Medea
A World's Apart Story

pPart One --

“...point-four-oh light days from the outer margin of system 12 822 Equuleus.” Lieutenant Navigator
Eliza Jane Change reported. The rest of the bridge crew might have detected a note of satisfaction in her
voice, but no pride of accomplishment was betrayed by the dightest play of asmile on the firm line of her
moutth, or even aflash of light in her dark, dmond-shaped eyes. The engineers and theoreticians who had
designed the navigation systems for the Pathfinder ships predicted the ships would emerge 30 to 90 light
days outside a systern 90% of the time. She had beaten them, three for three now, and this was her
closest gpproach yet, but to betray too much pride would have been a breach in the aura of seriousness
sheworelikearmor.

“Wdl done, lieutenant,” said Pegasus's Commanding Officer, Cagotain William Kedler. One hand was
Still bandaged from their last exploratory mission, to the very bizarre and dysfunctiona world called Eden.
In the course of his visit to the renowned hospitality planet, he had been attacked by winged guardsmen,
ferocious beasts, vampires, and, worst of dl, abreed of vile creature that had been driven to extinction
on his own world millenniabefore ... politicians

In the Cgptain's good hand, he held his trademark ancient walking stick; along thick pole of some
Srange dien materia, covered with mysterious dien runes. As aweapon, the stick had served him well
on that world. The crew had had their doubts about Kegler when he had been given command of their
ship only afew days before launch. They had known only that he had been the chancellor and professor
of history at the University of Sgophire at New Cleveland, that he was a Keder who could trace his
ancestry to the founding of the colony, and that he had turned down a place in the crew earlier when he
had been passed over for command. He looked the part of the Sinecured academic, large, dmost
middle-aged (afew wisps of gray at the temples), his gray eyes sparkled with intelligence. Two missions
under his leadership had proven him to be more than any of them had expected.

The dim figure of Executive Commander Goneril Lear stood high on arail over-looking the rest of
Primary Command (PC-1); a seldom-used vantagepoint. To the crew, she was more Kedler'srival than
First Officer, and the direction of the ship was dmost a battle of wills between the laid-back former
professor and the hard-charging Ministry bureaucrat. She was receiving a fresh report from Astrogation
Survey, confirming what Eliza Jane Change had just reported. They were just outsde a tar-system
whose primary had a spectrum identical to 12 822 Equuleus, lessthan half aday away at light speed. The
bright hot star beckoned to them.

Lear reported crisply. “Initid scansindicate we are 8.3 degrees off the plane of the system. If the



University of Sgpphire a New Cleveland Navigational Reconstruction team have come through for us
again, we should find the ancient colony of Medea here.”

“They haven't let usdown yet,” Keder said, confidently. He looked up to his blond firgt officer, and
wondered if her mention of hisalmamater was an unusualy unsubtle occasion of flattery. Asusud, her
expression was inscrutable. Whatever machinations were in progress behind those gray eyes he could not
imagine, nor did he want to.

"Shall | begin preparing the Surveyor probes?’ Lear asked.

"Say pretty please," said the Captain, and he waited for her response athough he knew she never would.
He turned back to his navigator. “Lieutenant Change, lay in a coursefor the inner system. Commander
Lear, you may prepare your probes.”

Lear gave the order to the specidist at the science station to prepare four probes for launch. Surveyor
probes were long missiles, needletipped with three large fins at the aft end around their ion-drive engines.
They reminded Keder of adevice used in recreationd lawn games on hisown world, and illegal for
millenniaon Lear's.

Keder'sworld was caled Sgpphire, awarm blue planet that was the original home of nearly half the
crew. Lear'sworld was acold gray one cdled Republic, origina home to nearly the other half. Neither
half of the crew ever expected to see their home world ever again. They had left on aone-way to find the
lost colonies of the Great Commonwesdl th, established during the three thousand years when atriumphant
humanity ruled over the galaxy and seeded every congellation with new communities of humankind.

Before the Commonwed th had collapsed, it had taken aworld in this system, planted a colony here, and
caled it Medea. Of course, that presupposed that their historical data was accurate and thiswas the right
system for the Medea colony.

Keder had done some research, while in hyperspace trangit, on the origin of the name “Medea.” Medea
was amytho-higtorica figure of ancient Earth; awitch and the wife of apowerful, charismatic, and deeply
corrupt monarch, whom she had brought to power through her witchcraft. The Monarch had carna
relations with achubby courtesan, and had her killed to keep the truth from getting out. Chalenged by
the Court to account for some of hisevil activities, the King explained that as horrible as his crimes were,
letting his enemies come to power would be worse. Medea bewitched the court and the people into
agreeing with him and the Monarch was absolved.

Eventualy, the Monarch grew old and it was histimeto leave. The Monarch's chosen successor was
appointed to replace him, but the Monarch’s enemies usurped him. Medea and the Monarch fledina
chariot, drawn by winged dragons, pursued by their enemies. In order to delay the pursuit, Medea killed
her two daughters and cut the bodiesinto pieces, scattering the parts behind them. The pursuers had to
stop and collect the dismembered bodies in order to give them proper buria, and so Medeaand the
Former Monarch escaped.

Medea continued using her sorcery, beguiling the populace into giving her aplacein the Imperid Senate.
Her husband, the monarch, left her for another woman. Medea got revenge for the desertion by killing
the new bride with a poisoned robe and tiarathat burned the flesh from her body. The monarch died as
well when hetried to embrace hisdying bride. Ultimately, Medea became queen and brought ruin to her
country.

Keder could not imagine why anyone would want to name a colony after such afigure, but who was he
to judge?



Until the ship found some evidence of current or previous human inhabitation, he would havelittle to do.
(Inaway, theruins of afailed colony might be even more interesting than asurviving colony, he thought,
not knowing how much he would regret the thought later.) He | eft science to his capable science teams,
and operations to the ship's capabl e technicians. His command abilities were only needed when some
human intelligence made things complicated. His presence at this stage was primarily ceremonid.

The Captain looked at the forward part of the PC-1, where the holographic display showed what was
outside the ship, which, at the moment, was nothing. Travelling Sixty odd light years and emerging within a
day'sflight of your destination was redly impressive from agatistical point of view, but it gill meant a
long dull Iapse between emerging from hyperspace and mapping the nearby system. He looked around
PC-1, and saw thirty or so people, earnestly attending to their critica functions. Asusud, it was what he
did not see that stood out most.

“Where's Phil?’ the Captain asked.

“Tacticd Commander Redfire?’ Lear repested, not for clarification, more out of her Republic-bred
disdain for informality. Tacticad Commander Philip John Redfire was the ship's Chief Tactica Officer.
Likedl of them on the ship, he had answered that cdl to chalenge the unknown. He had the explorer's
heart, the adventurer's soul. Missing an emergence was amost unthinkable. Y et, standing at his post was
Specidigt Shayne American. A dim, dark skinned woman with close-cropped blond hair from the planet
Republic.

It was American who answered the Captain's question. “ Commander Redfire remains on persona
leave”

Keder sared at her for amoment. “ Still?’
“Indefinitely,” Lear put in, disguising her gleeless effectively than Eliza Jane Change her pride.

Don't be so confident, Keder thought, and tapped hiswaking stick. “1 would pay him avisit, but the
last time| tried, he told meto go away or held lock me in an escape pod with a couple of mechanoids
and make me watch bad holo-sensory fictions.”

“Threatening a superior officer?” asked Lear.

“I don't think he meant it,” Keder Sghed. “Although, it isthe kind of threat he would follow through
on.”

At Keder's sde was ayoung operations speciaist named David Alkema, a handsome piece of work,
with ruddy cheeks, full lips, adightly upturned nose, and thick black curls. Alkema, too, wore bandages
from their adventure on Eden, although hiswounds had been considerably Iessthan the Ceptain's. As
usua, Alkema had insght into what was up with Redfire. “ The ship's rumor says something very bad and
very persond happened to him on EdenWorld.”

“Actudly,” American muttered, “I heard it was when he got back from EdenWorld that the excrement
met the ventilator.”

“No gossp onthebridge,” Lear said, quietly but sternly. The ship had been twenty-five daysin transit
through Hyperspace. Redfire had requested persond leave very early on, and had kept to himself ever
snce. Rumor had seen him talking with a Theologian Spiritual Advisor in one of the ship's garden aress.
Rumor had seen him sparring with an and/oroid in one of the ship's gymnasia. Rumor had seen him
deepwalking naked through one of the Landing Bays. Rumor had seen him in an agro-botany bay stting
in atree eating bananas. Rumor, apparently, had seen more of him than anyonein the crew.



Everyone in the crew had seen the reports from EdenWorld, of how Redfire had rescued escaped daves
and made the acquaintance of a strange exotic woman. They knew Captain Keder'slanding party had
suffered over 50% casudties. They knew of the beasts and guardsmen and monstersand it came aslittle
surprise that something on the sick, sad little planet might have bitten Lt. Cmdr. Redfirein the mind. From
what they had learned of Eden, there were so many freakish and terrifying things on that world that
sooner or later, one thing or another was bound to give you the boogins.

At the moment of emergence, the aforementioned Tacticad Commander Redfire was three hundred
twenty one decks below the bridge, in what originally had been atertiary auxiliary holding tank for
contaminated water. It was being converted into a gathering place, where the crew might cometo
socidize, listen to bad music, eat worse food and imbibe unhealthy beverages; in short, adive.

Redfire sat cross-legged on the floor, holding a crayolawand, staring at a blank corner of awall that was
covered with avast mura of very unhappy-looking people. The detail of the scenery, the clothing, and
the inanimate objects depicted in the mural was exquisitely redlistic, in sharp contrast with the faces of the
people, which were highly stylized, with exaggerated expressions of anguish and rapture. Even the ones
who were supposed to be laughing looked like they were they were laughing out of dementiarather than

10y.

The proprietor of thiswould-be dive was ayoung former technician third class who was determined to
turn thisinto ameeting place for those in the ship's company who craved less structured and aesthetically
cal culated entertainments than the ship's recreation lounges provided. He had dready persuaded some of
hisformer colleagues from the landing bay to form aband, and he was planning on live cayenne music
twice aweek. Someone (arather straight-edged and unimaginative Flight Core type) had aso suggested
snging contests using popular music from which the voca tracks had been removed. It sounded
barbaricaly uncool to Eddie Roebuck.

Three ship-days after Pegasus had entered hyperspace, he had been surprised when the ship's Chief
Tacticd Officer had appeared at the hatch with acrayolawand, asking if he could paint amurd.

The same officer had earlier signed off on his request to use the space. As much as he wanted to refuse,
that would have been rude and ungrateful. Besides, the officer in question was aMaster of Pyrokinetic
Art. Prior to becoming the officer in charge of al the ship’ s weaponry, he had made a name for himsdlf
traveling around the planet Sepphire, destroying buildings and bridges, setting cities on fire and starting
avaanches; holding amirror up to nature and then smashing it, finding beauty in the shards. What wasthe
worst that could happen? At least he had at least not asked to blow up the place.

Now, Eddie stood back, looking over the mural. The Commander had done the faces|ast, but Eddie
Roebuck had seen the direction thiswas taking for at least the last two weeks. He had spent that time
working out precisely the most tactful way to convey his critique of the work in progress. He had settled
on thewording last night. “Beauty, that isone bruta painting.”

“It's been along time since | have worked in paints and colors, rather than explosives,” the commander
replied. “Not since | was aboy —thirteen years old — on the side of my father'sbarn. | did atrompe de
I'oell; milkbeasts and dfalfa. Looked pretty good. Cost me amonth's dessert and after-school privileges.
In retrospect, | should have asked firgt, which iswhy | asked you before | began thistime.”

“Yeah, wel,” said Eddie Roebuck. Hefound the murd difficult to look at. “Y ou don't think a painting like
that is going to make people, you know, spider-freaked, do you?’

“Spider-freaked?”



“Y ou know, like when you see a spider in aroom and it freaks you out. Even after it'sgone, you're al
twitchy because you keep thinking there's a spider around. Spider-freaked.”

Redfire gave adow nod, then returned to hiswork.

Eddiebit hislip, wiped his nose with the back of hishand, and tried anew and completely unpracticed
approach. “What's it supposed to be anyway?’

“It'saGraceland folk legend, atale of betrayal and regret.”

“Za, that setstheright atmosphere for apub.” Eddie pointed to one particularly unhappy figure. “Who's
this guy who looks like somebody smelted his puppies?’

“Lysander Grove, the key figure of this particular legend. A mask-woman stole hiswifé's form, confused
hismind and bedeviled him until he betrayed his marital vows. He was overcome with regret and threw
himself into awell. His sons, because they had no father, grew up to be foolish and reckless, and lost dll
hislands”

“Any drinking, or snging, or other unrespectable tavern-house behavior in this story?’

“Za, that's how the foolishness of the sonsisexpressed.” Heindicated the figuresto the right of the
middle of the murd. Three young men, one nearly passed out from booze, one surrounded by women,
and athird recklessly steering some kind of vehicleinto disaster asa small pork-beast lesped out of the

way.

“Solong asitstopica,” said Eddie Roebuck. “Maybe you can paint something happier on the other
wal.”

“Maybe.” Redfire turned back to the mural.
“Y ou could do Land-Monsters playing quoits. Everybody lovesthat.”
“Maybe,” Redfire repeated.

Eddie sighed. Thiswas about as much conversation as Redfire was typicaly good for. He hated the
murd, but what could he do? Without Redfire, he would have no permit to operate the dive. Hewaked
back to the bar and began unpacking glasses.

A few minutes later, the front hatch hissed open, and awoman waked in who, if she had shown upin
any bar in New Hdlifax (Eddie Roebuck's hometown on Sgpphire) would have waked out owning the
place. Theflight suit she wore, normaly no compliment to the human form, hugged al the best parts of
her body in the best possible way. Her legs were long and dender and looked more like scul pture than
anatomy. Her hipswere sumptuoudly full, her breasts delicioudly ripe, and the stretch between lithesome
and dim. Her hair wasthick and blond and framed aface that God Himself could not have improved
upon. Shewas the kind of woman men would pay just to look at, if that type of enterprise had existed in
hisculture.

With only the dightest gesture of acknowledgment to Eddie, Hight Captain Jones dipped quietly into the
room behind Lt. Cmdr. Redfire. Redfire knew she was there, but he pretended not to, kept silent,
feigned utter absorption in hiswork. She came beside him, spent afew seconds scanning the mural, and
then crouched next to him on thefloor.

The dight smack her lips made asthey parted to let her speak cracked into his head like thefirst close
thunder of asummer storm.



Shesaid, “Y ou missed the emergence.”

“I didnt missit. | just didn't happen to be in PC-1 when it happened.”

She studied the murd, from the far edge of thewall, her eyes aighting for amoment on each figure.
“Y ou haven't painted in along time.”

“I find redemption in creetivity.”

Sheleaned back, arms crossed. “It reminds me of Brainhammer.”

His cheeks flushed red. His eyes narrowed. “Kirby Brainhammer was ajack artist. Y ou know he
pretended to be dead for thirty-six years. Told everyone who came to the house he was just a ghost.
Inssted he was haunting them. Used to fling objects around. What anidiot.”

“I dwaysfound hiswork interesting.”

Redfire tried to decide whether she was provoking him deliberatdly. If so, he would not give her the
satisfaction of any further discourse on the jack-artist Kirby Brainhammer.

Sherose again, and cast her eyes around the space that would be 'Fast Eddi€'s Inter-Stellar Slam 'n' Jam
Mark I." “Isthiswhere you've been hiding out?’

“Oneplace”

“Y ou haven't been in your quarters, and you haven't been in the guest suite.”

Redfire didn't say anything. He took the wand away from the wall, and mixed some red into the brown.
“I remember thisstory,” she said, nodding a the murdl. “A little obviousfor you, | would think.”
Heignored her and continued painting.

Lowering hersdlf, again, she crouched next to him. “Y ou can stop punishing yoursdlf, Phil. | have forgiven
you.”

“I haven't forgiven mysdif.”

“Doyouthink it was easier for meto let go of what happened? I'm your wife, I'm the one who should be
aggrieved.”

“It'sdifferent. | betrayed you and | betrayed mysdlf. | have your forgiveness but not my own.”
“Y ou couldn't control yoursdlf.”
“Exactly. | lost control. Just likein New Sapporo. | lost control and | hurt you because of it.”

She sighed, scowled, hesitated. New Sapporo was supposed to have been dead and buried forever.
They had both pledged never to speak of it again. She was angry that he brought it up, but she was not
going to let him use her anger to avoid her. “Thiswas nothing like New Sapporo,” she said, sounding
more flinty than she would have liked.

Redfire sighed, and looked up toward some spot on the ceiling, away from her. “ After New Sapporo, |
vowed to never let my anima sdetake over. While you were off at the Fight Academy, | found a
Theologian Master to teach me sdlf-discipline, to help me achieve the mastery of my higher self over my



lower sdif. | fasted for days. | learned control of mind and body. | put myself through that because of the
look of hurt on your face that | never wanted to see again on the face of anyone | loved. | saw the same
look again when you discovered me on EdenWorld. | failed you again. | failed you.”

She sighed. “1 was hurt and angry at thetime, asangry and hurt as| have ever been, and you know the
gory of my life. | wouldn't be here now with you if | still felt that way. | saw the landing team reports, ...
that woman, or whatever she was, dtered your mind, Phil. Pheromones, Dr. Reagan called it. It could
have been anyone. It could have been me. | can't hold something you couldn't control againgt you. You
can forgive yoursdf, Phil. | am the onewho was hurt, and | have forgiven you. It'sdl right to forgive
yoursdlf, now.”

He shook his head. “ That would be the easy way out. | won't allow myself the easy way out.”

Shelooked at him, shaking her head dowly, lipsdightly parted. “ That is such beastshit. Y ou know what's
realy going on here. Y ou just dove into adeep, stinking pool of sef-pity, and you don't want to come
out.”

Her voice grew harsh, atone he recognized as leaving no room for argument. “ Don't deny it, because
you know it'swhat you're doing. Y ou don't even enjoy this, but you're al wrapped up... neg, not
wrapped up. | wasright thefirst time, it'sawarm deep pool and you are sunk to the bottom in it, and
you'rethinking, thisiswhat shameislike, thisiswhat it fedslike to have betrayed thewoman | love....
again. | redly hate mysdf, I'm disgusted with mysdlf. I've opened up apart of mysdf | don't see very
often, and | haveto keep it open. Thisisaredly deep emotion. Y ou're thinking, 'thisisthe kind of
emotion | need to harnessto make my art transcendent. | have to turn my shame inside out and let
everyone seeit. It will make me abetter artist.™

“S0, you St down here, enjoying your misery, harnessing it... and to hell with the rest of the ship, to hell
with everybody dse, to hell with me.” She reached down and snatched a crayolawand, agrassy green
shade and drew along, jagged line across the middle of the painting.

Redfire put down hiswand and turned to her. “1 think you better go, now.”
Hight Captain Jones stood.
“I hate it when you get likethis”

Sheturned, and said it in adifferent way, "I hate you when you get like this. Y ou're a self-absorbed
bathwater drinker.”

Sheleft.

Eddie spared a brief, sad ook at the man crouched before his painting, thought what afool he was,
thought about the basic injustice that governed the relations of men and women, and went back to
polishing the de mugs.

Phil Redfire picked up the green wand, reversed the action, and removed the ugly streek from his
painting.

Four Surveyor probes were lowered onto the e ectro-magnetic rail-guns and hurled from the front of the
ship at nearly aquarter the speed of light. Before their courses could belaid in, Pegasus's own sensors
had begun to explore the system, searching for the points of gravity that indicated planets, sniffing for the
indications of warm, life-giving atmospheres, and listening for the eectronic whispersthat hinted at
intelligent inhabitants, o asto guide them to the most promising balls of rock.



Pegasus sent them a continuous stream of al the data the ship's sensors collected about 12 822
Equuleusto help guide their courses. All six of theworldsin thissmdl system were terrestrid-type, grest
spheres of rock. The two innermost worlds were barren, their atmospheres having been burned off into
gpace by the expansion of their sunin the turbulence of its youthful T-Taurii stage. Worldsfour, five, and
Six were covered by thick, toxic atmospheres. If there were ahuman colony in this system, planet three
wasthe most likely place.

The probes adjusted their course, ding-shotting past the fifth planet at close fly-by range. They looked
deep into itsthick atmosphere of hydrogen, methane, and suspended particulates, and mapped the crust
of rock underneath, 100,000 kilometersthick. The dust suspended in the atmosphere gave the planet the
gppearance of atremendous, spheroid dust-devil in space; collisonsin the atmosphere producing lighting
that covered entire hemispheres; very unlike anything in their own systems. Evenif 12 822 Equuleusdid
not yield acolony, it had &t least provided one curiosity.

The fourth planet wasfar out on the other side of the system. The probes crossed its orbit, but left its
exploration for later. According to Pegasus, 12 822 Equuleus 1V was only athird the size of Republic,
and was scoured by an atmosphere that was 60% concentrated sulfuric acid; not a promising prospect
for human colonization.

Shortly thereafter, the probes passed through a cloud of gaseous, highly charged particles that ringed the
sun and made abarrier between theinner and outer parts of the system.

They closed on the third planet. 12 822 Equuleus |11 was the money planet. Its spectral profile said water
was here, and oxygen, temperature within the habitable range for humans. It wasthe oneplanetina
million readily available for human colonization. The four probes zeroed in onit like giant space
mosguitoes, and transmitted coordinatesto Pegasus. If this system bore a colony it would be here.
Probability said it must have been. Only one star-system in thousands held an Earth-like planet. Statistics
were againgt thisworld being an unknown, uncolonized planet in a star-system arrived into by
navigationd error.

The seas of the planet glowed purple beneath the furnace-like glower of its orange-red sun. Its
landmasses were a paidey stain of moldy pink across barren expanses of sickly white. The probes made
their orbits, two running east-to-west, two running north and south, 12,000 kilometers above the surface.
The probes then set about measuring and plotting the planet's geography, cartography, topography, and
meteorology from space, and whispering their results back to the star-ship, aday or so behind them.

Pegasus cleared the inner cometary ring and passed insde the orbit of the outermost planet. A science
officer from the Geologica Survey Core, Specidist Mikhail Goodrich was briefing the senior officers,

“Thethird planet, according to our sensors, has a nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere, about 72 percent of the
atmospheric density of Sgpphire at sealeve, much higher water density. Much more humid than the
Captain or Commander Redfire are used to. Still, the planet appears amenable to human colonization.
So, a 2600 hourslast night, ship-time, we directed the probes to converge on the third planet.”

“The probes had been in orbit for only about two hours at this point.” He brought up a holographic
display. Parts of the planet were sharply defined, but large areas were blurry or not filled in at dl.

“Since then, we have received some additional data, but, unhappily, we have not picked up any
indications of human habitation on the surface. No urban areas, and no large structures, not yet, but, at
twelve thousand kilometers up, they would be hard-pressed to find urban structures on Sapphire or
Republic, and we redlly haven't begun looking yet.”



“While we re comparing, one might say Medea and Republic are like mirror images of each other.
Republic isaplanet where life never got much further than lichens and sea-plants becauseit'sjust at the
edge of its sar'stherma margin, but in another two or three hundred million years, more advanced plants
and maybe animals might have begun to emerge. Humansjust got therefirst.”

“ According to the andlysis from Astrographica Survey, it looks like humans got here alittletoo late. At
onetime, thisworld had a huge number of plant and animal species. Then, afew million years ago, itssun
underwent achange... it swelled up and cooled down. The climate of the planet shifted, it became drier
and cooler, the spectrum of sunlight diminished to akind of perpetua twilight, and most of the species
died off. Anyway, it till retained areducing atmosphere, and the sun was stableinitsnew date...”

“If humans settled here”

“In terms of suitability for human habitation, it was avery good progpect. Oxygen atmosphere, water,
fertile soil, warm, low surface radiation. If the Commonwedlth found it, there’ s no reason to believe they
wouldn't have planted a colony here”

“How much of the planet has been examined to 1 meter resolution?’ Lear asked.
“About nine percent.”
“Have they detected anything promising?’ Lear asked impatiently.

“Not as of yet. It's possible a human settlement may be undetectable from space; especialy on alightly
populated colony, 200 million souls or less. Also, the colony might have been built underground, or tightly
blended into the eco-systemn, which would make it difficult to detect. From the surface, we think thissun
might be only athird or forty percent asluminous as our own, which would tend to encourage
development along those lines. We would have to go much closer to find evidence of that type of colony.
Until then, we are examining surface density and a bedo to detect evidence of possible roadways and
some rocky, regular expansesthat could be cities.”

“...or could be regular, chunky rock formations,” Kedler appended.

Goodrich indicated the projection of the planet'slargest continental landmeass. “First, we have to make a
detailed geophysica and topographica survey of the planet. When we have finished, well identify natura
harbors, river confluences, inland lakes adjacent to arable plains. These are the kind of areas most
suitable for settlement. Within twenty-eight hours, we should have isolated some of the best prospects
and we can send in two of the probesfor a closer look.”

Lear took over the meeting. “ By that time, Pegasus will bein orbit of the planet. Three primary landing
teamswill be deployed to the surface. | will lead the Primary Contact team, Lt. Conseco will lead the
secondary team, and Lt. Firewalker will lead the science expedition. Three Aves are being prepared in
thelanding bays.”

“What do we know about thisworld,” Keder asked, drumming hisfingers on the conference table.

“I refer you to the abstract | provided to you last week,” said Lear, she sent a copy to Kedler's display.
“In APR 3908, afew familieswere transported to Republic from Medea colony. They worked in the
crystaline processors of Sector 18 South and returned to their colony twenty-two years later. They
described the world aswarm, humid, and sparsaly populated. This behavior, coupled with the one
existing contemporary account indicates that they lived apart from the other workers and kept to
themsdlves”



“Unconfirmed accounts suggest that most of the Medean colonists were refugees from afailed colony in
the Cassiopea Sector. There are two additiona records indicating that agricultura products and botanical
gpecimens from Sapphire were trans-shipped to the colony. The cargo manifest of one ship indicates that
s0il processors were trans-shipped there as well.”

“Our best mode was that Medeawas asmal agriculturaly-based colony with avery insular culture,
possibly one that splintered off from another colony because of socid, culturd, or religious differences. If
that isthe case, they may not be wel coming toward outsiders. On the other hand, they may aso possess
well preserved records of other colonies.”

Keder drummed hisfingers thoughtfully. He had skimmed over her report, but he recognized misguided
historical bunk when he saw it. Assumptions piled on bunk, to be more precise, but al in the service of
not admitting that they knew next to squat about thisworld. “ Thiswas one of the worlds the Odyssey
Project sent aprobe to in advance of the Pathfinders. Lieutenant Alkematells me thereisno sign of the
probe.”

“Specidist Alkema,” Lear corrected. “ The probe may have suffered anavigationd failure.”

Or the inhabitants, being hogtile to outsiders, blew it to pieces and through it into their blood-red seg,
Keder thought. “We will just have to investigate for ourselves,” he said aloud, smiled, and hoped no one
could read histhoughts.

Upon receiving the command from Pegasus, probe number one made a brief good-bye to its cohorts,
dipped its nose toward the atmosphere and began along arching descent to the planet. It 1eft behind the
cold vacuum of gpace and began bouncing through the first soft wisps of the planet's uppermost
atmosphere. Oxygen, in mono-atomic form, and belts of gammaradiation, stung the surfaces of itstall
fins. The probes |eft above the planet continued mapping the surface. They had spotted the indications of
hundreds of settlements. They had aso found a strange pattern of pockmarks across the skin of the
world that Pegasus would not see for an hour or more.

The air became thicker and warmer, the black of space became aglowing purple sky, and the curvature
of the planet became an expanse of ground colored and textured like moldy and rotting cheese.

The probe was directed to an area a the head of a delta of the world's fourth longest river system.
Sensor returns showed there were tall outcroppings of rock that stood out from the surrounding
countryside. They radiated hest differently than the surrounding rocks. Their density did not match the
composition of the surrounding landscape. It was a promising return.

Closer and closer to the surface of the sphere, the probe passed over a purplish ocean that looked
unprettily like clotted blood beneath a bright orange sun that seemed to fill aquarter of the sky, but
somehow provided less than half the light of the sun on Sgpphire. The probe passed from violet seato
moldering continent and up the coast. Water vapor coaesced over the hot engine, was shed, and boiled
away, making along pink-orange contrall over the till silent world. No one looked up to seeit.

The probe passed lower. The air thickened to a grest shockwave that boomed across the land but went
unanswered. There was no sound but the wind over the plains, over field where crops had grown; now
over-run and choked with native weeds.

Asthe probe closed on the settlement, it saw that the geometry of the rock-shapes was far more regular
than what was ordinarily found in nature. They were hollow insde, sheets of rock supported by interna
skeletons of metallic and composite loy. They described cubes, cones, rhomboids, hexagons -



Euclidean shapes of no interest to nature, but basic to human architecture.

Probe One approached its destination, and dowed to the speed of aleisurdy strall, finding an orderly
vigaof buildings, streets, and housing blocks, empty of any activity. It traveled down abroad avenue
near the center of the city. On ether sde, windows stared out from buildings, blind and vacant.

L ozenge-shaped vehicles lined the streets, empty and abandoned; some crashed into each other and
buildings. Broken power cablesfdl into the streets among the vehicles, trees, and other broken bitsand
piecesof civilization.

The probes transmitted to Pegasus the bad news, that she would not be arriving a a surviving outpost of
humanity, but too late at the scene of acrime.

(Part 2)

Pegasus had made orbit 100,000 kilometers above the ravished, murdered, annihilated world of 12 822

Equuleus|ll, hafway between the planet and her one inggnificant moonlet. The mighty ship glided above
a asafe distance, as the sphere benegth her turned slently, gray-blue continents and smalish violet seas

veiled by amourning vell of dusky digphanous clouds.

At onetime, Medea had been avibrant world, with perhaps as many asabillion inhabitants. (Probably
not, but possibly if they lived alittle more densaly than the model s suggested.) There had been hundreds
of cities spread acrossits landmasses, connected by highways, airports, and segports. Its people had
engaged in commerce, diplomacy, and the business of living. They had raised children, prepared medls,
wrote novels, danced to their own music and composed theories on how it dl fit together.

That was onetime. At another time, dl that had cometo an end, suddenly, bitterly, remorselessly. The
music had been tilled and the dancersfell never to rise again. Cities burned. Bridges collapsed into the
rivers. Booksrotted in libraries, and whatever wisdom they contained became dust and food for molds.

At the time Pegasus found the butchered world, there was no |eft to hail her arrival. In the empty cities, a
ceasaless wind blew scraps through abandoned |ots and alleyways. Abandoned buildings towered over
slent streets. Swings and carousdls sat rugting in silent playgrounds. On the highwaysthat linked the
settlements, vehicleslay abandoned, strewn, forgotten with their colors fading beneath the week orange
sun. Purple seas lapped beaches of powder pink sands as the shipsthat once plied their waters turned
over and sank in desolate harbors.

Outsdethe citieslay long expanses of irrigated farmland. The fields had been contoured to the

landscape, describing vast ovals, crescents, and whorls, the fingerprints of agriculture representing rows
of corn, rice, beans, whest, triticale, tarriga, nalafia--- one hundred and seventy distinct crop strains
wereidentified from orbit. All the croplands were choking with overgrowth, now, itself an echo of
humanity’ svoice. Trees, grass, and flowers had never evolved on thisworld, or at least, had not been a
part of the ecology when humans arrived. The colonists had brought grass and flowers, but there were
gtill no trees, and no oneto hear should onefall in an empty forest. Many of the hills were covered with
thick, leafy, mossthat had been the atmosphere's oxygen generator. A probe tasted a sample of the moss
and suggested it might have been laid down as part of aterra-forming scheme.

Even though the humans had gone, their transplanted vegetation would remain to grow, and eventudly,
perhaps, spread across the surface of thisworld.

In his conference room, Captain Keder reviewed the holographic imagery the probes had collected on
the planet. Behind his back was the observation porta, where the planet hung, accusingly, over his
shoulder, like aghost demanding vengeance. Histop officers, at least the ones who had some expertise



to offer, gathered around the table, looking grave. Kedler stood up, turned toward the planet where so
many lives had ended without memoriam, and gave them akind of eulogy.

"The inhabitants of thisworld were our brothers. Thelr lives were not so very different from our own.
They achieved alevel of human civilization to rival our own, and thereisn't one of them left divetotel us
about it. We oweit to them, and to the rest of humanity, to find out what became of them."

Keder turned the meeting over to one of the ship’ s chaplains who offered aprayer as the Captain took
his seet. A gray and white tabby cat curled up on the table near hisleft arm, sometimes adeep. In the sest
on hisleft was hisfirst officer, Ex. Cmdr. Lear, looking annoyed at the presence of the cat. They had
never gotten along. On Keder'sright was David Alkema, who got on just fine with the cat as he did with
everybody dsein the crew. With them were eeven officers from Tacticd, Culturd, and other disciplinary
Coresto try and explain the data the probes were sending them. Absent was Commander Redfire,
whose tacticd judgment Kedler wanted the most.

"The best evidence suggeststherewas awar,” It was up to Marine Lieutenant Honeywell, Redfire's
subordinate, to give the post-mortem to the ship's senior officers. Hewasalargish officer, with straight,
sted gray hair and aface that was hard, with adight excess of chin.

Honeywd | continued, adisplay of the planet illustrated his comments. " There are nine hundred thirty-five
large craters on different areas of the planet, some closdly spaced, afew isolated. Over athird of these
have patterns of roads and highways leading to them, suggesting these were once the location of cities,
destroyed by thermo-nuclear or, possibly, anti-meatter weapons.”

A ship'sgeologis, Lieutenant Jol Cianega, atalish, stocky man with straw yellow hair and aface that
was amost perfectly ova, suggested the dternative. “We aso can not rule out a planetary bombardment
by asteroids.”

Honeywdl rolled his eyes, but Cianega perssted. “ Only 37% of the impacts were over populated aress.
| don't believe a ddiberate attack would have hit so many uninhabited aress.”

“It' sdtill far too high to be random,” Honeywell said, as though he had made the point a hundred times
before already. “ And the size of the cratersistoo uniform for ameteor storm.”

“I only meant we can not ruleit out,” Cianegasaid. “We shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

“If it was an asteroid strike,” Kedler said, with strained calm, “then, it’snot of concernto us. It'san act
of nature, but | don’t see how an asteroid bombardment could have killed everybody. There should have
been survivors. If someone deliberately destroyed this planet, then that is something we need to worry
about. We could be next.”

"Tarmigans?' Lear inquired, raising one perfectly shaped eyebrow.

Captain Keder shook his head. "Those wegpons would have been as primitive to the Tarmigans as stone
knives and eye-pokeswould beto us." If the Tarmigans ever even existed, he added to himsdlf.

"lan't it possible that the technologica capabilities of the Tarmigans have been exaggerated through the
centuries?' Lear asked, in the condescending tone to which they had become accustomed.

The rear hatch to the conference room did open, and Commander Redfire entered. Hisjacket was open
to the front, and looked alittle more dishevel ed than usual. Without aword, he took a seat at the rear.

"The Tarmigans," Lear continued, brushing some gray and white hairsfrom the front of her uniform,



"were known for wiping out entire colonies.”

"The Tarmigans were said to wipe out entire colonies," Keder corrected. " Obvioudy, no one who was
attacked by the Tarmiganslived to tdll about it. All we know of themislegend. In any case, presuming up
front that it was the Tarmigans, or any other diensfor that matter, is putting forth ahypothess before we
have athorough review of the evidence. Lt. Honeywdll, you my continue.”

Honeywell activated a holographic projection of the planet that was far more complete and detailed than
that of afew days ago.

"We know at least three hundred eighty two cities were destroyed, and there is extensive evidence of
combat having taken placein other aress.”

“Evidence?”’

He highlighted severd areas. “ These areas have burned landscapes, blasted equipment, skeleta remains,
and evidence of explosive discharges, typical of what you would find after abattle. In addition, we have
found what appear to be large dedicated military facilitiesat coordinates41? 19' N by 90? 21' W, 35?
22'N by 131? 44 W, 16? 44'N by 64' W, 37? 34'Sby 67? 09'E... " Hemight haveread the
wholeligt if Kedler had not stopped him.

“What isour current status of exploration?’ Keeler asked.

Lieutenant Kennecott from Geologica Survey brought them up to speed. "We have put probesin ten of

the remaining settlements. Were dtill parsing the information sent from the surface, but from what we can
put together of the Medean language, we don't think the planet was unified, or even necessarily peaceful.
Thelarge cities show evidence of at least nineregiona centers of government, each with distinct diaects
and independent defensive capabilities.”

"How do you know they were centers of government?’ Keeler asked.

Kennecott deferred to a Specidist from the Anthropology Core, who explained. "Architecturd studies.
People design government buildings differently than commercid or resdentid ones. Y ou find more
colleges and libraries and monumentsin Government centers. We have seen different patterns of crests,

flags, signage. ™

"So they had awar, but they |eft centers of government intact?' Lear said. "How curious. That doesn't
make any sense unless someone attacked them from space who did not know the difference between
normdl cities and centers of government.”

“Qr, if the bombardment wasrandom,” Cianegaput in, alittle desperately.

“They might possibly have done thisto themsdlves,” Honeywdl| protested. “ Government centers may
have been |eft intact for strategic purposes. If the enemy is not decapitated, he can il negotiate, suefor

Lear asked, her gray eyes burning, voicelike shards of ice. “1 just can't believe that humans unlesshed
weapons of mass destruction on other humans.”

"l am saying it isone of the possibilities,” Honeywel said. " | don't see any space debrisin orbit, and |
don't see any non-native technology left behind on the surface. We don't know nearly as much aswe
need to know to make a determination.”



"What else have our probes shown from orbit?' Keeler asked.

Kennecott activated a hologram representation of the planet, atwo-meter sphere projected in the center
of the table. "The southern hemisphere shows evidence of flash irradiation, asthough the entire areawas
blasted with an ingtantaneous burgt of intense gammaradiation. Thiswould haveincinerated dl life down
tothemicrobid leve."

"When did this happen in comparison to the bombing of the cities?' Honeywell asked.
Kennecott shook her head. "I can't say asyet."

Honeywell perssted. "Arethere cratersin theirradiated area of the southern hemisphere?”
"Thereare.

“Arethey aso burned, or has sub-surface strata been shot around their margins?’

“Also burned.”

"Then, the bombing must have comefirst. Compare resdud radiation levels at detonation pointsinsde
and outside the zones. Calculate a decay constant based on genera surface radiation. Y ou should be
ableto caculate the difference within three years.”

Kennecott, to her credit, kept her coal. "Right. Well do that.”

" Lieutenant, we are getting alittle off the track here," Lear interrupted. "It would appear our best bet for
learning what happened here would be teams on the ground. How long before we can dispatch landing
partiesto the surface.”

"We have just dispatched a haf dozen bio-probes to the surface. Radiation doesn't appear to be
dangerous except at theimpact craters themselves. We are going to check for pathogens before we can
approve human contact. If everything checks out, you can leavein six hours.”

"And if not, seven hours," Keder added.

On Pegasus bow, severa hatches opened, and from these hatches sprang forth additional machines.
Some were shaped like darts. Some looked like smplewings. A few looked dmost like the Aves
shuttles Pegasus carried, but smaller, chunkier and with stubbier wings. Carried in the bellies of these
probeswere small land probes; some that |ooked like spiders, some that |ooked like insects, some that
looked like dogs, and some that looked amost vaguely human. They were sent to scan the ground with
their tiny little eyes, sniff the air with mechanica sniffers, and tranamit their data back to Pegasus.

A few of the machines powered down on the edge of what had been acity. Its buildings were intact, and
they roseinto the lavender sky as multi-textured pillars and columns. Such had been the dominant
architectura style of the world. Although the architecture here was more plain and unimaginative than
they were accustomed to on the home worlds, it ill looked more familiar to the crew than that of the
other worldsthey had visited. Thetaler and larger buildings were cut through with raised streets and
walkways, connecting them on many leves, like the mega-towers of Republic.

The walkways were hung with faded signs and flags covered in pictographs and many angled and curving
symbolsthat had congtituted the local aphabet. A number of these had falen to the streets a ground



level, where they quivered in the thin dry wind and banged against the sides of abandoned transport
pods.

Probe M-9011 glided along the ruined the street, stopping as it was commanded to in front of one of the
dead Medean vehicles. It sent out a scanning beam and examined the vehicle closely. As Biology Core
had suspected, the vehicle wastightly sedled, and there were human remainsinsde. Although the sedl
was not airtight, it was enough to preserve the contents amost as they had been on the day dl thishad
ended.

The probe extended afeder to the vehicle swindow, attached itself, and drilled asmal hole through the
glass. Extending atubeingde, it sucked abit of theair ingdeintoitsinternal analysis chamber, and began
to identify and sort out the moleculesinside.

In one of the lower levels of the command tower, Deck +25 to be precise, was the Secondary Telemetry
Laboratory. Thiswas where the biologica data collected by the bio-probes was received and anayzed.
The probes were sniffing abound the planet at surface level, taking in air, water, and soil and passing it
through sensor arraysthat tested for viruses, microbes, bacteria, or residue of the foregoing.

When the probe isolated a specimen, it made ascan of it at the molecular level, and transmitted the data
to the Deck +25 STL, where the molecular datawas assembled into athree dimensional model. From
thismodd, the sample could be matched againgt existing modelsfor protein and nucleotide structure. The
native samples from Medea could beisolated from microbes humans carried with them throughout the
gaaxy such asE. Cali.

Samplesthe andyssdid not recognize were examined in detail against known mode sfor bacterid and
viral behavior and interaction. These could predict how the virus or bacteriawould interact with human
physiology. Thisenabled Biology Coreto predict whether it was harmless, would give one amild illness,
andlergicreaction, or if it wasfatd.

A microbiologist in the Deck +25 STL was processing data on one of the microbia organismsrecovered
from the atmosphere from the planet by Probe M-9011. Her attention was drawn to a specimen pulled
from the sedled air of the vehicle. The structure displayed before her was highly unusud, looking like a
great latticework sphere with spikes protruding from the interstices. It was twice the average size of the
other organisms the probe had picked up, and alot scarier-looking.

The Biologicd Survey braincore had never seen anything quitelikeit, but suggested it might be akind of
vird pathogen. The microbiologist performed an analysis and then ported the findingsinto amodeling
compuiter, to see how this organism would interact with ahuman anatomy.

When she saw the result, she uttered a brief scream and nearly fainted.

Keder strodeinto the emergency command meeting dabbing atowel on hiswet hair.
"Did we get you out of the shower Captain?’ asked Alkema, moving out of the Captain's seet.
n N@_"

"A snim?'



n N@.ll
"Ill-fated practicd joke?"

"Maybe," Keder answered. Lear entered a that moment, trailing four specidists and Lieutenant Biologist
Kyrie Mastermind from the Biology Core. The Executive Commander walked to the head of the
conference table, tension and authority radiating from her. Her mouth wasin atight closed line, and her
eyes seemed ready to shoot deadly radioactive heat beams at anyone who looked at her the wrong

way.

Lt. Honeywell was there aswell, and an earnest Medica Technician named Jersey Partridge had been
caled to represent the ship’sMedicd Core. In the far-most corner of the room. Commander Redfire
dumped in achair, looking sullen and difficult, but, for once, at least sort of interested in the
proceedings.

Lear activated the holographic projectors, showing the pathogen from Medeain thefull glory of its
maevolence.

"Three hours ago, A bio-probe operating at site seventeen up-linked data on this vird-form organism to
our Telemetry laboratory. Forty minutes ago, we determined the nature of this organism.”

"What you see represented hereisahighly potent vird pathogen, designed for smultaneous assault on
the human nervous, circulatory, and respiratory systems. It attacks these areas and begins reproducing
rapidly. A person exposed to it would fed symptoms within 20 seconds and be dead within four minutes.
The pathogen would continue to consume human tissue until nothing remained but the skeleton, making
copies of itsdf that digperse into the atmosphere to infect further victims." Thiswas demongtrated by a
two-dimensional animation. There had not been time to devel op athree dimensiona construct or add an
gppropriately maudlin soundtrack.

“Has this pathogren been detected elsewhere?’” Keder asked.

“Prdiminary identification a four of the other stes, we will haveto confirmit,” Lear said. “I suspect we
will find it throughout the planet’ s eco-system. It' s burned through al the animal life forms, but we
sugpect it can lie dormant in the air and water indefinitely before infecting anew hogt.”

“I don't think we' |l be sending any landing parties,” Keder said, very, very quietly.

Lear agreed. "Our recommendation isto declare 12 822 Equuleus 111 aMaximum Contagion Quarantine
Zone. All equipment currently in the planet's atmosphere or on the surface will be left behind. No ships,
no landing teamsto the surface.”

"That seems prudent,” said the Captain.
“If you agreeto the order, it goesinto effect permanently,” Lear reminded him.

Hewould be closing the door on this planet forever. "Isit absolutely necessary?' He directed his question
at the Lieutenant from Exo-Biology.

"Thereisno chance that the pathogen could survive traveling through the vacuum, radiation, and cold of
space,”" the Lieutenant sort of answered him. "Nevertheless, | dso recommend that the planet be placed
under quarantine, and we abandon al the probes we have sent down there. If even one example got
through, it could wipe out the ship.”



"All right. I'll approveit.” Hefound himsdf alittlein awe of hisown power. On hisorder, an entireworld
was being seded off from al human contact, probably forever.

Just for the record, the computer noted that 14 Class One Probes, Eight Class Two probes, 42
bio-probes were aready on the surface. Alkemamade a note to remind the Captain to have the
artifactories produce replacements for this equipment.

“Wewill need to study the pathogen further,” Lear interjected, thinking the moment wasright to focus
their attention e sewhere. “It would be foolish not to devise a counter-agent, knowing what it can do.”

“Canyou do it without live samples?’ Kedler asked.

Lear shook her head. “We could never build atotaly reliable counter-agent without testing it on the red
thing. Wewill assgnateamtoit.”

“Agreed, wewill makeit our prime objective.”
"It will be necessary for usto bring back an actua sample," Lear added.
"Absolutely not," Kedler told her.

"We have protocolsfor this, Captain. We smply isolate the pathogen in ahighly secure environment. We
could refit an Aves as amobile laboratory, isolate it from the ship. At the end, the team abandons the
ship in escape pods and we send the Aves back to the planet, or better yet into the sun. The crew
decontaminates for forty-four hours and we jettison the escape pods. It would be extremely safe.”

"Negative. Oz has spoken.”

"Captain, this pathogen is virulent and deadly. The fact of its existence warrants extreme measures. We
must develop a counter-agent.”

“I said, ‘Oz has spoken.” Y ou will have to make do with remote data from the probe. We can test the
counter-agent on the surface.

"We can't rdiably develop an antigen without alive pathogen,” Lear protested.
Alkemahad the answer. “ And/oroids.”
Keder and Lear looked him. “Explain.”

"A surface team of and/oroids with a sympathetic link to technicians on board Pegasus can achieve the
same thing as bringing samples of the pathogen to Pegasus, with zero risk to the crew.”

"Sympathetic link?' Kedler asked. Thiswas anew term for him, probably referring to something technical
that he, as Captain, usudly did not need to concern himsdlf with.

Alkemaexplained. "A person on the ship can establish a sensory link with an and/oroid on the surface.

Everything the and/oroid sees, fedls, hears, and smells, the person on the other end of the link would as
wdll. Thelink was designed for work in extreme environments, repairs on the externd hull, or recovery
missions on planets with hazardous atmospheres. It could work on this planet, too."

"The and/oroids go down, they never come back?"

"Just their sensory data.”



Keder liked theidea. "Should ought to be enough. I'll authorizeit.”
"Ghogts," Commander Redfire muttered quietly from the rear of the room.
"Excuseme?' Keder sad.

"WEell be like ghogts, haunting a dead world, moving about, seeing, hearing, feding, but not redly being
there, and never leaving." Redfire said.

"That isaromantic way of thinking about it," said Lear, "but not auseful one.”

Keder wiped a cowlick from hisforehead, depositing afew drops of water on thetable. "Don't make me
have to separate you two. Redfire's attitude may be sentimental, but it's proper. Thisworld was
murdered, destroyed, it is nothing lessthan atragedy ... that giveslieto any way we could haveto
expressit. Let usnot go in like scavengers and pick their bones, but let'stry to give them some honor.
We oweit to the colony to devel op athorough record of everything we can learn about it. Wewill have
to explore the surface by proxy."

He looked around the room. "Lieutenant Mastermind, well-done. | want you to begin on this
immediately. Y ou're dismissed. Dave, Lieutenant, | mean, Specidist, Alkema, will assst you when the
rest of usarefinished here.” He pointed to Partridge. “ Doctor-guy, you too, you' re dismissed.”

Mastermind and Partridge left, leaving Keder alone with agroup of people smal enough, expert enough,
and with arange of opinions wide enough, to help him sort out the big question on hismind. Lear looked
suspicioudy at Alkema. Why was this young pup Sitting in on this meeting. She decided not to chalenge
his presence. The commander himsalf has requested that he stay. WWho was she to argue.

Keder spoke gravely. “Correct meif | am wrong, but based on limited knowledge of microbiology, | am
assuming thereis no way this pathogen was part of this planet’ s natural environment.”

Lear was quiet for amoment, and looked distracted. She took a deep breath. " Captain, if what
Lieutenant Mastermind tells meistrue, this pathogen has characteristics that make it look... very doubtful
that it occurred naturdly.”

"Frankly, if thiswere naturd part of the eco-system, | don't think they could have built abillion-level
civilization here." The words were out before he was aware he was speaking out loud. "I apologize. We
are talking about an engineered pathogen... abio-weapon. It fitsin with the war scenario. Lt. Honeywell,
am | correct in assuming that this makes the alien attack hypothesis more probable?”

“Affirmative, Captain.”

"S0, we have crossed a hundred and seventy light years of space to find ahuman colony, one of our
worlds, has been bombed, irradiated, and finally sterilized with adeadly artificid pathogen. Now, | have
to ask you, and | really need to know, who did this? Was this an internecine conflict that got out of hand,
isthisanew enemy, or could it be that some of our dien acquaintances are dso awakening after along

deep.”

"Whoever unleashed this weapon wanted to make sure dl human life was annihilated,” Honeywell said.
“That strongly suggestsdiensto me. Thereis speculation that in the last days of the old Commonwedlth,
humans went to war againgt avastly more powerful aien speciesknown asthe Tarmigans, and the Thean
Wars are well-documented.”

“Nokidding,” Kedler deadpanned. "The attack seemstoo direct for the Theans, remember, they



remained in orbit of Sapphire for nearly twenty years and never fired ashot.”

"The Irradiation of the southern hemisphere reminds me of the attack by the Tarmigans on Hyperion,”
Honeywd| suggested.

"But that was 6,000 years ago. We have not heard from the Tarmigansin al that time." If there ever were
any Tarmigans, Kedler thought again. He could not help it. His doctora dissertation had been the
Tarmiganswere just amyth. "How long ago do you estimate this war happened?' Keder asked.

Honeywell had been trying to chase that down himsdlf. "We are il trying to estimate the exact date of
the attack, but we have narrowed it down to between one hundred sixty five and one hundred eighty-five
years ago."

Keder was stunned. "That's practically nothing," he said. "'In space terms, we were amoment too late...
just amoment.”

Lear cut in sharply. "If the attack was that recent, we need to send warnings to the Republic Defense
Directorate and the Permanent Sgpphire Defense Situation.”

"I know we can count on you to cover that Executive Commander Lear." the Captain said drily. That Ex.
Cmdr Lear sent clandestine reports back to her government was one of the ship's most well-known
SECrets.

Honeywell drummed the top of the desk. “ Everything I’ ve seen so far tells me that the bombings and the
fighting Sarted years before this pathogen was released. It’ s like the war kept escaating until somebody
decided the war wasn't going to work out the way they wanted. So, somebody rel eased an ultimate
doomsday weapon and killed off the entire colony.”

“What if it wasn't diens?’” Kedler mused. “We only knew of ahandful of dien races, but there were alot
of other human colonies. Maybe they were attacked from space, but by other humans.”

Alkemawas amost floored by this. "I can't believe humanswould do that to each other.”
"They did that and worse during the Crusades,”" the Captain assured him.

“Za, but we were so much more... primitivethen.” Alkema svoicefdl off by the time he got to the end.
The savagery he had witnessed on EdenWorld had proven that not al humanslived in the state of grace
enjoyed by Sapphire and Republic.

"Thefirgt thought that occurred to me wasthe diens at Meridian. Perhapsthey tried to colonize this
world aswdll," Alkema said. “Perhaps the Medeans caught on more quickly, and fought back.”

Keder turned to Redfire. "What do you think of Dave' stheory?' He was surprised that Redfire had not
yet jumped right in with acounter-anayss.

"It doesn't look like Meridian," Redfire said.
"Could you eaborate?"

Redfire sighed, as though half-distracted, as though annoyed at having to explain something they should
have consdered for themsdlves. "Meridian was about infection and colonization through transformation.
Meridian provided the main requirement for the dien infiltration, the vector, if you will, by having a
centralized computer system. Thereisno sign of such acentra network on Medea. Furthermore, thereis



no sign of an dien probe, such asthe kind that carried the alien contagion to Meridian. It doesn't look
like beastshit, and it doesn't smell like beastshit, so it probably isn't beastshit.”

Keder found himsdlf both relieved that his Chief Tactical Officer was contributing again, and annoyed
that histone remained sullen and irritable. He addressed him like a difficult student at the University
where he had once taught. “Commander Redfire, could you tell uswhat you make of the pattern of
destruction here.”

Redfire stood and walked dowly toward the observation window. Once there, he zoomed in on the
planet, so that it was four timeslarger and more detailed. He highlighted a pattern of one hundred and
Sxty seven craters on the surface. "Thisis an orbital bombardment pattern, not from a surface
exchange"

He highlighted a different area. "Then, there is a second wave attack, about ten years later. Another
twenty-six cities are destroyed, across the planet, but the bases remain intact. Five yearslater, the
southern hemisphereisflashirradiated.”

“Then, we have thisthird wave of attack, much larger, and with higher-yield weapons than any of thefirst
two. Then, it'squiet for awhile. Y ou can see evidence of rebuilding in the citiesthe orbital
bombardments partly, but not completely, destroyed.” Redfire highlighted some other spots on the
planetary map. "We reasonably believe these twenty-five positions are dl military bases of operations.
We have looked at eleven of them up close, and al of them were constructed just before whatever
happened happened, each one near amajor population center. Even when the population centers were
destroyed by weapons of mass destruction, the bases came through without a scratch. Nations at war
don' attack citiesand leave military basesintact.”

“We ds0 see evidence of extensive destruction in between the orbital bombardments.” He highlighted
another area of the map identified as Medea Landmass Kappa. It was an Idand sub-continent in the
temperate zone of the planet's northern hemisphere. 1t was shaped like a portion of the human digestive
system with avery serious ulcer. “ There were forty-seven settlements here and six more that had not
aurvived theinitid bombardment of the planet. The remaining townsranged in szefrom 4,000 to
163,000 people.”

He brought up imagery from orbital and lower atmosphere probes. “We see the same pattern of damage
in every settlement; every window shattered, the upper floors of each building splintered to bits.” They
looked like tree trunks that had cracked in the middle, leaving sharp spikes of wood sticking up into the
air. Most every street and roadway was cracked like parched earth. Even the rocks had split in half.

“Y ou may be asking, ‘what could account for the pattern of damage? | will tell you, focused sonic
disruption. Very loud, sustained noise a a precise frequency. Shatters everything, including human bone.
| never tried it mysdlf. Way too dangerous.”" His voice sounded dmost wistful.

“Finaly, twenty or thirty years after the first bombardment, by my estimate, the pathogen is unleashed.
That'swhen it ends. All human... dl animd lifeonthe planetiswipedin ... a themod... aday.”

"The pattern | seeisasteady escaation of conflict that went from atomic wegpons to quantum weapons
to anti-matter to flash irradiation and findly total annihilation, punctuated by lower levd battlefield
conflicts. It went on for years, getting worse and worse until somebody unleashed the ultimate weagpon,
which tdlsmeit was't human. Humans would have stopped at some point, if not out of self-preservation
then at |east because their society was too wounded to go on fighting.”

“ S0, you think the attackers were from off-world.”



“They had to have. I’ ve been sure of that since the first probe data came back. It didn’t make senseto
me, though. Why would somebody cross space to come to this planet, fight along-drawn out war,
exterminate the population and then leave without atrace? That makes no sense. Not if your intent was
conquest.”

“What other motive could there be?’ Lear asked. “ Animus toward humanity? Genocide?’

“If they just hated humans, they would have begun with the pathogen, or kept bombing until everything
was leveled. Those bombardments not only destroyed cities, they kicked dust in the atmosphere, they
poisoned the water, they killed the crops. They could have wiped out this colony with the first attack, if
they had wanted to. So, why didn’t they?’

He paused. He saw that he had their fully committed attention. Y ou could have heard a neutrino collide
with aneutron in that room. “If you were an dien culture, and you wanted to see how humanswould
respond and how long they werewilling to fight, you might unleash asteadily increasing series of plagues
and see how humans fought back, and how they rebuilt.”

Keder was stung by what his officer was suggesting. "Are you suggesting thisworld was like dien target
practice?’

"I've looked at the tactical reports from every angle and | keep getting back to that. The pattern of
weapon use, the sequence of events, thetotal annihilation ... that's the explanation that fits the evidence
best. If you want to call it target practice, then cdl it that, but, | think these humans were systematically
annihilated. The pathogen was only the find blow."

“Asfor who carried out this experiment,” Redfire continued. "Five thousand yearsis ampletime for other
civilizationsto arise. A speciesthat wasjust learning to forge iron when humans colonized the gal axy
could develop hyper-drive spaceships and worl d-killer wegpons while we were deeping. Now, they
move out into the galaxy and find out we have dl the good planets, and the only way to get themisto get
rid of us”

Helooked around the tablefor abit. “I’m finished, if anyone has anything elseto add.”

“Assuming you're correct,” Keder said, “How do we go about finding out who they were. How do we
test your hypothesis?’

"Send down more and/oroids and have them concentrate on the military ingtalations. That’ swhere the
tactica datawill be. Seeif we can find out who they werefighting.”

“We have three probes exploring probably military areasright now,” Honeywell said. “We should be
getting data shortly.”

“We should dso put the ship into astate of higher dert,” said Lear. “Whoever attacked may till be
around, or they may return.”

Keder nodded. “Put dl sations at Alert Situation 3 until further notice.”

(Part 3)

The one-way ships dispatched from Pegasus to the surface were reconfigured lifepods; oblong cylinders



narrow at one end, wider at the other. Each carried four and/oroids and a complement of less
anthropomorphic probes. And/oroids mimicked the human shape, but would never be mistaken for
people. Their skin gleamed like liquid metal, they had no eyes or faces, and no souls. Pegasus had
launched six and/oroid quartets, to the surface, and was selecting the most promising locationsto
dispatch at least four more. One specia team in amobile laboratory, mind-linked to the Pathogenic
Laboratory on Pegasus, was examining the pathogen, in hopes of developing an antidote.

Per Tacticadl Commander Miller’ s suggestion, one pair of and/oroids was exploring one of the areas
determined to be apossible military facility. A slvery one and coppery one made their way through a
large fortified complex laying forty kilometerswest of the nearet city. They had been directed to an
underground set of buildings, sealed behind heavy blast doors, that was guessed to be areinforced
command bunker of somekind.

The and/oroids had gained access by attaching an energizer from their transport pod to the power feeds
on the exterior of the structure, providing enough energy for lights and doorsto work. (Acrossthe plant,
more energizers were being attached to buildings and dataterminals, in hopes of retrieving more
information about Medes, itsinhabitants, and itskillers.)

The and/oroid team entered an oval chamber and stumbled over some object on the floor. The coppery
onewent to night vison and raised the object into itsfield of view to examineit.

A human skull gazed back at it from empty and hollow eye-sockets. The and/oroid gently replaced it on
the ground and continued working itsway inward. The bunker was cut through with alabyrinth of
chambers and halways. Humans would easily have become confused, but the and/oroids creasted maps
asthey traveled, never doubled back, never got lost, and never quivered in fear of what lay in the next
darkened chamber. For forty-two hours, they made their way deeper and deeper into the core of the
building until, 200 meters underground, they could go no further.

It was on this deepest leve that the two man-machines came across amedical |aboratory. The skeleta
remains of Six individuaslay on the floor, around a huge and frightening lab table, surrounded by
ingrumentsfor cutting flesh and bone, for collecting fluids, and probing into cavities. On top of thelab
table was something not human.

Its flesh was thick, mottled green and black (although this may have been anatural state of decay) and
dried like old leather |€eft in the sun too long. Before it had died, the skin had been pedled back from one
corner of itslarge, neckless head, revealing ashining metd plate that covered half of itsskull. An artificid
eyepiece (not unlike their own, but less advanced) wrapped around the left part of the head, covering the
eye and ear and attached to e ectronic devices that occupied nearly athird of the volume of the skull. The
portion of the skull that had been cut away was not to be found.

The arms of the creature were long, and ended in thick four-fingered hands. The outer digitswere
opposable, the middle two digits hyper-elongated, without fingernails, but with hardened points covering
thetips. Itsbrain, soft tissues and organs had been eaten away by the pathogen.

“Theface of the enemy,” Honeywell said grimly, astheimage of the dien intruder stared back at them
from adisplay in the forward conference room.

“Alien... bi-pedd, cranid structure with sensory organs clustered near the brain, gpparently augmented
by cybernetic enhancements,” Lear was saying with acertain drama

“Except for the bones and the outer dermd layer, al the tissues were destroyed by the pathogen. We
couldn't even recover any DNA ... if the creature even used DNA,” Specidist Mastermind offered.



“From where the creature was found, we theorize that he was a specimen, captured by one of the
planet'smilitaries” Honeywdl offered.

“Isthere anything like thisin the historical records,” Lear asked.

“Sure... fictions, legends, myths, and redlly scary campfire stories,” Captain Kedler said. “I think we can
definitely qualify this creature under the genus 'booger man.' When it comesto alien encountersin our
historica records, it'svery difficult to sort out fact from fiction. Our ancestors were very imaginative. |
think it's safe to assume, that thisis something new.”

Miller was till alittle skeptical. “We still haven't found any dien ships.”

“It had to get here somehow,” Keder suggested. “ Unless anyone wantsto propose that it’ s native to this
planet.”

No one wanted to propose that. Captain Kedler stared hard at the image. So, these were the guys that
trashed the place. “We don't have aclue where they came from, or what they wanted, do we?’

Silence answered him adequately enough. Tacticd Commander Miller dso stared at theimage, but didn't
seem to beredly looking at it. Again, his mind was el sewhere.

“1t' sashame no tissue survived,” Lear muttered.
“Have we recovered anything ese adlien? Technology? Weapons?' Keder asked.

“We re not sureif we can differentiate it from the native weapons and technology,” Kennecott answered,
running her hands through her hair. She wastired. Everyone wastired. Not smply because of the
overload of work analyzing the data from dozens of remote landing sites and airborne probes acrossthe
planet, but because the prolonged post-mortem was wesaring down the soul of everyone who had to
study this dead and disma world.

“Our probeswill continue to amass information for years,” Lear said. “ Our next step should beto put a
Tachyon Pulse Transmitter in orbit so they can transmit their findings to the home-system.

“At which point, the investigation will become entirely oneway,” Alkemareminded them. “The
home-worlds won't have the ability to transmit commandsin red-time.”

“WE ll lose our sympathetic link,” Keder muttered. Then he spoke more strongly. “Still, | think our Al
systems can direct the probesin our absence. | don't seethe point in remaining here very long. Thisisa
dead colony, our mission isto find the onesthat survived. We leave behind some and/oroid crewsto
gather data. Eventudly, the homeworldswill send a scientific team to studly it further, meanwhile, we push
on to the next world, aworld where we might actudly find life.”

Keder looked to Lear and Miller to seeif there was an dternative point of view. Miller shook his head
and turned away. Lear’ s expression wasinscrutable.

“Very well, then,” Keder said. “Have Navigation begin plotting a course for the next colony. Wewill
remain here another ten days, but | want to collect every scrap of datain that time. Double the number of
teams on the surface, and work out long-term protocols to direct the and/oroidsin our absence.”

More machines were coming to the surface of Medea carried. One pod, bearing identification marking
Escape Pod EEV-49510-Pakuna Pathfinder 003 Pegasus,” landed at the side of the fourth largest
surviving city, which stretched across avast piedmont, backed up against aworn down mountain range



and above anarrow coastal plain. The Medeans had built here because of threerivers, and three sets of
waterfals, which they harnessed for power. Its buildings faced the sea, and many, even the tdlest, were
faced with polished searock.

Two hatches on either side of the escape pod did open, and six and/oroids stepped out. The and/oroids
divided into three teams of two, and each team moved toward separate buildings. The first entered an
elaborately designed structure of crystalinewalls. It moved first into agreet round entrance chamber,
from which a glass dome cast starlight on the floor. Severa hdls radiated outward from this structure,

and statuary was arrayed around its perimeter. The and/oroid began moving down one hallway, and was
soon forced to switch to night vision. The halway was lined with glass cases, behind each of whichwasa
canvas covered with layers of petro-chemica based pigments.

\“What isit?’ asked the Specidist monitoring the and/oroid’ s progress.

“Anat museum,” Tacticdl Commander Redfire answered him. His voice startled the two technicians at
the monitoring station. He had come up behind them, like aghost.

“Good Afterdawn, Commander,” one of the technicians said.

Tac. Cmdr. Miller looked at the and/oroid feeds, which covered an entire wall of the laboratory invivid
displaysfrom adozen of the planet's ruined cities. It was high noon in some places, and ared-orange sun
hung serenely in alavender sky, obliviousto the destruction it illuminated. Elsawhere, it was dusk, and the
lowering sun was an unbelievable fuchsathat stiretched across haf the horizon.

Helooked back at the board. “Would it be okay if | just linked into one of these guysand just... walked
around for awhile”

Shepherd Omahawas a specidist in the Anthropological Survey Situation. He could have been the older
brother of Matthew Driver, same dark curly hair, pleasingly angled chin, thoughtful brown eyes, but much
taler. “Which one?’

“What have you got?’

“A lot of them we've put down in the largest city, the largest intact city. There are seventeen.
8912-KNL isin the subterranean utility tunnels taking samples of excrement for data on the vermin

species.”
“Mmm, delicious.” Redfire deadpanned.

“Tothe Zoologica Survey itis. There€ salot of theory on dispersion of earth-native faunae and
competition with loca species. 6751-DEF is exploring what we think was an education complex, maybe
auniversity. Lookslike it was abandoned long before the catastrophe. 6935-DKL isexploring a
communications complex. 7770-FST isin what we think was either alibrary, or amuseum, or possibly
connected to itsjustice system. 9213-PTB is exploring alarge building we believed to have fulfilled a
governmental function... oh, wait. Someone's already linked to 9213-PTB.”

“Who?
Omaha brushed hisfingertips across apand. “ Executive Commander Lear.”
Redfireraised an eyebrow?“Redlly? Any way | could... cutin?’

“Neg, that would be ... that isn't alowed. Everything she recordsis amatter of record for the ship.”



“I'll want to look at her recording when I'm done.... but I'll take...” he studied the holographic map of the
planet, and the feeds from the and/oroids and automechs on the planet's surface. He pointed to afeed
from one of the lesser cities, where night was coming on. “What's this one?’

“2527-JKW isexploring aresdentia complex.”
“I'll tekeit.”
Omaha handed him a headset. “ Have you done this before?’

Miller nodded and activated the headset. The ship vanished around him like amorning mist in retrest, and
he was standing on the surface of Medea. He was on abalcony, that stretched off 52.37 meters
(according to areadout a the upper right of hisfield-of-vision) in front of him, fronting an expanse of
dwellings, each separated by afew meters of space from the one next to it. He turned outward and saw
that the balcony faced a seaafew hundred (327.02) meters away. The setting sun was dappling over
choppy crimson waves.

Hewalked down the crossway. He could hear Omaha speaking to him, distantly, avoice on the wind.
He had to concentrate to hear.

“Thiscity was one of the ones hit by some kind of ionizing energy wegpon. Every living thing was
vaporized.”

He nodded, and the and/oroid nodded as well. He understood devastation more than anyone in the
crew. Such destruction on a planetary scae should have stirred something with him, anger, terrible awe,
or contempt. Instead, he could not help but feel detached from it. As he reviewed report after report of
demolished cities and broken plains, he had dmost felt as though he were grading the homework of a
mediocre, unmotivated student.

Something moved next to him and he nearly jumped out of his skin. He turned and saw the reflection of
the and/oroid staring back at him from some kind of mirrored edifice. He raised a hand and waved at
himsdlf, (everyone who linked to an and/oroid did this, sooner or later) then looked through the wall to
see what was behind it.

The building was aresidentia structure, nearly a honeycomb of inhabitations, almost interl ocked but

Separated by narrow empty spacesin between. There was no obvious entry into any of them, but as
soon as he thought this, a pattern enhancer showed him amillimeter-thin seam in the reflective front,

outlining adoorway, hidden from view. He reached out and touched it.

Through and/oroid eyes he saw the door’ sinterna structure, sensors were arrayed to check the identity
of thewhoever touched it. Tiny machines made the door dide away to the right. The power cdlls had
long since died, but akissfrom the and/oroid's power system could revive them.

Helay both hands on the door. A pulse radiated outward from the and/oroid's pams, imparting acharge
to the power cdlls, which did the door open. A blast of stale, warm air escaped from the dwelling
within.

Redfire entered, and/oroid eyes adjusting to the diminished light level. As he surveyed the interior, he felt
adtrange dizzinessrise from the pit of his ssomach. There was an array of small couchesin a pattern of
tea and blue-green arranged around a square gray table. The walls were hung with abstract expressionist
prints, except for onewall, which was donein paeted with grey figureslike petroglyphs covering it from
floor to celling. A shelf dong the back wall was covered with miniature statuary, perfectly arrayed and



undisturbed.

Miller had had afriend, Roman Ov, at the University of Sgpphire a New Cleveland whose student
gpartment was not too differently gppointed. Suddenly, the redlity that this had once been aliving world,
inhabited by people he might have known, might have sat up with at night discussing beast-shit
philosophies, washed over him.

He surveyed the rooms. There was what he supposed to be a kitchen off to one side. The and/oroid
wanted to go there, but Miller wasinterested in something other. He scanned across the dwelling. Behind
atype of screen was achamber he would hazard was akind of office or study. Behind another screen
was what appeared to be a deeping chamber. The latter would reveal more than he cared to know about
the room's previous occupant, the former might tell him just enough.

Hewalked acrossto the screen. It was actually severa sheets of metal, each atenth of amillimeter thick,
cleverly interwoven to permit air pass through, but not light, and picked out in patterns of trees and exotic
birds. A strange choicefor atredessworld, he thought. He reached out and did it aside.

He found himsdf immediatdy disoriented.Nothing here was and ogous to anything he would have
expected to find in any room on his home world. No desk, but akind of oddly-shaped box, with several
small oblong pads|eft acrossits surface. He scanned them, and found more microcirucuitry insde, and
display areas on their outsides.

“We have found those in every city. They are dataretrieval and storage devices. Kind of like our
datapads, but not quite as... advanced,” Omahatold him.

Perpendicular to thewall of the box was awindow. It was covered with more thin sheets of meta, but he
could seethat it looked out over the city. He wondered what the view would have looked like, when the
city wasdive with lights. On the opposite wall, were three shalow acovesin thewall, ova shaped,
framed with circuited metal. “What are those?’ he asked.

“Wevefound them in nearly every dwelling and most of the workspaces on the planet. Near aswe can
figure, they're holographic communication nodes, for audio-visua communication, dataretrieva, possibly
even entertainment.”

“Arethere awaysthree of them?’
“Always. No more, no less. Don't know why.”

He turned his attention back to the box. He supposed it might have been adesk, but it only came up to
his knees. It couldn't have been a couch, because there would have been no way to get comfortable on
it. Itssurface wasirregular and hard, it would have been like sitting on gravd. “I give up. What isthat

thing?’

“We're working on that. We've seen them in other places. We've ruled out desk and couch. It seemsto
Serve a purpose unique to thisworld.”

One of the oval-shaped pads had fallen to the floor. He picked it up and could immediately seethat it
was different than the others. It appeared to be much older. He couldn't say how he knew this, except
that its design aesthetic seemed to belong to an earlier era. He picked it up and turned it over. He used a
burst of static dectricity to clean the dust from its surface. It waslight in his hands, even lighter than he
would have guessed.

Hefound the power cdll in the back and had the and/oroid connect to it to recharge. It took afew



seconds to power the unit, and afew more for him to figure out how to activate it. Strange characters
began flowing across the screen, making words and sentences in a strange, twisting scrawl.

“It'saMando-Anglish didect, but it'salittle off the beaten path. The Lingotron is till working on a
trandation.”

Redfire knew what it had to be though, asif by ingtinct. It was somebody’ sdiary. “Disengage,” Miller
sad.

The surface of Medea jerked up and to the right, then vanished, replaced by the interior of the AnSS|ab.
Omahawas holding the headset. A little too personal, right commander ?Miller thought he was
thinking.

“Have the and/oroid continue recording the entire contents of the datapad,” Miller order.

“You bet,” Omahasaid, not meaning, Miller reminded himsdlf, to sound so chipper and enthusiastic. The
poor kid had no ideawhat it all meant.

Redfire |eft the |aboratory, and suddenly redized he didn’t know where heintended to go. He had not
been back to his quartersin weeks. He had dept in garden parks, in the landing bays, and spent one
memorable evening in aNull Gravity pod. Now, suddenly it became urgent to return to his quarters. He
needed to be there. He needed to anchor himsalf again. He was through with being afugitive from his
own life. Something else he knew, Halo had been right about him. It had taken a planet full of ended
lives, including the lives of people who had fought with their wives and never forgiven them, to teach him
this. There might even have been someone among them who had refused to reconcile, because he
thought fedling miserable was something he deserved and had aright to.

He passed the transport pod dock, deciding to walk the distance to his quarters. He had much to think
about it, and part of it was the planning of something he needed to do. He was an artist, who had aways
used explosions and destruction to express hisinner self. Ironicdly, hisinner saf had aways been secure
and sdf-satisfied in the past. Now, that hisinner self wasin ruins, he knew he could only rebuild it by
creating, not destroying. Themurd at the Sam ‘n’ Jam had been a beginning, but not nearly enough.
Merdly recording the story of this planet’ s people would not be enough ether, Miller decided. 1t would
never be enough.

As he walked the passageway to habitation decks, he had aready begun to conceive amemoria that
would be athousand times morefitting.

Theimage of the alien was projected on one of the displaysin hisoffice. Kedler stared at its eyelessface.
Its destruction had been so thorough, no one had any ideawhat the soft tissues would have looked like.
There were severd imaginative interpretations, each more demonic than the next.

Keder stared at one of them, amonstrous beast with burning red eyes and boiled red skin that fairly
burned with hatred and malevolence. “You,” he addressed theimage, “ are one sted-curtain ugly

shopper.”

Keder flipped through afew more possibilities, some with scales, some with fangs, dl nastiness
incarnate. The images reflected a certain naivete on the part of the bio-modeling crew. Evil, the Captain
knew, was seldom so obvious in appearance.

His door chimed. It was Executive Commander Lear, and she had adatapad in her hand. He guessed it
would be thefind navigationa trgjectory to the next system. He had forgotten its designation at the



moment, but he knew it was relatively close. He bade her enter, “ Come.”

Lear camein, reflexively brushed the sides of her uniform and took a position in front of the Captain’s
desk. “Captain Kedler, am | correct in my recollection that prior to your assignment to the Odyssey
Project, you were ahistorian?’

“Za,” shewasleading to something. She knew his personnd file aswell asher own. “Y our recollectionis
accurate as usud. Where are you going with this, Captain Lear?’

“I just wanted to know if your knowledge base included the Berserker Wars.” She set the pad on his
desk.

Keder picked it up and looked it over. It was the consolidated history of the Berserker Wars, compiled
and edited by ascholar at City of Temperance University on Republic. He was unfamiliar with this
particular text, but smiled wanly. “It does.”

“Humansfought with the Berserkers for more than a thousand years. Billions of people died, whole
colonies were exterminated.”

“And somewhere, thereis planet caled Anaconda, completely run by mechanoids, whose entire crust is
the skin of agreat world machine...” Kedler added. “It'slegend. There' s no substantial account of the
Berserker Wars by any reputable, Commonwedlth Erahistorian. It is possible they may just be an
exaggeration of some events that happened during the Crusades, or, as some have suggested, acomplete
work of fiction. It could be no morered than the one with the Evil Empire and the ‘ Death Star,’ that
blew up planets. We thought that one was redl history for centuries before Simon RaptorBoy proved it
was all bunk. There were an awful lot of red facesin the History Department when that happened, | can
tell you.”

“This scholar believesthe Berserker War redlly happened, or were at |east based on something real. He
contends that near the end of the Crusades, the Dark Forces turned loose a set of dedicated killing
machines as part of adoomsday weapon when they knew their defeat wasimminent. There are accounts
of machinesthe sze of planets, attacking and destroying worlds at will, then moving onto the next world.
Otherslooked almost human on the outside, but were machines on theinsde.”

“The Terminators, you mean?’
“Aye, unlessyou think they weredso ‘just alegend.””

Keder sghed. “The Crusades were asemind event in human evolution. They not only mark the
boundary between what we were and what we are, they are the difference between what we were and
what we are. When they were over, we knew something awesome had transpired, but we lacked the
vocabulary to explain exactly what it was. Many of the records from that time have to be treated as
alegory... asmetaphor.”

The answer took her alittle by surprise. His reasoning was what Republickers had always been taught to
think about the Crusades. Sapphireans, to her knowledge, usualy accepted amore litera interpretation.
She persisted though. “Y ou must admit thet it isat least possible that there is some truth to these legends.
Our Commonwesdlth ancestors had vastly greater technology than we have now. They certainly could
have built such devices, and therefore, it islikely that they did.”

“I will concedeit is possible they built such devices, and maybe probable. Even so, that doesn't mean it
was used here. These colonies weren't even discovered when the Crusades ended.”



“Exactly. What if these Berserker machines devastated the Inner Colonies and are just now reaching the
outer rim?What if those machines are dtill out there, Captain?’

The answer was obviousto Kedler. “Then, we would have abig problem.”

She touched the pad again, showing him another program. “ The threet to the home-worlds would be
extreme, which iswhy | am suggesting we do not proceed to 10 255 Vulpeculus, but instead track down
whatever did this”

“Pegasus should go after the thingsthat killed this planet?” Keder asked, eyes widening as though
shocked at the suggestion. (Infact, Lt. Honeywel | separately had recommended the same course of
action). “Do you honestly believe, if thisis one of your Commonwed th Doomsday Machines, that
Pegasus would stand a chance againgt it?’

“We know whoever destroyed Medeaiis athreat to human life,” Lear answered. “To dl humanlife. Itis
our duty to identify them, or it, and destroy them.”

Keder leaned back in his chair. “Fine then. Which way did they go? They left this system over a hundred
years ago. There sno radiation trail, no gravity wake. If we had away to track them, | might take this
suggestion serioudy, but if they could be anywhere, they could be at the next star system, Vulpeculus 10
20 30 or whatever you said it was called.”

Lear was dso aware of this. “We have discovered some other tactical redoubts (she meant bunkers)
elsawhere on the planet. They might show ussome...”

“They might... if wewait around long enough, years, decades, to find and trand ate them. We' rejust now
getting aworkable language matrix on afew of the didects. We only have bits and scraps of the language
to go on. We could spend years here studying thisworld, but that isn't, strictly speaking, our misson. We
are aship of exploration. We find aworld, give it aquick once-over, than passit onto the Phase I

ships”

“We never expected to discover anything likethis.”

“Didn’t we? 1 am surethereisaprotocol for this somewherein your charter.” Republickers, after al, had
aprotocol for using the hygiene pod.

“The charter statesthat in the case where a colony has been found to be attacked or destroyed by hostile
forces, we are to make every effort to identify those forces and advise the homeworld.”

“Every effort? That' s vague and open-ended enough to commiit this ship to that task for decades, and |
am unwilling to do that,” Keder argued. “We can't even send teams down there because of the pathogen
danger. We ve made no progress whatsoever on that front.” Keeler sighed, and brought up areport he
was sure Lear had seen. “ Tactical Core believes the home-worlds are capable of defending themselves
againg the level of technology demonsirated by the patterns of assault, especidly with advance warning
from us. And/oroids guided by Al can continue the investigation until the Phase 1l shipsarive. We,
however, are obligated to push on, and to keep pushing on, to the next system, and to the system after
that. That’s our mission, and we' resticking toit.”

Lear met his gaze with alook just as hard and strong as hisown. “Then, | request we triple the number of
probes and and/oroids on the surface, establish alarger dedicated laboratory facility to examinethe
pathogen, and, once again, if we are leaving, we need to secure a sample of the pathogen.”

Keder leaned back in hischair. “'Y ou can have the probes. Y ou can have the laboratory. Y ou can have



the and/oroids, but no one, and let me make this clear, no oneis going to bring aboard any pathogen that
could wipe out this ship and everyone on board. | will not only not permit this, but if | learn that anyoneis
even thinking about bringing that pestilence on board my ship, I will ... I will...”

Lear raised an eyebrow.

Caught, he punted. “1 will devote every free moment to devisng the most humiliating and demeaning form
of punishment | can possibly conceive of. Maybe | don’t know what that isyet, but | know it will involve
demoation, remova from duty, confinement, pantsing, large quantities of foul-smelling goo, and quite
possibly the use of one or more bodily orifices. Do | make mysdf clear, commander? There will be no
killer pathogens on my ship.”

Lear acknowledged him curtly. “Y ou could not be more clear, Captain. My report will include an officid
dissent, of course.”

“I am glad we had thistalk, Executive Commander,” Kedler said palitely. As sheleft, and the ritual was
completed, he wondered exactly how she was planning to get the pathogen on board, and where she
was going to keep it. He hoped she was smart enough to redlize that he had made no idle threats, here.

Pegasus s top officers met one last time before departing Medea. The faces were the same as at the
previous meetings, but there was an air of faint relief hanging in the room. It wastime to go, and the crew
wasglad of it.

They were watching as a deployment crew made the fina adjustmentsto the Tachyon Pulse Transmitter
they were placing in orbit about 50,000 km above the planet. Itsiriswas along, pointed antenna
surrounded by metalwork and scaffolding. Fourteen solar power arrays encircled the array like the petals
of adaisy. A pair of Aves shuttlecraft hung in the sky nearby, ready to evacuate to deployment crew
when their duties were finished.

“Thetranamitter will be ready for activation within two hours,” Lear reported. “ At full operability, it
should be able to tranamit areport to the home-worlds every hour.”

Honeywel |l added, “We ve positioned anumber of probes throughout the system. These should act asan
early warning system should the aiens come back.”

“What isthe status of our surface probes?’ Keeler asked.

Lear answered him. “We have put two Class |11 Al braincores on the surface to direct the activities of
the and/oroids. Their primary task isto study, and devel op a defense against the pathogen. Their
secondary duty isto investigate the tactical aspects of the planetary attack, to find any information the
Medeans | eft behind about their attackers. They will dso look for additiona examples of dien technology
or ... specimensof the diensthemsalves. Their tertiary duty will beto catalog every artifact of Medean
culturefor further study.”

Keder sghed. He would have preferred the and/oroids devote themsal ves primarily to the third task, but
he understood what was at stake. Whatever had committed this atrocity against a human world was
dangerous. Countering it had to be the top priority. ” Are we prepared to conclude our business here?’
the Captain asked.

“Thereis nothing more for usto do,” Lear told him.

“Actudly, thereis,” Redfire interrupted.



Lear regarded him warily. “ Rather late in the process to be suggesting anything additiond.”

“It' staken methislong to work out the parameters. It's very important,” Redfire assured them. “As
important as any of the other tasks we have set out, maybe even more important.”

“Perhaps, you should have brought it up sooner,” Lear rgjoined.

Miller was not about to waste time building up to his argument. He decided to lay it on the table. “1 want
to rebuild thisworld.” He announced softly. “ Studying thisworld isdl fine and good, but it would till
leave this planet amonument to human failure. That isn’'t enough for me. Their civilization was vibrant and
thriving for 5,000 years. Shoveing dirt on their graves hardly does honor to what they achieved here. We
can bring thisworld back.”

“Thisworld isuninhabitable,” Lear argued, with that voice of condescending patience. “It'sworse than
uninhabitable, it's athreat to human life. Weve informed our worldsthat it should be quarantined.”

“I wasn't gpesking of the re-introduction of human life. | am talking about re-establishing acivilization
here, but not a human one.”

Captain Kedler looked intrigued. “ Explain your proposal, Ranking Phil.”

Redfire stood. “1 want to introduce one-hundred forty-four additional and/oroidsto the planet's surface.
Twelve each in each of twelve mgor cities. They would be given agenera directive to re-build the
planet'sinfrastructure, recreate Medean civilization, and uh... repopul ate the surface.”

Keder amirked, “Befruitful and multiply.”

Redfire pergsted. “ The planet has the necessary resources and technica base to support mass and/oroid
reproduction. Within afew centuries, maybe lesstime, they could establish apopulation level
gpproximating that of the previous human civilization.”

“A whole planet of and/oroids?” Keedler repeated, as though taken with the concept.

“Za, awhole civilization of and/oroids. It would be unique. We've dways assigned and/oroidsarole
within our civilization and limited them to the service of our wants and needs.”

“Thereisareason for that,” Lear argued. “Long ago, our ancestors fought any number of wars against
machines that had grown beyond our powerful to restrain them.”

“A lot of people have speculated what a benign and/oroid civilization might look like... but... no one's
ever doneit. We could do it here, on a planetary scae.”

“If | gpprovethis” Keder asked, “How will you guarantee our safety? An and/oroid civilization might
one day be hogtile to humanity.”

“They would have a deadly pathogen at their disposal,” Honeywell pointed ot.

Miller answered them. “With help from certain cybernetic and Al experts, | have developed some
protocolsthat will keep the and/oroids under contral. First, they will make their first priority the
eradication of the pathogen, and once they have done so, dl knowledge of the pathogen. Second, they
will be forbidden from developing space travel or any kind of offensive wegponry.”

“What about cooperation with humans?” Keder asked. “Could you build that into their programming?’



“Wheat if humans comewith the intention of doing them harm?” Miller returned. “They would be unable to
defend themsdlves. | thought about thisaready. | can inhibit their will to harm humans, but it hasto be
balanced with their own self-preservation.”

“And/oroids can't possibly handle the complexities of building acivilization,” Lear protested.

“They’ ve never been given the opportunity,” Miller argued. “We ve confined their programming to
serving our needs. We ve never given them the capacity to recognize their own needs and ambitions.”

“We haven’t,” Lear reminded him. “Be cause if we gave them free will and self-awareness, it
would create ethical dilemmas. It is one thing your world and mine agreed on; that creating
sentient machines would be creating something we could not control.”

“We can create an and/oroid that recognizes its needs but stops short of salf awvareness. Besides, if they
are confined to the planet, they won'’t be competing with us, and they won't be athregat to us.”

“lsn’'t there athreat to the ecosystem?’ Kennecott asked. “ After all, and/oroids don’t need plants or
clean water or breathable air.”

Miller had considered this. “Firgt, there' s not much of an eco-system left. Second, we can program them
to preserve the biosphere of this planet.”

Keder was doubtful, ill. “If you turn loose abunch of and/oroids with ingtructions, essentidly, to
multiply, rebuild, and sustain, are they redlly going to create anything other than factories, power plants,
and warehouses?'

“They can be programmed for more,” Miller said. “ At firgt, they would mimic thelost Medean
Civilization, based on the datathey find, but eventudly, they could develop acivilization of their own.”

“Dedicated towhat?” Keder asked. “Besidesfinding a cure for the plague and restoring this planet.
Eventudly, they will finish with those tasks”

“There are severa theoretical protocols for alowing deviations from the norm to enter into and/oroid
programming. One of the most basicisto give them an undefined want that they would continuoudy
driveto defineand fulfill...”

“Exactly the sort of protocol that isillega on our worlds,” Lear interrupted.

“I would not give them that, but you can givethem akind of ... pseudo inititive, for example, aheuristic
that would encourage them to devel op architecture and socia forms according to a

mathemeti cally-defined aesthetic, arandom deviation that compels them to operate outside and beyond
their basic operating parameters.”

“It dmost seemslike the more protocols you build into them, the less genuine this civilization will be,”
Keder sad. “Unlessyour intention isto create some kind of animatronic memorid to the lost colony of
Medea.”

“Itismorethan that!” Miller pounded hisfist on the conferencetable. “1 will program our and/oroidsto
be creators, restorers, preservers... they will rebuild Medea.”

Therewas along, heavy slence at the table, broken by Keder. “How many and/oroids on the surface
now.”



“Forty-Two,” answered David Alkema.

Keder looked as thoughtful and conflicted as ever he had before. He rubbed the bandage on his hand
thoughtfully, asit had begun to throb in the hest of debate. “Let me consider this. If | am persuaded that
your plan is safe, and that it provides ameaningful and respectful memoria to the people of thisworld, I'll
approveit.”

Redifre was watching from one of the aft observation decks as Medea dowly fell behind the ship.
In the end, Miller had gotten most of what he wanted.

Keder added one more condition to Miller’ s protocol. The population of and/oroids would be limited to
three hundred million, and they would be forbidden from leaving the planet. He was unsure whether the
planet would sustain three hundred million and/oroids, but it would support more than enough to make a
civilization.

Of thisthree hundred million, only one million would possess programming that deviated from the
assigned missions of studying and eradi cating the pathogen, and rebuilding the planet. These deviants
would have the drive to create more than those imperatives offered, not true self-expression, but an
impulse to build and create beyond that which was necessary to fulfill their primary functions.

These deviants would further possess flawsin their compatibility programming that would impede their
ability to interact with both norma and/oroids and other deviants.

Redfire sghed. If they did build acivilization here of some kind, it would be his greatest work of art. It
would be his Tgf Mahd, his Requiem Mass. A great work conceived from death, immortality from
mortdlity.

If only he could think of away to Sgnit.

“Weleft alot of hardware back there, thanksto you,” said Flight Captain Jordan, taking a place next to
him ontherail.

“We left more than hardware, we left...,” herefused to say hope. That would have been too cliched.
Nor would he acknowledge to anyone this feding insde of him, asthough in creating anew civilization, a
least the potentid for one, he had somehow managed to renew his own spirit and heal himself.

Instead, he wondered severd things doud. “I wonder what they’ Il do now. | wonder what they’ 1l build,
and where. Will they preserve human cities or build e sewhere? They don’t need sewerage, or sanitation,
or food. They need energy and maintenance. | wonder what systemsthey’ll construct to distribute those
things. They won't need schools, they’ Il just program each other. | can't imagine what they would do for
sports and recrestion, if they'll even have aneed for it. They won't die, either, | wonder how that will
affect them, especidly the deviants. How will they govern themselves? What will they trade? Will they
have wars? There s so many thingsthat go into acivilization. | wish | could be around to see what they’ll
do.”

“You'reredly wondering if they'll remember who put them there, and if they'll build atempleto you,” she
said. She put her arms around him, and he rested his head upon her shoulder.



