the boxlike, administrative hub of Spacedock.
Although the space station was over a hundred kilometres away, it was slhouetted by therisng Mars,
and Falcon could easly seethe light shining from the Admiral's offices.

Woodstock's weetherworn face settled into its familiar, authoritative glower. “Y ou don't havetimeto
deal with delayed reactions now. A delayed departure is unacceptable. I've entered an emergency
overrideto the umbilicals and am resetting countdown from minus forty-eight minutes to minusthree
minutes”

Facon glanced at his desk monitorsto verify Asegeir's status. They were fully sealed and ready to go.
Immediate departure was an elegant, albeit temporary countermeasure to the furore. “Al,” hesaid to the
compuiter. “ Command override for emergency detachment. Reconfigure our trgjectory for three minutes.
And warn Jacobsen that Asegeir will make aforty-five minute parabolic loop past Mars.”

"I'll cal Jacob personally and explain.” Woodstock's voice betrayed ahint of amusement.

Facon'slips curled in acknowledgement. Jacob Jacobson would wet himsdlf if he saw Asegeir leave
Spacedock prematurely then head off in the wrong direction. The gravitationa side effect of the Viking
Project had aready been wildly successful, but the terraforming engineer was depending on Asegeir's
closeflyby of Mars, combined with s multaneous detonation of subterranean charges, to release ahuge
underground reservoir of water.

It would take Spacedock three minutesto retract the umbilicus to a safe distance, then Asegeir's
manoeuvring engineswould back them away. Thirty minuteslater the ark ship would cut inits primary
engines, then curve out and back past Mars. It was a straightforward procedure that did not require his
presence on the bridge. Still, his place wasthere, if only to support the crew.

His crew, now, Facon reminded himself. He unconscioudy touched the blue designator and gold status
bar on hisuniform jacket.

The noise from the bridge turned ugly; scuffles had broken out. The Situation was way beyond
unacceptable and Falcon wondered why things had gotten out of hand so fast. Too fast, he thought
suspicioudy. Then he heard the Security Chief yel, “ Any unauthorized person sill on the bridge in Sixty
seconds will be shot! A stun shot means you'll miss the short-range shuttle to Earth. And you all know,”
Phelan added in a pleasant voice, “how uncomfortable long-range shuttles Dim5 shuttles are, especidly
when you're recovering from a stun gun hit. The Captain isnot going to alow badgering and hysteriato
endanger Asegeir during critica manoeuvres.”

Two minutes later it was al over. Falcon opened his office door and surveyed the darkened bridge. On
his|eft the one hundred and fifty metre long, forty metre high laminated diaglass hull was currently
opagued to black. Commonly referred to asthe LD, the hull was normally transparent. To hisright,
coloured glow-worm lights lining the concave bulkhead winked in and out of view as shadowy figures
moved about.

"Opening single LD pane, nofiltration,” announced Captain PetaVol, Asegeir's Chief Commander.

A window-szed section of the LD became transparent. Mardight filtered through, illuminating the
deck-level cockpit and long catwalk railings around the inner bulkhead. Falcon strode to the cockpit



command workstation in the centre of the bridge. “Asaresult of our guests behaviour,” he said, pitching
his voice s0 that everyone could hear. “ Admiral Woodstock has revised our departure time. The Al has
our new trgjectory. All stations please verify."

Falcon took his place in the workstation beside Vol. Despite the minimd light, he noticed agrowing
bruise on her fair-skinned cheek. “1 suspect you enjoyed that, Captain.”

Vol straightened her blue uniform jacket and tucked afew titian hairs behind her ear. “Who, me, sir?’
Her eyeswere glowing with mischief. “ All sysems green, al stations verified, umbilicus now out of range.
Orders, ar?!

"Get usout of here. Manoeuvring engines a minimum thrust for two minutes, then increase to maximum in
two minute increments for the next thirty minutes. Now that our aero-acrophobic VI1Ps have l€ft, let's get
somelight in here. Clear the LD throughout the entire Command Sector.”

Asegeir's LD hull acted much like Earth's atmosphere, automeatically opaquing to asky blue ‘day’ and
clearing a ‘night’ during the ship's twenty-four hour rotation. Standing on the upper deck of the spheroid
ship, with the LD amost athousand metres overhead, was like standing on a planet with aforeshortened
horizon. However, to facilitate operations, the Command Sector was butted up against the hull. 1ts aspect
and gravity—including the primary shuttle bays, bridge, Command personnd quarters, atrium and
observation lounges—was perpendicular to the hull. The effect on civilianswas dmost universadly
disturbing, which waswhy the LD was currently opaqued. At Falcon's order, the entire hull seemed to
suddenly vanish, exposing the bridge to an unimpeded, 6,000sq metre view of Mars and space.

"| should have donethat earlier,” muttered VVol. 1t would have sent the VIPs scurrying off the bridgein
seconds.”

A soft beep caught Falcon's attention. “ Display incoming transmission onthe LD,” he ordered the
communication'sofficer.

The Presdent of Earth, Edwin Norman, and the chief of the Viking Project, Admira Cavin Woodstock,
appeared side by side on opaqued insert sectionsin the LD. Any doubts the crew might have had about
their new captain fel flat in the reassuring three-way conversation between Falcon, Woodstock and the
President. When that was over, Falcon ordered an audio channel opened throughout the ark ship, then
stood and turned so that the forty-eight men and women on the three level s of the bridge could see him.
Although his next words were meant for the crew and inhabitants of the ark ship, thelive transmisson
would also go to Spacedock, Earth, Mars, Lunaand the score of NGC ships currently inside the Solar
system. It had taken decades to reach this moment, and Falcon was not about to let abunch of media
clowns and dyspeptic politicians spoil it.

"Thisis Captain Christopher James Falcon of the Viking class ark ship Asegeir. At 0915 hours Standard
today, December 5 2499, Asegeir separated from Spacedock forty-five minutes ahead of schedule.
Sixty seconds ago, at 0948 hours, our main engines cut in. Asegeir has now departed.

"Thetragicloss of Captain Laycock, and the subsequent events requiring our precipitous departure from
Spacedock are no doubt uppermost in everyone's minds. However, this moment is occasion for
celebration and nothing, | repeat, nothing, should detract from that. | know John was proud of every one
of you, as| am of you, and as you should be of yourselves. In memory of afine man and an exceptiona
officer, | would ask that you spend the next hour during the loop to Mars reflecting on what has been
achieved together.

"Onthisday ten years ago, bioengineersinitiated Asegeir's buckeyball skeleton, heralding what many
declared as the most ambitious project in human history: the growing of five ark ships, eech a



sdf-contained living machine eighty-seven kilometresin diameter, to detox sections of Earth'sbiomass. |
beg to differ. The greatest project in human history began four hundred years earlier, when humanity
embarked on amission to restore Earth from the depravations of a past era

"It took just afew intemperate and self-serving generationsto al but destroy Earth. 1t will take amillennia
to restore her. Asegeir and her sster ships <till being grown, Jord, Baldur, Thor and Freyr arethe next
sepsin Earth'slong road to recovery. Aswith dl great endeavours, it is not the destination alonethat is
important, but what we do, what we achieve together on the journey that takes usthere. Indeed, even
before we | eft Spacedock’s cradle, Asegeir had aready contributed to another monumenta project.
There,” he gestured to the receding view of Marsthrough the LD, “isthe result.”

The crew turned their eyesto aplanet no longer completely red, but one where wispy clouds partidly
obscured tiny patches of blue. Those who looked closely could see pinpricks of green. The gravitational
pull of Spacedock and the growing ark ships had created tectonic stresses across the planet, releasing
entrapped underground water and gases. After countless millennia, the surface of Mars was once more
home to running water and life.

"We have adjusted our path and vel ocity to compensate for early departure,” Falcon continued. “ Thefly
by of Mars, Lunaand Earth will take place as scheduled. Entry to Dim5 will be at 1400 hours as
planned. Thank you."

As Asegeir continued to back away from Spacedock, five gigantic Meccano-like arms came into view.
A section of Asegeir's LD opagued, and an enlarged view of Jord'sbridge cameinto view.

"Attention on deck!” Captain Vol caled.

Fa con stood and returned the salute to the ship that had been his home for eight years, to the crew that
had become his family, and to Captain Ma colm Tishardson who had replaced him as Jord's
commander.

They caught abrief flash of sunlight before Asegeir' photosensitive LD opaqued to sky blue. The LD
turned transparent again when the great ark ship revolved into shadow.

Sitting back in his chair, Falcon said to his persona assistant, Marcus Wallace, “ Sergeant, subject to
them behaving themsdlves, invite the VIPs into the Command observation room but not the bridge. They
can nominate one journalist to interview me once Asegeir has passed Mars.” Then hesaidto Val,
“Captain, make certain the LD remains one hundred percent auto-transparent throughout the entire
Command Sector, including my office.”

Vol'seyes crinkled in amusement, while soft chuckles echoed around the bridge. When Marcusrolled his
brown eyes, Falcon added, “ The carpet will take care of it."

Likemost of Asegeir's non-structura bulkheads and fixed furniture, the carpets were bio-engineered
plantsthat fed off organic waste, including the inevitable results of vertigo. And most of the VIPs had
been imbibing huge quantities of free, expensive booze and exotic hors d'oeuvres.

"Yes, gr, but you know how the smell lingers.” Marcus keyed his datapad and waited for the reply.
“They've sdlected Dorothy Waters, UP media.”

Falcon dlowed himsdlf agrin. Waters had denigrated the Viking Project from the outset, and had spent
the last two weeks referring to hismostly classified war record as * highly suspiciousfor an ark ship
captain that NGC didn't want'.



"l believe you're enjoying this, Captain,” Vol muttered.

"Who, me, Captain?’ replied Falcon. “ Sergeant, keep Ms Watersin the admin foyer until she'sready to
kick in the door, then let her into my office. | figure ten minutes before she recovers, then inform her that
I'm on the bridge—"

"Because weretravelling at 16,000 kilometres per second and she wouldn't want us making amistake as
we gpproach Earth, would she now?’ Marcus finished.

While the politicians might head for the observation room—only to discover the effect on their booze
filled ssomachs—experienced journaists would likely congregate around access doors and gravitors. By
the time they redlized that Fal con had pulled a disappearing act, it would be necessary for them to leave
on the short-range shuttle to Earth.

Desperately needing deep, Falcon returned to his office, stepped into his private gravitor and pulled
himsdlf down one deck leve to his quarters. Although it would take weeks for the fixed furnishingsto
fully grow into the desired shapes, Scarty, Falcon's persond orderly, had made certain that everything,
right down to the dark blue leather couches, replicated his spaciousliving quarters on Jord.

Fa con pulled off his uniform jacket and unfastened the sedl of the black shipsuit he wore benegth. Heran
ahand through his dark blond hair and across the stubble on hisjaw. A shower and shave were long
overdue. But instead of heading for his cleaning room, Falcon walked acrossto the LD and stared ouit.
Jord was dowly shrinking againgt the backdrop of Mars.

Just two weeks earlier Falcon had been preparing Jord for her first Dimb engine test when Asegeir's
captain, John Laycock, had rammed his shuttle into acivilian vessel. The controversd orders had landed
on Falcon's desk lessthan an hour later. Asegeir's departure could not be delayed by the death of one
man, not even the captain. So NGC had resolved the problem with the same logica mandate as other
crew replacements; they transferred each captain to the next ship inline.

Simple. Logical. Y eah, right. Falcon rested his hands againgt thewarm LD. Take acrew forged over ten
years and honed into an integral unit these last eighteen months, push through an obscendy rapid
investigation that ultimately blamed its respected leader for the death of adozen civilians, tossin anew
captain, and oh yeah, don't bother to consult the mogt critical factor in the equation, the C20s—who've
remained congpicuoudy silent since Laycock's deeth.

Closing his eyes, Falcon rested hisforehead againgt the invisible barrier. He hadn't had thislittle deep
since the worst days of the Katyl War. The desk-jockey bureaucrats had patted him on the back and
assured him of their utmost support. Greet. That would be useful haf amillion light yearsfrom Earth,
especidly when dedling with ahostile civilian Governor and chief science adminitrator, who had, just
three days earlier, written ajoint letter objecting to his gppointment.

At firgt held thought the letter atactless joke. Civilians had no authority to object to any NGC
gppointment. Then held dismissed it as politica manoeuvring and professiond butt covering. In the event
of disagreements, the science administrator and Governor could place the onus on Falcon to
compromise. However, early that morning someone had leaked the contents of the | etter to the media.
Re-hashed tabloid style, it had fed into peopl€sterror of the Katyl, and gathered wilder and wilder
gpeculations as the launch countdown entered itsfina hour. Panicked VI1Ps had demanded that he delay
departure. Hisrefusd to do so had sparked a furore from tabloid sensation mongers and
publicity-seeking politicians.

Fa con opened his eyes and stared out into space. Despite the view he suddenly felt cramped, confined.
He needed to clear his head before the inevitable confrontation with the civilian Governor. Checking the



Al, hefound the atrium free of sentient life forms. With an unhindered view of space dmost twice that of
the bridge, it was afitting placeto say farewel| to aplanet that held hardly given much thought in leven
years.



Chapter 2
December 5, 2499

Shadows crossed the atrium as Asegeir continued to back away from Spacedock. Avalon smiled when
Jord cameinto view. Falcon had done a magnificent job during the eight years he had been with Jord,
nurturing the second of the greet ark ships from fragile buckeyball skeleton to complete miniature world.
The C20s had rolled a pebble off amountain the day they had appointed Falcon to the Viking Project.
Now, the avalanche was about to hit bottom.

Avaon was pondering the complex train of eventsthat had brought them there, when she sensed
someone enter the atrium. Unable to see who it wasin the darkness, she called, “Hi there."

"I understood the atrium was empty.” The deep, rich voice held no gpology. Avdon felt instead regret,
resignation and the expectation of an answer—an authoritative voice.

"l was just wool-gathering. Crew, science staff, or one of the Earth VIPS?"
"Crew,” hereplied. “And you?'

"None of the above.” Avaon snorted softly. “NGC have never figured out wherel fit in the scheme of
things. I'm just long for theride.” Ashe neared her, she recognized hisunusua life-aura. How fortuitous.
“My apologies, Captain. | should have reported to you as soon as| came on board.”

His step fdtered. “ Avalon Davo?’ It was more an exclamation than a question.

Pleased that he had called her by her nameinstead of her honorific, Avaon moved into thelight. “Hello,
Chrigtopher James Facon.”

"C20,” Falcon replied formdly. “Welcome aboard. Y ou were under no obligation to report to me."

Asegeir had reached the apex of its parabolic, and Mars began to expand again. The shadowsin the
atrium dipped away, reveding Falcon'sface. The only visible Sgn of histiredness wasthe need for a
shave. Still, he was only human. His body, and his mind, required the sustenance of deep. “Common
courtesy, Captain Falcon. The last thing you need isawild card. For the record, | respect your
command and will do everything to support you."

"| appreciate that, C20, thank you. | won't disturb you any longer.” He went to leave, but then added,
“How did you arrive unnoticed?'

"Ryl d-jumped me aboard.”
"Of course. But—"

"The Al? My presence on the bridge would only have added to this damnable circus, so | asked her not
to dert you. And the Al listensto me, regardiess of her programming.”

At hisquizzica expresson, Avaon smiled. “Please don't leave because of me, | suspect you came here
for the samereasonsthat | did.”

Hesitating only amoment, Falcon returned her smile, accepted her outstretched hand—and staggered.
“What..!” he gasped.



Avaon inhaed sharply. This man brought what Laycock couldnt! “ Asegeir'slife-forceis bonding to your
life-force—and mine. But I've never known it to happen so rapidly, or with such intengity!” By the
Origins, the power that coursed through her was unprecedented! “Let it happen,” she added, guiding him
to anearby row of chairs. “Don' fight it or you fight yourself.”

Fa con gulped for breath and tried to turn away. Still firmly holding his hand, Avaon reached up, cupped
his cheek and forced his eyesto meet hers. The impact was e ectric, and shockingly intimate. Eyeswide
with darm and confusion, he blindly reached for achair and collgpsed intoit.

"Thebirthif your innatefifth dimensona sensesis overwheming your norma, human senses” she
explaned.

"Too... big!” he cried hoarsdly, trying to pull his hand from her grasp. “Too much!”

Shetightened her grip. “Only because you are struggling againgt it. Just as you once did in the cockpit of
afighter, ignore your human senses and alow your ingtinctsto take control. Think of Asegeir asa... a
very big fighter, and dlow yoursdf to become one with the ship.” Delighted by such an unexpected turn
of events, she added, more to hersalf than Falcon, “ Telepaths are not the only ones sengitive to the
life-force, but it's arare human who experiences that which you now fed. It wouldn't have hit you so
forcefully had you bonded with the ship dowly, over months. Jennawas about to begin bonding you to
Jord, as| had attempted to bond John Laycock with Asegeir seventeen months ago.”

Vishbly taking control of himsalf, Falcon looked up sharply. “ Attempted?”

Avaon gtared a him. He had heard her words? But the power coursing through him should have
temporarily crippled hisnorma senses! “It saddened me greetly that, while John Laycock would have
made afine captain, he could never become Asegeir's soul. I'd hoped it might cometo passin the years
ahead, but | knew it was afutilewish. Y ou, however ... It'sastonishing!” Then her voice took on the
cadence of afuture memory. “Never doubt, Christopher James Falcon, that you are Asegeir's Captain.
Thelife-force of thisark ship fedsyou and envelopes you, forging alink between al thelife-forms
aboard, creating a powerful, necessary synergy for our surviva aswell as our success.”

Her involuntary foray into her more mystica C20 traits served only to further confuse him. When her
mind and life-aurareturned to the norma dimensions of morta man, she smiled reassuringly and gently
stroked the backs of his handswith her thumbs. “ Tel me what you sense.”

The coppery light from Mars had turned his green eyes, grey. “Whirlpool of ... senses. Light and...” He
frowned, shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and turned from her gaze.

Avaon glanced outside. They were passing Mars, and picking up speed. “Welcometo the living ark
ship Asegeir, Chris Falcon, and please, don't be embarrassed by your physiological reaction; under the
circumstances it would be abnormdl if it didn't occur.”

Blinking furioudy, vainly trying to focus on something he could not see, Facon replied, “ Some
introduction, C20!"

"And putsthisridiculous fiasco into pergpective. Asyou now fed, they know nothing, nothing of what
truly maiterd™

"How ... long?"

"If | release you the effect will lessen but the bonding will be protracted. Better to complete it now. Then
| suggest saying here with me until you adjust, otherwise you might set off the darmsin your medimplant,



Or worse, pass out in an inconvenient location. The last thing we need isarumour about your health.”

Nodding stiffly, he took a deep breath, and met her eyes. Despite the resurgent power and sense of
intimacy, he did not look away. It took several minutesfor his heart rate and breathing to return to
normd, thenhesad, “It's.... lessening.”

Avaon did not haveto look out to know that they were fast approaching Earth. “ For the moment. Soon
it will intengfy, but in adifferent way. Now that your consciousis awakened to the life-force, Earth will
fed like agigantic magnet, pulling you. Once we pass by, thelife-force of Asegeir will become focused
within you and you'l regain full control over your normal senses.”

She smiled fondly and, bresking his gaze, looked out. “ Earth,” she whispered. “ Despite her
imperfections, she's heart-rendingly beautiful, like an opa set amidst the diamond-speckled velvet of

Fdcon'sfists began to clench again. Avaon said nothing while she cradled hisraw, tangled emotions.
Earth pulled at him far more than it tugged at her. And she saw why. Then they were past the planet and
the tearing sensation faded. Falcon met her eyes once more. Sheignored the intense sexud arousdal that
surged through her. Like his earlier reaction, it was a physiologica response, aresdua human response
to sensations that few humans comprehended.

Before either of them spoke, the Al announced that the extremely ticked-off VIPs and mediawere
leaving. “ President Norman is also on the bridge line for you, Captain,” she added.

"Thisisthe earliest stage of bonding.” Avaon stood and released his hands. “From now on your
awareness of Asegeir asalife-force, acomplete entity within the grester Life Force of the universe, will
dowly intengfy. It will take years before you fully comprehend this newborn awvareness, but thisredly is
an extraordinary beginning! How do you fed?"

"I'm ... fine. No, more than fine, better. Better than I've fdt in years” He stood and stared & her in
dismay.
"Thelife-force of Asegeir isgiving to you, sustaining you. Y ou better go before the President triesto

undo that.” Her eyes crinkled in amusement and she crossed her arms. “ Tell him that | insisted on briefing
you, and have just now finished."

"Thank you, C20,” hesaid on alow voice.

Avaon watched Falcon leave. There had been captains with great promise before, but this one's bonding
was unprecedented. She had agood fedling about Christopher Falcon. Not just a C20 fedling, something
more. Sitting down again, she pulled her legsto her chest and hugged them in anticipation. Thiswas going
to beinteresting.



Chapter 3
1400hrs, December 5, 2499

From hisworkstation on the bridge, Fal con watched space vanish and the peculiar redity of thefifth
dimension take its place. He ordered the LD opaqued. Not even hardened bridge crews could tolerate
panoramic Dim5 viewsfor long. Then he sat back and looked around. Despite the hours spent pacifying
everyone from Spacedock control to the Mars terraforming offices, the sense of wellbeing and dertness
was gtill with him. The C20 had given him what had been lacking these last impossible weeks: atrue
bonding to the ark ship, hisship ... their ship.

Peta Vol turned to him. “ So, the C20 arrived early, huh? They normdly wait until they're yanked on
aboard at the Rubber Band Point."

"Y eah, well, asthey say, with C20s expect the unexpected.”
Vol frowned. She glanced around the bridge before whispering, “ That's why you're suddenly so relaxed!™

Facon stood and pulled on his uniform jacket; it was time for the Command Board meeting. “1'm not
even going to try and explain.” He met her demanding look. “Everything you've ever heard, every
warning you've ever been given about bonding is meaningless. Nothing could have prepared me for
thet!"

"That'swhat every C20 captain says,” she replied sourly, and stood.

He snorted and shot her awry look. Peta Vol had skippered non-C20 shipsfor amost six years when
sheld been offered the role of Asegeir's Chief Commander. Although she retained her rank title and full
privileges as captain, technicaly it was ademotion to a subordinate role under another captain. But Vol
had legpt at the opportunity of running the largest C20 ark ship ever grown, and he was ddlighted to have
such an experienced combat captain as his CC.

Asthey walked across the bridge to hisday cabin, Vol placed ahand on hisarm. “ Chris, there hasn't
been time until now, but...” She stopped and turned to face him. * After John died, | figured wed get
some admira diplomat wannabe to get usthrough this Katyl thing. When they told meit would be you,
my firgt reaction wasto thank the Origins that someonein NGC has something other than shit for brains.”

"I believethey consdered giving it to you,” he said levelly.

Vol's eyes widened. “ C20s never bond with captains of the same sex. Besides, | lack your tactical
brilliance. Not that you should need it on an ark ship but | like having my butt covered.”

They shared alook, and Falcon remembered the days during the Katyl War when they'd covered each
other's butts. “1 may need mine covered sooner than expected.”

"My pleasure, dr.” Her voice wasfull of anticipation.

They entered his office just as a second door on the far side opened wide. Governor Jolley stood
imperioudy at the entrance and surveyed the scene.

In an erawhere humanslived close to two hundred and fifty years, the ninety-year old Governor was
hardly middle aged, but her disdainful expression conspired with her excessive makeup to cause her to
appear older. Perhapsit was ddliberate. In her letter, Jolley had opined that no man under the age of



eighty should be alowed to command aship. At forty-six, Falcon was barely out of diapers.

Jolley turned and muttered something to the willowy blonde beside her. Andrea White represented the
equally powerful science council. A highly skilled and well-recommended scientist and adminigtrator,
White had co-signed Jolley's letter. Her worried demeanour told Falcon she might now be regretting it.
Interesting.

Even more interesting was the way Jolley sized up Avaon, and then sent her a haughty look of distaste.
The Governor evidently had no idea that the beautiful young woman in jeans and white T-shirt was
Asegeir's C20. Still unnerved by their encounter in the atrium, Falcon sent Avalon aquick smile. To his
ddight, she responded with aconspiratoria wink. Like Val, the C20 was dso looking forward to this.

The Governor'simperia presence at the doorway wasinterrupted by the arrival of Asegeir's tal, bald
headed security chief, Senior Commander Stuart Phelan. Falcon was pleased to see him; he trusted
Phdan with hislife and was delighted to have him under his command again.

With Phelan was Senior Commander Michael Rose, Asegeir's Chief Medica Officer. Whilethe
grey-haired doctor's approach to life seemed as casual asa C20's, it belied amind sharper than a
diaglass molecular blade. The chief adminigtrator of Asegeir's entiremedica community, civilian and
NGC, Rose did not rely on reports distilled through a pyramid of underlings. Instead, he continued his
lifdlong practice of turning up unexpectedly in emergency wards and pulling afull shift. All adminisrators
would do well to emulate Rose.

Falcon sat down at the head of the conference table, and met the eyes of the final board member, Senior
Commander Mixis Saav. The telepathic psychologist could not scan him, but when they looked into each
other's eyes, they could exchange clearly projected sentences.

—L et the games begin—she said sllently to him.

He nodded imperceptibly, but Saav was dready staring into the deep blue eyes of the C20. Falcon
wondered what silent conversation was going on there. A member of the Saav family had been assigned
as the tel epath-psychologist aboard every Asegeir that Avalon had bonded with in the last three hundred
years.

When Jolley sat down, her neck scarf dipped, revealing the black collar of a shipsuit beneath. Designed
to protect the wearer against sudden decompression, shipsuits were redundant on ark ships. Anything
powerful enough to breach Asegeir's LD hull would kill dl life on board. NGC personnel, including the
Command crew, wore them as part of their uniform. Was Jolley's shipsuit a bizarre fashion statement or a
lessthan subtle way of expressing her concern about the safety of Asegeir?

When everyone had sat down, Falcon said, “ Before we begin, not everyone here has met our C20, so
I'd liketo introduce Avalon Davo."

"Thank you, Captain.” Avaon touched him lightly on the hand.

Jolley froze, while Andrea White actudly paed. The C20s cultivated a schoolgirl demeanour and
informd turn of phrase asafoail to the countless myths surrounding them. But Jolley and White should
have known who Avaon was, if for no other reason than that she was seeted on hisright.

"Since we're going to be working closdly together, I'd like to dispel afew misconceptions.” Avaon
offered each of them afriendly look. “Asyou know, I'm just along for theride. | have no specific job, no
position in the hierarchical or command structure and no delineated duties or areas of responsbility. The
unusua position of C20s has given usaridiculoudy disproportionate cel ebrity status. Historically,



politicians and bureaucrats have tried to use us to promote personal agendas. A mediacircusamost as
intense as the one we have just witnessed would have occurred if 1'd attended Asegeir's launch
ceremony. Assorted politicians and lackeys|ooking for photo and vid opportunities would have annoyed
the hell out of me. | would have become very rude and told off someone—or numerous
someones—which would have detracted from the spirit of atruly magnificent joint venture between the
humans, Kwilloys and Dwins.

"Asto my seeming avoidance of Asegeir before now—" Avaon's eyes glazed and she added in the
digtinctively forma voice of a C20 future memory, “I am tied to this ship in ways you cannot begin to
comprehend. Itslife-force runswithin me. Itsrivers and seas are my blood, its structures my bones, and
itsheart the lives of dl that call her home, are one with me. | will hold them and protect them with al that
| am. | fed when thisship fedls, and | know what she knows. She will live two dozen generations or
more, and during those years we are bound together as one. She will know greatness and great |0sses,
but she will bring us one day to that which we seek.”

Fa con watched the expressions of those around him. The Command crew had witnessed C20 future
memories before, but after two weeks of chaos, they visbly relaxed a what was clearly an auspicious
sign. Andrea White was obvioudy awed by her first C20 experience, while Jolley looked ... cornered.

Avaon smiled saf-conscioudy. “Wadll, that about sumsit up.” She reached into her back pocket and
pulled out adatapad. “| don't mean to sound pretentious or arrogant but in avery rea sensel know
more about Asegeir than dl of you. | will attend weekly Command Board mestings, and from timeto
time | will cometo you with suggestions or give advance warning of thingsthet are ... misdigned. Though
we've been doing thisfor three hundred years, | know some of you find it disconcerting. Just remember,
that'swhy I'm here.” She nodded to Falcon, then looked down at her datapad.

"Asyou are aware,” Facon began, “the operational procedures for Viking class ark ships were thrashed
out ten years ago. What was applicable to Asegeir isaso gpplicableto Jord, Baldur, Thor, and Freyr.
While the death of Captain John Laycock shocked us all, the Viking Project command structure was
designed so that no individua wasirreplaceable. Senior NGC personndl, and civilian science and
technica teamsfrom al Viking class ships have worked together from the outset. Except for the unique
bio-habitat specidties, | know Asegeir aswell as Jord and have either met or worked with amost dl of
Asegeir's NGC crew, senior civilian scientists and techs.

"Perhgpsthisisagood timeto remind everyone,” he added, hiseyesfixed on Jolley, “that whilethis
Board of Command was created to ensure the efficient governing of NGC, science and civilian
populations, | am the ultimate authority on Asegeir . Persona animosity has no place here, where the daily
lives and ultimate safety of amillion humans and the entire biosphere of northern Ausiraliacould be
jeopardized. | must therefore question the veracity and motivations of those who objected to my
gppointment.”

All heads, including White's, turned to the narrow-eyed Jolley. Waving amanicured finger disdainfully,
shereplied, “By taking this persondly, you serve only to prove our point.”

Facon nodded dowly. “ Our point. Y ou mean the civilian council's?"
"As Governor, | merely represent the council.”

"Then, as arepresentative of that council, you would know that article forty-two of the Civilian Charter
requires complaintsinvolving NGC personnel to be submitted to my office."

Jolley's smile turned reptilian. “ Article forty-two did not comeinto effect until the C20 came aboard at
the RB Point. Until then, NGC was the ultimate authority over Asegeir .



"Could you please darify,” Falcon pressed, “if the objections stated in the | etter reflect the opinion of the
council?!

"Youings on theword objection when it was a concern. Nothing personal, Captain, but your entire
record—what hasn't been censored—istoo controversia for the operations of acivilian ark ship. You
have areputation for rash decisions where the outcomes were aresult of sheer braggadocio and good
luck rather than tact and diplomacy. Y ou dso have a predilection for leaving atrail of dead and injured
behind. All of thisgrestly concernsthe citizensif this ship, especidly given our first destination.”

"Please answer my question.”

I rritation flashed across Jolley's face. “ The council merely expressed concerns to NGC that you were
young and inexperienced and, under the circumstances, your appointment was ethicaly questionable. We
did not wish you placed in a position where you might react inappropriately. Take some advice from an
experienced politician, Captain. Don't take things persondly. If you indst on airing petty problems at
Command Board mestingswell never get anything achieved.”

"Inmy experience, Governor, in space ignoring petty problemswill kill you. NGC short-listed you asa
candidate for governor over better-qualified applicants. Presumably you agree with their assessment and
the appointments of each person in thisroom, my aide and the C20 excepted, of course.”

Jolley looked around in exasperation. “Of course!"
"Then will you please elaborate on the reason for the council's ... concerns?'

"If youingst.” Jolley fixed him with astedly look. “When you were alieutenant, you were transferred off
aC20 ship. Then you took command by default of atiny Alpha class battleship. Y ou have commanded
nothing better ance."

Vol bristled and opened her mouth to spesk. Falcon silenced her with glance; thiswas getting interesting.

"I know for afact that the NGC gppointments board had no intentions of placing you in command of any
C20 ship, ever,” Jolley added. “ Given your relationship with Admira Woodstock during the War, some
read your assignment to the Viking Project as nepotism, at best. Then two yearslater came that

shocking Cassandra incident. Members of the appointments board called for your immediate dismissal,
but again, Admira Woodstock had hisway and you were allowed to remain. Finally, John Laycock had
not been dead an hour when Woodstock—not the NGC appointments board—publicly ordered you to
take command of Asegeir. Despitethis, | do not believe you had anything to do with Laycock's death.”

Fa con had been expecting something from left field, but the staggering insinuation sent shocks of dismay
around the room. Jolley visibly preened, clearly enjoying the impact of her bombshell. Only the C20, who
was busly typing something on her datapad, appeared indifferent.

"Knowing Asegeir's departure could not be delayed,” Jolley continued, “despite their grave doulbts,
NGC and the C20 had no choice but to accept your appointment.”

Avaon sent the Governor an encouraging smile. Falcon felt an intangible sense of something dipping into
place. Follow your instincts.

Emboldened, Jolley went on. “When the civilian population of Asegeir learned you had arrived to teke
command, many—too many—expressed deep concerns to the council. In my capacity as Governor, |
would have been remissif | had not reported these concernsto NGC. | tempered the content of the
council'setter, although | now wonder if forthrightness would have been preferable to tact. Admira



Woodstock is being ordered to resign over this matter—at the Viking Project board meeting now in
session on Spacedock.”

Ignoring her barbs, Falcon attacked her weakest point. “Who in NGC expressed these grave doubts to
the civilian population and the council ?*

Jolley's curled lip flattened. “I'm afraid | can't revedl that, Captain. It would be abreach of confidence.”

"I'm afraid, Governor, you are in breach of the Civilian Charter. | suggest you go back to the books and
clarify sectionsforty-two to fifty-five. Y ou can send personal lettersfilled with unsubstantiated clamsto

whomever you like, but officid complaints require the DNA signatures from two thirds of the Board, not
two members.”

Andrea White was cringing, while Phelan was examining the Governor much like an entomologist might
study a cockroach.

"Y ou were S multaneoudy required to submit acopy of the letter to the NGC office aboard Asegeir,
citing the sources,” continued Falcon. “NGC head office ignored your letter, Governor , because you
failed to follow the required protocol. So, early this morning you took it upon yoursdlf to send acopy to
themedia”

"| did no such thing!"

"Asthe Captain, | am within my rightsto dismiss your gppointment if | have evidence that you are being
deliberately antagonistic to the smooth operations of thisark ship—"

"Y ou wouldn't dare!” Jolley began to stand.
"And athreset to Earth planetary security.”

Eyesbulging in indignation, Jolley dapped her hands on the table, leaned towards Falcon, and spét,
“Y oung man, you could not possibly hope to justify such an action againgt aduly dected governor!™

"Your letter implied | would delay departure; the ensuring panic dmost did just thet. In my experience,
Governor Jolley, the saf-fulfilling prophecy businessisavery dangerous one. The Katyl require our
presence in two weeks and have their collective hearts set on going for ajoyridein anew Viking class
ak ship."

Jolley's cheeks acquired the same shade of red as her lacquered hairdo. “I'm far more aware than you of
the diplomatic requirements of thisvessdl. My brother isthe Ambassador to Katyl."

"Y es, an erudite and ingghtful man,” Falcon said agreeably. “ Y ou arelegdly bound to provide mewith
the name or names of those persons who released classified information regarding the appointment of
NGC Command crew and civilian support personnd. Failureto do soisin breach of Section fifty-three
of the Charter, and the C20 is aboard, | am aboard, and Asegeir has departed.”

"Theinformation was givento me prior to the C20'sarrival, not after, and | stand on parliamentary
privilege”
While Avaon appeared impassive, indde she was seething. Despite their progress, humanity had not

changed one whit in five hundred years. Powerful, vainglorious people like Jolley would dways sacrifice
ethics, even lives, for ambition.

Her datapad stared at her accusingly. Using her C20 overridesto run a search had triggered something



very big and very ugly. It wasn't an avalanche. The whole damned mountain was crashing down. “Okay,”
shesad, looking up. “I'm going to haveto intervene.”

All eyesturned to her—Jolley'sin predatory anticipation.

"Larger issues are unfolding on Spacedock,” Avaon continued. “Oh, and I've been on board for some
time, Governor Jolley. Congderably longer than you think. Captain Falcon can verify that."

A few hours made no difference to Jolley's reasoning, but it added to Avaon's convenient mystique and
implied a pre-existing relationship between her and Falcon. “Y our accusations would be funny if they
weren't tragic.” She met the Governor'slook. “When Captain Laycock died, every C20 was instantly
aware of thetear in the Life Force. We a so experienced a collective future memory. An unusua event
because none of uswere fully bonded to ships at the time, something we had aways assumed was
necessary. This future memory showed that the Viking ark ship-C20 pairings would be enhanced by
orders of magnitudeif each captain were reassigned to the next ship in line. Admiral Woodstock did not
issue Falcon's ordersto transfer to Asegeir. | did, following aunanimous decison by the C20s."

"But you weren't consulted!” Jolley burst out. “And ... and C20s don't appoint captains, the
appointments board does!"

"Immediately after experiencing this future memory, we—and | mean every C20 in the sysem—ypaid a
persona visit to twenty of the twenty-four Viking Project board members. They took thirty minutesto
consult, leaving four of their members out of their deliberations—at our request.”

Grunts of surprisetravelled around the table. Everyone here knew that C20s could only have moved
around that fast by d-jumping. That meant Metas were involved. And the implications of that were

Saggering.

"As chairman of the Viking Project board, Admiral Woodstock then delivered Captain Falcon's orders,”
Avdon continued. “Not surprigngly, Governor Jolley, your lovers—two of the four excluded from the
deliberations—got their factswrong. Oops, did | say something | shouldn't have? Oh! | thought your
relaionshipswith Admiras Manion and Vicory were common knowledge, especidly sinceyou
bequeathed these admirds your Earth-sdetitles and sharesin nanofarms conditiona on becoming
governor. No? Oh well, we C20s are notorioudly tactless.”

Avaon's eyes narrowed and her voice hardened. “1 lived through forty-seven years of twentieth century
agenda-ing and backroom horse-trading by infinitely more brilliant but equaly self-serving politiciansas
you, Governor, and look what happened to Earth. Then | had a century of the same excrement from
NGC before they began ligening to their surviving C20s. | loathe interfering, but | am unforgiving of
anyone who endangersthis vessdl, especialy for persond gain. | consider Captain Falcon atactica
genius, militarily and palitically. He waswalking you into averbd trap that by the end of thismeeting
could have seen you spaced for treason.”

Jolley's eyesfrosted. “ Your agenda covers only the NGC aspects of Asegeir. Y ou have nojurisdiction
over thecivilian governing of thisark ship!”

Avaon'seyes crinkled in genuine mirth. “Oh, boy, have you got it wrong. | have no legal jurisdiction
over any aspect of Asegeir. Where did they dig you up? And how did you pass the psych screens?
Mixis, I'm requesting Governor Jolley undergo a telepathic scan and telecording.”

"Certainly, C20.” Saav'samond eyes gleamed in anticipation.
"Asyou pointed out, you have no lega rights,” Jolley spat. “ Besides, I've dready invoked parliamentary



privilege”
"Noted,” Falcon replied agreesbly. “ Asthis matter cannot be resolved by telepathic scanning, | have no
choice but to return you to Earth until NGC and Earth security questions are resolved.”

"I'm afraid it's more serious than that, Captain.” Avaon glanced at her datapad. “ The Viking board
meeting has just been suspended. Admiral Manion is dead and hisaides are dso dead or dying.”

"What?’ Falcon demanded. The room erupted in exclamations and chairs were pushed back.

"I've recommended a search for atime-delayed nanovirus of atype manufactured by the business
Governor Jolley bequeathed Manion. Y our assets, Governor,” Avaon said to Jolley, “and the records of
this company are now frozen. Y our possessions aboard Asegeir are being confiscated pending afull
inquiry.” She saw Jolley tapping a data pen on the back of her hand. “Don't bother with the coded signal
to your assstant. I've invoked a C20 emergency override on civilian communications. | may not have
legal authority, but the ship and the Al listensto me because, in apeculiar way, I'm part of them. Council
members and your persond staff are also being placed under atemporary restraining order, pending
further investigation.”

"Y ou have no right—!" Jolley squeded.

"Actudly, under the Earth Planetary Security Act, | do. Then there are three unexplained deaths that have
al the symptoms of ananovirus, and your claim that objections to Captain Fa con's gppointment came
fromthecivilian council.”

Phelan stood to leave but Avalon held up her hand. “1t's okay, Commander. I've given your first officer
authorization to act without you. I've dso notified NGC to seize dl of AdmirasVicory and Manion'sfiles
and assets, lock down al transactions and data to and from Nanotechnic Incorporated and its subsidiary
or holding companies, and place under immediate investigation al telepathsinvolved in Governor Jolley's
immigraion.”

In the stunned silence that filled the room, Avaon raised her datapad and smiled. “Don'chajust love
these new, Dimb5 transmissible, soft pocket datapads?’



Chapter 4
1630hrs December 5, 2499
Mixis Saav ran ahand through her spiky dark hair. “ Avaon, that has to be arecord, even for you."

Falcon's office had emptied but for the te of ree them. He made no attempt to hidethetensonin his
voicewhen hesaid, “May | ask, C20, how much you knew prior to this mesting?'

She stood from the conference table and pushed the datapad into her pocket. “None of it, for which I'm
kicking mysdlf. | owe you an apology, Captain Falcon. | had abad feding about Jolley. She'sa
professional confrontationist, but when NGC approved her gppointment | said nothing.”

"Civilian politics are not your responsibility,” he replied, somewhat bemused and not altogether convinced
of her ignorance.

"But the wellbeing of Asegeir is. By avoiding palitics| ignored avita component in the safety of this
ship."

A priority call camein from Spacedock. Admiral Woodstock's face appeared on the LD. “Captain—"
Woodstock paused and looked around the room before gruffly adding, “ Avalon! I'm not certain pairing
Falcon with you was such agood idea."

Falcon wasn't sure what surprised him more, Woodstock's dry familiarity or the C20's rueful expresson.
"Sorry, Cal. What's happening?’ she said.

"Diagnogsis confirmed. Admira Manion and hisaides died from nanos. A full autopsy isunderway.
Wheat the hdl did you trigger?'

Jamming her hands into her pockets, the C20 leaned back against the conference table. “1 don't know,
but don't expect it to stop here.”

"I'm not. Captain,” Woodstock glanced pointedly at Mixis Saav. “Avaon'sinadvertently exposed
something putrid. I'd like your tel epaths to examine any council memberswilling to undergo a scan, now."

Mixis stood. “With your permission, Captain?’

Fa con nodded dismissively. Hewaited until the tel epath had |eft and the door was closed before
demanding, “Would someone tdl mewhat the hell isgoing on, sr?'

"Weve had suspicions for sometime—" Woodstock stopped when an aide bent to whisper in hisear.
“Three more deaths.” His eyebrows furrowed. “ And five more are symptomatic. | haveto go. Avaon,
canyou—7?" Hisimage vanished.

C20 or not, Falcon wanted answers. Now. He directed hisglare at Avalon.

Inhaling deeply, she pulled her hands from her pockets and crossed her arms. “ Captain, as you know,
C20s normally only experience future memories when bonded to their ships. When we lost our ships
during the Katyl War—"

"You lost your precognitive senses.”



"Not ... entirdy.” Shemet hisgaze. “ The greater Life Force bondsdl things, including individua and
planetary life-forces. Without our ships our ability to conscioudy tap into the Life Forceis severely
limited. Even so, Snce the Katyl War we've sensed a growing presence of the Others amongst humanity.
Until today, we found nothing but smoke and mirrors. When | added Jolley's nameto the list of people
we suspected but couldn't charge with any wrong doing, and ran a C20 search—which effectively gets
me anywhere | want—bang, Manion drops dead and avirulent nanovirusis|let lose!”

When shefél slent, Falcon stared at her increduloudy. “That'sit? That'sall you have, agrowing
sensation of the Others?'

"It'smore than asensation,” shereplied flatly. “Y ou lost both of your legs when Lieutenant Haddock
spaced you from Cassandra.”

"Legsre-grow. Six of my crew lost their lives. And what in the name of the Origins hasthe Cassandra
incident got to do with anything?'

"What happened—afterwards?’
"Jennatold me not to pursue the investigation.”

"Towhichyou replied, ‘1 will find those responsible. Maybe not today, but | will hunt them down and |
will dedl withthem.””

The pieceswerefindly dipping into place. Falcon picked up the diaglass modd of Cassandra stting on
his desk. In order to remain on active duty during the ten yearsit took to grow each ark ship, captains
and senior officers on the Viking Project were each assigned command of courier class Dimb5 shuittles.
The ship assigned to Falcon, Cassandra, had been alemon, and her crew the dregs of NGC.

At first hedd thought some of the top brass were hazing him; his appointment to the Project had been the
most controversid in NGC's history. But when hisrequestsfor crew transfersfell on deaf ears, hed paid
avistto Admira Vicory, the senior personne manager. It had not gone well. Vicory had declared that if
Fa con could not whip Cassandra's twenty crew into shape, what hope would he have when it came
time to command a hundred thousand on Jord? The Admiral had gone so far asto accuse him of being a
‘cowardly pup with delusions of grandeur'.

Stunned by the vitriolic attack, Falcon had then gone to Spacedock's fleet commander, Admira
Manion—who echoed Vicory's extraordinary sentiments. Hazing was one thing but to find two admirals
held such powerful antipathy towards him had been deeply disturbing.

Hisfirg ingtinct had been to demand afull investigation into Vicory and Manion's behaviour, but to
Fdcon'sdismay, he discovered that the monitoring systemsin both admirads’ offices had mysterioudy
‘faled’ during the interviews. Any dlegations Fal con made would have had to be verified by afull

tel epathic scan and telecording, something he could ill afford. And both admiras must have known that.

Which was even more disturbing.

Twelve hours later, on amail run to Titan, four of Falcon's senior crew had run amok. After raping and
killing two crew, they'd hacked off one of hisfingers and gouged out hiseyein order to break into and
disable the ship's primary Al. Then they'd closed the air lock on Falcon's legs, and spaced him. His
sef-sedling shipsuit had kept him aive long enough for adroneto pull him into the cargo bay, courtesy of
asecondary Al hed ingtalled earlier. The renegade crewmen died from ananovirus. With the primary Al
completely shut down, the secondary Al had managed to take control and return Cassandra to
Spacedock.



Five months later Falcon had emerged from Spacedock’s amniotank with regenerated body parts. HEd
also0 been assigned a spit-and-polish crew aboard acompletely overhauled Cassandra, and abrilliant
persond assistant name Marcus Wallace. And held received alate night visit from the C20 bonded to
Jord, Jenna Hayden.

Falcon stared at the C20. “Jennasaid, ‘| suspect you will, soon after Asegeir islaunched.” Shedidnt
want me pursuing the Cassandra investigation because the C20s had no future memories until the day
you bonded to Asegeir—which happened in the atrium when we met!”

"Now you haveit.” Avaon turned and made for the door. “ That cheery little future memory | had & the
beginning of the Board meeting was just a veneer. Something ugly, with Jolley'sface imprinted onit,
lurked benegth. | plugged her name into the equation, and, presto, things started unraveling. I'll be
attending the cocktail party tonight, but until you make the wel coming speech, could you avoid
mentioning that I'm there?'

"Say again?’ he said, confused by her sudden change of topic.
"I'll examine the guest list and make the same request of any otherswho know me."

"l was congdering canceling it.” Falcon walked with her to the door. “ After thismorning, the mediaare
sucking blood. When they learn that Jolley has been arrested and council members detained, with a
possible nano-vira outbreak on Spacedock—"

"Peoplewill panic. Going ahead with the cocktail party will give the appearance of busnessasusud.
Your cal, of course.”

Fa con wanted to demand that Avalon tell him al that she knew, but her expression asked him to be
patient. C20s would not specul ate because they could not always see the bridges that connected the
present to their future memories. “ Y ou'reright. I'll get public relations onto it immediately.” He opened
the door for her. As she stepped through, he said, “Y ou've had suspicions since the Katyl War, C207"

Avaon turned her worried eyesto his. “And not even the Metas know what it's about.”



Chapter 5
1900hrs December 05

Cocktail glassin hand, Avaon clung like adoe-eyed limpet to Ross Hodgins, amiddle-aged,
xenobiologist. No one seemed surprise when Hodgins introduced her as Avvy. C20 nameswere
popular, and there were thousands of Avaons and Jennas, Kirstens and Adams aboard Asegeir. Y oung,
friendly and willing to listen, Avaon portrayed the perfect empty vessd for salf-gppointed expertsto fill
with their opinions, especidly opinions about the new captain.

It didn't take long for Avalon to conclude that, while most people understood Fal con was the only logical
replacement to Laycock, a handful of very powerful individuas believed otherwise. Falcon'swar records
were mostly classified, and the rest was controversial. Mud sticks, even to the innocent. Despite, or
because of the current situation, some thought Jolley's opinions held merit.

Perversdly, Falcon's biggest disadvantage was hislooks. Nobody that young and handsome, said one of
the councillors, could possibly be taken serioudy. While Hodgins pretended to be degp in conversation
with aglum physicist, Avaon coyly asked the councillor whether he would take her serioudy. He offered
her aprivate tour of the council chambers. “I can't wait to see them,” she replied with a seductive amile.

Falcon's graciousness charmed some, but othersread it asalack of necessary toughness. The same
detractors interpreted his reputation for tolerance and patience as weakness and indecisiveness. One
councillor opined that no one with amilitary mindset could possibly run an essentialy civilian ark ship.
Facon'slack of femae escort and polite indifference to flirting women confirmed he was till mourning
the loss of hiswife and son. And that was dangerous, especidly given their first destination.

Avaon wdl knew the human propensity to twist positive character traitsinside out. But thistime,
normally moderate people had been fed media hype, their naturd fears played like afindy tuned
ingrument. Aswith the hysteriaresulting from Jolley's letter, it all seemed alittle too carefully
orchestrated.

Being aC20, Avdon sensed the greater Life Force as atightly woven tapestry of vibrant, flowing ribbons
of smdller life-forces. Whenever a captain of another C20 ship died or the ship itself was destroyed, she
had aways felt therip in the fabric of the greater Life Force. But, aswith her connection to the other
C20s and the Metas, her awareness had aways been muted. She had only ever seen one ribbon with
true clarity, that which bound her life-force with Asegeir's.

Despite this connection, her precognitive abilities had failed to warn her of Laycock's death. Indeed, her
future memories had not returned until his death. Then, like arush of morphine, came agut-wrenching
sense of events spiraling out of control. Thrust into awhirlpool of raw sensations, the tapestry of the Life
Force momentarily took on ablinding clarity. It was the birth of something both wonderful and terrifying,
but before Avaon could comprehend what it meant, it was gone. Only one thing remained; the
knowledge that Falcon must command Asegeir.

Then, when sheld taken Falcon's hand in the atrium, the life-force connecting her to Asegeir, and thence
to him, had exploded into a shining, almost physical thing. Now, as she circulated the room, it waslike
wading through a sea of amorphous pastel ribbons—except for the one that bound her to Falcon. It was
so strong that it seemed amost tangible. A bond of that depth normally took yearsto develop. Infact,
she could not recall one of such clarity.

Because Falcon could not see the life-force in the same way as her, he would interpret the sensation asa



need to be closeto her. That need could, if misinterpreted, manifest itself asaphysical desrefor her. She
must give him plenty of time—and space—to adjust.

Hodgins had abandoned the physicist and was now deep in conversation with an ederly xenosociologist.
Pretending to be bored, Avaon nibbled on a cangpé and turned her thoughts to the problem that had
plagued her for weeks. Who benefited from John Laycock's desth? Certainly not Falcon; despite Jolley's
ingnuation, he had nothing to gain but stress. Perhaps that's what someone wanted. Seed e ements of
doubt amongst Fal con's support structure—the Command Board—by implying incompetence, and
aludeto acongpiracy to nate Asegeir's former captain. Compound the stress until Falcon felt
isolated, and he'd begin making mistakes. It was the same modus operandi asthe attempt on hislife
aboard Cassandra, and segued with Jolley's* concern’ that he might react ‘inappropriately’ towardsthe
Katyl. But whoever planned this hadn't figured on Falcon's tendency to thrive under stress. Nor had they
factored the C20 into the equation, or the extraordinary life-force bonding between Facon, herself, and

Asegelr.
"Anything interesting?’ she asked Mixis Saav when they were aone together.
"Nothing subversive,” replied the psychologist. “Just the usud background chatter of avarice and sex.”

Avaon smiled. Unlessthey used ateecording headset, even the most skilled telepaths picked up only
superficia thoughts. “What about the councillors?!

Mixis grimaced. “ They're livid with Jolley but even angrier with the Captain for suspending them.”

"I suspended them. Not to worry, I'll publicly request they volunteer for scanning.” Such arequest had no
lega grounds, but power was mostly a matter of perception. Once a C20 made arequest, peer and
public pressure did the rest.

"Not necessary, C20,” Falcon said as hejoined them. “The suspension of the council givesNGC,
through me, full military authority over Asegeir .

"Y ou can't use that argument to force telepathic scans on civilians, especialy politicians. The Civilian
Charter of Independenceisin effect.” He went to interrupt, but she added, “The council has been
temporarily suspended. Sure, you can impose NGC law, but if you do o, you'll dienate the civilian
population. Once councillors have been scanned and cleared, you must reingtate the civilian government.”

Mixis shook her head. “ That's circular reasoning, Avvy. The most vocal objectionsto scans are from
council members.”

Avaon looked around. Lowering her voice she said, “ Forcing the innocent to undergo a scan will create
resentment. That can fester, leading to unpleasant surprises. There has dready been too many so-caled
accidents since the Viking Project began. | do not wish any more.”

Fa con threw her asharp look, but Avalon waked across to Hodgins, took him by the arm and moved
on to the next group.

"Commander,” Falcon said to Saav, “you know her better than anyone. What's she up to?"

"I have no idea, but it's bound to be crestive, entertaining, legally—and moraly—just. Hello, Richard,”
she said to the wiry-haired diplomat who walked over to join them. “Thanksfor coming in so quickly this
afternoon.”

"Commander Saav, Captain,” said Ambassador Jolley. “1 cannot tell you how ashamed | am for the
actions of my sister. The position she has placed you in, the risksto the Katyl treaty ... ah!” he exclamed



disgustedly. “ Patriciawas aways ambitious but her involvement in nanite murdersis a bewilderment to
me. If therésanything | can do to assig, please ask. And that includes—" he turned to Mixis, “—any
number of additional telepathic scans. There may be something in my memory 1'd never recognize as
important but which may assst with your investigeations.”

"| gppreciate that, Ambassador,” Mixisreplied. “1t may be useful in the event we need to check
something.”

While Mixis and the Ambassador talked, Falcon's thoughts turned to the C20. Until that morning, hed
never given much thought to the metaphysica aspects of C20s, but the phenomenon known as bonding
had been nothing like he'd envisaged. Then, when sheld arrived at the reception, he'd had to stop himself
from staring. He hadn't been aone. Only a eunuch could have ignored her. She wore no makeup, and her
only jewelery was asolitary sapphire ear cuff linked by agold chain to adiamond studded hair comb
that held her raven hair in place. Her white dress glowed with a subtle luminosity, like apearl,
harmonizing with and complementing those around her—auniversa C20 trait. When heéd found hiseyes
following the cut of her dress down her bare back, held quickly averted his gaze—and his hormones.
Avaon Davo was a C20 and therefore gtrictly off-limitsto all command officers, irrevocably and on pain
of death. Besides, RossHodgins hand had draped low across her hip in familiar intimacy. No surprise.
Although C20s occasiondly maintained relationships with lower ranks, only admirals and scientistswere
likely to hold their attention for long.

Hefdt astrange tug, and looked up—directly into her eyes. The hint of asmile crossed her lips. This
would take some getting used to.

Pacing his champagne glass on the tray of a passing servo-waiter, he excused himself from Saav and
Ambassador Jolley, straightened the braided collar of hisforma messjacket, and climbed the podium
steps. Avaon had moved to the back of the room and was talking to Phelan. The security chief's eyes
took on a predatory ook, then he headed for the door. Too many so-called accidents. Asasoldier,
Facon preferred an enemy exposed to one lurking in shadows. He trusted that whatever the C20 had
told him, Phelan would know what to do.

When the conversationsin the room trailed off into silence, Falcon began. * Ladies and Gentlemen, thank
you for coming.” He paused amoment and looked out across the room. While the NGC crew of
Asegeir would accept his command without question, many of those now watching him were civilians. It
was to them that he now spoke. “We have come along way as apecies. From our first timid stepsinto
gpace over five hundred years ago, to growing worlds of our own. Through it al, pandemics, wars and
socid upheaval, the human spirit has remained strong and, ultimately, free. But as much asthe human
Spirit has brought us here, so too does a darknesstry to hold us back. We know this darkness as the
Others, inter-dimensiona beingsthat infest our minds, using greed and ambition to sow discontent and
confusion in ther attempt to destroy that which we have built.

"Aswe have learned to protect oursalves against the dangers of space, so too have we devel oped
mechanismsto protect ourselves from the Others. Three hundred years ago the Masters gifted us with
C20s. However, we must always remember that C20s act only as our guides and our conscience. We
are dtill free to make our own choices, good and bad. And while no one, not even the Metas, can predict
and pre-empt every problem we encounter, we have learned to quickly contain such problems.

"The Civilian Charter of Independence proclaimsthat Asegeir isaworld unto itsdlf, run on democratic
principles by an elected government. In this Charter, NGC is charged with defending Asegeir and her
citizens, whether threastened from without—or within. Like you, | had hoped today would be marked
only by celebration. Unfortunately that was not to be, for events here and on Spacedock can only lead to
one conclusion: the democratic principles by which we live have been corrupted.”



Murtters rolled across the audience. Falcon had given voice to what many were thinking but few had been
willing to admit. In the dark hours since Admira Manion's deeth, three highly placed telepathsinvolved in
screening ark ship immigrants and dozens of upper level Spacedock bureaucrats had succumbed to a
DNA encoded nanovirus. The entire ark ship immigration process appeared to have been compromised.

Fa con scanned the facesin the audience. “In order to identify the cause and contain the damage,
Asegeir's eected councillors have been temporarily relieved of their position, pending the outcome of
tel epathic scans. Meanwhile, dthough the Charter and Condtitution give mefull authority to operate
Asegeir under NGC law, | intend to uphold the democratic principles of civilian rule. Thisincludes
respecting therights of all civilians, including members of the council, to refuse atelepathic scan.”

Telepaths were not the only ones who sensed a palpable relief across the room. Falcon looked at
Mixis—It'sworking—she said.

"If al councillors volunteer for scanning,” he continued, “then there are sufficient telepaths aboard to
ensure the entire council can be reingtated by tomorrow morning. If insufficient volunteer and the council
cannot achieve aquorum within forty-eight hours, | will call animmediate genera eection. Now, | would
like to introduce you to our C20, Avalon Davo."

Two hundred and fifty heads darted back and forth as people vied for afirst glimpse of the mysterious,
elusive C20. When Avaon released Hodgins arm and wound her way through the onlookers,
exclamationstrailed into silence. The sea of faces, Falcon noted, was suddenly polka dotted with some
very congtipated expressons.

Avalon stepped onto the podium and offered Falcon awarm smile. She stood close and rested her hand
on hisarm. Her entire bearing projected solidarity.

—Perfect—said Mixis.

"For those of you who have never met a C20 before,” said Avaon, “1 hope | have dispelled some of the
more outrageous myths.” Low, nervous chucklesrolled across the audience. “ Asyou can see, I'm not
hidden in abackroom of the Command Sector like a Delphic oracle. | look as human as anyone here,
and I'm quite approachable. My roleis, asdways, to help smooth over the bumps that are necessarily
encountered on any ship. As senior administrators and science staff, if you find those bumpsturning into
mountains then my door is aways open. Having said that, our reputation for a oofness has come about
because we refuse to alow anyone to make political capital from association with us. I'm a problem
solver, not avote catcher nor tabloid headliner. | ask only that you respect that.”

Fd con watched the audience, his eyes periodically returning to Saav's.

—Thementa tone—said the telepath,—is changing from resentment to understanding. Few missed that
Avvy'sexpresson of support did not extend to the civilian and science councils—

"Most people on thisark ship want the samething,” Avalon continued. “Unfortunately, Governor Jolley
was an exception. Other exceptions may be reveaed during the course of the investigation. I'm sure
everyone here would agree with Captain Falcon in wanting this resolved so that things can return to
normal as soon as possible. I'd personaly like to express my sincere gppreciation to the councillors who
s0 swiftly volunteered to undergo scans. And | apologize for the indigestion that it might cause you after
dinner.”

The laughter, Falcon noted, was full-bodied thistime; even spot scans were notorioudy unsettling.

"Y our condtituentswill also appreciate your willingnessto protect the integrity of everything you have



worked so hard for. | understand that, coming so soon after Captain Laycock's degth, this Situation has
added to your confusion and uncertainty. While John Laycock's loss deeply affected me, asthe C20
bonded to Asegeir, | can assure you that Captain Falcon has my unconditional support. | know you will
give him that same support. Thank you.”

The C20 I€eft the podium to around of applause, and the double doors opened to the banquet room.
Fal con was surprised to see her heading in the opposite direction. She glanced back and offered him a
resssuring smile.

"She'sleaving,” Mixis said when hejoined her.
"Why?What'swrong?'

"Nothing to do with the current situation. It's, well...” Mixistook hisarm and walked with him into the
banquet room. “I think the easiest way to explainisthat Avaon, like dl C20s, compartmentalizes her life.
When not bonded to a ship she generaly avoids human contact.”

Why?

"Humansare ... ephemerd, passing momentsin her life. Her threads of continuity lay with the other C20s,
Metas and their Silvans, Kwilloys, Dwins, Rachnians and Erochs. These same beingswill till be her
friends athousand years from now, when every human she knows has long goneto dust.”

They arrived at the table and Falcon held achair for her. “ Avaon has been free from her bond to ships
for more than deven years” Mixis continued. “ She's been off-world to vigt friends, but only by travelling
through M eta-generated wormholes. | don't think she's even been in deep space since the old Asegeir
was destroyed. Now she must readjust to her role as a C20. Although Avalon dispelled some of her
mythos tonight, C20s are rarer than Metas, and have been elevated to near legendary status. And you
know how boorish that can be.” Mixis sat back, alowing the servo-waiter to place the entrée before her.

C20 captains were equaly rare, and ark ship captains even rarer—as the occasional gawking touristson
Spacedock reminded Falcon. He avoided Earth in part to avoid the worst of his own controversd,
legendary image. “I've never found C20s antisocid.”

"They're not, but Avalon has aways been bonded to military ships. Ranking NGC personnel and many
older, senior scientists are accustomed to C20s. However, this ship is populated by nine hundred
thousand civilians. A period of adjustment, for both sides, is necessary.”

The sound of dinnerware clinking against glass accompanied alow buzz of conversation. Falcon |ooked
at her thoughtfully. “A Saav has aways provided ahuman thread of continuity throughout her life."

Mixis picked at her sdlad—I've never been able to explain why, Chris, for | have no ideamysaf.—



Chapter 6
2030hrs December 5, 2499

"Y ou redize that you're going to give academics and historians apoplexy?’ Avaon finished her teaand
st the cup down on Mixis desk.

Jason Laycock-Saav was standing on the far Side of the sparsdly furnished, white-walled room,
preparing his mother'stelecorder. His thesis would be marked on his ahility to use the telecorder asa
legdly valid recording device.

Asthe son of Mixis Saav and John Laycock, Jason had grown up in the company of diensand C20s.
Avaon was his mother's best friend, as she had been his grandmother and great-grandmother's best
friend. He found nothing awesome about the C20 other than her impenetrable mind. Now that was about
to change. “Best of dl,” hereplied, Stting on one of two identica dark leather reclining chairs. “With you
asmy thesis subject, they won't be able to dispute the results.”

Avadon chuckled, but her smile faded as she crossed the room and sat beside him. “ Are you okay about
dating now?"

"A telepathic psychologist should be able to work without |etting persond issuesinterfere. | promised
Dad I'd work on my thesisthistrip, and it'll take ayear to write. And Dad would expect meto usethe
challenge, not giveinto it.” Jason adjusted the headpiece and handed it to Avaon. “ Thank you for
agreeingto do this

"Higtorians have their facts screwed up. It's about time we C20s set the record straight. Besides, if I'm
right, in afew hoursthere won't be a spare telecording devicein al of Asegeir.” Avaonlooked a him
kindly, then she donned the headpiece and laid back. 1 remember thinking how wonderful | felt.”

Jason closed his eyes and prepared himself for ajourney no one had ever taken before, ajourney into
the mind of a C20, to whereit al began, three hundred years before.

* * * %
Asegeir: December 2199

Avaon fdt refreshed and dert after agood night's deep. She smiled and dowly opened her eyes—then
sat bolt upright in shock. Where the hell was she? The bed was strange. Not just unfamiliar, but strange.
And three people dressed in weird, dark blue, tight-fitting jumpsuits stood eyeing her with looks ranging
from curiogity to rage.

"Eh ... hi?” Avalon'svoice cracked. She cleared her throat.

Thetdl, good-looking man with black hair scowled, but the middle-aged woman smiled, handed her a
glassof juiceand sad, “Hi yourself."

Accepting the glass, Avalon took afew sips. It tasted wonderful, like freshly squeezed oranges. She
downed the juice and looked around. Except for an oddly disquieting light flickering from avertica pand,
and what she took to be aflat panel computer screen on atable beside her bed, the room was
monotonoudy featureless. “What's going on? Wheream 1?7

"What do you remember?’ the woman asked, accepting the emptied glass.



"Say what?’ Everything about the place screamed hospita room. Avaon didn't fed sick or inany pain. If
anything, shefdt gredt.

"What'sthelast thing you recal?'

"Going to deep in the back of my Land Rover.” Avaon's frown degpened. “What the hell am | doing
here? Did you get my cameras? They'reinsured, but I'd hate to lose them.” Their blank looks were
answer enough. “Bugger. Wl then, how did | get here? Where exactly is here? And what's going on?"

Thetall man's scowl degpened but the third person, ayounger woman with short, dark hair and olive
skin, replied, “Y ou are aboard the Dim5 vessal Asegeir. We don't know how you got here except that
you wereleft in our cargo hold.”

Avaon'sface screwed up in dishdief. What sort of vessel, an international research ship? That would
explain the odd, unfamiliar accents and strange uniforms, but the room seemed too ... rounded for a
ship's cabin. And how in God's name did she get from the middie of the Austraian desert to aship?

"What day was it, what date?’ the younger woman asked her.
"Um, Thursday thefifteenth.” Avaon glanced at the bland celling. Where was the light coming from?
Softly ingstent, the woman added, “What month, what year?'

The gut-wrenching realisation hit Avalon. He fingerstightened on the sheets, and she turned to the man.
Helooked ... surprised. “Oh shit,” Avalon mouthed. “1've been in acomal December 15, 1999. What's
today's date and exactly whereisthisship?Isit in Australian waters?"

"Y ou know we've been very rude,” replied the spiky-haired young woman. “We haven't introduced
oursaves. I'm Mixis Saav, the Chief Psychologist, and thisis Dr Dorothy Am. Thisgentleman,” she
turned to the man, “is Captain Dak Jassom. I'm sorry but we don't know your name?"

"Avaon, Avaon Davo. What dateisit?’ When they didn't reply, she pushed the sheet began to get out
of bed.

Jassom's eyes narrowed. “ Tdl her."

Am looked uncertain, but Saav said, “ Avaon, you are not on board a ship at sea. Y ou are on aspace
vessel. Dimb means we use thefifth dimension to travel between star systems. Today is December 16,
2199.

For amadly confused moment, Avalon wondered if she was still adeep. But somehow she knew they
weretdling the truth. Panic hit like bile in the back of her throat. Her vision blurred and contracted, and
she dumped onto the bed. Thetiny lives of her twinswere asyet too smal to fed anywhere but in her
heart, but she clutched her somach protectively.

Am turned her attention to the panel by her bed while Saav reached out a concerned hand. Avalon
shook it off and looked to Jassom. His eyes flickered between hers and the panel. Uncertainty tempered
hisanger.

Ignoring the shock of adrendine pumping through her, Avalon began reasoning with herself. Shewas
dive, in one piece, and in no pain. Meanwhile, these people—wel the Captain at least—were dmightily
pissed off with her. Why?*“What happened to your ship?’ she demanded.

One of Jassom's eyebrowslifted in surprise. “We were pulled out of Dim5. That's not a problem because



we useinetidessflight, but we momentarily lost gravity.”
So, her arrival had caused problems. “Was anyone hurt?’

Jassom's second eyebrow joined the first one and he exchanged along look with Saav. “A few broken
bones” hereplied. “ A miniature wormhole opened near our path through the fifth dimension, jerking us
into normal space. Sensorsindicated that asmall object dropped at the mouth of the wormhole was then
d-jumped into our cargo bay. When we opened the hatch, you were on the floor in a semi-comatose
date”

"Oh. Wéll. That explains everything!” Avaon'sthroat felt asdry asash. Thiswasinsane! Logic told her
that she was dreaming, but something inssted it wasred. “One minute I'm adegp in the middle of the
Australian desert, and the next, | wake up two hundred yearsin the future in an Einstein defying space
ship!” Shewanted to get out of bed, run out of the room and out of the building and ... and where? It
waan't abuilding; she knew it was a space ship! Her hands began to tremble and the nauseating panic
returned. What about David and Marilyn?

Jassom touched the back of his ear. He seemed to listen to something. “On my way,” he said and turned
to leave.

"Captain?’ He glanced over his shoulder. “For what it'sworth,” said Avaon. “I'm sorry.”
He hegitated, then nodded and |eft.

Someone took her hand. Avaon looked up into Dorothy Am's eyes. “We don't know what brought you
here,” said Am. “But you seem to be unhurt. Let'stake things one at atime and I'm surewell find out
what happened.”

Desperate for afew minutesadone, Avaon said, “1 need to use the bathroom.”
"Of course. Mixis?"

Conscious of the fact that she was wearing awhite medica gown, Avaon swung her legs over the side of
the bed. Doctors and medical gowns, some things, at least, remained a universal constant. Something
caught her attention. She looked up. “Whoa!"

A door sized hole in the bulkhead had appeared. “We sometimes use hologramsin place of doors,”
explained Mixis.

Avaon looked indgdeto agarden of ferns. Thiswas a bathroom? Mixis touched a protrusion on the wall,
and a seat gppeared. Touching the seat, alarge hole appeared. A toilet was dso till atoilet. It was oddly
resssuring.

"To wash, touch the holotabs here,” explained Mixis, pointing to a series of tabs. “ There are mirrors and
toiletries, so take your time, shower if you want. If you need help, cal me.” She smiled reassuringly and
left. The hologram *door’ closed behind her.

Avaon sat on thetoilet and closed her eyes. She didn't need ashower but it would buy her time, so she
lifted the gown over her head and touched a holotab. A huge, floor length mirror appeared. She took one
look, and screamed.

Hands grasped her, then someone was covering her in ablanket and helping her outsde. “I'm ... sorry,”
she mumbled, trying to reign in her cascading emotions. What had happened to her?



"The shock was—"

"It'snot that. It'sjust ... what's missing.” When Am and Saav glanced at each other, Avaon added, “1've
lost about fifteen pounds and twice as many years. And | think ... no, I'm certain, I've lost the babies.” |
can live with that, but I've also lost David and my little girl.

And that was when she cried.

The second time Avaon woke, it wasin darkness. No noise, no sense of motion hinted a what she
ingtinctudly knew wastrue. Why did she know? Who has done this? And more importantly, where were
David and Marilyn?

"Do you require lighting?"

She sat up. “Who'sthere?!

"l anthisship'sAl."

"Al?'

"Artificid Intelligence. Do you wish lights or amedtech?'

The darkness was comforting, womb-like—except for the pam-sized pand on the bulkhead. It
displayed the same disquieting imege, like dimy grey oil flowing by, that sheld seen where sheld woken
thefirg time. Sheturned away, dightly nauseous. “What isthat Suff?"

"The pand isatrangparent window inthe LD hull. What you seeiswhat your eyes perceive as Dimb5."

Not space. Dim5. Why? She cdled slently to a God remembered only from Sunday school. Why bring
me here? What do you want from me? Where are my husband and daughter? Avaon pulled the
slvery white bedcover back and stepped onto the floor. It felt like moss under her barefeet. “Yes, lights
please”

Except for the Dim5 window, the bed, the bathroom holotab and a door that |ooked more like a hatch,
the room was utterly featureless. She touched the holotab that ‘ opened’ the bathroom—what they called
acleaning room—and waked in.

Ten minutes spent in front of the mirror was an unnerving experience. It was her body al right. The shape
of her legs, hips, breagts, and the form of her hands and arms were familiar, although the inevitabl e effects
of gravity and age had vanished. But what shocked her the most was the absence of blemishes. Freckles
and moles, the countless small scars from her tomboy childhood, an appendix scar, al were gone. She
had been changed.

The most bizarre thing was that she fet ... fantastic. Rattled, spooked beyond words, but otherwise she
felt like she could run up the Sde of Mt. Everest without working up a swest. Why? “Al, isthe water
rationed?"

"No. Itisrecycled.”

She stood under the shower for along time, letting the warm water wash over her neck, soothing her
goirit if not her mind. 1 need information. Stepping out of the shower, shelooked around for atowd. It
took afew moments of experimenting with the holotabs, but she found a cupboard with commonplace
items. Toiletries, soft blue towd s and amidnight blue jJumpsuit similar to what the otherswore. There
were no seamsin the suit, but the material stretched likelycra It felt warm, almost furry when she pulled



iton.

Back in the bedroom, she checked the door. Locked. She wished she had access to a computer. Thirty
seconds later, it hit her. “Al, can you answer my questions?”

"What do you wish to know?"

The only way she would understand the present was by knowing the past. “ Can you tell me about the last
two hundred years?'

"Generd higtory, specific history, by planet or by sysem?”
Oh. “Earth history.” At least, for Starters.

"Full screen or patid?’

"Full screen?!

The disquieting pattern vanished and the entire bulkhead glowed. Moments later an image appeared.
Avaon climbed back onto the bed and stuffed some pillows behind her. The Al began speaking while
images marched across the screen.

The new millennium came and went, gpocalypse averted. Or delayed. Avaon stared in horror at the
images of hijacked civilian airliners destroying the World Trade Centre, triggering anew eraof globa
terrorism and warfare. Kashmir nuked, a cholera epidemic throughout the US, TB and AIDS exploding
across the globe, economies teetering and socid services crumbling. Then came the Rhesusvirus, a
planetary immune response, said the Al, to the human plague. North America and Europe plunged into
an ice age after the Gulf Stream fails, while the rest of the planet suffers from extreme weether triggered
by globa warming. Society collgpsing into anarchy asfirst tensof millions, and then billions become
refugees. Starvation and squaid living conditionstrigger aresurgence of infectious diseases, from meades
and diphtheriato bubonic plague. Amidst the chaos, the cetaceans of Earth disappear en massein three
months

"Whoa, whoa!” Avaon cried. “Too much! Hold on aminute!” She stared at the images of whaes legping
from grey waters speckled with ice floes. “We drove them to extinction in three months?'

"No. The Masters evacuated them from Earth.”
Theimages began moving again but Avaon called, “Wait! Who?"

"The Magters evacuated the sentient oceanic inhabitants, the cetaceans, and over amillion humansto the
sanctuary planet, Gaia In order to facilitate the integration of cetaceainto the life-force of Gaia, the
humans were geneticaly evolved, metamorphosed, to become Metas,

Avalon gaped in wonder when diens gppeared on the screen. Beings from other worlds! Then atall, blue
being turned to face the camera with an expression of amusement. Avaon stood from the bed and stared
at it. These were evolved humans?

More images of the blue beings appeared on the screen. “In an attempt to understand the devastating
changesto their world,” continued the Al, “some humans deified the Metas and Masters. For the
creatures they battle, the Others, are an old enemy that mankind once called Satan. The Metas repudiate
such deification. Whileit istrue that neither the Others nor the Masters are gods or immortals, these
advanced beings are metaphysica and can only be experienced asfifth and sixth dimensiona
manifestations. Mixis Saav wishesto enter.”



The abrupt announcement reminded Avaon where shewas. “Y eah, okay,” shereplied absently. This
bizarre future history was pure fantasy. And yet she knew it wastrue.

"Good morning, Avaon,” said Mixis cheerfully. The psychologist waked in carrying awell-laden
breakfast tray. The tray appeared to grow legs, and expanded into asmall table. Mixistouched atab on
thewall. It opened to reved two chairsthat looked suspicioudy like escapeesfrom IKEA. “History
lessons?’

"I'm ... It doesn't make any sense! | mean it does,” Avalon mumbled, rubbing ahand across her face.
“But ... just 25 million people inhabited Earth in 2120?

Mixis set the chairs around the table and gestured for Avalon to St. “ The Rhesus virus sterilized most of
humanity.”

"My husband and daughter! She'ls—she was only twelve yearsold in 1999.” What happened to David
and Marilyn?“I need to find out what happened.”

"It may not be good.”

Clenching her fists, Avalon wanted to pound the walls and demand answers, but hysteriawouldn't get her
anywhere. Swallowing againgt the tight, desperate sensation swelling her throat, shetried to inject
reasonableness into her voice. “ That's mankind's history.” She pointed to the screen. “It'snot my history.
| can't dedl with now unless| know what happened to my family. Good or bad, | must know!"

Mixis eyesfilled with sympathy, and understanding. “Of course you do. When and where was your
daughter born?'

When Avaon gave her the details, Mixistold the Al to search Audtrdian statistical records. Moments
later, paperwork appeared on the LD screen. Tears running unchecked down her cheeks, Avalon
intently studied the documents. Thiswas her little girl, al grown up. She was pretty, even onthe ID
photos. Pilot'slicense, postgraduate regigtration, PhD ... Avaon fet asurge of relief. David had taken her
back to the States and she had studied at MIT. Avalon wished she had been there, but what mattered
wasthat Marilyn had thrived. Then amarriage certificate, and the birth of achild ... her grandchild.

The child's death certificate suddenly appeared. Cholera. Divorce papers. How could bureaucratic bits
of paper portray so much pleasure and pain? Avaon felt the sting of unshed tears, the echo of grief for a
granddchild she had never known. She had not been there to grieve with Marilyn, to comfort and love
her.

The paperwork continued until 2017, then nothing.
"Degth catificate?” Mixissad.

"None avalable"

Mixisfrowned. “Likeyours."

"What?" Avaon demanded. “What about mine?"

"I know you believe what you told us, but that did not necessarily makeit true. An Avalon Davo
disappeared in the Gibson Desert on the night of December 15, 1999. The coroner ruled you had
become lost, despite the refutation from Aborigina trackers and your husband's claim that you would
never leave your vehicle. The coroner's report aso noted that your daughter, Marilyn, indsted that you
were dill dlive. She could fed you, she said, but alot further away than the desert, * hundreds of years



away’ were her exact words.”
Marilyn had known? Avaon grasped the bed to steady hersdif.

"A passport photo of you a age sixteen shows that you appear now as you did then. Y our daughter
vanished before her divorce was granted...” Mixis voicetrailed off, and her eyestook on amischievous
glint. “Al, scan missing and presumed uplifted personsfor August 08, 2017, for family name Davo.”

Newspaper headlines about the nuking of Turkey appeared, followed by feature articles on the
extraordinary spate of missing aircraft and space planes. The wreckage of most had been |ocated,
including onelight aircraft piloted by Marilyn Davo. The mystery degpened when no human remains had
been discovered in any of the wrecks. The articles flipped forward over acentury, to 2120, and along
list of namesflashed across the screen—then froze on Marilyn Davo. A notation appeared beside it with
the name, Ryl.

"Ah!” Mixis clapped her handsin delight when an image appeared on the screen. A three metre tall,
blue-skinned humanoid, with amane of black hair extending down her back, faced three quartersto the
camera. The Metas black-tipped tail curled behind the man beside her. The text identified him asthe first
President of Earth, Samud Winthrop 111.

Avaon walked to the screen, her hand outstretched to the aien face of the Meta. Horror curdled the
food in her scomach. What had happened? What happened to her little girl?

"Marilynisdivel” Mixiscried excitedly. “Y our daughter isaive, Avalon. Her nameisRyl!"

For thefirst and only timein her life, Avaon Davo fainted.



Chapter 7
0430-0630hrs December 6, 2499

"Asyou suspected, C20, we found enough biomatter on the shuttl€'s seat upholstery to test for DNA. It's
Captain Laycock's” Commander Michael Rose handed datapads to Avalon and Phelan.

They were standing insde Rose's office in the Command emergency medbay, directly behind the bridge.
Avalon read the report; glad that the remnants of the destroyed shuttle had been left on board Asegeir .

"It'sbrain matter,” added Rose. “So I'll have an answer within an hour."

"If you are right, the entire command structure of Asegeir iscompromised,” Phelan said grimly. “I'll wake
the Captain.”

Avaon gently clasped hisforearm. “Not until we know for certain; he needs the deep. Meanwhile,” she
said to Rose, “I'll test you, Stuart, and a couple of medtechs for nanites, then Mixis can spot scan you to
clear you of complicity.” Turning back to Phelan, she added, “ After thet, I'd like you to get me alist of
the personnel who worked on John Laycock's shuttle.”

"Y ou susgpect shuttle engineers of infecting Captain Laycock with neurd nanites?'
"No.” At Phelan's narrow-eyed look she added, “Y ou'll know what it isif you find it."

* * * %

The average ark ship immigrant rarely dtered their standard dwelling biotics because few had the time or
credits to ensure specialty carpets received the right nutrition or cupboard interiors had the right dosage
of UV light to keep them healthy. High maintenance dwellings were therefore consdered aluxury, a
gtatus symbol amongst wedthy retirees and civilian councillors.

Phillip Hastings was afifth class envirotech assigned to the wedlthier section of the Hub, the largest of
Asegeir's four cities, and the one abutting the Command Sector. Hisjob wasto maintain speciaty
dwdlingsin hisarea. Likedl civilianimmigrants, Phillip had been dlocated aunit of regolith and
gpace—a serile, persona plot—in which he could introduce organisms compatible with the biota of
Asegeir. Immigrantslike Phillip depended on their plot to supplement their income, while wedlthy retirees
either gave their plots up to the genera ark-habitat or used them to supply their specidty dwelling's
biotics.

Phillip knew that Governor Jolley, an orchid enthusiast, had pooled her dlocated plot with dmost two
hundred other credit-wedthy immigrantsto grow tropica flowers, cycads, ferns and freshwater aguatic
life unique to northern Australia. He knew this because he had set up her dwelling with these speciaty
plants. As soon as he had finished, Jolley had informed him that her envirotech friendswould maintainiit.
Phillip had cleared it with his supervisor then given it no more thought; many other dwellingsin his sector
required his constant attention.

Waking home from work early that morning, Phillip noticed security personnd guarding Jolley's
residence. With the Governor and her staff detained, the dwelling's speciaty biotics would deteriorate
rapidly, and that would eventualy cause problems for the entire sector. Phillip ran acheck on thewall of
the Governor's residence and smiled. Everything waswithin norma parameters. Heissued arequest for a
work order that would alow him to return the dwelling's specidty plantsto Jolley's commund plot.
Pleased with himsdf for showing initiative, he went hometo bed.



* * % %

Five kilometres away, in the Command medbay, Avaon was examining the results of John Laycock's
pathology tests when a powerful future memory hit her. She staggered and dmost fell.

Alarmed, Stuart Phelan caught her. “Hey C20, you okay?'

Avaon gasped for air, and, clinging to hisarms, nodded jerkily. Then shelooked up into his eyes.
Remnants of the awesome power that fuelled her precognitive memories sent ashudder through Phelan.
He'd skirted the edges of that power before. Swallowing, he whispered, “What ... did you see?’

* * * %

On the deck below, Falcon stepped out of the shower. A decent dinner, five straight hours deep and a
sense of contentment brought on by whatever had passed between him and the C20; he was beginning to
feel human again. Through his open bedroom door he could hear his persond orderly, Corporad * Scarty’
Scarporious Timbo'saus's, clattering around the kitchen.

Rubbing his hair dry with ahand towel, Falcon walked out of his bedroom, and said, “ So, what'sthe
word?'

"I like her,” replied Scarty, setting Falcon's meal down at the breakfast bar. “ Shel's nobody's fool.”

"Well, sheisaC20. | meant the genera take on things?’ Falcon pushed his damp hair back from his
forehead, dropped the towel on the table beside the plate and sat down.

"Read the mediard eas2.”

Fa con scanned his datapad while he ate the bacon and eggs. Hislips curled into a smile and he caught
Scarty's eye.

Scarty shrugged and repeated, “| like her.” Hisface split into agrin that matched Falcon's, and he picked
up the discarded towel.

After breskfast, Falcon dressed in a shipsuit, stepped into his gravitor and emerged in hisday cabin just
before 0600. When he opened his office door to the bridge, Marcus cdled, “ Captain on the bridge.” just
loud enough for those nearby to passit on.

Although afew people looked up, most of the crew remained attentive to their stations. Good. He did
not want them legping to attention every time he entered; adistraction like that could be fatal.

"Sir.” Peta Vol nodded but did not stand when Falcon arrived at their workstation. After she updated
him on their operationd status, he turned to Marcusin sllent expectation.

"I've diverted dl mediacdlsto the PR office and dl Earth paliticiansto NGC in Miami,” Marcus
reported. “ There are eighteen callsfor you from NGC. Mot originated from the Viking Project offices at
Spacedock. Only three had the correct codes. I've replied to the othersthat if they wish aresponse
they'll have to go through proper channels. Two of those channelswere arrested last evening.”

Falcon's eyes narrowed. “Vicory and Hastings?!

Marcus beamed in satisfaction. “ Close. Admirals Vicory and Robinson are confined to quarters, under
house-arrest. Admiras Hastings and Woodstock placed personal calsto you during the evening.
Admiral Woodstock ordered me not to wake you."

Hastings had probably ordered Marcus to wake him, and threatened the sergeant when he didn't. But



Fa con had been running on catngpsin hisday cabin for two weeks. After checking their status at
midnight, there had been little he could do but wait. Now that Asegeir was underway, he would not risk
his ship because he wastoo tired to think straight. “How many aboard Asegeir were detained
overnight?'

"Twenty-five"
That didn't add up. “Why so many?"

Marcus read from his datapad, “ Three science councillors, six contract engineers assigned from
Spacedock and ... that's interesting. Two shuttle engineers who worked on Spacedock courier shipsjust
before your problemswith Cassandra. They also worked on Captain Laycock's shuttle.”

Another piece in the puzzle. Falcon's eyes narrowed.
"Something you'd like to share with the class, Sr?’ Vol suggested.

"Just because aman is paranoid doesn't mean they're not out to get him. Still, it's crazy to think thisis
some deep-seated plot to oust me.”

"I wouldn't be so quick to dismissthe notion,” Vol replied. When he shot her asharp look, she added,
“I'm not implying thisis an elaorately planned revenge because of your controversd assgnment to the
Viking Project; however, consider theimpact your death would have on Asegeir's fird misson.”

"Killing me would change nothing. The C20 would accept your temporary command, and Ambassador
Jolley can ded with the Katyl.” But he recaled Avalon'swords. Asegeir's welbeing was her primary
concern. Losing two captainsin two weeks was Not A Good Thing.

Marcus checked his datapad—and visibly paled. “ The C20 is updating the list now. She's having the
envirotechs detained. All of them!"

Vol paled. “Oh fuck.”

Falcon's somach lurched as surely asif they'd lost gravity. “Al, get methe C20.” To Marcus, he
snapped, “What e s=?'

Before Marcus could reply, Avaon responded, “1've got ahandle on this, Captain. No need to change
gatus or lock down the ship. I'll be there in five. The Command crew are aso on their way."

"That'sdl, Sr.” Marcus nodded his head assertively.

Fa con shot him a considered look. The C20's call had given the sergeant time to prevaricate. Marcus
was obvioudly filtering information, but until they'd sorted out this mess everything € se had to wait.
Potentia sabotage of an ark ship was not something to play gameswith. “Al, tell Andrea White to report
to my officeimmediately. And return Admiral Woodstock's call.”

Woodstock's deep-deprived faced appeared dmost immediately on the LD. “What's your status,
Ceptain?'

Helet Woodstock have it with both beams. “ Some engineering and maintenance crew have been
detained, including two who worked on Cassandra. And all of our envirotechs.”

The Admira gulped air for asplit-second, then replied, “ Avalon kept me updated during the night, but
the environmentd techs ... Captain Falcon, do you wish to return? The Katyl could be pacified. Therésa



million sentients and most of the biomass of Northern Australiaon Asegeir .

"Sir, every sentient understood the risks when signing on. The C20 says she'son top of this. Werea
closed system. If we return to Spacedock we're achieving what was intended and leaving ourselves open
to unknown hostiles.” Falcon stared unflinchingly at Woodstock, his meaning clear. He did not believe
the Admira wasinvolved, but the old man was the only person who knew he could not be scanned—a
fact that Admirals Manion and Vicory had depended on when they'd accused him of incompetence. And
Woodstock had kept him out of the loop, even after the Cassandra incident.

"I concur, Captain. With Avaon's future memories protecting Asegeir, youre well clear of the
pandemonium here. During the night, | underwent scans and telecordings by two independent tel epaths.
Their summaries are being sent to you by secure channel through the offices of the Earth President.”

A surge of relief swept through Falcon. It also explained Woodstock's unusualy haggard look. “How
badisit, Sr?'

Woodstock pinched the bridge of his nose. “To be honest, Captain, I'd sooner be in your shoes. At
0600 hourswe had over a hundred desaths, chiefly amongst senior officers. Preliminary autopsies confirm
it'sananovirus"

"Over ahundred!” Falcon sat forward. There had been only fifteen deaths when held gone to bed. He
had figured it might cap at twenty, maybe twenty-five. “Wherein the Origins did it come from?”

"Someone has gone to extreme lengths to prevent exposure,” Woodstock replied tiredly. “It goes right
through immigration and includes a dozen tel epaths, and Admiras Manion, Vicory, Robinson, and
Hastings—who was found dead afew minutes ago."

"Y ou invoked quarantine?” A communications officer handed Falcon a datapad. He keyed in the
command codes to descramble the tel epath's report on Woodstock and displayed it on the screen
besides the Admird'simage. The bridge crew needed to see that at least one senior officer in NGC was
clean, because the rest of the command structure was apparently unravelling at the seams.

"Just before you called.” Woodstock replied. “ The nanos are DNA encoded, but the Nanite Act isclear.
Although this virustargetsindividuas, over one hundred deaths classifiesit asaplague. Jord has been
sedled. Baldur and Thor have atmosphere and gravity in their Command Sectors, so we've requested
that their C20s d-jump aboard. Freyr is, of course, mostly skeleton. Her C20 has agreed to d-jump here
and act as Spacedock liaison. All of the C20s were quick to remind methat sincethey are not yet
bonded to their ships, they're unlikely to experience future memoriesthat would assst our investigations.”

The bridge door opened. Avalon walked in with Senior Commanders Phelan, Rose, and Saav.
"Sir,” Fcon sad, “the C20 ishere”
"Alright, Captain, | want hourly updates. And Chris,” Woodstock looked gravely at him. “ Good luck.”

"Y ou know I've never believed in luck.” But Woodstock had gone. Falcon motioned for Vol and Marcus
tojoin themin hisoffice. * C20, have you ascertained how far this has reached?’

"l believe so, Captain.”

Falcon opened the connecting door and gestured for her to enter first. A pinch-lipped Andrea White was
dready ingde.

When the doors were closed, Avalon said, “ John Laycock was murdered.”



White gasped and clutched the back of achair. Vol'sjaw clamped, and Marcus moaned softly.
"Perhagps we should dl sit down?’ Rose held the chair for Andrea.
"How?" Falcon wasn't surprised. He dso flt oddly vindicated in his suspicions.

Rose and Phelan exchanged looks. “Lagt night, Stuart had me check for resdua biologica materia on
Captain Laycock's seet upholstery,” said Rose. “We found afew milligrams of Laycock's brain matter. It
was crammed with neura nanites.”

That'swhat Avalon must have been telling Phelan at the cocktail party. Again, the newsdidn't shock
Facon asmuch asit should have. “ Then wereal suspect.”

"What?’ White pushed back her chair and went to stand. Rose placed a cautionary hand on her
shoulder.

Facon stared at her. Andrea White, of all people, should understand. “Neura nanites are programmed
to interfere with higher brain function,” he said. * Laycock made an uncharacteristic error in piloting his
shuttle”

"Yes, of course, | understand that,” White said. “But why are we al suspect?’

"Whoever infected Laycock could have infected the entire Command Board of Asegeir with
mind-controlling time bombs."

Avaon walked to the foyer door. “ Two medtechs are waiting outsi de with a nanotester. Commanders
Saav, Phelan and Rose arein the clear. I'm requesting the rest of you submit to nanotesting. Now."

All eyesturned to Falcon. He was aready standing and fingering the neck sedl on his shipsuit.
“Commander Saav, following this meeting you will run afull telepathic scan and telecording on me,
Captain Val, and then the entire senior Command crew.” He pulling down the upper half of his shipsuit,
exposing hisbare chest and back. “ The civilian council will haveto wait; Asegeir can function without
them but not without acrew. Therest of your staff will immediately begin running scans on junior
commanders. Then | want spot scans targeting this area of investigation in descending order of technica
priority or rank, until the entire NGC population and their immediate families are cleared. And | want all
personnel tested for any unauthorized nanites.” He met Avalon's eyes and added, “ Until | am cleared,
I'm rlinquishing command of Asegeir to the C20."

Avalon opened the door for the techsto enter. “With Spacedock under quarantine, the entire population
of Asegeir, not just NGC and their families, must be tested for nanite infection as soon as possible,”

A flare of apprehension crossed White's face. “I've been an absolute fool, and anything | can do to assi,
| will. However, it's necessary to point out the legd ramifications.”

Falcon turned his chair around and sat with his arms braced across the backrest. “NGC personnel are
required to undergo regular medica and psychologica eva uation, and broad-based, even spot telepathic
scans, although rare, on demand.” The medtechs placed their equipment on the table. One of them
injected alocd anaesthetic into the base of hisspine. “It'sacondition of family memberstravelling on
NGC shipsthat they comply. There were cases brought against NGC in the early days of ark ships,
however following the nanite plague on Kismet last century, thisregulation isimmutable.”

"Surely you would know if the Captain isinfected?” Andreaasked Avaon.

The second tech inserted alarger needle into Falcon's spine and withdrew somefluid.



Avaon smiled. “ Captain Falcon'slife-force is unblemished. But the crew, indeed the entire population of
Asegeir will need tangible evidence, especialy when I'm about to ‘request’ it from them.”

While Rose tested his sample, Facon stood and pulled on his shipsuit.
"You'reclean,” Rose pronounced.
The medtechs moved on to Vol. She had already stripped her shipsuit to reveal ashort black tank top.

Avalon paced the room, speaking as she went. “ Still, Andreaiisright about the legal ramifications.
Although timeiscritical, experience has taught me that, when thisis over, the armchair quarterbacks will
debate the decisions we make here today. I'm therefore going to spell out the sequence of eventsthese
last sixteen hours so there can be no legal comeback.

"Telepathic scans,” she continued, “ are used to ascertain the honest answer to aquestion or set of
questions. A telecording isalegal vaidation and record of this process. People object to scansand
telecordings because their minds are disorganized. They're worried the telepath will expose unrelated and
potentialy embarrassing information. Well, we know that telepathic psychologists are considerably more
refined than that, but civil law alows peopleto refuse. Fact is, the vast mgority of humansfind scanning
and telecording so abhorrent that NGC has become an almost hereditary occupation. Civilian ark ship
immigrants and contract workers accept having their brainsturned inside out and hung uptodry ina
hurricane—sorry, Mixis—asthe one-time price of living in an environment that's actively cleaning toxins
fromthem.”

Saav snorted. “It's not abad analogy.”

"They aso know that they're never going have to go through it again, they have aplace on an ark ship,
and everyone e se has been through the same process, so they're not sharing living space with psychotics
or paedophiles.” Avalon watched Rose process Vol's sample. “To be asked to undertake another scan
now ... well, it's no surprise that some councillors are standing firmly on their rightsto refuse. It doesn't
mean they're guilty of anything, except arductance to have their minds vacuumed. However, I'm
suggesting Jolley and her cohorts have never been scanned. Even a spot scan would expose that fact in
seconds and ingtantly incriminate everyone involved in her immigration gpplication. But we can't prove
that unless she is scanned—Catch 22."

Rose nodded; Vol wasin the clear. White bit her lip when the medtechs walked around the table. She
stood and nervoudy touched the sedl on her blouse.

"Ex-Governor Jolley made quite afuss when the mediainterviewed her in the detention centre last night.”
Phelan chuckled. “ She accused Captain Falcon of staging amilitary coup.”

"How come the media had accessto her?” Mixis asked suspicioudy.

"I have aropefetish,” Avaon replied. “1 love handing it to people and seeing what they do with it. Some
make safety nets, others nooses. When the media left the detention block, Ambassador Jolley and
Andrea White handed them a copy of their transcribed telecordings.

"For an ambassador on a sensitive mission to hand the media atelecording is unprecedented. Thefocus
of histelecording was so narrow as to undermine specious arguments by Governor Jolley and any other
council member that submitting to a scan would compromise security. That the Ambassador is Jolley's
brother, and that Andy White was the only other person to have apparently signed the letter objecting to
Captain Falcon's appointment, was not lost on the media.”



Considering the embarrassing nature of her telecording, Falcon was surprised at the science councillor's
gesture, but for once the media had so much blood to suck on that they ignored that aspect.

"With the 0600 Spacedock nano-quarantine,” continued Avalon, “and as required by the Nano Act, dl
Spacedock residents must be tested for illegal nanos. Additionally, since NGC law operateson
Spacedock, civilians must also submit to atelepathic scan. Unfortunately, the very nature of this outbreak
seems designed to eradicate suspects and witnesses dike, so | doubt the investigative teamswill learn

"But we've got Jolley and her pas,” Phelan said. “And we can legdly scan them!™

Avaon stopped pacing. Seeing her expression, Facon said, “ Somewill sdewith Jolley's ethicd, if not
legd, right to refuse ascan.”

Nodding agreegbly, Avaon sad, “ Captain Falcon continues to demondtrate extraordinary self-restraint.
In deference to the principle of civilian law, he has not revoked the civilian rights of Jolley or any one
de"

"Any minute now the mediawill get wind of Spacedock’s quarantine,” said Falcon. “ The familiesand
friends of envirotechs here on Asegeir will—rightfully—a so start demanding to know why weve
detained them. Thanks to the Ambassador and Andrea,” he nodded to White, “the media have climbed
down from yesterday's hysteria. Let's keep it that way."

White sghed with relief when Rose indicated she was clean.

"We can avert panic by releasing an immediate statement that the techs are assisting the investigation into
Spacedock's nano-outbreak,” said Avalon.

Phdan frowned. “ That'sahdl of arisk, C20."

"No, Avdon'sright.” Saav |ooked thoughtful. “ There's nothing more terrifying than anano plaguein a
gpaceship. By not holding NGC law over civilian heads, and reiterating thet it's Spacedock's
nano-outbreak, the Captain is sending a clear message that there's nothing to worry about aboard

Asegeir "

"At the sametime, people also know that we were attached by umbilicalsto Spacedock lessthan
twenty-four hours ago,” Avaon reminded them. “Under the Nano Act, no one aboard Asegeir is
required to undergo nanotesting unlessthey wish to leave the ark ship. That's not NGC law, that's civilian
law. By not bullying them, the public will demand universa nanotesting. Equally, they'll demand telepathic
scans of anyone suspected in the involvement of the Spacedock outbreek, just asthey have dways
demanded telepathic scansfor capita crimes.”

"| ... 1 think perhapsyou'reright.” White ran a shaky hand down her blouse, trying to straighten out the
non-existent wrinkles. “ As Captain Falcon said, after Kismet everyone knows that a nanite plague can
destroy dl lifeon aship within hours.”

"It might work,” Phelan conceded. “ Especidly if the PR team phrasesit right.”

Falcon met Saav's eyes—She's certainly been abusy little C20.—Indeed,—Saav replied—And |
believe her strategy will work.—

"Alright,” Falcon said. “The PR office will release a statement that any civilian under investigation who
objects to ananotest or telepathic scan will have their wishes respected. However for the safety of dl,
they will be returned to Earth.”



White's frown returned. “Won't that encourage the guilty to refuse?’

"Can you think of abetter way to flush ‘em all out?’ Phelan looked smug. “ They're caught between
space and a vacuum. Innocent people will agree to spot scansin order to stay on Asegeir .

Mixis stared at Avaon. “Y ou sneak. If you keep thisup Avvy, no onewill come and play inyour
sandbox anymore.”

To the surprise of everyone except Falcon, the C20 laughed. “I wish I'd been that clever. Theselaws
exist for good reason. All we're doing isusing them.” Her expression turned serious. “It'sunredigtic to
think only Spacedock will be hit with this nanovirus. Once public opinion turns our way, in order to
edtablish that their immigration islegitimate, we need the entire popul ation of Asegeir to submit to a pot
telepathic scan. Il be alittle uncomfortable but not too invasive—and no telecording.”

"Oh boy.” Phelan rubbed his hands together. “Y ou ever need ajob, C20, come see me."

Marcus was nodding and grinning. His smile turned alittle sour when the medtech indicated it was his
turn.

"Asyour people are cleared,” Falcon said. “I want them climbing through every millimetre of Asegeir,
and | want every shuttle and fighter checked with amolecular scanner. All civilian techsareto be
removed from NGC shuttle and fighter docks, until they agree to telepathic spot scans and nanotests.
Make sure they've got work €l sawhere, we don't want them screaming. Even if we clamp alid onthis
thing, we gtill don't know what we've trapped in the box."

When the techs were finished, Falcon dismissed everyone, but his eyes asked the C20 to remain.



Chapter 8
0730, December 06, 2499

"Jolley was wearing ashipsuit yesterday,” Falcon said. “ Did you have the envirotechs detained because
you suspected sabotage?”

Avalon shook her head. “Last night | had a future memory. Jason Saav was telecording me and—"
"Hewhat!” Falcon sat forward. It wasimpossible to scan C20s. A telecording was out of the question.

"It'sjust thefirst days of my life asa C20. The historians have their facts screwed up, and Jason needed
an adept infifth dimensiona physicsfor histhesis Traditiondly, that meansteepaths, but C20sfdl into
the same category.”

When he continued to stare at her, she added, “ Captain, you're going to be disabused of a good many
C20 myths. Asyou discovered yesterday, many aspects of the C20-captain relationship are difficult to
articulate—and uniquely intimate.” Her face took on ahaunted look. “ Future memories are dangerous
things. Acting to avoid them isrisky. | intervene only when the disaster seems so complete that
aternatives pae by comparison. | sacrificed thelast Asegeir during the War for that very reason.”

"You... saw away to savethe old Asegeir 7’ His ssomach tightened.

"Something you were, of course, witnessto. Asegeir's engineswere redlining. Sheldd been running inthe
amber for weeks, but, as you know, we'd run out of resourcesto overhaul them. Whileitstrue that
Captain Bruckner could have ordered Asegeir to jump to Dim5 in the hopethat it might save our
engines, there was no guarantee anyone would survive the trip, and the jump would have made Warrior
and Blackhawk gitting ducks. It wasahard call, not made any easier because | had no future memory
predicting a positive outcome for Asegeir, no matter what option Paul chose."

Fa con recalled the inspired manoeuvring Paul Bruckner had doneto give Warrior and Blackhawk time
to reposition. Then Asegeir had been hit by a plasmabeam and exploded, taking out the Katy! cruiser
with her. Asher C20, Avdon had ingtantly been pulled into the nearest vessdl, Blackhawk. At the end of
the War, just weeks later, hed had along, acoholic evening with Macolm Tishardson, Blackhawk's
captain. Tishardson had kept recounting, over and over, how Avaon had been unceremonioudy
d-jumped onto his bridge, screaming Paul Bruckner's name, inconsolable over his death and the fate of
Asegeir . It was the blessing—and curse—of al C20s, that they could not die with their ships.

"What you could not know, Captain Falcon, wasthat Asegeir's destruction guaranteed the safety of
Blackhawk and your ship, Warrior. Therest,” shesmiled dismdly, “ishistory.”

Trying to still the pounding of his heart, Falcon stood from the table and walked over to hisdesk. “Did
Captain Bruckner know his choices?” He turned to watch her face, to see the truth he dreaded.

"Of course” Her eyes were swimming. “1 would never hide the truth from acaptain. | saw only a lack of
futurefor humankind if Warrior was destroyed. | admit to pleading with Paul that athird, as yet unseen
option might exist. But the eventsthat defined your life, Captain Falcon, and your subsequent actions
could never have been duplicated. Paul choseto sacrifice his ship for the millions your future actions
would save. But | had become very fond of him ... and to lose aship...” She closed her eyes and turned
away. Her voice was heavy with pain as shewhispered, “1 al but begged him to jump to Dim5. It wasan
emotive plea, one made from my heart, not because | knew Asegeir would survive” She smiled bitterly.



“Which iswhy C20s never willingly take command of ships. We're not suited to it. Bruckner madethe
wisest choice by ordering al but engineering, gunners, and bridge crew to abandon ship.”

"But the price...” Falcon'svoice cracked, and he took afew pacestowards her.

"No,” shereplied quickly. “1 did not know the price you would later pay was one that should be asked of
no man. | just knew that something would cause you to act in a certain way, and that the consequences
would end the War."

Avaon met his anguished eyes, then stood and waked past him to the LD. She placed her hand on the
warm surface of the small, transparent section. Three metres away the peculiar redlity of Dim5 flicked
past. “Time,” she said softly, Saring at the disquieting images. “Would that you could go back intime and
change things. And millions would perish. Or perhaps another path would open? Little wonder the
Magters have never allowed the lesser beings the dimensiond paths of time-travel.

"Thismorning, | saw ... something.” She dropped her hand and turned to face him. “ Two digtinct paths.
Oneg, | did nothing and Asegeir waseft an empty, lifdess vacuum filled with ghosts and despair, whilea
fleet of Katyl cruisers descended on the Solar system. The other, someone in a envirotech uniform was
detained and Asegeir lived and thrived.”

Facon joined her and Sared a the dark, oily other dimengion. “ Just one tech? Why detain them dl?
"Future memories are narrowly focused fuzz. This one had an envirotech uniform.”

Enigmatic answers, o like a C20. Dim5 seemed more fathomable. But the intimacy that had passed
between them in the atrium returned. Disturbed by the sensation, or perhaps by her refusal to be honest,
he snorted.

"I'm not trying to be cryptic, Captain.”

"No offence C20, but you define cryptic.” He went to move away but she caught hishand. Thefeding
was dectric.

"I have no truths, Captain, just ingtincts.”

He met her gaze. “1've only survived because of ingtincts, C20. Y esterday, you reminded me of that.
Shareyour indinctswith me."

She seemed to assess him for amoment before replying. “ Someone wants you discredited and hostilities
with the Katyl reopened. Given your role in the War, those two factors are too damned coincidenta to
be a coincidence.”

"Goon."

"Whoever killed Laycock knew you'd be assigned to replace him. Y ou're the only logica choice. And
they knew the C20s wouldn't object, because at the beginning of the Viking Project, you were the only
oneonour lig—"

"Ligt, whet ligt?"

Her lipsthinned. “ Another fallacy. C20s never order—or even ask—NGC to assign specific captainsto
specific ships. We submit a choice of names to the gppointments board.”

"But NGC didn't gppoint me, Jennadid.”



Avalon shook her head. “ Because C20 captains are infrequently appointed, the board requires a
unanimous vote. Welost so many potential C20 captainsin the Katyl War that our list was short—just
you and John Laycock. Y ou were at the top of thelist, despite your youth and bottom rung status as an
Alpha class captain. Laycock was second. That doesn't mean we were scraping the barrel. We would
have delayed the Viking Project rather than nominate an unsuitable captain. The board selected Laycock
for Asegeir in the hope that we would present athird name before Jord's buckeyball skeleton was
initiated. We didn't. Therefore they had no choice and no reason to procrastinate. However, like any
antiquated bureaucracy, instead of bowing to the inevitable they ingsted on established procedures: a
ballot. For six months four voted against you, arguing that since C20s had never disputed their decision
before, we would haveto find another name.

"Huh.” She released his hand and folded her armsin disgust. “ This coming from cowering bureaucrats
who had sat safely behind the blockade during the Katyl War, who'd never fired a shot in anger or had to
rebuild adevastated world and rally afighting force in the face of insurmountable odds. They had worked
their way up through the ranks with uninspired, inspid leadership. Old men, they were insanely jealous
that one so young could outshine them al on hisworst day. Y ou had proved yoursdlf to us.” Shelooked
at him. “That's all that mattered. When Jennatired of their procrastination, she called that unprecedented
press conference and announced your appointment to the Project. Thereafter, people incorrectly
assumed C20s assigned their captains and used the appointments board as afront. So no, Captain, it
was not NGC that never wanted you, but four bitter old admiras, men we C20s and Metas ddliberately
did not consult after Laycock waskilled.”

"And were these admiras,” he asked in alow, dangerous voice, *those who approved al maintenance
and crew assignmentsto Courier class ships?"

"Now you haveit.” She nodded. “ AdmirdsManion, Vicory, Robinson and Hastings. The same four
admiraswho ruled that Laycock was respongble for the shuttle collison.”

Falcon wasfindly getting some answers, but things till didn't add up. “Killing aman in spaceis easy.
Why the complicated scenario aboard Cassandra? And if they wanted me dead, why kill Laycock
knowing I'd be reassigned to Asegeir? It doesn't track.”

"Killing you and John wasincidenta to discrediting you.”

Hiseyesfdl to themode of Cassandra. “1 alegedly raped and butchered two crew, then spaced mysdlf
inafit of remorse. John Laycock supposedly killed abunch of schoal kidsinacivilian shuttle.”

Thenit hit him. He put the model down, and turned to face her. “C20s apparently appointed us.
Discrediting us destroys your credibility! But why?”

"Captain, there will always be dementsin NGC who |oathe C20s. We're outside the chain of command,
yet we have the power to hobble an entire board of admirals. Were directly related to the Metas, live
longer than Methuselah and are dmost impossible to kill. Y ou know how superstitious most people are
about C20s and ark ships and the mystique of future memories.”

"All four admirasare now dead,” he said softly. “Who was behind them?”

"Wedon't know” Avaon conceded. “Buit it's clear that whoever they are, they're trying to discredit the
C20s, bring NGC to its knees and—"

"Reopen hodtilitieswith the Katyl,” hefinished.

"l know, it sounds crazy.” She unfolded her arms and walked to the door. *What sane person would



want that? And no insane one with the power to influence four admiras and asignificant percentage of
the top NGC brass would have the wherewitha to carry out such acomplex conspiracy. Now you
understand why |'ve been reluctant to voice my concerns. They fly in the face of reason.”

"But not ingtincts,” he said, walking with her.

A ghost of asmile crossed her lips. “No. | don't know where thisis going, but if—when—the public
panics and starts screaming for suspects to be telepathicaly scanned, they can scream at the civilian
council or take it out on them in the next election, while you embody reasonableness, cooperation and
versatility. Meanwhile, I'm hoping volunteer scanswill give usalead on what'srealy going on.”

"For someone who hates paliticians,” he said, opening the foyer door, “with that convoluted thinking,
you'd make agood one."

Avaon stepped outside, and turned to glare at him. “I'm insulted. Just remember, Captain Falcon, | took
aleaf from your book on how to turn an inferior tactica podtion into a Redlly Bad Day for your enemy.”

He laughed when she winked at Marcus and | eft.



Chapter 9
0940, December 06, 2499

Fdcon wasin his office taking to the President of Earth, Edwin Norman, when Marcus caught iseye.
The sergeant mouthed, “C20,” and touched the place behind his ear where his comunit was implanted.

"Sir, excuse me for amoment. The C20.” Fa con tapped his own subcutaneous implant.
"Why don't we al hear what she hasto say?’ Norman said.

Transferring the call to the Al speaker, Falcon said, “ C20, I'm in conference with the President and
Senior Commander Phean.”

The President's moue of annoyance turned into a scowl when Avaon replied, “1'm sorry to interrupt,
Captain, but would you consider rgjecting Andrea White's resignation?”

Although the reason for Whites DNA signature on Jolley's letter was now clear, the science
adminigtrator was ahostile councillor who'd alowed herself to be used. Was Avaon hoping to turn
Whiteinto an aly?*Y ou examined her telecording?’

"It was very focused, but | could tdl alot from the fuzzy edges.”

Fuzzy edges huh? So much for the science of inter-dimensiona physics. “Alright, but | won't tear it up.”
"Thanks.” She severed the connection.

Norman pouted. “1 understood you had not met the C20 until yesterday, Captain.”

"That's correct, Sir."

"Never met one mysdlf. They ignore my invitations and never respond to my cals” Norman'svoice
betrayed hisirritation.

"They prefer toremain ... gpolitica.”
"So they would like usto think. Y ours seemsto be breaking out of that mould.”

Fa con wondered what wormhol e this was coming from. Or was the President ticked off because Avalon
hed ignored him?*“Sr?'

"Come now, Captain! The C20 requested you reject Andrea White's resignation. If that's not playing
politics, | don't know what is."

"When thewellbeing of their shipisat risk, C20s recommend courses of action. History hasshowniitis
wise to accept those recommendations.”

Norman'satificia smile vanished. “Wasit the C20's recommendation to arrest the entire life support
unit?'

Facon's eyes narrowed in anticipation, but it was Phelan who replied, “ Sir, based on information
provided to me by the C20, as chief of security it was my decision to detain, not arrest, envirotechs, not
the entire life support unit.”



"Commander,” said Norman. “Did you inform the Captain of the C20's orders?’
"Captain Falcon was aware that | acted on the C20's information,” replied Phean.
"Did you consult the Captain first?’” The President was clearly becoming agitated.
"Sir,” Faconsaid. “ Ark ships are governed by the Charter of Independence—"

"Which you ran roughshod over by dissolving the civilian council! The environmentd unit isresponsble
for the safety of Asegeir—whichisceaning asignificant chunk of Earth's biomass! What did the C20
tell you, Commander Phdan?'

I nstincts screaming, Falcon's voice hardened. “NGC Command Sector crew on ark shipsare
empowered to act without consulting me on every matter. Avalon had afuture memory. Sir, istherea
point to this?"

Norman's nogtrils quivered in anger. “ Captain Falcon, | addressed my questionsto Senior Commander
Phelan. The entire structure of NGC has been corroded, leaving Earth vulnerable to hostilities. As
Commander in Chief, | have appointed acommittee to investigate NGC. Senior command personnel
within the NGC bureaucracy are being ordered to stand down until the investigation is complete.”

"Then who'll be running NGC?" Phelan blurted.
"The sameinvestigative committee.”

Falcon's mind whirled. NGC controlled by paliticians, not the military? A frightening prospect a
best—and legaly questionable.

The President's normally sanguine features had turned an angry shade of puce. “ Captain, you and your
senior Command crew were agppointed by the NCG board, many of whom are now dead. Y ou ceded
control of your ship to a C20 while you attended banquets and cocktail parties, then retired for the
evening. Thisafter you departed Spacedock prematurely—apparently to avoid a nanoplague—ejected
the mediaand VIPs from the bridge, alowed Senior Commander Phelan to manhandle and threatened
these same VIPs, agreed to amediainterview then did not attend because you were with the C20—at
her request.” His agitation rose with each point. “ Then you arrested the civilian governor, dissolved the
civilian council, and ordered illegal scans and telecordings!™

Phelan had stiffened during the litany, but Falcon began to relax. He'd been down this road before. He
recognized the sgns—and the hazards. Twenty-four hours earlier, in front of the entire bridge crew, the
President had gpproved his actionsin ordering the VIPs, including Matheson, removed from the bridge
of Asegeir. Norman had also agreed with Woodstock's decision for Asegeir to depart early. The
Presdent was a politica animal, adept at shifting in the winds of necessity. Regardless of how Norman
twisted the facts, there was no way in hell that the remaining NGC admiras would accede to apalitician
running NGC.

While Norman continued to interrogate Phelan, Falcon felt his senses expand. He was aware of Stuart
beside him, hear the rhythm of his heart, and taste his confusion and apprehension. Falcon could dso
sense beyond the room to something larger, warmer, encompassing him, until he saw avague thread
connecting events. “Mr President,” he said, “where does the C20 come into this?'

The President's expression dipped into uncertainty, but he recovered quickly. “I don't know, and I'd very
much like to because theresacal for your immediate dismissal and areplacement NGC Command team
sent from Earth—Spacedock having been compromised. My priority isto ensure the safe ddlivery of



Ambassador Jolley to Katyl space. Thereisadso acdl to incarcerate al C20s until their intentions and
involvement inthis... Stuation is understood. And since they cannot be scanned or tel ecorded, that may
take sometime.”

"Mr President, who made these recommendations?'
"Senator Matheson has called for afull investigation, and he has some extremely powerful supporters.”
Facon nodded sagely. “Including you, Sir?'

Norman visbly deflated. “ Dammit, Falcon, surely you see how your actions appear? All the ark ships
but Freyr have been seded by their C20sin an apparently concerted move. Fear of the Katyl is causing
widespread panic, we have a nanoplague circulating Earth, with ninety dead—"

"On Earth?’ Facon interrupted. Another ten desths meant quarantine of the affected cities, possibly the
entire planet.

"From a generic, not DNA-encoded nanovirus.” Norman ran ahand across hisface.

That meant anyone could catch it. It explained the President’s uncharacteristic burst of anger, and some,
but not dl of the parancia. “Mr President, opportunistic individuas will move to use the current power
vacuum in NGC for their own agendas, including attemptsto prevent Asegeir from reaching Katyl space.
Perhaps such individuals should be investigated, parliamentary privilege notwithstanding.

"What in the name of the Origins are you taking about? No one wants to antagonize the Katy!!"
"Then why the actionsto delay our departure?’

"Are you accusing members of Earthgov to be involved in some sort of ... conspiracy?’ Norman
demanded.

"Senator Matheson demanded we delay the departure of Asegeir, then threatened my bridge crew when
| refused. Now he's using his status to influence parliament.”

"Y our actions speek for themsdved! |llegd tel epathic scanning, particularly of politicians—"
"No objecting civilian—including councillors—has been subjected to ascan.”
"But | wasinformed...” Norman's eyebrows furrowed. “Never mind, go on,” he added in aflat voice.

"I would respectfully suggest, g, that you are not in receipt of dl the facts. Most councillors volunteered
to be scanned. | expected aquorum early this morning, but with the security risk posed since our
discovery of nanitesin Captain Laycock's biomatter, al our telepaths are busy scanning senior crew and
envirotechs. | expect the council will have aquorum and resume full authority under the Civilian Charter
inaround eight hours. Of course, it will then be legdly impossible to scan objecting civilians, including
councillors, thus ending any investigative possibilities Asegeir might havein asssting Earth and
Spacedock investigationsinto your problems.

"Further,” Falcon added in adeferentid voice. “I suspect the civilian council will view any attempt to send
aship from a planet infected with a nanoplague to an uncontaminated Asegeir asirresponsible at best.”

"Not if we send it before implementing quarantine,” Norman snapped.

"Then you mugt inform the civilian council and population of this autonomous ark ship, of your decison
to endanger them by circumventing the Nano Act. Sir.”



Norman had the grace to look abashed.

"Asto the murder and conspiracy investigation on Earth and Spacedock, and the detention of civilians
unwilling to be scanned, we will be sending these civiliansto Earth when ashort-jump Dim5 window
opensin nineteen hours."

Norman stared at him for severa seconds. “All right, Falcon,” hewarned. *Y ou have twelve hoursto
reingtate your council."

The connection was broken. Phelan waited until Marcus |eft before saying, “ Shit.” He ran ahand across
the back of his neck.

Falcon shook his head knowingly. “Norman had to play Devil's Advocate.

"And you played dl theright cards. It'll take him twelve hours to convene the emergency session of
Earthgov. Meanwhile Matheson can cdl in alot of favours. For amoment there | wondered if we'd
entered atime warp and were back on Arisa Station with Admira Thornton.” Phelan stood and
straightened hisjacket. “ Did you know that Matheson was Admira Thornton's brother-in-law?!

Nodding stiffly, Falcon replied, “Too many ugly thingsarefdling into place, Stuart.”
"Y ou think it was wise telling Norman what'sin the pipeline here?’

"He needed something to muzzle Matheson until the emergency session convenes. Oncethe Nano Act is
invoked on Earth, even if they find adecent Dim5 window to reach us anytime soon, they can't legaly
send areplacement team to take over Asegeir. But they can legaly scan Patricia Jolley and her cohorts.”

"Public opinion is notorioudy fickle, Chris. Last timeyou tried pulling astunt like this, you won. | wouldn't
be so surethistime.”

"Won?" Facon replied bleskly.

Phelan stopped at the door and turned to face him. “ A chance for humanity. If you'd lost, we wouldn't be
having this converstion.”

Falcon closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Something had come over him during the mesting, an
awareness more tangible than ingtinct. “Norman's crafty. And he's got just as much of arope fetish as our
Cc20."

"Something dl three of you havein common.”

"We have twelve hours. It'll take Mixisthree hoursto run atelecording on me. Thank the Origins she's
under oath, because once she seeswhat's lurking in my mind, she won't be getting awhole lot of deep.”

Phelan stared at him. “Good thing Norman doesn't know about your ability to block scans. How are you
gonnafool Mixis?'

"Block scans?’ A sour tastefilled Falcon's mouth, but he chuckled. “What makes you think | can do
thet?'

"C'mon buddy, we've been through too much together.”

Facon saw the knowledgein hisfriend's eyes, felt his absolute trus—and the pain the suspicion was
causang him.



"No, no one ese knows,” Phelan added. “ Except maybe telepaths who've tried a casual scan on youl.
They'd bethelast to admit it, unless they're on Matheson's payroll—which isapossibility | wouldn't
discount. And don't give me some lame explanation that atelepath taught you to block casua scans. I'm
betting that wildcat talent of yoursiswhy Vicory and Hastings turned off the security recording systems
before sending you out to die on Cassandra.”

"How did know about that?’ Falcon growled.

Phelan snorted. “I wouldn't be much of asecurity chief if | didn't. | did alittle checking while you werein
the amniotank, retraced your movements via security tapes just before you headed out. Seemed kinda
strange to me that two admirals disabled their security systems just as you stepped into their office, then
rebooted them again the moment you left. Now why would they do that, | asked mysdlf, unlessthey
could blackmail you?"

Fd con continued to stare a the security chief. Stuart had been watching his butt dl thistime. Was he
fishing, or did heredly know?

"l was dso on Katyl, remember?’ Phelan added softly. “NGC put mein charge of guarding Ka and
Temsit because | understood Katyl. Figured I'd be agood spy.”

"And wereyou?’ Facon asked. Stuart could have; should have reported his suspicions years ago.

"Yeah, yeah, | learned alot, you know that. Don't seem to recall passing it al on to the brass, though.
Never was one for telling them what wasn't good for them. The only thing I've dways wondered was
how come you've gotten away with it dl these years."

Fdcon hesitated only amoment before replying, “1 can alow mysalf to be scanned and tel ecorded just
likeanyonedse"

Phdlan'sface cleared; hewasvisbly rdieved. “ Thanksfor being straight with me. But by definition that
means you can hide things even deep, broad scans would never pick up. That makes you awildcat
telepath; you should never have been promoted to command rank.”

"Do you want the C20 to monitor my scan?'
Meeting his eyes, Phelan nodded dowly. “Yes, sr, | would.”
"Well, let's get going, Commander.” Falcon dapped him on the back.

M
"Youwhat?' Avaon stared a the security chief.

"I'm just as happy for you to be there for mine, if that'swhat it takes,” Phelan replied.
Mixis eyed him gpprehensvely. “May | ask what brought this on, Commander?’
"Just an added precaution, that'sal.” Phelan looked uncomfortable.

"Apparently,” said Falcon, “ Stuart has known about my ability for years."

Saav returned Phdan's glare, and they spoke smultaneoudy, Y ou knew?"

Avaon grinned. “Y ou ill want meto stay?"

Phelan turned to her. “Y ou know, too, don't you?"



"We've had an eye on Chrisfor avery long time.” Avalon went to the door. “I have amesting to attend.
Cdl meat theend, and I'll look again.”

"Agan?'

"C20s can see the dtructures in human minds that the Others usein order to infiltrate this dimension.
Captain Falcon has natural blocksto prevent that. Mixis won't have an easy time of it, but shell be able
to see past them. Believe me, Commander, 1'd know if he were hiding anything. Now,” shetook Phelan
by thearm and led him outside. “Haven't you got better things to do than wait here? Or is Commander
Saav's charm s0 overwheming that, even immersed in afull scan, she'sirresstible?

Phelan gtiffened in surprise. Saav chuckled and closed the door behind them.



Chapter 10
1100hrs December 06, 2499
"Dont let meinterrupt,” Avalon said when she entered the council mesting.

Twenty-eight civilian and science councillors stopped yelling and gesticulating at each other, and turned to
dareat her.

"That's perfectly dright C20,” said Andrea White. “1 would like to stress that the error was mine aone. It
should not undermine the operations of this council. | hope you will look upon my replacement with
eguanimity.”

"l hope 0, t00,” Avalon said. “Because both Captain Falcon and | want you to remain.”
In the slence that followed, asolitary voice rumbled, “Very magnanimous of you.”

Avaon turned around, and her face split into awide grin. “You dy old dog. Who let you on board?” She
opened her armsto a bear hug from one of the largest men sheéd ever known. Angus Gordon, acivilian
engineer, stood two and ahaf metrestal, had amassive, barrd chest, thick, grey hair and agreyer
beard. “It hasto be forty years. How are you? And why weren't you at the cocktail party last night?"

Gordon sat back down. The robust chair creaked beneath him. “ A whole lot better now that you're here
to talk senseinto our love-struck chairwoman. And to answer your second question, having my brains
sucked."

White was blushing in shame. Well, she waan't the first to have been conned like that. “ Dr White,”
Avaonsad. “I could stand here dl morning and repeat awhole bunch of thingsthat this council has likely
been telling you for the last eighteen hours. | loathe wasting time and resources, so I'm only going to say
thisonce.” Shelooked around the table before continuing. “Y ou e ected Andrea White for good reasons.
Those reasons have not changed. Governor Jolley's deceit was far greater than drugging alover to
fraudulently acquire her thumb and retinaimage, and then convincing that same lover not to report her.”

"C20, | gppreciate the gesture,” White replied. “ But, as you know from my telecording, athough | am
ashamed of not reporting Governor Jolley's mafeasance, | have genuine reservations about Captain
Facon. My foolishness has undermined this council’s credibility and thus its ability to voice concerns
without appearing hogtile to the Captain.”

Exactly. A council muzzled by fear wasineffectua, even dangerous, for it would force Falcon into making
uninformed decisions, which in turn could vindicate Jolley's accusations. Except for a bored-looking
Selena Chaney, who was clearly disgusted with her peers, and Angus Gordon, who had more sense,
Jolley's seeds of doubt had taken root. “From the way that many of you talked last night, | gather that
most of you entertain Smilar reservations?!

After aprotracted, and somewhat embarrassed silence, White replied, “ Captain Falcon hasdone a
number of ... questionable things, most of which have been censored, leaving those who lost family inthe
War to speculate. He even dlowed the Katyl who ordered his wife and son butchered, to go free!™

"What Andrea's getting at,” Gordon said, “isthat we'd been promised an end to the War evenif Falcon
executed the Katyl responsible for the massacre. Why did he et them live unless he had a deeper
motive? Go back further, to the beginning of the War, and awhole bunch of other questionsremain
unanswered. Why was Falcon's ship the only oneleft intact at the Battle of Degan? Why did he wait



seven months to leave Degan, when the blockade was lifted after only one month? He knew Vega
shipyards would be attacked, so was he too cowardly to cometo Vegas assstance—which fitsin with
his later actionsin deserting Arisa Station? It's adocumented fact that he broke out of Arisal's detention
block, led amutiny, hijacked the two Explorer ships and escaped just minutes before the Katyl arrived.
Why were 5,000 on Asegeir sacrificed on the say so of its C20—you—to save Falcon's ship, Warrior ?
And why did he later risk four of our vesselsto save aKatyl colony ship? Let'sjust forget that his actions
saved humanity; Falcon had no way of knowing that at the time. Too many questions have been swept
under the carpet by an apparently corrupt NGC whose leaders are now dying like flies. Fedling is,
Facon's either alose cannon ready to spark another war, agutlesswonder, or secretly in league with the
Katyl. Takeyour pick.” He shrugged. “Like any conspiracy theory it has more contradictions than
wormhole physcs”

Discomfort permesated the room like afoul smell. Avalon wondered how she could have been such a
fool. Age, she berated hersdlf, does not alway's bring one wisdom. She knew the civilian population had
never been told the entire story, and sheld picked up more hostility than expected during the cocktail
party. But thisl It wasn't far from the truth, just alittle bent around the edges.

Wdl, alot bent.

Not for thefirgt time, she wondered by whom. “Thanksfor filling mein, Gus. Do you bdieve any of
thet?'

"It doesn't matter what | believe, Avaon.” Angus Gordon glared at the others. “It only matters that, when
powerful people have been led to think something isreal and they act on it, the consequences can be
disastrous."

"Of course, even the most astute can err.” Avaon stared at White. “ Perhapsit'stime you had a history
lesson. Most of thisis classified, but | never understood why. 1've pulled more prerogativesasaC20in
the past twenty-four hoursthan | did in the last hundred years, so | may aswell add one more.

"Al, please notethe DNA of everyone here and release to them all files cross-referencing Falcon,
Christopher James, Woodstock, Calvin; and Thornton, Philemon Albert. Also, archiveson Warrior,
Degan and VVega colonies and Arisa Station, July 2486 to December 2488 inclusive. And declassify the
findings regarding the loss of the previous Asegeir in November *88."

She paused when afuture memory came swiftly into focus. It vanished before she could grasp it. Still, it
had |eft something in itswake so she added, “ Time code permanent declassification for May 01, 2500
and send copiesto Asegeir and Earth media. No matter what happens during our four months on
Katylgar, it'stime people knew what role Chris Falcon redlly played in the War."

Avaon pulled up achair, and motioned for those till standing to also sit. “ Unless you can see where
we've come from, you're armed with the wrong tools to safely lead thisark ship into the future.” She
lifted the water carafe and filled aglass. “ The historians and xenosociol ogists amongst you can release
this datato your teams; it will assist in your research of the Katyl. However, you cannot release the
resulting papers until May next year, when we leave the Katyl system. Isthat acceptable?”

Thelooks on some of their faces were positively anticipatory. Was it because she was a C20, or
because everyone loves amystery unravelled? Perhaps alittle of both. She sipped the water, and began.

* k% k %

In Command medops, Fa con accepted the telecording helmet from Saav. “ The C20 said this—whatever
the hll it is—goes back to the Katyl War.” He donned the cap and lay on the reclining chair. “Back to
the day | wasto be officidly promoted.”



Mixis sat in her adjoining chair. “ The same day the Katyl attacked Degan colony.”
He snorted. “It wasn't an attack. It was arout.”

Mixis began the telecording machine and closed her eyes—Then that's where welll begin—

* k x %

Warrior, July 2486
"Commander Facon, Lieutenant Commander Falcon!”

Fdcon lifted hishand to rub the grit from his eyes. He had splitting headache. Overhead, lightsflickered
at just the right frequency to turnit into ahowling migraine. The painin his skull wasn't improved when he
dammed hisforehead with a plaster cast. “What the..?” he groaned.

"Tekeit easy, 9r,” said amedtech. “Y our arm isfractured, and you have amild concussion.”

Stared at the bloody-faced tech, comprehension hit Falcon like a dedgehammer. “How long have we
been under attack?’ He sat up. “I haveto get to my fighter!"

The medtech's voice fractured. “It'sdl over, sr. The Katyl have gone.”

"What do you mean?’ Ignoring the pain, Falcon stood and looked around. They were in the amniotank
room of Warrior's Command medbay. The tanks were blown, which explained the cast on hisarm.
Bodies, and moretellingly, blood and body parts, lay scattered amongst upturned equipment, smashed
medipad consols and injured men and woman. Somewhere an dectrica outlet hissed with agatic fizz.
“Where's your commanding officer?’” His shoes crunched over broken diaglass and fragments of
diagnostic instruments. Busted arm or no, he could still pilot afighter.

A haf dozen listless, shell-shocked faces stared at him, but only the medtech replied. “ Y ou're the only
officer wevefound dive, Sr.”

Disbdlieving, Facon stared a him. “ The bridge?’
"Gone,” whispered the tech. Hisface crumpled and tears glistened in hiseyes. “ All gone."

Four weeks earlier, Falcon had been sitting with Lee Walker, Jord's chief engineer, inabar on Arisa
Station. Armed with bottomless flasks of dien booze, they'd been exploring the equally bottomless world
of inter-dimensiond physics when the news broke. The Katylgar had blockaded Earth with a Dim5
disruptor, and warned Degan colony that they would be attacked in one month.

The commandant of Vega shipyards, Admiral WWoodstock, had immediately ordered al NGC vessalsto
the shipyards, to be fitted with armaments. Falcon and Walker were out of the bar and running for their
ship when Admira Thornton, the commandant of Arisa Station and the only other admird outside the
blockade, ordered dl outlying shipsto Arisanot Vega

Minutes |l ater, with Falcon and Walker on board, Jord had detached from Arisa Station and jumped to
Dimb. Her C20, Jenna Hayden, had sent a ship-wide message explaining why. “ Admira Thornton
believesthat aKatyl attack on Arisa Station asimminent. Thornton's belief is based on the assumption
that the Katyl wage war for the same reasons, and using the same strategies, as humans. | wasin the First
Katyl War. Thornton iswrong. We must defend Degan, because the Katyl will send in everything they
have and tear the colony to shreds. In the manner of their warcodes, they have given us one month to
prepare. We must use that month wisdly.”



Onceit waslearned that a C20 ship had left Arisa Station for the Vega shipyards, most of the fleet
vesselsfollowed. Three weekslater, Admira Woodstock dispatched one hundred and twenty fully
armed shipsto Degan. On the eve of their departure, Falcon was transferred from Jord, which was il
undergoing arefit, to one of the departing vessels, Warrior, where hisyounger brother, Joshua, was
stationed. Falcon was a so promoted from lieutenant, to lieutenant commander.

Woodstock had planned on using the next Dim5 window, three days later, to send the remainder of the
fleet to Degan. They never madeit. The Katyl blockaded the Degan system aday earlier than expected.
Then afleet of dmost athousand Katyl vessels attacked.

Fa con had been in medbay at the time, undergoing afull medicd and telescan—a condition of his
promotion. He'd been knocked unconscious in the first seconds of the attack, and missed the entire
battle.

Leaving medbay for the secondary bridge, Falcon asked the Al, “What's our status?”'

"Space and Dim5 engines offline, life support minimal. | have located thirty-two life Sgns. Life support
will therefore be sufficient until | can effect sdf-repairs.

Thirty-two? Warrior's norma complement was two hundred and seventy! Falcon turned the corner into
the bridge. “What's the satus of the fleet?

A petite, curly-haired woman wearing atorn shipsuit and determined expression glanced up from the
main consol. “Lieutenant LindaWilliams, Sir. No carrier ships except Warrior survived.” Sheswiped at a
gash in her forehead.

"What?" Falcon's blood froze. The horrible truth stared at him through the LD. Littered in orbit around
Degan were the fragments of broken ships, their contents vomited into space. Gleaming brightly in the
sun, they looked like discarded pieces of tinsd. He gazed out through the LD, unableto fully processthe
extent of the devagtation. “ Shuttles? Lifepods? Fighters?’ His voice sounded tight and desperate, evenin
hisown ears.

"Thirty-four surviving fighters are ferrying lifepods to aimospheric shuttles,” replied the Al.

He clamped down on his emoations, and focused on the fighters. Without carrier ships, they were
orphaned in space. Once they ran out of air, they were dead. “What's the status of our fighter bays?*

"Gravity intheinner baysis not functioning. Both inner and outer bays arefull of debris, but otherwise
viable” replied Williams.

Facon shot her alook of gpproval; she'd been thinking the samething. The Al dso registered five
life-sgnsin the bays, so heimmediately ordered every able-bodied crewman to forego al other rescues,
recover the injured from the fighter bays, and get the bays operationd. But it was soon apparent that
without proper equipment to remove the debris, rescuing the injured would be impossible.

"l can turn gravity on,” Williams suggested. “The crews' biopackswill kegp them suspended while debris
fallsto the deck."

"Canyou turn gravity off agan?'
Williams shook her head. “Nuh, uh. The systems are damaged.”

"Fighters can't manoeuvrein gravity. They'll crash the moment they pass through the magnetic field doors
separating the docking bays from space.” He suddenly grabbed the edge of the consol, and moaned.



“Oh.... God."
"Sr?” Williamslooked a himin darm.
"Thereisoneway,” he whispered hoarsdly.

At the academy, they had taught him that one day he might be obliged to face appdling mora dilemmas.
But this was not some academic exercise! Facon closed iseyesand clinically examined the options.
Outsde, fighters running short of air were lining up to enter, whileinsde, five trapped crewmen were
hours from rescue. Tactically and moradly, he had only one choice. He turned to Williams. “I'll manualy
open the gravity field doors."

Benesth the blood and filth on her face, Williams paled. The fighter bayswould retain micro-gravity while
air and debris—and the injured crewmen—were sucked out. She swallowed and nodded tiffly. “You'll
need help, gr, with that busted arm.”

He shook his head. He'd passed a death sentence on the crewmen and the burden was his alone. What
made it al the more horrific was that one of those he was about to space was his brother.

Twenty minutes later, thefirgt fighter into the bay more or less crash-landed. By the time the service crew
reached it, the pilot wasirretrievably dead but his co-pilot could be resuscitated. Two more fighters were
lost dueto failed life-support systems; they'd used up the last of their reserves towing lifepods to shuttles.
Ultimately, thirty-one fighters and sixty liveswere saved at the expense of the five who had been flushed
from the bays.

On the planet below, the survivors were having their own problems. Thinking the Katyl wereinvading
them, Degan colonigs fired on the arriving shuttles. They killed five people, including the chief
commander piloting on of the shuttles. After sorting out that mess, Fal con ordered the refudlled fightersto
search for the crew he'd g ected, and to further check every piece of wreckage in space for other
survivors. Although they rounded up another two-dozen pods and dmost fifty people, they never found
the crewmen, nor did they find anyone above the rank of lieutenant. Chris Falcon was the only senior
officer left divein the entire battle group. He turned thirty-three years old that day.



Chapter 11
1300hrs December 06, 2499

In the council chamber, Avalon paused for adrink. “Looking back,” she said. “It'samoot point whether
alarger defensive fleet a Degan would have made any difference, because the Katyl vastly outnumbered
and outgunned everything we had.

"We now know that the Katyl wage war with inflexible rules of engagement. First they choose atarget
race and use Dimb5 disruptersto blockade their primary system. Next they pick ardatively defenceless,
strategically unimportant outpost or colony and warn its people to prepare to die. Chances are good that
someone like Admira Thornton decidesit'sared herring, and what remains of any defensive fleet is plit.
Then they comeriding in, shoot the hell out of everything, climb back in their shipsand leave.

"It'snot about territory, it's about machismo. The Katyl don't have the resources or desireto fight along,
dirty ground operation to conquer a planet, and they sure don't want to endave ahostile race. But they're
doppy. They leave aDim5 block in place for amonth, which generally ensures that a shot-up colony
expires before hdp arrives. After that, they take no further interest init, assuming it's either dead or as
good as.

"While Admira Woodstock was desperately trying to find away past the blockade into Degan space, a
Katyl courier ship delivered adata disc to Vega shipyards, detailing the devastation of Degan and
warning Vegait would be next. Woodstock had no choice but to return to abandon his attemptsto reach
Degan, and return to Vegato defend the shipyards.

"According to their gaming rules—and again, thisis something we only learned later—before attacking
their next target, the Katyl must observe a period of mourning equivaent of one hundred and eighty two
Earth daysto commemorate comrades |ost during the last shootout. Six months after the attack on
Degan, through Falcon's organizationa abilities and sheer force of persondity, the Degan colony had
pulled itself together and centralized its resources. Scavenging parts from the destroyed ships, Warrior's
damaged sections were re-grown and, except for her dim5 engines, shewasfully operationa. Under

Fa con's command were the two hundred and fifty NGC personnd who had survived the Baittle of
Degan.

"Falcon had a so spent those months digging through wrecked Katyl ships and scouring NGC computer
archives on the First Katyl War in 2285. Back then, the Katyl didn't have Dim5 disrupters. Although
their blockade methods differed, after analyzing their attack on Degan, Falcon concluded their strategies
had remained unchanged. He then dedicated himself to understanding Katy! tactics and language. He
learned dl that I've just told you and reasoned that the VVega shipyards would be their next target.
Assuming the Katyl would sustain casudlties during the forthcoming attack on Vega, Arisa Station would
be targeted six months after that.

"It took another three weeks before Warrior's Dim5 engines were repaired. When the engines came
onlineimmediately, Falcon knew had been right; the Dim 5 disruptors around Degan had been lifted. |
assumeyou al understand that Dimb5 engines are not only used to travel, but for red-time
communications?'

When the council members nodded, Avaon continued, “ The first thing Falcon did was call Woodstock.

When hefailed to get through, he sent out awider cdl, informing anyone who could hear him of Warrior
and Degan's status. He wasn't worried about the Katyl hearing him; they have no use for radios because
they're telepathic. Distant ark shipsreplied that the VVega shipyards had gone incommunicado three



weeks earlier. Falcon knew why, and he knew that VVegawould be accessible in one week—although he
dreaded what they would find.

"Admird Thornton adso heard Warrior. He ordered Falcon to bring the ship to Arisa Station, where a
qudified captain would take command and ass s in the station's defence. Falcon, however, was adamant
the Katyl would not attack Arisafor five months and one week. In fact, he told Thornton the exact time
and date. Meanwhile, those who had survived the attack on the V ega shipyards would need dl the help
they could get.

"Thornton was incensed, but Falcon disobeyed him, took a seven-day Dim5 window to Vega
shipyards—and got through.

"Of thefifty two carrier vessdl's, C20 ships and the huge construction yards at Vega, only two—albeit
badly damaged—Explorer class ships survived. For Falcon and the crew of Warrior, it wasan agonizing
dgavu.

"Fortuitoudy, one of the survivorswas Admira Woodstock. Once Woodstock |earned what Lieutenant
Commander Falcon had achieved at Degan, he officially promoted Falcon to full captain and confirmed
Fdcon'stemporary promotions amongst his heroic crew.

"Legpfrogging three ranksis not something done every day, especidly as Falcon had only been promoted
to junior command rank the morning of the Battle of Degan, and had not participated in the actua
fighting. I've heard some dismiss Falcon's appointment as a * battlefield promotion by proxy—asif they
comprehended what ‘ battlefield’ actually means—but thereis no question that Falcon and his crew
deserved it.

"Admiral Woodstock listened to everything Falcon had learned about the enemy, and initiated a
three-part plan. Knowing that the Katyl never returned to devastated systems once they destroyed them,
Woodstock set up Degan colony as a base. Then he proposed Admira Thornton evacuate Arisas
personnel to Degan, gut the station of anything useable and booby-trap it with tactical nukes. Thornton
refused. And that's when things turned ugly.”

* * * %

In medbay, Mixis paused the telecording; Falcon's mind was amost overwheming hers. In placesit
reached beyond norma dimensions, and, unlike most people undergoing telescans, it was he, not her,
who maintained the necessary rigid control.

—Y ou went to Arisawith the C20, Jenna Hayden,—said Mixis—To talk senseinto Admira
Thornton.—Y eah,—Fal con replied—With Jord destroyed at Vega, Jennawas no longer bonded to a
ship. Wetook the surviving Explorer shipsto Arisain order to evacuate the station.—

His memories focused, and Mixis saw.

* * * %

Arisa Station, May 2487

The moment they set foot on Arisa, Thornton charged Falcon and Jenna Hayden with treason, desertion
and piracy, and had them locked in the detention block. The Admiral then commandeered the Explorer
ships, intent on using them to lure the Katyl away from the sation.

During the frogmarch to the detention block, Jennaturned to Falcon and muttered, “Y our supposed to
say,  Now look at the fine messyou've gotten usinto!’”



"Laurel and Hardy.” He snorted. “Isn't thet alittle clichéd for aC207?"
Jenna cocked her eyebrow. “1 wasright about you."

Insde their cdll, Falcon sat beside Jennaon the single, less than salubrious cot, and mused, “When | was
transferred off Jord, | figured that was the end of my career.”

"Why, because you can block atelepathic scan?’

He shot her a sharp look. “Promotion or not, transfers off C20 shipstend to have a chilling effect on
onescareer.” Then he smiled bitterly. “ So do charges of treason and conspiracy.”

Her eyesturned knowing. “ Thornton hates me because he fears that which he does not understand. Y ou,
however, are very different. Thornton hates you because you were right about the Katyl, although at the
time of your trangfer | didn't know that.”

"By the Origind You ordered my promotion?"

"No.” She shook her head. Her soft curls glistened in the light. “ Captain Wallace did, at my suggestion.”
Falcon went to speak but she added, “ That's not an apology, Chris. Nor wasit amistake.” She pulled
her kneesto her chest and hugged them with dender fingers. The gesture made her appear younger. “The
evening before your transfer from Jord to Warrior, | had afuture memory. Three paths, two outcomes.
Thefirst, you were promoted and humankind became extinct by the end of the century. The second, you
weretransferred, but again, humanity was annihilated. Thethird, you were transferred to Warrior and
promoted, and humanity lived."

Falcon's eyesrounded, and he stared at her.

"Now you are beginning to understand. | can't tell you anything beyond that, because | saw nothing more.
And | will have no more future memories now that Jord isgone...” Her voicetrailed off in misery.

"The promotion wasn't because | deserved it, but to save my life?"
"Y our achievements since then have judtified every one of your promotions.”

Jenna stood from the dilapidated excuse for abed and paced thetiny cell. The walls had once been a
cheerful pus colour. Graffiti, neglect and avariety of bodily fluids had added a grubby patina. “Asto the
future of mankind, who knows? Perhaps you needed to live only long enough to save the lives of those
fighter pilots, one of whose future children will be pivota to humanity. Don't dlow prophecy to influence
you, Chris” Her eyeswere wise and knowing. “ Trust your ingtincts, wherever they may lead.” Before
she could add anything, Admiral Thornton arrived.

When Arisas population had discovered that Thornton's plans for the Explorer shipswould rob them of
their one chance to escape, they'd promptly panicked. The only way Thornton had been able to maintain
control wasto declare Martia Law and invoke the death penalty for treasonabl e offences. He intended
making immedi ate examples of Jenna Hayden and Christopher Falcon.

"Let's see that C20 mumbo-jumbo work now!” Thornton declared arrogantly as he strode to their cell.
“If you had not forced the Captain of Jord to desert his post, we could have destroyed the Katyl months
ago and Jord would till bein one piece!™

Jenna stiffened, but she said nothing. Then Thornton turned to Falcon. “ Asfor you, you cowardly,
snivelling little pup. Y ou didn't lift afinger in the defence of Degan! | ordered you to bring Warrior here
and instead—"



"Instead,” Jennainterrupted, “he'sworked out a brilliant strategy to save your sorry ass! Y our plan to use
the Explorer ships as decoys sucks, Thornton. Kill yourself by al means, but et the civilian population
take one ship to Degan.”

The lieutenant commander with Thornton, Stuart Phelan, had only recently been transferred to the
detention block. His nosewrinkling in disgust at the state of the cell, he said to Thornton, “ Sir? With
respect, you can't pass sentence without a court-martia."

Eyes popping indignantly, Thornton turned on Phelan and spat, “ Unless you wish to accompany the
prisoners on their little walk outside the ation, Lieutenant Commander, you will carry out their sentence
immediately! | have moreimportant thingsto attend.”

Phelan looked like he was about to refuse, but Jenna snarled, Y eah, yeah, placesto go, people to see,
livesto screw up. Stop blabbering, Thornton, and get on with it!"

Facon stared at her, but on the walk from their cell to the airlock, she winked at him and whispered,
“Trug me

Trust me? They were about to be spaced!

Just before the airlock opened, Jennasaid, “Hang on tight, thiswill bearough ride!” Shethrew herself
into hisarms, wrapped her arms and legs around him and kissed him. The two of them were ingtantly
blown out into space.

Because they both wore full body shipsuits, death would have been from suffocation rather than
decompression. Falcon had later learned from Phelan that none of the crew had had the ssomach to
watch their blood ooze from their faces and their eyeballs pop and freeze while they sucked vacuum.
Thornton, however, had smiled in anticipation and ordered their images displayed throughout the entire
gation. A lesson, hed said, for al potential troublemakers. When the Command centre had failed to
locate Falcon and Jenna, Thornton had |eft the detention block in afit of rage, and stormed up thereto
look for himsdif.

Meanwhile, dishevelled but very much dive, Falcon and Jenna were d-jumped back inside their cell.
"By the Origingd” cried Phelan, torn between horror and relief. “I just spaced a C20!™
"So what are you waiting for?’ Falcon demanded.

Phelan ordered the dumbfounded security detail to disengage the plasma shield lock on the cell. Holding
aC20 against her will was about as treasonable asit got. “How long before the Katyl attack?'

"Fivehours,” replied Facon, running out.

"Lessthan that to evacuate everyone and make the Dim5 jump to Degan,” added Jenna. “We could use
alittle hdp, Lieutenant."

Phelan immediatdy left with a platoon to arrest Thornton, but the Admiral had locked himsdlf and most of
the remaining NGC crew in the station's Command centre. With Phelan overriding the externa air locks,
Fa con and Jenna evacuated Arisas civilian population to the waiting ships. Falcon also ‘forgot’ to lock
down Arisa's Dim5 capable fighters and Alpha class ships. As he hoped, Thornton then used the same
Dim5 window to send those shipsin pursuit of the escaping Explorer ships. Minutes after the pursuit
vessds|eft, Dimb contact with Arisa Station was og.

When the refugee ships and their erstwhile pursuers arrived at Degan, Woodstock showed them the



gridy message from the Feldan colony. It had taken the Katyl all of thirty secondsto blow Arisa gpart
and wipe out the three Alpha class ships that had remained behind. The Katyl were so sure of Arisas
annihilation that they hadn't bothered to leave a Dim5 disrupter in place. A reconnaissance mission later
confirmed that no life forms had survived and very little wreckage remained, athough the station records,
including Thornton's persond 1og, were recovered. If Thornton's fleet had been intact, even with the
Explorer ships as decoys, the fight might have lasted another few seconds, but its result had aways been
aforegone conclusion. Still, one good thing came out of it. Falcon had set booby-traps before he
left—homing nukes, which took out aKatyl battle cruiser. That gave them six months of Katyl mourning
before the promised attack on Feldan.

Now it wastimeto fight back. Woodstock and Fal con devised the smple strategy of hitting the Katyl in
their blind spot. Over the next five months, they entered the Katyl system at random times and destroyed
war cruisers before aretdiatory shot wasfired, then they got out. They avoided civilian targets,
concentrating their efforts on the bigger battle cruisers and supply stations.

Back on Earth, ayoung physicist named Selena Chaney had found that every three or four weeks, gaps
occurred in the coverage of the Dimb5 disruptor. Through those gaps—Iater called Chaney
Holes—messages were sent to and from Earth, and ships would sneak out and join Woodstock's
raders.

One of the greatest mysteries of the War, and one that most certainly contributed to the debate over
Falcon's actions, was how he managed to lead these raids into the Katyl system when the Katyl should
have protected themsalves by ingaling Dimb5 disrupters—which have no effect on Katyl Dim5 engines.
The reason was straightforward, and something that Fal con depended on. The Katyl are not human and
they don't srategize like humans. Simply put, they didn't think of it.

The Katyl were obliged to go into mourning after each of Falcon's hit-and-run forays, so they kept
postponing their attack on Feldan. Then something very odd happened.

Having earlier escaped the Solar system through a Chaney Hole, the battleclass C20 ship Asegeir went
into Katyl space on one of these hit-and-run forays. The plan wasfor the Alpha class ships, Warrior
and Blackhawk, to take out Katyl fighterswhile Asegeir destroyed the main enemy battleship. But
because of engine problems, Asegeir was a doomed ship. Before she blew up, most of her crew
escaped in Dim5 capable shuttles and fighters, while Warrior and Blackhawk grabbed the lifepods.
However, they inadvertently missed a pod with a broken distress beacon.

The Katyl never took prisoners because they had no interest in understanding their adversaries. But being
telepathic, they had no trouble picking up the distressed mind-cries of those inside of Asegeir's
marooned pod. They aso picked up something else.

Two weeks later, the Katyl warned Earth it was about to be attacked—in three-hours. Instead of
blowing everything to bitsin their usud fashion, when the Katyl arrived, they abducted the families of the
officers aboard Woodstock's raiders, packed them into a ship and sent it on atrgjectory into the sun.
Two Katyl battle cruisers accompanied the unshielded ship until the last moments. In their culture, it was
amark of respect for vaiant warriors.

Meanwhile, Falcon had taken Warrior on asortieinto Katyl space, where intelligence had said they
would confront asingle battle cruiser. Their mission wasto sting the cruiser, then get out. Just asthe
Katyl battle cruiser came into range, Falcon received the news about hiswife and son. For precious
seconds hisvision greyed into the depthless void of Dim5. When Linda Williams, his chief commander,
saw his expresson, shefroze. Then she read the message. Her mother and baby sister also were listed
amongst the dead.



Warrior attacked the battle cruiser with the ferocity that only grief canignite. Y et Falcon's pain did not
blind him. He devel oped an attack pattern that was sheer genius, and it paid off. For the first and only
timein the War, atiny, Alphaclass ship had single-handedly taken out aheavily armed baitle cruiser.
However, Warrior's weapons failed to destroy the armoured cargo ship it was towing.

Fa con boarded the cargo ship, intent on salvaging what he could before blowing her up. But when his
men opened the hatch, he was faced with hundreds of terrified Katyl females and children.

Mixisjerked. The memory of Falcon'slosswas afamiliar emotion, one she'd often dealt with when
telecording someone. However, for one brief moment in time, she'd glimpsed the awesome depth of his
unconscious power. The memory of Falcon'slosswas pivota, not just for the surviva of humankind, but
aso for something far greater, something asyet unreslised.

The path collapsed, and her connection to Falcon's mind faded. On the way out, she saw the suspicions
that lurked in his conscious. If hewasright, they were, as Stuart was fond of saying, in deep doo doo.

* * * %

In the council chamber, Avaon took adeep breath and looked around the room. No one blinked, no
one moved. Each face reflected surprise, sadness and growing comprehension.

"Theresalot been written about the War and exactly what point it wasredly over,” said Avaon. “Inmy
opinion it ended the moment Falcon set foot on that workers ship. Wars are horrific things, inciting
normally sane men and women to acts of abomination that only the Others could have devised. | know
that alot of people wanted to tow that ship into the nearest star. It would have repaid the Katyl for their
attack on Earth civilians, and forced them into mourning for ayear or more. Even today, some historians
argue that it might have enabled Earth and NGC to regroup and develop a better offensive strategy.
Especidly as Professor Chaney here,” Avalon amiled at the astronomer, “was close to learning how the
Dimb disruptor worked. But remember, only the malesin Katyl society fight. The geneticaly less
intdlligent femaes are mated to them in an dmost dave-like existence. While human familieswould have
fought tooth and nail, asthey had on Earth, the Katyl that Falcon found in the ship were relaively doltish
femaes and young. If they had shown any will to fight, any aggression whatsoever, it might have been a
different story, for dthough Falcon had just learned the fate of hiswife and son, he had dso thoroughly
examined Katyl psychology and warcodes. So, he towed the ship to the primary Katyl planet, Katylgar.

"Facon's actions were so far outside their warcode that the Katyl were stunned into immobility. After a
week's deliberation, Kal, the warleader, and Temsit, the Captain of the cruiser that had attacked Earth,
presented themsalves to Falcon. The horribleirony that Ka and Temsit had mates and offspring inside
the vessel he had spared was not lost on Falcon. As an act of contrition, Ka and Temsit had planned to
sacrifice themselves by taking aship into their sun. Instead, Falcon asked for aboon, an acceptable
request under their warcode.

"Thisiswhere history gets muddied. Y ou heard that the Katyl agreed on an eleven-year ceasefire
because Fal con had spared their women and children. Y ou also heard that the ceasefire was independent
of the decison to execute Kal and Temat. It's becoming frighteningly clear to me why this myth was
propagated. Earth was not offered a ceasefire until after Falcon asked for the boon. Specificaly, that
instead of sacrificing themselves, Ka and Temsit should study human warcodes and attempt to integrate
such codesinto their present system. Falcon's point, you see, was to prevent the Katyl from waging such
bloody actions upon acivilian population, human or any other species, ever again. And if you're
wondering why he didn't try to get them to forego war atogether, forget it—that's totally outside their
culturd imperative.

"Impressed by Falcon's understanding of Katyl warcodes, the clan chief sat down with him, and they



hashed out the details. Eleven years from the date of their meeting, humanswould cometo Katylgar in
the newly built ark ship—which the Katyl knew was on the drawing boards from their telepathic
mind-raid of Asegeir's lifepod escapees. Humans would teach the Katyl nanotechnology and amniotank
hedling. In exchange, Earth would send their xenosociologists and xenobiologiststo learn of Katyl ways.
Additiondly, if we left an ambassador on Katyl, they would send an operationd but inactive Dimb
disrupter and details of their own Dim5 enginesto Earth. Now, that's the sort of technology that could be
mighty handy if we ever come across aredly obnoxious species, say, arace like twenty-first century
humans.

"Being the pedantic beasties that they are, they added acodicil: should we either enter Katyl space prior
to December 19, 2499, or fail to arrive at that date, they'll blockade Earth and reopen hodtilities.

"I know many here think such precise requirements are ridiculous. Y ou're wrong. Dead wrong. The
Katyl are not human. They do not think like humans, and if you anthropomorphize them, as Admira
Thornton did, you do so at greet peril. They could have taken Warrior and reverse-engineered
everything on board. But they adhere to a code of conduct that views theft—including theft of

technol ogy—as an abomination. Kill an enemy, no problem, but steal from him? Nuh uh, that would be
dishonourable.

"Asfor Facon's bravery and diplomacy, or lack of it—well, you decide. But consider this. after decades
of observation, three or four C20s might recommend potential C20 captainsto NGC. Facon isthefirst
person in history that every living C20 and eighteen Metas personaly insisted be appointed to command
aC20 ark ship.

"Falcon doesn't want a hostile council, but he doesn't want abunch of nervous butt-watchers who won't
tell him when he's on the wrong track, ether. Like everyonein thisroom, he wantswhat's best for this
ark ship and humanity. He has proven hiswillingnessto put aside persond revenge and petty
bloody-mindednessin order to do that. The question is, are you?"

Angus Gordon leaned back in his chair. The sound of hisrustling clothes was unreasonably loud in the
awkward slence. Moments later, the Al said, “ C20, Commander Phelan wishesto inform you that they
areadmog through.”

"Onmy way.” Avdon left without a backward glance.



Chapter 12
1500hrs, December 06 2499

"C20, thanksfor coming.” Phelan met Avaon's gaze, and mentaly shook himsdlf. He and Jenna Hayden
had taken comfort in one another's arms during the worst moments of the Katyl War. They had never
fdleninlove—at least that's what he told himsdlf. He knew held been knocked over by her childlike
beauty and agel ess wisdom, but held dways known such awoman was never for him. Now, years later,
he was a senior commander and C20s were off-limits.

Phelan had his own theories about that. The times hed made |ove with Jenna, held felt the edges of an
awesome power; just atiny squeeze and he'd known held be snuffed out. But on those nights when the
Katyl had also been trying to snuff them out, held figured if he was gonnago, better it beinthearmsof a

very specid lady.

More than a decade | ater, as he watched another C20 do whatever it was to get inside the skipper's
head, he felt awhisper of that incomprehensible power. Then it was gone, and Avaon was smiling.

Mixis shakily pulled the tlecording helmet from her head. Jason took the lightweight frame from his
mother and dropped it into the Serilizer. Mixis normaly spiky dark hair was lank againgt her damp
brow. On the couch, Falcon removed his headpiece and sat up.

"Tough one, huh?” Phelan shoved his handsin his pocketsto hide hisanxiety.

"He'sfine, but we both had trouble keeping his natural barriersfrom shutting me out.” Mixis grabbed a
towel and wiped her face. “I'm going to need afew hours rest and a decent meal before | can run afull
scan on you, Stuart.”

Avaon touched Phelan's shoulder reassuringly. “It hurts them both to build artificid structuresto
overcome hisnatura barriers” she explained. “ But the Captain sustained Mixis quite well.”

"He sudained her 7’ Phelan's eyebrows lifted in surprise; that was anew twist.
"He's pretty tough, our skipper. Let's hope you shape up aswell.” Avaon'slipstwitched in amusement.

Phelan tried to smile, but it turned into agrimace. He felt awhole | ot better knowing Falcon wasin the
clear, but there was no way he could hide hisfedings for Seav. He'd barely managed during the spot
scan earlier that morning. Not that she couldn't have picked them up if shedd wanted, but held maintained
aprofessiond friendship, hoping something might develop naturaly.

Accepting atowel, Falcon rubbed the swesat from hisface, then he looked a Phelan with aquirky grin.
“What's hit thefan in the last three hours?*

Phelan snorted. The skipper aways hit the deck running. “ Nothing much. Telepaths are running scans
thick and fast, but nothing's shown up in anyone, including the techs. No unknown nanos have turned up,
ather.”

"| expected as much. Anyone with something to hide was going to object like hell to ascan. The media?’

"Y ou and the C20 are turning into goddamned heroes, especidly as hdf the techs are aready back on
the job and spreading the news about the nanovirus.” Phean pulling his hands from his pockets and
crossed hisarms. “Thousands of calls are coming in from people asking what medops they should report



to for testing. The PR gals have worked it so well that everyone's keen to prove they didn't buy their way
intoimmigration.”

Falcon stood and touched the tab on the neck of his shipsuit. The seam separated and he ran hisfinger
down the front, opening it. He rubbed the towel across hischest. “1 stink and | need a shower.” He
glanced at the C20 and his eyes shonein gratitude. “ Thank you,” he mouthed softly.

Avaon had long learned to dissemble. Deegp in thought, awed by what she had just witnessed, the way
Fa con had unconscioudy tapped into the life-force, she watched him leave with Phelan.

"l need abath,” said Mixis.

Jason was removing the telecorders from their serilizers. At Mixis words, hisback stiffened. Mixis
could hide her thoughts from her son, but she could not hider her troubled aura.

"Why don't you get someres, first?” Avadon sad.

"| can transcribe thisin the bath. Shouldn't take long for what Earthgov needs, but I'm going to do it in my
quarters.” Mixis pursed her lips. “ John Laycock was good, Avaon, the best I've ever known. But Chris
Fdcon isorders of magnitude beyond that. If he'sright, and | have abad feding that heis...” Shetrailed
off, shook her head, and | &ft.

"Thanks, Avvy."
Avaon turned around and smiled at Jason. “ For what?"
"I dunno. Just for being here, | guess. Things don't seem to be quite so bad when you're around.”

"That'sthe way | felt about your great-grandmother. Here...” she held her hand out for one of the
headsets. “I'll give you another sesson.”

Jason's eyes it with anticipation. “ Aren't you too tired?"

"Things are coming to ahead, and | don't want to be woken from adeep deep. I'd sooner stay awake
for the next few hours."

"I never thought about it before but C20s are full category telepaths, too.” Jason prepared the chairs.
"No, not redlly. Unlike you, our abilities are uncontrolled. Werre wildcats."
"Don't you have any control ?*

"No morethan | have over my other senses. If something isburning, | smell it. If musicisplaying, | hear
it. If afuture ‘memory’ ispivota to my bonded ship, | ‘remember’ it. But | can't dways recognizethe
amd| of aspecific flower or distinguish musicd indrumentsin an orchestra And sometimes| can't identify
the significant dementsin afuture memory. Y ou trained telepaths are more fortunate. When wefirst
learned of our abilities it was unnerving to say the least. And | for one had never beieved in fortune
telling. But after | met Ryl, alot of my ideas changed.”

* % * %
Asegeir: December 2199

When Avaon regained consciousness, the Mixis Saav of three centuries past ood over her. “What
happened?’ Avaon sat up.



"Y ou passed out.”
"l dont faint."

Mixis helped her to stand then led her to the table. *'Y our blood sugar count islow. Before we continue, |
want you to eat breskfast. All of it."

Once she began, Avaon redized how hungry she was. Between mouthfuls she said, “ Y ou're staring.”

"I'm sorry, but seeing you here, knowing where—when—you've come from, your relaionship to the
Méetas, it's extraordinary!"

Avaon glanced at now featureless LD screen. What had happened to her daughter, her world? And
what had happened to her? Shefelt areassuring hand on her arm, and looked up.

"Ryl has not turned into amongter, Avalon.” Mixis eyeswere shining. “ The Metas are very specid, very
wonderful beings. In the eighty years since they returned to us, mankind has made a home amongst the
dars”

The LD screen cameto life again, seemingly of its own accord. “Thoseimages,” Mixis continued,
“cannot begin to tell the whole story any more than images of the twentieth century show a
warmongering, atavistic race bent on self-destruction. Thereis aways another side, but it takesakind
heart and careful eyeto find it. Asthe population declined, people became less materidistic; there was so
much for the taking because homes and cities and eventuadly, whole countries emptied. Skillswere lost
but more important oneslearned. With the Metas' assstance, through trade with space faring beings,
mankind dedicated itsalf to the restoration of Earth's biosphere. 1t will take you along time to absorb
what's happened. In many ways, you will never fully adjust, but you're not done.”

Startled, Avaon stopped egting.

"Twenty five vessdslike this one have dso had apeople delivered to them. Each of themisclaming
twentieth century origins.”

"Who took us? And how did we get here?"

Before Mixis could reply the door opened and Dorothy Am walked in. “ Good morning, Avaon.” She
turned to Mixisand said, “It seemsthat dl the new arrivals are directly related to Metas.”

"I'm not so surethey'reinvolved inthis” Mixis rubbed her chinin thought. “ The Metas say they've never
perfected temporal d-jumping. I'm betting this has something to do with the Magters.”

When the women exchanged knowing looks, Avalon said, “Hang on. Masters? They're the guyswho
took the whaes and changed my daughter into that, right?” She pointed to the LD. “Who are these
Masters? And what the hell are they doing messing with my life ... and my body?'

"Back in 2017,” Mixisexplained, “the Masters took approximately amillion people from Earth, to a
doppelganger planet the Metas cdl Gaia™

"l got that much. Why?” Avaon poured herself another glass of juice.

Mixis hesitated before replying, “ Earth wasliterdlly dying. Therésalot moreto it than that but for now
you should understand that the humans who were taken required dmost a century to evolveinto Metas.
Then they were returned to Earth just moments after they were taken, to help transport the cetaceansto
Gaa"



Avalon took a moment to process the information. * So these Masters can move people acrosstime as
well and space. Which means they can take me back.”

Mixislooked doubtful. “ There are laws governing the other dimensions. We ... we're fill learning about
them. We do know that, eighty years after the humans began their metamorphosis, Gaia was attacked by
beings called the Others. Of the origina million humans taken, only six thousand survived to become
Metas. Wethink there's about e ghteen thousand now."

"And they live where? On Earth or on Gaia?'
"Gaia, dthough there are never less than one hundred and fifty three on Earth.”

"One hundred and fifty three?” Avalon's eyes rounded. She wondered if they knew the religious
symbolism of that number.

"The Othersresde in auniverse reached by adimensiona pathway defined as 666,” continued Saav.

"Oh ... brother.” Avaon carefully put her glassdown. “They're aliens? VVon Daniken wasn't acomplete
nut after all.” Mixislooked a her oddly but she waved off the reference. “Go on.”

"G'b RI—we cdl him Gabrid—wasthe chief pilot of the Magter's ship that carried the humansto Gaia
Gabby's an Eroch, atype of dien that look like angdls. Gabby plays the trumpet, although most of his
family grouping prefer harps.”

Avaon pushed her plate aside. Suddenly, she wasn't feding too well. Then an darm abruptly screeched
through the room. “What? What isit?’ Avalon demanded, standing.

"Hold the table, it's magneticdly bound to the floor!” Mixis cried, but the expected loss of gravity never
camne.

Something in Avalon's brain seemed to snap. The disguieting image in the narrow LD pane filled with
gars. A second darm replaced the firgt, then cut off just as quickly. “What's happening?’ Avaon
demanded.

Dak Jassom's voice came from some indefinable source. “ Commanders Am and Saav to the bridge, on
the double. | assume you havethe girl ?*

"Sir.” Mixiswas dready making for the door.
"Bring her; we haveavigtor."
"It wouldn't be aMeta, would it, Sr?"

"Her name,” Jassom replied, “isRyl."



Chapter 13
December 6, 2499

Fa con looked up when his door opened and Saav and Phelan strode into his office. With themwasa
nervous looking envirotech.

"We got something!” Saav closed the door behind them. “ Governor Jolley brought bio-organicson

board but courtesy of another Spacedock security hole, not every piece of her luggage was checked.
Phillip Hastings here,” she gestured to the foot-shuffling curly-headed tech, “is one of the envirotechswho
volunteered for a scan. He works on Level Onein the Hub, the area encompassing the Governor's
resdence. After he set up aspecidty unit for Jolley, he ... Wdll, Phillip, you explain.” She amiled
encouragingly & the wide-eyed Hastings.

Standing from his desk, Falcon indicated they should al take a seet at the conference table. Phillip
coughed uncertainly, then began. “ The Governor's staff told me not to bother maintaining her dwelling
‘ cos she was friends with two envirotechs who'd pooled their allocated plotswith her.”

Wondering how many envirotechs could afford to use their plotsfor decorative ferns and orchids, then
spend their sparetime helping out a“friend', Falcon said, “ Tell me, Phillip, what do you do with your
plot?'

"Me and my buddies areimmigrants, not contract workers, so we pooled and we're growing
consumables separate to the ark ship habitat.” He hesitated, uncertain if perhaps he had done something
that wouldn't meet with gpproval. “ Pepper and tropica nut trees, with coffee, cocoa, vanillaand
pharmaceutical plantsin between.”

Falcon smiled his encouragement; pretty much what he would have expected. “ All right, Governor Jolley
sad the techswould maintain her plot and dwelling; go on.”

"| figured that was fine and reported it to my supervisor. He okayed it, but said | should check every six
months. Y ou know dwellings can fool you sometimes. They look hedlthy then one day you find the
biomass recycler's not getting enough nutrition and hasn't been reprogrammed to tap into generd
recycling. Carpets giveit away first by going dull, then walls sart to get spongy.”

At thelook on Falcon'sface, Phillip added hastily, “ Anyway, late last night | was testing her neighbour's
dwelling. | remembered the Governor had been arrested, so on the way home, | thought I'd check out
her place; make sureit could run by itsalf okay. | mean it had been six months.”

"What did you find?’ Falcon prompted.

"It'swhat hedidn't find,” Phelan said. “Which iswhy he didn't report anything waswrong."
"Explain.” Falcon directed his question to Phillip.

"l did atapscan on an exterior wall,” he replied. “ And the readout was standard, al systems normal.”

Facon frowned. “ Aren't specidty dwellings, by their nature, supposed to read completely different
parametersto standard? That's why they take so much upkeep.”

Phillip looked down, embarrassed. “I ... didn't think about it at the time. | wastired and on my way
home, | was just happy there wasn't a problem.”



"Y ou didn't do anything wrong,” Phelan replied reassuringly. “ That's what spot scans arefor: not to hit on
you but to pick up something you didn't think much of that might be a piece of jigsaw puzzle."

Mixissad, “Phillip placed awork order authorizing the speciaty plants be returned to thejoint plot.”
Meeting her eyes, Falcon said—Not before we check the place thoroughly.—

Was Phillip the tech in Avalon's future memory? Falcon stood. “I'll notify your supervisor that you took
an opportune moment to do your job without treading on anyone's egos and volunteered for aspot scan
that's hel ped us considerably. Now,” he added, making for the door. “How about we go see what
Governor Jolley's dwelling isdoing ingde?’

Phillip nodded nervoudly, obvioudy happy that he'd helped—and wasn't in trouble. He looked around.
“Y ou know, you redly could do with some bio-work in this office. The carpet'stoo big to get sufficient
nourishment from the feeder plants and local recyclers. It'skinda patchy here and there, first Sgn of an

imbalance, and it probably won't show up on atapscan yet.”

"Would you like to be transferred to Command Sector, Phillip?’ said Mixis. “1 know the C20 isanxious
to expand her dwelling and she could certainly use your advice."

Phillip's eyes widened, and he stuttered, “ Su ... sure! That'd be great!”

In the Hub, Falcon, Saav, Phelan and Phillip Hastings caught a deck-shuttle for the two-kilometre
journey to Jolley's dweling. At the entrance to the residentia section, Phillip stopped the shuttle to collect
ananite biosensor from his maintenance bay.

While he was gone, Falcon said, “We may have to sed this quadrant.”
"| hate it when you think like me,” Phelan's eyebrows furrowed. “ 1t means were probably right.”

It had been twelve years since Falcon had worked closaly with a C20. While Jenna Hayden hadn't been
his C20, both she and Avaon had impressed upon him the same thing. Future memories were poorly
understood until you were on top of them. “The C20 didn't say the envirotech was guilty of anything. Just
that not bringing them inwould cause ... aproblem. If contaminated plants had been returned to the
generd ark habitat—"

"Weal might bein degp doo doo,” Phelan muttered.
Fa con shared aknowing look with Mixis. Sheld seen it when sheld scanned him.

Insde Jolley's dwelling they discovered no additiona organicsto the basic structures, except standard
feeder plants. Phillip was visibly upset. “1 don't understand! | set up hundreds of fernsand orchids.”

Checking his datapad, Phelan said, “No plants are listed on her impounded possessions.”

Phillip walked to the back door, then froze“I ... I'm not sure we should go back there.” Hisvoice
cracked, and, hands shaking, he held out the biosensor to Phelan.

The security chief paled. Falcon didn't need to be told why. “ Al, security override,” he called. “ Sedl this
level from the rest of the ark habitat immediately. And get a nanotech team to sweep inwardsto this
dwelling. No personnel or organicsin or out until either Commander Phelan or | givetheal clear. Sendin
asecond nano team with enough sedant for the entire dwelling and portable enviro-unit and
nano-sanitizing units."

* * * %



Avalon sat on the edge of her bed. Like Mixis, she, too had taken a bath. It had both refreshed her and
made her deepy. In another hour the emergency session of Earthgov would begin. Falcon had aready
reingtated the civilian council—minus afew members—and they had elected anew governor. Angus
Gordon specidized in planning and bioengineering, but more importantly he was alaterd thinker, aleader
and problem solver, not amanipulative bully.

Her ear comunit chimed. She stared longingly & her pillow. “Y es?'
"C20, it's Falcon. We're at the ex-Governor's residence. Ah ... can you come down?"

Shewas about to ask why, but comunit communications were notorioudy essy to monitor. “On my way."

* * % %

Fa con was not exposing Avaon to a potential nanovirus; C20 physiology didn't work that way. And if
his most paranoid suspicions were true, no human was at risk, ether.

"| dill don't get it,” Phelan said asthey sat in thelounge room, waiting for the teamsto arrive. “Why did
Jolley goto dl thetrouble of setting this place up like atropica rainforest, then convert it back to the
most basic format available? There's not an orchid or spider fern in the whole morphing place, not even
her cleaning room. It's practicdly Serile”

His security chief no doubt knew the answer but was probably hoping someone would talk him out of it.
“For the samereason,” said Falcon, “that she submitted afraudulently signed complaint against me using
doppy, inaccurate procedures. A filing clerk would have known better."

Phillip sat at the table, incessantly fiddling with the sensor. Nothing he did would change the readout, but
it provided a convenient outlet for his nervous energy.

"She wanted to be caught.” Saav's brown eyesflashed. “I'd givealot to scanthat ... lady.”

Facon knew Mixiswasindulging in wishful thinking. No telepath would risk accusations of aniillega
scanning; it had taken too long for them to gain credibility and acceptance.

Momentslater the first nanotech crews arrived. The C20 followed minutes after that.

"How to draw attention to yoursdlf without trying,” said Avaon, looking around. “Maybe Jolley had a
plant phobia? Okay, having used my prerogative to break into asealed areg, | assume you've found
nenites?'

Commander Casey Camicci, the chief nano engineer, walked into the room. “Oh yeah,” he replied,
pulling off his mask. “ Seded up tighter than adrum. This place is 0 clean you could use it asanano
manufacturing plant.”

"Funny about that,” Phelan said. “What've you found?"

"W, she's got something in those tanks. I've ordered atransport unit to take it to a secure environment,
where we can poke around and see what we have."

"How long before you know, Commander?’ Falcon asked.

"An hour to get it outta here and set up in thelab. If it'saknown nano, it will show up fast. If not...”
Camicci shrugged. “Could takeawhile, ar.”

"I'll get the data on the Spacedock and Earth nanos sent to you, though | doubt it'sthe sametype,” said



Phelan.

"Y ou want to explain?’ Camicci's eyebrow lifted quizzically.

Phelan shook his head. “If you dead-end, I'll send you some other data and you can run a crosscheck."”
Camicci nodded and returned to the upstairs room.

Facon glanced at Phillip, who looked ill. He might only be afifth classtech but Phillip understood whet
might have happened. If he had come here as planned, with no reason to check the tank for nanites, he
would have flushed the contents into the recycler, spreading them throughout the sector, possibly the
entireark ship.

"Phillip,” Falcon said kindly.
"Sir?” Phillip sood and nervoudy met hiseyes.

"You don't haveto cal me*sr'; youreacivilian. Why don't you go home and get some deep? Just don't
talk to anyone about this until the discovery is officialy announced, okay?"

The tech nodded uncertainly. At the door, he hesitated, then said hopefully, “If I'm still dlowed to work
in Command, would it be okay if | fill caled you ‘sr'?

Fdcon amiled. “Sure”

Back in the security of his office, Falcon voiced what they'd dl been skirting around. * Someone doesn't
want to reopen hostilities with the Katyl, they want to wipe them out with ananoplague.”

"And,” Phelan said, “they weretrying to set you up asthe patsy.”

"Except that Governor Jolley had other ideas.” Falcon sat back in hischair. Therewas still moretoit, a
lot more. Jolley genuinely didiked him. She'd probably been gpproached to discredit him, then found
hersdf inway over her head. Replacing him was one thing, but humans now recognized that eradicating
any species, even disease-carrying pests, might have potentialy lethal consequencesfor the bio-organism
of Earth. Theideaof wiping out anything, even hogtile beingslike the Katyl, was anathema. “ Alright
everyone. We can't draw any conclusions until we know the nature of those nanites. Patricia Jolley and
her staff, along with the engineers and nanotechs who refused to be scanned, will be on thismorning's
long-range shuttle to Earth. Anyone with any ideas on how to delay their departure, now is not the time
to hold back."



Chapter 14
December 7, 2499

Theinggtent darm had pulled Phean from a spectacularly libidinous dream involving Mixis Saav. “This
better be good,” he muttered, touching his comunit.

"It'snot,” replied Casey Camicci.
"Tak to me.” Phelan opened one eye and checked thetime. It was almost dawn.
"Those nanites are unlike anything I've ever seen or heard of "

"Y ou crosschecked with the data |l sent you?” Phelan rubbed the grittiness of too little deep from his
eyes.

"Yeah. They're not DNA encoded. Although they do have atime-code, | haven't trandated it yet. By the
way, | just heard from one from my buddies on Earth that their lab traced the DNA encoded
nano-deaths on Spacedock to Nanotechnic Incorporated. And the nanites found in Captain Laycock's
biomatter? Same dedl."

Phelan smiled grimly and picked up his shipsuit. Better get started on this sure-to-be crappy day.
“Thanks, pa. | oweyou.” Although Jolley was no longer a shareholder in Nanotechnic, her past
association and the presence of alarger number of unidentified nanitesin her quarters further incriminated
her in something.

* k k %

During the few hoursthat Phelan had dept, Asegeir's media had learned that Jolley's neighbourhood had
been sedled for twenty minutes and her neighbours nanotested and spot scanned. News spread swiftly,
and the generd population of Asegeir began to demand that, for the safety of al, everyone must be
nanotested. At 0400, Falcon agreed to be interviewed but referred to the reinstated civilian council in the
matter of both nanotesting and spot tel epathic scanning.

Since nanite technology had begun in earnest, humanity's greatest fear was of aplague nanite virus.
Consequently, saf-replicating bionaniteswere dways set to individua DNA, with afixed,
non-reproductive life span. Sadly, aswith any technology, unscrupul ous people had developed more
insdious applications. Fears of an uncontrolled, non-specific virus spreading across Earth had waxed and
waned for centuries. Now it seemed the nightmare had been unleashed. While the death toll on Earth
climbed, nano engineersworked feverishly to anayze the virus. Identicd to the Spacedock virusin al
ways but one—it was generic, not DNA encoded—the question was, who would be insane enough to
develop, let donerdeaseit? In the minds of people who had only recently emerged from awar, the
answer was obvious; it had to be an alien attack. A panicked population does not think clearly. Facts
became distorted to fit increasingly hysterical speculation.

Fortunately, there had aso been tempering effects. Asegeir's civilian council had been reingtated,
Facon's summary telecording was amatter of public record, the viral nanite found in Jolley's residence
was benign and John Laycock's murderers—who were dl too human—uwere either dead or in custody.
And despite its generic nature, the plague on Earth had—so far—killed only those affiliated with NGC or
the Viking Project.

Meanwhile, the Earthgov emergency session remained behind closed doors. News was getting through to



the members but it was anyone's guess what was going on inside.

* k% k %

At 0600, Peta Vol reieved Falcon on the bridge. He stood and stretched, then went to his office, not
surprised to see Avalon curled up adeep on his couch. Scarty was placing amedl for him on the
conference table. Falcon nodded his thanks, then mindlessy forked food into his mouth while perusing a
collection of adminigtrativefiles. It would take months before he was up to speed on the habitat systems.
Tidying paperwork in his spare time would help. He was signing off on the eighteenth file, wondering
where Marcus had found the time to get so much covered, when Scarty came up his private gravitor,
wordlessly placed a second covered medl tray on the table, then |eft.

Facon's eyes drifted to the C20. Her chest was gently rising and falling as she dept. Avaon Davo, the
three hundred and forty-five year old woman who, so the Metal's said, would live ten millennia. Enough
time for man to crawl out of the caves and climb to the stars. Would she see the Great Onesreturn to
Earth? Even with ark ships, the Dwins, who knew more about planet-building than anyone, estimated it
could be haf amillennia before Earth was clean, then another for the climate to get back on track. He
wondered how Avalon had felt about the damage being inflicted in the planet back in the twentieth
century. Did she know? Was she one of the few who tried to stop it or the many who accepted it asa
smdl pricefor technologica conveniences?

It no longer mattered; sheld done penance many times over. And yet people continued killing each other
to further their misbegotten agendas. What wasiit thistime? The need for vengeance? So powerful, so
driving that they willingly daughtered hundreds of humansin aconspiracy to eradicate another species?

Hed tasted the bitter need for vengeance. Then the opportunity had been handed to him, just like that. It
would have been s0 easy to drag that Katyl ship into the sun. But the rage that fuelled his pain and need
for revenge had burned him more than his agonizing grief. Succumbing to the temptation would have
stained his soul far deeper than losing Hannaand Asher.

Asher. His son would have been twenty-four now. A man. And his brother, Joshua, killed by hishand
when he flushed him from the fighter decks of Warrior, would have been dmost forty. Y et there could
have been no other decision, either to clear Warrior's fighter bays or to take the Katyl worker ship home
to safety. Millions of other wives and sons and brothers lived because he had refused that moment of
bitter, wasteful temptation. They might not have been his brothers and sons, and yet they were a part of
him, for they had dl evolved from that one spark of life, billions of years ago in some primordia dudge.
And before that, they had been born from the one sun, and even before that, from the one source of al
matter, somewhere back in the Origins, part of agreat whole that was the universe; the Life Force.

Facon's mind expanded, and his soul took up the heartbeat of Asegeir's life-force, linking himto the
past, present and future. He closed his eyesto absorb the strange, yet familiar comfort.

Avaon fdt the tug on the life-force and woke easily in the knowledge that another C20 wasin the room.
Moments later sheredized it was Falcon. She quietly sat up and watched him. Well, I'll be damned. For
the second time in as many days, Falcon was tapping into Asegeir's life-force and using it to fortify
himsdf.

She recalled the days after the Katyl War had ended, when the C20s had met to discuss new captains.
Jenna had been closer to Falcon than any other C20, and she'd shared everything she knew of him.
Facon, shedd said, was specia. He, and those who came after him, who had been forged in the fires of
war and ingtinctudly tapped into the life-force, who resisted the madness of grief the Others sought to
bring them, were anew breed of C20 captain. Time would tell, she'd said. A decade, perhaps two, who
knew? Y et here he was, less than forty hours after their bonding, opening himself to the power that



defined the universe. It wasn't impressive; it was unprecedented!

An enticing aroma wafted from the covered hest-tray on the table. Avalon stood and lifted the lid. Falcon
opened hiseyes and stared at her in surprise. “ Seep well?*

She smiled in gpology “I didn't mean to use your couch for abed.”
"Anytime, C20. I've spent alot of nights on that couch.”

His now familiar man smell had permested the legther. It wasn't unpleasant; in fact she found it soothing.
Her eyesreturned to the tray and she sat down.

"My orderly brought it up for you afew minutes ago. | recommend you eat while you can. | don't see
Earthgov in session for much longer before they'll want to spesk to one or both of us."

"Please thank Scarty,” Avaon said after tasting the food. “ Thisis good. Now, what have | missed? Am |
to be arrested yet?” When he tossed her adisbelieving look, she added, somewhat indifferently,
“Wouldn't be the first time and probably won't be the last. There's an old saying; those who do not learn
from history are destined to repest it. Well, there's another; those who do learn from history are cursed
to stand by and watch those who don't, repeat it. Humans are good at repeating themselves. Not
everyone, of course. Peoplelike you are intelligent enough to learn from the mistakes of the past.
Unfortunately, not everyoneislikeyou.”

He snorted softly. “ And how much worseisit for you, C20, having lived through that history?"
She amiled, but said nothing.

"Only afew hours until the shortest window to Earth isclosed.” Falcon pushed back hischair. “I can't
understand why Jolley is il refusing a scan; she knows we've found the nanitesin her dweling. I wish
there was some way we could legaly scan her.”

Avaon shook her head. “Let Earth use the Nano Act to revoke her rights, then the whole ugly mess
should be exposed. Under the current circumstances, it's more important for Earth to have her than us.
WEII probably get hit with acivil suit for illega nanotesting of her and her pas. Trust me on this, Captain,
I've been down similar potholed legal roads before—learn from my mistakes.”

He was about to reply when the Al chimed, “President Norman wishes to speak to you."

Avalon folded her napkin and rested it on the plate. “ Ah, ahearty medl for the condemned C20 and her
captain.” At hisraised eyebrow she added, “What are they gonna do, space me? Ban you to some
distant outpost?I'd like to see the look on their faces when the Kwilloys and Dwins hit them with their
response this time”

Falcon stared at her. Avalon had just confirmed what held suspected for years. While hed beenin the
amniotank recovering from the Cassandra incident, the C20, and the alien races who were so crucid to
the design and congtruction of the ark ships, must have persuaded the board members of the Viking
Project to treat him in amanner befitting hisrank. A tiny smiletugged at hislips. When President
Norman's face appeared on the LD, Falcon knew that no matter what was said now, he and the C20
and were of one mind and one heart.



Chapter 15
0900 December 07, 2499

President Norman was sitting at the head of an ostentatioudy long table decorated with datapads, files,
water carafes and tumblers. Sitting either side of the table were two dozen grave-faced senators,
including Matheson. A fistful of conservatively dressed aides cluttered the background. “Captain Falcon,”
Norman said, pointedly ignoring Avaon.

"Mister President.” Falcon stood and straightened his jacket.
"Y ou've been kept abreast of the Situation here | take it, Falcon?”
"Yes gr."

"Then you will know that we are currently investigating the deeths on Earth and Spacedock of over five
hundred NGC and civilian personnel connected to the Viking Project. Thisinvestigation extendsto
companies previoudy owned by Governor Jolley, three ex-councillors and the two so-caled envirotechs.
However, asyou are avare, the nanites found in Jolley's dwelling are harmlessto terrestrid life. Thus, no
evidence supportsthe premisethat Asegeir isendangered by anano-vira outbreak."

Hereit was, thelegd mumbo-jumbo that would get Jolley off the hook. That didn't bother Falcon as
much as hisinability to access whatever shewas hiding in her head.

"Amongst numerous lega writs citing your actions, Jolley is prosecuting Asegeir's council for forcing her
to undergo anillegd nanotes.”

"That was to be expected,” Falcon replied.
Matheson piped up. “ Clever of you to have placed the onus back on to the council "

Fa con looked at the man who had been appointed to investigate and run NGC. He might |oathe the son
of abitch, but he was answerableto him.

Ignoring a scowl from the President, Matheson added, “ Surely, Captain Facon, you have something to
say for yoursdlf?” Hisnormaly pallid festures began to flush with anger.

"The Presdent gave meto bdlieve that reingtating the civilian council was a priority, oneto be achieved
within acertain timeframe,” Facon replied demurely. “ This has been done.”

"Yes,” Matheson snapped. “Making ateepath investigation of Jolley's activitiesimpossible.”

Norman frowned. “ Captain, the civilian council of Asegeir has agreed that all suspectsin the current
investigation are to be returned to the Solar system. Jolley's lawyers requested her arrival point. Y our
flight controller nominated Spacedock. The lawyerstook out an injunction preventing her delivery to any
|ocation under quarantine.”

No surprise. Jolley's lawyers were justified in preventing their client from being exposed to an infectious
agent. It dso madeit legaly impossible for Earth investigators to scan her, asthe Nano Act wasonly in
effect in quarantined areas. “Where do you wish the shuttle to land, Mr President?’

"Luna, where no outbreaks have occurred.”



"Don' think for aminute, Captain, that this clearsyou,” Matheson growled. “My committee intends to
get the bottom of this, and unlike the previous NGC board, we will not be deferring to antiquated notions
involving the so-called C20s.” He turned to Avaon. “They are as subject to Earth law as humans, and,
not being members of NGC, have no authority that we recognize.”

The seconds gtretched into an embarrassing silence. Nostrils quivering in frustration, Matheson finaly
demanded, “Wdl?'

"Can you repest the question, Senator?” asked Avalon.

Facon only just controlled hismirth. The aides milling around the presidentia table were not as
successful. Norman suddenly found the floor fascinating, while Matheson's chubby cheeks turned pink.

"Y ou won't be getting away with your clever little gamesfor much longer, C20,” snapped the Senator.
“Obstructing justice isa serious crime. Weintend to clean out NGC from top to bottom, beginning with
athorough investigation of the so-called C20d!"

The sllence that followed was no longer embarrassed, but brittle. Finaly, Norman cleared histhroat and
sad, “That'sdl for the moment, Captain. Please ensure the deta nees meet the current Dim5 window to
the Solar system. | will not accept adelay. Under the circumstances, use acivilian shuttle piloted by
avilians”

"Sir.” Falcon nodded, but the connection had aready been severed.

Avadon picked at thelast of her dinner. “Wdll, that went well."

Falcon cocked an eyebrow at her.

"Back in the twentieth century, when the police arrested someone, they used to say, * Anything you say
can and will be used against you.” She pushed the dinner tray back and stood. “It's alesson Matheson
seems never to have learned.”

* * * %

Chief shuttle engineer Shilo Fields and her tech assistant, Judy Holloway, had just spent six hours
climbing over every square millimetre of the ship designated to transport Jolley and the other suspectsto
Luna They stood back asthe civilian pilot ran apre-flight Dim5 entry smulation on the engines.

A dight waver in the portside trandator outlet caught the pilot's eyes. He motioned to his co-pilot to
continue the other pre-flight checks while he ran aseparate test on the outlet. “ Typical,” he muttered, and
opened the cockpit hatch to motion for Fields.

Pulling herself up the portable gravitor, Fields stuck her head in. * Problem?’
"Portsde trandator isrunning at 99.9%."

Fields cursed. Thetrandator unit was well within the green, but, given the passengers, her butt wasina
ding if anything went wrong. The trandator was a smple device she could replace within minutes, without
shutting down the engines. Getting the replacement from stores and testing it in asmulator first was
another matter. “How long you got left on the Dim5 window?"!

"Twenty minutes, tops.”

"Terrific.” Shidds chewed theinsde of her cheek. The next decent window was dmost aweek away
and meanwhile a nanoplague was killing people. Sheturned to ook at the shuttlein the next bay. It was



an identica model NGC military shuttle. “Keep doing your checks,” she said to the pilot. “I'll need three
minutes"

Fidds pulled hersdf back down the gravitor, ran across to the military shuttle and removed the portside
Dim5 trand ator outlet. She would never have considered pulling a part from a shuttle she had not
personally worked on, but she had Dim5 flight-tested this vessel an hour before Asegeir had left
Spacedock. To be doubly certain, she passed the trandator outlet under aDNA scanner and verified
hers was the only residue; no one had touched the unit since sheld ingtalled it. She ran back and
connected the outlet to the waiting shuttle. The pilot Sgndled it was running a 100%.

After watching the shuttle leave, Fidds went down to storesto get anew trandator outlet. The ship from
which she had scavenged the part was not needed until they reached the Katyl system, but she wanted
everything in order before she hit the sack for awell-deserved rest. Although her actions were not strictly
by the book, she had not broken any regs and had aready noted her actionsin the maintenance logs.
“Hey, Holloway.” She tossed the replaced Dimb trandator outlet to the tech. “ Run adiagnostic on that,
will ya?'

The tech nodded, but both women froze at the news coming through their comunits. Holloway stared at
her bossin sympathy, while NGC security personnel ran towards them.



Chapter 16
0600 December 16, 2499
"How have you been?’ Avaon watched Jason carefully.

"Okay, | guess.” He pulled out achair and sat opposite her. “I've kept busy going over those
twenty-second century records from the first Asegeir . It'sinteresting Stuff.”

They werein an outdoor café in the Hub. A thousand metres above, the LD displayed avery redistic
image of the dawn sky as seen from Earth. Red warmth came from the ‘sun’ asit dowly rose abovethe
eucaypt treeslining the street. The light scattering of low clouds was red; the weather generator had
selected ahot, humid day followed by an evening storm.

Avalon looked into Jason's dark, drawn eyes. “ Jason, grief islike getting sick. Not the sort of Sicknessan
amniotank or nanites can be programmed to repair. It's an iliness that takes months, sometimes years,
from which to recover. And some people never fully recover.” When Jason looked up sharply, she
added, “1 don't mean only you."

"Fdcon."

"If the Captain hadn't adjusted, we would never have dlowed him to bein this position, you know that.”
She keyed their order into the table datapad. “ But other people thought—till think—they can use his
grief asaspringboard for their twisted agendas. It's like throwing arock into a pond; you never know
how many bigger rockswill wash in when the first waves hit shore. The families of those who died now
know that your father was not responsible for that shuttle accident. But none of you have the satisfaction
of seeing the perpetrators brought to justice. The puppeteers behind them are hoping those same families
will lash out, perpetuating theillness, spreading grief and vengeance likethe mind diseasethat itis."

Jason glanced up. A flock of colourful lorikeets descended on the trees and noisily began feasting on the
nectar-filled flowers. “But well never know who they redly are, will we? When Jolley's long-range
shuttle blew up it destroyed any chance of learning the truth.”

"During the cetacean evacuation of Earth in 2017, thousands of aiens—at no mean cost to
themselves—set up a protective mental cordon around the planet. Once the last cetacean had gone, they
released the barrier. Today, some humans believe that these aliens and the Metas ddliberately dlowed
the Others past this barrier to daughter humankind.”

The sarvo-waiter arrived and Avaon lifted their meals onto the table.

"That's crazy!” Jason declared, helping her with the drinks. “ The Others were aready there, working
overtly through peoples minds! The diens only inserted the barrier to stop the Others from attacking the
Metas and cetaceans during the vulnerable stages of the uplift.”

Avdon'slipspursed inregret. “ Try telling bigots that. The upshot of it is, if humanity had not been
dragtically reduced in numbers—mostly by the Rhesus plague and various and sundry self-perpetrated
idiocies like globa warming and WM Ds—then the entire life-force of Earth, not just humankind, would
have died within afew hundred years.” She squeezed lemon into her teaand took asip before adding,
“Now consider the Katyl. Although they have a shockingly brutal warcode, they've never been self
-degtructive. They're not inherently evil any more than humans are inherently evil. In fact, the Katyl are
the first speciesthat offer mankind friendship on equa terms.”



"Friendship!” Jason almost choked on his coffee. “ One wrong move, and we're dead!™

"No, Jason, you're not right. Y ou're not entirely wrong, either, but the Katyl and humanity are on an
essentidly equd technological and socid footing. Sure, the Katyl have Dim5 disrupters, they're highly
telepathic and warlike, and it will be difficult for some humansto accept their physical and intellectua
sexud dimorphism. But humans use biotechnology and nanites. Katyl have no knowledge of these things.
And humans murder each other and set up othersto take the blame. And they sted and lie and attack
without warning.

"Becausethey're telepathic, the Katyl rarely kill their own. They don't deceive one another and they
would never be so dishonourable asto attack without warning. Even when they executed Falcon's family,
they gave Earth afew hours notice. And they never, ever torture prisoners. Kill, yes, swiftly or in their
ways, honourably, by dinging them into the sun. But never vicioudy, not like humans.

"I think of the Katyl asa... test for humanity. And maybeit'satest for the Katyl, too. If each species can
learn to overlook what they don't like about each other, and incorporate into their cultures what they do
like, then humanity will have madeitsfirst step out into the big, wide universe.”

"But weve had contact with dozens of diensfor centuries—"

"Ah—" Avaon held up her fork. “But not your equals. The Clintarans returned to an agrarian lifestyle,
and the Malicanoorians have only just begun to understand the concept of space. The Dwins, Rachnians,
Erochsand Kwilloys, even the rare manifested Master and a dozen other races have taught humans most
of what you know. The Katyl are humanity's intellectual equd, even if they do act like abunch of
immature hooligans™

Jason's face twisted. “ Hooly-whats?*

Avaon laughed. “ Spoiled teenagers with too much testosterone and not enough discipline, and a
weakness for letting the Others drive their actions. Just like humans, but in different ways. Captain Falcon
saw that in them. And he saw that a baance could be affected between humans and Katyl—if you could
cut through this pain and grief and vengeance.

"Dont think that the degth of hisfamily was shaken off lightly. A part of Falcon will dways grievefor their
loss. But lesser men and women have dlowed the degths of loved onesto hamsiring them. Emotionaly
crippled, blind to the possihilities, they're consumed by vengeance.”

"But we don't even know for certain who did thisto my father,” Jason retorted.

She sghed. “While humanity's archaic laws prevent you from using the tools your minds have
evolved—te epathy—the guilty will remain free and untouched. One or two people we suspect, like
Matheson, know they're under suspicion.”

Jason glanced up when a shadow flittered across the sun. A panicked wave of red and green wings
instantly took flight. The lorikeets had no desire to become the eagl€'s breakfast. “Matheson can make
any accusation he wants under parliamentary privilege, and no telepath can go near him or we play into
humanity's fears about us."

"Precisely,” shereplied. “ The senator played on people'sfears and pregjudices by accusing the Captain of
orderingillega scans.”

"By not scanning objectors, Captain Falcon undermined the accusations,” Jason retorted, watching the
parrots nervoudy circle the trees. “What about the Metas? No human would ever argue with aMeta



trandator getting into Matheson's head and digging out the truth.”

Avaon leaned forward and touched his hand, drawing his attention back to her. “Now just think about
what you said and ask yoursdf why they're staying right out of it."

Hisface dropped in understanding. “ Because they want usto figure it out for ourselves. A test."

"That'sright. A test on multiplelevels, and we C20s and you telepaths are the only help humans are
dlowedto get."

"What about the Katyl, they're mostly telepaths.”

"Now you're getting it.” She smiled her approval. “We befriend them, we learn their laws when using their
Fifth Dimensiond abilities, and they learn our warcodes. With any luck welll both adopt better systems.”

"You bdievetha?'

"Five hundred years ago | would have said no. But people redly are trying to improve both the Earth and
themsdves. Sure, they sumble when the likes of Matheson infect those round them with this disease of
grief and vengeance, but for the most part humankind is better than it was even three hundred years ago.
Theredly scary thing is, if it fallsthisfirst test with the Katyl, the cost may be so high, they never get
another chance."

* * * %

Falcon couldn't recall the last time held dept in abed. By rights he should be in worse shape, but he
figured it was his bonding to the life-force that sustained him. “1 know thisisrepetitive, Lee,” hesaid to
Asegeir's chief engineer, Senior Commander Lee Walker. “But going over it together may revesdl
something weve missed.”

The Command Board was sitting around the conference table in Falcon's office. Only Avaon looked
rested. Governor Gordon and Andrea White were dumped in their chairs, while Phelan constantly
fidgeted in an effort to stay awake. When the meeting was over Facon intended ordering them al to take
six hours bunk time.

"Stuart and | have dissected the evidence with adiaglass blade,” Waker replied. “ Following norma
procedures, in order to set course to the Solar system, the shuttle carrying Jolley and the other suspects
exited Asegeir then dropped from Dim5 into space. When we lost contact with them, adrone was
digpatched to search for them. It recovered sufficient wreckage to establish the ship exploded while
attempting to re-enter Dimb5 on the new vectorsto Earth.

"The engineer, Fieds, will not be charged, athough theincident is noted on her record. | went to the
shuttle that Shields took the portside trandator from, and personaly removed and tested the starboard
Dimb5 trand ator outlet. Interesting discovery. Firgly, only Fidlds DNA signature was on it. Secondly, the
entire structure had been molecularly atered. On engine run-up and Dim5 test it showed 100%.
However, on entering smulated Dim5 flight, it sheared through, damaging the inner cowling and knocking
the whole engine out of aignment. The resultswere ... explosive. Scared the pants off everyonein the

bay."
"And thiswould have been sufficient to destroy a shuttle?” Angus Gordon said.

Walker failed to stifle ayawn before replying, “ An experienced test pilot might have been ableto save
the machine but acommercid shuttle pilot would have had no hope. The only reason we know what
happened isthe data entered the central Al. The local workstation was destroyed but we were able to



review the sequence of events."

"Hadn't the engineer, Shidlds, tested both the part and the shuttle sheld taken it from in real Dim5 flight?”
Gordon pressed. Everyone might be tired, but equaly, they wanted, needed to understand what had
happened before they could rest.

Phdan'sfingers had found ameta paperclip to mangle. “Yeah,” hereplied, mindlessy twisting the wire.

“Sheindgsted on an immediate scan and telecording—her second in two days—and she came up clean.

Anyone could have gotten a DNA trace from her work clothes or tools, even a coffee mug, and applied
it to the sabotaged parts. | don't think the intent was to incriminate her because a telescan automatically

cleared her. | think the DNA trace wasthere in the unusua Situation where she or anyone had reason to
verify that the part had been ingtalled by her, and not tampered with by anyonedse.”

"Which iswhat fooled her.” Gordon nodded his understanding.

"Exactly. Shields had replaced both port and starboard trand ator outlets during the overhaul of that
military shuttle. Two of the three engineers who objected to scans, the same two who were being
shipped back to Earth with Jolley, briefly entering the bay an hour before they were detained. Security
footage shows them standing by the shuttle's port and starboard outlets for around three minutes apiece.
Y ou can't see them actually replacing the outlet couplings, their backs were to the sensors, but their
movements and the time taken add up.”

Gordon ran ahand down his salt-and-pepper beard. “ Assuming the detained engineers were not suicida,
why didn't they say something before their shuttle [eft?!

"Why would they?’ Phelan countered. “ They weren't in the ship they'd sabotaged. And they had no way
of knowing atrandator outlet on their vessal was being replaced by one of their doctored ones, because
the engines were not shut down during replacement—uwhich took roughly the sametime as pre-flight
checks."

"So you're saying it was pure chance, bad luck, this happened.”

"A fluke, oneinamillion chance. I'vetold the Al to monitor al movements and report work that hasn't
been pre-gpproved. | know it'stoo little too late, but it should prevent further incidents.”

Falcon noticed the collar of ashipsuit beneath Gordon's pullover. Had Jolley started aparanoid fad? The
suits afforded no protection againgt vira nanites and little against the vacuum of space unlessthe wearer
used a hood and mask. The new Governor was sending the wrong message to his congtituents; he had
thought better of Gordon.

"The sabotaged shuttle that Fields pulled the outlet from, wasit acivilian one?’ asked Gordon.

"Nuh uh.” Phelan shook his head. “It wasin the civilian shuttle bay because the NGC bayswere
jam-packed when this one arrived. On ark ships, NGC and civilian shuttles are serviced from the same
stores by NGC contract engineers and techs trained in the same procedures. So it was decided to
overhaul thisonewhere she sat.”

"Sincedl NGC pilots aretrained as fighter pilots,” Gordon observed. “I suppose it explainswhy the
saboteurs doctored both port and starboard outlets.”

"It'smy persona ship,” Falcon explained. “ The NGC bays were overflowing with shuttles and fighters
bringing in what was |eft of Laycock's vessel and the civilian oneinvolved in that incident. | was ordered
from Jord to Asegeir ASAP, so | threw some bags together and came over immediately.”



"That wasyour personal shuttle?’ Gordon's eyes rounded.

Facon nodded. “I piloted it. | made the decision to land in the civilian bay and signed off on the order to
alow civilian engineersto serviceit. We suspect it was an opportunity for these guysto finish off what
they began on Cassandra.”

Gordon sat back and looked around the room.

Andrea White looked equaly confused. “Would you care to expand on that? | thought the Cassandra
incident ... Never mind.” Her face pinched in angry comprehension. “I believe | was ... misinformed.”

"The official verson of the so-called Cassandra incident was an attempt on my reputation aswell as my
life. The public report failed to mention that Cassandra's primary Al had been sabotaged and the
mutinous crewmen had been riddled with neura nanites.”

Gordon frowned. “1 seethe pardlels, | don't see a connection.”
"Youwill,” Phdan sad. “Let'sfinish the reports.”
"Mike, explain the nanitesfound in Jolley's resdence,” Falcon said to Commander Rose.

"They're abroad-based, long term, self-replicating viral plague nanite,” replied the doctor. “ Highly
contagious, they can be spread by aerosol, athough—as with other nanoviruses—UV light decimates
them. They were engineered to infect and replicate for Sx months before becoming pathogenic. This
dormancy would have made it impossible to trace the index case, and ultimately resulted in a planet-wide
infection.”

AndreaWhite said, “Wouldn't it have been detected when anyone infected underwent routine medica
checks?'

"The Katyl don't have nanite medical technology,” Rose said. “ The virus would have cut them down like
ascythe”

Gordon paed. “How long have you known this?'

"Weknew it was harmlessto humans,” replied Rose. “Which probably explains why Jolley was so smug.
It wasn't until Casey Camicci tested it on Katyl biomass that it showed up. And, as| said, it'sdesigned to
lie dormant for six months. Casey acce erated its metabolism to test for just that possibility and, well, he
hit pay dirt two hours ago.”

"Based on other data, Commander Phelan, Captain Vol and | suspected as much,” Falcon said. “Mixis
knew of my suspicions of course, asdid Avalon.” He met her eyes briefly and added, “ One does not
voice suspicions asfar-reaching asthis until they can be confirmed.”

"Does Earthgov know?’ asked Gordon.
"Mikeand | informed President Norman prior to thismesting.”
"How did hereact?'

"| think held guessed. They've had ahell of atime tracking their own nanite outbresks. And they're
extremely suspicious of the explosion that destroyed Jolley's shuttle.”

"Every member of NGC on Asegeir, the other Viking class ships, Spacedock and the Marsterraforming
project has been nanotested, scanned and telecorded,” said Phelan. “ Civilians are till being covered, but



every piece of evidence to date has ended up dead-ending—literaly.”
"What about people whose scans reveded the ... dead-end evidence?’ Gordon asked.

Phelan shook hishead. “ Aswith the envirotech, Phillip Hastings, they're innocent of wrong-doing. They
just had useful data. Y ou've seen the reports. Some of these poor bastards have undergone three or four
scans to vacuum every scrap of information from their skulls. On Earth, asrequired by the Nano Act,
scansare dill being run in quarantined cities. However anyone who might have been suspect based on
other evidence, or wasin a position to notice something amiss—senior immigration officers, telepaths and
quarantine workers—is dead. The owners of Nanotechnic Incorporated, including Jolley, numerous
NGC admiras and high placed officers, are dl deceased, as are the nanite engineers who worked for the
company. Lower echelon employees outside the quarantine areas volunteered for scans. What we do
know isthat Nanotechnic Incorporated manufactured the DNA vira nanites on Spacedock, the
broad-based one on Earth, and the neural ones found in Laycock's remains, but not the K atyl-based
onesfound in Jolley's quarters. Investigators are examining Nanotechnic and NGC personnel records,
running victimologies of the deceased and checking connectionsto civilianskilled by the Katyl during
their raid on Earth, but they're coming up empty-handed.” Phelan tossed the now unrecognisable
paperclip asidein frugtration.

Ambassador Jolley spokefor thefirdt time. “ Any leads there?

"The problemis” Phelan replied, turning to him, “you can't assume relatives have carried an eleven year
grudge to get the Katyl or punish Captain Falcon for not executing Ka and Temsit, and then demand
these people submit to scanning. Thereisn't enough evidence.”

"And yet that appearsto be the only connection,” Jolley said.
"Yes” Avdon sad. “ Convenient, isn't it?'

AndreaWhite looked at her. “Didn't you see anything? | mean, if Captain Falcon's shuttle was
sabotaged, why didn't you warn him?"

"Captain Falcon didn't need to be warned because he wasin no danger. The problem was discovered
before he used his shuttle. My future memories serve only to protect that which | am bonded to, this ship.
They're not a detective'stools.”

"I'm ... sorry,” Whitesaid. “I just thought—"

"That'sfine.” Avaon'snosewrinkled. “I get frustrated too. Keep in mind the future memory that resulted
in detaining the envirotechs. Even when | have future memories, they don't give usthe answers, just

options.”
"S0,” Gordon summarized, “it remains unresolved.”
Phdan'sfingers closed into fists. “ Except for acertain palitician I'd like to meet in adark dley onenight.”

"The one hope we had was Earth mediaand civilians caling for mass volunteer scanning, same as here,”
said Falcon. “ That's declining as the days pass and no further nanite infections are reported.”

Rose yawned, and apologised. “Here on Asegeir, we've tested forty-five percent of the civilian
population and one-hundred percent of the NGC population for nanites. We've found nothing untoward.
Since weve had no deaths attributable to nanites, and the last Earth victim died early thismorning, | think
it'ssafeto say Asegeir isfreeof theinfection.”



"Telepath scansand * cordings are lagging behind those figures,” Mixis said. “ Only ten percent of civilians
are done. It'll take amonth to scan everyone but the PR guys are kegping up the momentum. Peopl€'s
credit chits are showing whether they've been scanned or not. That'simpacting their socid life”

Fa con hated using bigotry to clear his ship of potentia saboteurs, but there had been no other way.
“Alright, just make sure that workers and science crews dueto go to Katylgar are given priority over
wedlthy retirees” He pushed back his chair, indicating the meeting was over.

Standing, Gordon said, “Why? The science teams | understand, but workers?'

"Retirees are not contributing to the functioning of Asegeir, nor do they pose as much of a potential
danger. Essentia personnd must take priority.” Falcon wondered if the Governor would argue; Gordon
was getting flack from his congtituents.

While people collected their thingsto leave, Vol said to Gordon, “Hey, any contract workers that choose
to stay at the end of the year are potentia voters. And there's more of them than there are retirees.”

"Not in my section.”

"Gus, you spend most of your day crawling through maintenance bays.” Avaon walked him to the door.
“Y ou know how important the techs are to the safety of thisark ship.”

That explained Gordon's shipsuit. Falcon berated himsdlf for paranoia. Avalon trusted the Governor; that
should have been good enough for him.

Gordon smiled a her in wry amusement. “You'reright. | can't et politicsrun me.” Heturned to Falcon.
“I was voted in to represent the best interests of the civilian populace. I'll convince theretireesthat it isin
their interest for techs and maintenance teams to be scanned for nanites, first.” His smilefaded. “Well be
in Katyl spacein lessthan three days."

Fa con nodded sagely and held the door open. “And the Katyl are telepathic. Therelll be no hiding this
from them even if weresolveit by then.”

When everyone but Avalon, Saav and Phelan had left, Falcon said, “Mixis, did you ever meet the
telepath who died from the nanovirus, Bevin?"'

Saav stood and stretched. “No. Wasn't it Bevin who telecorded you and Stuart at the end of the War?”

"Yeah,” Falcon replied thoughtfully. “Full, broad-based scans are generaly only required when an NGC
officer is promoted to command rank. When | was promoted and transferred to Warrior, | suspected |
could block scans, but thought | could hideit. | couldn't. Warrior's telepath knew before he even started
the telecorder. He ordered me to stay there while he went to the bridge to report to the skipper.”

Phdan'seyeslit in understanding. “ Then the Katyl attacked, and you were the only officer to survive."

"When Admiral Woodstock promoted meto full captain, | informed him,” Falcon said. “1 thought about
saying nothing, but ... ah, | dunno.”

Phelan grinned and put his handsin his pockets. “Y ou dways were aBoy Scout.”

Fa con snorted softly. “ Or maybe | knew the old man wasin no position to quibble over what congtitutes
awildcat telepath. He would have promoted a psychopath if held thought it would give us a chance
againg the Katyl. Jenna Hayden knew,” he added, looking a Avaon thoughtfully. “I think shefigured it
out when Thornton detained uson Arisa.”



"Chris, | hate to disabuse you.” Avalon met his gaze. “The C20s have known since you were achild. We
confirmed why after your family died.”

He frowned, while the others regarded her quizzically. A trace of asmile crossed Avaon'slips. “Your
ability to block telepathic scansis the same mechanism that allows you repd the Others. C20s can pick
up extremes. Minds that are wide open—and ones astight as a collgpsed wormhole.™

"So that'swhy you didn't have to stick around for his scan.” Phelan regarded her with acadculating
expression. “If you can tdll if people have this ability, you can adso see when people are infected by the
Others™"

Avaon chuckled. “Don't get any ideas, Stuart. A guilelessmind is no different from achild's. They're
more susceptible to evil, but that doesn't make then guilty of wrongdoing. Now, you were saying,

Captain?'

Fd con aso was thoughtful. Exactly when had the C20s started monitoring him?“ At the end of the War,
command rank personnel who had been in combat situations or lost family were required to undergo
telescans before returning to duty. Depending on our circumstancesit was anywhere from afive-minute
random spot-scan to afull, broad-based one. | was given the full treatment. Aswas Stuart.”

"Because | led the mass evacuation of ArisaStation,” explained Phelan.
"Which saved hundreds of thousands of lives,” Avaon finished.

"Butit was mutiny.” Phelan smiled. “If the Katyl hadn't attacked, history would have painted us both as
pirates, murderers, traitors and cowards. NGC needed to confirm we weren't really that bad.”

Fa con shook his head. “Bevin knew, yet he never said aword. | sweated it until he released the
telecording transcripts, but nothing showed. And | never knew why.” Helooked at Avaon, hoping for an
answe.

"Blackmail 7" Phelan suggested.

"Hed have to admit to falsifying the transcript. It would go harder on him than me.” Falcon shrugged.
“Maybe he didn't pick it up.”

"Hedid,” said Avadon. “Bevin'sorigina telecording was not destroyed immediately.”
Every eyein theroom turned to her.

"We C20sretain and review al broad-based telecordings on anyone promoted to command rank. Once
such people reach the rank of C20 captain or are removed from consideration, we destroy the
telecordings. Chris, your ability to block would have been picked up by an eight-year old telepath.”

Falcon fdt aflash of irritation. Why hadn't she told him sooner? But he pushed it asde. He had only been
her captain for eleven days, they werein the middie of acrisgs, and he could only process so much
information. And he really did need some deegp before he could process much more. Still, it begged a
question. “Why did Bevin hideit?"

Phelan walked acrossto the LD, shoving his handsin his pockets as he went. “Interesting that Bevin was
assigned first as a post-war debriefer, then appointed to the war censoring board, and later, became an
ark ship immigration telepath. Now he's dead from the nanovirus.” He turned and added, “What's the bet
that he was on someone's—Ilike maybe a certain politician's—payroll and wastold to keep that little
piece of information back for arainy day?'



"The moment anyone used it, Bevin would have been compromised,” Mixis countered.
"But Bevin'sdead now,” Phelan replied softly.

"Mixis” Avdon said thoughtfully. “Have you submitted the full telecording transcript on the Captain to
NGC yet?'

"Not the full one, no. There hasn't been time. With al the other Command staff to do, | just sent them a
brief—the same one the media have—to dlay concerns.”

Avaon looked thoughtful “How long before youll finish it?!

"I was planning to tidy the Captain's files before we hit the Katyl sysem—afew days. But NGCisin
disarray, it'll be months before anyone gets around to reading it.” When the corners of Avalon'slips
twitched, Saav demanded, “Uh oh, you've got that ook again. What isit thistime?”

"Rope. Lotsand lots of rope.” She grinned mischievoudly. “For suspect paliticians.”



Chapter 17
December 20, 2499

"WEell be out of Dim5 soon.” Avaon was stting in the reclining chair in Mixis Saav's office, watching
Jason prepared the telecorder. L ooking forward to seeing anew star system?”

"Sure,” Jason replied hesitantly.

"Jace, one of the things you'll need to perfect before you can work as apsychologististo
compartmentalize your mind.” She leaned across and tapping him gently on hisforehead, “Hereis Jason
Saav. And about here—" She mimed a huge balloon shape to the lft of hishead “—iswhere everyone
eseiskept.”

He looked down, embarrassed. “1 know. It's just hard because some of their thoughts get you thinking,
you know? We're not just recorders.”

Avaon kicked off her lesther sandals and leaned back. The chair extended into arecliner. “ Of course
you're not. You don't have to be atelepath to pick up everyone's fears about meeting the Katyl."

"Oncethey find out wed planned to kill them with nanites—"

"They weretrying to do that to uswith Dimb5 disrupters,” sheinterrupted. “ The Katyl havetheir verson
of bigots, too, but they've also got leaders of the calibre of Captain Falcon and Ambassador Jolley. And
they're telepaths, they'll see the truth. Y ou of al people should know that. There's going to be some
cultural stumbling, but 1 think both species are mature enough to look past that.”

She took the telecorder headpiece from him and placed it over her head, “C'mon, thiswill take your
mind of the Katyl.” She closed her eyes, and remembered.

* * % %
Asegeir December 2199

Avaon looked down into the open devator shaft. Why would they have something as dangerous as that
in the middle of the deck? It ascended almost as far in the other direction.

Dorothy Am raninto the hole and lightly grasped the dim pipein the centre. “It'sagravito—a
microgravity tube.” Am tucked her legsinto aball and swiftly turned one hundred and elghty degreesin
mid-air. She disappeared, diving down into the hole without a backward glance.

"Don't worry,” said Mixis. “I'll beright behind you."

Avaon had issues with heights—but she could control it. She legpt to the tube, and clung on like alimpet
until she redlized it was like being underwater. When Mixis frowned, Avaon rolled over and
experimented with pulling hersdlf ‘up’ the shaft, telling hersdlf that in micro-gravity it made no difference.
In fact, she mumbled to hersdf in acaming litany, you could just say it's along. Hell, you've SCUBA
dived inside the propeller shafts of super tankers, thisis a breeze compared to that.

Sure, but that super tanker hadn't been a Dim5 spaceship travelling faster than light, some place waaaay
beyond Earth, and she hadn't been about to meet her two hundred year old daughter who'd turned into a
blue, catlike, three metretall dien.



Threelevels*down', Avaon nearly bumped into Am.

"Step out and lean forward,” the doctor said to her.

She did—and landed face down on the deck.

"Youdidfine” Mixisheped her up. “Y oull get the hang of it by the time we get you home."

Avaon shot her aswift look. Home? She no longer had ahome. Home was some place two hundred
years ago.

They walked aong acorridor until reaching alarge, sedled haich. Am said, “ Permisson to enter.” The
light dimmed, then the hatch did open and Am stepped in. Avaon followed, wide-eyed. They were on
themid-level of Asegeir's, three deck-high bridge. Catwalks curved around both sides of agiant
window. Below, a cockpit housed three chairs and a workstation. The enormous bridge was dark except
for the bewildering array of tiny lights and panels dong the bulkhead. The window stretched from the
floor upwards, curving overhead. It waslikeflying in ahuge hdlicopter that travelled through anight filled
with billions of gars.

People stood or sat on chairs dong the wide catwalk. A few heads turned towards them, then people
went back to whatever they were doing. Avalon's eyes were focused on the deck below. Standing in
front of the cockpit workstation, two figures were looking out through what she later learned wasthe
trangparent LD hull. She couldn't hear them, but she could see their hand and body movements—and the
twitching tall of the taller figure. Starlight illuminated their profiles. The shorter one was Captain Dak
Jassom. The other, proportionately larger but femininein build, was aMeta. Avaon blinked when the
Meta grinned and the Captain threw his head back and laughed—a shared joke. It was 0 ...
commonplace. Then Jassom turned. The Metaturned too, but Avalon could no longer see her face,
backlit asit wasby aseaof gars.

"C'mon down,” Jassom cdled, motioning to her.

Avaon looked for the steps, but there were none. Jassom frowned until Mixis stepped forward and
showed her the twin pipes, smdler versons of the shaft they'd used moments ago.

"It'sagravitor,” explained the telepath. “ Just place your hands here, step out, and gently pull down."

Jassom'slips curled in amusement, then he swiftly stepped forward and caught her in hisarms. Her
momentum was enough to make him stagger. She clung to him momentarily then pulled back,
embarrassed.

"Whoa!” he said, steadying her, “ These things take some getting used to.”

She met his eyes and saw in them surprise—and something more. He took her by the elbow and led her
to adoor in the portside bulkhead. “WEéll take thisto my day cabin,” he explained.

Avdonwasgrateful for his proximity. Although she would not andyze her emations until much later, she
unconscioudy took comfort in his position of authority; he radiated a sense of strength and safety neither
Am nor Mixis could provide.

—L ooking back on that time—Avalon said to Jason in amental asde—I can't conscioudy remember
clutching Dak's hand or Stting in his couch with him by my side. All | could recal was the face of my
daughter.—

Blue, tal, eyeswith verticdly dit irises, thick dark hair, dmost cobdt it was so shiny, growing down the



Metas back, dl the way to the base of her spine—and along, prehensiletail. The overal impression,
even the way she carried hersdlf, was predatory, catlike. And she was stunningly beautiful, despite her
dienfeatures.

Jason adjusted the telecorder when he redlized that the point of view had atered. Avaon redtricted his
perception to superficia levels, but hewas ill awed, for thiswasthe first timein history that ahuman
had ever been dlowed to see the mind—abeit through a third party—of aMeta.

Ryl had known for two centuries this moment would come. She hadn't known how or when, only that it
wasinevitable. Asahuman, she had watched her first-born diein her arms, and seen her world on fire,
asit, too, lay dying. But she had also been given hope and rebirth on the sanctuary planet, Gaia. And she
had journeyed into the world of the Mind to become Meta. She had seen the face of evil, had lost her
second, unborn child to it. But she had aso known hope, as other children were born and thrived. And
now, & last, she was seeing the fulfilment of adream.

Avaon had been amother to her for only twelve of Ryl's more than three hundred years. But Avalon was
the flesh of her flesh, blood of her blood. A mother who felt she had abandoned her daughter just days

ago.

AsaMeta, Ryl now had total recall, beginning with warm, dark redness and dull soundswhile she rested
safely in Avalon'swomb. Then pressure and pain, thrusting, squeezing as shetried to be born. Hours and
hours of it, then grasping hands and tugging, pulling back up, the wrong way, from her mother's opened
belly. Humid warmth on her skin, the light too bright; she remembered being unable to bresthe, that she
been affected by the only anaesthetic available. Her mother's mind screams of agony, cutting, tearing.
And her mind cries of joy because her baby was alive and safe and well. And breathing. Nothing else
mattered, Avalon cried in her mind between screams, for her daughter lived and was strong and healthy.

A mother'slove; the most powerful part of thelife-force, for it wasthe giver of lifeitself.

Ryl crouched before the distraught young woman, who was physically unlike the middle-aged mother she
remembered. But Avalon's aura—ah, that was unchanged. Knowing that her mother had a

well-devel oped sense of theridiculous, Ryl smiled and said, “ Time travel sesemsto have suited you; you
look years younger.”

| ... left you!” It was acry from the depths of Avalon's soul.

Sitting beside her on the couch, Ryl held her asif shewerethe child. “It'saright,” she said, over and over
again, feeling the impact of her mother's distress. “I'm here now. | knew you had no choice. | never, ever
blamed you. It'sdright, redlly. Better than dright, far, far better.”

When Avaon blindly rubbed the tears from her eyes, Ryl d-jumped atissue from anearby cleaning
room. Avalon jerked in surprise but accepted it and another, until her nose was clear. “How ... how did
you do that?’ she said.

"It'scdled d-jumping. We move things from place to place by flicking it into a different dimension. Cuts
down trave time enormoudy but plays merry hell on your frequent flier points.”

Avaon burst out laughing. Ryl knew it was amanic overreaction but she felt her mother'stension
evaporate—until Avalon saw they were donein the room.

"| asked themtoleave,” Ryl said. “They're just outside and if you'd be happier with them—"

"No!” Avaon gently touched her hand. “No, it'sfine” Then her face fell and her other hand went to her



somach. “I ... lost the boys."

Ryl nodded solemnly, and they shared alook that required no words, no platitudes. But she had one
smdl gift that might dleviate some of the pain. “I have three children now. All grown up, one with children
of hisown."

"Y ou mean not only am | agrandmother, but a great-grandmother?” Avaon smiled hesitantly.
"Ohyes. They'revery excited at the prospect of meeting you."

"They ... know?'

"All Metas know of the gifts from the Magters, the gifts from the twentieth century.” Ryl smiled.
"Gifts.?"

Ryl stood and walked to Jassom's desk. Reaching behind, she pulled out two glasses then d-jumped a
bottle of wine from her abode. “Relax and I'll tell you what | know. And what | don't know.” She
popped the cork. “ And when I'm finished, we better tell Captain Jassom, too, because the poor manis
being harassed by some very constipated NGC admirals.”

Jason felt Avalon's conscious mind take over again.—Jace—she said,—I'm not going to let you inon
those memories, because they're very persona. Asatrandator, Ryl is, of course, an extremely powerful
telepath, so we shared things on adeeply persond levd. There's nothing you don't dready know from
historical facts.

—Being ateepath places you in the unique position of empathizing with situations you have never, and
with any luck, will never have to experience. Y ou've learned to tune out peopl€'s thoughts so thoroughly
that you're dmost as mind-deaf as a non-telepath until you choose to scan. It's anecessary ability or
you'd go insane, as many unrecognized telepaths did after most of humankind abandoned such abilities
60,000 years ago. That, of course, wastheir first mistake. But that's another story. For now, just know
that Ryl shared with me the memories of her childhood, of the time after | was taken, of pain and loss,
pleasure and growth, of her life as an adult and when she went to Gaia, and of Gaiaand the Great
Ones—the great humpback whales. For your purposes, it was the meeting we had with the Command
crew some hours later that gave them al the answers they were going to get, at least for avery long
time—

Avaon took up the story from Jassom's point of view.

When they'd discovered her in the cargo bay, Dak had assumed Avalon was Sixteen or seventeen years
old. Her sdlf-assurance and concern for the welfare of his crew spoke of someone considerably older.
Mixis had telepathically communicated to him that it was more likely asurviva strategy, aneed to assess
her situation. When held pressed Saav for details, sheld admitted that she could not read Avalon.
Something vast and unfathomable extended like a curtain acrossthe girl's mind.

Dak wasn't surprised to learn that appearance notwithstanding, Avalon was forty-seven years old. He
was a0 relieved. It had been extremdy disturbing to find himsdlf physically attracted to someone who
gppeared little more than achild.

When the Meta had d-jumped onto Asegeir's bridge, she had been uncharacterigticaly deferentia. Ryl
had asked if, after meeting Avaon, she could stay for dinner, and if the entire Command crew could join
them. It would be better, shed said, to explain what she knew in one sitting. Then they could each submit
reportsto NGC and that, she'd added, should keep NGC off his back.



With aninvitation like that, Jassom was hardly about to say no.

Ryl had refused to discuss Avaon until after the medl. Instead, sheld entertained them with anecdotes,
especially about the antics of the creatures that shared her abode, currently trailing Asegeir at 30,000
kilometres. The Metas spheroid space ship was a self-contained forest habitat composed entirely of
organic materias. She had just finished telling them about the first time she'd tried to open awormhole
and how the thing collapsed on her before sheld pulled the ship through. The effect on the animals sharing
her abode had been morefarcicd than distressing. The effect on Asegeir's chief physicist was priceless.
Just hours before, hed been arguing with the engineer about the theoretica nature of wormholes, and
now he was dining with someone who opened them with no more thought than he invested in opening the
hatch to his quarters.

Dak couldn't tell if the Metawas atrand ator/communicator or a heder/creator. Both could readily
d-jump their ships across space. Ryl had produced a haf dozen bottles of wine for dinner, but he wasn't
about to ask whether sheld taken them from her abode or created them.

"Where did you get thiswinefrom?” asked the physicist. He picked up the bottle from the dining table
and stared at the label, Two Paddocks. “It'sexcdlent!”

"New Zedand.” The Meta chuckled a physicist'sexpression. “| generaly stock up whenever I'm there."

Dak wondered if Avalon understood until shesaid, “I suspect ‘ created” wineisn't quite the same asthe
origind.”

"It defiesundergtanding!” Ryl laughed. “Molecularly identica or nat, it tastes like vinegar!™

Avaon's quick mind and easygoing nature made it easy for Dak to forget that she had, just the day
before, been displaced two hundred years. But that wasn't the only reason he was attracted to her. No
matter how you cut it, she was beautiful. Long, raven hair framed aface that seemed somehow exatic.
Perhapsit was her olive skin or the dight dmond tilt to her blue eyes, dight with intelligence and ahint of
mischief. Or perhapsit was the graceful way she carried hersdlf; the beauty of youth encapsulating the
wisdom of maturity. So much genetic diversity had been lost during the years of the Rhesus plague—

Thereit was again, that odd sensation of being examined. He turned and looked at the Meta.

"Please thank your chef for afinemed, Captain,” said Ryl. “And | thank you for your hospitdity.” She
moved her chair back and spped the wine. “The Masters do not always answer our questions. As
frustrating as that can be, advance knowledge of something can prevent adesired outcome. A long time
ago Albert Eingtein said, when referring to the cosmos, * God does not play dice. A haf century later
another scientist, Stephen Hawking, disagreed. *Not only does God play dice with the Universe—he
sometimes casts them where they can't be seen.” The search for them can sometimes be dangerous,
sometimes fun, and always interesting.

"Humans are no longer one species.” Ryl gently rolled the dark liquid around her glass. “While some of
usregressed amillion years and legped into afuture that might have been, becoming Metas, the Rhesus
plague on Earth removed ahuge chunk of humanity, taking with it avery specid gene. Asyou reach out
to the stars, to explore new worlds, to seek the sanctuary planet, Gaia, you will meet other species and
Stuationsthat tel epaths cannot deal with. A dangeroustoy, Dim5 trave, for it opensyou to predation. As
asmdl gift to help you on your journey, to warn you when the path to be trodden is perhaps not the
safest one, twenty-five men and women from the twentieth century were taken, adjusted dightly and
delivered to you. These arethe C20s."

"C20s?’ The physicigt's eyebrows furrowed.



"It'san abreviation,” said the engineer. “Didn't you ever take |lecture notes when you studied history?
C18, eighteen century, C19, nineteenth century—"

"And C20, okay, | got it."

"Although al are Rh-negative, the C20's genetic heritage was ot during the plague years,” Ryl
continued. “ The Magters have chosen to reintroduce that into humanity. But they have given you much
more than afew logt genes, for the C20s’ abilities have aso been switched on where they once lay
dormant.”

Dorothy Am leaned forward in anticipation. “Which abilities?'
"Future memories. Memories of thingsthat will take place.”
"How can you remember something that hasn't happened?” Am queried.

"Who'sto say it hasn't? Y ou use Dim5 as a shortcut through space-time—Dimd. The ‘laws of Dim5
physics don't defy fourth dimensiona physics because they operate outside of them. We use
Dim6—wormholes—as a shortcut through Dim4 and Dim5. The Masters also use it to access other
universes, in the same way that the Others use Dim6 to reach us from the 666th universe. Future
memories are glimpses of Dim4 through the lens of Dim6. Y ou can't interfere or interact with them, but
you get aringside seat to possibilities. Choices. Consequences.”

"That'sit, that'swhat | was seeing. It makes sense!l” cried Saav excitedly. “We can find away to
measureit, just like we could measure telepathic abilitiesin Dim5 once we set up a—"

The Meta's upraised hand stopped her. “No. Y ou may not measure the C20s' ahilities. Y ou may not
scan them. Y ou may run medicd tests on them but only if they agree. And if they are injured you are not
to minister to them. No nanites, no amniotanks, nothing but adrip-feed.”

"But...I” Am looked gppalled.
Dak watched Avaon. Her face was passive.

"No buts. If | should hear of such athing—and | will know of it immediately,” the Metawarned, “1 will
be displeased. The Dwinswill be displeased and the Kwilloys will be displeased. And so will the
Magters"

"How can you do that to them!” Am demanded.

Avaon sad, “ Because we have been changed. We're no longer quite human. At therisk of being
melodramatic...” She picked up alaser knife. Unsure how it worked, she handed it to Jassom. “ Can you
St that to one centimetre deep?”

Guessing what was coming, hedid so.
"Thank you.” Avalonimmediately ran it across her wrigt.

Chairs were pushed back, and gasps of horror circled the room. Only Jassom seemed unfazed by the
sght of arterid blood spurting out and hitting the table. Abruptly, the blood flow stopped. Seconds later
the wound appeared to be days old. A minute after that, it had vanished.

Dak turned to the Meta. “Did you do that?"

Ryl shook her head. “I'm atrand ator/communicator, not a healer/creator.”



—I thought as much,—hereplied.

—Avaonisavauable asset to you, Sr, acompliment to your own exceptiona abilities. It will take you
timeto adjug, asit will take Avalon timeto find her placein afuture barely dreamed by her, but it will be
awonderful synergy, that | can guarantee—Ryl's eyes crinkled in amusement.

Dak inclined hishead in gratitude.

The entire Command crew ill clustered about the C20, trying to find a non-existent scar. After afew
minutes the room settled down and everyone returned to their chairs.

Ryl looked at her mother. A tender smile crossed her face. “ Avaon's abilities will not mature for some
years. But in time shewill be ableto re-grow alost arm in aweek. Make no mistake, thereis ill pain
and trauma, but her body sdlf-repairs quickly.”

"So, Avaon here can seeinto the future, and she's self-healing, which undoubtedly meanslongevity.” Am
was ticking each feature off on her fingers. “What e se? Can she hedl others?’

Avaon laughed. “No, I'm not aMeta. | can't manipulate my body; it doesit by itsdlf.”

"Astowhat ese” Ryl replied. “ Thisis perhaps the most difficult for you to comprehend, and | know
NGC will gag onit. The C20s are bonded to each of the shipsthey were gifted to. For life."

"Bonded?’ The physicist looked troubled.

"Itsalife-tie. It will take the C20s decades—centuries—to explore this gift, but in some way each of
these shipsisaive with the life-forces of dl that they are grown from and al that live within them. It isnot
alife-forcelike aplanet, neverthdessit isared entity. Avaon's future memorieswill protect the ship, and
the ship in turn will nurture her in astrange, wonderful symbiosis.

"Thelife-tiedlowsthe C20sto leave their shipsat any time, but they will berecdled, like an objectina
rubber band at the end of its stretch, if they are separated by more than ahundred million kilometres. The
d-jump will be ingtantaneous. Their shipswill dso recdl themif they are badly injured or inimmediate

danger of dying.”
"What ... if the ship itsdf is destroyed?’ asked the engineer.

"Then they will be d-jumped to the nearest viable habitat, planet or ship, and their ties severed until
another ship bearing the same nameis grown. During that time they will be free to travel throughout the
gaaxy. If, during the period when they are not bound to any ship, they areinjured, their life-tieto Earth
will return them there viaawormhole, just as Avaon was delivered to you from Earth of two hundred
yearsago."

Dak was amused at the looks the engineer and physicist were exchanging. All of them, himsdf included,
had learned more in the last few hours than alifetime of study. Now all they had to do waswork out the
guestions to these incredible answers. His amusement faded when he considered the woman beside him.
A gift. Endaved to aship for life.

—No,—RYyl said clearly into his mind.—Partnered, not endaved and not for her life-time, for the
life-time of thisship. In exchange for her service shewill live aslong aswe Metas. Ten thousand years,

perhaps more—
Watching the Meta, he asked Avaon, “How do you fed about this?'



Mixis smultaneoudy said,—I can't even read Avaon'semotions and | not darerisk amore direct scan
while the Metaiis on board—And you will not risk one when | have departed—Ryl spoke to them
both.

Saav paled. The Metawas right. NGC were going to choke.

" ... don't know.” Avaon looked uncertain. “I've heard what Ryl hastold me. I've seen the physical
evidence of what | am, but it's going to me awhileto figureit dl out.”

Jassom's eyes narrowed. “ Alright, Meta, you cdled them gifts. Why gift them to us?'

Ryl downed thelast of her wine. “They're early warning devices,” shereplied grimly. “Believe me, youre
going to need them.”



Chapter 18
0930hrs, December 19, 2499

Facon sat at hisworkstation on Asegeir's bridge, drumming hisfingers on his datapad. In fifteen minutes
they would leave Dim5 and enter space. He stared at the opaqued LD. Prior to Dim5 engines being
taken offline, he would order it clear, so they could peer into adimension that norma physicsdidnt like
to talk about. A fifth dimension, without which they could not trave to other star systems, would not have
ark ships or the technology to clean Earth, or visit adozen dien worlds. Without which they would not
need C20s.

Heturned his eyesto the hidden C20 a cove on the upper portside deck of the bridge, knowing she was
there, wondering if shewould join him. Unlikely.

For the past two weeks she'd been a soothing, almost invisible presence aboard Asegeir. A suggestion
here, acomment there, afew hours spent untangling an engineering problem, or forty-three straight hours
with the nanotechs, developing avaccine for the Katyl nanovirus. Avaon Davo was exactly as promised,
amulti-purpose tool, an unobtrusive support mechanism, acomforting, ever-present, dependable ding
carrying them al. Hed missed that. The last time he could recall fedling like that had been with Hanna.

He checked the time. Eleven minutesto their arrival in Katyl space. Eleven minutesto greeting the
speciesthat had killed hiswife and son by sending them headlong into Sol eleven years ago. HEd learned
from Temdt that, mercifully, Hannaand Asher had died before the launch of the ship. Ash had tackled
one of the big Katyl, pulled aknife, and plunged it into the guard's torso. The guard had retaliated,
snapping Ash's neck then doing the same to Hannawho'd used the distraction to go for hisface. Both
had been dead before hitting the deck, and the guard, struck in avita organ, had died soon after. The
hatch had been closed and the ship sent into the sun. It was asmall comfort, for the others on board had
suffered the horror of suffocation and burning aive, while Asher and Hanna had died fighting; awarrior's
death, quick and clean.

The hands of the antique brass chronometer moved ponderoudy. In ten minutes he would see an armada
of ships he had never fought directly, for hed lingered at the entrance of Warrior's medops, believing his
career to be over. If he could block scans he was awildcat telepath, which was just fine and dandy, but
wildcats were never promoted above lieutenant precisaly because their talents were wild, unknown and
therefore untamesable. Asfate would have it, he'd had no choice but to take command of arag-tag fleet
of busted ships and broken bodies. And the one person he could have turned to, the one person who
had known his dreams, he'd flushed from the fighter decks like garbage.

They'd never even found his brother's body.
Besdehim, Vol sad, “Nine minutes, ar."

In nine minutes he would see space again. Stars would burgt into the sky, contracting like fireworksin
reverse, red shifting stresks moving backwards, then blue shifting until finally the colours would codesce
into shining slver diamonds. It was astar system he had come to know well—too well—while sneaking
in and attacking like amosguito, buzzing, drawing blood but never doing any real damage. The fireworks
had been different, too, not just coalescing stars but ships burning the last gasps of oxygen, exploding in
gpace, piecesflying inamillion directionsto travel for years, centuries, until caught in the gravitationa pull
of aplanet—or amillion years hence, in some distant sun. He wondered how many pieces of Katyl
bodies orbited their sunin perpetua memorid to al he had killed.



The chronometer hands moved again. Eight minutes. He automaticaly replied to systems checks, and had
afind conversation with the new Katyl warleader, Kamet. Kd, the previous warleader who had ordered
Hannaand Asher killed, had died of old age. Kalmet had spent the last € even years studying human war
strategies. Falcon wondered what the warleader had made of Sun Tzu. And Temsit, the captain of the
ship that had carried out Ka's orders, what had happened to Temsit in those eleven years?

I'm sorry Hanna, that | couldn't trade just one of Temsit's five wives and many sons for yours and
Asher'slives, but | was not given that choice.

Hefdt Hanna then, her softness and warmth. For aflegting moment he heard his son'slaughter, felt the
touch of Ash'shair. A child, perfect and pure. But the touch turned into the soft hand of the C20 who sat
beside him, her eyesfilled with concern.

"Hello, C20.” He smiled sadly, dmost vacantly and turned his hand to clasp hers, drawing from this
strange and wonderful fedling, thislife-force that she said he was somehow part of.

"The Others. They're here, trying to use you."

"l ... know. | felt my son, heard hislaughter, the touch of my wife. They're good memories, C20. Nothing
can take that away. No thing can distort what they were to me and fashion them into awegpon of hatred
and vengeance. Hannakilled, asdid I, as| will again if necessary. But never for pleasure. | couldn't do it
thenand | can't do it now. | ... can hear them, see them, smiling, telling meto go on, to carry their
memory in my heart, into memories of the future as beautiful as ones pagt.”

He felt something withdraw, dropping him asif burned. The fog in hismind cleared. Abruptly, he turned
to the C20. The words he'd uttered were pieces of hissoul, not things to be spoken of aloud.

Avalon grasped his hand tighter. “Warn Commander Phelan to double security. You'vejust repelled a
rather pointed, personal attack and there are some very ticked-off Others—or parts of them, their
minions, whatever, I've never been able to individudize them. Anyway, they've gone hunting for prey
elsawhere because your little mind game turned around and bit them. They don't like that.”

Fa con's eyes hardened. They had deliberately distracted him. He gave the order to Phelan then said to
her, “They went after you, too, didn't they?"

"Likeyour memories of your family, my memories of past Asegeirs and dl who travelled on them were
good.” Avaon sat back in the cockpit chair and returned hislook. “Memories make uswho we are. We
can either take strength and love from a dozen years of good memories or let hatred fester because of a
momentary bad one. | retain the bad memories only when they teach me something, not when they feed

"Hveminutes, Sr,” said VVal.

He caught an odd expression on Vol's face—and looked up and around at awave of restlessness
passing through the bridge.

"Two paths, two choices, two roads into afuture you will never see but your sons and daughterswill,”
Avaon cdled. “Mignterpret what comes now and one road alone remains open. Once taken, you will go
free but your children must take on the burden of your mistake, as you are burdened with the mistakes of
my generation. Take care what you do these next minutes.”

The darkness dunk away, leaving in itswake a bridge crew aware that something wrong had just passed
over them. The C20's words had pulled them back to attention. The Captain had warned them,



repeetedly, what to expect when they left Dim5. Something had tried to make them forget.

So, the Others didn't want humanity forging an aliance with the Katyl, hun? Well, dl the more reason to
make sure nothing went wrong. “ Cdl Kamet again,” Falcon ordered.

"Sir, onling” the communications officer replied. Therewere no visuds. The Katyl didn't normdly use
technology to communicate. The radio Kalmet had ingtalled in hisfighter had been a gift from Falcon
devenyearsearlier.

"Y ou felt them too, Captain?’ Kamet said in hisguttural voice.

"l don't like being used.” Falcon ignored the muffled gasps behind him; he had no time to explain to the
crew. What mattered was that Kalmet understood.

"Neither do we Katyl. It isagood omen.” Kamet's voice held surprise.
Fdcon'slipscurled in satisfaction. “I hope your welcoming party can fend it off."

"Fend them off,” Kamet corrected. “Not many, but nasty, young, inexperienced, or they would not have
bothered with you, for your mind cannot be used that way."

The conversation bewildered most of the bridge crew, but it was clear to those who mattered. Falcon
saw Avaon'slook of intenseinterest. The Katyl could not only fed the Others, they could define them.

Avaonsad, “A digraction can be just as deadly under the right circumstances.”
Vol turned to Falcon. “Two minutesto Dim5 exit, Sr. Shall | clear the LD?
"Thank you, Captain Vol. I'll see you soon, Kamet."

"I'm glad it was you who returned, Warbird. Soon."

The connection was broken, The bridge was dark except for the status and workstation lights, and the
disconcerting, depthless void of Dim5. Falcon fdlt the tension mounting, felt the presence of every one of
the crew asthe peculiar silence of expectation mounted. His mind expanded until he sensed the delicate
touch of every life form on board, millions of soft lights, each one precise yet part of the greater whole
that created a powerful rightness. Then he saw a momentary digtortion, like oily water. The Otherswere
lurking, ready to pounce. “Alright, people, stay aert and remember what | said. They'll have the entire
armadawaiting for us and they'll be letting off fireworks."

"Just like abunch of hooligans.” Avaon released hishand, stood from her chair and waked towards the
LD.

Fal con's broader perception faded and his awareness focussed within the bridge. “ A suggestion, C20. Sit
back down. It'snot an ... easy experience.

Avaon turned to him, grinning likeachild. “1 like surprises.

"Lock down al weapons,” Falcon ordered.

"Sir?” Weapons Officer Lieutenant Fielding's voice was uncertain.
Facon frowned. “Lock down all weapons, my command only."

"But sir, what if—"



Heturned and stared at Fielding, sensing the oiliness gathered around the lieutenant.
Fielding gulped. “Wegpons locked down, Sir. Y our command only.”

"Thank you, Mr. Fidding."

"Five seconds, Sr,” said the nav officer.

Avaon strode to the centremost point of the bridge and sat down on the floor. Falcon smiled and shook
hishead. A nineteen year old girl in jeans, white T-shirt and leather sandals was Sitting cross-legged in the
middle of hisbridge just as—streaks of light burst acrossthe LD. The dazzling display dowed then
stopped. It was hard to tell how many stars there were, for the space they had entered wasn't only filled
with thelights of distant suns and even more distant galaxies, it wasfilled with the lights of athousand
massive warships.

Silent panic screamed through the bridge. Falcon could smell the stench of terror from the crew, fed the
oiliness sttling over them, gluey and insidious. Ten thousand photonic beams shattered the darkness as
the armada opened fire on them. A rain of devastation lanced at Asegeir, but at the last moment, the
rainbow lights curved and twisted in spird patterns, dancing past their vison. Bursting pyrotechnics sent a
multitude of geometric shapes across space. Small ships, Katyl fighters, flew straight at them, pedling of f
at thelast moment, sending proximity aarms screeching through the bridge.

"Belay tha—"

Vol had aready punched the manua override. “If one of those jocks migudges and hitsus,” she
muttered. “Hell wind up asabug splat on the hull.”

The photonics, of course, were adifferent matter. Asegeir's LD hull was designed to absorb or deflect a
continuous burst—yhut not from athousand ships for a sustained period.

The crew were too well trained to be stunned into immobility. And that was the concern, for every
ingtinct demanded they take evasive action, open retdiatory fire, do something—anything but stand
there and camly accept imminent annihilation.

Mixis Saav sat in her chair behind Falcon. As Command telepath, her primary job wasto keep
Command personnd and bridge crews safe, sound, and mentally whole. Many here, hersdlf included,
had experienced the wrong end of aKatyl attack. But while they had escaped the old Asegeir ina
shuttle, Avalon had been standing on the bridge when it was destroyed. Mixis also knew exactly what to
expect from aKatyl war cry, amark of respect for awarrior of equa strength. No doubt it wouldn't
have been quite S0 ... overdone, except it was Falcon, the one they called Warbird, now returning after
an eeven-year truce.

She began to relax when she felt the bridge crew control their terror, trusting in the skipper to know
exactly what he was doing. Mixiswatched their faces, illuminated by the multitudinous explosions. Their
eyes were torn between thefiery display, Falcon, and the C20, their fingers poised over control panels,
waiting for orders.

One person, however, waslosing the struggle. Mixis sensed Fidding's mind snagp into panic. Before she
could speak, Vol had pinned the lieutenant with her gaze. He was franticaly trying to bring wegpons
back online. “Fielding, stand down,” Vol ordered.

No one spoke, no material or paper rustled, no cups clattered and no soft heelswalked the catwalks.
The burgting lights and screaming fighters were mute, for the fury playing out only metres away waswithin



the dead soundlessness of space. Just one noise: Fielding desperately punching the manua weapons
controls.

"I said,” Vol repeated camly, “stand down. If they were attacking you'd have been dead long before you
attempted the first entry.”

Felding looked up, histerrified eyes wavering between the Captain and VVol.

"Stand down, son, it'sdright,” Vol added quietly, maintaining eye contact with him.

Fielding swallowed and ceased his desperate hand movements. But Mixisfdt his resentment.
Twenty minutes later, it was dl over.

"Fity there were no sound effects.” Avaon jumped up and walked to her cockpit chair. “It would have
been very cool.”

"'Coal',” echoed Vol, deadpan.

"Very.” Genuine pleasurelit the C20'sface. “Well Captain Falcon, you sure know how to impressagirl.
What's next?’ She curled her feet under her in afamiliar pose.

"Next'?’ Vol replied. “C20, do | takeit you were entertained by thét little ... performance?’

"Surel” Avaon looked around in apparent surprise at the dozens of faces glued to the LD. * Captain
Fa con warned us what to expect, and we got just that, didn't we? So why is everyone looking like they
need to change their shipsuit pants?!

Mixis exchanged lookswith VVol.

"We have aweek'strave to their homeworld at anice, steady pace,” explained Falcon. “ The Katyl
warleader's coming over in afew minutes, then most of these shipswill bresk off and return to Katylgar
by Dim5."

"Oh.” Avaon stood. She sounded somewhat disappointed. “Well, when will you lift the LD redtriction
outs de Command Sector, S0 that civilians can see our hosts?"

"When Kadmet arrives and most of this fleet backs off from proximity darm distance.”

"I'll speak to the public reations galsif you like but that was the best show I've seen since Ryl took me
through an erupting volcano in an energy bubble. Overlay it with the 1812 Overture—complete with
synchronized cannons—and release it for general consumption in the Dome and you'll get standing room
only. And,” she added as an afterthought, “invite the Katyl Warleader. He's bound to get abuzz out of al
the oohs and aaahs. Cool.” Avaon nodded her head in affirmation and strode to the exit. “Very, very,

Nervous chuckles quickly turned to alow hum of excited conversation. The relief was palpable. Except
for Fidding, Mixiswaswdl satisfied. The prerequisites for working the bridge on any NGC ship were
not just intelligence and quick thinking but exceptional persond fortitude. Bridge crew could not afford to
panic. Ever. But post-reactions were a naturd result of contained stress. Avaon's response to the
nightmare reception had done more to dleviate Mixis workload than a dozen hours of counselling.

Eveninthe dark, Falcon's smile was evident. “Is she dwayslike that?'

"Best psychologist in this sector of space,” replied Mixis.



"How,” Vol pondered in aquiet voice, “did the Magters choose the C20s? Or isit the wisdom of age
that givesthem such sdflessness?!

"Maybealittle of both,” Facon replied.
Falcon, too, waswell pleased at the crew's reaction—but not his earlier distraction by the Others.

The Others. It was still amystical term, even after five hundred years. Metaphysical diensfrom another
dimension that fed, literally, on fear and pain, anger and devastation. Anti-life, the Metas caled them.
Humans had once called them demons, forces of darkness, lords of chaos. They hadn't been wrong. That
wasthe Others' god; to return the universe to the chaos of non-life before space and time began.
Meanwhile, they glutted themselves on whatever terror they could incite. So why stop now, here? Was
Kamet right in that it wasjust ahandful of lesser Others? A *hey, what have we got to lose’ gesture?

He watched the Katyl armada ped away to resume their norma duties, then he called Phelan. “Any
problems?’

"Just complaints about not being ableto see out, sir.”

"Alright, Commander. Visuds are now online.”” He manudly cleared the rest of Asegeir's LD. Only the
hemisphere that faced the system'’s sun remained an almost opaque sky blue—athough the image of
Earth's sun had gone. Inits place wasthered, dighter smaler but somewhat yellower Katyl sun, Ka.

"Thank you, sir.” Phelan sounded relieved. Behind him, curses and raised voi ces dropped away to
mumbles and phraseslike, * About bloody timée'.

Facon smiled. “ Commander, | suggest you liaise with the C20. The PR office will release arecording of
the wel coming committee for distribution to entertainment facilities.”

"Thank you, sir. Y ou hear that? So stop your damned whining and go bother Command Sector PR,”
Phelan said before the comunit cut him off.

Vol chuckled. “What's a bet the same entertainment licenseeswill complain twice asloudly when thefirst
patrons lose control of their sphincters?”

"No bet, Captain.” Facon noticed asmaller ship leave one of the battle cruisers. His datapad brought up
the readings. “ Digplay arriving ship on view screen.”

Theimage magnified onthe LD insert. A cluster of Six engines and six wegpons ports surrounded the
egg-shaped one-man fighter. A second LD insert showed multiple readouts.

"Life forms present. One carbon based. Wegpons status, each nacelle shows full photon charges, air,”
Felding reported nervoudly.

"Thank you, Mister Fielding. We can seethat.” Falcon's voice contained an edge. It wasn't asif Fielding
hadn't been on Asegeir's bridge before, both in redl and in smulated situations. Perhgps the promotion
had gone to his head.

"Should | unlock wegpons systems now, Sir?"

Vol turned and glared at the weapons officer. “Fielding, why don't you return to your work station and
do meafull run-up on our weapons systems? I'd like everything, including backup proceduresin the
event the primary bridge is rendered inoperable. Ensign Davies, take over wegpons pads.”



Like Saav, Falcon was pleased that the rest of the bridge crew had westhered the encounter without
flinching. And Vol was anticipating his orders by half asecond, something he had come to expect of her.
She was going to make afine C20 captain one day. “ Open LD doorsin the Command shuttle and fighter
decks,” hesad. “ Traffic officer, you have control. The incoming Katy! fighter has been briefed on our
procedures and is accustomed to gravity shield doors. Use our magnetic grapples, the materia of hisship
will accept them, then bring him into Fighter Bay One. Hiscommand of Standard languageis excellent so
treet him like any incoming dignitary.”

Formally handed control to the duty officer, Falcon motioned Vol to precede him to the gravitor.
Earthgov and NGC officias had spent deven years making elaborate plansfor the officid ‘first” meeting
with the Katyl. They'd seemed obliviousto the fact that Falcon had single-handedly ended the War. John
Laycock and, later, Ambassador Jolley had spent many anight picking his brains. Those long sessions
had given him further insight into the Katyl and helped him to come to termswith his own loss. HEd been
gratified when Laycock and Jolley privately informed him that they would be ignoring NGC's protocal in
dedling with the Katyl in favour of his approach. Whileit wastrue that the Katyl regarded their femalesas
little better than beloved pets, the reptilian beings knew that in order to understand human warcodes they
must first understand humanity. The Katyl had never dedlt with femaesin positions of power, so Falcon
had decided to press senior ranking women on them at every opportunity, starting with Vol.



Chapter 19
1920hrs, December 19, 2499

"Our problem,” said Kamet, wiping hisyelow, lipless mouth with awhite cloth napkin, “isthat we area
very structured society. Hidebound, as humanswould say. Fixed in our ways, oversaturated with
traditions, we have become inflexible. Like you, we recognize the metaphysical crestures you call Others.
For two thousand years, we avoided warring amongst ourselves by warring on lesser species.”

Fa con was more entertained by the reactions of the dinner guests than by Kamet's lecture. None of the
councillors had ever been this close to the species that had tried to wipe them out. Kalmet, on the other
hand, had indeed spent the intervening years sudying human customs. Now, exposed to the most foreign
aspect of al—afemae warrior-leader—he had adopted Vol as his preferred dinner companion.

"What happened before you came into contact with off-world species?” Vol asked.

"Once, numerous species of pre-humans shared the lands of your planet. In your oceans, until the
Masters took them away many species of cetaceans shared the watersin harmony if not alwaysin peace.
On Katylgar there has only ever been one sentient species either on the land or beneath the waters.

"We were much like early humans. All of our aggressions focused on the hunt, the need to work together
to survive.” He brought his six-fingered hands together in avery human gesture of harmony. “We had no
concept of ownership or territory and we were few in number, so we had no need to compete with one
other. Katylgar gifted usall that we could want. We used fire, stone and bone tools, and we developed a
relationship with migratory herbivores. We protected them from carnivores and in turn took from their
herds the old and injured to supply usfood and clothing, shelter and tools. | do not think the Others
bothered much with usin those days, for when we fought—and we fought often—it was againgt the
carnivores that preyed on the herds.”

Kamet sat back and crossed one double-jointed leg over the other. He was clothed in the beautifully
crafted, many-coloured furs and lesthers of the animals he referred to. The clothes were elegant rather
than gaudy, practical more than decorative.

"Then the Gwyen came from the stars seeking minerasto build their Dim5 drives.” He brushed afew
crumbs from his pants. “ The Gwyen were good beings that found what they needed on the barren moons
and agteroids of our system. They cameto Katylgar and asked if they might trade with us. We did not
understand at first; we had no comprehension that the lights in the sky were the hearth fires of distant
worlds. But, like us, the Gwyen were tel epaths, and we learned fast. They insisted that one day, when we
left our planet we would rightfully clam all the barren worldsin our system, and thuswe must be
remunerated for what they took. They taught usto develop our natural telepathic talents and to never hurt
theland. The technology they gave uswaswhat you now use to build vessels much like thisark ship,
athough they did not use nanites to hasten the process.

"For hundreds of yearswe lived thus, travelling to other sysemswith the Gwyen, learning their
technology, learning their wisdom. Then came the ones for whom we have no name. Our old Stories say
they were the Others manifested in physical form, but | do not think so, for they were not tel epaths.”

"An arrogant species with stolen Dim5 technology, they took what they wanted without respect or regard
for the life-force.” Kamet's hairless, green-speckled brow furrowed in ahumanlike frown. “They killed
thousands of us—and all the Gwyen. It was through these namel ess ones that we came to understand
how the Others feed upon fear and hatred. We fought back using the tools the Gwyen had given us. But



knowing nothing of warfare, we employed the same strategy that we had devised against our carnivores,
sheer brute force and overwhelming numbers, cutting off the leadersfirgt, then killing the pack subgroups
beforefinishing him off.

"Wefollowed the namel ess onesto their worlds and waited until their forces were few, then we attacked
with no mercy. Having isolated the head, we systematically destroyed the body until nothing remained. |
think it was then that the Others claimed us, for despite the pain of destruction that we inflicted on the
life-force of their worlds, we had become drunk on the results of our blood thirst.

"There were those amongst us who recognized that, once we were infected by the Others, there was no
turning back. We had eaten from your proverbiad forbidden fruit and we had to live with the
consequences. And o, rather than turning this newlborn aggression upon ourselves, we devel oped
warcodes and vented our Otherness on |esser species.”

Vol said, “When humans discovered the Katyl had known of the Othersfor centuries, they derided them
for their war against innocents. Then our xenosociologists countered that, although we caled the Others
by different names—Satan, Bedlzebub, the devil—and devel oped wegpons—religious lawvs—to fight
them, we turned these weapons upon ourselves, and wreaked more human suffering and subsequent
degradation to Earth's life-force than the Katyl ever did.”

"So what are you saying, Kamet?'Y ou've found something in human warcodes you like?” Facon's eyes
twinkled. It had been Kalmet who had been most opposed to his requested boon.

"Even better,” Kamet replied with adeep belly laugh. He raised hisyelow-pamed handsinto the air.
“Sport! We never developed competitive sport, for all our aggressions was turned outward, never
agang oursaves.”

"By the Origins!” Ambassador Jolley stared a Kamet in shock. “Of course! Why did none of us seeit
before?'

"Wait aminute.” Falcon put down hiswine glass. “Y ou have games, you train your troops, you must have
developed...” Hisvoicetrailed off. Surdly it had to be somewhere?

"No, Captain, they haven't!” Jolley said excitedly.

Falcon shot the Ambassador a sceptica 1ook. Jolley had dedicated many more years than he to studying
Katyl culture. Still...

"Evenin combat training they use smulators and robots,” Jolley added. “ They have menta gamesfor
recreation, and they hone physica skillsin non-competitive sports that are neverthel ess dangerous and
taxing. Rock and ice climbing, free diving to spear those horriblejelyfish creatures, sailing and skiing, and
bareback riding on their herbivores. But the concept of competing against one another rather than
working together to defeat a common enemy—indigenous predators or infection by the Others—is
foreign. To take from another Katyl isto take from themselves™

"Which explains your ingbility to adjust your tactics mid-stride.” Falcon's eyeslit in understanding. “Y ou
never learned anything but one offensive dtrategy.”

The council members|ooked uneasy. Kamet laughed and dapped Falcon on the back. “Y es, my friend.
Welearned to move as one. One mind, one body, one objective at atime, overcoming by sheer force of
numbers. It was how we evolved to protect the herd beasts. We learned early that most other species
we supplanted—or defeated—were not teepathic. When communications between their home world
and outposts were cut, they floundered.”



" S0, you've traded war for competitive sport?*

Kamet laughed again. “Not quite. As| said, we are aproud, inflexible race, but it is necessary that we
change, evolve, for we were thrust from the plainsto the stars without learning temperance along the
way. Y ou humans crawled and toddled, walked, then ran headlong towards the cliff for 14,000 years.
Instead of flying, you fell and plunged amost to extinction. It has taken you four hundred yearsto recover
and find the right path. We Katyl missed that technologica evolution, but we a so missed much that was
hard learned along the way. It istimethat changed. Aswarleader, | can say that most of our clan leaders
now seethe valuein our learning from each other.”

"Mogt, but not dl?” Governor Gordon spoke for thefirst time.

"Not al,” Kamet replied. “For we are no more of the same heart and mind, than humansare. Thereare
those amongst you who would prefer to destroy uswith the small machinesyou cal nanites. And there
are those amongst uswho would till wage war upon you."

Gordon sucked in his breath. Falcon's eyes caught the warleader's and he said to Gordon, “Of al the
Katyl, | hadn't expected Kamet to be so pragmatic, but his species is telepathic. They don't have
ridiculous lawsto protect the guilty whilst innocent victims suffer, so you're congtantly being telepathically

Mixis patted the Governor's now shaking hand. “ Don't worry, Gus. Like human telepaths, the Katyl are
accustomed to filtering genuineill intent from the jumbled emotionsin peoples’ minds. They may not
follow the same code of slence aswe telepaths, but they're just as astute in eva uating peopl€strue
natures.”

Governor Gordon quickly poured himsdlf another glass of wine.

Kamet added, “I was disturbed, at firdt, at the intensity of emotions aboard this ship and indeed,
amongst many of you, even asyou St here. Y our fear and hatred are greater enemies than we Katyl. We
never hated our adversaries; we respected them. Although they kill uswe do not hate the carnivores that
prey on the herd beasts, for they are an integral part of the life-force of Katylgar. Asyour good Captain
Vol pointed out, we hated and feared the un-named ones who daughtered the Gwyen. It saddens me
that you perceive us as we perceived them.

"Although we are telepathic, we do not fee empathy for those outside our world. That iswhy the clan
leader indsted you live on Katylgar, so the Katyl will fed your true natures and you, in turn, will fed and
understand the true nature of the Katyl. Thisisthe only way to put aside your fear and loathing and help
our people redize the changes we must make in our society.”

Turning back to Vol, he asked, “Where isthe one you cal C20? The gift from the Masters?'
"Ah ... the C20sdon't socidize, at least not at forma functions.” Vol shot Falcon abeseeching look.

Facon decided to bail her out. After al, he had the luxury of keeping histhoughts private. “The C20 is
assisting our medica nanotechs with the development of avaccine againg the Katyl virus smuggled
aboard Asegeir

Gordon blanched.
The warleader replied, “How can you develop it without a Katyl?!

"We have Katyl biomass artificialy cultured in amniotanks."



"Ah!” the warleader exclamed. “Y ou have so much that we lack. Amniotanks, nanotechnology ... and
sport!” To Ambassador Jolley he added, “We will have many deepless nights, you and I, trying to
discern how much we are alowed to give to one another without incurring the wrath of thosewe are
answerableto.”

Jolley smiled broadly, and he sent Mixis aclear thought, which sheimmediately passed on to
Fa con.—Captain Falcon wasright in ways not even he envisaged, | think. Such ayoung man to have
been so wisein the face of such pain—Y es—Kamet replied.

Jolley jerked in surprise. Falcon cleared histhroat, while Mixis brought her hand to her face to hide her
smile—As| was saying to Governor Gordon,—she said to both of them.

—Quite—Jolley replied—and reached for the same bottle of wine as Gordon.
"Do you think it will take long to develop thisvaccine?” Kamet asked.
"They'refinished but till working out the best method of mass production,” Falcon replied.

Kamet nodded. “Well, you better test it on me. Now, tell me, are many of these C20s.... female?”’



Chapter 20
December 25, 2499
"Would you mind if | taketheright seat?” Avaon whispered to Falcon.

They wereindde the shuttle bay. Ahead of them, Kalmet was deep in conversation with Vol. “When was
the last time you flew an NGC shuitle?” Falcon replied.

"'Bout eleven years ago.”
Hewondered if she wasteasing him. “Much smulator work since then?!
"Not much,” shereplied casudly. “Y ou know what they say, it'slikeriding abike."

"Um ... sure.” The shuttles didn't need co-pilots except in an emergency. He hoped there wouldn't be an
emergency.

"Thisisanot the same ship you used the last time you came to Katylgar.” Kamet took in the clean black
lines of the twenty-man shuttle. “No wegpons?"

"No weapons, Kamet. It'sjust ashuttle,” Vol replied.
"Fity, | could have given the clan leaders alittle shake-up on arrival.” He nudged Vol and winked.

Fa con suppressed asamile. Katyl mannerisms were uncannily smilar to humans, but when something that
looked like an overgrown, mottled-skinned lizard winked its red nictitating membrane and nudged you
with spike-covered double-jointed elbows, it didn't have quite the same effect. Asthey climbed insdethe
craft, he said to Kalmet, “ Shuttles don't maintain gravity.”

Vol sat besdethe Katyl and helped him with the unfamiliar buckles. “ Ah!” He smiled. Provided that
opening your mouth and baring an impressive set of omnivorous fangs could be consdered smiling. “ At
last, avessd | understand!”

—If anyone had told me aweek ago that I'd be best buddies with the Katyl warleader,—Vol said to
Saav, who relayed the message to Falcon,—I would have sent them for a complete psych workup.—If
anyone had told me eleven of your years ago that a female led many of the sorties againgt Katyl
warships—Kamet replied to them all,—I would have taken pity on their madness—

Vol rolled her eyes at Falcon. He chuckled and went forward to the cockpit.

It took Falcon afew momentsto adjust the control and seat positions to accommodate histal frame.
During start-up, he kept readjusting them, grumbling about midget service techs. Fighters were tailored to
individuals, but NGC shuttles were standard throughout. And that standard was for shorter people.

When the shuttle passed into the outer bay, Falcon saw the waiting Katyl escort shipsin the distance. He
disconnected the clamps, alowing the shuttle to separate from the dock of its own accord, and then
gently nudged the manoeuvring engines until they passed the magnetic field doors.

In payment for hosting him for six days, Kamet had gifted Falcon his persond fighter. It had been an
intense six days. Mogt ark ship inhabitants were understandably terrified of the Katyl, but Kalmet had
been gracious, even to the most hateful. The warleader inssted that their thoughts and emotions taught
him how best to repair the damage caused by the War. Hed met with the science teamsto discussthe



planned field trips, given talks to school groups, and spent time with the envirotechs. Wherever the
warleader went, held left behind people whose hearts and minds were alittle less fearful and alot more
curious.

The second night after Kalmet had arrived on board the ark ship, Falcon had said to him, “Y ou've
changed.” Thewarleader'sreply, that it was just the beginning, had pleased Falcon in ways he could not
express. Throughout the following days, Hanna and Ash were congtant, sublimina undertonesin his
consciousness. Whenever memories of them had inexplicably turned too poignant, Avaon had appeared
by hisside, touching him, supporting his emations, but saying nothing.

The shuttle cleared Asegeir, and athread of anger attempted to tangle his emotions. It was directed at
Avaon for babysitting him. Falcon examined it clinicaly, then turned the annoyance back on itsdif. It
abruptly vanished.

"Pesky little buggers, aren't they?’ said Avaon.
"Isthat why you'reredly here?'

"It'sbeen yearssincel wasin an NGC shuttle, but | own afour-seater. I'm just alousy passenger.
Something to do with control issues, Mixistellsme.”

"Y ou'd think they'd get tired of harassing me. They must know by now that it won't work."

Her lips compressed. “Y ou use memories of your family as a protective barrier, focusing like adiamond,
hard, clear, pure. But even diamonds can shatter. The Others can't force you to go against your
character, but they can kill you.” She reached beside her and briefly touched hisleg. “I do not want that,
Chris. | want acaptain. | want you to be with mefor avery longtime."

Hefired the Dimb5 engines. If these remarks had come from anyone but a C20, he would have caled it
flirting, but the intimacy devel oping between them had nothing to do with sex. And yet he could not
imagine such intimacy with another man. Perhaps this explained why C20s were dway's the opposite sex
to their captains. “Didn't you say my resstance hurt them?”

"Y e—es, but they're nibbling, hoping to wear you down and distract you. It'staking alot out of them but
the entire focus of their existenceisto create anger and pain, despair and vengeance. In atwisted kind of
way their own pain drives them, especidly when they need to feed. Back in my time, some would have
sad it wasthe devil, waiting for alapse to do his dirty work. The names have changed, but the players
remain the same.”

They made athirty-second Dim5 jump to Katylgar, emerging just ashort distance from itslarger,
innermost moon, Eos. The sun, Ka, was behind them. Except for status lights, small display screens, and
the crescent Katylgar, the shuttle's cockpit was dark and quiet and intimate. He had missed the serenity
and solitude of the cockpit during these last, hectic weeks. Perhaps the psychologists were right;
cockpits were womblike.

From the shadows, Avalon whispered, “It's Christmas today."
"Soitis” hereplied, recaling the rdigious sgnificance.

"I remember my firs Chrisgmasasa C20,” Avaon said wistfully. “1 found it hard to believe that humanity
had abandoned it."

"What wasit like, Chrismas?"



"Magic. Thetraditions had been absorbed into Western culture from ascore of myths. It started long
before Chrigt was born, as areligious ceremony to worship the sun. When Chrigtianity supplanted the old
ways, the festivals combined and midwinter mass became the Christ mass. A bishop turned saint was
pulled dong for the ride, a benefactor to small children. In the eighteenth century, someonewrote a
fanciful song imbuing Saint Nicholas—Santa Claus—with the symbol of wedlth and prosperity—atubby
belly—and tossed in reindeer alittle stoned from eating red mushrooms so that they could ‘fly', and ...
well, you know how traditions are born. When Europeans settled the new world they took their traditions
with them, dong with holly and mistletoe, plum puddings and turkeys and carols by candldight—all of it
part of Christmes.

"But it was more than that,” she added with afond smile. 1t was about family and friends, about giving
and sharing with your felow man. Oh, | know Thanksgiving has taken on that role, but that's aNorth
American tradition. | wasan Audtrdian and | cried alot that first Christmas.”

Avalon turned in her seet to face him. * So we C20s made our own Christmas, and the Metas helped, for
they'd also missed it. It was relatively easy back then. The shipsweren't completely salf-sustaining, so
gpace missions were short, three months at the most. The second year after our arrival, the Metas
created an underground settlement in what once was Canada. For twelve days we drank eggnog and
sang carols, decorated trees and rode deighs with reindeers—who were redly morphed Silvans—in the
sky. It was magic, more magica than any Christmas that we'd ever known. Hitorians said it wasjust a
recregtion of the red thing, but they missed the point entirdly. Christmas never wasa‘red thing), it dways
was just a creation—of the human spirit."

Gently touching hisleg again, Avalon drew hiseyesto her. “For thefirst timein ahundred years dl the
C20swill be on Earth this Christmas. The Metas are going to create asmall city. They're all comingwith
their Slvans, astoo are the Dwins and Rachnians, who helped build Gaia, and the Erochswho
transported the cetaceans from Earth. More than ten thousand of us celebrating hope and joy,
brotherhood, peace in the galaxy and goodwill to al beings. | hope you will come."

He recdled Saav'swords. Humans were ephemerdl, fleeting, and Avaon's threads of continuity lay with
those from her time—her family and the considerably longer-lived dien beings. Chrigmaswas afamily
event. No matter how much he bonded with her, no matter how close they became, he had no family and
he was an outsider in her world. “I appreciate the invitation, C20. But NGC will have melocked away in
debriefing. Too much has happened these past weeks, and we've only just sarted the trip.”

Avalon sensed the echo of his sadness. Christmas was not agood time for men like Falcon. Neither was
Thanksgiving. What was there to be thankful for when your family had been taken from you? He spoke
of Hannaand Asher with fondness, not pain, for hislife now wasthe ark ship. But a deep, well-hidden
melancholy lingered, something the Others kept trying to ignite. He would do well to find another woman,
gart anew family. It would be impossible during the next year, but she resolved to take on as much of his
burden as possible.

Ahead of them, Katylgar grew larger. If what she believed about Falcon was true, any moment...
Heinhaded sharply.

"It'sKatylgar'slife-force, the planet itsdlf, welcoming us,” she explained. This was why she had wanted
to bein the cockpit, to seeif hewas sengtiveto all planetary life-forces. Hisinnate connection to the
greater Life Force was s0 strong that he did not need the lengthy period of adjustment normally required
inanew captain. Perhaps more telling was the way the Others continued to make him the focus of their
attentions. They feared him. She had never seen that before.



"l ... know!” Hisvoicefilled with awe. “I ... remember. But it feds ... different to Earth.”

"Katylgar has never suffered the horrors mankind perpetrated on Earth. Thiswill be the hardest thing
humans must ded with; their preconception that the Katyl are a bloodthirsty, violent, and destructive
species. These emotions were directed away from Katylgar. Y ou sensed thiswhen you arrived here
eleven years ago, but you couldn't explain it. Now that you're bonding with Asegeir, with me, that aspect
of your soul isawakening. Let it in Chris. It will make you whole."

Fdcon ran afind systems check, and readjusted their angle of descent to skim through the surface of the
atmosphere b ly-first. When they reached 30,000 metres, the Katyl escort fighters pulled ahead. On
Earth, though many cities had disappeared beneath encroaching jungles, water, or ice, the impact of
human habitation on the landscape was still evident. But on Katylgar such impact had never existed. The
landscape was raw, magnificent. Through the cockpit monitors, Avalon could see the passengersinside
the shuttle craning their heads like gawking tourigts.

The escort fighters landed in abroad depression, an astrobleme in the desert beside a small ocean. The
Katyl had chosen it astheir spacedock because little could live there. Asthe passengers|eft the shuttle by
therear exit, adozen Katyl arrived, riding bareback on large, ponderous animas. Moments later, Avaon
and Falcon emerged to the sounds of horrified gasps—and abunch of near-petrified humans.

Lying prone and bleeding on the ground was Kalmet.

Avalon walked across to the warleader, took the horn blade from his hand, and diced open her pam.
Although sdf-inflicted wounds could pull her back to Asegeir, they had to be mgor. The cut was deep
enough for the blood to well ingantly, thickly. Then it fel into the waiting ground and was absorbed
without visbletrace.

She surreptitioudy shook her head a Falcon and the xenological team. Her meaning was clear. It was
not necessary that they, too, spill their blood into the body of Katylgar. Her own wound was trivia—it
had already healed—but it had achieved agreat ded.

Kamet stood, saring at the ground where his blood had falen. Although much had been absorbed, a
trace lingered. Not so the C20's. “Katylgar has taken you completely into her heart,” he said in awe.
“ She has accepted you into the totaity of the whole.”

The twelve riders|ooked at one another, dismounted and came across to examine the ground where
Avaon'sblood had falen. They opened their lipless mouths, and a haunting, trilling sound echoed across
the sand dunes. The Katyl clan leaders wel comed humankind to their world.



Chapter 21
January—April 2500

During the first weeksin the Katyl system, hundreds of scientists moved to Katylgar. While some
travelled with the herdsmen in the temperate and tropica latitudes, others set up winter campsin the
colder regions. The Katyl were universaly nomadic, following the herd beasts on their migratory paths,
living asthey had for tens of thousands of years. Worshipping theland and dl it provided, they took only
with regret, treating aways with respect. In return, the land was aways bountiful, supplying them with a
rich variety of additiona protein and vegetables, fruits, nuts and herbs. According to one xenosociologi<t,
but for their reptilian ancestry, the Katyl could have been taken straight from human history, circa 30,000
years ago—except for their Dim5 capabilities.

This extraordinary dichotomy between Stone Age nomadic culture and space travel segued easily
because, unlike most humans, the Katyl had retained their empathy with the planetary lifeforce. Bornin
tents made from herd beast hide, the young mae Katyl grew up learning the ways and traditions of their
clans, while studying physics, mathematics, and engineering by way of persona datapads. Pulled by an
inexplicable restlessness, many males|eft to fight distant enemies when they reached young adulthood,
athough sufficient remained behind to protect the herd beasts.

Katyl maesweretal, around two metres. Findy boned and long-limbed, they had evolved to run with
the herd beadts. Their speed and dexterity enabled them outmanoeuvre the highly intdligent, vicious
predators of their planet. By contrast, the females were short, never more than one and ahaf metres,
much stockier and considerably more muscular than their male counterparts. Wide-hipped and built for
hard physica labour, they followed the herdswhile their men roamed far and wide, protecting them. They
a so lacked more than rudimentary intelligence, having evolved as the brawn to their male counterparts
brain. Superficidly, they appeared to live an dmost dave-like existence, but xenosociol ogists quickly
came to understand that the smpleminded femal es were more than just content with their lives—they
were happy. Their mates adored them and never, ever mistreated them.

Although theratio of maeto female births was more or less equd, by thetime aKatyl reached hisor her
fifties, there were nearly twice as many femaesto every maes. Protecting the herd beaststook asevere
toll. When aKatyl male died of old-age, he might be mourned by fifteen wives, for no widow was ever
left to fedl abandoned.

A universally nomadic lifestyle precluded the growth of city-states, so no centra government or
bureaucracy had ever been born. Katyl society was made up of twelve great clans, members of whom
were found in every tribe. Chiefs, chosen for their superior telepathic abilities, governed each tribe,
ensuring continuous communication across the planet. Despite telepathy, the Katyl were individuds, not
aways agreeing and not aways following the rules or peer pressure. Still, for the most part they werea
harmonious people and every human who spent time with them left wondering why these same beings
had tried to destroy humankind.

Ambassador Jolley travelled with the household of Jmset, the current Chief of al twelve clans. Thetitle
had been bestowed upon Jmset because he was the most powerful telepath amongst his people. During
the first weeks Jolley's home was atent. Then the tribe moved into the mountains caverns of the
northernmost continent for winter. Days were short, but often clear-skied, and the younger Katyl males
skied and ice-climbed. For four months the herds would remain in semi-hibernation, while the predators
moved south and made do with tougher, less succulent game. The Katyl used thistimeto cull the older or
weaker herd beasts. They cured hides and made or repaired tents and tools, dried herbs and brewed



medicines. Jmsat had deliberately chosen the winter monthsin Katyl’ northern hemisphere for the
humans to return, so they could see the many faces of Katyl life. With no obligation to tend the herds, he
could ingtruct the humansin the Katyl ways and learn of humanity in turn.

Fa con had wanted to spend more than afew days on Katylgar, but although he was familiar with generic
ark ship systems, hisfirgt priority wasto study Asegeir's unique habitat needs. By contrast, the C20
spent most of her time away from Asegeir, although she never missed the weekly Command Board
meetings, and she away's appeared whenever aproblem presented itself, often before anyone asked.

* k% k %

One afternoon, Falcon was Sitting in his office, reading ahighly workablelist of recommendations for
bio-systems updates. It suddenly hit him that, unless Marcus was holding afew undisclosed doctoratesin
biocengineering and systems andysis, the sergeant could not possibly have written it. He called the
sergeant in and asked him.

" didn't, gr."

"Well, who did?” The report's recommendations were too insightful, too pragmatic to have been
formulated by the head bio-systems’ engineer, who, while brilliant, was an idedlist.

The answer hit him before Marcusreplied, “ The C20, sir.”

"The... Why did you ask her?’ Falcon's brow furrowed. It was not Avaon'sjob to undertake such
extensve systemsresearch, evenif shewasin anided postion to integrate the diverse parameters.

Marcus|ooked offended. “Of course not, Sir. The C20 offered to help, especialy on reports requiring full
integration. A week later | noticed she'd accessed the bio-systems files and just, well, started doing
them.”

By writing such succinct reports, she had o alleviated Falcon's workload. “ How many others has she
done and why didn't you tell me before?”

Marcus looked down, embarrassed. “Eight. And she'sworking on another dozen, mainly anticipating
problems and devising advance strategies. Basically, a series of off-the-shelf solutions and computer
programs | and the bioengineers can use astemplates.”

"And you didn't tell me, because...?"

"Sir, the C20 said it was her job to help things run smoothly. Nothing the size of Asegeir has ever been
grown before, and she's monitoring individua and integrated systems. She needsto fed it, she said.”

Falcon sat back, pursed hislips and clasped his hands. It was unlike Marcusto be evasive. He continued
to Sare a the sergeant, waiting for the answer.

Findly, Marcus said, “Avaon said | shouldn't mention it in case anyone thought she liked paperwork,
and the bioengineers started assuming sheld do their jobs for them. Not,” he added hastily, “that you
would take her for granted but, well, she just likes thingsto run smoothly. She doesn't have to justify her
role, shel's not bucking for a promotion or recognition o shejust quietly getson with it."

Quietly gets on with it. Falcon thanked Marcus and dismissed him. Hed heard smilar words from C20
captains and was coming to gppreciate them. He must find some way to show his gratitude.

* k% k %

When the firgt scientists returned to Asegeir from Katylgar, word spread that the planet was a veritable



Eden and the Katyl, exceptionaly gracious hosts. Curiosity gradudly overcamefear and civilian requests
to vist Katylgar increased. Because of the Katyl-based nanovirus, nobody was alowed to leave Asegeir
unlessthey had undergone a brief tel epathic scan. Every microgram entering the atmospheric shuttles was
checked and rechecked for nanos. No evidence of the virus was ever located outside of Jolley's
quarters, but none of the Command Board was convinced that this settled the matter.

Investigations into the nano-fatalities on Spacedock and Earth continued. There had been no further
desths after the first two weeks. Careful andysis of Nanotechnic Incorporated'sfiles alowed
investigators to conclude that the Earth-based virus was difficult to transmit and easily killed.
Theoretically, anyone could catch it, but, like the Spacedock virus, its purpose seemed to be to remove
potentid witnesses—albeit with lessfinesse.

At aCommand Board meeting in Falcon's office three months after their arrival, Phelan gave his updated
report on the investigation. “Using flow charts, investigators pieced together the chronologica sequence
of events, but I've never seen so many blank wallsin an investigation of this scale before.”

"Well, somebody triggered those nanos,” Vol muttered.

"That somebody would be me,” Avdon said. “Exactly why isgtill amystery, however my file search

rel eased a—pardon the cliché—dead-man's switch. When Admira Manion's brain flat-lined, a
micro-transmitter sent out acoded signal. It only had arange of metres, but the epidemiology was easy
to follow. The next deaths, an hour later, were hisaides. The DNA encoded nanitesin everyone who
died thereafter were al set with identical dead-man switches, each in turn sending out signals until
eventually the entire station was blanketed.”

Governor Gordon frowned. “Why didn't those implicated, panic, and leave?’

"Somedid,” Phelan replied. “ There were four departuresto Earth between the time Avaon initiated the
file search on Jolley, and before the station lock-down at 0600 the following morning. Only three of these
departing ships arrived a their destination. Victimologies of Spacedock fatalities showed that most had
undergone medicaswithin the last twelve months. The chief medica nano engineer filed the flight plan for
the missing shuttle and its fourteen passengers. All of the passengerslisted were med or nanotechs. I'm
betting the pilots walked through an area of transmission on the way to the shuttle, so their nanites were
triggered. The vessd enters Dim5 and whammo, they died.

"The other shipsthat arrived on Earth were two Courier class vessels and a private yacht. The yacht
landed in Sydney then did alittle whirlwind tour of Earth. In every city they visted, nanc-outbreaks
occurred lessthan an hour after their arrival.”

"The owners of theyacht?’ said Val.

"Webster and Garret. Both were mgjor shareholdersin the dummy companies that were eventudly
traced back to—Nanotechnic.”

"What happened to them? They dead too?"

"One gal, one guy. Webgter's body—or what was left of it—was found floating face down off Brisbane
Waters about aweek back. Cause of degth ... Difficult to tell, because it was only aleg, dightly shark
chewed. Garret's remains have just turned up off the coast of Southern FHorida. Cause of death, well,
gee, that'sahard one folks, because guess what turned up in the ssomach contents of abig old ‘ gator a
vet was autopsying?'

"Eeaw.” Vol wrinkled her nose.



"Very coincidental wouldn't you say?” Avaon looked doubtful.
"The chances of both ending up as critter food? Not really, it'salega way of disposing of bodies.”

Avaon'sfrown turned thoughtful. “ Or agood way of |etting people think you're dead. Stuart, can you get
forensicsto run acheck on the remains?’

"Looking for what?'
"Evidence of recent—no, make it any exposure to micro-gravity."
Phdan'sface screwed up in annoyance. “Hell, they should have thought of that.”

Gordon looked confused until Commander Rose explained. “It's possible the remains were not from
onceliving victims but biomaterid artificidly generated in an amniotank. Same DNA, same everything but
chemical analysiswill show if the biomass has ever been exposed to micro-gravity. If not, well we know
Webster and Garret were in space—micro-gravity—recently.

"Which fitsin with thetiming,” Andrea White said. “ It would take three months to generate that much
biomass, but growing entire limbsisolated from the origina donor ishigh tech stuff.”

"Soisdeveloping nanites,” said Casey Camicci.

Falcon leaned forward. “If you'reright, it'sadefinitelead.”

"Yeah, well, it'saso abig universe out there, plenty of placesto hide,” Phelan said gloomily.
"Not if you're xenophohbic,” Avaon replied thoughtfully.

Phelan shot her alook. “Which brings usto the next item. Nothing, nada, zip, on where these Katyl
nanites were manufactured. Both telepaths who ran Jolley'simmigration scans are dead but everything
else, including her medicals, was clean. Same appliesto the envirotechs, and the shuttle engineers.
Theory is, Jolley and the others were never implanted with this nanovirus because their find medica
check was done on arriva a Asegeir, not Spacedock. They couldn't risk our medtechs blowing the
whigle”

Andrea White stood and walked across to the side table where the coffee was percolating. “ Could the
Katyl nanites have been manufactured in her dwelling?'

"Manufactured, yes,” Camicci replied thoughtfully. He nodded when White held up acup. “ Jolley had the
equipment and her envirotech friends werein fact cross-qualified nano engineers. But years of research
went into developing it.”

"Jolley, or whoever dseinitiated this.... conspiracy, hasto have had accessto Katyl biomass.” Phelan
accepted a coffee from White. “ Thanks."

"Stuart'sright.” Camicci said. “And it would have taken a decade to perfect atime-delayed virus of this
nature. So someone started this either during or right at the end of the War."

"The NGC senatoria investigative committee has blocked the release of fileson the Katyl War,” said
Phdan.

Avaon glowered. Palitics again. And considering who was running the investigation ... She had asour
feding in her somach. “ Stuart, are criminologigs il running victimologies?



"Y eah, but they're scraping the barrdl. Anytime they come up with the name of apolitician, Matheson's
staff block it and take over."

"Can they do that?” White handed a coffee to Falcon before sitting down.

"Technicdly, yeah. It doesn't stcop NGC from poking around, asking questions, but NGC itself under
parliamentary investigation. It doesn't have the teeth to go up against those same politicians.”

"Thefox guarding the henhouse,” Avaon muttered. “Very convenient.” She grabbed ahandful of nuts
from the bowl on the table and began munching on them.

"Too convenient,” Phelan agreed. “While the President is the ultimate authority, because the
nano-outbreak on Earth and Spacedock targeted the Viking Project, he's under public pressure to clean
out NGC from top to bottom."

"What about quarantine? Isit fill in effect on Spacedock?” White asked.

"And in Brisbane, Houston, Sydney and the other half dozen Earth outbresks. Quarantine will remainin
effect for sx months. Earth asawholeisunder Category Two quarantine, which isnot as stringent.”

"And the C20s?” White looked to Avalon.

"All are remaining in Spacedock and their ships, as per quarantine,” Avalon replied. “ Everyone knows
we're immune but people fed it's expedient to stay put.” She didn't need to add the expediency worked
onmultipleleves

The meeting turned to other matters. The Board had enough to cover with the operations of the ark ship
to be worried about events thousands of light years away.

* * * %

The next morning Fal con woke to the redization that he could findly take sometime off. Asegeir was
due to depart from Katylgar in two weeks, and he'd only spent afew days on the planet for short,
diplomatic mestings. Mixis had been nagging him and Kamet had invited him to the annua summer
games on the southern continent. Falcon called the warleader to say he was coming. Kalmet roared with
ddight, gave him landing co-ordinates and added, “Park behind my marquee and I'll have atent set up
for you nearby."

Facon would have preferred to go down in the two-man fighter that Kalmet had given him, but it was on
Eos, the moon, for Asegeir's engineers and techs to undergo maintenance training. He notified space
traffic control that he'd be using his personal shuttle and could take twenty passengers off their hands.
The traffic administrator groaned with relief. Falcon chuckled and ordered Scarty to pack his duffel bag.

The Katyl had made provision for hundreds of thousands of additiond visitors during the summer games,
but there were only so many shuttles. Eighty-seven kilometres away, on the far Sde of Asegeir, over a
thousand people waited impatiently to go to Katylgar. Eighteen very influentid retirees were ready to
take the quarantine adminigtrator's head off. As some of these retirees had been ex-Governor Jolley's
friends, the quarantine administrator told them that she'd explained the situation to Captain Falcon, and
that he had offered to take them to Katylgar in his very own, persona shuttle. She packed the retirees
and three civilian scientistsinto the ground transport to the Command Shuttle Bay, hoping the Captain
wouldn't mind an extra passenger in the front seet.

Twenty-one, huh? Falcon raised his eyebrows at the passenger manifest. He had amind to call up
guarantine and chew afew heads himsdlf, but he knew the pressure they were under. Then he noticed the



astronomer, Selena Chaney, on the passenger list. HEd never met her, but if he was going to spend three
hoursin acockpit smaller than adouble bed, it'd better be with someone who had space experience and
could talk about something about other than their dwelling'sinefficient recycling unit or what anice person
Governor Jolley had been. He thumb-coded the seating allocation, and continued to work on minor
last-minute reports until Scarty arrived and informed him the passengers had boarded.

Falcon took hisduffel bag, dropped down the Command gravitor to the shuttle bay and then climbed on
top of the ship to the overhead cockpit hatch. Forgetting he had afront seat passenger, he tossed his bag
infirg, aming for the co-pilot's seet. A muffled ‘ oomph’ resulted. He did into his seat, surprised tofind a
pair of armstopped by athatch of red-blonde hair trying to extricate itself from beneath his bag. Two
hazel eyes and an dfin face glared at him from around the handles. Her expression said it dll; fighter
jocks—they were al the same, even when they made captain and ran C20 ark ships.

Hoisting the bag off the petite body, Falcon stowed it in the bulkhead locker. The amber head and hazel
eyes belonged to awoman far too young to be Chaney, and clearly unimpressed by displays of
oafishness, even the Captain's. He liked her dready. “1 redly am sorry. | forgot | had twenty-one

passengers.”

The young woman's eyes it with understanding. “ Oh ... then | should be thanking you, otherwise I'd ill
be gtting in quarantine.

Fa con began start-up procedures. It took him several secondsto redize what was different. He called a
tech and said, “Who do | thank?"

Thetech'swords came out in agush. “Ah ... the C20 insisted we redesign it to your specs, but she
wasn't happy with what we came up with, so when she was on board earlier this week, she worked on it
herself. She implied we should take the credit and | don't think sheld be too happy if shelearned wetold
you, gr, if you get my meaning. | guessthat meansit'sdright, Sr?"

There wasn't awholelot Falcon could say to that. “Yeah, it's... perfect.” It explained why the distance to
the locker had been reduced by about thirty centimetres and his head nearly brushed the overhead hatch
but no longer bumped it. Avalon had completely reconfigured his seeting and the controls. He hadn't

been this comfortable since hed flown his own fighter.

He gave his passenger a cursory glance, making sure she was buckled in and didn't have any accessories
to float around in micro-gravity. “Did you take micro-g medication?’ Acting asabusdriver was one
thing, but he had no desire to play nursemaid or have his persond shuttle smelling like asick bucket on
ariva.

She shook her head. “ Don't need the stuff."

Facon signalled the dock to dip them past the micro-grav field. Once outside, he fired the engines and
flew low and closeto Asegeir's hull towards her North Pole.

"Eh...just asuggestion,” said the girl.
lerr]l?l

"Most of the passengers are ederly, and some have only been in ashuttle oncein their lives, and that was
the migrant ship from Earth. I'm not sure even micro-g pillswill work if you maintain this aspect.”

Fa con glanced ahead. Asegeir's hull appeared to fly at increasing vel ocity across the top of the shuttl€'s
forward LD. In other words, the shuttle seemed to be * upside down'. The perspective offered a better



view of Asegeir because the shuttle's LD windows curved overhead, but he rolled the vessel one
hundred and eighty degrees until it was ‘ belly-down'. “ Better?!

"Yeah, | didn't fancy three hours with someone's somach contents floating around. Selena Chaney, by
the way. Nice to meet you, Captain Falcon.”

"Isyour mother aboard?"
Sdenafrowned. “My mother died twenty yearsago.”

Oops. Naticing the fine lines around her eyes, he mumbled, “Y ou're younger than | expected.” Great,
add bumbling idiot to oafishness. Try again. “ Going down for the festivities?'

"My psychologist more or less ordered me out of the observatory.”
He snorted. “Y ou and me both.”

Sdenasmiled, afull-bodied, attractive samile. 1 told him I'd stress out, suffer withdrawa symptomsif |
was away too long."

"Maybe | should try that on mine."
"Forget it,” shereplied dryly. “They don't buy it."

He dtered thair flight path and made the brief jump into Dim5. The woman beside him was the most
famous human physicist/astronomer of their time. At the tender age of twenty, she had deduced the Katyl
Dim5 disrupter within an hour of itsimplementation. It had taken her aweek of hammering NGC to
convince them an exit point could be achieved in Saturn's atimosphere. Again, NGC had ignored her until
they tried Saturn and discovered that biologica organismswould not survive the trip—something she had
stressed in her notes. By the end of the War she'd been discovering Chaney holesin the disrupter at the
rate of one aweek, and had become a somewhat controversia figure by expressing disappointment
when the disrupter was removed. According to her, sheld been close to deducing the technology.

"Been down to Eosyet?’ he said when they emerged into space.

"Couple of times. Theré'snot awholelot | can do until they give usadisruptor. Still, with what I've
learned I'll have their engines retro-engineered within months.”

"Dont tdll the mediathat.”
"Y ou don't mind giving them nanotechnology?’ Selenaglanced at him.

"They can give us more than Dim5 disrupter tech and engines. And they dready know about nanite
technology and amniotanks; they're telepaths.”

Selena groaned and dapped her forehead. “By the Origingl | can't believe how stupid I've been! The
C20 said as much months ago. They probably have every detail of every piece of technology we have!™

"But they're honourable. They won't take technology and give nothing in return, so don't bust agut trying
to figure out what they're going to give you anyway."

"Captain, you just made my day.” Selenalaughed. “In fact you just made my year. I'd be honoured if
you'd let me buy you adrink on Katylgar—I suddenly fedl good about taking a vacation.”

Facon smiled at the petite redhead. He rather hoped Selena Chaney would be interested in more than a



drink.



Chapter 22
April 17,2500

"Oooomph...!” Avaon grunted as she hit the ground amidst uproarious laugher from the Katyl males. She
picked hersdf up and brushed off the dust with her left hand. Her sprained right wrist would need afew
momentsto self-repair. She limped from the arena, nursing abadly bruised hip.

When Avaon had first seen seachons, sheldd asked if she might ride one. The omnivorous, four-legged
beasts were the closest things to domesticated pets the Katyl kept. They looked like a cross between a
giant hairlessllamaand asmal Apatosaurus. With the intelligence of adog and the disposition of ahorse
they could readily be ridden—if they liketherider. If not, well, more than one human had been shuttled
back to Asegeir's amniotanks with shattered bones.

The Katyl offered Avalon adocile looking beast, but she suspected that the Katyl's sense of
humour—and their incredulity at afemal e wishing to ride—would result in some unpleasant surprises.
She hadn't been wrong. The seachon had didiked her smell and the way she mounted it. Then sheld tried
torideit like ahorse—at which point the animal decided it wastimeto part company.

Much to the surprise of Asegeir's bridge crew, she hit the bridge deck with athump. Her face screwed
up in extreme pain, shetold them not to touch her, but to cal the warleader and let him know shewas

okay.

The duty officer knew Avalon was badly injured but he/d seen C20s|and on bridges before. Kalmet
inquired if he should send atwo-man fighter to return her to Katylgar. Avalon would have nodded but
her neck bones were knitting so she mumbled, “Y esh—and get me food in the meantime!”

"Don't worry, C20,” Kamet advised when she returned to Katylgar and walked into the camp,
glowering a theincredulous male Katyl. “Hewill grow accustomed to you if you deep with him afew
nights. But you would do well to observe how werride, for they are not the same as your herd beasts of
Eath."

"Yeah, | got that much,” she muttered. The male Katyl feared she had been killed when the seachon
tossed her onto her neck; the crack of broken vertebrae had been heard even over the snorts and
stomps of the seachon. Then when she'd vanished before their eyes, it had caused a sensation. While the
Katyl knew of her lifetieto Asegeir, seeing it in operation was awhole new experience.

That night, shed sought out the seachon in its outdoor pen and used its broad flank asa pillow. The
anima hadn't objected and by week's end had taken to following her like adog.

When Avalon returned to Asegeir for the next weekly Command Board meeting, shed spent the night on
board. The next day, one of the younger Katyl told her that the seachon she had befriended had missed
her and had dept in the tent gifted to her. Fearful of creeting a dependency in the animal, Avalon asked if
someone else might take it over. The young Katyl assured her that it was not necessary. Although the
anima wasintelligent, it had ashort memory and was happy deeping in aplace that smelled of her. In
time, when another's smell replaced hers, it would be equally happy. Avalon asked the young Katyl if he
might be so kind asto take her tent and befriend the seachon when she eventually left Katylgar. Thelad
had been s0 excited that he'd nearly tripped over himsdf on theway out. A gift such asthat, hisfather
told her gravely, was an honour beyond measure. The boy was due for hisfirst tent soon and coming
from the C20 it would be treasured for life,



With the help and advice of her newfound Katyl friend, Avalon spent the following monthslearning to
ride the seachon, and practicing moves that would alow her to compete in the Summer Games.

The Gameswere held during the annua gathering. Before the Gwyen, a Katyl might have attended once
or twicein hislifetime, for Katylgar was aslarge as Earth and the distances that had to be travelled,
great. With the advent of shuttles most Katyl attended every year, planning their arrival and departure so
that at any one time no more than twenty percent of the planet's population of twelve million came
together in the huge desert. The sheer size of such agathering of nomads would have been alogistical
impossibility for anon-telepathic race. The Katyl managed it without fuss, though most humans viewed
the carnival atmosphere as controlled chaos. Like any gathering of herdsmen it was colourful, noisy, and
vibrant with life, atimefor clansto come together, for widowsto find new husbands, and for childrento
be named.

Although Avaon had nothing to trade, the Katyl knew who she was and plied her with food, drinks and
items of clothing or bags made from the soft hides of the multi-coloured herd beadts. Initialy reluctant to
accept their generosity, Kalmet explained such items were not gifts but payment.

"For what?'

"Y ou are agift from the Magtersto humans. The Katyl fed your closenessto the Magters, and dl have
heard how Katylgar drank of you on arrival. When you pass amongst them, they are enriched by your
presencein away that materia gifts cannot do justice. But it isdl they haveto give, and they fed blessed
for being able to repay you in some smal measure.”

The Katyl never crowded her or treated her like some sort of religiousfigure, as was often the case on
Earth. She never hungered or thirsted and never felt cold after sunset, for blankets or jackets were
politely pressed upon her. In the evenings, before she washed in the nearby ocean, fragrant sogpstones
found their way into her possession and a change of clotheswould be set out for her.

Asthe days passed she learned that the humans had found gifts they could trade for food, clothing,
beautifully worked bone tools, and leather bags. Small objects from Earth, natura jewellery and craft
items were the most popular. High-tech or processed materias were declined, for the body of Katylgar
could not absorb such items without hurting the life-force. The few high-tech items dlowed on Katyl
were collected when they were no longer in use and returned to the dead worlds for recycling.

* * * %

Fa con landed his shuttle behind a collection of tents bearing Ka met's markings. He was not surprised to
see seachon riders coming to greet them. He was, however, astounded to see one with shining, raven
hair.

Whilethe Katyl riders gathered at the rear of the shuttle to meet the passengers, Avalon steered her
seachon to the cockpit. Falcon opened the overhead hatch and jumped down. “1 see you've adopted the
local method of transportation.”

"I think he adopted me. Kamet gave me clothes for you. Might even disguise you if you wear the hat.”
Shehed up aroll of dusky hides. “They'll fit, | know your sze."

"So | gathered,” he mumbled under his breath. Catching the soft leather parcel, he said moreloudly,
“Thankd"

"I'll giveyou aride to Kamet'straining ring. After that you're on your own; I'min training, too."

He climbed back up the shuttl€'s cockpit. “For what?” When she didn't answer, he turned. Her eyes



were laughing but she said nothing.

The soft leather hides fitted perfectly. When he jJumped out and walked towards her, she said, “Y ou look
like acowboy."

"A what?’ He looked at her uncomprehendingly.

Avaon chuckled and shook her head. “ A word long since lost from our language. Have you ever ridden
aseachon?'

"My riding has been restricted to shuttles and fighters.”

She offered him her hand. He shot her a sceptical 1ook, and shelet out afull-bodied laugh. “What, not
game, Captain?'

He clasped her forearm, and swung up behind her onto the bare back of the seachon. The anima turned
its head to stare at him amoment, and then gpparently accepting him, dowly walked around the shuttle.
“Y ou planning on entering these games?’ he asked.

"They've developed ateam sport similar to polo, except instead of the rider using a stick, the seachons
usetheir necks. Doesn't take much rider skill, al you haveto do isstay on, but it can get pretty bloody."

Facon wasn't sureif she wasteasing him, but he had other concerns. The seachon had devel oped an
odd trotting motion, and, despite hisdisplay of agility in mounting the animal, he was now in real danger
of falling off. The only thing he could grasp was Avaon, who sat adtride the animd asif she were part of
it. When the seachon trotted around a boulder, he ingtinctively grabbed her waist—and just as swiftly

gpologized.

Glancing over her shoulder, she said, “Wrap your legs around mine and keep your arms around me or
you'l fal off once the seachon picks up speed.”

He closed the distance hesitantly—until the seachon broke into alolling, bone jangling gait. After that, he
clung on. Within minutes he started to relax. Soon, he was actualy enjoying it. He refused to consider the
possibility that he aso enjoyed fedling the curves of Avalon's body through the soft-textured |egthers, the
bare skin of her legs, and the smdll of her hair and skin, redolent with the sweet Katyl sogpstone.

They arrived at acorrd, and the seachon dowed its pace. Although he was reluctant to release Avaon,
he was glad to fed the ground beneath hisfeet. Any more riding and hed know about it in the morning.

"Kamet's set up atent for you between his marquee and the shuttle,” she said. “ Clansmen are il
arriving but they'll leave a decent perimeter around you. | guess| don't need to tell you that you won't
need trade items.”

TheKatyl believed they owed him alife-debt that could never befully paid. To refuse their giftswould
only bring them shame. He nodded, an said, “ Thanksfor theride, C20."

"Seeyou later!” Avaon turned the seachon—or perhapsit turned on its own behest—then galloped
away past the colourful tents.

Falcon stood watching, unaware that Kalmet had walked up behind him.
"SherideslikeaKatyl,” said the warleader. “ Shelll do well in the games.”

Speaking in Katyl, Falcon replied, “ Thank you for giving her, for giving dl of us, this opportunity.” He



turned around and smiled at the warleader.

Kamet's mouth opened in an expression of ddlight. “It iswe who thank you, Warbird. It has been
hundreds of generations since the Katyl played host to another species. Our people have learned quickly
when | feared they would not. And they have learned to discern that which they fed isgood and right in
humanity, and to ignore that which iswrong.”

The warleader looked towards the market stallswith a thoughtful expression, and added, “ There have
been times these last months when many amongst us questioned your peopl€e's strange propensity to
alow the Othersto turn you againgt yoursalves, but the clan leader has been wisein his answersto them.”

"And what were those answers, Kamet?"

"What he hasdways said,” he replied, meeting Falcon's penetrating gaze. “Why he agreed to your boon.
We hold oursalvesin high regard, because we never hurt Katylgar as your ancestors hurt Earth. But we
were gifted wingswhile still in the cradle. We have walked the stars, but the Masters have never cometo
us, never given us such gifts as Metas and C20s. And the technology that you have traded peacefully
from other, more advanced beings, beings we have never met, spesks of agreatnessin you that we Katyl
have missed. We would bask by your hearth fire and learn of that greatness.”

"Aswe, inturn, have learned from you.” Falcon firmly clagped the warleader'sarm. “ The C20 hasa
theory that an aliance between usisatest, for both our species. I'm not sureif she'sright, but your
peopl€e's generogity of spirit has changed the heart of every human who ventured fearfully from Asegeir.
My people have returned to our ship with joy in their hearts and praise for your worthiness. Although the
road will not be easy, | believe we will, asyou say, form an aliance that will help repd the Others.”

" likeyour C20. | like your Commander Vol, too, and Senior Commander Saav. This has been the
hardest for we Katyl to understand, this use of females. The clan chief spoke wisely when hetold usto
treat your females as another species of human and not as we would consider our own.”

"At your suggestion, | suspect?’ Falcon looked knowingly at the warleader.

Kamet shrugged and |leaned on arough wooden railing. “No matter. It hasworked, | think, for your
peoplefirst viewed our women as endaved, when the truth isit iswe who are endaved to them.” Facon
shot him acuriouslook. Thewarleader rolled hiseyes. “They may only be asintelligent as seachons but |
have twelve. Do you know what it islike to service twelve females and keep them happy?!

Fa con burst out laughing and dapped the grinning warleader on the shoulder. Despite their differences
there dways was common ground between dien species, usudly in the most fundamenta of places.

At sunset, Falcon returned to the shuttle, pleased to see an amber-headed woman sitting under the rear
hatch. He also noticed that the flag above histent bore the ditinctive silhouette of argptor. “Hi,” he said.
“Aml| late?'

"I'm early.” Selena stood and brushed the dust and sand from her shipsuit. “I wasn't sureif | could find
my way back herein the dark."

"They fix everyone up with atent?’ He climbed up the shuttle cockpit.
"Yeah.” Sdenawrinkled her nose. “1 think I'll find anice warm sand duneto pull up tonight, instead.”
"Why?" He reached through the hatch to retrieve his bag.

She waited for him to return before answering. “ Retirees accustomed to fully-serviced unitsina



communa tent with the cleaning facilitiestwo tents away? No thanks."

Facon chuckled, dung his duffel bag over his shoulder, and set off towards histent. “1 hope they
remember thelist of proscribed drinks. | trust the Katyl not to serve them anything poisonous but they
have awicked sense of humour, and I've been on the wrong side of their acoholic beverages.” He
tossed the flap back and walked in. HEd spent hisfirst visit to Katyl in such atent. Depositing hisbag on
the low, fur covered bed, he grinned at the expression on the astronomer's face.

"Isthis... yours?" Sdenahesitantly looked around at the colourful cushions and drapery.
"For the duration, yeah."

"I'm impressed. Maybe I'll snegk in hereif my sand dune getstoo cold.”
"Hap'sdwaysopen,” hesaid invitingly.

Sdlends brief smile was non-committal. “C'mon, how about | buy you that drink?"

* k x %

Later that evening, Kalmet decided to check on Falcon before retiring. He rounded the corner of histent
to see the C20 lingering in the shadows. She was watching Falcon, who stood near the entrance of his
own tent, embracing asmall, fire-haired woman. The C20 stepped back and bumped into Kamet.
Suppressing agasp of surprise, shelooked up and met his eyes.

Kamet briefly touched the mind of the fire-haired femae and learned she had only arrived that day, with
Facon. They were not lovers, dthough that was about to change. He took the C20 by the elbow and led
her into histent. “A tinsmet before bed, yes?’ he said as softly as his guttural voice would alow.

"I've developed quite ataste for tinamet, thank you,” Avaon replied.

Not al of Kamet's brethren had agreed with thisidea of introducing new ways. Indeed, he himsdf had
once been the most vocal opponent. As apprentice to Ka, he had seen into the minds of the ones | eft
behind in the lifepod from this C20's previous ship. There existed in humans a recklessness. Confused,
misdirected passions dominated their souls. He had seen how they killed, lied and deceived one another.
Such abhorrent traits, he argued, must by wiped from the galaxy.

Then one amongst them, the one his people knew as Warbird, whose true name reflected his spirit, had
shown himsdlf to be an exception. Still, Falcon was an exception. Honouring the human's actions by
terminating hogtilities was one thing, but Kalmet did not wish his people to become tainted by the
humans Otherness. When Jimset, the chief of al the clans, agreed to Falcon's boon, Kamet took it upon
himsdlf to learn al he could about these humans, to protect his own peopl€'s souls. But in hislearning he
discovered that humans had much to offer, perhaps more than the Gwyen. Had not the Metas evolved
from humans? When they landed on Katylgar, this gift from the Masters, the C20, had shown the twelve
great leaders of the twelve clansthat she fdlt the life-force. Having given greeting in the time-honoured
way, she had been accepted in full by the body of Katylgar. The months and years ahead would not be
easy, but the Others attempt at intervention during Asegeir's arriva in Katyl space solidified hisbelief
that their two species would one day form a powerful dliance. Now, after the time the humans had spent
on Katylgar, he was sure of it.

Kamet poured tinsmet into two earthenware mugs, handed oneto Avalon, raised hisin asalute and then
bade her sit. He could not penetrate the mind of the C20, but like atelepath, he came right to the point.
“It isgood to see Warbird becoming whole again. He has Katylgar to thank, for it is hedling that fina
placein hisheart. It is gppropriate, for it waswe who stoleit from him. | only wish that he could have



pent moretime here.”

"Katylgar'slife-forceis powerful, extending awelcome dl theway to Asegeir. Falcon'slife-force, and
mine, are part of Asegeir, and thus hefedsKatylgar evenfrom afar.” Avaon sat back in the opulent
cushions.

"And you C20? What of you? When will the placein your heart befilled?'
"Oh, | fdl inlovefromtimetotime.” Avalon sSpped her tinamet.
"But not with the one closest to your soul.”

She looked up. “The bond between usis not of that nature. | am very fond of Falcon. His potentid is
greater than that of any captain | have ever known, but it isimportant that he be wholein himsdlf. For that
he needs a different kind of love, the love of awoman asamate.”

"Y ou cannot give him that?” Kalmet pressed.

Avaon gently rolled the mug between the pams of her hands. “| think, perhaps, it islike your lovefor
Katylgar: profound, deeply respectful, but not sexual. Y our love for your wives does not detract from
that. Indeed, each enhancesthe other.”

"Y ou desire his union with the fire-haired woman?"

"I don't know Chaney well, but | know of her. She'sthe sort of woman Falcon would do well with. It
was she who found the holesin you disrupters.”

"Yes” hechuckled. “I know. She's most anxious to have the technology.”
Avaon'ssmilefaded. “Do you seethat ... asabad thing?"

"Oh, no! Sheisdedicated, and although her values differ from our, sheisagood being, honourable
according to the human code of ethics, and most importantly, free from the Others. | trust Chaney, but
we Katyl do not fed the minds of the humans on Earth, so we would sooner her have our Dim5 engines
and disruptors. Shewill find the weaknessesin the technology and we shall dl benefit. However, if we
giveit to her now shewill leave Warbird."

"If they could have aweek or two together it might foster something more permanent. That'simportant,
both for him and for the wellbeing of Asegeir's life-force.”

Kamet watched her shrewdly. 1t had taken time for human xenosociologists to understand the Katyl
relaionshipswith their wives. Despite their poor intellect, it was still the love between amale and female.
Although Kamet could not read Avalon, and he could no longer read Warbird, he sensed the link
between them. Was not the life-force bound by the love of amae and femae in the ultimate act of
creating life? For al her wisdom, the C20 seemed blind to this fundamental truth. Y et he aso detected
thetruth in her desire to protect Warbird, and to do so she wished that he embrace another female.

Although Kalmet had joked about servicing twelve wives, it was rare amongst the Katyl to love more
than one, thefirst one. Others wives were taken when their mates died, for without a mate they were as
nothing and shrivelled within themselves, acrudty Katyl maleswould not alow. After seeking permission
from their husbands, these secondary wives generdly found lovers amongst the younger, unmated males.
It was dmost aways given, for they usudly fell pregnant where before they might not have had children
to love. But Kamet himsdlf had remained untouched until taking hisfirs wife, whom he loved to
distraction. Indeed, she was the only female he had ever embraced.



"Would you mind waiting until Sdlenais about to return to Asegeir 7’ Avaon sad.

"Or until shetires of being here, for her mind never truly leaves her work. If you wish her well then trust
meto decide when thetimeisright.”

Avaon downed the last of the tinsmet and stood. “Thank you, Kamet. | appreciate that.”



Chapter 23
April 28, 2500

During their eleven days on the planet, Falcon and Selenawandered the great markets, enjoyed the
entertainers, and watched many of the games. At nights they roamed the mingtrels halls, ate Katyl food
and drank Katyl wine, retired early, and made love until exhaustion sent them into deep, peaceful deep.

Since Hannas death, Fal con had not been celibate, but by the time held felt willing to consider amore
involved relationship, held been buried headfirst in the Viking Project. Every spare moment had been
given over to research, not walking carefree, hand in hand with a pretty woman, laughing and taking
pleasurein the smplejoy of being dive. Even now, it was not something he wanted for more than aweek
or two, but it fulfilled amomentary need, aneed he al'so sensed in Sdlena

Inthelast few days held aso felt her growing restlessness. Selena'swork was her true lover and it
beckoned like a Siren. Every few hours sheld check with her team, only to be told the same thing:
nothing's changed, go have fun and watch the games.

Thefirgt time they'd seen Katyl polo, Falcon had been horrified at the apparent lack of rules. It seemed
to be a chaotic melee of seachons and Katyl, alot of dust and not alittle blood. The players thundered
after thebal in afree-for-al that bore little resemblance to the gentlemanly sport of polo, and morelike
the origind, and far bloodier, centuries old human version. The Katyl had a predilection to gang up on the
seachon with the ball and attempt to wrest it away, regardless of whose side they were on. Kalmet, who
had invited Falcon and Selenato St in hisclansman'stent for the game, had laughed. “We may have
taken your sport to our hearts but we are going to play by our rules!”

"How do you know who'swon?"
"Whoever'sleft mounted!”

Now, on the penultimate day of the Games, Kamet was standing up, roaring his lungs out when the
compstitor listed as*A.Vvy’ fdl from her mount.

Falcon grimaced when Avaon rolled with thefall. She stood and staggered, then shook her heed. Her
seachon continued to run down the field, pushing the ball aong the ground with itslong neck, unaware
that it hed logt itsrider.

Kamet shouted at ‘ Avvy’ to use another mount to reach to her own. Falcon was amost as animated,
pointing to the riderless seachon behind the C20 and yelling at her to turn around. Beside him, Phelan,
who had arrived on the planet just hours before, gesticulated wildly.

Still groggy from her fall, Avalon was aware of Falcon's presence, of his callsto her, but she did not look
around. She'd deliberately avoided him since hisarrival on Katyl. It wouldn't be thefirst time acaptain's
relationship with awoman had been ruined by the intimacy between him and his C20. She wanted his
relationship with Selenato develop. She needed it, as much as Falcon.

Wiping the dust and blood from here eyes, Avalon |ooked about for her seachon. It was at the far end of
the arena. She weighed her options. There was no way she was going to reach her mount by foot in the
two and ahdf minutes remaining. Instead, she ran to the nearest, unmounted seachon, spent severa
precious seconds staring into its eyes, then legpt on to hisback. It instantly took off to join thefray. They
closed the distance just asthe pack dispersed, re-converged in a thundering roar, and ran directly



towards her. Her seachon had lost the ball! Only now did the animal redlize that it had also lost itsrider.
It swung itslong neck around, seeking her smell amongst athousand others. Avaon directed her newly
acquired mount to avoid the oncoming pack, and instead make for her seachon.

The ground was littered with Katyl. Some were staggering off the field unaided, while femaes helped
others along. One was on a stretcher.

Seeing her desperate ride, the spectatorsloudly counted off the remaining secondsin Katyl. Avalon was
laughing now; she hadn't felt thisalivein years! Her seachon's head stilled when it located her. Then it
trotted towards her. With only moments to spare she jumped from the borrowed anima onto hers—and
ignominioudy landed back-to-front. But it didn't matter; she was till in the game. Seconds later
thunderous cheering and applause rolled across the arena. When the dust settled Avaon saw that, apart
from her own seachon, only riderless animas wandered around the field. By sheer happenstance, she had
won.

Grinning wildly, with her hair in tangled disarray and her cheeks covered in dust and smears of blood, she
carefully rotated on her mount, rode to the end of the field where the bl lay, and directed the seachon to
push it towards the warleader's tent. Even the Katyl in the surrounding clan tents cheered and yelled
wildly. The C20, afemale, had won one of the most exacting contests of the Summer Games.

Few human spectators knew that A.V vy was anything other than an officer from Command. Regardless,
their cheerswere just asloud.

Her seachon nudged the ball to a stop. From here the final team of playerswould pick it up again for the
last game of seachon polo for the season. Thiswas the only reward awinning clan received, the best
view for the opening moves of the following game. Kamet sent two of hiswives down to take care of the
animd, while he enthusiagticaly motioned Avaon to join them.

She climbed over therail and began to brush the dirt from her leathers. Kalmet embraced her in abear
hug, then dapped her back with aforce that sent dust spirdlinginto theair.

"Tinsmet!” cried the warleader. “ A whole jug of tinsmet for Avvy!” he ordered his other wives. “Well
done! Thiswill be remembered for many years."

"It was hardly avictory, | won by default.”

"But that's how the gameiswon! Stop thinking like ahuman and have adrink!” Kamet took the jug and
thrugt it at her. “Sheis specid, thisone!l” he said to Falcon. “But then you adready knew that.”

Phelan pulled her into aroundhouse hug then planted an dmost brotherly kisson her lips. Avaon,
clutching thejug of tinamet, cried, “ Careful! Y ou're spilling my drink!"

"I'll buy you another!” Phelan declared as he set her back on her fest.

Still laughing, running on adrenaine, she embraced Falcon, glad that hishold was alittle less enthusiagtic.
Her amile froze. Seconds passed while something more than the flow of the life-force passed between
them. He rluctantly let her go.

"That was the most incredible ball game I've ever seen!” Phelan declared.
Avaon took along swig of tinsmet and then said to Selena, “I'm so glad you madeit for the Games.”

Sdlenaamiled in genuine pleasure. “ Congratulations, C20. I'll have to second Senior Commander
Phelan's sentiment.”



"I'm not sureif it'sagame so much asariot | just happened to survive.”
"Y ou two know each other?” Falcon looked between them, bemused.
Avalon patted his knee, then sat back. “ Science Council,” she explained.

"Tonight wewill feast in thefinest warleeder's tyle,” Kamet declared. “ And when the evening isdone
will bestow aboon.” He met Avaon'slook.

She understood. Asegeir was due to depart in three days and Falcon had called a Command Board
mesting for the following evening; the vacation was over. It had been alot of fun, and therewould be
many more viststo Katylgar in the years ahead. “In that case,” she said, standing. “I'm going to go clean
up.”

Phelan's shipsuit was designed for winter in Asegeir's Australian habitat. Dust had sweat congealed
around the cuffs on his neck and wrists until he felt—and looked—as bedraggled as Avaon. “Metoo, |
fed likel'minasauna”

"I'll give you some leathers.” Falcon took Selena by the elbow.

Phelan had figured on bunking with Falcon, but any doubts asto the Captain's relationship with the
astronomer were confirmed when he followed them into Falcon'stent. It didn't take a detective to notice
the science team emblem on the Sde of aduffel bag, or the distinctly feminine items scattered around.
Neither the skipper nor Selena flaunted it, and he figured none of the other crew in Command probably
knew. He'd keep it that way unless and until Falcon made it obvious back on board Asegeir . Persondly,
he was delighted. He'd been on Warrior's bridge when NGC informed them about Falcon'sfamily.

Outside, the C20 wastaking to Kamet. The warleader dapped her back again, burst out laughing and
left. Carrying abar of sogpstone, she waked past Phelan—in the opposite direction to the bathing tents.
Confused, he said. “1 thought they were thataway?"

"They are. The beach, however, is that way.” Avaon pointed to the sand dunes beyond the shuittle.

Selenaemerged from Falcon's tent, a change of clothes and soapstonein hand. “Why didn't | think of
that before?'

Avaon smiled knowingly. “A lot better than sharing with fifty retires whining about no hot water."
"Would you mind if | joined you?" Selenashot her alook of entregty.

Phelan stood with his hands on his hips, watching the two women climb the sand dune.

Fal con stepped outside, and looked at him. “What's up?*

"The thought of two naked women cavorting in the waves.”

"Better keep those thoughts locked away from stray telepaths, Senior Commander.”

Phelan shot Falcon alook. Did the Captain know hisfedingsfor Saav? Technicdly, they were not
breaking NGC regulations. Both of them were senior commanders, and neither was ever likely to be
stationed under the command of the other in their chosen career paths. But NGC didn't much likeit on
principle. And the truth was, he fill redlly wasn't sure where he sood with Mixis Saav. “ Easy for you to
say,” he muttered, and followed Falcon to the men's cleaning tents.

Streaks of brilliant orange and purplelit the sky. The water beneath seemed to have been drizzled with ail



paints. Selena stopped and said, “Y ou go on. | want to watch this."

Avaon sat beside her on the crest of the dune, watching until the sun disappeared.

"l missthem.” Selenas voice waswistful.

"Sunsets? Well, they aren't too bad in parts of the outer deck, around the desert habitats."

"But it'snot Earth.” Sdenaran her fingers through the sand. “ At home, | spend most of my time on the
orbital telescopes, but every few days | take my shuttle back to Earth just to see a sunset over the ocean,
to smell the st and fed the wind. Whenever | can, | deep outside. The starsaren't bright, of course,
especiadly near the sea—dll that sdt air.” She glanced at Avaon. * Ark ships are wonderful, but being on
Katylgar has reminded me how much | misshome. If, as promised, the Katyl send Earth the Dim5
disruptor in three months, I've arranged for my team to take along-distance shuttle home. There's so
much we can do back there that we can't on Asegeir

Kamet had been right. Avalon felt atwinge of disappointment. Thiswoman was not for Falcon.
If asmal part of her was dso relieved, she buried it degp where her conscious would never find it.
"Helovesyou, you know,” Sdenasaid softly.

Avaon glanced sharply at the petite woman. Was the astronomer sizing her up—and gracioudy
conceding defeat? Or had the Others found some obtuse way to hurt him? She looked deeper, and saw
that Selenawas merely being honest within hersdlf. “Not yet,” Avaon replied. “ Soon, as my fedingsfor
him aso grow. It'swhat we are to one another, to Asegeir. But it's not the kind of love that aman and
woman have for each other. It's something € se again and can't replace anormd, healthy relationship.”

"1 wonder how many spouses can deal with that?” Sedlenareplied.

"It'snot easy, | know, but | would like to see him happy with someone.” Avalon stood and took off her
leathers.

"Weve had awonderful few daystogether, C20.” Selenadso stripped out of her clothes. “Now it'stime
to return to what's really important to us. Chriswon't miss me anymorethan I'll pinefor him. If he thinks
of meat al inthefuture, it will bein sameway that | remember him, asaddightful interlude.”

Sdenadidn't redize she had done much more for Falcon. Or perhaps she did, perhaps they had done
something for each other. Who knew what pain life had dedlt this remarkable young woman?

Avalon stepped into the water and rubbed the soapstone over her body. She couldn't fail to notice the
fine, Chinadoll beauty of the astronomer. Selena's skin was pearl-like, her limbswere smal and ddlicate
and her face, dfin. She wasforty centimetres shorter than Avalon, and at a guess, twenty kiloslighter.
And athough she looked nothing like Hanna, Fal con's taste clearly ran to petite, fair-skinned feminine
woman, not tomboys that ran around on the backs of seachons covered in dust and blood.

For some reason, that thought saddened her.

After dinner, Kalmet announced that held ordered dl the pertinent files and aworking Dim5 disrupter
and engineto be delivered to Asegeir immediately. Sdenaadl but legped on the warleader in gratitude,
then turned imploring eyesto Falcon. Kamet chuckled. He had aKatyl fighter on standby for Selenato
return to the ark ship whenever she wished. Selenaran from the warleader's tent, Falcon smiling
indulgently ashefollowed.



Facon crossed hisarms and leaned against the central tent pole of the tent. *1've had women walk out on
me before,” he said with abroad grin, “but never in quite such ahurry.”

"Oh, Chris, I'm sorry!” Selenaturned from packing to meet his gaze. She must have seen the laughter in
his eyes, because she threw hersdlf into hisarms and kissed him.

Fa con knew that the passions that had burned those first nights had faded—for both of them. Hed
wondered if these last days together would have been amigtake, alip serviceto familiar intimacy.
Kamet's gift couldn't have come at a better time. He looked thoughtfully back outside to the warleader's
tent. The Katyl was telepathic, perhaps...

"Okay, that's everything!” Selenadeclared.

Fdcon carried her bag outside. Kalmet, Phelan and Avalon were dready waiting near Katyl fighter.
Sdlenahugged each of them in turn, and whispered something in Avalon's ear. Facon didn't hear what
she said, but he heard the C20'sreply, “ Always."

Sdlenacame at last to Falcon. She grinned, conscious of their audience. “ Thanks for the drink, Chaney,”
he said with awink and then swatted her buttocks affectionately. She picked up her bag and ran to the
waiting fighter.

"Well, Stuart, you can bunk with Chris after al,” Avalon said. They watched the ship leave.
"If it'sall the sameto you C20, I'd ill prefer your tent. The skipper snores.”

"l do not,” Falcon said.

"Yesyou do,” Phelan retorted.

"| wondered what that was,” Avalon said asthey returned to the tents. “I thought it was a seachon.”



Part 2: Kwilloy



Chapter 24
2330hrs May 01, 2500

"We are therefore ordering Captain Falcon relieved of duty, the C20 incarcerated, and Asegeir to return
to the Solar system,” said President Norman.

The bridge crew and security team stood disbdieving. Vol cut to the heart. “ Sir, why incarcerate the
C20? She's bonded to Asegeir. It's not like she can go anywhere."

"Perception, Commander,” replied Norman. “With over athousand deaths on Spacedock and Earth to
answer for, it isimportant that all suspects are seen to be treated equally.”

"How do you think the Metaswill perceive this... Sr?"

Standing behind her, Phelan muttered, “Not to mention the Kwilloys and Dwins working on the other ark
ships”

"Captain Vo, will you carry out my orders and take command of Asegeir?” Norman demanded.

Minutes earlier, Avaon had called Facon and asked him to cometo her quartersimmediately. Hair
mussed and looking exactly like aman who'd been woken from a deep deep, held walked in il pulling
on his shipsuit. Avaon placing afinger to her lips banished thelast of hisdeep. Her gesture meant that the
Al had been ordered to report all conversationsin their quarters.

Dressed in jeans and a coloured, Katyl shirt, sheldd pulled him into her gravitor and up to her private
acove on the bridge. The LD screen was at an acute angle; they could see it without being seen. Behind
President Norman sat Senator Matheson, his porcine eyes as dippery and menacing as black ice.

"1 will comply with ordersissued through the correct channds” replied Vol.
Even in the darkened bridge, Falcon could sense the rage sSmmering behind Peta Vol'simpassive fagade.

"Captain Vol,” said Matheson. “President Norman isyour Commander in Chief. A direct order from him
outweighs any other command from NGC!™"

"Unless orders are correctly coded through avaidated chain of command, the Al will assumel am
attempting amutiny and shut down accessto dl systems.”

Matheson waved dismissively; however, Norman replied, “ Of course, Captain. Y ou will carry out my
ingructions?'

"Ordering Asegelr to return to aquarantined area serves only to draw attention to asituation still under
parliamentary sedl. Kwilloy istwenty-five days Dim5 travel away. The Solar system isamonth away, but
inone month'stime, it will only be afive-day Dim5 jump from Kwilloy to the Solar system. Better for us
to continue to Kwilloy, and then, if necessary, return to Sol from there. We'd arrive about an hour later
than if weleave now.”

The President began to reply but Matheson interrupted again. “1I'm not sure | follow your reasoning,
Captain. It took you two weeksto get to Katyl space, but now you say it'samonth'sreturn to Sol. And
Kwilloy space is considerably further from Sol than Katylgar! Now my math may not be that good,” he
smiled indulgently, “but even | can seethat doesn't add up. Correct meif I'm wrong but if you enter



space now and reset your course for Sol you should be herein two weeks."
"Senator, yourewrong.” Vol's voice amost—but not quite—betrayed her condescension.
Matheson's fase geniality vanished and his cheeks flushed. “ Are you trying to be sarcadtic, Captain?'

Vol's voice turned superbly contrite. “Sir, if you have about three years | could teach you the higher
mathematics. In Dim5 the time taken to travel isnot afunction of distance and velocity. Even at afixed
Speed, time taken varies from moment to moment. That'swhy it's caled Dim5, Senator.”

"If the matter is resolved while you are on your way here, you can change course back to Kwilloy."

"Senator, you can't change course in Dim5. Y ou have to enter space, and then set new parameters.
There'sno way to hideit. The physicsresearcherswill know the moment we leave Dim5, and asthey're
running red-time experiments based on this course they will be ... extremely upset. Secondly, as| just
explained, travel timein Dimb5 varies from moment to moment. If we break this schedule, it could be
months before another window opens. Findly, under the Ark Ship Independence Charter, you cannot
order Asegeir'sreturn to the Solar system without the agreement of the civilian council and Governor.
There are billions of creditsin trade goods at risk, aswell as physics experiments that have been yearsin
the planning. Even if the council agreed, one of the clausesin the Charter guarantees compensation to
citizens, and those here on contract. Earthgov would be liable to pay that compensation.”

Pressed hard against Avalon in an dcove designed for one, Falcon processed the information. Matheson
wasfindly showing hishand. Vol was dissembling, buying time by citing adozen condtitutiond and dien
trade agreements. “Keep thinking on your feet, Peta,” he whispered.

"Where do they get moronslike Matheson?” Avalon murmured.
"A moron didn't set thisup,” hereplied.

"Neither did Matheson.”

Facon glanced down at her, but her eyes were fixed on the screen.

"My point exactly, Senator,” Norman said to the others sitting around the table. “Overruling the
condtitution of an ark ship when we are concerned solely with the activities of two people aboard that
shipisuntengble.”

"One person,” said Matheson, glowering. “And one C20.
Falcon felt Avaon tense—then relax. Her eyeslit with understanding.

"Senator, correct meif I'mwrong,” said Vol. “ An interrogation of both Captain Falcon and the C20 by
any known means short of outright tortureisimpossible.”

Severa senators winced, but Matheson snapped, “If Earthgov decides the C20 must be detained
because of irrefutable evidence pointing to her involvement in ahorrific genocide and further, a
conspiracy to sall out humanity, then that C20 should be held directly responsible for Asegeir's detention.
All requests for compensation should be directed at that C20's considerable estate.”

"Ohboy,” Avdon muttered. “ Thisassholeis pulling no punches. Matheson's either very sure of himsdlf or
adamned good poker player.” Her nose screwed up and she shook her head. “But there's too much at
gake for him to gamble. He must know that."



The President apparently knew it aswell, because he said, “Y es, Senator, asyou say. However these
are dill only dlegations, and the C20 isinnocent until proven guilty—"

"The proof isdl herel” Matheson's eyes bulged with indignation. “ The other C20 has been arrested. It's
just aquestion of time before going to trid."

"Then why not usethat timewisely?’ Vol suggested. “Certainly, if the C20 and Captain Falcon are guilty
of murder and congpiracy they must be held accountable.”

Avaon's hand gently sought Falcon's. He was conscious of her nearness, the dow besating of her heart.
She was as composed asif they were discussing the latest weather report from Miami.

"By dlowing Asegeir to continue,” said VVal. “Y ou have one month to collate evidence without arousing
the suspicion of sympathizers or guilty parties fill on Earth. Evenif the council agreed to our immediate
return to the Solar system, it would mean caculating anew window, which could still take longer than if
we maintained our course to Kwilloy. And the matter will become public—and very controversid.”

"Which is exactly what Matheson wants,” Avalon whispered.

Fa con wasn't so sure. The senator was a political animal, accustomed to the public's fickleness. In thirty
days his congtituents would have become blasé while Asegeir's inhabitants would be baying for his
blood. Matheson's power base rested in his ability to pull, not push his supporters. Inssting on Asegeir's
return now would be pushing too damned hard. The next question is bound to be why? Matheson might
be, as Avaon said, amoron, but was a cunning one.

The sllencethat filled the bridge of the ark ship was deafening. Matheson's eyes flattened. * Perhaps you
have apoint, Captain. Y ou will seeto it then that Falcon is returned to Earth on along-range shuttle.”

"I can, 9ir, but that would take even longer."
"Minutes ago you sad it would be one month in Dim5 space!”

"It's not space, Senator. It's Dim5 and the physics of speed are dependent on mass. The greater the
mass, the faster the congtant speed.”

If Matheson looked up a standard time chart, held pick aholein Vol'sreasoning as big as Dim5 itsdlf,
but grictly spesking, shewasteling the truth.

"Look at Matheson, theway he's Szing up Peta,” Avalon said. “He's never understood Dimb5 but he
thinks he understands human nature. Peta could not have made full captain at such ayoung age unless she
was ambitious. A good little NGC robot that requires orders to be encoded through channelsthat for al
intents and purposes no longer exis."

"And Petaknowsit; she's playing him.” Falcon's admiration for Vol climbed another notch.
Matheson snapped, “ Then incarcerate Falcon and the C20 in the detention block immediately.”
"House arrest would be sufficient, Senator.”

"We don't agree, Captain. House arrest does not preclude open access to the Al; the detention block
does. When this matter becomes public the record will reflect you acted asimpartialy as Falcon and the
C20 acted towards Governor Jolley. In fact, given the C20's supposed abilities, | insgst on twenty-four
hour full body blanket survelllance with an open channd to this office.”



Fd con's ssomach clenched. Blanket survelllance was extremey demeaning, and full body was only used
when a suspect's body waste had to be searched.

Presdent Norman said, “ Senator, that is going too far—"

"Fine” Avalon left the dcove and pulled hersdf down the gravitor. “If watching me peeiswhat it takes
for this committee to getitsjolliesthen | am formally requiring that all recordings, especidly those of me
using the cleaning facilities, be submitted to the judicia pandls, jurors and mediareleasesin any trid."

Falcon was pulling himsdlf backwards down the gravitor. He dmost choked trying to suppress his
laughter—although he regretted missing the senators expressions.

"Surveillanceis unnecessary,” Norman said, shooting Matheson alook of distaste. “We have not
specified it for the other C20. However, | agree on Avaon Davo being held in the detention facilities.”

"Command detention facilities, of course,” Matheson added. “ Since it was your suggestion to keep this
under wraps. And it would bein your interest, Captain Vol, for the Al to monitor al incomings. Although
| am confident that you will not bresk regulations regarding facility privileges, Al monitoring will confirm,
for the record, that the prisoners were accorded no specia treatment. Are we clear on that, Captain?'

"Y es, Senator, as soon as the correctly coded orders arrive.”

"Along with orders gppointing you as temporary commander of Asegeir,” Norman said.

"Wewill hold you persondly responsibleif Falcon hijacks along-range shuttle,” Matheson warned.
"Sir,” Vol replied to Matheson, making it clear she thought he, not Norman wasin charge.

"We have no doubt, Captain Vol,” Matheson added, “that given asatisfactory outcome to this Situation,
your temporary position will become permanent.” Casting a narrow-eyed look at Falcon, he added,
“Now that Falcon and the C20 have finally presented themsalves, | want Senior Commander Phelan to
detain them.”

"Sir ... | mean Senator, they will not leave my security team's sight until your orders are received,” Phelan
declared.

No one missed the look of venom that Norman shot Matheson as the connection was broken.
"Someone thinks the Senator's getting alittle big for hisjockstrap,” Falcon said.
Avaon smirked. “Rope, oh how | love thee."

"Son of abitch,” muttered VVol. Sheran ahand through her short hair. “ Sir, whoever does the encoding in
NGC will takether time but | estimate we have an hour, tops.”

"Listen up everyone!” Falcon moved to where the entire bridge crew could see him. “1 don't know what's
going down but as you are aware, NGC has been effectively controlled by Earthgov politicians sncethe
nanite outbreak on Spacedock four and a half months ago. I'm not going to comment on the ability of a
bunch of politiciansto run NGC—" low chuckles permested the bridge “—or what schemes have been
cooked up to discredit the C20s and mysdlf to divert attention from the apparent complicity of acertain
politician in the nano-outbreak. However, we will obey dl orders as directed by the President. | only
picked up the last few minutes of this, but as of this moment Captain Vol isthe commanding officer of
Asegeir and will remain so for the foreseeable future. I'm asking you to give her the same support and
loyalty asyou have given me since | came aboard.”



Fa con turned and, with Avaon and Phelan and the security team hard on hishedls, hurried into his office
then down the gravitor to his quarters. “I'm banking on thirty minutes."

Phelan pointed to two of hismen. *Y ou and you, go help the C20 pack."
Avaon ran out Falcon's door to her quarters.
Bleary-eyed and looking alittle shell-shocked, Mixisfollowed Facon into his bedroom. “ Sir?"

"No timeto explain.” Falcon pulled abag from hisrobe and yelled for Scarty and Marcus. “Marcus, go
help Avaon pack whatever she thinks she's gonna need for the next month. Scarty, get your butt outta
bed and go down to the gym. Look up the records and find out what the C20 uses and get it up to the
Command detention area, pronto.”

"Why?" Saav demanded with increasing exasperation.

"WEell explain later.” Phelan stuffed shipsuitsinto abag while Falcon pulled up dl hisfilesand
downloaded them onto his personal datapads. “ Go help Avaon!”

Turning to leave, Mixis muttered, “I'm gonna scan that man, | swear."
"l heard that, Commander!” Phelan yelled at her departing back.

Fifty-eight minutes later, it was over. Avaon Davo and Captain Christopher James Falcon were formally
charged with conspiracy, treason, blackmail and murder, and detained in the Command detention block.
Matheson had done his homework. Whereas the main detention block was equipped with afull
gymnasium, library, and limited accessto the Al for research and entertainment, Command detention was
aday holding area only, with bench seats, narrow bunks, and open cleaning room. NGC regulations
prohibited prisoners from ‘ additional items other than existent in the block at the time of incarceration’.
This prevented long-term detainees from gaining access to anything other than standard i ssue equi pment.

From the time the formal orders had arrived and were encoded into the Al, every molecule of matter
entering the detention area would be logged. No one doubted Matheson would regularly check those
logs, hisintention wasto make life for Falcon and the C20 as uncomfortable as possible.

In that fifty-elght minutes, the Command detention area had accumulated an extraordinary variety of
items. “Oh damn, no bath,” Avaon grumbled as she regarded the mountainous pile of congtruction
materials, tools, clothing, and foodstuffs. A dozen frazzled envirotechs and engineers were busily working
to ingtal decent living quarters. Falcon glowered at her but she grinned and added, “What do you say we
st thisarea up asahandbal court?!

"C20,” hereplied, “they may not be able to execute you, but they sure as hell can me.”

"Captain, I'm not immortal. They can dismember me and scoop out my brains and then nuke the bridge
of Asegeir and not even a Rachnian will find enough to put me back together."

Some of the techs, including Phillip Hastings, looked up in horror. They didn't know what was going on,
but Earthgov seemed to have lost its collective mind.

"It's okay everyone, well have it sorted out before that happens. Now, let's get this place organized.”



Chapter 25
May 02, 2500
"Go on Marcus, you can't do any more here. Y ou too Scarty,” Falcon said.

The orderly'sfacefel. It wasn't asif he wouldn't be seeing the Captain again but the invisble plasma
shield was one-way. Once outside he could not return without the Al reporting it. Since Falcon was
alowed no specid privileges, that wasn't going to happen.

"Scarty,” Avaon put her arm around him, “I'll ook after the Captain if you take care of Phillip, okay?
He's pretty upset.” At the look on the orderly's face she quickly added, “I know, everyoneis. But we
C20s have more than afew tricks up our copious deeves. | promiseyou it will turn out aright. We need
to run with this, but we can't tell you why just yet, so how ‘bout you help Phillip finish off my quarters
while I'm down here, hm?'

Mixiswas next. Sheglared at Avalon. “Thisisapoor excuse for missing early morning workouts. First it
was riding seachons.”

"Y eah, well I'm sure you won't miss my wakeup cals."
"C'mon, how many times have you had to—"

"Okay, Saav, the stakes just got higher.” Avalon walked the telepath to the shield. “Next timel haveto
wake you, I'll find something worse than a bucket of iced water."

Commanders Vol, Phelan, Rose and Walker entered the detention block and sat with Marcus at the
conference table on the other sde of the invisible plasma barrier. Mixis moved through the barrier and sat
with them. Locked inside the detention block by their DNA, Falcon and the C20 sat on the other side of
the table, and opened their datapads.

"Avalon hasrerouted the Al. No conversations in this block have been recorded since 2340,” Falcon
said. “I'm not sure how long we have before Matheson redlizes you've interpreted ‘ no monitors' literally.”

The othersturned on their datapads. He was pleased to see that all were using persona padsinstead of
NGC-issued pads. “ Captain Val, firdly, I'd like to commend you for quick thinking. How are the
Command crew handling this?'

"Sir, ordersfrom NGC were very explicit; your incarceration is classified. Asto morale, thisthing stinks
like week-old untreated recycling and even the fifth-class techs know it. With NGC till under
investigation, the general atmosphereis one of rdief. Something's coming to ahead and should be
resolved within amonth. If not,” she added in alow voice, “the crew are one hundred percent in
agreement that Asegeir should completely secede from Earth and declare itself an independent world."

Facon's eyebrows lowered. “1t won't cometo that."

"No, gr.” Vol sat alittle straighter. “No one serioudy thinksit will, but you can't stop intelligent people
from considering the worst-case scenario. However, I've stressed that for now we follow NGC ordersto
the letter.”

The outfitting of the Command detention areaand Falcon and the C20's access to the Al being evidence
of how those letters could be interpreted.



"Operationaly we'rein the green,” said Falcon. “ And we have amonth to figure thisout. Captain VVol,
please brief the C20 and me on the chain of events."

"At 2230hrslast evening,” she said, “President Norman called me on a private channel and asked Senior
Commander Phelan and a security team to come to the bridge without either you or the C20 being
notified. Unusua request but since heis running NGC at the moment, | complied. At 2234hrs, Senior
Commander Phelan entered the bridge. President Norman instructed me to transfer hissignd to the
bridge LD screen. | told him I'd call you but he ordered me not to. Stuart is better at summarizing
evidence than me. Stuart?"

"That creegp Matheson has set up you, Avalon and Jenna Hayden to take the fal for the nanoviruses."
"Wel.” Avdon turned to Facon. “That sumsit up, dright.”
"Thank you for the succinct sit-rep, Senior Commander,” Falcon said dryly. “Care to el aorate?”

"Sorry, Sir, but I'm way beyond pissed. Investigators uncovered two underground nano-labs, one on
Stradbroke Idand and the other in the Florida Everglades.” When Avaon's eyebrows lifted, he added,
“You got it C20, yours and Jenna's homes. Specid decontamination squads have just finished searching
them.”

Avalon crossed her arms, rolled her eyes and muttered, “ Those guys do not do delicate work; the places
will bewrecked."

"They found access tunnels from your homes to secret labs, where data discs showed research going
back years. They aso found Katyl biomatter in seeled amniotanks, sterile containers of the Katyl
nanovirus found in Jolley's dwdlling and another weird nanovirus as yet to be identified.”

"Hoo boy. They didn't make it ambiguous did they? So where does the Captain fit in?” Avalon asked.
"Remember how you hel ped me access those classified NGC records?’ Phelan said.

At Facon'slook, Avaon explained, “I have never trusted paliticiansto run an investigation. They're not
cops, they're ambitious little sons of bitches who only do it for one of two reasons: to get media exposure
and make politica capita or to hide something. Go on Stuart. What did you find? Matheson's podgy
fingersin the credit chits?"

"Y ou guessed it. During the War, one strategy considered was introducing ananovirusinto the Katyl. It
was back-burnered because very few people could ssomach the idea. Besides, in the early days no one
had accessto alive Katyl or even Katyl biomass.” Phelan paused then added, “ Except Captain Falcon
and Jenna Hayden."

"Perhaps | should explain,” Falcon said to Mixisand Vol. “The Katyl have no ethics regarding the
disposal of bodies. They believe the spirits of the dead take up resdence in the departing shipsin the
same way that a C20 is d-jumped onto another ship if their own is destroyed. Except the C20 brings her

living body dong.”
The others nodded in understanding. It partly explained why the Katyl held Avaon in such awe.

"After the Battle of Degan,” Facon continued, “we found intact Katyl bodies. It wasthefirst time anyone
had laid eyes on aKatyl, so naturally we put them into storage. | know a couple of them were returned
to Earth during the War through Chaney holes. However, | have no ideawhat happened to them.”

"Y eah, wdl, Jennahad onein an amniotank under her house,” said Phelan.



"That's the evidence.” Vol pushed her datapad aside and sat forward. “What stinksis how they found it.”
Phelan looked at Avaon."C20, how do you set up security on your idand?”

"Stradbroke isabig barrier idand. Dwins, Kwilloys, and Metas have free access to my underground
home. When anyone'sin residence we turn on perimeter blocks, otherwise we don't mind people using
theidand.”

"So anyone could have come by and dug out awell equipped lab?"

Avalon nodded. *Y ep—except that doesn't access my home. Someone must have gotten inside despite
thelocks. Pretty damned unusud. | would have said impossible.”

"That'stheway Earthgov seesit.”
"But why did they suspect Jennaand | had labs?'

Phelan's expression darkened. “Thisiswhereit gets ugly. Some kids were hooting down the sand dunes
and—oops, lookee here—they find aventilation pipe presumably exposed during the April cyclone. So
they crawl insde, set off abooby trap, and are infected with afast-acting virus.” With each word he
grew vigbly angrier. “When dad finds them bleeding from every orifice, he naturaly assumesthe
worg—"

"Bagtards,” Avaon cried and shot up from her chair, knocking it over. “Those fucking butchers! When |
get my hands on whoever did this!'ll personally space them! Why in hell would | turn off passive
perimeter defences that keep out everything bigger than birds, only to install murderous deviceslike
thet?"

Concerned, Falcon stood and turned to her. “C20—"

Sheglared a him. “No, Chris, thisisdifferent. My anger isnot amanifestation of the Other's control over
me. But the people who did this are part of a human infestation by Others on Earth. Setting me up isone
thing, killing kidsto do it something ese entirdly. It wouldn't be the first time I've killed aman—or a
woman—and it won't be the last. It's about time you all learned afew home truths about C20s. Stuart,
finish off your report first.” Seething with impotent rage, she sat back in the chair, rubbing her hands over

her legs.

"During the investigation of NGC,” Phelan continued. “Records were ‘discovered’ citing aconspiracy
between Jenna Hayden, Avalon Davo, and the other C20s to force NGC into appointing Captain Falcon
as Asegeir's first skipper. The documents state that Admirals Manion, Vicory, Robinson and Hastings
stood their ground and the appointments board passed the skipper over and selected John Laycock.
Jennathen publicly appointed Captain Falcon to Jord. Further evidence cites blackmail by the Kwilloys
and Dwins, forcing NGC to baby the skipper through the building of Jord, despite his demonstrated
incompetence in handling his crew and his repeated failure to dedl with basic operationa problems
aboard the Courier ship Cassandra.”

He met Falcon's eyes. “ Matheson also claimed you and Jennawere lovers during the Katyl War, which
iswhen this conspiracy began. Further, he suggested you were involved in Captain Laycock's degth
becauseit devated you to your current position as commander of Asegeir. You or the C20, through
your privileged position, smuggled the Katyl nanovirus aboard. Once Jolley drew attention to your regl
motives, you abandoned the plan to kill the Katyl—at least then—and planted the virusin Jolley's
resdence. Findly, they ‘discovered’ adiary |eft behind by the telepath, Bevin. Init he citesyour
pathological hatred of the Katyl and how the C20s threstened him if he revealed your ability to block



scans.”
"And Captain Falcon did dl thisfor...?” Avalon demanded.
"Megaomaniaca revenge. And since the skipper can't be telepathicaly scanned, he successfully hid it."

Everyone sat quietly digesting the dlegations. Then Avalon said, “Mixis, have you examined the vidisc
fromlast night?"

"Threetimes”
"Wheat's your take on Matheson et al 7"

All eyes now turned to Mixis. Her interpretation would play acritical rolein how they proceeded. “He's
not intelligent enough to be behind this, but he's making capita out of it. | fill don't understand the
agenda, but he's diverting attention. The original conspiracy has spread too wide and too deep. It hasto
be controlled by someonein aposition of unimpeachable power, which makesthe C20s and Captain
Falcon ided scapegoats.”

Rose shook hishead. “I don't buy it. It'stoo complex, too difficult and above all, it's too damned risky
setting up C20sto take the fall. The repercussions from the Metas and aliens—"

"Unlessthat'sthe plan,” Avaon said quietly.
"Y ou mean the intent was to discredit C20s and diens, and the Captain hereisjust collatera fallout?!

"Theintent, dl dong, has been to create chaos. Whether by pitting Katyl against humans, or humans
againgt C20s and aliens, doesn't matter. Thisthing was set up so that every moveto stop it would open
another can of worms."

"If you're right, and the Others are using corporea beings as agents provocateurs,” Rose said. “They
need something to work with; prejudice, fear, hatred, jeal ousy—"

"Bigotry,” Mixissaid. “Did you notice the way Matheson referred to C20s? Or when he accused the
Kwilloys and Dwins of blackmail? He and his cronies were very voca during the War, playing to alot of
peopl€e's anger about the Metas deserting the Solar system just before the Katyl blockaded us.”

"But the Metas were involved in amuch bigger action on the other side of the gdlaxy—at |east those that
weren't protecting Gaia,” countered Walker. “ A few Others dipped through and incited the Katyl to
attack."

Marcus glanced at Falcon for permission to speak. When Falcon nodded encouragingly, the sergeant
sad, “ Sirs, | was studying in civilian administrative centres during the Katyl War. Most
people—civilians—don't think in gaactic terms;, they're too busy looking after their own affairs. All this
busi ness about metaphysica wars on the other side of the galaxy, and diens, and Metas whom they've
never seen, isoutside their frame of reference. They've forgotten—if they ever knew—that the
technology they take for granted was devel oped through trade with diens. Commander Saav isright. For
the average citizens who voted for Matheson, the oneswho can't immigrate to ark shipsor join NGC,
aiens have done nothing except desert them the moment they're needed. And before you say it, with
respect, while neither Metas, C20s nor telepaths are diens, to alot of people, they're not human, either.”

Silencefilled the detention block for agood ten seconds.

"Dammit!” Avaon declared explosively, dapping her hand on the table. “I should have seen this coming



years ago. We, and | include the Metas and diens aswell asthe C20s, have remained a oof from the
vast mgjority of the human population because we wanted to remain apalitical and get on with our work
and our lives. That's now being used againgt us. Oh, | redlized it after thefirst full Command Board
meseting and cocktall party, but | was till thinking in terms of politics. | did not consider theimpact on
average humans.” She shot an approving look at Marcus. “ Every now and then, Marcus, do me afavour
and yank me off my pedestal.” Frowning, she added, “Matheson isin aposition to feed into the
subconscious fears and vague discontents of the masses and then use that as a springboard to the next
levd."

Mixiswas nodding. “He kept saying ‘we' rather than ‘I'. It servesadua purpose. Firstly, it removesthe
public perception that he doneis behind your incarceration. Secondly, reluctant members of the
Senatorid investigation committee would fed isolated and didoyd to the group ‘we' if they voiced

oppostion.”
"And what isthat next level?” Facon asked softly.

"The presidency. Specifically, a presidency that owns the military, has accessto space, and can declare a
state of emergency based on a possible alien attack—adictatorship,” Avaon replied. “For hundreds of
years membership in NGC has brought unparaleled respect, even amongst those who are have no time
for space exploration. Like legists, NGC personnel are spot-scanned and command ranks
broad-scanned and telecorded at least once, so they're above reproach. Still, it's an apparently nepotistic
organization recruiting from within. Sure,” she added quickly, “it's open to anyone. But most people
cannot get past their abhorrence of telepathic scanning to apply. Who sitting at thistable isn't descended
from at least one NGC parent? Now that we have ark shipsthat attitude is changing—but not amongst
the mgjority. Then ananovirus revealsNGC to be as corrupt as any other powerful bureaucracy.”

"Soin rides Senator Matheson on hiswhite horse,” Mixis said, “declaring helll get to the bottom of it.
Next he manoeuvres himsdlf into dictating NGC's restructuring. He's spent his career ingnuating that
aliens cannot be trusted. Now, the C20s, the most usive non-quite-humans of al, havetriggered a
plague. As acharismatic leader—and Matheson isincredibly popular with the average
Earther—appointing himsdf in the role of saviour, no onewill worry if he tramplesthe Conditution alittle
asheridesdl the way to thetop.”

Vol looked uncertain. “It makes sense except for one thing. It'sfar too complicated. It could have come
unstuck at any time."

"Not when you play on human weskness,” Avalon said. “ And perversaly, thisoneis built on asolid
foundation of weaknesses. Stuart, have you run background checks on Matheson, and victimologies on
AdmirdsManion, Hastings, Vicory and Robinson?"

Phelan was staring vacantly at the cell block wall, his eyes unfocussed, “Yeah ... yeah, it'sdl sarting to
make sense.” He blinked, and then said, “Paul Matheson, eighty-four yearsold, was afailled NGC
recruit. He made the Academy but |eft just before he was due for hisfirst spot-scan. He said that he felt
he could better serve Earth by going into politics. I'm sill chasing details, but his older Sster was married
to hisNGC sponsor, Commander Phil Thornton, later Admira Thornton of Arisa Station.

"Asfor Thornton, no black marks but nothing outstanding, either. When he was promoted to Admird, he
made it known he was relieved held never been appointed to C20 ships, because he suspected the C20s
had secret agendas.”

Avaon wrinkled her nose. “ Sour grapes are not uncommon amongst admirals.”

"AdmirdsHasgtings, Vicory and Robinson unofficialy expressed smilar sentiments,” Phelan continued.



“None of these admiralswas considered psychologicaly suited for dien postings but Thornton was given
command of ArisaStation.”

"Thornton, like Matheson was apoliticd anima,” Facon sad. “NGC politicsisjust asintricate ascivilian
politics”

"Hastings, Vicory and Robinson dl lost family during the Katyl War. Vicory lost ason at the Baitle of
Degan. Hastings wife died on the ship they sent into the sun while Robinson's girl died on Asegeir .

"How did Vicory'sson die?’” Avaon asked.

"Hewas afighter pilot. He survived the battle but hislife support failed before Warrior managed to clear
her fighter bays and get him aboard.”

Facon closed hiseyes and sat back heavily in hischair. Avalon placed her hand over hisand said softly,
“Nothing would have changed, Chris. I've been over those logs myself. Don't go second guessing
yoursdlf now."

"A lot of people have reason to fed bitterness towards C20s or the Captain for events during the War,”
Phelan added. “ Some, like the shuttle engineers, lost NGC sponsors and had to take on lower paid
civilian jobs. Othersfeared the Katyl so much that they failed telepathic scans and their careers stdled at
sub-command levels. I'm not saying that everyone who lost someone or something in the War has an axe
to grind, but it doesn't take a deductive legp to conclude that whoever was behind this, lit amatch, sood
back and watched it burn.

Phelan turned to Val. “Still, | agree with you. Thisistoo complex to be one big conspiracy. If you see
part of abig fire, abig conspiracy, you can follow its path and extinguish it. But stand in the middle of a
forest surrounded by hundreds of little fires, you're so busy ssomping on one that you don't notice your
ass being burned by another. For the last four months we've been chasing al these little fires thinking
they'd lead usto the main one, but instead they've mostly burned themselves out. Right from the start this
has been lots of littlefires, little conspiracies, somelit by Matheson, otherslit by people like Robinson
and Vicory.” He stared & Avaon. “It hit me the other day, watching you win that Katyl polo game.”

Avaon'seyeslit. “ By default—because | wasthe last one mounted.

"Exactly.” Phelan sat back. “Matheson saw the other plays being made, and did nothing. Now he'sthe
only one left, hewins by default. And by keeping far enough back from the game, heisn't even getting

dirty."

They looked at each other. It fit.

"Not very sporting of him.” Avaon snorted.

Fa con laughed humourlesdy. “Hes a palitician, what'd you expect?’

"Game's not over yet and we're not playing by Katyl rules” Avaon chewed her lip. “ Someone planted
evidencein Jennas and my homes, and ddliberately misread Chris war filesto fabricate circumstantia
evidence. Coincidenta, isn't it, how Webster and Garret's remains were found off Brisbane and Florida?!

"I still haven't had word back from forensics. I'll chaseit now.” Phelan picked up his datapad and began
typing. “From alegd standpoint the linksto the skipper are circumstantial, and Matheson will never
provethem.” He glanced at Falcon. “I don't think getting rid of you is Matheson's main am. But once this
goes public, you can kiss your NGC career goodbye, no matter the outcome.”



"Not if | demand he stay on,” Avaon countered.
"Evenif you're cleared, Avalon, NGC is being restructured under Matheson's recommendations—"

"That will trash our current working relationship with NGC,” shefinished, sighing angrily “We went
through thistwo hundred years ago, and it's the same bullshit al over again. Maybe we should pencil it in
our diariesfor 2699."

Facon glanced at her, then Phelan. “Then forget chasing dead leads, Stuart. We go straight for
Matheson."

"By turning the evidence againgt you back onto him.” Avaon's eyes snapped open. “Mixis, did you send
that full telecording and report on Chris' ability to block telepathic scansto NGC?"

Saav nodded.

"Good. Officidly reporting it months prior to Matheson's ‘ discovery’ will knock some of the wind from
hissails.” Shetouched Falcon'shand again. “I aso submitted areport.”

"Y ou told me, but if Matheson forces arestructuring of NGC, your opinion won't count.”

"No, | only told you | was exercisng my prerogative as a C20 to maintain you as my captain because
your abilitiesto block scanswere a strategic defence againgt the Others. What | didn't tell you was why,
or that | submitted afull, cross-referenced report on the phenomenon going back to 2017. Asl said, it's
time you learned afew home truths about C20s.

"Back in 2017, Commander Nicholas Page and Kristin Baker foiled aterrorist attempt to detonate a
nuclear wegpon in Sydney. Y ou should meet Nick sometime,” shesaid to Falcon. “You'realot dike."

Falcon shot her adubious look, but her expression was serious.

"AsaMeta,” she continued, “Nick returned to Earth to assist in evacuating the cetaceans. He secretly
visited the surviving terrorist, Um Nehro, to try and understand the hatred that had created her. Although
he had dready evolved into the most powerful of al Metatrandators, Nick had to force hisway into her
mind. And helearned why. Y ou see, you can block ahuman telepath.” She gently squeezed Falcon's
hand. “ Because you have natural defence mechanisms protecting you from the Others. Despite that,
you've developed sufficient control to alow anon-hostile telepath like Mixisinto your mind. Theterrorist,
Um Nehro, had asimilar blocking mechanism. However, it was not designed not to protect her from the
Others—"

Phelan dropped his datapad and exclaimed, “It was created by the Otherd!™

"Exactly. Such people are open conduits for the Others. To protect them from discovery they cannot be
scanned by human telepaths. And they are the only humans who cannot overcome the block in their mind
preventing ascan.”

"But you can tdll, can't you?’ Facon asked her.

"| can't read specific thoughts,” Avalon replied. “But we see the Others when they infiltrate human minds.
For some, the blackness spreads like oil across water. Noxious, stifling, but it can be removed with care.
That'swhat | saw in Jolley. For people like the nano engineers—who were probably giving Jolley
orders—it mixeswith their psyche; it cannot be removed without killing them. For those like you, Chris, it
flows around and through, never touching. If the Others ever atempted an overwhel ming attack on you,
you'd commit suicide rather than succumb. That'swhy you can't turn the pain of your family'slossinto



revenge. A human would say it's not within your character. We know it's because you cannot be
infected."

"|s Matheson a conduit?’ Falcon asked.

"I'm sure of it. Problem s, any accusation | makeis meaningless. Let him hang himsdlf, Chris, because
soon, everyonein NGC will have undergone a scan and telecording, giving them the moral high ground.
The good senator can obfuscate as much as he wants, and the general public may like him and agree with
him that aliens and C20s are adanger to humanity, but perception, as he so correctly put it, is everything.
Now that recently declassified documents about your role in the War have been released, parliamentary
privilege notwithstanding, it's gonnalook mighty strange that Matheson is accusing you of murder and

conspiracy.”
"What declassified documents?’ Falcon demanded.

Phelan's eyes narrowed. “Ever wondered why files about that little coup we pulled on Arisa Station were
classfied inthefirst place? Well, guess who was on the post-war records committee and censored
them?'

Fa con chuckled. “That's why Matheson thought Jennaand | were lovers. Just before Thornton spaced
us, Jennajumped meand ... eh ... ‘kissed’ me."

"I'll never forget!” Phelan laughed.
"Maybe you should explain, C20,” Falcon said when the others stared at them.

Avaon was aso chuckling. “ Jennas ship, Jord was destroyed in the Battle of Vega, so shewasno
longer bound to a ship. During the timeswe're not bound, if a C20 is exposed to aletha stuation, the
life-force d-jumps usto the nearest viable habitat. In Jenna's case, Arisas detention block. It's no secret
that, if aC20isin physica contact with another biologica entity, their life-forces are stuck together
somewhat like amagnet, and this auto-d-jumping will grab them both. But contact must be flesh to flesh.
Chriswore afull body shipsuit including hood and gloves, so only his eyes and mouth were exposed.
Given the forces exerted during spacing, the only way Jenna could be sure to maintain contact wasto
wrap hersdf around him and kiss him. And since Chriswas sporting abeard at the time, Jenna, eh, used
her tongue to ensure maximum flesh to flesh contact.”

" She rammed her tongue halfway down my throat,” Falcon groused. “ There was nothing sensual about
it!"

The otherswere laughing out loud. “ Givestheterm ‘kiss of life awhole new meaning!” Mixissaid.

"No offence to Jenna but it's something | never want to experience again.” Facon's smile faded when he
asked Avaon. “What classified files?'

"Ah, afortuitous future memory methinks. | briefed the science council on your rolein the Katyl War and
figured thefiles might aswell go public after we left Katylgar. | time-logged them, and I'd say that, right
about now, Earth mediais releasing awhole new batch of declassified human-interest stories about the
War. Combined with our overwhemingly successful misson to Katylgar and the acquisition of the
disrupter and Katyl Dim5 engines—remember Sdena Chaney will belanding on Galileo gtation
tonight—you, Captain Falcon will be quite the hero. And Matheson will have alot of explaining to do.”,



Chapter 26
May 03-15, 2500

Captain Peta Vol stormed out of Falcon's office and dammed her fist into Marcus desk. Shewould
have punched Falcon's but figured Marcus would heal faster ashisUV lightswere on dl day. Then she
straightened, composed her features and said, “Al, wake the C20 and the Captain.”

Vol pulled hersalf down the gravitor. No guards were posted in the detention area because the Al
operated multiple backup systems. Anything catastrophic enough to cut power would cut life support and
thered be no oneleft diveto guard.

To her surprise, Falcon and Avaon were playing handball. Despite her anger, Vol smirked. Avalon just
might find hersdlf outmatched.

"Game!” Falcon called. Theflash of motion had distracted Avaon, and the ball shot past her.
"You're ganging up on me.” Avalon spread a sour ook between the captains.
Vol'sfar-skinned face darkened. “ Someoneis."

Falcon wiped his swegt-soaked face on atowd . “What's happened?’

"President Norman rescinded your arrest order. All charges have been dropped in light of new
evidence"

"Hero of the War, procurer of the Dim5 disrupter. Hell, we should have shuttled you back to Earth,
thered be atickertape parade in your honour.” Avalon dapped his back.

"A what?’ asked Vol.
Avaon waved off the antiquated reference.
"And the C20s?’" asked Falcon.

"Charges have been added: unauthorized release of classified documents and falsifying reports designed
to implicate you.” Vol ground her teeth. “ That snivelling little cocksucker, Norman, didn't have the balls
to tel mein front of the bridge crew. He cdled mein private and said your release orders should be
arriving ‘ sometime soon’, which you can bet will be dragged out another coupla hours.™

Avalon sniggered. “In my day apologieswerein three-point font on the bottom of the obituaries page.”

Fdcon'sjaw st firmly. His C20 had made dl the right movesto protect him, even setting himup asa
hero. In so doing she'd provided Matheson with more ammunition againgt her. “ Avaon—"

She grasped his hand to silence him. As aways, he was surprised by the softness of her skin, the
gentleness of her touch, in stark contrast to the amost fierce way she played handball. Or rode a
seachon. Despite the power of the life-force that flowed through her, for aflegting moment he wanted to
pull her into hisarms, to protect her from the injustices perpetrated upon her.

"It'sagame, Chris.” She smiled with the wisdom of her many years. “ The ugliest, oldest, most addictive
game on Earth: palitics. Not as bloody asagladiatoria tournament but unlike Katyl polo, the winner isnt
thelast oneleft mounted. Skill not luck, staminanot brute force, will win. Weve got time on our sSide.



M atheson doesn't."

Why wasit that each time he wanted to give comfort to this remarkable woman, he ended up taking it
instead? He wasn't about to leave her stuck down here with this hanging over her head.

"To divert attention from his part in fabricating evidence againg you, Matheson is blaming Jennaand me.
Y ou win battles—and balgames—by staying focused. Keep your eye on the bal, Chris."

He shared alook with VVal. Forget the distractions. Go for Matheson.

Facon'srelease orders arrived five hourslater. Hisfirgt call, after stopping at the bridge and spesking to
the crew, wasto Admiral Woodstock. According to Spacedock's Al, the Admiral was unableto receive
him. All inquiries should be directed to Senator Matheson's office.

Unlike Matheson, Woodstock knew Falcon could function when isolated from his support structure.
Avaon was part of that support structure now. Matheson's next move would likely be to attempt to drive
awedge between Falcon and his C20. Divide, isolate and conque.

Sitting at hisdesk in hisday cabin, Falcon considered the first rule of engagement; Know Thy Enemy. It
had been driven into them at the Academy, over and over. Once you understood what your opponent
wanted, you had them at atactica disadvantage. History was replete with charismatic politicianswho'd
climbed to power on the backs of fear and suspicion. Controlling NGC gave Matheson the muscle to
consummate hisambitions. If Avaon wasright, and Matheson was an agent provocateur of the Others,
then chaos was the desired outcome. And a bigoted leader with big guns and a Dim5 disrupter could
causeahel of alot of chaos.

A cadl camein from Earthgov, source: Senator Matheson's office. Unwilling to ssomach the senator's
enlarged image on the LD, Falcon transferred the call to his small desk screen.

"Captain Falcon,” Matheson blurted, al bonhomie. “1 can't tell you how sorry we are that evidence was
congtrued to implicate you in thisterrible business.”

"Congtrued by whom, Senator?"

Matheson's face adopted a politicaly correct mixture of gravity and fase regret. “The C20s, of course. If
the physica evidence against them weren't incontrovertible, the sheer complexity and enormity of such a
scheme could only have been designed by beings with such vast influence. We are holding the entire
upper echelon of NGC accountable for alowing these so-called C20sto climb to a position of
unchecked authority. Now, we are being held at ransom by the key to this shocking situation, unableto
havethis... Avalon brought to Earth because of her power over Asegeir .

Intrigued by Matheson's Orwelian inversion of redity, Falcon said, “ Senator, | fail to see how the C20's
release of my war records conspired to implicate me.”

"Captain, | gppreciate your disaffection in this matter, but you're an intelligent and resourceful man. Y ou
must have known that we would have examined your records thoroughly. It was only amatter of time
before you were cleared. The C20 knew this, and, just as she did with the unfortunate Governor Jolley,
changed her tactics midstream to divert attention. Clever, extremely clever, but one would expect nothing
lessof aC20."

"Senator, may | ask what you think istheir motivation?'

Flashing asmile, Matheson replied, “Captain, you're the last person whom | need to remind that one can
never truly understand dien motivations. However, you, Sr, have demonstrated an extraordinary knack



for interpreting them. Indeed, we are depending on you to assst usin thismatter. | would be lessthan
truthful if | told you that the investigative committee members are in complete agreement on this, for your
inability to be scanned and telecorded raises an eement of doubt. Persondly, | admire a man who can
keep telepaths from poking around his brain. It's adecided advantage in any situation. | believe your
record—to date—speaksfor itsdlf."

Fa con read the subtext clearly. How much was contrived and how much genuine, he still could not tell.
“Senator, I'm not sure what you mean. We've turned up no evidence to implicate the C20s—"

"No evidence, Captain?’ The senator eyes widened increduloudy. “Very convenient, Governor Jolley's
shuttle exploding while entering Dimb. Interesting how these C20s so-cdlled future memories never
work when they're critically needed.”

"They're wildcat telepaths, Senator. They have no control—"

"I'm aware of their claims. They aso claim to be gpolitical. Thisone on Asegeir has been anything but.
Looking at the reports, 1've never seen a C20 take such a prerogative interest, and on occasion, outright
control of aship without consulting her cgptain! After having your own command for so many years,
don't you find this éminence grise disconcerting?'

With every word, Matheson demonstrated his complete lack of understanding. C20 captains were
selected for multiple reasons, including their psychologica suitability to the pogtion. It was something
none of the dead admirals, including Thornton, had ever grasped. But then, none of them had had any
idea of the sense of completeness, of the integration into the life-force of the ship, that Avalon gave him.
When held ridden afighter every day, the machine had become an extension of hisbody. Hed missed
that as he'd spent more time on the bridges of larger vessals. Aboard Asegeir, the greatest ship mankind
had ever grown, he was regaining it because of Avaon.

"Captain Facon,” Matheson continued. “ The entire structure of NGC is corroded. Full of antiquated
concepts and regulations no longer gpplicable to modern thinking. It has ceded far too much power to
non-humans. The previous adminigtration istrying to cover itstracks, patch holes, but the public isnot
going to stand by while the old guard walks back in and takes over asif nothing has happened. We need
young blood in there, people with proven leadership qudlities, people the public admire and respect, but
most importantly, whom they trust. Peoplelike you. Y ou made full captain when you were just
thirty-three years old. Full admird before you'refifty ison the cards”

What in the name of the Origins was Matheson playing at? Falcon recalled Avadon's andysis when they'd
been eavesdropping in the bridge acove. Matheson had seen Peta Vol as ambitious, and attempted to
usethat. Vol had played aong. Now, Matheson intended to rein him in and cull politica capital from his
hero status, by offering him top dog position in NGC.

Keep your eye on the ball. Facon tiffened, and frowned, while inside he felt something open, supporting
him while his perceptions narrowed and focused on the senator's face. He saw satisfaction, then feigned
surprise; he could dmost hear the Senator's thought processes. The best bluffs were the oneswhere you
benefited even if the other sde called them—and Matheson was bluffing.

"Why, Captain Falcon, I've apparently said something to upset you!” Matheson's concerned fagade
regppeared. “Y ou are apatriot, Sir. Y ou have aways put aside your own needs for the benefit of
mankind. Asa patriot you'll want to set thingsright. Y ou'll do far more good here than sitting way out in
the middle of nowhere."

Matheson would pitch the other ark ship captainsthe sameline, playing them off against NGC, setting
them up, isolating them from their fellow officers, and using them as mouthpieces. When that tactic failed,



held use them asfall guys, accusing them of attempting acoup within NGC. And thistime, the evidence
would be redl; Avaon and Jennas homes demonstrated how readily it could be done.

"Senator,” Facon replied. “1'm not experienced at that level of adminigtration. Ten, fifteen yearsfrom
now, left in my current position, would better qualify me. It's not aquestion of loyaty but of putting the
right peoplein the right places. NGC was very proficient at that. While | concede there were some
problems, once everyone is scanned—"

An expression of disgust crossed Matheson's face. “ Captain, administrative details can be handled by
others. It needs an injection of new idess, fresh approaches. | can't see uslooking any further than you.
Of courseif we could clear away this whole C20 mess, remove them entirdy from NGC, then
professiona adminigtrators could ded with the necessary restructuring. However, asthings stand...” He
shrugged, hismeaning clear. Help me get rid of the C20s and you can stay in command of Asegeir.

"Asfor telecordings and scans,” Matheson continued, “this has come about despite, perhaps because, of
them. We're considering abolishing them and opening NGC entry to dl, not just an elite few.”

Scanning filtered out those unsuited to life in space and anyone with pathological inclinaions. It dso
steered fine people, like Scarty and Marcus, into career nichesidealy suited to their personalities and
abilities. Locked ingde a buckeybd| ship in the middle of space ahundred thousand light yearsfrom
Earth was not the time to discover you were claustrophobic or harboured secret desires of becoming a
sexrid killer. If Asegeir had been filled with atrue representation of humanity then Earth and Katyl would
have been at war within hours of the first shuttle landing. As a powerful telepath, the clan leader had
discerned that, which was why they would not send aKatyl representative to Earth. Now Matheson
would undermine that. Why? Because he persondly feared being scanned—or because he wanted dien
relations, especidly with the Katyl, to unravel? Or both?

"Y ou'reimplying telepaths were in part responsible for the nano-outbreak, Senator?”

"It's«till under investigation.” replied the Senator. “ Al records show that just before Manion's death, the
telepath, Bevin, received asignd. The nanitesfound in Manion's heart were chemical receivers. We
believe that Bevin was ordered to send atelepathic trigger to subtly ater Manion's body chemistry,
activating the virusthat resulted in the Admira’s death.”

"And Bevin would have had no way of knowing he was carrying the samevirus.” Falcon nodded. “Nesat
trick."

Matheson smiled his gpprova. “ And impossibleto trace now that all concerned are dead. Bevin'sdiary
mentioned you, but he couldn't have known that NGC were already aware of your talent at blocking
scans. The aliens must have threatened Bevin to give him theright impression, in other words, they set
you up. Y ou see, the C20 aboard Asegeir sent the sgna to Bevin.”

Facon alowed surpriseto cloud hisfeatures. Avaon had aways maintained her carte blanche accessto
classfied fileshad set off achain reaction. All tied up in apretty pink bow, with Avalon st to take the
fal. “How did these walking time-bombs get through the regular med-checks?’ He knew the answer; the
dead medtechs had fasified the files. When the virus was triggered they'd panicked and run.

"Aliens!” Matheson whispered, his eyes darting furtively around him. *'Y ou see why we require your

ass stance? Who knows how many more blind triggers they set up? Take the nano-viral outbreaks and
theinability of Asegeir to return to the Solar system until December; they control our lives. I'm not
suggesting we have nothing at dl to do with diens, but we do need to deal with them on our terms. Inthe
case of renegades, like these C20s who contrived to implicate you, we have to make sure they can never
do such damage again.”



Thank you, Senator. Y ou've just confirmed your motivations. “| appreciate your position, Senator.”

* k% k %

"You'reright, Stuart,” Facon said when they met with Avaon, Vol and Mixis Saav later that evening.
“Matheson has agendas, including a hatred of everything he sees as non-human, but | don't think he had
anything to do with the nanovirus. He's just walked into the power vacuum.”

"Y ou don't think we should go after him?” Vol asked.

"Oh helsdirty,” Phelan replied. “And I'm using afew channels held never suspect to sniff around.
Problemis, if he getsfull control of NGC—"

Falcon shook his head. “ That's what he wants everyone to think. HEsusing Katyl tactics. Cut off the
head, isolate the body and pick it apart. But | know Woodstock and the other ark ship captains,
Tishardson, Falows, Gray, and King. We went through thisin the War. It didn't work then, and it sure as
hell won't work now."

Inside the detention cell, Avaon paced restlesdy. “ Chris,” she said. “ Take your time with Matheson. Be
sceptica but let him think you're coming around. He's cunning, but historically, going toe to toe with a
well-entrenched military structureisamistake. Woodstock will likely wait until everyoneis scanned,
because Matheson has revealed his weskness—his fear of telepaths.”

"If Matheson isaconduit for the Others, won't they know the Captain isbluffing?’ asked Mixis.

Avalon stopped pacing and sat down at the table on her side of the plasmashield. “ By their nature, the
Othersare chaotic, disorganized. They're only as effective as the tools—humans, in this case—they can
widld in thisdimension. And no human can bresk through Chris mental blocks unlesshe dlowsit.
Stuart,” she said to Phelan. “ Any word from forensics on Webster and Garret?'

Phean shook hishead. “I'm till chesing it.”
"What'sthe delay?"
"Dunno, but | don't likeit."

"Okay, everyone.” Falcon stood. “We learn everything we can about Matheson. | want to know what
colour diapers he wore on hisfirst birthday. Then we take our cue from Woodstock."



Chapter 27—
June 02, 2500

Fa con never gave much thought to the fresh ddlicacies that Scarty pressed on him to teke Avaon. The
Al did not record the type of food the prisoner in the Command detention block received, just nutritional
intake. Then the evening before Asegeir arrived in the Kwilloy system, Scarty mentioned getting a*“ good
exchangerate for macadamianuts. When Falcon asked him for an explanation, he learned that Avalon
had purchased Jolley and her cohorts persond plots and given them to Scarty and Phillip. The men
continued to grow ferns and orchids and traded what plants they did not use to decorate Avalon and
Facon's quarters for exotic fresh food.

Suddenly conscious of the luxurious ferns and orchids he had taken for granted, Falcon realized it was
one more way the C20 was subtly supporting him. It wasn't asif he couldn't afford the plants, or the
more exotic foods that were part of hisregular diet, but as he carried the nuts to the Command detention
block, it grated him that while he was walking around free and taking luxuries for granted, Avalon was
caged like arabid animal.

Putting his anger aside—it would do neither of them any good—he placed the nutsinto the food
processor. “Did Stuart tell you about the forens cs reports?

"Y eah, took them long enough.” Avalon withdrew the bowl from her side of the processor, and joined
him at the entrance. “ Six week to run a couple of lab samples?’ She sat down and opened a bottle of
tinsmet. “ Thanks,” she added, popping anut into her mouth.

"Thelab lost the first batches.” Falcon sat on hisside of the invisible barrier, opened histinsmet and
rased it in sdute. “ Then they misplaced the originad biomass source.”

"Cheers.” Avaon sipped the Katyl liqueur. “Misplaced, huh? I'm surprised Stuart got any results.”

"He didn't. He faked dummy orders to move a portion of the biomassto a private facility in Auckland,
and had them run two different anayses.”

"Aretheresultslega?’ Avalon lifted her bare feet onto afootstool, and crossed her ankles.

"Oh yeah, the books have been opened on Webster and Garret, who seem to be very much dive. The
auditors are dso investigating why thefirst labs had so many problems.”

"What about access to the data and lab equipment that was supposedly found on Stradbroke Idand? I'm
entitled to see the evidence againgt me."

"Not until you're formally charged.”

"Parliamentary privilege,” she muttered. “We got rid of lawyers, and we got rid of hydrocarbon pollution.
We're hdf way to getting rid of artificid chemical compounds, but we till have the greatest piece of
garbage mankind invented: politicians. I'm reminded,” she said, chuckling ruefully, “of that old joke about
palitics. Pol means many in Greek and ticks are blood-sucking creatures.”

Fd con laughed, then he added serioudy, “Matheson's pushing me to commit. | detect cracksin the
facade—and that forensics report is one more.”

"Y ou're starting to think like Stuart. Have you managed to get through to Admira Woodstock?!



"Indirectly—enough to know to st tight. The Admird isdoing ajob on the media.”

"So | noticed. Now that Earth has Dimb5 disrupter technology and the science journals are packed with
glowing reports about the Katyl, NGC's on a definite upswing in the minds of the public. Sinceyour files
aso paint avery different picture of wartime events than the accepted historica ‘facts, thereésa
groundswell of support for NGC to declassfy everything. It'sjust a question of time before Woodstock
revealsthat Matheson was on the Post-War Censorship Committee.”

"The Admira knows something he can't tell me, something to do with the Kwilloys.” Falcon frowned and
met Avalon's eyes. “None of thisisgoing to get you out of here anytime soon.”

"I've been locked away before. Besides, tomorrow when we arrive at Kwilloy, some friends of mine will
d-jump meto the planet, and bring up alump of replacement biomass to keep the Al happy.”

Falcon stared at her. “Y ou have some interesting friends, C20."

"The Rachnian, Grdll, isapowerful trandator. Hell maintain a passive link to your mind. Hewon't
monitor your thoughts, but if you need me, just call and helll d-jump me back here.”

It should have come as no surprise that an aien trandator could scan his supposedly impenetrable mind.
What he found more disturbing was the knowledge that tomorrow she would be gone. He was suddenly
struck by an amost overwhelming need to reach through the plasma shield and just ... touch her.

Facon had had little time to consider the whole *bonding’ issue, except insofar asit enhanced his ability
to function. Since her incarceration, he had begun visiting Avaon as amatter of courtesy. Courtesy
implied obligation—which was not what he felt. He enjoyed her company, and he wanted to see her, yet
there was something lacking, something he had been unable to define until now. He missed touching her.

Until her detention, he had seen her only infrequently, perhaps aslittle as once aweek for Command
Board meetings. Y et during those times, she had always stood or sat close to him, gently touching his
hand or rubbing shoulderswith him. It was anormal, accepted captain-C20 thing, enhancing his contact
with thelife-force, just as JennaHayden's *kiss' had ensured he was d-jumped back to Arisas detention
block.

Now, as he watched Avaon through the plasmabarrier, heredized his lack of physical contact with her
actudly seemed to be diminishing his contact with the life-force. Theideathat he needed itimplied a
dependency, an addiction. A disturbing thought, at best.

"What isit, Chris?'Y ou look troubled.”
Hisvoice had an edgeto it as hereplied, “Y ou shouldn't be locked up in here Avaon.”

"Hey, | just told you I'm about to make my great escape!” When he said nothing, her eyesturned wise
and knowing. She put her glass of tinsmet down and, sitting forward, added, “ Matheson has severed
your support structure, physically and psychologicdly, but you said yourself that Katyl tactics won't work
on you or the other captains. Still, Matheson'sinsstence that | be isolated has had an unexpected impact
on you and you aone. It exposed what you see as aweakness, dependency on physica contact with me
to focus your newfound senses.”

"Avaon, | don't seeit as aweakness, |—"

"Y es, you do, otherwise you wouldn't be fighting it,” she said sternly. “I'm not sorry this has happened,
because you need to confront this aspect of bonding and dedl withit.” And then she reached through the
invisble barrier and took his hand.



Fa con gasped at the contact. He wasn't sure what surprised him the most, the sudden clarity of his
awareness, her ability to penetrate the plasma barrier, or the absence of darmsfrom the Al.

Her lips curled into asmile and she withdrew her hand. “ Asegeir isapart of me, Captain. It would never
alow meto be confined.”

Taking adeep breath, he crossed hisarms and firmly grasped hold of hisemotions.

"Captain—Chris, no one has ever found bonding to aship and her C20 easy. But bonding isnot like a
drug that chemically enhances your senses. It's the awakening of additional sensesthat once lay dormant
within you, the samefifth-dimensiona senses you subconscioudy useto block telepathic scans. Likea
man blind since birth suddenly gifted sight, the sensations are raw and, until you fully adjugt, difficult to
comprehend.”

It was atextbook reply, but he said it anyway. “Which resultsin agestalt interpretation.”

"Physicd contact with me enhances your perception and therefore your understanding of this new tool.
The Magters gifted usto you to facilitate this process, but because your normal sensesinterpret your
need of me asa desire, you think of it as aweaknessto be overcome.”

He snorted softly and unfolded hisarms. Y ou told me &t the outset not to fight it, or I'd fight myself.
Apparently | didn't get the message. It must drive you nuts, having to break in new captains.”

She amiled. “ Y ou're adapting far quicker than any captain I've even known, Chris, but you still need to
giveyoursdf time"



Chapter 28
June 14, 2500

Fd con was walking through the desert. His Kwilloy companion reached out to astiffened mongter in
miniature. The creature's disproportionately huge pink and yellow mouth opened to outrageous
proportions while two earthen-coloured flaps of scaly flesh splayed out. The tiny-toothed mouth gaped
threateningly. Hissing, the creature turned its head to and fro, unsure whom to attack, the yellow avian or
the human. Suddenly, it lunged. The Kwilloy withdrew her hand with lightning reflexeswhilethe
frill-necked lizard ran off in the digtinctive hip-twigting gait of its species.

The Kwilloy laugh chirpily. Falcon found it tiresome. He had played host to an dmost continuous round
of Very Important Beingsfor twelve days. Then he chastised himsalf. Without Kwilloys, humanswould
not have Dim5 or LD. Which meant they would have no need for C20s. Beautiful C20swith long raven
hair, deep blue eyes and soft, warm skin.

Finally, Falcon was done, which wasfine by him. Acting as hogt for fifteen hours aday was onething,
but he was entitled to a break when he dept. Avalon nodded agreesbly. Her gym suit, soaked in
perspiration from hours hitting ahandbal | against the bulkhead of the detention cdll, clung to her bodly.
She shouldn't be donein there. Not the woman who wore Katyl |eathers and rode free asthe wind on
the back of aseachon. No one should confine her. He should have stopped it; he had to set her free! She
told him to come closer, lest hefel. He entwined his naked legs againgt hers, wrapped hisarms around
her, and rode with her out of the detention cell, across the desert, past the Kwilloys and lizards until the
landscape blurred into Dim5. He felt her warm woman-ness, her silky hair, the smoothness of her tanned
skin diding againgt histhighs, the swell of her breasts above hisarms. So easy. We fit together as one,
riding through the dimension that is not space. Her scent was no longer of Katyl soagpstone but of
something richer. Heleaned down and nuzzled her neck, feding the pulse of her life againgt hislips,
tasting her warmth as her hair caressed hisface and arms.

"Chris” Her voice waslike honey, sweet and soft in the darkness.

His mouth sought hers, caling her name. Her tongue teased hislips, inviting and he felt himsdf harden
againg her. Theintengity of his desire was dmost overwhelming. Her hair tickled hisnose, and she cdled
hisnameagain.

"Wake up, Chris. It'sAvaon.”

"Hello, Avwy,” he said degpily, asif her being here was the most naturd thing in the world. Wasit near
dawn? She would be so beautiful in the dim, buttery light of the Kwilloy moons. “How are you?"

"I'mfine, Chris. Wake up, I've brought someone to meet you."

Blinking furioudy, he sat up, suddenly aware of Avaon on hisbed. “C20! What'swrong?’ Eveninthe
dull light he could see her eyes. He was a so uncomfortably aware of being inexplicably—and
intensdy—aroused.

By the Origins, but she was beautiful! He'd missed her so much these last weeks. It had been bad enough
when sheld been in the detention block and physicaly separated from him. At least he'd had the evening
vistsand aglass of tinsmet before bed. Then, within seconds of entering the Kwilloy system, she wasjust
... gone.



He had known ingtantly. Abruptly handing control to asurprised Val, hed run to the cdll and stood there
for along time, staring a an indistinguishable grey lump of biomaiter, feding doneand alittlelost. Hed
asked the Al to locate her. It replied she wasin the Command detention block. But she wasn't. Shewas
somewhere down on Kwilloy with her friends. Her friends—not the short-lived humans who took away
her freedom and gave nothing but solitude in return. Little wonder she preferred diensto humans.

"C'mon deepyhead, wake up.” She rubbed her hand across his chest.
He grasped her fingers and stared into her eyes. “Al, clear LD—"

"Belay that order, please. Chris, if you react badly it causes him pain, so | want you to take afew
moments and remember the last time you met aRachnian.”

Facon's eyes rounded and he peered over her shoulder, searching the shadows like achild promised
SantaClaus.

Avaon pulling from hisarms and stood. “Wed like you to cometo Kwilloy. Captain Vol istaking to
Commanders Rose and Phelan. They'll be coming in ashort while but if you wouldn't mind we need to
brief you now."

Mind? Mind! Except for the fact that he was buck-naked and sporting the evidence of adream he
couldn't recall, he would have been out of bed and dressed dready. “No, no! | ... ah—give me a sec.”

"WEell bein theliving room."

Hewaited just long enough for Avalon to turn her back before legping out of bed and into his cleaning
room. As he dressed, he wondered what in the name of the Origins held been dreaming about ... never
mind. With his days taken up by Kwilloy delegations, hed been pulling al-nightersto keep ahead of the
paperwork. Hed called it quits early that afternoon and, after along swim, goneto bed at 1700. He
checked the time and found he'd only been adeep afew hours.

It was pitch black in hisliving room, but he could sense the huge being, and mentally welcomed the
Rachnian.

"Over here, Chris. You can order the LD clear but please don't order lights asit hurts Grell'seyes. He
only came up to hide mefromthe Al."

Grell directed his powerful trandator abilitiesto Falcon—Thisbeing for the welcome, thank you it
does—

Falcon's eyes widened in astonishment. Avaon had told him of the Rachnian's powers, but not even
amongst the Dwin had hefdt an dienbeing in hismind. “Al, clear LD."

Kwilloy was setting. The pastel blue and milky white light illuminated the room, reveaing an enormous
spidery shape. Enfolded within its midnight black leg-arms was the C20.

"Ready?’ asked Avaon.

Fal con stepped forward—and onto a beach at twilight. The d-jump had been so smooth that he
staggered.

Avaon gpologized. “ Grell doesn't require physica contact to d-jump.”
White-capped waves pounded up a steep, yellow sand beach, sending afine mist of salt spray over



them; Kwilloy oceanswere much like Earth's. But Falcon was more interested in Avaon. Shewas
cradled insde Grdl'sarms, stroking the being as a child cuddles afur toy. Not al humansfound ugly
black tarantulas repugnant, however when they were three metrestall and five metreswide ... He
wondered how Grd| had fit insde hisliving room.

—Crouch, did |.—
Facon stared into the Rachnian's clustered red eyes and took atentative step towards him.
"It'sokay.” Avaon took Facon's hand and brought it to the Rachnian's front leg-arm.

A sense of profound wellbeing flowed through the being's mink-soft fur. Falcon withdrew his hand and
the sensation vanished. He touched the Rachnian again and the powerful sense of rightness returned.

"Life-forcesinteract amongst al things. In the older races, like the Rachnians and Erochs, it flowsfrom
them to lesser beings,” Avaon explained.

"Dossit hurt them?'

"No. They're empathic and your feedback givesthem pleasure. Chris, atrandator Kwilloy will fecilitate
Command Board d-jumps between here and Asegeir, but before everyone arrives, | wanted you to hear
the witnesses. New charges are being brought against me.” She amiled. “Besides, you wanted to meet a
Rachnian again.”

He was about to ask what charges but he turned his eyes up to Grell's eight grouped ones. Images
flooded his mind, clean and crisp. The memorieswere not his. They were Grdl's, of the time when
Falcon had been an ensign, stationed on hisfirst ship, Apollo. When Apollo's engines had dropped them
from Dim5 unexpectedly, hundreds had been wounded and the amniotanks blown. A nearby Rachnian
world had sent help, including Grell and his mate, a heder. Falcon now caught aglimpse of the
Rachnian's pain at the fear and repugnance that had exuded from the human crew—uwith one exception.
He saw his own aura change rapidly from an unhealthy colour of terror to curiogty, then awve. Stunned a
the depths to which this Rachnian had seen into him; Falcon was even more amazed that Grell could
transmit such lucid memory images. “ Thank you,” he said.

The coloursin the Rachnian's eyes whirled in pleasure—Comefar, you have, Chris Falcon. Word
images not easy for me. Sensory images| use—

Delighted to meet the same Rachnian again, Falcon thought the image of his mate—How is she?—L ost
to the Othersthirteen of your years ago, aswas your mate, in the Never-ending War.—

Fdcon felt apoignant camaraderie from the being. Then Avaon rubbed her faceinto Grell'sarm-leg.
Had he done something wrong?Y et hefdlt uplifted.

"It's okay, Chris. While the Rachnians are very hardy on onelevel, they can die.” Her eyesturned sad in
thefading light. “C'mon.” Avaon led Falcon into the darkening jungle. “ Thereés atavern down here. It
catersto photosensitive and nocturna species.”

Although the planet was superficidly pristine, the avian Kwilloys had gone through aheavily polluting
phase seven thousand years earlier. The planet's life-force was markedly different to Katyl, for over two
billion of the flightless Kwilloy lived deep benegth its surface. They entered adark, rock-walled tunnd lit
by dim lights. Although the shock of contact was not as intense as he had expected, he was acutely
conscious of Avaon'stouch. It had been weeks since he'd seen her, even longer since held felt her.

"Y ou've been to Kwilloy taverns before?’ she asked when they reached a gravitor.



"l remember the hangovers.” He pulled himsdlf down.
"This on€e's probably worse. It's frequented by dozens of Dwin, Fri, wegs and Dyans, dl on leave.
"wegs? We haven't had much to do with them.”

"No, they're not the nicest beings—probably something to do with the fact no one can pronounce their
names, in any language—but they trade with the Kwilloys. The Jwegs here are reasonably well behaved.
With the Rachnians present, they have no choice.”

Off-world taverns could get alittle rough but even the most aggressive species were consderate of the
senstive Rachnians, if not by choice than by necessity. Despite their pacific nature, the Rachnians could
freeze other beingsin ther tracks merely with a short mind-burst. Though the results were not fatd, they
were thoroughly unpleasant.

They passed the firgt few exits, Facon seeing nothing but poorly lit tunnels. “Nocturnds, huh?!

"Thisisatourist resort. Should start getting busy now the sun has set.” Avaon stepped out into a busy
market area. Thelow lighting, strange sounds, and mixture of exotic smells brought asmileto Falcon's
face. This—not leading Kwilloy dignitaries on Sghtseeing trips through Asegeir—was why he had joined
NGC. When they entered anearby tavern, in complete defiance of gravity, Grell scuttled acrossthe
celling to alarge corner table, where two Dwins and aKwilloy sat.

"Captain Falcon,” Avadon said. “Thisis Charlie, David, and Sarah. Charlieisasheand al three are
creators.”

Their names, Falcon knew, were fabricated to cater to the human inability to see mind-auras. David and
Sarah were Dwins. Tiny, no more than ametretall, they resembled green elves. CharliewasaKwilloy, a
ydlow feethered avian somewhat taler than most humans, which put her on eyelevd with him. He might
have guessed she was femae by her softness but in the diffuse light it was hard to tell. Humans commonly
cdled the Kwilloys, ‘Big Birds, not because of their size but for their uncanny resemblanceto a
twentieth-century children’s puppet.

"They'vejust come from Earth,” Avaon added. “ Charlie moved there with her son after Spacedock was
quarantined to humansin December. David and Sarah commute regularly. I'll Iet them explain.”

"l promised Granh, my youngling, we'd see Earth before coming home,” Charlie said. “ So we moved into
Avaon's home on Stradbroke Idand. Aswe're creators we didn't bother with perimeter defences.”

Falcon nodded. Crestors could masguerade as humans, alowing them to play tourist while rea humans
were nonethewiser.

"Granh was done on the Idand when aregiond government shuttle arrived with biotechs. Granh
presumed Avaon had told them of our presence, because the techs greeted him like aKwilloy. They said
Avaon had requested they check the biota following the cyclone. My youngling..."

Charlies feathers hung limply in regret but Avaon patted her arm. “It's okay, Charlie. Granh wasn't to
know."

"No,” Charlieturned her large eyesto Avaon. “But he should have cadled you, firgt.”

"If Granh hadn't let the techsin, they would have found another way and we would never have known
who was responsible. So he did usafavour.”



Facon'seyeslit. “That's how they got past your household Al."

"Charlietold Admiral Hastings she was coming to my place, and the Admira knew she and Granh
weren't trandators and therefore couldn't see through human deception. It would seem perfectly
reasonable to most beings that biotechs would come by after acyclone. Granh helped two techs check
for injured wildlife while the others worked € sewhere—e sewhere being my home. The household Al is
very secure—from the outside. Onceyou'rein, well, athird-class Al tech could download the system,
takeit away, and hack into it at leisure.”

"That explains how. What about these additiona charges againgt you?"

The Dwin, David, told him. “ The C20s and captains of the other ark ships said if we stopped work on
the Viking Project, those who did thiswould useit as further evidence of an dien conspiracy against
humanity. They said you would agree, especialy when Senator Matheson offered them NGC command
if they helped gather evidenceto indict the C20s."

Falcon exchanged looks with Avaon. They had been right about Matheson. “ There are too many
powerful people, honest people, in NGC who won't sit idly by while Matheson takes over. I'm surprised
the Admird hasn't moved yet."

"We now know why. Go on, David, tell him what you discovered,” Avaon said.

"Likeyou, we cameto the conclusion that certain dementsin human society were becoming insular,
anti-alien. It's not the first time a species has developed such traits, it'sjust taken humanity alittle longer.
With the approva of Admiral Woodstock and President Norman, NGC agreed to weather the storm
whilel cdled in afew friends—first class creator/trandator couples who can manifest as humanswell
enough to fool human telepaths. It's taken timeto infiltrate, because we wanted the humansto believe that
they've discovered the truth without alien influence. Y ou are aware that two types of nanites were found
in Avaon and Jennas homes?"'

Facon nodded. “A Katyl plague and another, unidentified type.”

A waiter came by and set afresh jug of water on the table. Avalon poured them each aglass. “The lab
analysis reported the second type was inert, probably used as a control during the Katyl experiments.
Weéll, thelab got it wrong."

"Thesamelab that ‘lost’ the forensic results on Webster and Garret? | thought their government contract
had been suspended pending investigation?"

"Matheson's committee found that the couriers were responsible for losing the samples. Subsequently, the
lab was cleared and assigned the task of identifying both nanos found in our residences. They identified
the Katyl typeimmediatdy.”

"Of course,” Facon muttered sourly, picking up the glass. “ Casey Camicci had aready established the
template”

"Thissamelab did not bother to run atime delay test on the second nanite.”
Facon amost chocked on the water. “By the Origing!”
Avaon glowered. “My expletive was more colourful

"How long?’ He sat forward, ready to return to Asegeir immediately.



Shereached out to stop him. * Raising the alarm too soon will dert those involved, undermining any
chance of finding them. Jord's nano engineers are working on it now. President Norman and Admiral
Woodstock know, and a coterie of trusted NGC officers are being informed as we spesk.”

"What's the time coding on thisone?"
"Same asthe Katyl nanite, an incubation period of one hundred and eighty two days."

"If it's spread through the human population, as the Katyl one was designed to, why hasn't it shown upin
anyone undergoing astandard medica ?"

"It'sadua nanite. During tests the second nullifiesthe existence of thefirgt."
"A pair of nanitesthat cancel each other out on anano-scan?| didn't think that was possible.”
Grdl lifted an arm-leg to Signd apassing waiter. The Kwilloy's head fegthers ruffled in acknowledgement.

David continued, “ Earth isunder agenera quarantine, but humans can travel in and out if they're nano
checked. The six-month blanket quarantine only covers Spacedock, Mars, and the Earth citieswhere the
first nanite outbreaks occurred. We now believe Webster and Garrett spread two infections on Earth.
One rapidly disposed of potentia witnesses connected to the Spacedock outbreak. The second wasthis
time delayed dud nanite that was designed to infect the entire human population.”

"And because it can't be detected—" said Avaon.
"It would have spread to off-world colonies and ships, including Asegeir!” Falcon's ssomach churned.

"The Rachnians are working with Jord's nano engineersto develop atest that checks human life auras,”
said David. “My people are designing nanites to mass-produce testing units, and then the Metas will
dispersethem.”

"Inthreedays,” said Avaon, “the quarantine on Earth cities and Spacedock lifts. Asaresult of thelong
isolation, thousands of people are wanting to travel, so walk-through testing stationswill be set up at all
exit and entry points. The Rachnians are aso working on a vaccine to render the cataytic nanite
inoperative. I'm very glad they've broken along-standing rule about not interfering with viruses, otherwise
thiswould have teken years."

—Naturd virusit isnot, and time, there is not. The Others, using humans, thiswas created by,—said
Grdl.

Fa con shot Avaon alook. She laughed bitterly. “I wasright, Chris. The Others are behind this. It'sa
multi-pronged offensive againg humanity, thefirst ever direct attack.”

"What about 20177

"A common fdlacy,” said David. “The Others had no desire to destroy you, they had infected your
minds, inciting you to damage yourselves and thelife-force of Earth in order to feed off you. | wasthere,
one of thousands holding back the Others who had gathered to attack cetacea—not humanity—when
we transferred the Great Onesto Gaia."

Charlie added, “1, too, was there. We couldn't stop what happened to humankind, because Earth had
aready initiated its own defence, the Rhesus virus. We evacuated cetacea because they would have
become extinct. Only when you were ready, over acentury later, did we Kwilloys begin to trade you
technology for culture. But we never gave you outright, we taught you how to make your own tools.”



Thewaiters arrived with platters of food. Falcon's somach rumbled at the smell; he hadn't easten dinner
before going to bed. Tavernsthat serviced multiple aien species, generally employed the services of a
creator chef or two. No doubt Grell had pulled human preferred cuisine from Falcon's mind and given the
order to the Kwilloy waiter. Created or not, Falcon's olfactory nervestold him they wererea salmon
steaks.

"Thistime,” Avaon said, reaching for the sdlt, “the planetary organism hasn't introduced a virusto control
the human plague. In fact, asthings stand, Earth needs humanity to recover. In the past the Others used
bigotry and resentment, fear and loathing as instruments to feed off humankind's pain. Now they want to
eradicate you using a shocking plague. To do so they needed far more powerful tools, tools they could
wield directly rather than through the subconscious. Thistime they've introduced our opposite numbers.”

Fa con dropped his knife. “What do you mean, your opposites?’

"The Magters gave us to humanity astools. The Others cried foul and brought twenty-five C20s of their
choiceforward intime. The Others' reasoning isrubbish, of course. The Masters don't go into the 666th
dimension and play chesswith the speciesthere. But fairness and balance is not the Other'sintent, only
chaos and destruction. These Other C20s possess certain traits that protect them from harm. They feed
on thelifeforce, vampire-like, rather than giving in return, aswe do.”

"The Magters and Others have time-swapped humansin the past,” David said. “Mythica beingsyou call
witches and warlocks, oracles and saints."

Surprised, Falcon asked, “Didn't the Masters say they'd never interfered with humanity prior to 20177
Sarah twitched her dfin earsequivocaly. “They only said they were rductant to interfere.”

Facon frowned. “ That's splitting hairs. They ddiberately fostered the impression of non-interference.”
Charliesfeathersruffled at Falcon'simplied criticism, but Grell mind-spoke them al,—Correct heis—

"Theres a propensity amongst many speciesto deify the Magters,” Avaon explained. “Or at least to
think them infdlible. They're not. Let'sjust say they'vetried to intervene aslittle as possible but when the
Others pull some dramatic stunt, the Magters put mechanismsin placeto foil it."

"Y ou being one such mechanism,” Falcon observed.

Avalon shrugged. “ The Masters didn't choose Mother Teresaas a C20. They opted for everyday people
who couldn't be used by the Others. Just like you, Chris, we C20s have a deep, genetic ffiliation with
the life-force—as evidenced by our Metarelatives. The Others selected some very nasty people from
human history and brought them forward for the sole purpose of inciting chaos."

"Matheson?’ Falcon asked.

"No,” David replied. “Heis, as Avaon suspected, invulnerable to scanning, afact that will expose him
eventudly. But heisaman of thistime nonetheless, an unwitting pawn whose bigotry is being used.
Webster and Garrett however, are not of thistime.”

Avaon spread something that looked like athick, dark twentieth-century lubricant called ‘ grease’ onto a
sngle piece of toast. “Vegemite,” she explained a hislook of distaste. She cut her toast and added,
“There are many periodsin the twentieth century where redlly nasty people capable of destroying most of
humanity disappeared without atrace. The Others are disorganized and chaotic and would never
succeed if they had to supervise their minions. But the Other C20s | have in mind wereidedl.
Likeminded, highly intelligent, and very adaptable, with their youth returned they would have readily



acquired the necessary skillsto carry out this conspiracy. They have the charismato attract dedicated
followersand fud bigotry. They've dso learned hard lessons from their twentieth-century failures.” She
gmiled grimly. “Mathesonisright. C20s are behind this, it'sjust that he's blaming the wrong ones.”



Chapter 29
June 14, 2500

Avaon was glad that Grell had left before the Command Board arrived at the tavern. The Rachnian
could never have tolerated the fear emanating from the humans. She didn't blame them. Based on Jord's
lab tests, when activated, the dua nanite was a hideous hemorrhagic virusthat would kill ahuman within
ninety minutes.

Sipping her ginger wine, she watched Falcon as he briefed everyone. In the months before her
incarceration, she had too often wanted to go to him, to talk with him, not just asa C20 to her captain,
but on amore persond leved. She had resisted that desire because, as she reminded hersdf in afamiliar
mantra, he needed time to adjust.

He had come to her each evening in the detention block because he unconscioudy sought the
companionship that a C20 relationship brought. But then, she was dso right in what sheld told him the
night before they'd arrived at Kwilloy. He was dso fighting his need for her.

When sheld woken him that morning, Grell had told her that he was dreaming of riding with her ona
seachon. Sheldd assumed he wastrying not to fal off—until she felt the unmistakable evidence of his
arousa.—Tdl me no more—shed said to Grell.—For dreams are the doorway into his soul and not
mineto see—

It was common, normal in fact, for captains—and a good many of the Command crew—to entertain
subconscious fantasies about their C20. It indicated nothing more than ahealthy libido triggered by the
inevitable proximity and tactile nature of bonding. As he had said, it was agestalt interpretation. Again, it
al came down to giving him timeto adjust. Recognizing his early morning, deep-addled predicament,
sheldd withdrawn from his embrace and waited in hislounge room.

Facon'singinctua responseto Grel had delighted her, for he had not reacted like most humans, even on
aprimitive level—Joy, he brings—the Rachnian had said with surprise—Curiosity, wonderment asdid
he once before. Powerful, he aso is. Subconscioudy dipsinto the lifeforce of Asegeir andin so doing,
gives me welcome. Not since the time of the Gresat Ones have so much potentia | felt. Not hesler or
creator, nor even trandator this one, but something different ... human.—

Timeto adjust be damned! Falcon was different. Aswere her fedings for him. Avaon sucked in adeep
breath, and looked away. The Kwilloy tavern was crowded. It was the end of the working day for some
gpecies. They were ordering alate dinner or drinking ginger wine or bitter ale. Others, nocturnals, were
ordering breskfast. Such astrange dichotomy. While the tavern's patrons ate and laughed and planned an
evening of entertainment, or a‘day’ of trade talks, a handful of humansin the corner contemplated the
annihilation of their species. How very sad that bigotslike Matheson did not * believe’ in the metaphysica
existence of the Magters or the Others, and, rather than embracing diensasdliesin an inter-dimensond
war, he blamed them.

She glanced at Charlie and David. And how very fortunate that o many aiens knew the true heart of
humankind resided in people like Chris Falcon, not Matheson.

When Fa con finished his briefing, Phelan asked Avaon, “If you haven't been able to test for this dua
nanite, how do you know it's been released?’

"Wedon't,” shereplied grimly. “Yet."



"By the Origing” exclamed Rose. “Wevejust finished testing the entire population for illega nanites, |
doubt people will be so cooperative a second time around.”

Avaon shook her head. “They won't haveto. Y oull have three hundred testing units ddlivered to you in
the next few hours. They're handheld unitsthat require little training and no blood tests. All you needisa
random sample to ascertain whether Asegeir isinfected or not.”

As people prepared to leave, Facon said, “ Captain Val, can you apologize to the Kwilloy delegation
and take over my schedule today? Governor.” He turned to Gordon, who a so stood. “1n the event the
infection has spread to Asegeir, I'd like you and Andreato coordinate with epidemiologists and public
relations on the best strategy for distributing a vaccine. Commander Rose, aMetais dueto deliver a
sample of the nanitesto Asegeir any moment now."

Rose finished his coffee. “1 want to replicate the tests to determine the trigger, then I'll start preparations
for vaccine production.”

When Rose, White, and Gordon had gone, Phelan turned to David. “ So you're the one who blocked al
my accessto NGC's restricted systems.”

The Dwin laughed, and his pointed ears curled in apology. “1 am sorry, but we had to be circumspect.”
Phelan glowered in frudtration, and cast asuspicious eye at Avaon. “How much did you know?"

"Noneof it, until | cameto Kwilloy,” she replied. When Phelan shot her alook of disbelief, she added,
“Contrary to Matheson's paranoia, other beings have better things to do with their time than worry about
human affairs. David only acted after he learned from Admiral Woodstock that Chrisand | had been
arrested. It wasn't until last night that we findly pieced it together. Don't anthropomorphize diens, Stuart.
Oncethe Rachniansrealized that thiswas adirect attack by the Others, Grell moved—fast."

"What about the charges against you?’ asked Falcon.

"When the medialearns of this, ther€ll be wholesae panic. President Norman is briefing epidemiologists
now. Liketheir colleagues aboard Asegeir, they have the scenarios worked out for massive nano-vira
plagues and will quickly but quietly implement management plans as soon as we know how far the
infection has sporead.”

"It'sthe timing that bothersme,” Saav said. “We know thiswill go activein thefirgt victims exactly six
months after infection, but nothing's happened yet."

Avadon'slipsthinned in frustration. “It bothers me, too. The private yacht carrying Webster and Garrett
arrived in Brisbane on December 6. Thefirst nano-deaths from theinitia outbreak were reported that
afternoon, one hundred and ninety days ago. The last case was reported December 17, so legaly the
quarantine must end in the affected citiesin three days. Tests on thisdual nanite show that it triggers at
one hundred and eighty two days. If Garret and Webster released it with the other virus, we should have
seen thefirst cases eight days ago.”

"Unlessthey changed thetime coding?” suggested David.

Phelan looked at the Dwin and nodded in agreement. “If the aim isto create panic, then they'd timeiit to
trigger during the maximum period of flow between quarantine and non-quarantine areas, say, June 18."

"Nope, sorry, doesn't work likethat,” said Mixis. “ Time codings are done in set multiples, you can't
adjust them without retro-evolving the nanites. The dua nanite found in Jennas houseis set to trigger a
one hundred and eighty two days. If we find onein the human population set to go off &, ssy—" She



glanced at David. “—June 18, which is one hundred and ninety two days, then according to human law,
it'sadifferent species. The C20s can't be blamed.”

Avaon poured another ginger wine and sipped it thoughtfully. “Let's put that asde for aminute and get
back to Matheson. He's abigot who wants NGC rid of telepaths, C20s, and dien influence. The only
way he can succeed isto turn the public againgt us and resurrect NGC in hisimage. So, hereleasesa
human pandemic that can be blamed on C20s. When activated, the plague creates afeeding frenzy for
the Others, and humans by the millions die a grotesque degth that punishes the Metas for having saved
cetacea”

"Why would Maheson want to kill most of humanity? What's the point of being emperor if you've got no
oneto rule?’ asked Phdan.

"Prgudice hasitsown set of illogical rules” replied Mixis. “If Avaonisright, the people behind
Matheson—Webster and Garrett—had Nietzsche on the brain. Their ultimate god wasto produce a
race of Aryan super humans and eradicate, or at least endave, everyone ese. They'd have no
compunction killing off ninety-five percent of humanity if those who remained were pure—by their
definition.

"We—l|, that's the popular interpretation,” said Avaon. “They certainly placed alot of credence on
physical superiority, but they wanted to create arace of intellectually superior humans. I'd bet they
place telepathsin that class. It doesn't matter that Matheson hates telepaths, he's just the bal, not one of
the players. They'll iminate him once he'sno longer necessary.

"Hitler wasinto mysticism,” she added. “ But he was not a disciple of the black arts—witcheraft, satanic
worship—which we now know to be adirect connection with the Others. However, unbeknownst to
Hitler, some of hisclosest followerswere. Even if it's not them, but some other despotic group of ethnic
cleansers from the twentieth-century, | doubt they've been in this erafor more than thirty or forty yearsor
they would have been active before now. Although rdatively inexperienced with their new abilities,
they're cunning and ruthless and by now should be able to directly tap into the destructive power of the
Others. | wouldn't like to go toe to toe with any of them. They probably couldn't kill aC20 but they
would kill every human around us, and banquet on the pain that would cause us."

She met Falcon's eyes. “Back to Matheson. He persuaded thelab to ‘lose’ the Webster and Garrett
forensic evidence, then ordered that samelab to run minimal tests on the nanites‘found’ in Jennas place.
And naturaly, he can claim he didn't contract other labs to run backup testsin case the information
leaked and mass panic erupted. Cute.”

"That explainswhy he's been so edgy. He's sweating that no one will read theinitia test results and
discover they weren't run on accelerated biomass to test for atime encoded virus,” Falcon said.

"Toorisky.” Mixisshook her head. “It's afundamentd test these days. Nano engineers were bound to
discover it, dong with hard ‘evidence’ that the C20s made it—"

"And st it to go off just after quarantineislifted. Likeyou said, cute” Phelan downed thelast of his
wine

Avaon ran ahand across here eyes. “Wait aminute. Mixis, could abiologica trigger set the virus off
sooner?'

"That would have shown up in theteststhat Jord's lab ran.”

"Unlessthe very act of testing thevirus triggers it in the sample! Jord's lab tested biomass with an



accelerated metabolism, right?’

"To seein six hourswhat would normaly take six months. But it's basic nano-work, Avalon. You do a
few accelerated runs on some biomass to caculate the exact moment the trigger is set, then decelerate
the control biomass back to norma metabolism just beforeit fires, so you can watch the diseaserun its
course asit would in living humans. In every test,” Mixis added, waving her datgpad for emphags, “the
thing triggered the equivaent of one hundred and eighty two days. Then the real-time course of the
disease in the control biomass took an hour and ahaf from trigger to complete bleed-out and
liquefaction—just like the Spacedock virus."

"The best place to hide something isin plain sight,” Avaon replied thoughtfully. “If you were anano
engineer who knows the disease will be discovered before triggering, you would aso know that any
decent lab would accelerate it to test for atime bomb, then decel erate the metabolism of the control
biomassto plot the diseasein red time. But what if accel erating the nanovirustriggered something el se?
What if, even when you decelerated the biomass to track the disease, the virus doesn't return to normal
metabolic rates?"

"A metabolic trigger!” Saav amost knocked the bottle of wine over. “When infected biomassis
accelerated, the disease runs at the same six monthsin six hours speed, but when the control biomassis
dowed to norma metabolism, the disease continuesto run at the accelerated rate! So we seeit killingin
an hour and a hdf—alittle longer than most nanoviruses but within the expected range—however that
metabolic trigger was designed purely to fool researchers. It has nothing to do with the diseasein living
humans! Human metabolism is never accelerated like biomassin lab conditions, so the disease runs at the
same, dow pace! By the Others, Avaon! | keep telling you you've got atwisted mind but that's so
obvious, no one would ever have thought of it!"

Saav legped from her seat. Running aquick mentd caculation she said, “ Seven hundred and twenty eight
times an hour and a haf—that's er, forty-five days. Shit, shit, shit! And it explains why the damned thing
isso hideoudy complex; it needsthe program to run for a month and ahalf, not an hour and ahaf! It
could aready have triggered in every human, in- and outside quarantine areas, but symptoms to spesak of
won't show for at least another week! | have to get up to see Casey Camicci now! ™

"Grdl will dso take usto inform Norman and Woodstock,” David said.
Momentslater, he, Saav and Sarah vanished.

"We can't do anything more until we see how far it's spread, about five hours from now.” Avaon finished
the last of her wine and stood.

Falcon caught her hand. *Y ou never answered my question. Where doesthisleave you, the C20s? What
evidence do you have of Matheson'sinvolvement and your innocence?"

"Last night, Grell took us to meet Woodstock and Norman at Spacedock.” She stretched and yawned.

"How did you get there and back so fast?’ Falcon leaned back in the chair and stared at her. “ And what
about your life-tieto Asegeir ?'

She sat down again, disgppointing afamily of Jwegs hoping for avacant table. “Wormhole,” she replied.
“And the Magters can circumvent the life-tie any time it suitsthem. After dl, they're the oneswho
fashioned it. When Norman got over the shock of Ryl d-jumping him to her abode, where he met a C20
and aRachnian, he nearly fell over himself agreeing to atelepathic scan and telecording. Onceit's
transcribed he intends to brief the most reasonable senators on the investigative committee, show them
histelecording and suggest avoluntary telepathic scan would rule them out of the conspiracy. If they



accede, hélll usethem asleverage to get to the other senators, leaving Matheson in exactly the position he
wanted you: isolated. If thisvirusis asbad asit looks and Norman can't convince the senators any other
way, he can invoke the Nano Act across the entire human species. No one will be exempt from

telescans. Like NGC personnel, with his own telecording in hand, Norman will have the mora high
ground.

"Matheson likely thinksthat he and millions of others are vaccinated againg thisvirusand only the
unworthy, including telepaths, will die, when in fact the opposite is probably true. I'd like to see the
good senator'sfaceif it turns out he'sinfected.”

Falcon laughed. “1'd pay good creditsfor that. | don't see you being locked in the detention block much
longer.”

Her eyes crinkled in amusement. “Y ou don't see me there now, do you? Weve got another month on
Kwilloy. | have no intention spending it cooped up in Asegeir, either indde or outside the detention
block.”

After downing the last of hiswine, Falcon pengively looked into his cup.
"A penny?’ Shere-corked the bottle and waved to the still hopeful Jweg family.

"Oncethisisover things can findly get back to normal. But theré's no such thing as normal on an ark
ship, or in space.”

"Y ou'd go mad from boredom if things ran smoothly for more than aweek."
"| lasted eleven days on Katylgar."

"Only just. Learn to enjoy the quiet moments, Chris. Now, I'm about to take my own advice and go to
the surface for some fresh air. Careto join me?"

The Jwegs arrived a the table and flashed an ugly set of teeth in gratitude. Avalon and Falcon politely
returned their snarls.

When they stepped out of the gravitor, Falcon looked up through the overhead branches. One of the
twin moons had set but the other was high in the night sky. A light wind blew the sdt-laden air over them
and he could fed the pounding of waves on the beach. Although Asegeir's seaswere asredigtic as
Earth's, Falcon felt a sense of vastness and depth to Kwilloy oceans that was absent from the ark ship. It
suddenly hit him that he missed Earth. Thefeding surprised him.

Avaon ran ahead of him and scaled a sand dune. With each step apulse of pae luminescence wafted
into the air. Microscopic florainhabited the dunes, adding a soft, dmost magica hue to the aamosphere.
When he joined her at the top of the dunes, she was staring out across the ocean, sparkling in the
moonlight.

"My turn with the penny,” he said.
Sheamiled. “I have atheory. I'll tell you for freeif you like."
"Sure,” hereplied, assuming it was about the current crisis.

"Ever noticed how sentience only evolves on worldsthat have at least one near-orbiting body to generate
decent tides?"



He hesitated. “ Come again?'
Avaon laughed, popped the cork and handed him the wine bottle before repeating her question.

"It's not something I've given alot of thought to.” Hefdt alittle light-headed. Maybe hed had enough
wine

"Y ou're not the only one. Xenobiologists say there's no correlation. But thereis.” Shetook hisfree hand
and led him down to the water's edge. The night was warm and despite the time, few beings were about.
“Every home-world of every sentient creature we know hastides generated by satellites, or because they
are themselves satellites orbiting gas giants. Now, any xenobiologist will tell you that on every mixed
terrestrid/oceanic planet, life beginsin the water, crawls up on land, and evolves sentience from there.
Cetaceans were once land mammal s that returned to the ocean. Thelittoral zoneisavery dynamic
environment where creatures are regularly left high and dry. If they had not been forced to deal with that
adversity every few hours, they would never have taken the first proverbia steps ashore—and thus,
never evolved sentience. So, that's my theory. What do you think?'

"Eh... I'm not sure.” He should be worrying about the virus, about the consequences for Asegeir, about
anything other than how good it felt to hold her hand and walk along a moonlit shore. But he dso knew
shewasright, there was nothing more they could do except get afew hoursrest.

She smiled and nudged him with the bottle. “It'sthewine. It's been along time since | drank ginger wine
on abeach a night. It reminds me of the degp and meaningless excursionsinto ‘what ifs my friendsand |
had way back when."

The shoreline ended in arocky outcrop, so they walked up the dune, past the high water mark, and sat
down inanatura hollow. “What else doesit remind you of 7'

"Oh, traffic jams and weekend SCUBA diving trips.”
"SCUBA what?'

"Before nanogills, humans explored underwater by breathing air compressed in metd bottles. Wed drive
down to Jervis Bay in foss|-fuel driven ground vehicles, collect abalone and scallops and drive home on
Sunday nights. Wed invariably get stuck in the weekend traffic, stop at the nearest beach, and cook our
spails. Then we'd open bottles of Stone's ginger wine, make love in the dunes and curl up to deep.”

Avaon ran her bare toes through the soft, powdery sand. Faint clouds of bioluminescence wafted into
theair. “It waslong ago but it was dso atime of great change. A time when we redlized that we were
just vigtors on aworld hurtling through the universe at ahundred thousand kilometres an hour, and that
we had no ideawhere we were going or what we were doing, except that we were botching things up. A
time when we redlized that resources were finite and Mother Earth could not sustain us a her bosom
forever. Weld aready taken the first steps beyond, by landing on the moon, so we thought we could do
just about anything. Y'know, some of our biggest arguments on those nights were about the validity of
gpace exploration?!

Facon amost choked on the alcohal. Pulling the bottle from hislips, he cried, “Y ourekidding!” Hed
definitely had enough to drink.

"Ohno,” shesaid. “You think of it asamodern problem, especiadly with people like Matheson. But |
wasthere from the start, back when Neil Armstrong, Edwin Aldrin, and Mike Callinstook off in aflimsy
auminium box atop an exploding firecracker and fulfilled the dreams of athousand lifetimes. Before
they'd even left the ground people were saying that we had to fix the problems on Earth first."



The acohol and intimate atmosphere had a subtle effect on him. He made a pillow of sand, lay down,
and gently took her hand again. The stars overhead provided afamiliar and comforting astral blanket.
“What did you tdll these gainsayers?'

She chuckled and lay beside him. “Collatera technology. And | don't mean the commercidisation of
Ve cro, Teflon and microwave cooking, but satellite communications, microchips, and information
technology. Sure, the so-called space race was a by-product of the Cold War but it aso gave ustoolsto
help improve the human condition. Through satellites we were better able to predict and warn people
about destructive weather. We discovered the depletion of ozone layer, and gained a better
understanding of globa warming. The true impact of war and environmental degradation was broadcast
into homes every night. And, with such tools—information and communi cation—humans became aware
of the damage and tried, feebly at firgt, but they did try, to rectify their mistakes. That wasthe collaterd
technology brought about by ahandful of men who looked up in to the sky and asked, What if?" She
sighed deeply. “But by then humans were reproducing faster than rabbits, and it wastoo little, too late. |
wasn't there, of course. | was nowhere and everywhere in between ... somewhere on my way to the
future”

Despite thewine, or perhaps because of it, he suddenly redlized that C20s never referred to themselves
as human. Had people like Matheson drawn barriers over the centuries, causng the C20s to withdraw in
self-defence? He was immensely saddened by that thought and went to speak, but she had fallen adeep.
He cradled her head on his chest, then closed hiseyes.

If she were not a C20, hed be making love to her now, in this sand dune. But a captain didn't have such
thoughts, no matter how much he missed his C20, nor how good it felt to embrace her, nor how much
wine hed drunk. That's alright, that's just fine because she's here now, with me, and we're lovers of
the soul. Anything else, anyone else, is superfluous.

Keep telling yourself that, hismind repeated like an insomniac counting sheep. You just keep telling
yourself that. Findly, histhoughts faded into the sounds of the surf, and he dept.

Above, in hisorbiting abode, Grell was glad that even at his great age the universe still held surprisesto
be unwrapped. One such surprise now rested in the sand dunes a hundred thousand kilometres below.
He smiled his Rachnian smile, closed hisred eyes and then he, too, dept.



Chapter 30
June 15, 2500

Fa con woke to a sensation of soft mink and wellbeing. He carefully opened his eyes. It was dmost
dawn.

—Hide your human fearswell, you do, Chris Facon. This being thanks you for your cons deration.—

"Anytime, Grdl.” He sat, aware of iff joints, an aching hip, and mouth he wouldn't wish on hisworst
enemy. Slegping in the sand dunes might have seemed like agood idealast night, but his body reminded
him that the numbness brought abbout by Kwilloy wine did not extend to the morning after—especialy
where his head was concerned.

—Call meyou should have, to return you to Asegeir last night—

"That'sdright,” hereplied. Hed happily pull up in asand dune every night if that'swhat it would teketo
degp with Avaon in hisarms. He banished the thought, hoping the Rachnian hadn't sensed it. What the
hell, Grell was atrandator, and alien trandators had taught ethics to human telepaths. It was asure bet
that other humans on Asegeir had the occasiond libidinous thought about the C20.

He stretched out the kinksin his muscles, turned around, and saw Ava on bodysurfing scant metres
away. Deeply tanned from her time on Katyl, the occasiond flashes of pae thighs and breaststold him
she was naked. He stood and brushed the worgt of the sand from his shipsuit, pretending to avoid the
sgght. Hewasn't aeunuch, and if Grell had not been there, the temptation to join her might have been too
much.

—D-jump you I will to the bridge of your ship. The one you call Norman seeks you.—

Helooked up at Grell—and did a double take. The huge black Rachnian was standing at the water's
edge. Hisred eyeswere glowing in the crepuscular light. Over onefurry black arm-leg hung aflora bag
of toiletries and afluffy pink towel. Draped over another was apair of Avaon's ubiquitousjeans, a
t-shirt, and lacy white panties.

Fa con was il chuckling when he found himsdlf ingde his office, aharassed looking President Norman
and Admira Woodstock staring at him from the LD. He quickly cleared histhroat and stood to attention.
“Morning, Sirs.” He was acutely aware of a hangover, an overburdened bladder, touded hair, unshaven
face and sand-covered everything. Shit. Trandator or no, but Grell had afew thingsto learn about human

diplomacy.
He refused to entertain the idea that the Rachnian had awicked sense of humour.

Scarty was setting breakfast for half a dozen people on the conference table. Mixis Saav waked in from
the bridge, failing to suppress ayawn. Falcon's bladder required urgent attention, so he said, “ Excuse me
for amoment.” And turned to his cleaning room.

Standing over thetoilet, he shook his head. Earth was probably in the throes of a horrendous plague but
he had to go pee. Great. Just great. He glanced in the mirror and noticed sand in hishair and glued to his
temple. He brushed it off. What the hell, no matter where he'd been deegping he couldn't have responded
any sooner. He wasjust sengitive to the fact that held spent the night with Avaon in circumstances that
were not exactly ... what? He resealed his shipsuit and ran his hands under the sterilizer. C20sand
captains were aworld unto themselves. How would awife take to a husband deeping like that with a



C20? Nonetoo kindly.

The cold water on hisface didn't do much for the thumping in his head. He ran acomb through his hair.
Without a shave he looked no more unkempt and ring-eyed than Woodstock and Norman.

When he emerged, Stuart Phelan and Mike Rose were helping themsalves to breakfast. On the screen,
Norman was drinking coffee. Falcon nodded to Marcus and ignored the sergeant’s bland look—until he
noticed the hangover pills hidden under histoast. Thank the Originsfor observant orderlies.

"Captain, | assume you haven't heard the latest,” Woodstock said between mouthfuls of hisown
breakfast.

"Not since 0200 Standard, sir.” Falcon glanced at the time. 1t was 0510. HE'd had just on three hours
deep. “Y ou have operationad nanotesting units yet?

Norman closed hiseyes and pain crossed hisface. “ Some Metas d-jumped testing unitsinto NGC
officesingde the quarantine zones about an hour ago, while others d-jumped them to |ocations specified
by epidemiologists. The results produced a small sample but it covers abroad demographic. Thevirus
appears to have infected more than seventy percent of the population outside the quarantine zones and
over ningty percent within."

When Casey Camicci held up a continuoudy updating datapad, Falcon blanched. He didn't need an
explanation to see Asegelr was infested. “ Spacedock?'

"It'severywhere,” Rose sad.
"Have you extragpolated the virus based on aforty-five day course rather than an hour and a haf?!

Camicci replied, “Weve discovered an inbuilt delay of twenty minutesin the test biomass, which isthe
equivaent of ten days norma metabolism. We haveto err on the side of caution and assume that this
thing was set off when Webster and Garret |eft Spacedock, say midnight December sixth, to betriggered
on midnight June sixth. So we won't see people coming down with amild fever before June seventeenth,
two days from now."

"Which coincides with lifting the quarantine,” replied Facon thoughtfully. “ Sirs, Avaon said the primary
am was chaos. If people start coming down with fevers when the quarantineislifted, those outside the
quarantine zone will assume it's come from within—and vice versa.”

"Exactly.” Woodstock nodded. “ Adding to the panic. People will blame—"

"The C20s. Sirs, we cannot dlow that to happen. In view of thevirus' true origins, no PR campaignin
theworld it will restore peoplésfath in our C20s."

Norman set down his cup. “We concur. Were about to begin nanotesting al members of the government
and senior civil servants, NGC and essentid service personnel. They will be inoculated with the vaccine
the Rachnians have devel oped. Then, implementing epidemiology emergency plans, they will distribute
the vaccine to the remaining popul ation, including off-world colonies. | invoked the Nano Act an hour

"Yes, dr, but what about the C20s?'

"Now that I've finaly met them,” Norman replied. “I'm beginning to gppreciate the loyaty shown them by
their captains. Thefirg telecordings from the senators on the investigative committee have reveded
discontent with the way the investigation of NGC isbeing run. In regard to the forensic evidence



surrounding the supposed deaths of Webster and Garret, and the shabby |ab procedures used to test this
dud plague virus, Senator Matheson is guilty of obfuscation at the very least. Under the Nano Act, all
nanotechsin that |ab have been incarcerated and will be telescanned later today to €iminate them from
investigations into the conspiracy to propagate a nanovirus. Senator Matheson isin Horida. Local
authorities are detaining him for ananotest. A full nanotest.” Norman smirked. “Matheson has a childish
fear of needles, especialy spina taps. | believe that will clear the C20s and identify the true perpetrators
within hours.

A ghost of a amile appeared on Woodstock's face. “NGC is being handed back full control under the
powersinvoked by the Nano Act.”

"Y ou're not home free, Admira. Matheson's committee uncovered things 1'd like rectified.”

"Wed dl liketo seethingsrectified, Mr President,” Woodstock replied. “Including the ability of
paliticiansto invoke parliamentary privilegeto avoid telepathic scans.”

"Touché Whenthisisover, I'll be tabling legidation to revoke parliamentary privilege. The public hasa
right to expect they same degree of forthrightness from politicians asthey do NGC officers, security
personnd and legigts.”

Falcon shared alook with Woodstock. As President of Earth, Norman was faced with moral dilemmas
every other day, and his decisions were not ways pretty. The minute he had handed histelecording to
the media, his staff had probably begun working on the; ‘ I've got nothing to hide’ dogan for his
re-election campaign. Nothing on or off Earth was more sdlf-righteous than a recently telecorded
politician. Still, such legidation waslong overdue, perhaps some good would come of this.

"How effective will the vaccine be now that the virus hastriggered?” asked Phelan.
"It'1l work until mgjor organs and the circulatory system begin to dough,” replied Rose.

"Commander Camicci, can you take us over the projected symptoms and timeframe?’ Woodstock
asked.

"Twenty minutes after the virustriggersin biomass, amild fever occurs” replied the nano engineer. “It
then takes seventy to ninety minutes from the onset of thisfever to bleed-out and total organ liquefaction.
A human would be dead by this stage, so we've assumed death will occur at the Sixty-minute mark, with
fifteen percent statistica spread either way."

The Command crew could follow Camicci's calculations, but for the benefit of the others Rose spelled it
out. “Projected onto the human population, if June 17 isday one, most people will notice adight fever by
day five, aweek from today. Days six to ten will bring a progressive fever and headache,
epistaxis—nosebleeds—and diarrhoea. Some blood islikely to be seen in the stool, and if vomiting
occurs, digested blood might be seen. By day fifteen, July 2, these symptoms will be well entrenched.
Babies and the elderly will succumb over the next five days as the symptoms progress and dehydration
setsin. Disorientation and persondlity changeswill become evident, and gums and eyes will start to bleed.
By daystwenty to twenty-five, administration of adrip feed becomes problematic because blood vessels
will rupture. If thetime scenario is correct, the vaccine will no longer be effective past this period,
athough in some cases, day fifteen will be the latest. For epidemiological purposes, we consider July 2 to
be thelast day that the vaccine can be guaranteed effective. Between days thirty to thirty-three, most
people succumb as they haemorrhage internaly. The remainder will hang on perhaps aslong as day forty,
depending on what organsfail firs."

"However,” Camicci said. “We've never seen ananovirus run longer than an hour or two, so



Commander Rose's prognosisis an extrapol ation based on a decelerated mode. Naturally occurring
hemorrhagic viruses like Ebolaand Hanta Fever generally run about three times faster. Now if that
happens, the vaccine will be no good past June 22."

Norman loosened the collar of his shirt. “How soon before we know?*
Rose's eyebrows lowered. “ Epidemiologistswill run tests on themsalves, at least until June 21."
"Do you mean infected doctorswill remain unvaccinated until then?” Woodstock was incredul ous.

"It'sthe only way, gir,” Camicci replied. “They'll be placed in a highly controlled, quarantined
environment. They're best quaified to describe the symptoms, and their interna organswill be carefully
monitored. The moment they start to destabilize, the vaccine will be administered and they'll enter an
amniotank. Asyou know, amniotanks do not cure per se but stabilize body functions and accel erated
healing. The vaccinewill do therest.”

Mixis added, “ Sir, nanoviruses can't be reprogrammed to trigger at different times, and the same applies
to their propagation. Thisvirus has been programmed to run forty-five days from trigger to complete
biological breakdown, but it's new territory, so it'simpossble to give you an accurate prediction. All they
can do isrevise the course of action as the disease progresses.”

"Admiral,” Falcon said, “what about long distance NGC ships, especidly Explorer class shipsthat can't
access avaccine before duly 27

"The Metas will be collecting and distributing the vaccine as it's manufactured. Were not concerned with
adminigtering it on off-world colonies or NGC ships because their personnel aretrained in disaster
management. Our biggest concernis Earth."”

Norman said, “There's a huge contingent of Earth First people who are anti-technology in al forms.
Some will refuse the vaccine or capitdize on this Situation to further their own cause.”

"Including those who triggered this” Falcon muttered sourly.

"Even with the Nano Act, there are alot of places on Earth where people can hole up and just not be
found,” said Norman.

"Secondary contagion?’ Phelan asked.

Camicci shook hishead. “Thisisnot abiological virus but ananite with a specific lifespan. Once triggered
it runsits course and disintegrates. We've run accel erated biomass tests using an aready triggered virus
and found that it remainsinfectious even after it'striggered, but the course of the disease is accelerated
right up until thelast minutes™

"Soif you don't have thisthing yet but you catch it, say an hour before it self-destructs from old age, you
get the disease, and it killsyou in an hour or less, ingtead of running the entire forty-five days,” Rose
explaned.

"Nice,” Phelan muttered. “ But that doesn't mean Webster and his band of merry hellmakersdidn't hold a
few back. They could reintroduce it anytime so it can trigger in the future.”

"That'swhy it's necessary to vaccinate every human,” Rosereplied. “Weve aready set up vaccine
production on Asegeir and other outlying ark ships so they can be used as distribution points. We're
notifying every ship in the database, private aswell as NGC. Any unregistered ships, smugglersand so
forth—nothing we can do about them.”



Phelan's eyebrow lifted. “Waell, that's one way to cut down on theriff-raff.” Mixisglared at him. He
shrugged. It wastrue.

An aide handed Norman adatapad. He looked up and said, “ An interesting demographic has cometo
light. No telepath has been infected, not even registered wildcats.”

"Ohjoy, 2017 herewego again.” Phelan rolled his eyes.
"Avaon expected that,” said Facon. “It's the same multi-purpose thinking weve seen from the start.”

"Finding Webster and Garrett isour next priority. Now if you will excuse us, we have amedia
conference to attend.” Norman disconnected the link.

Fa con looked around the conference table in his office. “ Congratul ations everyone, on resolving this so
swiftly."

"The C20 came up with the answer, Captain. Wejust ran it through the grinder and punched out the
numbers,” said Camicai.

And as dways, Avaon sought neither thanks nor recognition, but faded silently into the background. A
trace of her scent remained on his shipsuit. He could il fed her lying againgt his chest, her breasts gently
risng and fdling in the moonlight. She would still be down on Kwilloy, surfing naked in the waves.
“Marcus,” hesaid. “Cdl apublic relations meeting in haf an hour, that'll give me timeto get cleaned up.
Commanders Saav and Rose, I'm ordering you two to get at least five hours deep. There's nothing more
you can do. If something develops, | want you both well rested. Dismissed ... and again, well done,
everyone.”



Chapter 31
June 30, 2500
"Wormhole forming at four thousand kilometres” said the Al.

Falcon was sitting at hisdesk in the day cabin, hisback to the transparent LD. He swivelled his chair
around to watch as a spherical object emerged from the swirling non-colours of the wormhole. He was
about to ask for magnification when avoicein hismind said,—Captain Falcon, permisson to
board?—The thought, clear as spoken words, accompanied an image of atall, raven-haired Meta.

—Certainly.—Facon stood, and came around to the front of his desk. “Al, to expect two Metasin the
Command level—" A knock on his door interrupted. “Come!™

Avaonwaked injust asthe Metas d-jumped into his office.

Facon had met other Metas, but never in the confines of aship. At three metrestall, their heads amost
brushed the bulkhead. “ Captain, good to meet you, I'm Nick,” said themade. “ThisisKristin."

Krigtin shook Falcon's hand. “1've heard alot about you, Captain.”

"The pleasureis mine, believe me. I'll take you down to medopsto collect the vaccine. Senior
Commander Rose is on Kwilloy with our chief nano engineer, Commander Casey Camicci. A private
yacht arrived last night and everyone on board tested positive for the virus. The owner isabiologist.
Because we need every nano engineer, medtech and biologist on Asegeir to manufacture the vaccine,
he's agreed to let Senior Commander Rose track the diseasein him.”

"He'sabrave man,” said Nick. “Hemorrhagic viruses are the stuff of nightmares.”

They left Falcon's office for the Command gravitor. “ That's something | haven't figured out. We can
develop vaccinesfor most nanoviruses within hours, days at the most. Why time-code it to live so long
and risk usfinding a cure before the virus wiped out haf the population?”

Reaching out with his prehensiletail, Nick grabbed the gravitor pole and, crossing his arms thoughtfully,
used histail to propd himself upwards. “1 doubt you could have understood adua nanitein lessthan six
months, much less developed avaccine."

Falcon was fascinated by the Meta's use of histall. On oneleve Nick was human, but his appearance
was asalien asaKwilloy's. Falcon glanced back at Kristin and Avaon gossiping like schoolgirls.

Nick caught hiseye. “Any minute now well get arundown on the latest babies.”

Glaring a him, Krigtin pulled Nick'stail just as he released the gravitor pole. A haf-dozen medtechs
were witness to the extraordinary sight of athree-metre Meta sprawled flat on his face between the
gravitor and the entrance to medops. Kristin and Avaon burst out laughing.

"Thank you,” Nick muttered sarcagticaly to hiswife when he picked himself up.
Avaon took him by thearm. “I seem to recall an incident on AridaSix—"
Nick rolled hiseyes. “Now don't go reminding her of that. She till inssts her tail isavertebrashort.”

Next time someone starting talking about the mystique of Metas, Falcon would find it hard to keep a



draight face.
To Facon, Nick said, “Can you visudize Commander Camicci? 1 don't know hismind signature.”

Fd con felt the same benign sense of power he had experienced with Grell in hismind. Y et thiswas subtly
different, afamiliar echo of something held fet in the atrium with Avaon amost seven months earlier.

Casey Camicci abruptly popped into existence in the medbay. The Meta had d-jumped the nano
engineer using nothing more than avisua recognition! Was it because Camicci was human? Or because
Nick wasthe most powerful of al the Metatrandators? Four centuries after reveding themsealvesto
humans, Metas were still amystery.

"Isthe quarantine room ready?’ Nick asked Camicci.

"Right there.” The nano engineer pointed to diaglass-walled enclosure partitioned off from the rest of the
medbay.

Michael Rose popped into existence beside Falcon—who reached out a hand to steedy the d-jumped
doctor.

"Thank you,” Rose said, looking up at thetall, blue Meta. “ The other passengersare dready in
amniotanks but getting a quarantine containment chamber on ashuttle was going to take hours.”

Nick waked to the diaglasswall, and asked the man inside, “How do you fed ?'
Falcon could hear the mental greeting that the Meta s multaneoudy sent the biologist.

"Good to meset you, too. I'm Stanley Morgan and yeah, not too bad. Sore muscles and joints, dight
headache and some chest pains, but it isonly day thirteen.”

"No bleeding yet?'

"Cleaning my teeth with atoothbrush is out, athough I'm not experiencing the sort of pain and
dehydration you'd expect from interna bleeding. Nauseaand diarrhoeaiis getting annoying, but it'sa
relief—no pun intended—being here and knowing the vaccineis nearby.”

"Don't go past day twenty.” Nick'stail curled behind him. Falcon wondered if it was asign of agitation.

Morgan smiled grimly. “I'm not suicidal, but Since everyone on Asegeir has been vaccinated, | can put up
with the discomfort so the med teams here can eyebd| thisthing.”

Turning back to Rose and Falcon, Nick said, “It's the same on Earth. Although some people are dready
haemorrhaging, we're sure the vaccine will work until day twenty-one in adults. Wed better Sart
Odiveries”

"Thank you, Captain,” said Krigtin. “I hope you'll come.”
"I'm sorry?” hereplied, captivated by the Metas' twitching tails.

"To Chrigmas. Kimra, Nick's Silvan, will be giving birth and despite hisremarksin the gravitor, Nick's
asexcited asMigrd."

The Pegasus-like Silvans, Kimrd and Mistral, were mated to one another. Aswith C20s and captains,
each male Silvan was paired with afemale Meta, and vice versa. Falcon saw aclear image of aluminous
green fod, complete with ungainly wings. It was replaced by an image of a Pegasus-drawn Chrismas



deigh flying through the night.

The crated vaccine disappeared, followed by Nick, who sent him amenta farewell. Kristin embraced
Avalon then disappeared with a soundless pop.

Leaving medops, Facon said to Avaon, “The Slvans, Migtrd and Kimrd, they lost their first-born?”

"During the Metas' transformation, the Others breached the protective barricades around Gaia,” she
replied. “Kristin and Nick aso lost their firstborn son, and my daughter lost her unborn daughter. Most
Metas died in thefirst seconds, their minds shattering rather than succumbing to the darkness. Many
Silvans aso perished, asdid hundreds of Dwins and Rachnians, even Masters.”

Her eyesgrew sad. “A war rages, Captain, across the heavens, across space and time and dimensions
that no human mind can fathom. And yet it isalso awar from within. The Slvans and the Metas are
soldiers, just like you. Thewar never ends; it just changesform. Thistime, we were lucky."

They stopped at the gravitor. Avalon indicated she was going in the opposite direction.
Falcon hesitated. “1 felt ... it was asif Grdll had reached into me. But much clearer.”

"I'm glad you met Nick. He's an extraordinarily powerful trandator, dmost as strong as Grell. Y ou
sensed Nick's connection to the Life Force clearly because M etas and C20s were once human.” She
turned to leave.

Facon caught her arm. “Y ou're human.”
"Once, but no longer, not by your definition.”
Hisvoice dropped. “And what ismy definition, Avaon?’

The sadnessin her eyes seemed to degpen. He released her arm. She reached into the gravitor, grabbed
the pole and turned back only long enough to answer, “Onethat cannot be refuted.”

* * % %

Over the following weeks Falcon rarely saw Avaon except at Command Board mestings. Her quarters
were next to his and he aways knew when she was there. He considered suggesting atinamet before
bed—they'd both been gifted huge wooden barrels of the liqueur by the Katyl warleader—but her days
and nights were aready filled with the problems of the ark ship. When she was not working on some
engineering nightmare or planning projects with the Governor, she was helping Marcus with systems
reports, or she was down on Kwilloy with her friends. Her only escape was the solitude of her quarters
a night. Sengtiveto Mixis words, he did not want to intrude. But their last conversation had disturbed
him. Oneday at lunch with Mixis, he asked the telepath what it meant to be human.

Mixislooked at him oddly. “Areyou asking for aclinica definition?”

"Isthere anirrefutable definition?’

"Isthis something to do with the virus? Are Earth First groups proclaiming it attacks only true humans?”'
"No,” hereplied dowly. “Ever notice how Avaon never refersto hersdf as human?

"Widll, biologicaly she'sway outsde any known parametersfor what defines humans. She's
reproductively incompeatible—"

"She's got children, she had children to Dak Jassom.”



Saav stopped eating, pushed her plate aside and said, “ Had—the C20s were il evolving; they're il
evolving. Second generation Metas have children only by mating with each other, that's why we have
only fifty C20s after dl thistime. It could be argued that even telepaths are not the same species.”

When he frowned, she added, “ Since the Rhesus virus we've become a pretty uniform looking species.
Sure, we have brunettes and curly redheads, straight-haired blondes and skin colour from porcelainto a
dightly dusky olive, like Avadon and me. But we no longer have the wonderfully rich variation from
absolute black to white with a hundred shades of red and brown in between. Humanity hasn't seen atrue
epicanthic fold for dmost three hundred years. The Rhesus virus took from us so much variationin DNA
aswell asculture, variations that evolved to fit habitat niches a hundred thousand years earlier. And,
because we are human, there's an dement amongst us that needsto highlight differences, so they pick on
more modern aspects—tel epaths, C20s and Metas—each of which are variations on the basic human
mode. Avaon's psychologicaly more human than Matheson, but physiologicaly, certain aspects of her
areworlds gpart. As| told you before, we're ephemera, while her friendswill till be herein athousand
years, as she continues to evolve more and more away from what humans define as ... human.”



Chapter 32
July 30, 2500

Avaon smiled indulgently when Stuart Phelan dapped his Kwilloy counterpart on the back. They were
congratul ating each other for kegping dtercations to aminimum. It had been agood two months.
Delighted with Asegeir, the Kwilloyswere dready talking about the next generation ark ships.

A few metres away, Peta Vol was dancing on the tavern's wooden tabletops with a shifty looking Jweg.
Vol and the Jweq had been in one of the unreported dtercations. When Lee Waker and Casey Camicci
had intervened, the Jweq's crew had joined the fray, and the tavern had been partially demolished.
Fortunately, two creator Dwins had aso been part of the scuffle, and they set thingsright, even
re-stocking the landlord's bottles of ginger wine. As Avaon watched, the Jweg's friends pulled a hesitant
fema e ensign onto the table. Perhaps it was agood thing Falcon wasn't here. He was the Captain and

nobody wanted to dampen this party.

A Dyan sat down heavily besde her, knocking over bottles of wine. The being flashed her amulti-fanged
grin and motioned to the table with a three-fingered, webbed secondary arm. The Dyan's double joints
made him an interesting dance partner. Besides, shed prevented the acohol from metabolizing too fast
and needed to work some of it off.

While she was dancing, four mating groups of Erochs drift in—Hey, Gb RI'—Avaon called.

—Auvaonl—replied one of the Erochs—We weren't expecting to get here until after Asegeir
left—Were due out in six hours. What are you doing here>—-On our way to Getray, one of the Dwin
worldsin progress—

Senaing Falcon's presence, Avalon excused herself from the Dyan, jumped off the table and made her
way through the crowded tavern. She wasn't sure if Falcon's pained look was due to the assault on his
olfactory nerves or from seeing his chief commander's wild dancing.

"Captain! Over here.” She grabbed him by the arm while the Eroch G'b Rl floated across the ceiling
towards them.

They reached a corner that was margindly quieter, where David the Dwin and two Kwilloys sat. Only
then did Avaon notice a petite woman in full NGC captain's uniform accompanying Facon. She smiled
broadly when Falcon introduced Linda Williams, Captain of the Vanguard. “I wondered if you'd be able
to escgpe from that diplomatic function.” Avaon shook Williams' hand, then gesturingto Gb RI, said,
“Thisis none other than the famous Gabby."

Gabby sent Avaon awithering look. “Infamous, you mean.”

Williams stared at the angel. Despite four hundred years of conditioning, humans <till could not think of
the ethereal Erochsin any other way. “ The same Gabrid asthe onein Monte Carlo's museum of Gaia

images?'

"The very same, I'm afraid.” Gabby closed his pale, tranducent eyes and sighed. “Why, chwhy | ever let
Erik take my photo is beyond me. We thought it would dispd al those rumours.”

Avalon laughed. “Oh, come off it, Gabby, it's not nearly as bad asit used to be. Now how about you get
up there and show uswhat three and haf millenniaof practicing atrumpet canredly dotolivenup a

party?



The Eroch levitated from his chair and drifted to the far sde of the room. Avalon turned to the captains.
“Have you ever heard an Eroch play?'

They shook their heads, and Fa con poured Williams aginger wine. Avaon noticed the look they shared.
For amoment, she was amost overwhelmed by a sense of longing. And regret. But she pushed it aside
when Gabridl, the chief trandator pilot for the Master's largest mother ship, began to play hishorn.

The music penetrated the tavern and markets beyond, until everyone quietened, even the Jwegs, asthe
haunting melody filled their souls.

In the sllence that followed, David sighed wistfully. 1 haven't heard him play that sincethe day we
uplifted the cetaceans and chosen humans. It gave us strength to hold on against the Others. It wasa
good day, that last day on Earth. A fitting day for G'b RI to play hishorn.”

Other Erochsjoined Gb RI, each one carrying amusical instrument. Falcon lifted Williamsto the
makeshift dance-floor of tabletops, while Avaon and David moved to another table to talk to Charlie
and Granh. Thelight was further dimmed to accommodate the arriving nocturnals and photosensitives.

While she laughed and talked with her friends, Avaon's eyes kept returning to Falcon. She considered
speeding her metabolism to remove the dcoholic fugue, but it seemed the only way she waswilling to
confront her emotions. Emotions sheld been avoiding for weeks, if not months.

Waking in Falcon's armsin the sand dunes had been one of the most comforting sensations she could
ever recal. Had she been flirting with him? Could shetdll the difference anymore? It wasn't asif hewas
thefirst captain sheld dept beside, or beneath, in some of the strange and frightening circumstancesin
which they'd found themselves. But the emotions... Oh, come off it, Avalon, admit it, the desires you
felt—still feel—are all wrong.

A dozen timesin the last weeks sheld sensed him entering his quarters and considered suggesting a
tinsmet before bed. But too much was demanded of him aready, too many people came to him with their
problems and needs. When she checked his medimplant, she found he was not getting nearly enough
deep. He was compensating by drawing from the life-force.

She watched Williams pull him close and laugh. Although Linda Williams had only been on the C20 ship
Vanguard ashort time, her C20 said that he'd never felt such a strong connection between a captain and
the life-force before.

The musicians stopped, and Falcon and Williams climbed down from the tabletops. Lost amidst the
crew, Facon had vanished from Avalon's sight. But she could fed him, of course. Despite the dcohoal,
she could aso sense he was looking for her. Fearing what he would seein her eyes, she sat deeper into
the shadows. The crowds parted sufficiently for her to glimpse Williams leading him to the exit. Hiseyes
kept turning back, searching for her.

Avaon stayed until late, then took the gravitor to the surface. She would deep in the dunesfor an hour or
s0, wake at dawn and ride the waves, not caring when Asegeir Ieft, knowing it would pull her on board
at the RB point.

From the edge of thejungle, she saw an NGC shuttle with Vanguard'slogo. A wave of regret flooded
her. Moments|ater, the warm comforting presence of Grell filled her mind.

—Saddened you are,—declared the Rachnian.

—I'm sorry, Grdl, | did not mean for you to fed the burden of my heart—The pain you fed isnot for



you done—

She wanted to go to the dune where they had dept, but she did not wish to disturb something she had no
desireto see.

—Inthe shuttle, they are—

Avaon nodded gratefully, a solitary tear dropping from each eye as she climbed the crest of the
dune—Why did the Masters make us thisway, Grell 2—she asked tiredly.—We're neither betwixt nor
between. Not human, not Meta. We're allowed to love humans, but not the ones with whom we share
thelife-force. And Fal con—and Williams—they only have each other this one night. Passing ships—She
laughed bitterly.—L iteraly. It's even harder for Williams because most of those on Vanguard are NGC
and therefore under her command. It's ... artificid . —

Shelay down to deep. The blanket of stars offered no warmth, just melancholy. It wasjust sex, nothing
more, and nothing compared to the power of the life-force—It doesn't make any sense, Grdll. It'sjust a
biological drive. Since we can't reproduce, you'd think the Masters could have taken the urge from us as
well —

Grell d-jumped down to the dune.

—Grdl! I'm sorry, you shouldn't have come. | know my sadness hurts you, and | would not have that. Il
befine, and, wdll, I think I'd like to be done for awhile. Some things | need to work out for
myself.—She embraced one of hisarm legs—I'm glad you're coming to Earth for our Christmas—

Knowing somethings must cometo passin their own time, the Rachnian left.

Williams begin the start-up procedures for the shuttle. Falcon asked the Al to display any nearby sentient
lifeforms. If they had to adjust the shuttle's harmonics to accommodate for senditives, it could meana
dow ascent until they hit thirty thousand metres.

Eight non-sengitive beings appeared on screen, including onethe Al identified as a C20. Falcon manually
adjusted the readings until the clear image of Avalon gppeared. He had felt her nearby, but assumed she
was gill in thetavern. Instead, she was lying in the dune they had dept in weeks before. Therewasno
sgnof Grel.

She looked so small and lonely, curled up like an abandoned waif, afrown on her face and what looked
like, though dmost certainly couldn't be, tear-stains on her face. What nightmares plagued her that she
seemed 0 lost and vulnerable? Unmindful of Williams' presence he unconscioudy ran the back of his
hand adong theimage of her face. What was happening to him? Why was he feding thisway?

"It'shard not to fdl inlovewith them, isn't it?” Williamswhispered.

He glanced a her, acrooked smileriding hislips. Only another C20 captain might understand. That he
and Williams had held each other with abandoned passion just a short while before made it easier to
admit atruth hed only beguntoredize. “ Yeah, yeahitis. But | can live with that."

Williams adjusted their trgectory. “1 never thought 1'd willingly forego sex in exchange for agreater
intimacy, but the trade-off isworth it, in spades.”

"Aslong asyou can hideit from your telepath.”

During histrid, Matheson had thrown countless accusations againgt Falcon, including his ability to block
scans. “| had a scan during the NGC shake-up,” Williams said. “1'm awildcat telepath, too. | can hide it



fromhim."

Facon shot her anarrow eyed look. As his chief commander aboard Warrior, Williamshad vigoroudy
defended his decision to take the captured Katyl ship to their home world. It had come as no surpriseto
Facon when, ayear ago, after the elderly captain of Vanguard had died, Williams had been assgned to
replace her.

"It wasn't atdent | showed in the Academy,” Williams added. “ And back on Degan, when you
promoted me to lieutenant commander ... well, there were no telepaths around to run the required scan.”

"Huh. Makes you wonder if al C20 captains aren't the same.”

"Wouldn't surprise me,” shereplied. They broke through the atmosphere into space. “My C20 tellsme
that Avalon has alowed thefirst days of her life to be telecorded and that it will be published asathess.
A bunch of ex-Nazis are running around the galaxy looking to set up the Fourth Reich, the Othersare
pissed off about our aliance with the Katyl, and wildcat telepaths are suddenly acceptable as C20
captains. Who knows what's next? But I'm sure glad I'm hooked up for theride.”

Williams docked with Falcon's Katyl fighter. He opened the overhead hatch and leaned acrossto kiss
her farewell. “ See you next time, Captain Williams."

Shewinked. * Sure thing, Captain Falcon.”



Part 3: Mali



Chapter 33
Augugt 15, 2500

In the early days of spacetravel, mankind discovered a strange maxim; the complexity of government is
inversely proportiond to the sophistication of the culture. Like Rachnians and Metas, the Dwin had no
government. Asegeir's vigt to their sparsely inhabited home world, Dwi, was more agesture of thanks
than aforma, diplomatic misson.

The Dwinswere, for want of a better term, world-builders. They seeded barren planetswith life and then
tended them as park rangers would tend aforest. It was ahobby, of sorts, that ensured a continuation of
the Life Force in agaaxy where the Others periodically wreaked havoc amongst the younger worlds.

The doppelganger Earth known as Gaia, was aproduct of Dwin technology. Seeded with the life of

Earth asit existed before humankind devel oped agriculture, it wasto Gaiathat the Great Ones, the
magnificent, truly sentient beings humans caled whaes, had been taken during those fateful monthsin
2017. But for the population of Asegeir such thingswere ancient history, and Dwi provided nothing more
than awell-earned rest. Falcon sent Scarty and Marcus on leave to the planet, while he stayed aboard
Asegeir to complete his studies of the ark ship's habitats.

Although Falcon regularly used the gymnasium, he preferred to swim at a secluded beach not far from the
Command gravitor. One afternoon after his swim, he returned to his quarters early, intent on reading
Avaon Davo's higtory files. He was tossing his clothes and towe into the valet when he heard noises
from the kitchen. Bending ingde the food processor's storage banks was adistinctly feminine form
dressed in blue jeans. He walked up and said, “If you're hungry, my food processor'sthe last place on
Asegeir tolook."

Surprised, Avalon banged her head on thelid. She turned and replied, “Not anymore.”

"C20.” He sghed. “Y ou shouldn't be doing this. When Scarty's on leave | can get ayeoman.”

"But you never do. Don't worry, | didn't upset the bio-systems, just added afew things."

He leaned past her and read the contents. “ These are mostly exotics and luxury items.”

Sheturned around to reach in. “Well, if you don't want them—"

"Y ou do enough for us, for al of us.” He clasped her arm.

"Chris, it'snot an inconvenience.”

Grinning lopsidedly, he dowly leaned close and whispered in her ear, “ Then you better help me est it.”

Acutely conscious of his near-naked proximity, Avalon froze. Drops of water fell from hisdark hair onto
his neck. She could fed his strength, smell his maleness mixed with a clean saltiness from the water. How
could he make an invitation to dinner sound so erotic? She dismissed it as her state of mind. He was not
trying to be sensuous; it was meaningless banter between friends. “ Okay, if you'll share atinsmet with me
before bed.”

Herdeased hishold and, till grinning, went into his bedroom. “1 thought you'd tired of tinsmet.”
Moments later he returned wearing awhite robe.



"Never. Perhaps next trip out, when you have more time, we might start our evening drink again?’ She
examined the options now available to the food processor, determinedly ignoring the echo of his sengitive
fingerson her wrig.

"Avdon, for you | dwayshavetime.

"Red time,” shereplied. He would alwaysfed obligated to her asa C20. *Y ou've achieved much these
past eight months, more than could be expected of any man. Now, what would you like?"

"Surpriseme.” He pulled a bottle of ginger wine from a cupboard and poured them each aglass.

"Red ginger wine and tinsmet; you're acquiring ataste for aien acohol.” She punched the dinner menu
into the food processor.

"I've dways had ataste for tinsmet. Unfortunately NGC ‘borrowed’ the stock Ka gave me back in * 86.
Research purposes, so they told me. Asfor ginger wine, | have fond memories.”

She doubted his memories had anything to do with their night in the dunes. He had been to Kwilloy many
time before, and had most likely drunk ginger wine before. “Thiswill take awhile, why don't you shower
fird?'

Over dinner, they talked about their forthcoming trip to the Mai system. “1 read the files you distributed
on Malicanoorian culture,” said Falcon. “Interesting culture. Janok, their ambassador, is concerned
tourism is not aworthy trade item for pollution free technology.”

"It'satypica inferiority complex, but their architecture alone will send xenosociologistsinto a swoon.
And the sheer novelty vaueto touristsisincaculable. | hopethey sgn.”

If the Malicanoorian e ders refused to enter atrade agreement with the diplomatic delegation, Asegeir
would spend the next two and ahaf months on an astronomic and geophysical exploration of the Mdi
system, paying particular attention to the gas giant manufactured by the Dwin. If the Malicanoorians
sgned, exploration of the system would proceed using shuttleswhile Asegeir remained in orbit around
Madli'slifelessthird planet.

"Isthere room for me on the diplomatic shuttle?’” Avaon asked.

Facon looked up in surprise. “ Angus Gordon is till in the tank after that brawl on Kwilloy, so I'm going
to have to play ambassador. Gus wife was supposed to be going, too, but she wants to explore the gas
giat."

"Y ou don't think she would have played diplomatic wife with a Dwin manufactured gas giant to study, do
you?"

He chuckled. “Probably not. Serioudly, 1'd appreciate the company.”

They taked of their hopesfor Malicanoor and drank atinsmet after dinner. Knowing they had an early
Command Board meeting prior to the Ambassador's arriva, Ava on stayed only long enough for one
glass. Falcon decided to forgo reading her files, content with the knowledge that she would be with him
on Madicanoor.

* k x %

Ambassador Janok had been stymied at every turn. Test the humans, the dersinssted, or else
Malicanoor was honour-bound to welcome them as equals. Janok knew the humans were superior to
Madlicanoorians, both intellectualy and technologicadly. It was only because the Dwin had saved



Malicanoor from cometary bombardment—and species annihilation—that his people even knew of
distant worlds. The Dwin had created the gas giant and placed it in orbit around their sun, Mali, to act
like acosmic vacuum cleaner, attracting most of the detritus threatening their home world. Then the Dwin
suggested that Earth might be aworthwhile place to begin an ongoing interspecies relaionship. Grateful
to the smdll, green diens, the elders agreed, but secretly held grave doubts about thistravelling to distant
worlds. It had taken Janok half alifetimeto convince themto try onetiny little trade agreement. The
eldersalowed Janok to go to Earth on one condition; the humans must be tested in the time-honoured
way. If they passed, they would be granted the friendship of Malicanoor. If they failed, Janok wasto
abandon his nonsensical ideas and stay home.

Janok had enjoyed histime on Earth. He had enjoyed the company of humans, as had the two-dozen
Watchers accompanying him. Given the richness of what they had seen, the unlimited power and skies
free of the blackening fire-rock dust, waters running blue and clean and not brown with factory dudge, it
was ridiculousfor the eldersto ingst that their antiquated customs be carried to other worlds. But it was
not his place to say so, and the elders had sent Watchers to be sure he complied.

Janok had been gloomily certain the human female held sdlected for the testswould fall, yet it had not
come to pass. Then a suitable male had been chosen, and he, too, had passed. The Watchers had been
unnerved by thisturn of events, but that, Janok said jauntily, waslife. Then the senior Watcher invoked
the most ancient of traditions, just to be certain the elders would be completely satisfied, and Janok knew
al waslog.

In time the el ders would die and more modern thinkers replace them. Then, perhaps, thiswonderful idea
of trave to distant worlds and trading with aien beings might be revisited. But it would be too late for
Janok; hewould betoo old. Still, he reminded himsdlf with asmile, it had been good whileit lasted, and,
as promised, hewould see an ark ship and glimpse the home world of the Dwin.

Then an ideastruck him. Captain Tishardson seemed amost suitable candidate. Would the captain of the
ark ship they were to rendezvous with be equally suitable? Janok browsed through the information kit on
Asegelr, awed at such agrand scheme. Janok entered into the courier ship's Al, arequest for details on
Captain Christopher Falcon. Dozens of cross-referenced links appeared. Ah, hed heard much about this
Katyl War.

Severd hourslater Janok turned off the Al. He would suggest Falcon's name to the Watchers. Although
the Watchers must support the will of the elders, they had dowly come around to hisway of thinking.
They would not object, nor could the elders when they learned of Falcon's background.

Captain Tishardson announced they were exiting Dim5. Janok requested the LD in his cabin be cleared.
His buoyant mood fled. Dim5 was amost gut-wrenching thing. I'm sorry to do thisto you, Captain
Falcon. | fear you will fail as my primary stomach would fail if | watch this much longer, but the
elders must be satisfied.



Chapter 34
Augugt 16, 2500

"Cdculationsadd up, sr.” Vol looked up from her datapad. “We can examine Zanos 111 on the way
back to the Solar system if we leave Mdicanoor ten hours earlier than planned, and we lose nothing at
the other end.”

"Alright, Andy, subject to NGC's approval, you got yourself a stop-over,” said Facon.

Andrea White smiled broadly. Asegeir's year-long maiden voyage had been planned using the narrow
parameter of Dim5. A missed window could mean weeksinstead of daystravelling from system to
system. But astronomer-physicists had found atwo-day window for Asegeir to send an exploration
party to the star system known as Zanos. It would be their last call before returning to Spacedock.

The Command Board moved on to the next order of business until, twenty minutes later, the meeting
finished. While the othersleft Falcon's office, Avalon stood and walked to the LD. Shelooked down a
Dwi's third moon. Falcon joined her and followed her gaze. “It'sbeautiful, isn't it?’ she said without
turning.

Fedling the benevolent aura of the planet, hereplied, “1 wonder if some day well be able to build worlds
asthe Dwin now do?"

"Asegeir's not abad gart.”
"Not quite the same."
"Asegeir was grown, not built. And it isa sdf-sufficient organism with itsown life-force.”

Henodded dowly. Yes, Asegeir had alife-force, one hefdt within him alittle more every day. Hewas
aso garting to intuit problems, which led him to ask, “What isit, C20?"

"The Mdicanoorianswill be here soon. Do you mind if I'min the shuttle bay when they arrive?”
"Why would I mind? And why do you fed you need ask?"'

She briefly touched hisarm. “Thank you, Captain.” Then she moved to leave.

He caught her hand. “ A future memory?'

"Yes, but not ... bad. Just hard to explain. | better go; you have work to do."

Fa con stood unmoving as sheleft. He could rationalize their relationship al he wanted but it didn't stop
her haunting his subconscious. Last night, hed dreamed he was making loveto Linda Williams but when
his dream eyes opened it was Avaon beneath him, pulling him to her, into her. He woke aroused and
confused, and promptly dismissed it as an involuntary erotic response to the wine, dinner and a
comfortable ambience. This morning she had been unusudly reserved and, now, deferentid. Falcon
shook his head. She was a C20. He should know to expect the unexpected.

* * % %

"l am very pleased to meet you.” Janok's deep, resonant voice came from his primary mouth. His
shimmering copper pantal oons, iridescent green vest and gold jacket flashed brightly in the shuttle bay's
powerful lights.



"The pleasure is mine, Ambassador Janok.” Falcon shook the Ambassador's long-fingered hand. Except
for second mouth in lieu of anose, chocolate skin and hairless bodies, the Malicanoorian physiology was
very closeto ahuman's. “1 regret Governor Angus Gordon could not be here. | understand you were
gppraised of hiscircumstances?”

"I have seen these wondrous amniotanks. The Governor is fortunate. On our world he would be dead.
Captain, | know you are busy with preparationsto leave and that you have but a short time to meet with
Captain Tishardson. | do not wish to disturb you or your crew'sroutine.”

Fa con nodded gratefully. “ Captain Vol will take you on atour of Asegeir before lunch. After we enter
Dim5, I'll show you around Command.”

The Ambassador was unashamedly gawking as he looked around the shuttle bay. The Watchers,
dressed in less daborate but equally voluminous clothing, were more subdued, though they failed to
suppress childish whoops of ddlight when they stepped into the gravitor.

Once the Malicanoorian entourage were out of earshot, Falcon and Ma colm Tishardson exchanged a
few ribald remarks and turned back to the shuttle. “Y ou examined those files?” Tishardson asked him.

Postal workerswere loading mail onto pallets benesth the courier ship. “Yeah,” replied Falcon. “They
passed the tets.”

"Guesswhat,” sghed Tishardson heavily. “ They've come up with one more!™

Facon rolled his eyes and motioned to Saav, who was deep in conversation with Avaon. He was about
to introduce them, but to his surprise Avalon embraced Tishardson and planted an unssterly kisson his
mouth. Then she hooked her arm through hisand said, “ So, Md, their guide picked up on their
expectations, huh?"

" She's atelepathic xenosociologist. She made certain that Janok understood human cultural imperatives.
The Watcher's accepted that and much to her surprise, she passed their tests.”

"Why surprised?’ Falcon was bemused by Avaon's attachment to Tishardson. It crossed his mind that
Mal had been ajunior lieutenant on the old Asegeir . But alieutenant wouldn't have known Avalon that
well, unless ... He squashed the thought.

"The obscure nature of thetests,” Tishardson replied. He accepted the courier bag from his co-pilot and
handed it to Falcon. “ Their ruling body is old and intractable, but they're not prone to deception, even
though they don't possess one gene of telepathic ability.”

"They have no idea of the concept,” Mixis added. “Not even in their stories and songs, &t least according
to the Dwins, who, by the way, only agreed that our interpretation of the trade treaty was ‘ not wrong'."

Tishardson looked a Mixis through lowered eyebrows. “Why isit when some dien being sayswere not
wrong, it turns out we're dso afew light years from being right?”

Avaon laughed. “Well, what's the next test?"

"Noidea.” Tishardson shook his head. “ One of my crew isawildcat telepath, and he picked it up on the
fly."

"What did you get?’ Falcon said to Saav.

"Some sort of test for pain endurance—and you picked the short straw.”



Facon wasrdieved. Hetrusted his crew, but the responsibility should be hisaone, especidly if hefailed,
and more especidly if it involved pain. “What do you mean ‘ sort of ?"

"Sorry, Captain, hesan dien mind, we're going to havetowingit."
"We?| thought you said | picked the short straw?"

Mixis chuckled. “I detect no dissembling or harmful intent, and certainly no malice. If anything, Janok
regrets the pain and humiliation he's about to inflict on you, because he likes humans and is particularly
impressed by C20 ark ship captains. He had considered Ma but thereisn't time. The Ambassador is
being very fair, Captain. He thinks you have the best chance of winning animpossible Stuation. But he
has no choice. Thistest is necessary to keep the ruling body happy.”

"Great,” Falcon muttered. “What about you?’ he asked Avaon. “ Anything more specific on that future
memory?'

Avaon lifted her lipsin regret. “ Only that you're in no danger and therelll be no long term damage.”

That afternoon, Falcon took Janok and the Watchers on atour through Command. When they reached
the gym, Janok asked Falcon if he used the facilities. Mixis sent one word into Falcon's mind,—Now!—

Facon replied, “ Some days, or | svim."
"Ah! Would you congder working out with me for an hour?'
Mixis met Falcon's gaze—It'snow, here, or later on their home world,—

He could dog most things out for an hour. Avalon, as expected, had not attended lunch, nor had he seen
her during the afternoon tour.

In the locker room, while he was changing, he considered caling her but dismissed the notion. She was
always there when he needed her.

With Janok stripped down to apair of short pantal oons, the smilarities between Mdicanoorian and
human phys ques were even more apparent. Only the absence of nipples and proportionately longer
limbs betrayed the Ambassador's dien origins.

"Do you mind others being here?’ Falcon gestured around the gym.

"Not at dl. Humans have been such fine hogts, | wanted to gift you something from our heritage,” replied
Janok.

"It'sawaysinteresting to experience the recreational choices of other beings.”

"Recreation, Captain? | would not have thought of this as recreation but an annoying, albelt necessary
pastime for your hedlth.” Janok eyed a puffing, swesting scientist on atreadmill.

Facon amiled genialy. “ Repetitive exercise can release natura endorphins.”

Janok inclined his head in agreement. “We, too, recognize that mental dertnessrequires physica hedlth.
Sadly, as one progresses within the bureaucracy, one haslesstime to participate in sport. Thuswe have
developed rituals that maintain our bodies at peak physica performance by strengthening muscles
passively. Since our musculatureissimilar, | believeit will be effective.”

Mixis sent a continuous stream of images to Falcon. The Ambassador was truthful, but as with their



written language, he was not portraying the entire picture. For the next hour, Falcon mirrored the
Malicanoorian's strange exercises. While they proved increasingly difficult, the unusud twisting and
tightening of certain muscle groups in some very weird combinations was tolerable until the last ten
minutes. Still, Falcon thought grudgingly, the pain could be endured for the sake of atreaty.

"Well done, Captain!” Janok rubbed hisown armsin admission of discomfort. “It will take aweek for
your musclesto recover. Asyou will be on Mdicanoor, | trust you will adlow meto take you through the
routine again. Y ou will be surprised at the additional strength and endurance you will enjoy.”

"| gppreciate this, Ambassador. Humans readily adopt new skillsinto our culture. | have no doubt this
will become popular.”

Janok bowed and left with the Watchers.
"Wd|?' Facon asked Mixis.

"I don't know, Captain. Heleft here ... depressed. Y ou handled the exercises but they weren't the test.
It'sthe after-effects that matter.”

"My quadswill never bethe same again, but it'snothing | can't handle.”

Mixis frown turned contemplative. “1've missed something. I'll run abiochemicd profile. Janok was
depressed because he doesn't want you to fail, but | till can't fathom what condtitutesfailing.”

Fa con returned to his quarters, showered, changed then went to the Command restaurant to dine with
Vol. When he stepped from the gravitor, his knees shook and his quadriceps burned. HEd expected
that. He'd fedl better when held eaten and restored his blood sugar level.

"Aspredicted,” Vol said over dinner, “most childiessNGC familieswho didn't have babies thistime out
are requesting six to eight months Earth assignment so they can fal pregnant naturaly.”

"Many break-ups?

"Only those partnered to civilians. Usud story.” While the credit and privileges were high, NGC was
demanding, and marriages suffered. “Much lower than averagefor ship life”

Falcon was abouit to reply, when Saav caled him on his comunit, “Captain, | have some datayou must
view."

Mixisrarely stressed the word must. Falcon replied, “1I'll come by as soon as| finish dinner.”
"I'm having dinner in the C20's quarters right now. Y ou can see it when you return.”

Touching her ear, Vol indicated that she had aso heard. She stood and walked across to two Watchers
gtting at anearby table. Digtracting one, she blocked the line of sight of the other.

Fa con reached for hisdrink, but as helifted the glass hisfingersfolded into the ugly claw of an
extraordinarily powerful cramp. The pain shooting up his arm was breathtaking. When the spasm passed,
the glassfdt ridiculoudy heavy. Then when he tried to stand, his quadricepsfelt like hot pokers had been
jabbed into them. Was gravity functioning properly on this deck? He glanced around. Everyone ese
moved normally. Not the exercises, the aftermath...

In the gravitor Falcon tugged gently on therail, but ishand cramped around it. He pried hisfinger's open
then nudged himsdlf upward with al the grace of a space virgin. By the time he reached Command



quarters, his quadriceps were on the edge of spontaneous combustion and hisfeet al but refused to carry
hisweight. Avalon's quarters were only metres away. Every step, he was certain his medimplant would
scream an dert, starting a panic. Hislegs buckled just as he reached the C20's open door.

Mixissaw him. She caught him just in time, and staggering under hisweight, called, “Avaon!”

Together, Mixisand Avaon walked Facon to the couch. He collapsed, scattering the colourful Katyl
herd beast cushions. Staring at Mixisin pained confusion, he demanded, “What in the name of the
Originsisgoing on?'

Avaon disappeared into her kitchen, while Mixisexplained. “1 started running diagnostics on those
exercises but one of their Watchersing sted on speaking with me. | sent the datato Avaon's persona
files then shut down the computer. | couldn't shake the Watcher, and it was only when | begged off for
dinner with Avaon that he let me go—though hetailed me dl theway. Avaon ran an andysison her
personal computer; it'snot linked to the Al. She's dso overridden your medimplant dert.”

Mixis punched in amanua code on a personal datapad and placed it on the coffee table so that he could
see. The screen displayed ahuman body. “Watchers are stationed at every possible route from
Command to medops,” she continued. “We thought of sneaking you into medops viayour or Avaon's
gravitor accessto the bridge. Problem is, aWatcher is stationed at the far end near the bridge deck
gravitor. He's not contravening the no-go order regarding the bridge area, but he'sin line of sight if we
attempt to move you into Command medops. Here, look at this."

The diagrams on the screen changed. “Y ou're probably familiar with the chemica changesin musculature
during and after strenuous exercise, depending on muscle eadticity and tone, glucose and oxygenation.

Y ou play different sports, exercisng muscle groupsin different ways, so | would have expected soreness
inthe larger muscle groups. However...” Mixis glanced up. Avaon waked in with asteaming,
earthenware mug. “Look at thid"

Facon tried to ignore the growing agony in hislegs and arms, and concentrate on the images. “ That
doesn't make sense!™

"Oh, yesit does,” Avaon said. “Humans ded with injury and disease by shoving a damaged body into an
amniotank and accdlerating the healing with nanites. Even minor injuries are trested with nanitesto repair
tissue"

He was about to object to her oversmplification when she added, “ Sure, diagnostics, vira breeding,
genetic manipulation and nanite programming are speciaty stuff. But humans have abandoned the holistic
gpproach. Rather perverse consdering humanity now understands the importance of the life-force.
Here,” she handed him an earthen wear mug containing an evil smelling brew, “drink this."

Fd con tried—and failed—to lift hisarm. Mixistook the mug and brought it to his mouth. He screwed up
his nose at the pungent, bitter aroma. “What the hdll isit?’

"Chamomile, dill weed, eye of newt, wing of bat and avery potent kava,” replied Avaon. “It'sa
non-addictive, non-halucinogenic powerful narcotic with amuscle relaxant and a soporific to flush out
toxinsthat your body is producing . Y ou'll experience aneed for abowe motion in the morning, so don't
go rushing out of your quarters.”

If the readouts were accurate he wouldn't be capable of rushing anywhere inthe morning.

"Don't gpit. It'snot hot but it tastesfoul. And it'snorma for your lips and tongue to go numb."



Fa con went to speak but Mixisforced himto drink it al. He screwed his eyes shut at the muddy,
anaesthetic flavour and odorous fumes.

"So,” Avaon continued, “the Malicanoorians must use acombination of stressesto treat the body
holistically. It'slike acupressure. Place pressure on the bridge of the foot, and nauseafor smpletravel
scknessisreduced. Move muscle combinations thisway and toxins are released.”

Helooked at her in disbelief. Then he gasped as the musclesin hisright caf contracted, sending agpasm
of pain shooting up hisleg and into hisgroin.

"I know, it sounds like witcheraft.” Avaon bent and pulled his boot off, unseded the seam of his shipsuit,
rolled the materid up hisleg, and began massaging his calf. “ Only becauseit's been discarded in favour of
the ultra high tech gpproach. Most Eastern medica knowledge was lost during the twenty-first century,
whichisagreat pity becauseit redly worked.”

"I'vefindly figured out what thistest isabout,” Mixissaid. “It's not the pain, it's how you ded withiit.
With Watchers everywhere, if we take you to any medops, or if someone comesto your quarterswith
anything to dleviate your condition, it will be viewed asweekness and youll fail."

The muscles of Falcon's|eft leg also began to cramp. “Alright,” he replied stoically, trying to talk through
numb lips. “I'll put up withit."

"It'snot that Imple,” Mixissaid. “ Thetest isfor your ability to function while disabled by pain. You're
scheduled to be have brunch with the Ambassador tomorrow, before flying him to Maicanoor. Y ou
might be stoic, Captain, but you're dso human. Thereésno way you'l bein any condition to pilot a
Shuttle”

"Y ou're dso physically incapacitated while gpproaching a system that does not yet have formal
diplomatic relations with humankind,” Avalon said. “ By rights you should hand control to Peta.”

"Whose side are you on?’ He glared at her and tried to stand, but he couldn't move.

Avaon seemed annoyingly indifferent. “The narcotic in that witches brew will bein your system for
seventy-two hours, so flying is out. They won't know because I'll be in the right seat. However, we have
to get you mobile by 1030. Scarty could massage you, but a Watcher has waylaid him. Besides, I'm not
sure he would know what to do or that you'd be comfortable with him doing it. So, I'm going to immerse
you in camphor and other minerals dissolved in hot water, then I'll massage you with liniment.”

"How do you know dl this stuff?” He stared at her as she pulled off his other boot.

"l used it when | was human, and | pilfered the ingredients from the gardens, kitchens and medica stores
whileyou werein the gym.” When he grumbled she added, *Y ou want this agreement sgned?”

The women stood and helped him into the cleaning room. He stared in amazement at the rainforest
habitat. A flash of scarlet feathersleaped from tree fern to cycad, orchid to vine.

"My, Phillip'sbeen busy!” said Mixis.

"Ryl st it up,” Avaon sad. “And Phillip'sfine-tuned it. It's connected to the main rainforest habitat by
tunnelsand shafts"

A rocky waterfal acted as a shower and Falcon noticed atoilet and sink grown amongst the foliage by
the door. The pool was lined with date, while high temperature tolerant mosses grew over the edges.



"| like baths.” Avalon turned on the water and added strong smelling crystds. “My perk.”

Fa con exchanged alook of dishelief with Mixis before powerful cramps clutched hisfeet and calves,
digracting him. Mixis unsedled his shipsuit, then they lowered him into the Seaming water. The heat
helped dmost immediately. Perhaps this wasn't such abad idea.

"How will you get him out?’ Saav walked to the door. “ A Watcher is expecting mefor coffee.”

"I'll cut the grav. And Mixis,” Avaon walked with her. “Invite the Ambassador for agame of handball in
the morning. 0930 on the upper portside courts.”

The women went outside, and Falcon turned his attention to his surroundings, trying to focuson
something other than the pain. His mind felt numb, fuzzy. Was the narcotic working aready?

"Okay, Captain.” He looked up to see Avaon wearing afaded gym suit. “I hope that's not your favourite
underwear because the stuff | put in the water will rot them. The narcotic you've drunk will enhance your
senses before making you drowsy. Al, please dull lightsto twenty percent.”

Hewasn't aware held been squinting until the lights dimmed. His nostrils flared, and he coughed asthe
powerful camphor and eucalypt fumes attacked his sinuses. Avaon stepped into the pool, sat on a
submerged rock then gently began to massage his cramping leg. Hetried to speak but his neck and jaw
muscles were spasming, and hislips and tongue were numb. Despite the narcatic, he was intensdy
uncomfortable with her minigtrations. He couldn't quit define why, her strokes were firm, yet soft, like
velvet-wrapped steel. Soon, her rhythmic motions and the quiet darkness soothed him. Memories
surfaced, of him riding with her on the back of a seachon. Just go withiit, hetold himsaf—or wasit
Avaon spesking? He eased his head back. The moss was soft and cool against his neck. The spasmodic
muscular cramping and pain increased, yet it al seemed somewhat distant. Perhapsit was dl adream.

Running her fingers down his cramped muscles, Avaon considered how shewould get himto his
quarters. If she used micro-g, it would show up on the environmentd displays at the entrance to
Command level quarters. Too risky. For anon-space faring race, the Malicanoorians had picked up on
the fundamentals surprisingly fast. “ Okay,” she said when she finished working both his caf muscles.
“Youll degp heretonight.”

Sheturned around, pulled hisarms over her shoulders, leaned forward, and walked him up the steps of
the pool. Falcon wasn't carrying excess weight, however he was a big man. Avalon wasn't smdl, either,
and she was powerful. Still, when she reached her bed, she unceremonioudy dropped him on the covers.
He groaned panfully.

"Sorry. Youretoo heavy to lower gently.” She began towelling him dry but he wasfighting the narcatic,
and her.

"l amnot a... baby!” he growled.
"Close you eyes and think of the treaty.”
Hetried to glare a her but couldn't focus.

"I'm going to help you drink more of thistea, then I'll start with the liniment.” She put her arm around his
shoulders, lifted him and held the brew, now containing considerably more narcotic, to hislips. He gulped
it down, shuddering involuntarily.

"C'mon,” she chagtised him, “it's not that bad."



"Youdrink it,” he mumbled.

When he finished, she pulled down the now damp Katylgar bedcover, gently rolled him over and began
tugging off hisunderpants.

"What are you doing?’ he objected, feebly trying to stop her.
"They're wet. Nothing persond. It's not the first male butt I've ever seen.”

He breathed out heavily and closed his eyesin resignation. By the time she'd finished massaging his back,
the narcotic had taken effect. Now obliviousto his nakedness, he didn't fight her as sherolled him over
and bade him drink another cup of tea

Although the teawas not an aphrodisiac, combined with the massage, it had relaxed both his muscles and
naturd inhibitions. Which was why having Scarty minister him was abad idea. Scarty had no repressed
desresfor hisboss. At the sametime, in the darkness, drugged and with inhibitions removed, Falcon had
no ability to discern the Situation or who was massaging him. Thefed of flesh on flesh, pain fading to
pleasant somnolence, warmth and the touch of soft, firm hands was dowly seducing him. Her fingers
might have been trying to untangle bunched muscles, but alifetime of cultura congtraints could not
override four million years of male evolution. Fortunately, he was so drugged that he wouldn't remember.
She ignored his hands as he caressed whatever part of her body he could touch. And sheignored him as
he fingered her gym suit and mumbled she should take it off.

But shefrozewhen hesaid, “Awvvy ... cmere...” and caressed her thigh.

He couldn't know it was her; sheld given him way too much narcotic! And the scent of the narcotic
should not affect her; she metabolized it too fast. The darkness and fed of his male body, sound of his
voice and hisinadvertent arousal had their own effect on her. She eased off the bed and stood.

It was naturd that, whilst part of him might recognize her, the narcotic had dissolved dl inhibitions. His
reaction was situationd, proxima and had nothing to do with who they were. She took afew measured
breaths then pulled the covers over him, encouraging the warmth of the liniment to penetrate his muscles.

Collecting his discarded uniform, Avalon went to his quarters, left anote for Scarty, and returned with a
st of gym clothes. By thetime sheld finished tidying her quarters, it wastime to begin massaging him
agan.

Facon only half woke thistime. She debated where to deep, then shrugged and carefully eased into bed
beside him. He was more aert than she thought, certainly more than he should have been, because he
mumbled, “Avdon?'

"Seep, Chris. I'll be here when you need me.”

Although awkward and gtiff, he brought hisleg over hersand his arm across her waist. His movements
were passive afections; no different than the way held held her in the sand dune. She could easily have
moved him away. But she did nothing, telling herself he would not remember. Redlly. Sheld given him
enough of the drug to make an elephant forget. Soon, she was adeep.

Two hourslater, Avaon repeated theritua. He hardly woke until she helped him st and drink the tea.
Thistime when he brought his handsto her, hedid not let her go. “Avvy ... don't go away again.”

"I'm not leaving, Chris. Go back to deep.” Sheleaned over him to brush the sweat-dampened hair from
hisface. Despite the powerful sedativesin his system, he pulled her down to kiss her mouth, encircling
her body with hisarms. Thekiss, for al that it lacked passion, was far more sensuous than she might



have wished. Abruptly, he stopped and his hands fell away; he was adeep.

Breathing heavily, Avaon stood and paced the bedroom. The warmth of his mouth, the fed of soft lips
and contrasting stubble, and the merest hint of histongue | eft an inddible sensation. What the hell was she
doing? There could be nothing between them of this nature; it would kill him, asit had killed others before
him. Her fedings were wrong, dangerous. The Magters had made her thisway! Tears Sung her eyes.

Fair or unfair, this barrier between them and a barren womb were the price of longevity. Dammit!

Avaon strode into her lounge room and hugged hersdlf in the dark. He wasn't aware of what he was
doing but she sure as hell was. And sheld let him. And sheld enjoyed it. How long had it been since she'd
been with aman? Nine months, ayear?

When she and Ma Tishardson had become lovers years before, it had cemented a friendship; they had
never succumbed to the entanglement of love. How long since she had been truly been in love? Decades?
She had told Selenathe truth; she loved Falcon because he was the captain of her ship, their ship. But

she could never bein lovewith him.

Ever.

Standing at her bedroom doorway, she examined him in the muted light. It would help if hewere alittle
uglier. Shewent to her couch, rearranged the comfortable Katylgar hides and cushions, then lay down.
She could deep in asand dune or agwakatree, against the pungent body of a seachon or on Falcon's
office couch, so why not on hers? At 0630, she gave up, brewed some more tea, and began the final
massage. Just as she was finishing, the door of her quarters opened. Scarty came to the bedroom door
and whispered, “ C20, how ishe?'

"Another couple hours deep and he should be okay.” She drizzled the last of the pungent oil on his back.
“Can you come back at 0915, change my bedding and clean up? It's unlikely any Malicanoorian will be
inmy quarters, but..."

Scarty nodded and left. Their talking must have woken Falcon, because he mumbled, “What ... time?”

"Sleep for another hour.” She pulled the covers over him. An hour's deep would a so do her some good.
She climbed in the other side of the bed. Maintaining her distance, she soon fell into adeep deep.

At 0900 Facon woke feding stiff and sore and smdlling strongly of pine and menthal. Although hisarms
and shouldersfelt like lead, he could move them. Getting out of bed was painful. Still, hislegs supported
him—just. If he walked around some, they'd be useable. Fragments of conversation reminded him that he
wasin the C20's quarters. He recalled something about the tea. Every step to the cleaning room was
panful.

Back in the bedroom he noticed his gym suit draped over the foot of the bed—and someone moving and
sretching under the sheet. Grabbing afresh towe from the chair, he wrapped it around his naked walst.

Avaon, dressed in agym suit, sat up and yawned. “'Morning. How do you fed ?'

"Fine” Snatches of odd, very odd memories—more likely narcotic induced visons—flittered briefly into
focus.

"Good.” Avaon wasdl business as she stood. “Weve got work to do. Al, pleaserefill the bathing pool.”
"Why were you in my bed?'

"My bed. Between massaging you and getting you to drink tea, | was catching afew minutes deep. Now



get back in the pool and wash off al traces of liniment. Maicanoorian olfactory senses are no better than
ours, but when you start swesting | want you smelling of you, not liniment."

"What do you mean, when | start sweeting?’ He winced with each step into her cleaning room. Dropping
thetowd, he gingerly eased into therising waters.

She camein and motioned for him to turn his back. When he heard her step in, he ingtantly cut off the
thought that they were naked in the pool together. Last night's dreams had definitely been drug-induced.

Avalon picked up two Katyl sogpstones. Tossing him one, she said, “ It has an enzyme astringent.
Combined with what'sin the water, it should remove al smell of the liniment. Then youand | are going to
play agame of handball."

Facon stared at her. “ C20, | appreciate dl you've done.” What exactly had she done?*“But handball is

"Mixiswill be on the courts at 0930 with Janok. By then you'll have worked out the worst of the stiffness,
and built up anice, convincing sweet asif you'd been there since 0830, totally undermining their test.”
She grinned coyly and motioned for him to turn hisback again. “Y ou can take alittle pain Captain,
urdy?'

Raising hiseyebrows at her insouciance, he turned to reply but quickly averted his eyes as she strode
naked from the cleaning room.

* * * %

Mixis hoped thiswould work. The damned Ambassador had come by her quarters early. She'd managed
to stdl him, but they had il arrived at the courts at 0925. The thwack-thwock sound of balls pounding
againg the walls reverberated throughout the courts.

"It sounds like apopular sport.” Janok looked around. “Whereisit?"

Each handball court was enclosed on dl sides, with an upper-leve viewing platform circling the
perimeter. He looked up. “Ah! May | seeit from up there?'

"Certanly,” Mixissad. “Al, who's playing?"
"Captain Falcon and the C20 are in court zero three—"

Janok was pulling himsdlf up the gravitor to the viewing platform. Mixisfollowed, only just managing to
beat a Watcher. The Ambassador strode along the platform. He abruptly stopped and peered into the

white-walled court, perplexed. The thwok-thwack continued to echo through the courts. Mixis couldn't
hdpady grin.

Below, Avaon shouted with mock annoyance as she tried—and failed—to block the Captain'slonger
reach. Falcon used the same tactic and the two of them danced across the floor, jostling and tugging one
another. Findly, Avalon grabbed Falcon's gym suit and pulled, intending to unbaance him. Instead, the
faded grey materia ripped from shoulder to hip. When she burst out laughing he tackled her, crying,
“Cheat!"

They rolled on the dark green floor, and suddenly, Mixisforgot why they were there. She could not scan
either of them, but she saw far more. Perhaps only with his C20 could Falcon be so carefree. Still, the
way helaughed, the way he looked at her and straddled her and did hishand along her thigh...

The players caught sight of them. “Good morning, Mr. Ambassador,” Facon called. He pulled himself off



the C20 and offered her ahand up. “What brings you to the ball courts?"

Avaon looked up with asocidly polite smile. She shook out her dishevelled hair and retied it with a
white band.

"Commander Saav invited mefor agame, Captain,” Janok replied.

Apparently Janok had recovered from his shock fast. Not so, the Watchers. Their jawswere openina
parody of human gaping. Mixisfet delight, even exhilaration from the Malicanoorian Ambassador. The
humans had been tested to the utmost—and passed.

"Ambassador, | apologize.” Facon pushed hisdamp hair from hisface. “I should have been the oneto
inviteyou."

"Not at al, Captain. You areabusy man, and | confess| dept late after last night's entertainment,” Janok
replied jauntily. “Tel me, doyoufed any ... ah ... effect from our ... recreation of yesterday?"

Fdcon caught Mixis eyes.

—Admitting to pain is not aweakness—Mixis said.—Rather, it'sasign of strength. The weskness only
comesif it isalowed to dominate you—and your being here proves otherwise—

"I'm sore, however an aerobic exercise helpswork through muscular pain.” Falcon gestured around him
at the courts.

Mixis touched the Ambassador's wrist and pointed to the large wall chronometer; it was 0934. They
reached the lower deck as Falcon and the C20 emerged. Both were covered in afine sheen of

perspiration.

—Janok's examining you. He'snoting a.... he seesafindy tuned torso, aimost completely bare because
of your torn gym suit ... dightly reddened through your light coloured skin. He knows from histime on
Earth that pale-skinned humans turn red from over-exertion or tissue damage. He seesthe redness fading
even as he watches. It's not what he's expecting from inflamed muscles working against each other. Last
night, he consulted with hismedica clansmen, confirming that you had completed the ritua exercises
properly.—Y ou're reading of him hasimproved dramaticaly,—replied Falcon.

—Heé'sjubilant, he's practicaly shouting it from the rooftops—

"Hello, Ambassador Janok, niceto meet you.” Avalon pulled off her black leather glove and held out her
hand in greeting.

When Facon introduced her, Janok's eyebrows lifted and his secondary mouth dropped in an amusing
counterpoint.

"I have heard much about you, C20, but never dreamed you would be so ... young!” Janok declared.

"Not asyoung as| look, Ambassador, by afew centuries. And playing against Captain Falcon, I'm afraid
I'm beginning to fed my age. He's the only human who haswon every game againgt me."

Mixis suppressed asmile. To her knowledge the Captain and Avaon had only played each other on one
other occasion, After seeing them on the courts, she suspected that would change.

Janok was clearly awed. “1 do hope you will join uson Malicanoor!” he blurted. “The eldersare ... old
and show respect only to those who are older. It would help if you would speak with them.”



"Certainly, Ambassador. I'll join you for brunch and accompany you on thefirst shuttle.”
—That threw him,—Muixis said—He&sway beyond delighted—

Janok stood dack jawed when Falcon added, “Now Ambassador, when Mixis teaches you the rules of
this game, note that body contact is not dlowed!” He glared at Avaon reproachfully. Shefeigned alook
of such contrived innocence that even Janok could see throughiit.

Mixiswatched them walk to the gravitor. Avaon pulled Falcon'storn gym suit playfully. He lunged and
tugged her long hair as shetried to jump out of hisreach. When they entered the gravitor, they could be
heard in agood-natured argument over who had won the game.

Janok turned to Mixis. “ They are very close, your captain and this C20, yes?'

When the Ambassador had returned to his quarters at 0100, the Al had warned Mixisthat he'd checked
Falcon'swhereabouts. Now, after watching them in the ball court, Janok and come up with atotally
wrong conclus on—wrong, but convenient.

Y et perhaps Janok might not be so wrong after al. Mixis heart went out to them, for what could never
be. “Wed better get on with the game, Ambassador,” shereplied, “or you'l be late for brunch.”



Chapter 35

August 17, 2500

Mixisweatched Michael Rose draw blood from Falcon'sarm.

"I'm not thinking as quickly as | should,” said Falcon. “And my physica reectiontimeisout.”
Rose shared aknowing look with Mixis. “ So Avaon begt you, huh?"

Falcon scowled. “A toddler could have beaten me.”

"| told Janok that we ran an analysis of yesterday's exercises,” Mixissaid. “And that we found the toxins
produced by human musculature were potentialy very damaging. He was most apologetic. | added that
athough you were probably in alot more pain than you admitted, you'd be okay. So you're allowed to
seem giff for the next few days, but let Avalon rub you down again tonight.”

After fumbling with the seam on his shipsuit wrist cuff, Falcon made two attemptsto pull on his jacket
before giving up. He glared at the offending piece of clothing, then his expression suddenly softened.
Mixisturned to see what had caught his attention.

Dressed in her usud jeans and t-shirt, Avalon was walking into the clinic. “How are you feding?’ she
asked him when shejoined them.

"Waterlogged and sore.”
Mixis leaned back against the table, fascinated by the dopey look on Falcon's face.
"What's his blood work like, Mike?" Avaon asked Rose.

"Fivetimesabovethelegd limit for driving a push-bike let doneashuttle,” replied the doctor. “Better
keep him away from Malicanoorian dancing girlsfor afew days."

When Falcon's eyes rounded, Mixis said, “ Don't panic. Theteadidn't contain an aphrodisiac, but some
of the chemicals... well, they impair the domesticated side of your male—"

Avaon laughed. “ Shel'strying to say they've increased your testosterone levels and lowered your
inhibitions"

The withering look Falcon tried to send her didn't quite come off. “I'm sure | can control myself.” He
picked up his jacket and tried to put it on again. He failed.

"Serioudy,” Mixis stepped forward to help him, “you'll tend to act and react ingtinctualy without the
veneer of socid restraints. Don't worry, Captain, you're not harbouring any secret, pathological desires,
but you'll need to take care what you say."

"What about this.... fumbling,” he said when she sedled the front of hisjacket. “I didn't have that problem
thismorning.”

"Yeah, you did,” Avalon said. “That'swhat thet little song and dance show for Janok was all about.”

"Oh.” He scratched the stubble on hisjaw. “How long will it last?



Saav stepped away and examined him with acritica eye. “Y ou look norma enough, and your speech
in't durred, athough you forgot shaving gel thismorning.”

"Eat dowly,” Avaon suggested. “I've changed the lunch menu, so you won't need to coordinate aknife
and fork. Theworst of the narcotic will be out of your system by the time we land on Malicanoor.”

"Okay,” Facon replied with ahappy smile. He did off the diagnostic table and followed Avaon out of
thedinic.

"Oh, brother,” Mixis muttered. She turned to see Rose chuckling. “How bad is his blood work, redly?"
Rosebit hislip in an effort to contain hismirth. “He'sin low orbit, but | trust Avaon to take care of him.”

Mixiswas thoughtful while she helped Rose pack for the trip to Malicanoor. In her ninety years she had
been stationed with two C20 captains, had arelationship with one and known dozens more. C20
Command crews were accustomed to the tactile contact between captains and C20s. But narcotic
notwithstanding, the way Falcon had been on the ball court, and the way he looked a Avaonwas...
disurbing.

All newly promoted command level officers asked themsdves at least once; why did NGC regulations
proscribe sexud relationships between senior command ranks and C20s, on pain of degth? Every NGC
regulation included volumes of explanations and codicils. Except thisone. Not even afootnote to
elaborate on the rule—or the rare, extreme penalty.

When NGC officers were promoted to command rank, their superior officer would pass on awell-kept
secret: desth came not through execution by spacing, but through the act of sex itsaf. They were further
informed that the regulation had been created in 2299 by the C20s themselves. The newly promoted
officersamost always laughed it off as a space-myth, because C20s often had relationships with
lower-ranking officers. Sceptics were then told to check the death certificates of three unremarked
captains, Hayes, Babcock and Rudenmeyer. All had died of heart attacks whilst making love to their
C20s.

Two additional, better-known names were also mentioned, Forrester and Mallom. The latter were the
only C20 captainsto have been promoted off their shipsto admira—uwith extremely powerful portfolios.
The reason? Both had made physicaly intimate overturesto their C20s, who, to protect their lives, had
ordered their promotions. Another space-myth? Perhaps, but given the fondness and affection between
C20s and their captains, all too possible.

Mixis knew why sex killed them, and she dso knew that she was the only human aive who did. She had
never revea ed the reason to anyone, but here she was, just eight monthsinto Falcon'slifetime
gppointment as a C20 captain, serioudy thinking about telling him.

Asthe Command telepath it was her job to discuss confidentid persond issues with Falcon, things he
could not possibly discuss with anyone else, especidly because she couldn't scan him. Observing him
while the narcotic lowered hisinhibitions could prove as enlightening as a shalow scan.

* k x %

"I'm honoured you came,” Janok said to Avaon. “1 was given to understand that C20s do not normally
join such formditiesas meds.”

Taking the Mdicanoorian by the arm, Avaon waked with him to the dining table. “Y our invitation was
S0 gracious, Ambassador. How could | refuse?!



When they were seated, Janok said, “Might | be so bold, Captain, to ask if | may sit in the cockpit
during the trip to Malicanoor? I've yet to see what it's like entering an atmosphere. | believethe effect is
quite ... avesome.”

Gently squeezing the Ambassador's arm, Avaon replied, “ Captain Vol was going to take you to
Malicanoor."

Facon amost choked on his soup. While the Watchers exchanged panicked looks, the expression on
Janok's face went from aarmed to bleak.

"l thought ... | had assumed...” Janok turned to Falcon and blurted, “Y ou are not coming to
Madicanoor?'

Again, Avaon replied. “NGC regulations require that any time a C20 captain arrivesin a system without
formal affiliation with Earth, the C20 must remain within reaching distance.” Shewent on to explain her
unique d-jumping abilities. “And NGC,” she added, “having invested agreat ded of training in their
captains, get quite peeved with us when one dies on them.”

Janok was crestfdlen. “1 canimagine.”

"From adiplomatic standpoint, it seemed prudent to send Captain Vol to meet with your eders. Sheis,
after dl, equaly qudified, and dmost twice Captain Falcon'sage.”

Fa con was having ahard time trying to keep astraight face. Avalon waslaying it on alittle thick.
Mixis caught hiseye, and said—Y eah, and it'sworking.—

"However,” Avaon continued, “asyou so gracioudy invited meto meet your eders, Captain Falcon will
travel with meto Malicanoor instead. Of course, under the circumstances, | must bewith himin the
cockpit.”

Janok dmogt wilted in relief. The Watchers began eating again.

"Ah ... Captain Vol took me on atour of your shuttles earlier,” Janok ventured. “1 notice provision for a
third seat in the cockpit, perhaps—?"

"It'svery uncomfortable, but I'm sure we could manage.” Avaon beamed a him.

Three twenty-man shuttles were scheduled for the firgt flight to the planet. The Malicanoorians would
travel on the first two while the human delegation, including Deputy Governor Scott Brady and ateam of
xenosociologists were on the third. If the elders signed the trade agreement, Brady would act as chargé
d'affaires, and Falcon could return to Asegeir.

Onceingde the shuttle, Janok couldn't hide his excitement—until he saw Avaon take the controls. “May
| ask, C20, why you areflying us?"

Falcon sat back, comfortable that Avalon wasin charge. Had he not been drugged, he most assuredly
would have been uncomfortable. He still wasn't certain she knew how to drive the thing.

Setting the Al to make the short Dim5 jump to Malicanoor, Avalon motioned for Falcon to take the
yoke. Sheturned in her segt to face Janok, and said, “Pilots must log a minimum number of hours each
month, Ambassador, otherwise we lose our rating. At midday today | should be grounded until I'm
recertified. Instructors are tied up with more important things than bothering about people who forget
their minimums. | was going to take another ship out this morning, but Captain Fal con was kind enough



to let medriverather than lose my rating.”

"Oh,” Janok mouthed. The shuttle suddenly flipped * upside down’ and followed the hull to the North
Pole at ablinding speed.

"Many beings have cultural taboos on femaesin certain occupations, so | don't mind losng my rating if
you're uncomfortable with medriving.”

The Ambassador's reflection was visble in Falcon's side of the consol. Janok's eyes bugged as they
approached an external array set up by one of the science crew. Falcon felt the yoke move benegth his
hands. Avaon had set the Al controlsto run fast and close. At the last possible moment the yoke shifted,
swerving them up and over—or down and around, depending on your point of view—the obstruction.
Then the shuttle flipped one hundred and eighty degrees and abruptly entered Dim5.

Falcon bardly stopped himself from laughing. The Ambassador was gaping. They emerged from Dim5 a
few seconds later. The sunlit side of Malicanoor seemed to burst through the shuttle€'s LD cockpit, and
ahead of them was a blue and white planet.

Janok audibly gulped. “No, no! Of course not, C20. Infact | believe our femaeswill be temperamentaly
more suited to pilot shipsthan maes. Please, don't et me inconvenience you. | shdl remain silent now
and enjoy therest of thetrip.”

Facon bit hislip. Removing his hands from the Al locked guidance yoke he said softly to Avaon, “You
have control.”

Winking a him, she disengaged the Al and flew manualy for the remaining, uneventful trip to the surface.

* k% k %

Although the Masters had encouraged a hands-off gpproach to emerging civilizations, some of the
younger races—like the now extinct Gwyen—did not agree. After the relative success of Earth, the
Masters had begun to re-think their position. Malicanoor was a case in point. The life-force of the planet
was hurting. Technologicaly and culturaly it was about the same level as Earth circa 1880. They used
seam-driven enginesfed by foss| fuelsto power their industrid revolution. Theinitia trade agreement
was for Earth to supply technicians and engineersto teach the Maicanoorians dternative energy
technologies. In exchange for tourism franchises, Maicanoor would receive magnetic power and deep
thermal tapsfor heating aoncetropica planet that now wasin the early throes of anice age. Although the
Madicanoorian eders could not yet see why tossing waste into apparently bottomless oceans and endless
skies should do so much damage, Janok had brought with him along list of problemsthat Earth had
endured as adirect result of such activities. He and the Watchers had found them sobering.

Avaon landed the shuttle in the port city of Y est, on the coast of amgjor continental mass. When a
crowd rushed to greet them, she said, “ Ambassador, please warn your people not to touch the surface
for at least fifteen minutes. The hatches are heat-shielded, however some parts of the shuttle may stay hot
until we shut down dl systems.”

Falcon shot her aquizzica look. She said nothing until Janok had left and she caled the other shuttle
commanders on their comunits with an order to spin the same story. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out
aflask and handed it to him. “Here, drink this."

"Whet isit?"

"Moretea, with analgesic but much less narcotic. Y ou're gonnaneed it."



"I'm not drinking any more of that Stuff! 1 need to clear my head.” He went to stand—and abruptly
doubled over in pain.

"Y ou sat for an hour at lunch, then two hoursin micro-g. Just drink thetea. I'll tell Janok that you're
running a systems check while our stuff is unloaded. Meanwhile, do some stretches and walk up and
downinthecabin.”

He drank the tea, unhappily. “ Step on my toesif the domesticated side of my mae brain starts
dysfunctioning.”

Avaon chuckled. “I promise nothing you say or do will be held against you.”
Heturned hishead and stared at her. “That'd be afirst.”

Their delegation rode asteam-driven train from the shuttle port into the heart of Y est. Accustomed to
underground dwdllings, the humans were wide-eyed in fascination at the Sght of an open-air city. Stone
buildings of hideoudy baroque proportions lined cobbled roads. Pedestrians and tricycles vied with
graffins—horse-gized anima s reminiscent of thin-legged mastodons—for right of way. Smoke poured
from rows of clay and stone chimneys, causing human nosesto wrinklein distaste. Thefirgt thing every
human had reacted to when they'd opened the shuttle doors was the smell. Now, in the centre of the city,
the rancid, burnt-fossil fuel and sewerage odour was dmost overpowering. Avalon had warned them it
would take time to adjust, but even she was surprised at the intensity of the stench. “Like old Veniceon a
redlly bad day,” she muttered. On the ark ship, organic waste fed the living machine, which in turnfed
and housed the inhabitants. Although inorganic itemswere built to last indefinitdly, they could be recycled;
the twenty-sixth century was not inhabited by people with a disposable mentdity.

Thebuildings of Y est, Janok explained, were multi-purpose, aswere most thingsin their society. When
the train stopped for a passing caravan of six-whedled carriages, a group of ragged children ran up,
begging for food or coins. Janok reached into his pockets and threw them handfuls of the sweet
high-energy bars hed been given on Asegeir. The children laughed and pointed a the dien
humans—their laughter not mocking but one of ddight in their differences.

The planet was made up of ascore of city-states, with elders representing each area. Warfare was
relaively rare, but socid problems and inequities wereincreasing astheindustria revolution and
encroaching icetook their inevitabletoll. Street urchins were acommon sight and contagious illnesses,
exacerbated by cramped, squalid living conditions, widespread.

Thetrain carried them through the gates of ahigh walled enclave in the centre of the city. To Avaon's
eye, the enclave resembled a cross between Buckingham Paace and the Kremlin. A long line of young
adult Malicanoorians servants opened the train's baggage doors and began offloading the delegation's
supplies.

Drasco, the chief servant, led the human support personnel to their living quarters, while Janok showed
the principa diplomatic team and Command crew around what Avaon had dubbed the ‘ castl€. Although
the Malicanoorians denied having awarlike history, the narrow-windowed structures and tall battlements
told her otherwise. The ‘castle€’ had clearly been designed to withstand long sieges. When pressed, Janok
admitted it was ardic from abygone era, but its Sze and placement within the much larger enclave suited
their current form of government.

Richly coloured tapestries featuring scenes from greet battles hung from pale sonewadls. Archaic
wegpons adorned the spaces between, while body armour reminiscent of feuda Japan stood on display
at the base of elaborately carved stairways. Janok took pains to point out that the weaponry and heraldic
icons were decorative, museum pieces. Spoiling the effect were bunches of uninsulated, hand made wire



strung hephazardly acrosswalls and cellings. Electricity wasthe latest novelty in their industria revolution.

The delegation arrived at the guest gpartments. Insde, Marcus was explaining to Drasco that, while the
accommodation was suitable for Governor Gordon and hiswife, Falcon and the C20 did not sharethe
same quarters.

Perplexed, Janok said to Avalon, “1 hope we have not given offence. | understood you and Captain
Fa con needed to be within reach of one another.”

"Why don't you show us?’ Avaon smiled a Drasco and walked with him into alarge sitting room and
office

A doorway from the office led to asmall double bedroom and bathroom. Its smple furnishings reflected
what the Malicanoorian's perceived as Scarty and Marcus status as ‘ servants. A second doorway led
to aconsderably larger and more elegant Sitting room and a huge, double bedroom. The massive, gilded
four-poster bed was draped with ornate tapestries and covered in sweet-scented flowers.

"It's beautiful, Ambassador,” said Avaon. “Wefed very privileged to be accommodated in such
luxurious rooms, but Captain Falcon and | do not share the same bed."”

Janok scratched his head in adisconcertingly familiar gesture. “Did you not share one last night?!

The look on Falcon's face was priceess. Avalon surreptitioudy stepped on hisfoot. Mixis suddenly
found the ornate door hinges fascinating, and Marcus and Scarty froze.

"We often work late together,” Avaon explained. “1 couldn't tell you how many timesI'vefalen adeep
on Captain Falcon's couch. Under circumstances such as these, we don't mind sharing quarters but redly
would prefer separate beds. And no, we are not offended by your presumption.” Shetook him by the
arm and led him outside, “Now, when would you like me to meet with your elders?”

The servants went in search of an additional bed, and Marcus and Scarty began unpacking. They had
brought portable power units, communications equipment, S0 the delegation could directly link to
Asegeir's Al. Thisalowed everyone to continue their day-to-day work between diplomatic events.

In the bedroom, Mixis turned to Falcon and said, “He's not convinced.”
"About what?’ Falcon waked around the room, examining the decorations.
"That you're not lovers.”

"Doesit matter?’ Hiseyesrested on aset of armour hanging on the wall.

"No, they have no cultura or religious taboos regarding sex, that'swhy they didn't bat an eyelid
accommodating Marcus and Scarty together. Besides, the servantswill disabuse him."

"What do you mean?’ He turned to face her.

"Servantsin cultureslike these hand wash your sheets and clothes, change your chamber-pot and scrub
your back in the bathtub. Can you image how Jolley would have handled it?!

Falcon snorted. “1 doubt she would have objected.”
"Probably not.” Mixis eyesglinted. “It won't be long before interspecies experimentation takes place.”

"I'll avoid their dancing girls and servants.” He ran his hands aong the studded breastplate of the armour.



“And content mysdf with alovely C20. | wonder what metal thisis? It looks beaten, not forged.”

Mixis started at him, but he was intently examining the metalwork. Was she reading too much into it? No,
no she wasn't. Captainsjoked with their C20s, often making the most licentious of remarks, but they
never, ever, implied anything sexua between them.

She heard footsteps and turned around. Avaon waked in with atriumphant look on her face. “ Alright,
what have you done thistime?’ Mixis demanded.

"Asyou know, their culture requiresthat vigting dignitaries enjoy thirty days as guests before meeting the
elders. The ruling body seem to function like our Senate except the ten oldest members are the oneswho
make al the decisions, so they're dwaysin resdence herein Yest. The oldest of theseisthetitular head
of Mdicanoor. Most of elders are femae—they generdly live longer than men. The current leader, Gexa,
isafemalewho, according to Janok, secretly likesthe idea of this agreement, even if the othersare
ambivaent. Gexaisaripe old seventy-five. Voting power is based on the number of years, so Gexa has
seventy-fives votes. Janok thinks that after the Watchers complete their report, Gexa can swing enough
votesto have meinvited into a private session with the elders tomorrow morning. After al, I'm dmost
fivetimes her age. Janok was concerned that Chriswould have to accompany me—this proximity
thing—but | said that despite NGC rules, we C20s were alaw unto ourselves. And | stroked hisego and
said | was comfortable with the Maicanoorians good intentions. So, you kiddies get to play whilewe
old folk chew over thefat."

"WEell done! | wonder if they realize how long-lived we are compared to them—apart from you | mean?”

"They will be by thetime | meet with them. They're physiologicaly like humans of the nineteenth century.
Maes here reach their primein the Earth equivalent of their twenties. Average lifespans are thirtiesto
forties and the handful who reach their sixties and seventies are considered ancient. On Earth, humanity
added twenty to thirty yearsto that by the late twentieth century, and it'stripled since then. Once weve
introduced afew health and nutrition concepts, the Mdicanoorians active life spans should doublein a
couple of generations.”

Marcus returned and said, “ Sir, it will take an hour to set up here. With your permission once that's done,
the servants have invited usto tour their quarters.”

"Fine.” Falcon nodded. “ Just make sure our comunits can accessthe Al. After that, we should dl take a
few daysto familiarize ourselves with the layout of the enclave and any customs and taboosthat aren'tin
current reports. And remind everyone to continually update the Al, especidly on language, so we can
cross reference with each other.”

"That till bugsyou, doesntit?” Mixissad.
"Thelanguage? Yeah,” he replied, somewhat aggravated. “Y ou can't get ahandle on it?!

Mixis shook her head. “They don't think in word images like we do and none of the servants can read or
write"

On Malicanoor, there were over eighty spoken languages, but only one written script used by the elders,
bureaucrats, traders and professionals. Human linguists were bothered by the smplistic trandation of the
trade agreement, even if it made sense. It was no secret that Falcon had madeit his persona project to
dig deeper, for the Mdicanoorianswould only sign an agreement in their language.

Word spread quickly amongst thee servants that the visitors talked to atiny telegraph in their ears, and
that the person on the other end, the Al, had accessto avast library of information. This concept was



odd, but not as odd as sailing through space in ships, or small green-skinned diens who made planets
thousands of times bigger than Malicanoor to sweep up cosmic litter. But aswith dl good servantsthey
talked of such things only amongst themsalves, politely kesping their faces expressionless.

Until Scarty fell off the graffin.



Chapter 36
August 17, 2500

When Falcon, Avadon and Marcusran into the stockyard, they were met by the sounds of laughter and
cheers. Dust swirling around itsfeet, the graffin snorted and waved its trunk in agitation. House servants
ran to Scarty, who was limping painfully acrossthe ring, and clucked apologies. Avaon ducked through
the wooden bars of the fence, went to him, and touched the tab on the neck of his shipsuit. “I'm just a
little bruised,” he said, and leaned againgt the fence.

"It'snot little, Scarty,” said Avalon when she pulled his shipsuit aside. “It'samassive contusion.” It was
dready turning an ugly shade of purple and blue.

Drasco cdled to atal, rough looking Mdicanoorian sitting on the fence. He stood, smiled, and brushing
the dust off hisleather trousers, disappeared inside aworkshop. Moments later he emerged with a
grubby jar of red ointment. Drasco opened the lid and brought the jar to Avaon. “I will put thison,” he
sad. “Itwill hdp.”

Avaon smdled the ointment. “ Thank you, Drasco. We're not used to servants attending usin such a
personal capacity. Scarty would be more comfortableif | applied it.”

Seeing Avalon'slook, Scarty accepted the pot with thanks and alowed Marcusto help him insde.
“Mixis,” Avadon caled on her comunit. “ Can you meet mein Scarty's quarters?”

On their way back, Falcon wondered what they could do about the constant train of servants within
earshot. Mixis could act as ateepathic communicator for most of them, but unless he and the C20 were
within the telepath's direct line of Sght, it wasimpossible. At the entrance to their gpartments, he politey
explained to Drasco that they would dress themselvesfor dinner.

Drasco hesitated, then said, “1 will prepare hot baths while you dine, sir.”

Closing the door behind them, Falcon dmost sighed in rdlief. But he frowned when he saw hisorderly’s
injuries.

"Thisisdeep, Captain.” Mixislooked concerned. “ Bruised hip bone aswdll astorn muscle and ligament.
Hisribsare dso badly bruised.”

Embarrassed by the fuss, Scarty tried to object.
"Is he better off inatank?’ said Falcon.

"I've got some DNA encoded nanitesfor minor injuries.” Mixis stood. “If he staysin bed until morning it'll
givethe nanitestimeto clean up theworst of it."

"Marcus.” Avaon hed up thejar of red ointment. “ Tell the servants I'm going to put something likethisin
Scarty's bath. And a so tell them to please not enter our quarters until we open the doorsin the morning.”
Turning to Falcon she said, “ The servants will expect liniment on Scarty's bedding. | won't use the stuff
they gave me, but it smells much the same, so—"

"I'll deep here and Scarty can deep inmy bed,” Facon finished.
Avaon amiled. “ Scarty, thanksfor thefal.”



The orderly rolled hiseyes. “ Anything for the Captain, C20."

Once outside Falcon said to Avaon, “ Scarty's comfortable where heis. I'll be fine, you don't have to do
any more."

"Y ou'rewaking like you've got acorn cob stuck up your...” Avaon frowned and closed the bedroom
door. “Listen, naniteswon't clean toxins from you, and you don't want to stay drugged up. Being Soicis
onething, being stupid is another. Y ou don't know what fun and games Janok hasin store and you need
to be back in top physical—and mental—condition. Tomorrow I'll get Mixisto give you atwelve-hour
nanite treatment, same as Scarty, to deal with any hidden damage. No more narcotic or analgesic tea, but

another massageis necessary.”

Fa con nodded in acquiescence. Hefdt like hell and would have happily foregone dinner for asoak ina
hot tub. Fortunately, their current status meant no forma dinnersfor thirty days.

Making hisway downgtairsto the dining room, his quadriceps nearly folded. Avaon whispered, * Put
your hand on my shoulder and I'll take the weight.” When he complied, she put her arm around hiswaist
and leaned into him.

The servants |ooked on, wondering why they'd had to drag another bed into their rooms. Aliens, they
thought, very odd.

Dinner was served in an ornate dining room. On Avaon's advice Falcon avoided the wine. Janok was
noticeably absent, although five Watchers joined them, explaining that the Ambassador was still meeting
with the lders. The mea was Smple, as befitted guests not yet officidly welcomed into Maicanoorian
society. Facon found the climb upstairs margindly less painful, but bresthed asigh of relief when he
ettled into the deep tub of steaming hot water. The pungent aroma brought back hazy memoriesfrom
the previous night. His eyestingled, and hetilted his head back to rest on the wooden dats surrounding
the tubs. Minutes later, Marcus arrived and stepped into the second tub. “How's Scarty?’ Falcon asked
him.

"Embarrassed. The C20's massaging him now and giving him afew pointerson riding. It ssemsthese
animds have atemperament much like Earth camels.”

Fal con opened one eye and looked at his sergeant. “ And the C20 would know about riding camels, |
takeit."

"After Dak Jassom died, she spent four yearstravelling Augtrdiawith camels. | don't think theré's much
ghe hasn't done, ar.”

"No, | guessthereisn't.” He smiled, thinking of her riding a seachon.

An hour later, Falcon lay face down on Scarty's bed. Avaon was massaging Falcon'slegswhile Mixis
tested hisblood. When the telepath frowned at the results, Avalon admitted to giving him more narcotic
intheshuttle

"I'll check again in the morning when | administer the nanite trestment.” Mixis collected her things. “ Give
Scarty light duties for the next few days."

Facon smiled and closed his eyes. “Whatever you say."

"Can you give methe recipe for that suff?’ Mixisasked Avaon. “Maybe | can useit to soften him up
when | next want something.”



"Won'twork,” hereplied dreamily. “ Only works when administered by beautiful C20swith magic fingers
and soft kin."

Mixisfroze. Avaon caught her eyes and smiled reassuringly.—It's okay. The stuff | gave him would
make arock embarrassingly pliable. I'm not concerned by anything he says or does. And neither should
you, no more than you are by the uninhibited sublimina fantasies you pick up when scanning people—

When Mixis had left, Falcon said, “ Janok monitored my whereabouts last night.”

Avaon continued to work on hislegs. “If he hadn't, the Watchers would have reported him. For a culture
that's only just invented the telegraph, they picked up our technology fast.”

"] should've made Vol come down ingtead of me. She's older. And awoman."

"Sooner or later they'll have to divest themsdlves of cultura preconceptions when dealing with diens”
Sheralled her handsto hisinner thighs, preading hislegs apart. WWhen he moaned softly, she mumbled,
13 wry.ll

"It'sanything but painful.” He squeezed his eyes shut and groaned. “I'm ... | ... that wasway out of line."
She moved her handsto his hips. “I'm not propositioning you, Captain, but that underwear hasto go.”
"Maybeit should stay. In fact, maybe that's enough, C20. I'll befine, redly."

"Just asit happened in the atrium, it's going to happen under other circumstances. I'm not offended, and
you shouldn't be embarrassed. Y ou don't haveto roll over, | can manage from thisside.”

He said nothing, so she covered most of his body with a sheet, pulled down his underwear and
continued. “ These and the thighs are the largest muscles, they take the most work. Captain—Chris, it's
inevitable that well be thrown together in circumstances more persona than this. Y ou're still disturbed by
the desireto bein physical contact with me, and the drugsin your system aren't helping because they're
undermining your sense of control. Civilians and non-teepathic dienslike the Maicanoorians will often
assume we're sexually intimate. The only people who matter are you and any woman with whom you
might have arelationship. | know it's difficult for the spouses of C20 captains, but most adjugt.”

"l don't havetime for that sort of relationship.”

She covered the lower half of hisbody with the sheet then began working on hisback. “You will. This
has been adifficult year for you. Next year you'll have moretime. Y ou don't have to work &t your
relationship with me, it just happens. Don't fear it and don't fight it because you're fighting that which will
make you astronger, better captain.”

Despite his drug-addled thoughts, Falcon knew he wasn't fighting his desire to focus newborn senses
through her, hewasfighting hisdesire of her. AsLindaWilliams had said back on Kwilloy, the trade-off
wasworthit. He could live with that. Redlly.

He might havefdt differently if he had seen thelondlinessin Avaon'seyes,



Chapter 37
Augugt 18, 2500

"And s0,” thetrandator continued, eyeing Avaon gpprehensively, “Elder Gexais curious why one
claming such a grest age appears so young. Not meaning to offend,” he added quickly.

The dders eaborate headdresses made them look like seasonally displaced Christmas ornaments. They
were seated with Avalon at along table in a high-ceilinged room with arched gables. Sunlight filtering
through the stained glass windowsilluminated the ornate heraldry on the stcone walls.

"Nonetaken.” Avaon put down her glass of juice, stood and considered adisplay of ceremonia daggers
onthewal. “ Arethese sharp?'

"Of course. Why do you ask?’ replied the trandator.

Avaon sdlected one and handed it to him. Unsealing the wrist cuff of her shipsuit—she had forgone jeans
and t-shirt in deference to the formality of the occasion—she placed her forearm on thetable. “To
prevent any suspicion of trickery, I'm going to ask you to do this,” she said to the trandator. “ Just be a
little careful becauseif you damage me too much, Asegeir will recdl me"

Before the trandator could stop her, Avalon wrapped her fingers around his and plunged the dagger into
her wrist, between the bones, pinning her arm to the table. Blood erupted—and just as quickly ceased to
flow. The elders gasped and stood from the table, shocked by the unexpected violence.

Despite her discomfort, Avalon smiled. The blade was sharp, so there had been less pain. “Please don't
be upset. However you might like to withdraw the knife so that | can finish eating.” She braced her hand
and added, “Do it swiftly or it hurtsalot morethan going in.”

Wincing, the trandator withdrew the dagger. His eyes rounded when the wound healed dmost instantly.
Gexaand the other elders crowded around, examining the fading scar on her arm.

"It will take aminuteto hed internaly, but asyou can see, my body is self-regenerating.”
Gexa spoke at length to the trand ator.

"Such attributes are, we understand, unique to C20s and Metas,” said the trandator. He turned to Saav.
“But what of you? Y ou are ageneration older than the oldest of us, yet you appear likeafemaein her
twentied”

Mixis explained how nutrition, public hedth, nanotechnology and amniotanks enhanced the human
lifespan to seven times the Mdicanoorian average. She aso sent Avalon amenta warning that Gexa
didn't need atrandator.

Avaon did not fail to notice the covetousnessin Gexa's eyes. Despite her age, the Senator was il
attractive. In her youth she would have captured the attention of many males. Her next question
confirmed it. Could such technology work on Malicanoorian physiology and, if so, could it reversethe
deleterious effects of aging?

"Yes,” replied Avaon. “However, the technology requires an advanced socid infrastructure. Before your
people can wak, Senator, they must crawl. Though amniotanks and nanotechnology are within your
grasp, it will take severa generationsfor your science and industry, and perhaps more importantly, your



ethicsto reach apoint where both can safely be used. Still,” she mused at Gexa's crestfallen expression,
“once atrade agreement is Sgned, there is nothing stopping Maicanoorians from travelling to Earth and
avalling themsdves of such technology.”

When Gexas eyeslit, Avalon added, “ Asegeir also has such facilities. If youwish, | can ask Captain
Fdcon if we could demonstrate the effects. However, thereisa socio-poalitical implication. If you, for
example, wereto gain your youth and forty years of life, it would disrupt the structure of your
government. Giving you many more years of power would creste jealousy amongst the younger elders.
Thiswill lead to further discontent, revolution, and socia upheava. Y ou have heard of our history.”

Around the table, the elderslooked at one another and nodded dowly.

"Our society believes that age does not necessarily confer great wisdom, nor does youth precludeit,”
Avaon continued. “ Captain Falcon is the supreme commander of Asegeir, yet he has hardly reached one
fifth of thetota years he might live, and he isthe youngest amongst our delegetion. |, a my age and with
my knowledge and experience, bow to hiswill.

"We do not mean to chalenge the structure of your society; it's worked well for generations and for the
most part kept you free of great wars. Y et even without this trade agreement you aready know—and
fear—the socid and economic inequities now devel oping because of your changing climate and industrid
revolution.”

When Gexa shot her aworried look, Mixis said,—she's wondering how you could know of such
things—

"I know this because | know you are prudent leaders. Only the foolish would not contemplate such
things” Avaon smiled. “ The wise person learns from the mistakes of others. Learn from our mistakes,
our history. See the paths we have chosen and look at those available to you. | know, as do the Dwins
and Magters, that in your wisdom, you will make the right decisionsfor your people aswell as
yoursaves.

"And with your youth regained,” she added, holding Gexas eyes, “would you wish to stay locked insgde
these great walls when you could relive much of your life with the wisdom of age to temper youthful
follies?"

Sitting alittle straighter in her high-backed chair, Gexaturned to her trandator, who then said, “Truly, you
have given us much to contemplate.”

Avaon stood, signdling that she was leaving. When she reached the ornate doors, she turned and added
as an gpparent afterthought, “ Asegeir is herefor three months. It takes about two in an amniotank to
reverse the deleterious effects of aging.”

"Scott Brady will have afit,” Mixis declared on the way back to their rooms.
Avaon shrugged. “He would have taken three monthsto tell them.”
"And Scott isthe least of your problems. | think you just broke afew handbooks full of regulations.”

"C20swrote mogt of them. Mixis, rules are made to dedl with familiar Situations. When anew sStuation
comes aong and you follow therules, if they don't work, it leaves you to wonder why. The
Madlicanoorian politica structure—their rules—are not working with the changing power base that an
indudgtria revolution brings. Scott Brady can help them. If Gexawants her youth she can have it—if she
agreesto step aside as the current leader. She can do more for her people outside their rigid structure of



politicsthan from within.

"Human purists decry our interference in cultureslike these, daiming they should beleft to evolve
naturdly, as non-sentient species do. When the Masters adopted this palicy, they inadvertently
encouraged the Othersto prey on lesser sentient beings. All cultures evolve, for better or worse. Isit not
more compassionate to help them make better choices? Human ways are not necessarily the right ways.
The Malicanoorianswill find their own path. All | did was sweeten it.”

"Y ou bribed them,” Mixisretorted.

They climbed up the winding stairway. “Isit bribing atoddler when you reward him for good behaviour,
especidly if bad behaviour might get him, and indeed, an entire society and the life-force of a perfectly
good planet, killed?'

When a servant passed them, Saav said,—| should know better than to argue philosophy with you. But |
aso know you detest diplomatic functions; thiswas no doubt your way of avoiding future ones—

Avaon chuckled—So tell me, what else were they thinking?—That you exposed then diced through
years of procrastination, and with afew deft words handed them a face-saving way out. They genuinely
want the best for their people, Avvy. Y ou offered what they see as an elegant reason to amend their
political structure—Mixis eyes narrowed, and she added aloud, “What are you going to belikein
5,000 years?'

"Hopefully I'll be ableto cut down thetime it takes to point out the obvious.”

* * % %

Two days later the elders announced they would sign the trade agreement. Further, dmost haf the ruling
body resigned. The shock rippled through Malicanoorian society. Senators were like royalty; they never
resigned! Those pressing for politica reform were further stunned by the news that the vacated positions
would befilled through € ections, not autometic advancement by age. Each citizen was entitled to one
votefor each year that they had lived, and only those over forty-five years of age could be nominated as
candidates. The resigning senators would, after two months on Asegeir, take up new dutiesworking with
industrial magnates and socia workersto effect socia and economic reform. Knowing these ex-senators
would have their youth returned, even the most cynical could not find reason for criticism. Of course, they
were not human.

Avaon madeit clear to the ruling body that she had nothing more to offer them, declaring that Scott
Brady was better versed in the intricacies of political reform and bureaucracy. And she madeit equaly
clear to the human del egation that she wanted to explore Malicanoor, but if they needed her, for anything,
they should not hesitate to call her back.

That morning, Falcon sat at adesk in the large room they used as an office. He could see through the
doorway into his gpartment. Avaon, dressed in jeans, thick Katylgan boots and a beautiful Katylgan
leather shirt, was packing her few possessionsinto aKwilloy bag. Mindful of Marcus and the clerks
working in the office, he stood and walked into the bedroom they had shared for the last two nights.

"C20.” He closed the door behind him.
Avaon's smile vanished when she saw hisface. “Chris? What isit?’ She stopped packing.

Hethrust his handsinto the pockets of hisuniform jacket. Despite the conviction that he wasfdlingin
love with her, he could ignore the viscerd pull of sexud arousal when the greater power of thelife-force
beckoned. But sometimes her touch wakened a deep yearning for soft kisses and soothing hands. Where



did memory end and fantasy begin? He swalowed and |ooked away, angered by the betrayd of his
body. “1 want to gpologize for the other night, I—"

"Apologizefor what? You're not ... you don't think...?” She went to him. “Why do you think | didn't want
Scarty massaging you? Chris, I'm your C20! I'm the one person with whom you can always be yoursdif.
Y ou need aconfidante, as| do. That's why we have each other. Nothing is taboo, nothing."

Except one thing. But when shetook his hand, the brief flash of melancholy vanished. Thefed of the
life-force flowing through her made his desire superfluous. It had to.

"It's disconcerting, even distracting, | know.” Her voice dropped as she added, “Especidly aswe're
opposite sexes. But you will adjust. And | am never, ever, going to misinterpret anything you say or do,
especidly when drugged with the stuff | gave you!”

Her eyes danced in mirth and he found himself smiling in return. “ So, where are you going?'

"On new worlds, to wherever takesmy fancy.” She released his hand to pick up her thick Maicanoorian
coat. It was snowing outside. “I'll be back for Command Board meetings but | want you to cal me
whenever you need anything. Anything,” she stressed, taking his hand again. “I mean that, Chris. | can
aways explore Mdicanoor another time.”

He squeezed her hand, wanting to hold her and ask her to stay. She pulled himinto her armsfor a
moment too short, then released him and tossing him alast smile, grabbed her bag and | eft.



Chapter 38
October, 2500

As promised, Avaon spent most of her time away from the enclavein Y est. Marcus informed Falcon
that she was gtill helping with technical work, downloading files on her datapad and taking them with her
wherever she went. She returned completed reports at Command Board meetings, and she dways
stayed behind to talk alone with Falcon, to ask if there was anything he needed. He wanted to say that he
needed her and that he missed her the moment she |eft the room. Instead he always replied that she did
too much aready, and told her to go explore the planet.

A month after arriving a Mdicanoor, Angus Gordon emerged from the amniotank and replaced Falcon
as temporary ambassador. Back aboard Asegeir, Facon often saw Avalon working with envirotechs
and biologists. He wondered how much time she could be spending on the planet when it seemed her
entire life was dedicated to dleviating his workload. When they dined together one evening, sheinssted
that her trips back to Asegeir were nothing more than *laundry stops. He laughed and touched her hand
and fdt the strength of the life-force grow.

Six weeks | ater, the emergence of the Malicanoorian retired senators—including Gexa—from Asegeir's
amniotanks Sgnaled the beginning of fedtivitiesthat would culminatein the forma sgning of thetrade
agreement. On thefind day, gilded carriages drawn by eegantly groomed teams of graffins carried the
diplomatsto the signing ceremony in apublic park at the centre of Yest. A carniva atmospherefilled the
city. Market vendors had set up candy-striped tents, and balloons and streamers decorated the streets.
Thousands of Malicanoorians lined the cobblestone roads to greet the open carriages. It was a beautiful
day. Even therancid brown haze that normaly clung to the city's skies had been swept away by awarm
breeze from the north. Spring was coming and with it, anew and exciting beginning, not just for awedthy
few but dl of Maicanoor.

Instead of climbing back into the carriage after the ceremony, Falcon took Avalon by the elbow and said,
“If you're going to snesk away, take me with you."

She laughed and pulled him into the dispersing crowds, then along back dleys and pokey stals, until they
reached alively waterside tavern. The earlier breeze had died and brown haze once again obscured the
blue sky. “Here,” she said, “thisiswhat it'sal about.” She pointed to the filthy warehouses, decrepit
docks, and foul waters made il by oil dick. Garbage tumbled over itsdf into the harbour, and the sickly
sweet smdll of rotting food vied with the sour odour of body waste from an open sewer flowing directly
into the sea. “ The trade agreement will help change dl this before the life-force of the planet istoo deeply
hurt."

"You don't haveto sdl it tome,” he said, watching her tenderly.

Her expression turned sheepish. “It'sjust ... something Mixis said afew weeks back, about bribing
them.”

"And the mediareports of Earth First people decrying our interference in an aborigind culture. Cmon,”
he took her by the hand, “let's get adrink."

Hoping they could spend afew hours done together, he entered atavern and placed enough loca
coinage on the bar for bread and cheese and de. When he turned to say something, he saw she had gone
back outside.



Avaon had attended the ceremony dressed in Mdicanoorian clothes, mostly accessories and decorative
pieces representing each of the planet's provinces. She now handed each of the ever-present clutter of
dreet urchinsan item of clothing or jewd lery, until shewas|eft standing in only ashipsuit and boots. Then
she dug into her bag and tossed them fistfuls of high-energy food bars. The children didn't mob her or
fight with each other for possession of the treats. Instead they laughed and danced in delight.

Facon smiling indulgently. It didn't matter to her what colour or shape they were, or that they had two
mouths and no noses, they were Hill children. His smile faltered when he remembered she could no
longer have children.

When she came back insde, he hald out the chair for her. “Thanks,” she said and sat down. “I know |
can't feed them dl, but—"

He covered her hand with his. “ Avvy, sop apologizing.”
She amiled sdf-conscioudy. “My misdirected maternd ingtincts.”
"How many children do you have?!

"Five, including Ryl. Twin boys, then the girls, ten yearslater.” She drank some of the sweet ae, then
added, “ Y 'know, I've never told anyone this, but helping Jason Saav research histhesis has brought alot
of thingsto the forefront of my mind. My sonswere not Dak's sons.”

He amost choked on hisae. Loosening the braided collar of hisforma dress uniform, he stared &t her.
"Sorry,” she said, tearing off achunk of bread. “ That came out of |eft field.”
"I should be used to that by now, shouldn't I? Are you going to leave that one hanging, or—?"

She met hiseyes. “It's not as scandalous as it sounds. | sugpected as much. So did the boys. They knew
I'd been pregnant with twins when the Masters brought me forward in time. My husband from the
twentieth-century, David, was Rhesus negative and aUS Navy aviator, so they managed to dig up a
sampleof hisDNA."

Fa con continued to Stare at her. “But weren't your sons born years after you arrived?”

"Higtorians have dl but ignored the Metas' and C20s human history. Ryl wasthirty years old when she
was taken to Gaiaand metamorphosed. As aMeta she has six surviving children and their children are
my great-grandchildren. When | was pulled from the twentieth century, | was forty-eight yearsold and
fourteen weeks pregnant. 1'd lost so much, David, Marilyn, my life. To losethe twinstoo ... nothing
remained of the thingsthat defined me.

"Don't misunderstand,” she added quickly. “I embraced what happened to me with a sense of wonder.
But sometimes I'd wake at night with an overwheming feding of loss, of irreparable displacement. That
first Chrigmas was particularly hard. My relationship with Dak was not as instant as the history books
would tell you. Aswe became closer ... well, that's another story.

"In astrange way, learning the boys were David's aleviated much of my pain. Not just over Dak's degth,
but of losing David and some indefinable contact with the past. The knowledge gave me asense of
continuity. Sure, | had Ryl, but the boys were something | had brought from the past, atangible piece of
David, whilethe girlswere my link to Dak. | don't suppose that makes much sense, but when you lose a
child, while nothing can make up for it, having another opens anew placein your heart."

She abruptly stopped, and her eyesfilled with deep regret. “ Chris, | am so very sorry. I'm not normaly



ingengtive”

Hesmiled sadly. “It wasalong time ago.”

"Time does not hed al wounds, doesit?’ she said softly.

He held her eyesfor amoment then looked down. “Did Jassom...?"

"No, | doubt he even suspected. The boys embryos must have retro-evolved dong with my body, then
lain dormant within mefor ten years. Perhapsit was the Master'sway of making it up to me."

Shetore off another chunk of bread. “ Therésalot of mythos surrounding Dak Jassom. Especidly his
death. Legends are necessary to the human psyche. Legendary humans even more s0."

Falcon wasn't sure what had prompted her to open up like this, but he was glad. “What do you mean?’
He diced the cheese and handed her a piece in exchange for the bread.

"It'shard to comprehend, but | grew up at atime when extra-terrestrid life was dismissed asachild's
fantasy and the idea of good and evil was founded on archaic religions. People could afford to imagine
something greater than themsalves because it resided safely in fiction. In the twenty-second century,
Metas and diensfulfilled the legendary idedl of miraculous beings of heroic stature widding magica
power. But human egos need human heroes of mythic proportion, so when mankind found one, they
practicaly deified him. Dak was aman. Hewas very, very good at hisjob, and that kept him and his
crew dive when many otherswerelog.”

"He aso had you, a C20."

Avaon shook her head. “ Dak was your age when | met him. Hed been running around the galaxy dl by
himself for years. Don't forget, of the origind twenty-five C20s, only thirteen survived until our abilities
were fully formed. Y es, Dak was an exceptional man and he lived an exceptiond life, asyou are, asyou
do. Hewas asoldier who pledged hislife to defend those held sworn to protect. He was a hero because
he fulfilled his commission where another might have hesitated. And his € evation to mythol ogy was based
on hiswillingnessto sacrifice himsdf not just for humans, but aiens. To be brutally honest, he could have
found an dternative. Instead, he chose the ultimate path of glory for an old soldier.”

Her words floored him. Every logistica study held ever read madeit clear that Jassom's desth was
unavoidable. Clintar would have been destroyed if Jassom hadn't rammed the Katyl planet killer intime.
And only the deliberate explosion of the Dim5 engines would have provided sufficient force. No other
ship with Dim5 capability had been in the areg, the systemson the origina Asegeir were incapable of the
intricate manual piloting Jassom undertook in those last seconds, and the Clintaran planetary defence
system had been disabled.

Avaon studied himwhile she ate. “You forget,” she said after afew moments. “Or perhaps the history
you read failed to mention | wason Clintar.”

He sat back and soundly cursed himsdlf for failing to examine every byte of her file. Jassom could have
sent ashuttle for her; thereld been time. If Avalon had been on board, when Asegeir rammed the Katyl
planet killer, Jassom would have been d-jumped with her back to Clintar.

"I'm not being ungraciousto Dak, or hismemory,” she continued. “But legend hasturned our relationship
into something mythica. Hell, most people have this strangeideathat Asegeir's C20 islocked into the
bowels of the ark ship, in perpetud grief for the only man she ever loved, the legend who died to save me
and aplanet of twelve billion sentients. Y ou can't disabuse people of such atragic, angst-filled romance.



It's SO much more believable than a teenager wandering around in cut-off jeans, who, ten years after Dak
died, fdl inlove just as deeply with an engineer and re-married.

"Of the thirteen remaining origind C20s, each of ushasasmilar piece of legendary baggagetrailing us
like some damned abatross. But humans need heroes, and Dak was a convenient patsy.”

"Then ... why did hedoit?’

"Dak was one hundred and twenty years old. Not even middle-aged these days, but back then, he was
getting old. When he refused to send ashuittle, | knew held chosen to go out in ablaze of glory. Asmuch
asit distressed me, | was glad it was on histerms. It was the culmination of an entirelifetime of ... oh hell
... legendary deeds.” Avaon smiled sadly. “I've never regretted becoming a C20, but extreme longevity
hasits down sides."

"What did you really do after he died?"

"They say | wandered the galaxy mourning his death. It was ten years and two attempts before the next
Asegeir was complete. Did you study higtory, Chris?!

History. How many times had she used that word today? Avaon was part of the history he'd absorbed
with such fascination as aboy, yet she had just spend ten minutes disabusing him of many long-held
‘truths. She had probably sat in atavern on some planet like this, having an dmost identical conversation
with a captain much like himsdf, while he had been suckling at his mother's breast. And athousand years
from now she would be doing the same with another captain. Saav's words haunted him; he was fleeting,
ephemerd, amomentary event in her life,

Avaon swalowed and looked outside. “ History, Captain. It will aways mean moreto me for having
lived it, knowing itstruth rather than the idedlized, sanitized verson you were so judicioudy fed.” She
turned back to face him. “But that does not make the Here and Now any less poignant. If anything, it
makes me gppreciate the present even more."

Her eyes begged him to see her as she sat before him, not as aliving memento to the past. But he dared
not interpret her words as his heart demanded. “Avaon, |—"

A shrill scream interrupted. It wasimmediately followed by shouts and growls, and the sounds of afight.
The handful of atercations between Malicanoorians and humans had usualy been resolved quickly, but
by the time Falcon and Avalon reached the entrance of the tavern, this one had turned into a street brawl.

When Fa con saw the NGC uniforms amidst the commotion, hetried to force hisway through. Behind
him, Avaon shouted, “ Y ou'll never bresk it up done!™

Y ellow-jacketed Malicanoorian troopers converged on the fight, pushing past onlookers, who in turn
attacked the troopers. NGC personnel appeared from the surrounding streets; the humans at the centre
of the fight had called for help on their comunits. Cries and screams punctuated the air and blood
splattered as punches were thrown. Falcon saw Lieutenant Fielding trying to protect an injured and
heavily pregnant NGC medtech. Then someone pulled aknife and plunged it into Fieding'sface.

"No!” Facon cried and threw himsdlf at the big, ugly Malicanoorian wielding the blade.

The female medtech screamed at Avalon to help. Just before she reached the medtech, someone jerked
Avaon'shair, pulling her backwards and out of the fray. The medtech's eyes rounded in shock and
dishdlief.

Fa con was having his own problemstrying to subdue a Malicanoorian who had clearly practiced



Ambassador Janok's fitness regime. Every second counted. The knife had plunged deeply into Fielding's
eye socket and out the far sde of hisskull. If they could get him to an amniotank within seven
minutes—five now—they could suspend his metabolism until the damage was repaired. From the corner
of hiseye, he could see Avaon pushing towards them.

Then she vanished.

Aboard Asegeir's bridge, Avaon rolled on the deck as a shaft of pain ripped through her side. She saw
the large, curved dagger protruding from her lower back. “ No!” she screamed in impotent rage. “Damn
you to the Others, no!"

Crewmen ran to her as she sood and swung on them. “Get this damned thing outta me!”

The door leading to Falcon's office swung open and Vol ran onto the bridge. “What's going on?’ she
demanded.

A lieutenant gently eased the curved blade out of Avaon'skidney. She was breathing hard, pain etched
on her face assheyedlled, “ A brawl; astupid, sensdess brawl!”

"Thetresty—"

Avaon braced hersdf with one hand on the command consol and covered her rapidly healing wound
with the other. “Nothing to do withit! It wasjust ... stupid! Dammit! Fielding was stabbed, and I'd
amost reached him but someone pulled me away—and then, thisl” She grabbed the long Malicanoorian
knife from the lieutenant's hands and angrily hurled it onto the floor.

Everyone within earshot understood her rage and frustration. If she could have reached Fidding in time,
she could haveinflicted an injury on herself and d-jumped the lieutenant to Asegeir . Fidding would have
been in the amniotank within seconds.

A screen on the LD opagued, and Falcon'simage appeared. “It'sover,” he said, wiping blood from a
gash on his cheek. “ The one who got Fielding and likely stabbed Avalon is awanted murderer.”

"Fdding? Vol demanded.
"Dead,” replied Falconin aflat, angry voice.

Behind him, they could see the pregnant NGC medtech desperately clutching Fielding's body, her face
screwed up in bitter anguish. “The C20 ran away! She could have saved him, but she ran away!"



Part 4: Zanosl ||



Chapter 39
November 21, 2050

The shuttle's sensors continued to indicate that surface conditions on Zanos 111 were smilar to Earth.
Avalon looked down. It was a pretty planet. It wasn't Gaiabut if it really was devoid of sentient or
pre-sentient life forms—which might explain the strange life-force—it would be interesting indeed.
Humanity had discovered numerous Earth type planets, though none so gpparently perfect asthisone.

Too perfect. Avaon checked her descent. Gravity was, on average, an apparent 1.03 Earth gravity, with
an atmospheric mix alittle on the oxygen heavy sde—conducive with the apparent biota.

Apparent.
Why am | questioning the veracity of every reading?

Despite the unfortunate deeth of Lieutenant Fielding, the Malicanoorian trade agreement had signaled the
successful completion of Asegeir's maiden voyage. A few weeks Dimb5 travel before arriving at
Spacedock would give everyone time to wrap up trade deal's and science papers, catch up on
paperwork or prepare for the post-cruise debriefing and personnel changes. The two-day sidetrip to
check Zanos 111 marked achange in routine for scientists and Command crew. But when they'd arrived
in the Zanos system, the planet wasn't where it was supposed to be.

Avalon adjusted the shuttle's attitude and flight path and thought back to her conversation with Falcon
that morning. She'd been in the Hub, egting brunch with VVol. They'd kept glancing at the LD, wondering
when it would clear. Asegeir had exited Dimb5 three minutes earlier, and they'd been looking forward to
their first view of the gasgiant, Zanos1V. Asegeir never orbited living worlds; at over eighty kilometresin
diameter, the impact of such ahuge ship on the culture of any non-space faring beings could do more
damage than her gravitationd pull on the planet.

Eventualy, Vol had tapped her comunit and called the bridge. “ Captain, isthere any reasonthe LD isn't
clear inthe public areas?'

"Isthe C20 with you?'

"Sr."

"Perhaps you might come to the bridge. Both of you."

Four minutes later, Avalon stood beside him, staring at the readings and frowning in disbelief. “How

could I have made such ablunder?’ Shelooked out to the beautiful swirling blue-red clouds of the gas
giant. Small moons beaded the faint rings of debris orbiting the planet.

"Y ou didn't. We checked the orbit and so did Asegeir's astronomers. Selena checked it from Galileo
before NGC approved the stopover. And we checked it again just before leaving Malicanoor. Sensors
from telescopes located thirteen to three hundred thousand light years away indicated that Zanos |11 and
IV werein stable, dliptical orbits around the sun, Zanos. The minimum distance between the third and
fourth planets was three hundred and twenty million kilometres. At his point in time, Zanos |V should be
five hundred and forty eight million kilometresfrom I11. But were not.”

Immediately assuming the obvious, she said, “Which planet changed orbit?"



"Zanoslll."

"What'sthe closest weve eyebdled it in red time? Thirteen thousand light years away at Malicanoor?
Maybe a humongous great comet hit it in the last thirteen-thousand years."

"The topography, sea-level, and climate are unchanged. There hasn't even been an ice age, which makes
no sense given the current orbit. Besides, a collision that big would've compromised the structura
integrity of the planet. At best it would be adead world. At worst, a debris field where the planet used to
tE_"

"Tdl me more about the sensors.”

"One minute the biomass on 111 gppears commensurate with aplanet of its Sze. The next, it goes off the
scae and shifts back to amost zero."

She crossed her arms and frowned. “ That iswerd. Mixis?'

"Isinthetank for afew days;, tore aligament playing handball with me. None of the other telepaths can
get afix on anything."

"Inthe current orbit around 1V, Asegeir isindgdethe RB point. I'll go take alook.”
"Well send escort fighters—"
"No.” She unfolded her arms and motioned with her eyesto his office.

He nodded a Val. “There's nothing abnormal about Zanos V. Clear LD around therest of Asegeir.”
Then hefollowed Avaon into his office and closed the door behind them.

"Chris, what isit?’ Shetouched hisarm in concern.
Pursing hislips, hewaked acrossto the LD. “1 have agut feding about this one. Something isn't right.”

"Theresno reason to risk lives or additiond vessels.” Sheld joined him at the LD and looked out. “If
you're that concerned, I'll use an atmospheric lifepod. Y ou wait twenty-four hours and then take Asegeir
out past the RB point.”

Face screwing up in disbdief, he said, “1 am not sending you down there donel”

"Captain, that's standard operational procedure. Don't forget who wrote those regs. If anything,
anything, goeswrong, I'll dingshot back onto the bridge before you can blink. Nothing can prevent that.
| don't understand why you have a problem with this.”

She could seethat her formal address bothered him amost as much asthe bizarre readings from Zanos
[11. But then her face softened and she added, “1 know it feeslike you're sending me in without backup.
But it's my thousandth—or whatever, I've lost count—planet-fall. C'mon Captain—Chris.” She reached
out and cupped his cheek for emphasis. “1 am ... aresource, your resource. Don't be afraid of usng me."

Some resour ce. Avaon glanced across the board. All green. Her ingtincts turned from amber to red
when the shuttle jolted suddenly. She grabbed the controls and was about to order manual override when
the ant-grav drive failed and the vehicle dropped in free fal. Her somach shot up into her mouth, and she
dared at the display in disbdief. Universally green. A second jolt hit the shuttle. “1dentify cause of drive
falure"

Beforethe Al replied, jolt number three flipped the shuttle onto its back and tossed it like aleaf ina



tornado. Restraining straps and head pads kept her from being thrown around, but locker doors flew
open and disgorged their contents. She silently cursed the supply techs. Despite the regs, modern space
travel made them complacent. She'd have every last one of them assigned to the dowest tub in the
Sydney to Hobart yacht race next month; that would teach them how to stow things properly! “ Stabilize
and report status to Asegeir! Update atmospherics—"

A broken strut crashed through the cabin, smashed the controls, dammed into her head and crushed her
skull.

* k% k %

Avaon opened her eyes. It was dark, so dark that she couldn't be sure her vision was okay until
gpeckled light glimmered below her feet. Based on the readings of the planet, shed selected atemperate
environment as alanding site. Insteed, it was bitterly cold. And what the hell was she doing suspended
upsde down?

Thelights resolved into stars. Sheld a so planned to land on the dayside, just after dawn. Her ssomach
growled and she was almost nauseous with hunger. The facts added up to one thing: she'd been
unconscious for sometime. That meant sheld been so severdly injured that her brain had shut down until
her body could effect repairs. So why was she il in the shuttle and not on Asegeir ?

A cold wave of terror swept through her. Something had the power to prevent her return to Asegeir .

Avaon clamped down on her growing panic. Pushing her long hair aside, she reached into the sedled
pocket at her feet for atorch and afood bar. Each bar contained the energy and nutritiona supplements
to sustain ahuman for aday, but adamaged C20 took alot of feeding. Ignoring the painful pressure from
the straps across her shoulders, she gulped down five bars then took her time chewing through another
three. While she ate, she sensed the echo of wrongness now repaired. Broken ribs and a punctured lung,
both collarbones broken, a broken neck, badly fractured skull. She touched her head. Her hair was
matted with something thick and scabby—blood and meninged fluid. Her injuries were consigtent with an
arcraft crash. It aso meant at least eighteen hours had passed.

She surveyed the damage to the shuttle. All systems were dead. Bulkheads had caved in and the cabin
was filled with debris and protruding rocks. Both access hatches were broken inward. The nose had
ploughed into rock, smashing the almost indestructible diaglass window. Through the lower inspection
port between her feet, sarlight shone into the upside down cabin. The port's diaglass hatch had been
punched in and hung loosaly down. She shook her head in amazement. She should be dead.

Releasing the harness, Avaon carefully rolled down onto the celling. She located the emergency beacons
and turned them on, more as amatter of procedure than hope. Whatever had captured her certainly was
powerful enough to block something asbasic asaradio sgnd. And once Asegeir left Zanos|V inwhat
she guesstimated to be less than six hours, it was doubtful she'd be yanked back on board. Standing
orders gave her no choice. She had only afew hoursto get off this planet or sgnal Asegeir and ... And
what? What were they going to do? Send arescue party and have them end up like her?

And let's not forget that you've spent every moment since recovering consciousness fending off a
nauseating sense of dread.

Animage of aVenusflytrgp cameto mind. Something was very wrong with this planet, and dtting insde
abusted shuttle was wasting time. Making sure her plasmagun was fully charged, she added the torch,
extraenergy bars and plasmarechargesto her belt pouches, and cautiousy reached her |eft hand through
the ragged edges of the ingpection port. Better to have a hand blown off than her head. After afew
moments, she dowly eased the rest of her body out and rested belly to belly on the upside-down shuttle.



God it was cold!

Her nose wrinkled reflexively at the stench of rotting mest. Above, the handful of starstwinkled. At first
shethought it was atmospheric haze, but even the orange light from the brightest object in the sky—the
planet, Zanos IV—twinkled. Something to do with whatever maintained theillusion of a pretty, benign
planet.

Avaon ligened for afull five minutes, dowly turning her head in every direction, searching for movement.
It was till and quiet. Too quiet. Unnaturally quiet. She crawled to the aft of the shuttle. It wasa
four-metre drop to the ground. She needed to know what to expect but was reluctant to use the torch; it
might turn her into atarget. Selecting red light, she shone a narrow beam down to what looked like mud;
should be a soft landing. She lowered hersdlf until her legs were dangling two metres above the ground,
let go, and hit something spongy—which ingantly gave way. Cutting off ayelp of surprise, she continued
tofal. The gtars vanished and the world turned black.

"Oomph!” she grunted, landing heavily. Sensations vied for priority: spine-chilling fear, an odour so bad it
gagged her, soft, sticky surface and a high, keening moans a short distance away. Shetried to stand but
stumbled in goo and over sharp, protruding objects. Terror cut her like aknife, so she took adeep
bresth ... and retched. The smell! Despite the bone-numbing cold, it was like adaughterhouse stewing in
tropica heat. Coppery blood and ruptured bowels, the stink of decay and putrefaction and, more, the
stench of pain and terror. The very air seemed to carry adark presence, an evil so palpableit was

dultifying.

She played the torch over the immediate area. The red light hid the true colours, but not the carnage. Her
stomach heaved and she swalowed hard to stop from throwing up. What in hell had shelanded in? A
sacrificid pit? Shining the torch upwards failed to penetrate the blackness. She flicked through the
settings until it was set to seven kilometres. Nothing. But she hadn't fallen far! Something was absorbing
thelight.

Theinhuman noise came closer. Every ingtinct screamed at her to flee, but whatever crested this
planet-wideillusion could not be escaped by running, so she headed towards the sound. Using the light to
find a path through the bones and viscera, she ignored the squirming shapes of what passed for maggots
on thisworld. Hopefully the bigger scavengerslimited their pickingsto daytime; the last thing she wanted
to confront were a pack of carrion eaters. Perhaps they were the ones making the sounds...

Avaon sensed something large and looming above her. She pulled the weapon from her belt, dropped to
the ground and swung the torch up with her left hand in adefensive posture. The torch vanished, and a
sharp, shocking pain ripped down her arm.

Jerking her arm down, sheingtinctively grabbing at—nothing! Dread overcame nausea. Her hand had
been severed with surgicd precison. At somelevel shewas conscious of ambient light but the rest of her
mind was screaming in terror.

She had to cam down and give her body timeto dedl with theinjury! Time. How much time remained?
Five hours? Less? She stopped her cascading thoughts and concentrated. Whatever had taken her hand
was not the source of the moans. And since she had sensed it coming, next time she'd be ready—and see
how it liked a proton pulse for breskfast. Her somach heaved again and she gagged. Clenching her

teeth, shelifted the sump of her arm to her eyes. It was definitely getting lighter because she could seea
fine layer of flesh forming across the nestly savered bones. Bleeding had been virtualy non-existent and
the pain had settled into adull ache. Good. She could ill afford to go into shock.

Avaon stood dowly and resumed her path acrossthe field of carnage. What manner of vile creatures



inhabited this planet? Were they dawn feeders, like sharks? She recalled images from WWI|
concentration camps, Khmer Rouge atrocities, Bosnia, and the Rhesus pogroms. Driven by the Others,
humans were capable of such things. Then she sensed it coming again and turned—to confront a
medieva nightmare machine.

She swung her wegporn—too late! The huge, teeth-rimmed set of jawstossed her into the air, severing
her left foot. A large, blue-furred bear-like creature flashed into view. It was straddling Jawteeth,
bellowing in rage and swinging something down into the machine'sface.

It was only when she hit the ground hard enough to knock thewind out of her that Avaon redized sheld
been screaming. Amazingly, she till had her wegpon. Where the hell had her attacker gone? Wasiit
d-jumping? She was fast running out of limbs—and time!

"Aaaahrooom ... "
Blue-fur was coming at her. Taking aim, she shouted, “ Stop right there, fucker, or you're dead!”

The creature might not have understood, but there was no mistaking her intention. It stopped and
dumped down. Only then did Avaon see that one of itstwo armswas missing and the bloody stump on
its cheek was dl that remained of itsleft eyestalk. The right one wasintact and in the growing light of
dawn, shone with overwheming grief—and intdlligence.

She lowered her weapon. “Y ou tried to stop it from getting me, didn't you?"

The being hobbled toward her, its one remaining arm outstretched, five fingers and opposing thumb open
inauniversal symbol of peace and greeting. Whatever it was, it had been in contact with the same
gpace-faring beings who had taught humansthe universal sign language.

Blue-fur placed a hairless pam on Avaon's forehead. “Oh my God!” she cried aloud. The story flooded
her mind in gridy images. The telepathic being was aleader, not the captain but a.... king ... named Kima.
They'd been on abrief excursion to unexplored space, apromiseto his... son? On the day hewas
named ... heir. She saw asmall bundle of blue fur, the human equivadent of an eight-year-old. Their
atmospheric capable Dim5 ship had arrived at the pretty planet four cycles—days—before. Then Avalon
relived the same shocking power failure and descent as her own. Kimas vehicle had employed a backup
system that alowed them to regain some control. They'd crashed through the surface and directly into the

pit.
Before Avaon could shout awarning, Kima swung with inhuman speed to confront Jawteeth. In the split
second before her plasma wegpon disntegrated it, she saw that it was definitely a machine.

Kimanodded his approva and satisfaction at Jawteeth's destruction, then he continued his story. They
had battled the machine creatures that took pieces of their bodies. Only two of his crew and his son
remained dive, but they were fading, victims of the obscene harvest. Vivisection? An experiment in
terror? Or just plain evil? Then she saw thetruth, atruth she had been avoiding since waking from the
crash. No one and nothing could override her life-tieto Asegeir, except the Masters.

Or the Others.

A gelatinous bubble of despair and terror engulfed her, for with that knowledge cametheloss of dl hope
but one—that Chris Falcon would obey orders she had helped write almost three hundred years ago.

Avaon clasped Kima's paw and projected clear, coherent thoughts, explaining what she was, confirming
his assumption that the Others had gained entry into thisdimension in aphysicd, not metaphysica form.



Then she sensed in Kimaavestige of hope! Although his ship's drive and wegpons systemswere
irreparably damaged, some monitoring systems <till functioned. While hed sat vigilant over hisdying son,
he had found afrequency that mapped the true surface of the planet. And from this sde of theillusory
blanket, he'd found blind spots smilar to Chaney Holes. If he and his companions could get an escape
pod operational and carry it to the nearest blind spot, they might flee this nightmare world

Kimahad known it was impossible; they were too badly wounded. Then, when he saw Avaon'storch,
he knew another ship had fallen prey to the horrific entrgpment. He'd thought they might work together to
escape. Her connection to Asegeir offered a hope he had not dreamed of. The escape pod was
unnecessary; they need only reach one of the blind spots.

He helped Avaon stand on her remaining leg. The pain was not receding as fast as she had hoped; her
body was contending with too many injuries. But she was a C20, not a human. She could tolerateit.

Kima offered to find atourniquet. She declined. The sump was dready beginning to flesh over, and, like
her wrigt, the cut was clean.

Avaon looked a Kima. He and his people had dedlt with the pain and pervasive, nauseating terror for
four days. Like the Metas, Kima's people were incagpable of succumbing to the soul-devouring evil.
Desgth from the ravaging machines was preferable to an uglier desth of the mind. She swallowed her own
fear and forced adrenaline and endorphinsinto her system. Then she thought the word images—WEell
collect the wounded and your son, and then we go together to the nearest blind spot.—

Kimeals face was torn in momentary indecision.—The machines are active until sunrise. Y ou have no foot
towalk, but if | leave you..—

Neither noticed amachine d-jump directly behind Avaon. She felt hersdf tossed into theair, thenland in
abarre of glassshards. Pain! Excruciating pain tore at every part of her body, until she felt something
grab her and pull. Mercifully, she passed out.

When the machine scooped her into its savage blades, Kimalet out abellow of rage and dammed at the
thing with hisremaining fist. In responsg, it snatched at hisfoot and threw him aside. Not willing to
abandon the one chance his son might yet have, Kimalegped onto its back, determined to wrest its prize
away. When he succeeded, he knew that what remained could not possibly be dive, but he crouched
over her and fended off the machine with bones. Suddenly, sunlight hit the machine's black surface. It
vanished. Dawn had come and with it, the sure knowledge that this sunrise would be their last.

Kimaturned to examine the bloodied and partialy eviscerated remnants of the creature calling itsef C20.
His own race could sustain appalling injuries before succumbing to death. These beings appeared far
more fragile and yet she il lived, still breathed ... and had sufficient strength to cry out in mortal agony.
For amoment he was tempted to let the horror finally overcome him. But he could not, for he could fed
hisson'slife-force. He wasfloating in and out of awareness, but he dtill lived.

Pulling the C20 from the machine had torn her |eft leg and forearm off. And thistime, the wounds were

shredded. He had to carry her to their ship, collect his son and the other wounded, get them to the blind
spot and pray to the Beginnings that whatever strange connection she had to her ship would carry them

from this gateway to the Abyss. And, having just lost part of his|eft foot, he had to do it before the heat
of the day overcame him. It wasimpossible but he had no choice. While his son lived he would go on.

Stripping the last of Avaon's shirt from her shoulder—her remaining clothes had disappeared in the
machine—Kima fashioned a crude bandage across his partialy severed foot. He considered the C20's
terrible injuries but given the fact that she should have been dead, decided it probably made no
difference. Using the mental exercises common to his people, he redirected the blood flow and pain. Part



of afoot, ahand and an eye. Not bad, he thought then chuckled manically to himsdf; it was al reative.
His son had lost one half of hishilateral organs. His surviving crew had each lost limbs or redundant body

parts. They'd never stopped to analyzeit but the harvesting was too systematic to be based on sheer
chance.

Kimalooked for amakeshift crutch and spied alikely bone. The heat was dready didtracting. He
glanced up and took his bearings. Had they passed the blind spot? He hoisted the unconscious C20
across his shoulder and began to hobble through the sea of deeth, thankful the strong sun was behind
him.

Time passed. The C20 woke. With each movement, he telepathically felt the white shafts of pain shoot
from her head, down her chest and into her groin. She mind-signaled him to stop, but he couldn't, they
had to keep moving before he succumbed to the heat. He hobbled forward, holding her close, mindful of
the jagged gash in her sde and the protruding viscera. Then he took another step and the world changed.

"No!" Avaon screamed at the uprai sed weapons coming towards them.



Chapter 40
November 22, 2050
"Twenty-four hours, sir!"

"Get usout of here!” Facon'steeth ground together as the primary engines pulled them from the gas
planet's orbit at maximum acceleration. Hed ordered the engines ready twenty minutes earlier. It would
gl take five minutesto kick them into Dim5. During the wait he dl but shredded the indestructible grips
on thearms of his cockpit seat. “ Countdown to RB point?’ he demanded.

"Eighty seconds, Sir.” The nav officer stared at hisreadout. Like everyone on the bridge hewasinfused
with Falcon'stension. “ Sixty seconds.”

Someone entered the bridge. Falcon's head snapped around. It was Mixis. The telepath tried to
compose her face. It was avdiant effort but shefailed. “Saav?’ he demanded.

"Thirty seconds”
In seconds their fears would be dlayed. Or confirmed. Mixis stared at him but did not reply.
"Rubber Band Point, Sir.”

Falcon stood. He'd seen C20s dumped before, and the landing could be alittle rough. C'mon, cmon,
cmon! Where was she?

Shocked slence exploded throughout the bridge when the nav officer's voice sumbled, “RB plusten,
ar.”

The horrible truth gored Falcon's soul. He swung around and pinned Mixiswith his gaze. Desperation
cracked hisvoice. “Whereis she?"

In the darkened bridge, the tel epath's face was d abaster.

"Plusthirty,” the nav officer announced in abarely legible whisper.

"Whereisshel” Facon demanded, striding towards Mixis, terrified by her expression.
Mixis shook her head and whispered, “ | can't feel her anymore!"

"What?How long?'

"Pusoneminute, Sr."

"Not that, dammit! Prepare for Dim5. How long, Commander?"

"I ... just got out of the amniotank afew minutesago ... And shewasgone.” Mixis wide eyeswere
hollow with shock.

"What do you mean, gone?’ Falcon's eyes blazed a her.

"I can't read her, never could, but I've dwaysfelt her, for aslong as| can remember. Even separated by
light years. But ... she's... gone!” Her face mirrored his anguish and disbelief.



By the Origins, held known. Hed known thiswas going to happen and held let her fly right into it! Falcon
dammed hisfig into the workstation consol, tearing the skin off his knuckles. “ Dim5?"

"Fifteen seconds, gir,” Walker replied.

Why in the name of the Origins did | let her go? Regret was one of the few emotionsthat can
completely and unconditionally bring down aman. But he was il the captain. From parking orbit to
complete Dim5 readiness in less than five minutes was as good as full beattle readiness during the worst of
the Katyl War. “My compliments, Senior Commander Walker. | want arebound Dim5, no destination
outsdethissysem.”

"Ready for rebound Dim5, sir,” Walker's voice wasflat, formal.

"Jump.” Falcon swdlowed hard. There was dways the possibility of aspatid anomaly. Unusud but there
were rare instances when a C20 was not pulled back to the ship until thousands of kilometres past the
RB point. But the jump to Dimb5 guaranteed it.

Every time
Without fall.
For three hundred years.

On the other side of the LD, the aily blackness of Dimb5 replaced the panoramic views of space and
Zanos|V. Every eyein the bridge stared at the empty place where Avaon should have landed. Disbelief
raged through the crew like aliving beast. Every one of them knew standing orders; orders written by the
C20s. If aC20 failed to return at the RB point, they were to get into Dim5. And under no circumstances,
return.

Ever.

Adrendine pounded through Falcon's blood, demanding he do something. “How long until the rebound
point closes?'

"Twelve seconds, gr,” replied the nav officer.

"Return to space near Zanos 1V. But do not stand down the engines; | want to try that again. And report
my actionsto NGC.” He paced the deck like an incensed lion.

Although Peta Vol spoke quietly, everyone heard her. “ Sir, standing orders—"

"Y ou heard my order to report my actions,” he snapped, turning aglare on her that could have melted
diaglass

"Sir, just pointing it out, Sir,” Vol replied with narrowed eyes and the sameflat tone as Walker.
Vol wasright. But what captain would abandon his C20? No ship lost aC20. Ever.

He mentally revised that. No bonded ship had ever returned without their C20. He conscioudy tempered
his voice before replying, “'Y our recommendations, Captain?'

"Onemoretry, sr,” said Vol. “Then | go down with afull attack squadron while you take this ship out to
the edge of the system and plot a continuous vector to Earth in Dim5 with engines at full run-up.”

His eyesbored into hers but hisreply was directed at the engineer. “One morerunit is, then. Senior



Commander Waker, you have control.”
"Aye, gr."

Under any other circumstances Fal con would have expected some wisecrack from Walker about turning
it round in less than ninety seconds. But the unthinkable had happened. The normd jocularity on the
bridge had been replaced by the stiff, controlled formality necessary in the heet of battle.

Battle...

When the second run did not return Avaon, Falcon allowed himself amoment of despair. He could not
risk amillion sentients, even for the life of a C20. But he couldn't abandon her. Not Avaon.

"Thefighter wing, Sr?’ Vol said.

"Any response from NGC?'

"No, gr,” replied the communications officer.
"Permission denied, Captain VVol."

"Sr—"

"Prepare avolunteer wing only, haf atmospheric capablefighters, fully armed, and half to remain orbitd.
| want four shuttles at opposite pole and equatoria RB pointswith an escort of four fighters each. Rerun
those scansfor orbital defence systems.” He turned to Vol and added, “1 need you here.”

Hiswords gtilled her. Something powerful enough to hold, perhapskill aC20, could destroy themin an
instant. He needed every resource at hisfingertips, not on asuicide run. Vol'sfists clenched but she
nodded stiffly and spoke into her comunit. With two Dim5 capable fighter units permanently on stand by
they could scramble afull squadron in lessthan four minutes. To aman, they volunteered.

Fighter jocks, flush with youthful arrogance and hard earned pride. Despite their cockinessthey were not
indestructible. Falcon ordered one squadron to remain on standby. Objections were loud and colourful,
but he could not risk that many shipson afirst run, not until they knew the enemy's offensive strength.

"No trigger-happy stunts, Commander,” Vol said to the squadron leader. “ There's no reason to suspect
the C20isbeing held againgt her will until we have evidenceto that effect.”

Fa con shot her an gpproving look. They both knew she was talking bullshit but NGC had learned the
hard way that first contact Stuations must be handled diplomaticaly, no matter the circumstances.

The seconds passed. Histeeth ground to the jaw line. The pain of losing Hanna and Asher now
compounded with aloss of the bitterest kind; for Avalon had become part of hissoul. Part of him.

"Fightersare ready to launch,” Vol announced.

"Sir, NGC on dternating Dim5 relay line,” cdled the com officer.
"On LD screen,” said Falcon.

"Captain, what's happening?’ Admiral Woodstock demanded.

Someone had sent up the flag fast. But then it wasn't every day that somebody lost aC20. “Admiral, you
havetheinitia report?'



"Yes. Youtried asecond run?'

"Just completed.”

"That's againgt orders, son."

"Yes, gr. Fed freeto court-martial me when thisisover.”

Ignoring the bitter sarcasm in Falcon's voice, Woodstock said, “What's your next move?"

"One volunteer squadron, half atmospheric, haf orbitd, four shuttles and four fighter escortsto RB points
while Asegeir orbits Zanos|V."

"No. I'll go with you on the squadron and shuittles, but you get Asegeir out of there. Y ou can't risk that
many lives. Any signsof planetary or orbitd defences? Any offensive behaviour?'

"Sir, | ... Avalon!” The cry tore from histhroat when a bloodied figure gppeared. Three security officers
ingtantly drew weapons on agory, bluefurred creature clutching the shockingly mangled C20.

Gasps of horror circulated the bridge. Avaon'sleft leg was torn off just below the knee, abloodied
stump where her |eft arm should have been flopped in the air and the entire left Sde of her face was
matted blood and bone and strings of bloodied hair. Part of her bowel and arib protruded from agaping
wound in her Sde.

"No!" Avaon screamed. “Don't kill him!” Shetried to ward off the anticipated attack with the remains of
her left arm. “He saved me ... he saved me!"

Falcon's blood froze and his face screwed into amask of horror. He reached them in two strides, but the
blue creature turned away. Despite its own gppaling injuries, it was obvioudy trying to protect Avaon.

"No, Kima, no, it'sdright! Oh God!” shewailed, “I'm so sorry.” Sobswracked her body as shetried to
gtroke the creature with her ssump.

The bridge was frantic with activity. Walker was ordering the fighter squadron to remain &t ready, while
Vol ordered the nav officer to caculate another Dimb5 rebound, giving them aminute's breathing space.

"No! Not yet!” Avaon screamed hoarsaly. She pulled back from the blue creatures grip. “ Trust them,
Kima, let himgo and | will stopit. | will call them, we will cal and they will come.”

The blue-furred being wavered and dumped, findly releasing Avaon asit collgpsed to the floor. Falcon
caught her before she dipped to the deck. Trying to hold her without further hurting her, he, too,
staggered. “ Oh sweet Jesus,” he said.

Intellectudly, Falcon knew C20swere naturdly regenerative, but the stench of unnamed filth and the
carnage of protruding bones and viscerawere too much. For thefirst timein eeven years, impotent grief
and anger threatened to overwhelm him. A sob broke through as his hand brushed against a perfect
rosebud nipple—her other breast had been torn from her chest. His hands shook and his face amost
collapsed as he gently drew her close. “Who did this? What did thisto you?'

"Chris, no!” Avaon tried to grab him, and cried out in pain as her sump hit him. Clutching at his jacket
with other hand, she said, “ Others ... trying to destroy your mind ... Not Dim5! ™

Walker ingtructed the nav officer to jump to Dim5, but Falcon barked, “Belay that order!™
"Sir?" Walker objected.



"Y ou heard the C20. Not until shetellsus!” The Others... Falcon determinedly pushed took control of
himsdlf; hewould not let them get afoothold in hismind. Avalon was dive and she would recover.

The med traumateams arrived. An xenobiologist and medtech went straight to the blue being that Avalon
had called Kima, while Rose and a second doctor kneeled by Falcon. When they tried to take the
grossdy wounded C20 from hisarms, she clung fiercely to Falcon and whispered, “ No! Chris! | need you
... needto ... call Them to come.”

"Whom?' He carefully balanced her weight in hisarms. “Whom do you want meto cal?'

"Not you ... we.” Avaon tugged at his collar and peered into his eyes. He staggered at the impact.
Something reached into him and through him and focused.

Avalon condgned the pain to afar corner of her mind. It had no place here. Her body had aready
shunted nutrients and oxygen to vital areas, while her extraordinary metabolism began the process of
repairs. But the damage was extensive. It would take time, time she did not have. It was so hard, yet she
had no choice, otherwise thousands, perhaps millions, would die from the Beast she had inadvertently
woken. Using Falcon as a conduit, she reached into the life-force of the ark ship—and gently pulled.

Every sentient creature aboard Asegeir felt the touch of power. The effect passed in an ingtant, asthough
amillion light bulbs had momentarily dimmed, leaving the resdents blinking and dightly dazed. The
experience was painless but unnerving. Only the telepaths recognized it as someone not just dipping into
thelife-force, but dso using it.

They heard.
And They came.

The grav stretcher with the blue-furred being passed Falcon. It reached out a six-digit paw and grasped
Avaon'sarm. The medtechstried to pull it away but Falcon shook his head. He continued to shake his
head when more techstried to take Avaon from him. Falcon did not understand what was happening but
he felt the raw power course through them. Then the blue being's eye met his and he again saggered at
the profound intimacy of the contact. He would not, could not release hishold on Avalon. “Vol, you
have command.” He glanced at Woodstock'simage.

"Go look after her, Captain,” Woodstock replied in afractured voice.

"Chris” Avaon whispered. Her eye was bright with pain as he carried her into the Command medbay.
“Hisnameis Kima Amniotank suited to hisbiology. It's okay now. They're coming.”

"Who?" he said, but she lgpsed into consciousness.

He carried her towards the emergency amniotanks, but Rose diverted him. “No, Captain, the C20's
biology can't function in our amniotanks."

"You can't just leave her likethis!” He stared at Rose, appalled.

"There's nothing we can do, other than clean her up, add afast nutrient drip and make her as comfortable
aspossible. Her body's dready shut down the bleeding and started to block neurd pathwayswhileit
repairsthe damage.”

Fa con gently lowered Avaon onto the medbed. She whimpered when the remains of her torn leg
bumped the edge. He glared at Rose. “What about pain blocks? Y ou must be able to do something! "



"Anything we do would be one more thing her body hasto ded with, inhibiting her natura processes.”

Even in her semi-conscious state, Avalon refused to release her grip on Falcon's deeve. Suddenly, Kima
bellowed in morta agony. Avaon stiffened and cried out in sympathy. Falcon felt astrange sensation
pass over him. It was not physical pain that ravaged her. Her face screwed up in torment and she turned
to the blue-furred being. “Oh, Kima,” she cried in voice that tore at Falcon's soul. “I'm so sorry. If I'd
only been sooner ... I'm so very, very sorry. His body is dead; you would never have reached himin
time. Thefirewill beclean ... purify ... his soul was untouched.” Sobs punctuated her words, wracking
her body, spreading her emotiona agony into the physical.

"Captain, get back in here, now!” Vol cdled urgently over the Al.
"No ... must stay!” Avalon grasped a him. “Many escape ... seek weakness ... we must defend.”

Falcon'sface twisted; Asegeir camefirst. “Then | must be on the bridge, Avalon. I'll come back, |
promise.”

"No ... ! she screamed.
"Captain—now!” Vol cried.

There was no choice. Wresting his collar from Avaon's surprisingly powerful grip, he went to the bridge,
Avalon's escdating screams accompanying his every step.

Kimawatched in despair as the companions of the one who called hersalf a C20 attempted to hold her
down. Despite her injuries she threw them off, then fell to thefloor, her leg ssump hitting in asickening
crunch. Kimaa so tried to battle the humans so that he might reach the shockingly injured C20, but his
wounds proved too great. He looked on in awe as the strange being, the gift from the Masters, tried to
both focus and to defend. How long the she would maintain her hold now that the human captain had | ft
her, Kimadid not know, but her body was beginning its necessary betraya. Soon it would shut down.
Then everyone would die. Or worse.



Chapter 41
November 21, 2050

Everyone on the bridge stared intently at the enhanced image of Zanos|11. More than a hundred immense
ships—ships few living humans had ever seen—surrounded the planet. Scores of smaler vessals sat
between them. Wormholes continued to open dl around. View screen inserts of varying magnification
showed massive bombardment of the planet's surface and enhanced images of the dien ships. The
implications hit Falcon likeaphysica blow.

"Son of a... the Masters! Walker, get us out of herel Now! | want Dim5 at flank speed! Security, al
gationson aert. Cal in dl leave and have every security officer report. Shut down al work stations other
than life support, syslems and utilities. Therest of the civilian population is confined to quarters. A military
curfew isnow in effect!”

Peta Vol looked at him in growing horror. “Oh, Jesus,” she whispered.

"Y eah, well hed come in handy about now,” Falcon replied. “ Okay, heads up everyone. What you are
witnessing isaplanetary enclave of the Others, avirtud gateway to Hell. And we may have inadvertently
opened the doors.”

In the medbay, five people sought to restrain Avaon's, whose piercing screams grew in volume.
Suddenly, ahuge blue Metastood over them. Glaring at everyone, the M eta demanded, “Where the hdll
isthe Cgptan?"

Only Rose retained the presence of mind to answer, “ The bridge.”

The Meta vanished in a soundless pop—to reappear on the bridge, centimetres from Falcon. He
diffened in surprise. Despite her obvious rage, Falcon stood his ground and looked up unflinchingly into
her eyes.

The Metavisbly camed hersdlf before speaking. “ Captain, your placeis not here."
"Meta—"

"If you remain here the C20 will be dead in minutes, and this ship will be turned into a charnel house soon
after. Y our Command crew can ded with any physica attack, athough | can assure you it will be
unnecessary, for this attack is coming on a different dimension, one only you and the C20 can defend

agans.”
"What are you talking about?’ Falcon's eyes narrowed.

"Y ou are the Captain. Through your C20 you bind and focus the life-force. Even aswe destroy their
portdl, the Others reach out, seeking the greatest concentration of sentient life, sweet, succulent, innocent
life"

His eyeswidened in comprehenson.
"Y es, you understand ... come now!"
Falcon fdt himsalf roughly jerked as he was d-jumped from the bridge.

"What the—?" Vol cried, “Locate Captain!™



"Command medbay,” replied the Al.
Vol breathed out. “Can we jump to Dim5 while the Metaiis aboard?”
"Unknown."

"Identify known Metaabodes.” Vol turned to Mixis, “ Get in there and find out what in the name of the
Originsis happening.”

"| dready know,” Mixisreplied in awe.

"Well don't keep usin suspense, dammit!”

Fdcon fetill a the sight of the struggling C20. The Meta grabbed his hand and thrust it over the only
place on Avaon not injured or thrashing wildly—her remaining breast. His knees buckled when a
grangely familiar surge of energy passed through his body—or wasit his mind—again. The Meta caught
him and supported him until he recovered. She nodded in satisfaction when Avaon's struggles abated.

Mike Rose stared in dismay. “What did you do?"

"Avaon needed the conduit to stage a defence.” Releasing her grip on Falcon, the M eta added,
“Captain, get your ship into Dim5. Y ou can't outrun them dl but you can makeit difficult for them.”

After reconfirming the order to Vol, Falcon turned to the Meta and demanded, “Now tell mewhat in the
name of the Originsisgoing on!” Hefdt Asegeir's trangtion to Dim5—and the shock that permeated the
medbay; few humans had the audacity to challenge aMeta. Her eyebrowslifted in surprise. Then
something far more powerful and considerably less subtle than a tel epathic scan rummaged very
thoroughly around hisbrain.

The Metagtared a him in surprise—Grdl was right, but in ways none of us could ever have
guessed.—She withdrew from his mind and walking to the far side of the traumabed, said aloud, *Y our
C20isusngthelife-force of Asegeir asadefensive shield. Shetried to useit to attack but that is not

posshle... yet!"

Tenderly brushing the bloodied hair from Avalon's mangled face, the Meta added, “ A battle rages,
Captain, one | must join. Thereisno guarantee any of uswill survive, for thisisthe greatest ondaught by
the Otherssince...” A shadow briefly crossed her face. “Y our C20 reaches through you to the life-force
of Asegeir. She cannot focus, channd and defend dl at once. Y ou must stay with her until hisisover. If
you leave her, you sever her connection and Asegeir will be logt to the Others. But through you ... it's
extraordinary! C20s were never meant to have such ability. Pain ... pushed her past the barriers of her
humanity, to the true power of the greater Life Force."

The Metaleaned down and kissed Avaon's forehead in unashamed love and affection. “ Clean her, move
her to her quarters away from the noise and light. I'm not ahealer, but she can't self-hedl while she
defendsyou, so I'll stabilize her.”

As Fa con and the medtechs watched dack-jawed, the obscene wound in Avaon's side closed, and a
thin layer of trangparent skin sealed her face and the bloodied stumps of her limbs.

"Look after her, Captain, said the Meta. “Hold her, keep her sane, but know there is no guarantee she
will liveevenif Asegeir issaved. | must go. If | do not return and she survives, tell her | love her and was
proud to have been her daughter.”

She vanished, leaving astunned med lab team in her wake.



"Ryl,” Falcon whispered, and shared alook with Rose. They were not out of thisyet. And if the Meta
wasright, Avaon might yet die. No! Hewould not let that happen!

"WEell get her cleaned up.” Rose motioned for two orderlies.

Whiletherest of the emergency medbay concentrated on placing the now unconscious being called Kima
into an amniotank, Falcon caled Val. “Y ou follow what happened in here?’

"Yes, gr, but | haveto say | dont likeit, not onelittle bit. Give me an enemy | can see.”

"Run some math on the best course to Earth, appraise Governor Gordon of the situation and place an
immediate level one classification on our status. Except for the Governor, no one outsde the bridge crew,
medops and Command leve security isto beinformed. By now, everyone will have seenthe arrival of
the Magters' ships. We do not need a panicked population. Get PR to rel ease a statement along the lines
of fact but strictly censored. Masters and Metas in control, any minor incidences of violence can be
attributed to some residua influence of the Others, the C20 is monitoring the Situation, that sort of thing.
I'm going to be occupied—indefinitdy."

"Already happening, gr."

Fa con cut the connection, satisfied his Command crew, particularly Vol, would take care of the details.
She deserved her own ship, but he was sure thankful he had her. He turned his attention back to the
C20.

Rose moved Avalon's legs apart, and he groaned stiffly. “Let's get her into aprivate cubicle” At Falcon's
mute look, he added, “ They ... hacked off her externd genitals.”

Fa con blanched but said nothing as he gripped Avaon's hand more firmly.

"Scanner shows she's missing part of her uterus, lower intestine and liver. Also one kidney, one
ovary—in fact one of every paired organ or body part. One foot, hand, eye and her entire |eft auditory
cand. By the Origins, Captain, the damage! If she weren't a C20 the shock alone should have killed her."

Medtechs systematicaly collected scrapings of gore and viscerafrom her body. At Falcon's ook of
uneasy digtaste, Rose explained, “Before we wash her, some of thisis not human. It may be from that
being she cdls Kima. If so, we can fine-tune the amniotank. And if it'sfrom any other species...” Rose's
voicetralled off ashe examined the thin layer of skin till forming over her mangled leg ssump.

Angered that his stomach was rebdlling at the stench of vomit, faeces, bile duct and other nameless
secretions, Falcon swallowed. How much of it was Avaon's he had no idea but he took one of the
swabsin hisfree hand and began to clean the worst of it from what remained of her face.

"Don't worry, sir, well have her cleaned upinnotime.” A medtech offered him a brief, reassuring amile.

Over the next half hour, Falcon was torn between wanting to turn away and give the unconscious C20
some semblance of dignity, and needing to assst in making her as comfortable as possible. Findly, Mixis,
who had been helping, said, “Let's get her to her quarters.”

Avaon woke once, begging Falcon not to leave her. He clutched her hand tightly and assured her he
would stay by her sde until it was over. “Oneway, or another...” shetrailed off ominoudy.

"Any ideahow long this.... battle might take?’ Rose asked.
Falcon shook hishead. “No idea.”



By the time they'd settled Avalon into her bed, Falcon was exhausted. When everyone but Mixis had |eft,
he sat in abedside chair, and promptly began to fall adeep. His hand dipped from Avaon'sand she cried
out.

"Captainl” Mixis called awarning.

Avalon's cry had aready jerked him awake, and he clasped her hand again.
Mixisfrowned. “Y ou don't look well."

He shot her adark look.

"I'm serious. Captain, Avaonis pulling the entire life-force of this ship through you, and athough you may
not be conscious of the effects, it's hitting you. Hard. Y ou need to deep and let your body and mind
work asone."

He glancing down at his blood-and-gore-stained uniform, and vaguely wondered why his knuckleswere
aso bloodied. With Mixis help, he pulled off hisjacket and boots and climbed onto the bed beside
Avdon.

"Commander Rose will periodicaly replace her drip.” Mixisdraped hisjacket over the chair. “I'll bring
you ahigh protein med in afew hours. It'simportant you keep up your strength—not just for her but for
all of us.” She pulled astrip of medica gauze from her pocket and sat on the end of the bed. “Here, I'll
take off your shipsuit foot and tie your ankleto hers; any physica contact should be sufficient.”

Fighting off drowsiness, he said, “Mixis, can you explain, in any terms, what's happening?'

She stood, came around to Avalon's side of the bed, reached down and gently stroked the C20's cheek.
“Although | can't normally scan you or Avalon, | have aways been able to sense her. It'shard to explain
but she'slike awarm presence, non-invasive but supportive, even before | was born. Waking up and
feeling her gonewaslike ... | thought she was dead!”

Before bonding, Falcon would not have understood, but held felt the same sense of |oss when the shuttle
hit Zanos11's amaosphere. It was nothing like the times she'd gone down to Kwilloy or Katyl; it was asif
apart of hissoul had been ripped ouit.

"Five hundred years ago,” Mixis continued, “most people dismissed FDP—fifth dimensiona physics—as
fantasy or magic, while the Masters and the Others were seen as religious phantasms, gods and devils.
Although we now understand Dim5 physics, few humanstruly sense it, because the ability isatrophied in
their brains. All they get isafuzzy image—the so-cdlled ingtinct that drives usto rebuild an
environmentaly balanced Earth. Only adepts like me and latents like you have the necessary physica
dructuresin our brainsto comprehend it.

"Whatever Avadonisdoingisin Dim6, the sixth dimension. | can't comprehend that except on an
intellectud level. But C20s, like Metas, were artificidly created by the Magters.”

When he frowned, Mixis shook her head. “I'm not saying they're artificid but the Masters retro-evolved
Metas and switched on the relevant genes. Every C20 isdirectly related to aliving Meta. Based on what
Ryl said—and her surprise—I think the C20s are dso retro-evolving, except it's taking centuries.”

"Avaon has dways maintained that her link with the life-force and her future memoriesare
uncontrollable.” Hefailed to stifle ayawn. “But she's exerted enough control to call the Mastersand
mount a protective Dim6 shield around Asegeir ."



"Ryl said it wastriggered by pain.” Mixiswalked back around the bed, straightening the covers as she
went. “ Ancient yogis used sensory depravation and pain to elevate their perceptions, and Zanos|1l isa
gateway to the realm of the Others, the sixth dimension. Whatever happened to Avaon, besidesthe
obvious, must have aso have opened her mind to this dimension. However, in the same way that dl Meta
hedler-creators are mated to communicator-trandators in order to navigate and use Dim6, Avaon needs
aconduit.”

Facon's eyes snapped open. “By the Origing! She'susing me like apartner in aMeta pairing?”

"And who better than you, her captain? The same captain who did not bother to inform his telepath what
happened soon after Avaon arrived on Asegeir .

Helooked up sharply. “You ... knew?'

Mixis stood over him, hands on her hips. “When something that powerful takes place, of courseI'm
gonnafed it. Which also means,” she added thoughtfully, “that your mind isdeding with the sixth
dimension.” She sghed and manudly dimmed thelights. “I'm just guessing, Captain. Only Avaon or the
Meta could tell you for certain, and, as Ryl said, there's no guarantee either of them will survivethis
ondaught.”

"We were never trained for this, Commander.” He closed hiseyesagain. “ A slent war, alonewarrior in
sngle combat.”

"No.” A tender smile crossed Mixis face. “Not aone. She hasyou.”

But Falcon was dready lost into the world of the mind and insideit, the unfolding horror of the Others.



Chapter 42
November 22-23, 2050

Fa con woke screaming in terror. Beside him, Avaon's head rocked from side to side and agony etched
her face. He pulled off his swest-drenched shipsuit and lifted her into hisarms, as much to take comfort
asto giveit. What he suffered, what Avaon Hill battled, were not nightmares but red horrorsina
dimension bardy glimpsed by him.

Avaon'shair tie had come free. He stroked the |oose strands away from her face. Torn by her
whimpers, he rocked her and whispered in her ear asif she were achild in pain. But thiswas no normal
pain, and Avaon Davo was no child. She was a C20 fighting ametaphysica war that could destroy them
al. Falcon clutched her tightly, obliviousto her nakedness, inginctively knowing the flesh-to-flesh contact
would succour her. And wanting, needing, to sustain her with hislife-force.

Her whimpers quietened, and he noticed afood tray by the bed. “Al, statusreport,” he said tiredly.
"All sygemsnormd.”

The readout scrolled acrossthe LD. Security dertswere posted after sporadic, unexplained violence
erupted in Asegeir's cities. Two cases of domestic violence had |eft one child and one man dead.

Falcon closed his eyes. One child dead and another—Kimas son, if theimages he had seen were
accurate—left to die on aworld of unspeakable evil. Y et it could have been worse, so much worse. He
had learned long ago not to count lives lost but lives saved. Nevertheless, the pain lanced him. And no
doubt that poor bastard in the amniotank would never forgive himsdlf for leaving his son behind, for not
being with the lad when he died.

Any morethan held ever truly forgiven himself for not being able to save Asher.

How many sons must you take in your feeding frenzy? How many children must die before you're
glutted?

Fa con shook off his growing despair. It was only feeding those that sought to destroy Asegeir. Instead,
he checked the time and found he'd been under for almost ten hours. He called the bridge.

"Captain? How'sit going?’ Vol replied inreief.

"l ...I'mnot sure.” Helooked at Avaon's distressed face. “What's the Situation”?”
"Y ou checked our status?

"Yeah, | want your take onit."

"Weird, gr, that'sdl | can say. Tensons are high, tempers short. I've reduced shiftsto four hours.
Command crew isdoing okay. If it weren't such acrappy Stuation I'd recommend it as an operationa
procedure for sfting potential command materid from theranks. Itll give the psych staff afield day.
Security—much the same, some broken heads and the day lockups arefilling. Theworst part for the
crew isthefrugtration. They know exactly what's going on and can't do athing to help.”

"I know,” he sighed. “No word from the Meta?"

"No, sir. Weve checked Zanos I11. It's not there anymore.”



"Y ou can't get through? Maybe it's been blockaded.”

"No, g, it's not there. They've destroyed the entire planet!”
"Oh...” His stomach contracted. “How long ago?'

"About Sx hours"

"They've closed the portal, which means a bunch of Others are unable to return even if they wanted to.
Their only way back isviathe sentient minds aboard Asegeir.”

"Yes, sr. How many get through is anyone's guess. We dunno how strong they are, how strong the C20
is—"

"Vol! When wasthelast time you had a break?"
"Sir, I'mfing, redly, just ... give me an enemy | can fight face to face.”

"Every timeyou control your temper, every time you get frustrated and overcomeit, you're fighting—and
winning. Don't let them get afoothold. If we turn on oursaves, nothing the C20 does can save us. Thisis
abattle from within. We can fight; you are fighting it. And we will win."

"I'll passthat on, Sir, sweetness and light will be the order of the day. Anything we can get you?'

He smiled as an image of Peta Vol ordering everyone to be sweet and loving came to mind. “No—you're
doing fine Captain; better than fine."

Avaon cried out, stiffened and then abruptly went limp. Falcon cut the connection to Vol and frantically
searched for apulse. “Avaon? Avalon!” he cried. The Meta's words gripped him—if she survives.
“C'mon Avvy, please! Y ou can't die, not when you've discovered what you can do!” He pulled her to
him desperately. “1 can't lose you Avvy!” The hot sting of tears burned his eyes. “Not now, not when |
understand how much you meanto me."

Shelay unmovingin hisams.

"No!” heyelled at her. “1 refuse to et you die!” He closed his eyes, and, swalowing back asob, willed
hisown life-forceinto her. “1'm expendable, Avvy,” His voice cracked in desperation. “ Take me, take
everything that | amand live!"

Something surged through him, and he opened himsdif totally, baring his soul, unconditiondly offering her
every atom of hisbeing so that she might live. And then his senses expanded as though a shroud had
fdlenfrom hismind. Hefdt the pulse of her life flow through hisveins, fet her heartbeat begin again, until
it matched his own and they were one.

For atime he seemed to float in aworld where the deadly greyness of Dim5 became beautiful, where
ephemerd things barely glimpsed in the past, shone clear and bright and redl. Too soon the sensation
passed and he was back in her quarters, caressing her neck, feding for the thready pulse of her life.

Lifting her and clutching her to him, he buried hisface in her hair, then pulled back and gently kissed her
eydid. New flesh covered the ghastly wounds on her face. “By the Origins but you're beautiful, no matter
what they did to you. Y ou're dways hiding it behind those faded old jeans and shirts. But it doesn't work,
Awvy, nothing can hide what'sinside of you.”

Shetook afew deeper gulpsof air. Although her face remained pinched, her breething fell into aregular



pattern. He pulled the blood-splattered bedding over them, rested his chin on her soft hair. “ Even
Waker'sfallen under your spell. Never thought 1'd see that crusty old bastard smile at anyone the way he
gmilesat you.” Helooked at her longingly and whispered, “Y ou're wrong, Avaon, it's not just your
connection to the lifeforce, it's not just a captain-C20 thing, and it's not some sort of metaphysical love.”
He stroked her face tenderly, lovingly. “1'd lose everything if you, or anyone, ever discovered how | fed
about you, S0 it'sour secret, dright? | won't tell if you won't. But you woke something up in me, Avvy,
something long dead, a placein my heart the Katyl tore out. How many captains have fallen in love with
their C20s and successfully hidden it, hm? How many have fdleninlove with you? How could they not?"

He closed his eyes and leaned back againgt the pillows. For amoment he forgot what it was that she
fought, forgot that her death would mean the desth of them dl. “How could they not? That's okay, our
secret, remember? But Avvy, stay with us honey, don't go and die, you'll bresk far too many hearts. I'm
not sureif | could takethat. Not again. | ... | don't want alifetimewithout you init."

Onthebridge, the nav officer cdled. “Wormhole forming!”

"In Dim5?7" Vol demanded. “Prepare systems for normal space—wait! The Metas ship left usin Dimb,
maybe...” She dammed her hand on the manud override amillisecond after it sounded intruder dert.

"Vessdl gppearsto be aMeta habitat, in tandem with us, no effect on Dimb5 systems,” the nav officer
added.

Val cdled Facon's comunit, “Captain?’
"Y eah, the Metas here”

She waited for more but Falcon cut the connection. Although Vol knew he would report as soon as he
could, it wasfrugtrating as hell. Then the tension on the bridge suddenly evaporated. Wasit the presence
of the Meta? Or had the Others gone? She tapped her foot impatiently and called Phelan to explain the
aborted intruder dert. Why should she be the only one kept in suspense?

Falcon gently released Avaon into Ryl'sarms. The Metalooked deathly tired, but her expresson told
him that Avalon wasdright. “How ... how isit ... out there?

Ryl glanced at him then back at her mother. “Not good. Welost dozensin the ondaught. | don't know
how many of the younger beings, including Kwilloys but at least fifty Rachnians, Erochs and Dwins, and
twenty second and third generation Metas gave up their lives at the defensive barrier around Asegeir .

He clenched histeeth. Erochs, Metas and the gentle Rachnians had died defending a human outpost
while he had done ... nothing!

"No.” Ryl clasped his shoulder. “Y ou gave of yoursdf utterly, completely. We saw your mind opento a
power no human should have experienced and survived, yet you held on, never fdtering, willing to dieif
necessary. Through you, Avaon erected amighty defence, forcing those Others who did not escape
back into our collective mind trap. But the cost ... was high.”

"I don't understand. How could the Others have used an entire planet asa porta to their universe?”

"Zanos |11 was a powerful enclave of those who served the Otherswillingly. They began by building
devicesto attract and experiment on different beings, to discover their weaknesses. Such devicesthen
became tools to create that upon which they fed, pain, terror and mind-shattering horror. They had only
recently opened a permanent portal to the 666th universe. The life-tie between Avalon and Asegeir was
broken because she entered the gateway to this universe, where the bonds of the life-force are severed



and anti-liferules.

"The Othersintended Zanos |11 as a base from which to seed other planets, opening yet more direct
portasto their universe, devouring this galaxy in their burning need to destroy the gresater Life Force.
Y our discovery prevented amuch larger horror from being played out sometimein the near future.”

"And that's why the Magters created the C20s, isn't it.” Falcon scowled. “Not for humanity, but as early
warning devices... canaries.”

A wry smiletouched the Metaslips. “Y ou resent that, human?'
He said nothing; the Metawas aso a construct of the Masters.

Ryl sighed and looked away. “We had no idea the C20s would devel op such powers as demonstrated
this day. Perhaps the Masters knew, but some things must awaken in their own time. Y ou should be
dead,” she added. “Instead, with Avalon you created a synergy as strong as the weaker Meta pairs.
Perhaps you consider the Masters wrong for gifting you C20s. But for dl living things, for the Life Force
of thisuniverse, isit not agift to be cherished, asyou cherish thiswoman?"

Facon's scowl degpened. Ryl's dlien eyes danced in amusement—and approval. “Avaon'sbody is
hedling,” she continued. “But her mind has been ripped, her soul torn, for the Others cut her from the
life-force whilst their minions cut from her flesh. She needsto re-establish contact with Asegeir's
life-force, with the greater Life Force of the universe, with her ... sanity. Stay with her until she wakes
fully. Y our connection with her isthe crestive manifestation of thelife-force and, thus, far more powerful
thanmine”

Ryl gently laid her mother down Y ou may aso return to Zanos 11, to seefor yourselves what remains.
I'll open awormhole for Asegeir and instruct Captain Vol how to navigateit. Y ou will have six hours,
then awindow will openin Dim5. It will return you aweek earlier than your scheduled arriva in the Solar
Wse’n."

The Metauntied the gauze on their ankles and lifted Avaon into her arms. “I will wash her and change
her bedding. | suggest you take five minutes—no longer—for yoursdlf. Then | must leaveto attend to
those of uswho have died.”

On theway to hisquarters, Falcon cdled Vol on his comunit.
"Captain?’ came her breathlessreply.

Stripping off the rest of his shipsuit, he said, “ The Metals coming up there to help you navigate Asegeir
through awormholeto ZanoslI1. | want this documented and measured with every instrument we have."

llgrl?l

"The battleisover, even if thewar never ends.” Hewinced in distaste a the stench coming from his
naked, swegt-drenched skin; histerror. Thered be some horrific nightmares in the weeks ahead. “ Tell
security to stand down, withdraw the curfew, and suggest they go easy on prosecuting minor offenders.”
Stepping into his cleaning room, he added, “ Then announce that a consortium of Masters, Metas, Dwins,
Rachnians and a dozen other species have removed the Others. I'll dictate areport for NGC and public
Satement as soon as | can.”

"The C20, how isshe, Sir?"

He prevaricated. “The Metarequested | stay with her awhile.”



When Facon returned, Ryl was gently pulling fresh covers over Avaon, who was shaking and
whimpering. As soon as he touched her, she quietened.

"I have eased her mind but am reluctant to go further than superficid levels” Ryl said.
Facon looked at her, recalling how easily she'd scoured his mind.

Ryl smiled sdlf-conscioudy. “ Sheis my mother. It would be ... impolite. She needs you. Meanwhile, you
should eat and deep. I'll return when | can. Open,” she called to the Al, and then she vanished ina
soundless pop.

Saav walked in, her mouth thinned in annoyance. “ So much for answers,” she muttered and placed the
tray on the bedside table. “ Despite the ten hour catnap you il ook like shit ... Sir.” Sheignored hisglare
and added, “How isAvaon?'

"According to Ryl, she needsto re-establish her link with Asegeir through me.” He yawned loudly.
"Drink this protein shake and call me when she comes out of it."

Hetook the drink and downed it. Then heloosdly tied their ankles together again and immediately fell
adeep beside her.

kK
"Bugger!”

Fa con sat bolt upright, and looked down to see Avaon splayed out on the dark green floor. By thetime
he reached her, he was laughing.

She shot him adirty look. “Well—I forgot! Y ou find that funny?*

Hislips continued to twitch as he helped her to the bed. “I'm just very, very happy to seeyou ... well,
better than before Areyou in any pain?'

"No. | forgot I'm missing afoot—amongst other things. It wouldn't be so bad if | had two handsto
baance"

The Al told them that Mixis Saav, with atrolley of food, was waiting permission to enter.

"Wadll, let her in beforel turn canniba!” Avaon cried. Her somach rumbled loudly. He stared at her
when she shouted in ddlight, “My saviour!"

"Sir,” Mixis pushed thetrolley to the bed. “ Captain Vol has requested that, if you arefeding up to it, you
might report to the bridge.” She met his eyes and added, “ Petas refused to leave the bridge since this
began. Now she's being harassed by dozens of very demanding people, including Admiral WWoodstock,
Governor Gordon, and awhole gaggle of physicists screaming for an explanation regarding our littleride
through Dim6."

Fa con turned to Avalon. He wanted, need to talk to her, to establish that she really was dright, but she
smiled reassuringly. “ Go on, Captain, you've got aship to run. I'mfine, redly.”

He hesitated amoment longer, then turned and | eft.



Chapter 43
December 04, 2500

When Mixiswaked into Falcon's office, he looked up, and hisface split into quirky grin. Mixis mentaly
shook hersdf. The man was digtractingly handsome, especialy when he smiled.

"So, Commander.” Falcon stood from his desk and came across to the conference table. “How are
those immigration profiles going?’ Scarty had just finished setting the table for their meals.

"Should be done as we hit Spacedock. Thanks Scarty.” Mixis sat down. She enjoyed dining with Falcon
not only because it made for an informa atmosphere, but a so because she enjoyed his company. She
had devel oped an unending respect for him as asuperior officer and captain, and she cared deeply for
himasafriend.

Falcon poured them water from the carafe. “ Petatells me we have only three hundred requested
transfers and about the same number of contract non-renewals. That's only three percent. Ten percent is
the norm for both NGC personnél and contract renewals."

"Few NGC personnd request transfers off a C20 ship unless they're not expecting to advance through
theranks."

"True, but the next leg out isten years, and al the contract workers opting to renew are guaranteed work
onJord or Freyr."

"Asegeir ismore like acountry, Chris. She has none of the physical or psychological constraints of other
ships. It'saplum assgnment and the usud reasonsfor transferring within NGC don't apply. Even
conflicting interpersonal relationships can be dedlt with by reassgning peopleto different aress.”

Whilethey talked, Mixistouched the vidisc in her pocket, and thought about the strange visit shed had
before coming there. Avalon had promised to explain what had happened at Zanos |11—after her body
had restored itself. It didn't take a psychologist to know that it wasn't only Avaon's body that needed
timeto hed. Mixis had assumed Ryl's daily vistswere aform of mutua therapy. Now she knew it was
more than that. Their C20 was evolving into something that might one day become as powerful asa
Meta.

And ChrisFalcon, where did hefit into it? Mixis depended on her tel epathic senses so much that her
inability to read Facon sometimes | ft her fedling blind. Still, she had seen into him once, enough to know
that he was exceptiona. Avaon and Ryl had both said that without him, Asegeir would not have survived
ZanosllIl.

She touched the vidisc again. So many possibilities, either wonderful or tragic.

"Can| ask you apersona question, Mixis?'

"Of course.”

"How would you have dedlt with your own statusif you'd remained involved with John Laycock?!

Was this around-about approach to his own emotional quandary?“It'sarhetorical question, Chris, onel
have no answer to."



"Y ou never considered that you might still have been together when Asegeir was launched?!

"Asyou know, C20s have closetiesto particular telepath families. NGC wouldn't have dared attempt to
transfer me. They know my prioritieswill dways be Asegeir and Avaon, regardless of my persona
relationships. Secondly, John and | were together between assignments long before he was assigned to
the Ark Ship project. While regulations forbid crew from maintaining sexud relationships between
anyone within their specific chain of command, NGC has aways bent regulations around cornersto
accommodate C20 captains. And thirdly, I'm atelepath. Although John's appointment made him my
direct superior officer, telepaths are alittle like C20s in that we're outside the norma command structure.
Now, NGC,” she added with a cheeky look, “had only two choices. Assign John to Asegeir, knowing of
our pre-exigting relationship, or assgn you."

"Hooo boy.” He put down hisfork, sat back and grinned. “| suppose | shouldn't be surprised that you
know the C20'strue role in assigning captains—or in NGC's restricted choices.”

"When John and | separated, we till cared about each other, but there was no spark. | don't know there
ever was—we just liked each other agreat deal. We had alot of fun and we managed aviable child
between us."

Fd con's avoidance of relationships since hiswife's deeth superficialy indicated an emotionaly broken
man who'd channelled his passionsinto his career. Mixis knew otherwise, “ Chris, even though | can't
normaly scan you, I'm gill your psychologigt. You fell deeply inlove a an early age and married. The
relationship survived long periods apart because it had solid foundations and the promise of afuture
stationed together somewhere down the career track. After your wife's desth you needed to heal, and by
the time you were emotionaly ready for another relationship you were gppointed to Jord. The demands
on you made it impossible to devel op, much less nurture ardationship smilar to the one you had with
Hanna, so, sensibly, you didn't try."

Despite her andysis, Mixis knew he wasn't dead from the waist down. Hoping to lead him, she added,
“John and | separated in good part because of his appointment asaC20 captain.”

Facon looked at her oddly. “But Avalon was his C20!"
"Exactly. It wastoo ... incestuous.”

She dso knew that Falcon had been blindsided by the intense and uniquely intimate nature if the C20
relationship. Thanksto her vigitor, shewas now certain that what existed between him and Avaon was
unprecedented. Surreptitioudy fingering the vidisc in her pocket, she said, “How do you think Hanna
would have dedlt with your current posting?*

"| doubt she could have."

Pleased by hisingght, it confirmed Mixis belief that Falcon was exceptiondly well grounded, even for a
C20 captain. “Moreto the point, could you?'

"I had noidea...” He shook his head and hiswordstrailed off. “It's been ahell of ayear, Mixis."

"There's nothing wrong with being dedicated, Chris, so long asit doesn't turn obsessive. Oh, you're no
fool,” she added quickly. “Y ou delegate authority and trust your commandersto do their jobs, asyou
should, because you have every right to expect the excellent support system the command structure was
designed to provide. Y ou get more than the minimal required physica exercise, dthough your diet could
improve. And no, I'm not blaming Scarty because | know you'd sooner skip ameal and down aprotein
shake than skip an hour beating a piece of horsehide to desth with the little leaguers.”



"It'sgood PR.” He shrugged and grinned.
"Youloveit.” Shesmiled, but it faded when she added, “Y ou coached Agh'steam, didn't you?"

Hisface softened at the memory. “1 promised I'd coach every season, aslong as we were stationed
together somewhere he could play ball. Then the Katyl War broke out and there were no more
ballgames. We taked the night before the Katyl came to Earth, through a Chaney hole. | promise him
that, when | came home, I'd coach hisgrade. | never did go home, never found areason too.” He smiled
sadly and, looking around, added, “Thisis home now, and | figured it wastime | made good on that
promise”

While his mind was impenetrable, hisface was clear of grief. HEd never redlly get over thelossof his
son; could any parent? But he had integrated into his personality and dedlt with it in ahealthy manner.
Stll, the gap in his heart would be better filled if he had other children.

"So, Dr. Saav, you want me to settle down with some nice, C20-compatible woman? Avaon suggested
the samething."

Mixis stopped eating. Had Avalon suggested it before, or after Zanos1117?

Misunderstanding her reaction, he said, “C'mon, Commander, | don't have to be atelepath to know
where this conversation is heading. Faceit, you're a priori relationship with John Laycock and friendship
with Avaon notwithstanding, how many captains get married after their gppointment to a C20 ship?|
checked. None. Not one in three hundred years. Except for sex, any relationship | have with another
woman would be superfluous.”

Mixis stared at the food on here plate, her appetite, gone. Just before the meeting, Ryl had d-jumped into
Mixis quarters and suggested that she give Falcon her grandmother's vidisc. Before Mixis had time to
recover from her surprise, the Meta had added, “ Some things must awaken in their own time. But
sometimes they need alittle help getting out of bed or, inthiscase...” Ryl's eyes had shone in amusement,
and then sheld vanished.

If Ryl waswrong, letting Falcon see the vidisc changed nothing. If she was right—and Mixiswas certain
that she was—it might change everything. Either way, he needed to confront himself. “Avaonisleaving in
atwo days.” She pushed the plate aside. “ Asegeir will be in Spacedock for the next year. It will bethe
quietest year you've known since you were dating Hanna. Useiit, Chris, to establish something .

He met her look. She had the distinct fegling he was thinking, you show me yours and I'll show you
mine. Frowning, he said forcefully, “I know damned well, Commander, that you know | have not
forgone sex.”

"If you had then | would have genuine reason for concern. But three timesin twelve months? | know it's
been abusy year but you're still ahedthy adult maein the prime of life” He had been discreet. The
women involved had seen him as an inventive and considerate lover, and while enjoyable, nothing more
than apassing interlude in their busy, dedicated lives.

"A little more than that.” He continued to frown.

"I suspected Selenaaswell, but she was gone before | could scan her, and you just confirmed that
Captain Williamswas more than acab driver.”

Falcon feigned annoyance. “Next time I'll make certain they're less prominent.”

"In which case more than one telepath will know the details of your sex life—viathe women. I'm sure that



doesn't bother you because you know that passive monitoring is necessary for your protection, but that's
beside the point.” She tapped the back of his hand with her finger. He looked down, and she indicated
he should open his pam. Dropping the vidisc into it, she added, “ There are certain things that NGC, who
can never know the intimacy of aC20 relationship, should not be privy to. Thingsthat should never leave
the sanctity of a captain and C20—and their friendly neighbourhood telepath. Things you've said and not
sad. And thingslikewhat's on that vidisc. I'd likeit returned, when you've finished. Avaon isunawareit
exigts, by the way, athough Ryl knows. The recording was accidenta, and there are no copies. And |
trust there never will be"

Mixis stood and walked to the door. “ One day you may fed it appropriateto tell Avaon. | trust you'l to
know when and if thetimeisright.”

Without ancther word she | ft.

Fdcon stared at the vidisc. Mixis had been sizing up the risk of showing him. Saav was good at her job.
Damned good. Like her reaction to hisbrief liaisonswith acouple of the civilian science g&ff; if she
hadn't known about them, he would have been concerned that she was dipping. Superior officer or no,
his relationship with her was, in its own way, as unique as hisand Avalon's. Which waswhy, contrary to
her opinion, Mixiswould have adjusted to the odd, three-way relationship with Avalon and Laycock.

Or perhaps not. Perhaps the mental and emotional bonds would have been, as she said, too incestuous.
The point was moot now. He would not betray her trust, no matter what the vidisc revealed. Pocketing it,
he went to his quarters. Maybe he'd find answers to the questions gnawing at his soul.



Chapter 44
December 5, 2500

Avaon sat doneinthe ark ship's darkened atrium, staring at the sunlit rings of Saturn. Ryl had saved
them aweek off the journey, so Falcon had complied with the Governor's request for a cruise around the
Solar system on the way back to Spacedock.

Who would have thought so much could change in amere twelve months? It had taken her yearsto
adjust to her displacement in time, decades to adjust to her role as a C20 and more than a century to
accept that her lifetie to the ships was not abond but a conduit to the greater Life Force.

In the daysfollowing Zanos 11, she and Ryl had talked of many things, as friends, aswomen, and as
combatantsin awar that had raged since the beginning of time. Now that her mind had the toolsto
comprehend, Ryl had filled in the details of the Others' attack on Gaia, centuries earlier, when humans
were gill undergoing their metamorphosis.

Tens of thousand of beings, including many Masters, had died that day. Ryl had spoken of the hours that
followed, and the power that momentarily had encompassed them al when asingle Metaamongst them
had gathered their minds and bound them together as one. The Masters had been surprised, she said.
Zanos |11 was yet another surprise.

She and Ryl had dso talked of the erstwhile untapped abilities of the C20s, and the implications of her
menta bonding with Chris Falcon.—L et the fear go,—Ryl had said.—Y our life-forces are joined, your
aurasamogt one. All that separates you isthe ultimate manifestation of that love, a celebration of the
lifeforceitsdlf in the very act of joining and cregtion.—

Suddenly sensing his presencein the atrium, Avaon smiled. But then she hesitated. If they were wrong,
the consequences would be gppalling and, al things considered, unforgivable. “Hello, Chris” shecdled
Softly.

"C20,” Falcon replied.

"Happy anniversary, Captain, and congratulations.” She stood but remained in the shadows, sharply
aware of hisforma greeting.

"Congratulations must be mutua. Thank you, C20, for your considerable, behind-the-scenes work to
make this goodwill cruise so successful. How are you?'

Ah, the perfectly correct captain to his C20. Her disgppointment weighed heavily. Was his diplomacy
addiberate placement of professiona barriers? A rebuilding of walls she had thought broken? The way
he/d held her, whispered words of love to her when they'd battled the Others ... Was she so badly
mistaken? Recalling the Chinadoll delicacy of Sdena Chaney, she felt asudden stab of deection. “1 am
... well, but alittle saddened, for though ayear has passed, you cal me not by my name, but by that
which definesme.”

Falcon's step faltered. Avaon had warned him, gently, at Malicanoor, thet hisfedingsfor her could not
be mistaken for anything other than the unique bond they shared. But confronted with the possibility of
losing her, he could no longer deny the truth. All he could do was avaid it. “C20,” he said, “1 should have
cometo seeyou—"

Her hand reached out from the darkness in acknowledgment. “1 know. Y ou are the Captain.” Her words



echoed with understanding.

And that was the problem, wasn't it? It was not a socialy polite response, for Avalon demanded nothing,
aways giving then stepping slently away. All she had ever asked of him wasto betreated asafriend and
equal and to be caled by her name.

"Given the number of ... ah ... demands to explain my role at Zanos|11,” she added, “1'm the one who
should be apologizing. My refusd to answer has placed a greater burden on you.”

"l can't explain what | don't understand.”
She moved into the light.

"Wha—7?" he gasped, and reached out to cup newly grown ear. “1 would never have believed it!” Her
face was whole, not even a scar remaining to give evidence of the appaling damage.

"Thistoo.” She brought her hand over his.

Sengtiveto her touch, and the tangible heightening of his senses, he examined each of her fingers. “It's
only been afew weeks, how...?"

"Don't ask me, but it sure beats an amniotank for twelve months."

Still holding her hand, he stepped back to stare at her. Thelife-force flowed through her, easily, fredly,
reaching into him and nourishing him—and making him whole once more. He sucked in his breeth. How
could this addiction bewrong? The answer was self-evident. He was unabl e to distinguish between the
power of the life-force through his C20 and his desirefor Avaon asawoman. His heart had crossed a
fatd line.

"My internd organs are functioning, and my left breast hasre-grown.” She grinned coyly. “Liketo see?'

Realizing he was staring a her bra-less chest he smiled sheepishly and dowly released her hand—and
ingtantly missed the contact.

"Thank you,” shesaid.

Shewasthanking him?*“ For what?"

"Staying with me until | re-established my tieswith Asegeir .
"You... knew?'

"What we did, Captain ... Chris. What we achieved together surprised even the Masters.” She paused
then asked, “Were you looking for me?"

He had been drawn to the atrium. Now he knew why. He looked beyond her to Saturn, searching vainly
for theright words. “1 wasjust taking a break.”

"You cameto be done” She nodded and moved to leave.

Falcon caught her arm and pulled her to him. “Please don't leave, Avvy. Y ou should know by now that
your company isfar more desirable than solitude.” His heart had spoken before he could stop it. Had he
gonetoo far? He searched her face. The question that had plagued him for weeks now legped to the
forefront of his mind. How much had she heard?



"Such abeautiful place.” Sheturnedin hisarmsto stare at the planet beyond. “Y et so few come here.
Like most humans | was once uncomfortable in the face of such vastness. And those who take pleasure
init, like the bridge crews, have little need when their view isamost as good.”

"Your view from the bridgeisamost asgood.”
"Y ou've been so buried in paperwork, you didn't notice when | wasthere.”
Hed known when she was there, dright. “ Been using that private acove of yours?"

"Rank, or in my case, position hath its privileges, but you should know your company is preferable to
solitude.”

Hiswords returned—yet they could not possibly hold the same meaning. Better to tread on safer ground.
“Commander Rose ordered everyone not to disturb you, except in an emergency, in which case you
would have known about it before we did."

Avaon chortled. “I'm not sure who he was trying to protect. I'm poor company when I'm regenerating. |
suffer bad judgement, I'm argumentative, fractious, downright unpleasant. So | worked on something
idedlly suited to my frame of mind. It required only persistence and concentration and was the perfect
project to vent tantrums.”

"Tantrums, C20?" Helooked sceptical.

"| try to am them at stubborn problems.” She smiled up at him. “It'sa... present to you, of sorts. | hope
youll likeit."

If it were any other woman, thiswould beflirting. But the ground rules with C20s were different.
Weren't they.
Hisforbidden emotions blurred the lines. “ C20, you should take time for yourself—"

She stopped him with ahand to hisarm. “1've just had eleven yearsto mysalf. What about you? When
do you take persond time—afew days on Katylgar and Kwilloy, and a diplomatic month on
Malicanoor? Y ou didn't even set foot on Dwi."

Hetried adismissve gesture but she would have none of it, so he shrugged resignedly.
"Then take time from paper shuffling and have dinner with me a Eric's tonight. My trest.”
"Tonight? Well bein Spacedock tomorrow and I'm up to my—"

"Doesthe Captain decline aforma invitation from the C207"

Adrift on aseaof conflicting desires, hisonly refugelay in the truth. “Y ou use protocol unfairly, C20,
consdering your avoidance of formd functions.”

"Of course! | have my reputation as arecluse to uphold. Ah, Chris, it'snot the formality | avoid. Now if
you had ever asked me to accompany you—"

"Y ou would have found some pressing reason to be covered in adirty T-shirt, buried in the heart of the
drive system, or climbing some rock face in the middle of the desert habitats.”

Turning away from him, Avaon stared a the swirling gasses of the gas giant. The soft light could not hide



thelook of dejection on her beautiful face.

Wasit asking so much to cal her by her name, to have one dinner with her? Hisillicit fedings were no
excuse for ungracious behaviour. “ Avaon, I'd love to have dinner with you tonight.”

"Don't fed guilty about taking afew hoursoff.” She offered him asmple, guildesssmile. “My smdl gift
will save you many timesthat and accrue thousands of Brownie pointswith NGC."

She gave so much, but she was his C20. What more was there to say? Breathing in her familiar scent, he
ruthlesdy consgned hisfedingsto asmadl, distant part of hisheart. “Then may | inquirewhat it is?"

"Mm ... not telling until after dinner. And about those forma functions? Never presume, Captain. | would
have remained with you in the enclave at Mdicanoor if you'd only asked.”

Her invitation was clear, but he was determined to read it only in the correct C20 context. Until he found
apartner, awife, shewould be willing to take on therole of hostess. Asfor dinner, he needed to discuss
adozen things with her before she left the ark ship.

"And,” Avaon added, “I promise, tomorrow morning I'm al yours, but tonight, no business. Tonight we
leave operations up here and enjoy a pleasant dinner in anice restaurant, like two regular beings.”

Glaring at her through lowered eydids, he said, “Y ou'll never convince meyou're just awildcat telepath.
If you wear adress|I'll take you dancing afterwards.”

Her eyeslit. “I'd like that.”



Chapter 45

December 5, 2500

"Al, Commander Rose, please.” The door to Falcon's quarters closed behind him.
"Captain? What's up?’ Rose replied.

"'Some background on C20 faculties when they're unconscious.” Falcon went to his cleaning room,
gripping off his shipsuit as he went.

"Hadn't we decided to shelve that until her report?”

"Yeah, it's... I've just seen her and you're not going to believe it but she's completely healed!” He tossed
the shipsuit into the valet. The LD abruptly turned oily grey. Asegeir was making the short Dim5 jump
from Saturn to Jupiter.

"Oh, I believe you. Casey Camicci's been monitoring her. Her food intake has dowed and her metabolic
functions are dropping to norma—if anything about C20s can be consdered normal. Y ou say she looks
healed? | haven't seen her since Tuesday, and then her eye was till growing.”

"Mike, | had to re-hinge my jaw. I'm about to have dinner with her in the Hub."

"Don't mistake looking fine for being fine, Chris. The physica damage was bad enough, but the
horrendous psychologicd trauma...”

Fdcon frowned; hewas never likely to forget. “ Brief me on what we do know."

"Everything currently on file can be tossed. Y ou were there when she hit the deck. C20s self-repairing
facultiesnormaly cut inimmediately. Now that didn't happen—"

"I don't mean that. How aware are they when they'rein that ... state?’
"Why, make alibertine remark?’ Rose guffawed. “ Avaon's been around long enough to—"
"Commeander.”

"Serioudy, Captain, | meant it. It'sawhole new balgame. In their salf-hedling statesthey'refully
cognizant. But Avalon was not self-hedling, shewas ... Look, why don't you ask her?!

The swirling clouds of Jupiter suddenly appeared in the LD. Falcon stepped into the shower and closed
hiseyes. “Yeah. Good idea.” Great idea, Mike, just ask her what she heard. When had emotions
become words? How much had the Meta discerned—and later told her mother? If Avalon had been
offended or disturbed, she would not be inviting him to dinner. Then again, that would be her way. A
med provided an informa aimospherein which to remind him that her fedingsfor him werelike her
fedingsfor the ship, deep, binding, intimate—but not intimate.

He spent too long showering and even longer drying himsdf. Findly, he jammed the towe into the valet
and went into his bedroom. Pulling on hisforma mess pants, he wondered how in hdl heéd let himsdf fed
thisway. Then there was the vid Mixis had given him. Despite her explanation, wasit something the Saav
family showed every C20 captain with whom they were Sationed? A coincidence—or warning?

The Al announced the C20 at his door. He considered asking Avalon to wait but he wouldn't have kept



Vol or Saav standing & his door, and it wasn't thefirst time Avaon had seen him sans shirt—or anything
else. “Open...” He stopped dead in the doorway.

"Do you mind?’” Avaon looked uncertain.

Falcon amost dropped his shirt as he stood gaping like a besotted teenager. She wore the same stunning
dress shedd worn that first evening aboard Asegeir . “ The Origins help me, but you're beautiful!”

"Y ou promised to take me dancing, and thisisthe only dress| own."

Histhoughts, normally so clear, so readily able to cut through the most complex, multi-layered problems,
were muddled. He pulled his dress shirt over his head. Avaon was no tease. She took painsto hide her
natura beauty. But he'd whispered to her that nothing could hide her beauty. Wearing that gown, surely
she knew the impact she must have? Y et it was entirely possiblethat it was the only dress she owned. He
had never seen her in anything other that gym suits and shipsuits, jeans and Katyl leathers.

He could get through this; it was only dinner after dl.
Eric Barni'seyes shone. “Avvy! And you brought your ridiculoudy handsome Captain. About time!”
"Eric, | cannot thank you enough for those wonderful trests you sent me,” shereplied.

The flamboyant owner of Eric's took them both by the elbow. “Wearing my favourite dressis thanks
enough, dthough I'm very jedlous,” hetittered, glancing a Falcon. “But don't tell Craig! Now my desr,
how areyou, redly?’ Hisvoice dropped to aconfidentia whisper. “We heard the most horrific tales.”

"We're pretty tough, we C20s.” Avaon touched hisarm solicitoudly.

When Falcon's brow furrowed, she said to him, “It's okay, no security regs have been broken; Ericisan
oldfriend."

"l shal inform Craig that you are here.” Eric led them to a secluded table that |ooked out over Asegeir's
main rainforest habitat. “Will you let ustake care of you? Or doesthe Captain wish amenu?’ He held
their chairs, then placed crigp, white ngpkins on their laps.

Facon had only eaten at Eric's afew times, each occas on memorable. He was wearing his mess uniform
because the rules were smple. Eric served his customers according to the elegance of their dress. Menus
were not normaly available. When he hesitated, Eric added, “ For the most beautiful woman aboard
Asegeir, amenu for her companion is acceptable. Especialy when said companion is even more beautiful
than thewoman.”

Avalon failed to suppressagrin. “ Captain, aword of advice. Let Eric choose, he's never wrong.”

Numbly nodding acquiescence, Falcon redlised that he knew nothing, absolutely nothing about the
stunning woman who sat opposite him.

"Why so surprised, Captain? Areyou still falling for those C20 myths?” Avaon's eyes twinkled.
"Which myths might those be, C207"
"Captain ... Chris, can't we dispense with titles? | had hoped we'd become closer than that.”

Closer in dl ways but one. His eyes dropped to her cleavage, and just asrapidly he looked away. Sex
had been the last thing on his mind while held dept with her, wounded and naked in hisarms. But here
shesat, fully clothed in apublic place; ahell of atimefor hisbody to remind him shewasinfinitely



desrable. “I'm sorry, Avaon, | tend to revert to formalities when I'm preoccupied.”

"What isit that preoccupies you? Besides Spacedock tomorrow, C20 myths and that little defensive
exercise we pulled off afew weeks back?"

He chuckled. “ That about coversit."

Eric arrived with an enormous seafood platter. Facon stared in amazement. Such delicacieswould have
put asignificant dent in even his hedlthy credit.

"I warned you I'm not civilized when I'm regenerating.” Avaon looked embarrassed. “1 need enormous
quantities of high protein food to replace the lost mass. The more| edt, the faster | regenerate and Eric
sent up aplatter of Craig's specidties every few hours.”

Heredly didn't know anything about her. “Why didn't you tell me? 1 could—"

"Y ou have enough concerns, Chris. | was never hungry.”

"Thisissomething | should have known!” he whispered when Eric | ft.

"I am not your responsibility, so | wish you'd stop blaming yoursdf for what happened at Zanosi1!™
"Everything on thisship ismy respongbility.” His eyes darkened. “What exactly did happen, Avaon?'
"I'll tell you, everything that | know and understand—and conjecture. But not tonight, ded ?"
"Deal—except, one last thing: how often have you been injured like that?"

She stopped eating and stared at him.

Even her public records were dauntingly thick and he had certainly studied C20 history at the Academy,
just not the specificsof her history. It was evident that the gapsin his knowledge were unprofessiond, at
best.

"I've been living on prioritization Snce coming aboard,” he said gpologeticdly. “ Y our files should have
been thefirg thing | examined, but as the months passed—"

"I'm gratified you found it unnecessary, for it tells me that I'm doing my job. To answer your question, the
injuries are worse than I've ever suffered at any onetime. But more than that, it was the Others. What
they did defies comprehension.” Avalon closed her eyes. “It tearsme up that | didn't arrive sooner. |
might have been able to save Kimas son.”

Facon swore to himself that next time ... Next time. He could not protect her; she existed to protect
them. If he had stopped her from going to Zanos 111 the entire population of Asegeir would now be dead
or in some grotesgque chamber of horrors beyond comprehension. A gateway to Hell would have been
unleashed in this sector of space, and who knew how many other beings would have died?

"We had adedl, no shop talk!” She frowned.

Eric arrived with another platter of exatic fare. Hewinked at Avalon and his eyes did suggestively to
Facon. Avadon amiled swestly. Eric left with asmug look.

Fa con looked on, bemused. “Y ou have definitely won a heart.”

"Ohno!” she chuckled. “Y ou misunderstand. That was Eric'sway of establishing your availability. Don't



be surprised if Scarty starts serving you exotic pastries, and hand-made chocolates appear in your
food-processing unit.”

"Youdidnt..."
She pulled her lower lip into her mouth. “Craig tells me Eric isawonderful lover."
"Avdon!"

"Oh, don't worry, your nine months on Earth will be time enough for him to go moon-eyed over someone
de"

"I'm not going to Earth.”

"Yes, you are. The head-shrinkerswill not alow you to stay. A week, maybe two, for debriefing on
Spacedock, and then they'll shunt you planet-sde.”

"It'snot necessary,” hereplied dismissively. “ Asegeir ismy home now.”
"If you try and wangle your way out of it, I'll ingg.”
"Youwouldnt."

"Captain,” her tone turned serious, “| have never exercised my ultimate authority over you and | pray |
never will—you know my fedings about that. But 1'd bet credits that Mixistold you the samething. No,
Mixiswould never bresk a professona confidentidity and tell me. But the welfare of Asegeir ismy
concern as much as yours—more so and on a degper level. To command thisgreat ark ship you need a
different perspective, one you have avoided for more than a decade.”

The sudden return of her formality surprised Falcon. He was under no illusion that she would exercise her
power—every one of them was answerable to some greater authority—but Avalon was generdly
subtler. Was she ddliberately goading him? Why?

"You aredill achild of Earth; asam|,” she added. “ And you need to re-establish your connection with
thelife-force of the planet. | meanit, Chris. I'm not throwing you some psychobabble sop. | fet it in you,
faded and weak. | refuse to be drawn on it tonight but what we achieved at Zanos|lI ... indl of it there
was only onewesk link: your tieto Earth'slife-force. What we did may never be repeated—although |
have other applicationsin mind, things | need to discuss with Ryl, and you. But | need you to return to
Earth to recapture what you're losing because without it, you're flawed.”

It had crossed his mind during the past weeks that if he could not resolve hisfedlingsfor her, he should
resgn as Asegeir's captain. But it was afleeting, cowardly temptation, for she now confirmed what he
had suspected. Somewhere in the depths of his psyche was atool they could used to fight the Others.

Facon had never dlowed hisemotionsto overridelogic. Like any tactical problem, he attacked it with
thetools of hisprofession, and thefirst rule of engagement was Know Thy Enemy. Troubleis, it washis
heart, not Avaon, who was the enemy. Would he have fdlen in love with any C20? Wasthisafatd flaw
in him asaC20 captain?

"What'swrong, Chris? Redly? | need to understand.”

"When you lose afamily you try and make up for it in other ways. This” he motioned around him, “ismy
family now. And my duty to Asegeir comesfirst, second, and last.”



"And taking persond time upsets your sense of duty. There's nothing you can do on Asegeir that your
Command crew and staff couldn't attend to. Y ou'll have ten yearsto catch up with un-filed memos and
consumption reports. Chris, you're still fighting yourself, still seeing your needs as wesknesseswhen in
fact your unwillingness to strengthen your bond to the life-force is what weakens you. And you know
it

Suddenly, he relented. If he returned to Earth he could clear his head—and perhaps his heart—and
prepare himsdlf for the next leg of Asegeir's journey. “Youreright, on dl counts. Sinceweve arrived in
the Solar system [I've felt agrowing need to return to Earth, to see endless mountains and wide open
skies and swim in an ocean that stretches forever, not just to the other side of Asegeir. I'd liketoridea
camel across adesert and canoe down the Amazon.”

Nodded her approval, she said, “Earth calsto you as she doesto me. If it makes you fedl any better, |
went through the same emotional turmoil soon after Dak died. Despite the powerful life-forceties, |
resented being hauled off-planet at the beck and call of a ship. Congder it, Chris. Whilel don't think
youd ever willingly leave Asegeir for good, the fact isyou can. | do not have that option.” She sipped
her wine then added, “Don't get me wrong, any resentment | once felt haslong vanished. | truly have the
best of dl worlds. But it took me along timeto learn to compartmentaize my life and enjoy each phase
to the utmost. Zanos 11 has opened up awhole new world of possibilities. Nevertheess, | am not a
metaphysica being. And | remain achild of Earth.

"My children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren are on Stradbroke Idand aready, repairing the
mess Matheson made of our home. While Asegeir isin Spacedock there is no need for meto be
onboard. Ryl will d-jump meto Earth tomorrow, and athough I'll be availablefor consultation, | won't
return until the RB point on departure ayear hence. Ryl will alow NGC to debrief you until December
twenty-third, then shélll d-jump you to our Chrigmas village. After that, my immediate family and afew
friends, including the Rachnians Grdll and Brin, are coming over to the Idand to celebrate the new
century. Comethe New Y ear, Ryl will take you to whatever desert or mountain top you like."

The last time they had shared ameal, on Mdicanoor, Avaon had talked of history. Once again her
words reminded him of the yawning chasm that separated their worlds. Centuries, millennia, would pass,
and therewould gtill be Christmases with her dmost immorta family. She might look human, she might be
aluring beyond words but, she was a C20 and he just acaptain on an ark ship that would know many
such captains. He was a passing friend, amomentary companion in her long, incredibly rich life.

Avaon knew there could be no more playing this adolescent game. She had to tell him the truth, the
reason why the C20's outlawed sexua intimacy with anyone above the rank of lieutenant commander.
They could not go on like this, not for ten years. And if Ryl wasright, she was as guilty as Falcon of
fighting something that might strengthen their bond to the larger Life Force. Shewas, in effect, denying
humankind, indeed, perhaps dl beings within the Life Force, aformidable weapon.

When held pulled her to him in the atrium that afternoon, there could have been no mistaking ether his
look of raw hunger or the intendity of the life-force flowing between them. But as she looked a him now
she could see that he was hearing al the wrong things.

She was not human yet she suffered human doubts. Perhaps he was not so wrong after dl. The gulf of
centuriesthat lay between them suddenly felt like the largest dbatross of dl.

"Avadon?’ Hiseyeswere dark and troubled. “What isit?" he whispered.
She amiled forlornly. “Y ou promised to take me dancing.”

Fa con had seen the same expression on her face once before—when Williams and he were leaving



Kwilloy in the shuttle. Avalon had been lying in the dune, lost and done. He stood and came around to
her chair, then took her arm and led her to the floor. He noticed Eric speak to the conductor. The music
changed from alight, upbest tempo to awaltz.

At first he held her at asocialy acceptable distance, but he had not considered her grace, the ease with
which shefollowed hislead, or how good it felt to hold her. Each step brought her closer until they
moved as one, asin his dream rides on the seachon. The wine had relaxed him more than he'd thought.
Her closeness and her scent, the curve of her waist and hips, the texture of her soft skin under his hands
and hisdesirefor her congpired to catch him off guard. He released hishold on her and turned hiships
aside, hoping that if she noticed, she would not be offended.

"Thank you,” shesaid. | think we both needed this."

"Then why don't we do it more often?” he heard himsalf say. Shelooked up. He bent closer, drawn to
her parted lips like amoth to—he stopped and conscioudy moved back.

"I'dlikethat,” shesad. “I've yet to show you my surprise.”

For dl the occasion held spent in her quarters, even the nights spent in her bed, the circumstances were
very different. If Avaon were anything other than a C20 there could be only one outcome to the evening.
He pushed the fancy aside, as he had countless times since ... since when? Before Kwilloy, before the
night spent in the dunes. And every night sSince.

It waswarm in her quarters. Avalon kept the temperature similar to the ark ship's natura habitat. He
took off hisuniform jacket and laid it over the Katyl cushions scattered across her couch. She hadn't
asked the Al for lights, there was no need. Through the clear LD he could see 1o, Ganymede, Calisto
and ahaf dozen smaler moons strung around Jupiter. The swirling gasses and irrepressible red storm cell
lit the room with aoft, etheredl glow.

Avaon sat in front of he datgpad and turned it on. “1 haven't uploaded it to the Al.” She stretched and
rotated her shoulder blades to loosen her muscles.

"Why don't you get yourself abetter chair?” He gently placed a hand on her neck and tentatively stroked
the corded muscles.

"Because | would missthe pleasure of this” She closed her eyes and hummed her enjoyment. “My
self-healing has been working overtime el sawhere.”

He increased the pressure, working the bunched muscles, bringing his other hand into play, delighting in
the chance to touch her, stroke her. Leaning closeto her ear, hisvoice pitched low, he said, “Well then
C20, asmadll repayment for your marathon efforts.”

She reached behind her head and gathered her hair up. His hands did over hers and he felt a shock of
pleasure through hisfingertips.

"Y ou were right about written Malicanoor.” She seemed oblivious to the effect she was having on him.
“While the commonly accepted trandation makes sensg, it's superficid.”

Reluctantly turning his eyesfrom her to the screen, he saw Malicanoor pictographs displayed like sheet
music.

"I know how much signing that tresty bothered you,” she added. “ Their whole society, even their
architecture, ismulti-layered. If they're not tel epaths, and their spoken languages and musicissorich,
how can their written language be so childishly smplistic? So | sarted thinking about orchestra



composition. Oneingrument may hint at the overal theme but others, say percussion, reved nothing
when played aone. It occurred to methat, if written Mdicanoor islike an orchestral piece, then dl you
have to do ismeld the layerstogether dong the X,Y and Z axisover time, and lo...” She hit akey and the
trangparent layers moved.

Hislips parted in shock. Avalon had done what no linguist or mathematician had achieved in months of
trying. He gazed in awe as passages of the highly complex treaty scrolled across the screen.

"What we saw aswhitelight isreally arich spectrum of colours. It'sintriguing because it's based on such
acomplex system of redlitiesthat anything untrue—alie—makes no sense, like an out-of-tune instrument.
Sure, they must fabricate ideas in spoken language, because they have extraordinarily rich theatrical—"

Facon was no longer listening. Avaon had known how much the treaty bothered him—obsessed him,
redlly. Sure, her findings were of incredible sgnificance, but she had worked on the trand ation because it
bothered him.

A dozen memories surfaced; ahodtile civilian council turned into his biggest fan club, the redesigned
cockpit in his shuttle, the orchids and fernsin his quarters, the meals when Scarty was on leave and the
regular delicaciesin hisfood processor, the hours she spent on bridge duty when he'd been rostered and
caught up e sawhere, and the reports she'd helped Marcus write. The list was endless. She was dways
there, quietly, invisbly working beside him, making his days easier. Her projects dways catered to his
needs first. Not just the ship, but him.

Shewas s0 very beautiful. The smell of her warm, woman-scent was intoxicating. He whispered, “ Thank
you,” and leaned down to kiss her cheek.

At hiswords, sheturned and her lipsinadvertently met his.

It wasasimple, chaste gesture of friendship and thanks but the contact ignited Smmering desires, and his
mouth lingered even as he knew he had to withdraw. Then hefelt her lips move between his, felt her
body arch towards him. Common sense screamed at him to pull back from thisfatal error—but he could
not.

A moment caught in time, amisinterpretation that could destroy him.

Despite what she bdlieved, Avalon wondered if what she had felt on the dance floor wassmply amae
hormonal response to her as awoman, flattering but unintentiona, no different to thetimes shed
massaged him. She needed to be absolutely certain, o she returned the kiss, her lipstouching hisin
feather-light movements. Bringing her hand to his cheek, she brushed the entrance of his mouth with the
tip of her tongue.

It was his undoing. He embraced her roughly, pulled her from the stool and pinned her againgt the
bulkhead beside the computer, hiskiss no longer fettered by the conventions that were supposed to
separate them. Too long had they held back from this, too long had she loved him and desired him. But
as her hipsarched againgt his, he froze.

Breaking the kiss, she whispered, “I am not achild in this body, Chris. | an awoman beforel am a
C20.” Shelooked up into hiseyes. Evenin the dim light, she saw her emotions reflected there. But the
implications of what they weredoing ... “Let go,” she whispered. “For once, stop fighting and let go.”

"Avaon,” hewhispered and dipped his mouth, tasting the flesh of her neck. She made no attempt to stop
him as his hands dipped down, then brought the dress up and over her head.



His nogtrils flared as he looked down and savoured her. Despite, or because of the horrific context, the
memory of her naked body after Zanos 111 had disturbed his dreams even more than the massages.
“Avaon, you are beautiful "

He nuzzled her neck then moved to her breast. It would not have mattered if it was larger or smaller or if
her nipples were shaped or coloured differently, for whatever this woman was, she defined perfectionin
his eyes. Her hands pull back his shirt and reached insde, teasing his nipples, then dropped lower and
unfastened the sedl of histrousers. Shelifted her leg around him and—the door opened and armed
security guardsran in, shouting something unintelligible.



Chapter 46
December 05, 2500
"What the hell ...?7" Falcon automatically reached to his hip for aweapon that wasn't there.

The security detall froze, wide-eyed in disbdlief. Their external comunits screamed, “| repest, belay that
order! Medimplant sensors have returned to normal!"

Fa con positioned himsalf between the guards and Avaon, but his obvious arousa could not so easily be
hidden, despite the del eterious impact of theintrusion. He didn't have to be atel epath to know that the
security guards would both have gladly have willed themsalvesinto awormhole. “1 suggest you answer
that before dl hell breakslose” He refastened his pants. “And | suggest you know exactly how to
answer."

One of them gulped and replied, “Medops, repesat that stand-down order! If there is something wrong
with the Captain, we have to check it out.”

"Listento me, Cain!” came awoman'sreply. “The damned program glitched. It ... it'snothing to do with
the Captain, it'sa sysem mafunction. Check his medimplant yoursdlf if you want!"

"No one has clearance to do that. Only a spike would raise an dert,” said the second guard.

Facon'sadmiration for the security team quickly overtook hisinitia fury. They were Smultaneoudy
putting on aconvincing show for the medtech, and informing him of the circumstances.

"I blundered while checking some software. If therewerea... ared problem, everyone from Saav to
Rose would have darms screaming through their quarters,” replied the medtech.

"l want to see what you're working on. Failure to report afase darm isnot something | want on my
record.”

"Sure ... okay, medops clear.”

Fdcon'srage had settled into furiousindignation at such a serious breach of ethics. More soin that it
involved himself and the C20 under circumstances that could only be described as staggering.
Medimplant aertsin senior command officers set off darmsin medops, backup Command crews
quarters, the C20 and the assigned telepath’'s quarters, because alife-threatening event could
compromise the safety of the ship. Alarms did not sound for even the most athletic sexud activity, unless
it induced amedica problem. Why would a medtech cal in the troops when his medimplant hadn't?

"Okay, what the hell triggered that?’ he demanded.

"Engigns Jod Mathews and Cain McDonad, sr,” McDonad said, staring past Falcon's shoulder as she
snapped out the words. “We were given an emergency code Perseusin relation to your medical implant,
ar.”

In the bedroom, Avalon was calling medops to feed data directly to her. “Firgtly,” said Falcon, “you'reto
be commended for quick thinking."

Mathews and McDonad risked lowering their eyesto meet his; the Stuation waslight years beyond
awkward.



"l am not,” Falcon continued, “going to insult your intelligence by denying what you witnessed. Nor do |
need to point out the far-reaching consequences of you mentioning thisto anyone, | repeat, anyone, on
board or off thisship.” Hisjaw clenched and unclenched. “In order to secure your complicity inthis| will
be entirely honest; what you've witnessed was dl that has occurred. If rumour spreads that for thefirst
timein centuries a C20 and captain have entered into an intimate relationship, it will create havoc,
introducing large-scale corruption from those wishing to buy their place aboard Asegeir. After what we
went through at the outset of thisvoyage | will not havethat. | will not tolerate peopl€'s lives revolving
around some arcane bdlief that such aunion has some sort of mythica ... power, especialy when no such
union hastaken place.”

Reading their uncertainty he added, “1'm not denying it was about to take place, but | am denying that it
isanything other than what it superficidly appearsto be. Whether it evolves, only timewill reved. Ona
purely persond level, I'm asking you to keep this under wraps. Let usfind out, as two people, if we want
to further this relationship beyond amomentary intimacy, or dlow it to dide. If we have NGC and a
million inhabitants of this ship peering over our shoulders, we will ddiberately choose not to pursueit.”

McDonad, the romantic part of her soul bubbling to the surface, answered, “ Of course well be
circumspect, Sir. We understand the implications, but even afase darm means medimplant datawill be
examined."

The datawould clearly show it waswithin the parameters of sexua activity. Falcon winced. He could see
it now; thisfirst spike iswhere sheld run her tongue aong his ear, and this one when she reached down
and ... He couldn't fob it off as autoerotic or a passing dalliance, because he was inside the C20's
quarters. “ Alright. Report the false alarm to Senior Commander Phelan exactly aslogged with medops.

Y ou were sent here on a code Perseus that was cancelled prior to entering the C20's quarters. Place a
Level One security code on the report—eyes only and tag it with my code. Meanwhile, | want the
meditech held incommunicado until morning. Senior Commander Rose will examine the datato establish
what raised theflag. It meansinvolving two others, but...” He did not need to say anything further. Both
senior commanders followed gtrict, ethical codes of conduct. More importantly, he trusted them.

Fa con's eyes bored into theirs. How long could he and Avalon keep it under wraps? Hell of away to
gart areationship. Stll, like the C20s, he was afirm believer in developing bonds with those under his
command, especidly inthe lower ranks. Hislips curled at the corners, arueful admission of complicity.
“Thank you. And lock down accessto the medical log files. Are you qudified to do that without a
technicdan?"

"I've dready done s0 and tagged it as a breach in security.” Avalon, now dressed in ashipsuit, cameinto
the room. “There's asignature from an unauthorized access program; looks like the medtech was doing
research for athess. Meanwhile, I, too, appreciate your tact—and compliance—in this matter.” She
gmiled & McDonad and Ma colm.

The security officers saluted and | eft.
"Close door."

Avaon'svoice warned Fal con that something more was amiss. When shelooked up he saw the shinein
her eyes.

"Chris, | am so sorry!” she said. “1 should never have led you into thinking that something intimate was
possi ble between us. It was unbelievably sdf-indulgent and heartless and—" Wrapping her arms around
hersaf she walked past the breskfast bar separating the living room from the kitchen. “There are ... s0
many thingsyou dill do not know, things | must tell you and hope you will forgive mefor.”



"Y ou mean the real reason why C20s and their captains do not enter sexua relationships?
She stared at him, open-mouthed.

"You don't think,” he said, walking towards her, “we're not briefed on the letha consequences?’ He saw
her searching her memories. “Oh, you won't find it in any manual. It's passed down, word of mouth,
between C20 commanders.”

IIHC’"l ?I

"Did wefind out? Cmon Avvy, three dead captainsin identica circumstances? Then the C20s
incorporate a deliberate hands-off policy into law?'

Avaon's mouth tightened. “More than three, seven.” She sidestepped him and walked around the other
sde of the bar again. He made to follow, but she shook her head. “Hayes, Babcock and Rudenmeyer
arethe obvious ones, | suppose. Heart attacks. Four others died the same way. We falsified evidence
and had their bodies disposed of with the assistance of the Metas. | cannot tell you how distressing that
wasfor dl concerned. And Chris,” shelooked at him with haunted eyes, “| was responsible for
Babcock's death. | am ashamed | conspired to hide the reasons, but at the time the Metas and Dwins felt
the backlash against C20s would be too grest, especidly sinceit came hot on the heels of the Drew
afar.”

"But you didn't know. Y ou weren't sure—"
Shelooked at him sharply. “How do you know that?"

He returned her gaze. They could no longer hide the truth from each other. “Tell me about the othersfirst
and I'll tell youwhat | know."

She pulled a seat out and sat down. “ Despite my objections, after Drew's court martial, NGC reassigned
Jason De Vriesto another ship. At that time, NGC were still balking at their inability to control C20s.
Sure, they were shocked at Drew's actions, but transferring Jason was, to put it bluntly, NGC flexing its
muscles. Gary Babcock, asweet guy, replaced Drew as Asegeir's captain. A few months passed, and
athough the bonding we experienced was amere echo of what exists between you and me, Gary and |
became close, asisthe case with dl captains and C20s. | missed Jason terribly—that was the sametime
| became somewhat embittered by the ship's hold over me. Onething led to another, and Gary and |
ended up in bed.”

"Chris, it was not aromance, more an attraction between good friends. No big deal, except the second
time we made love, Gary suffered amgor heart attack at the exact moment he...” Shelooked away.

He nodded, understanding.

"| couldn't believeit! | mean, | was... um, above him and hiswhole chest turned blue. His heart had
literally exploded. We had him in an amniotank within minutes, but even shunting to an artificid heart
couldn't revive him, because held aso suffered amassive stroke and haemorrhage in his cranium. It was
diagnosed as some rare disorder. Sad, agreat loss and athough it upset me deeply, | never felt | wasto
blame. No one, least of all NGC or the doctors, thought otherwise. In fact in arare moment of human
compassion, NGC reassigned Jason to Asegeir ."

"Eight monthslater on Jord, Kim Hayes suffered a heart attack. A year after that, Rudenmeyer died from
astroke. Neither Hayes nor Rudenmeyer's deaths were associated with sexua activity between them and
a C20—the evidence was hidden because, although both were separated from their spouses, they were



gl legaly married. But we C20s soon pieced it together. Didn't matter if intercourse was over one night
or aweek later, didn't even have to be intercourse, any mutud sexud gratification could trigger it, but
only the second time.

"To be honest, we had redl difficulty accepting it. By then most C20s had lost their first spousesto old
age or the First Katylgar War. Over the next eighteen years other Situations devel oped,
second-generation C20s and chief execs—what we now call chief commanders, first in line after the
captains. Again, we hid the evidence but aso placed a salf-imposed moratorium on all sexua
relationships with anyone of command rank.” She closed her eyesin shame.

"Except—" he said softly, reaching acrossthe table for her hand. “Y ou figured out why."
Her eyesflashed open, and shejerked her fingers away in shock. “How did you...?"

Reaching onto the pocket, he pulled out the data disc. It contained a confession made amost a hundred
and forty yearsearlier. “Mixisis atelepath, and I've been afool not to see what she's been trying to tell
me. Her grandmother made this"

Fa con handed her the disc. When her wide eyes narrowed in anger, he added, “Mixis grandmother
didn't betray you, Avvy. Y ou waked into her quarters while she was running adiagnostic on the
monitoring systems. The recording was inadvertent, but something prompted her to keep it. Mixis
said—and | believe her—that no other human has ever seen it. Only her mother and her ... and now,
me"

Avaon stared at the disc and remembered the night, and the context of the epiphany. Or wasit
sf-deluson? And what right did she have to test it on thisman?“Chris,” she pushed the chair back,
stood. “ Something happened to your medimplant tonight ... a... awarning. Someonetried to Stop ... |
cannat, | will not risk—"

But hewas dready there, lowering hismouth to hers, kissing her fully, arousing her, then spesking softly
before she could pull away. “Y ou told Mixis grandmother that the Metas had deduced the reason, that
the powerful C20s’ life-forces disrupted that of the captains' a amoment of vulnerability.” He stroked
her face with hislips, rubbing his nose gently across her cheek. “You said that if their life-forceswere as
one, and they loved each other, their joining would have transcended, become synergidtic.”

Shuddering at his ministration, she objected weakly. “But we don't know that for sure—"

"You sad it yoursdlf. Any previous encounters were based on attraction, not love. Maybe I've been blind
but you can't tell me everything you've done, everything you've been to me hasjust been the obligation of
aC20. Or tell meitis, tell meyou're just doing your duty and that what you fed for meisno morethan

... momentary lug."

Sheraised her handsto hisface, cupping it as she looked a him tenderly. “And thus| cannot, will not be
the instrument of your destruction.”

He chuckled. “ Now who'sfighting? Tell me what happened when wefirst met on this ship. That's never
happened to you before, hasit? And what about Zanos 111? Our bonding was far more powerful than
any sexud encounter.”

"How did you—?"'

"Ryl told me. Y ou love me C20, deeply, profoundly, asmuch as | loveyou. Y our life-force began
bonding to mine the moment you touched me, and at Zanos 11 it transcended anything any human or



C20 has ever experienced before. Y ou won't kill me, Avalon. Y ou can't.”

* k% k %

Sometime later Mixis Saav was woken from adeep deep by a profound sense of rightnesswithin the
life-force. Smilingly contentedly, shefell adeep again. Just before dawn, asmilar, but infinitdly more
powerful sensation woke her a second time.

Shesat up and said, “Clear LD.” The spectacular Mardight filled her quarters. Had the life-force of Earth
reached from afar and given greetingsto itstiny cousin? No, it was more than that, far more. Something
had happened within the greater Life Force, joining, multiplying, and enhancing the smaller life-force of
Asegeir . But the source duded her, for it was dready fading into adimension she could not fathom, until
only awarm echo remained.

Whatever it was, Mixisthought as she got out of bed on this, the last day of Asegeir's maiden voyage, it
boded well for thefuture.
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