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A DEADLY TRAP

Not knowing what waited for her on
the other side, Ariane grabbed a
handhold as she opened the door. There
was no decompression, so she stepped
to the threshold. The slate’s alarm went
off in her hand, vibrating as well as
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flashing red dots.

It felt surreal to look up at the status
displayed above the door—calm green
—then to look down at the slate and see
blinking lights and the text WARNING!
OXYGEN CONTENT INADEQUATE!



TEMPERATURE
DANGEROUSLY
LOW! DO NOT
EXPOSE SKIN!

At least the suits had been equipped
with shrink-to-fit gloves, so she hastily
saved the slate’s data with a single
action of her thumb. Still standing at the
threshold, she reached around to flip the
emergency disablement switch before
stepping all the way into the gym.

The door closed behind her anyway.

She whirled, her breath starting to
come faster. She’d toggled the
mechanical disablement switch, yet the



door had closed. She was beginning to
feel persecuted, and those feelings
became overwhelming as the lights
dimmed and a text message formed on
the back of the door:

HOW CAN YOU HANDLE THE
GUILT, ARI? SOON YOU’LL HAVE
NO TROUBLE

SLEEPING. . ..

1o the U.S. Air Force and Army
members 1’ve had the privilege to work
with, and the many other military
personnel who heard the call to duty
and followed it without hesitation
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CHAPTER 1

The name Pax Minoica might satisfy
the damned latinized

League, but the Minoans don’t care.

[Link to theories regarding modern
Minoans encountered in twenty-first
century]

That’s not the purpose of the name; the
Senate’s appealing to net-think nostalgia
by hearkening back to pre-Terran

Earth. Two ancient accords, both
successful, carried the

name of Pax Minoica. Alexander the
Great brokered the

second, so the Senate gets the bonus
of megahero

aura, helping them spin these treaties



to citizens . . .

—Anonymous Sophist at
Konstantinople  Prime  University,
2091.98.10.22  UT, indexed by
Democritus 9 under Hypothetical Effect
Imperative

The floodlights from Aether s Touch
washed over the vessel on the portside
slip, enhancing its tortuous lines and
pulsing skin. It looked like an amoebic
parasite sucking life away from Athens
Point rather than a docked spacecraft
using legitimately leased resources.

"Matt? Get us a different slip. They’re
putting us next to Minoans,” Ariane said
over internal comm to the only other
crew member on Aethers Touch. Her
fingers flew across her console and



strengthened their firewall, a precaution
she took when docking at any habitat.
She wasn’t paranoid, only sensible.

"I’ll talk to Command Post,” Matt
replied from the protected array
compartment. He sounded altogether too
fresh and cheery, she thought sourly,
because e had gotten rack time during
N-space. The bright pumping into his
bloodstream since they entered real-
space had cleared his head. She,
however, had to stay awake through N-
space, and that meant clash, as most
pilots called it. Clash kept her terrors at
bay, her reflexes sharp, and her thoughts
clear but jaggedly edged with
irritability. Running her fingers through
her loose, short curls, she felt them



tremble against her hypersensitive scalp.
The clash pushed uncomfortably behind
her eyelids when she closed them, and
the bright wasn’t helping.

"That’s all they can give us. All their
class-C slips are taken.” Matt no longer
sounded cheerful.

"That’s shit from the Great Bull itself.
Who’d we piss off?” Ariane’s question
was rhetorical. Everyone followed the
rules when Minoans were around, so she
and Matt would suffer the most rigorous
inspections possible from Athens Point
Customs and Flight Records.

"We can’t afford Minoan attention. Do
you think they know what we’re
carrying?”’

"Don’t see how. I don’t think this is



personal; it’s just bad luck.” Ariane
focused on the directional lights flashing
at their slip.

"Bad luck all around. I already
notified Nestor and told him to stand
ready.”

"Great—him and every lurker on this
habitat,” she said.

"The claims will be puncture-proof.
Really.”

She didn’t answer. Among Matt’s
frustrating qualities were his unshakable
confidence, good humor, and optimism.
As a perennial pessimist, she doubted
that he and Nestor could close the
loopholes. By now, lurkers had seen
their ship arrive and had their legal
vultures ready to muscle in on the action.



Once Nestor submitted their claims and
the deadline expired, the carnage would
start. Aether Exploration’s claims would
have to withstand everything from patent
infringement threats to good old-
fashioned claim jumping.

She oriented Aether'’s Touch and
started Y-vector approach into the
docking ring. Everything was right on
track. She had time and was as curious
as the next mundane, so she reviewed the
video of the portside ship.

No mundane human, to her
knowledge, had been on board a Minoan
vessel. Net-think speculated that the
outside skin was a partially organic
composite, perhaps because of its
mottled green-yellow color and the



pulsing movement of conduits. Lights
glowed through its hull, but didn’t
resolve into decks. Net-think also
postulated that Minoan shielding
allowed true windows in their N-space
ships. Ariane couldn’t guess where their
referential engine was located or
whether the ship was armed. She didn’t
dare direct her lights and cam-eyes
toward the Minoan vessel again, as she
didn’t want to attract their attention. She
idly watched the approach video from
the starboard cam-eye, happy to see the
angular outline of a mundane ship. When
she saw weapons pods, however, she
magnified the video and frowned as the
AFCAW logo slid by. Why would a
military ship, in this case a lightweight



cruiser, dock at Athens Point when it
could use Karthage?

"Let’s get through docking without a
fuss. How’s it look for flight records?”
Matt’s voice interrupted her
deliberations about the cruiser.

Ariane chewed her lip.

"You’re legal, right? Ari?” His voice
became sharp.

The logs on Aether’s Touch would
prove she’d stayed within real-space
safety limits, but that wasn’t the source
of Matt’s concern. She considered the
cocktail of drugs inside her body. The
street smooth she’d added to take the
edge off the clash wasn’t an approved
supplement. On the other hand,
regulations didn’t prohibit smooth, and



in this case Athens Point Flight Records
got to decide whether she had used a
safe dose.

"I’'mnot sure,” she said reluctantly.

Matt swore.

"Look, I only added some smooth.
Plenty of pilots wuse it, with no
problems.”

"But we’re going to be hammered
with every regulation possible,” he said.

"How’d I know we’d be squeezed
between Minoans and AFCAW?” Her
voice rose and her stomach tightened.
She should have made this run strictly by
the book. Too late now. There was
ominous silence over internal comm.

"Matt?”’

"AFCAW? Here?”



"Cruiser, lightly armed, docked to
starboard.”

"I’1l be on deck for final connection.”
Matt cut off to lock down the array
compartment. Aether s Touch was a
second-wave prospector, and while she
supported a crew of only two, she had
the latest exploration-rated equipment.
Sapphire-shielded crystal arrays held
their precious cargo: information
gathered through every possible remote
sensor and telebot available on Aether’s
Touch. Physical samples were stored in
the compartment aft of the vaults.

Ariane turned back to her console and
concentrated on the approaching slip.
The autopilot wasn’t foolproof and any
pilots worth their salary wouldn’t let



their ship attempt docking unattended.
Matt climbed to the control deck as
station supply and recycling tubes were
clamping on to the Aether’s Touch. He
was more protective of the ship than
Ariane; she knew he watched the station
crews critically through the cam-eye,
ready to pounce on any safety
deviations. Ariane’s fingers danced over
the smooth console surface. She turned
over environmental controls to the
habitat so they could run on station
resources and power. Of course, Athens
Point would bill Matt for every second
of each service.

"Aligned and using station gravity.
Switching over air supply.” Ariane
called out her checklist steps over



intercom as was required by regulations,
not that anyone needed to hear them.
Matt knew when his air supply changed.
She watched his reflection turn and sniff
the air, his angular cheekbones, nose,
and jaw showing a pleasing profile. He
kept his blond hair short, cut in a
military style that Ariane preferred. Not
that she’d made her preferences known
to him. . . .

She looked away. Matt was her
employer, the civilian equivalent of her
commander. Besides that, he was crew.
The only way for a crew to work
successfully was to keep the relationship
professional. I’/l never make that
mistake again. Ariane clamped down on
her thoughts, squashing the memories



into darkness.

"Ah, fresh air.” Matt sighed.

Ariane suppressed a smile. Only
creche-get could appreciate station air.
Matt was a generational ship baby and
carried the generational-line last name
of Journey. Because of his upbringing,
he considered any proven crew member
to be family. Perhaps he was a bit too
trusting, but this worked in her favor
since she didn’t have an authentic family
or background.

She and Matt trusted each other,
which was necessary because new space
had its dangers. The generational ship
that established the time buoy in the new
solar system wasn’t responsible for
charting or resource discovery. That was



the job of the second-wave prospectors,
and Ariane liked being out in the lonely
nether reaches for months on end.

"Let’s see what’s waiting.” Matt
leaned over her shoulder and activated
the cam-eye feed from the dock. Wearing
colorful badges and crisp uniforms,
three officials stood at the end of their
ramp and looked as pompous as
possible. They expected Customs and
Flight Records, but not Station Ops.

"I’ve never seen all three officials on
the ramp before, and certainly not in
such clean gear.” Matt widened the view
to show the whole ramp, and they saw
the reason Station Ops was present.

"What the . . . 7 she said.

"We’re fucked,” he said.



Several paces behind the three
officials stood a tall figure with an
elaborate horned headdress and robes
that managed to look diaphanous while
remaining androgynous. A Minoan. No
one would have asked its purpose here;
the Minoans rarely explained their
business to mundanes. It stood, stopping
traffic, in the center of the main ring
corridor. A buzzing cloud of remotes,
trying to record the rare occurrence of a
Minoan on a commercial habitat, kept
several meters away. Behind the
billowing mass of remotes, well behind
them, stood a few onlookers who were
just at the edge of cam-eye view from
the ship.

"Don’t panic. There’ll only be delays.



They’ll have to do a brain-wave pattern
panel to detect and quantify the smooth.”
Ariane said this matter-of-factly, since
the flight records official had all the
appropriate equipment hanging from her
left shoulder.

"As long as no one gets a whiff of our
cargo,” he said.

She nodded, her gut wincing. The
waiting Minoan drew  excessive
attention to their arrival, more than
Matt’s messages or her delays with
Flight Records required. The entire
station was probably watching and
loading video of the Minoan onto
ComNet. They might as well have
announced on the feeds that they’d made
the most significant find of their



lifetimes, which was far more important
than her pilot license and rating.

After they opened the air lock, Ariane
took a moment to digest the smells and
the air quality, the unique signature of
every station. Heavy equipment wasn’t
allowed on class-C docks; the mixture of
perfumes, sweat, and spices overrode
traces of ozone and lubricant. As
stimulating as the scents were, the gray
deck and panels of Athens Point were
similar to those of other habitats. She
paused at the top of the ramp,
disoriented. The panels near their slip
should be covered with—ah, now they
had been found and targeted.
Advertisements aimed at Ariane and
Matt, selected per their buying habits,



opened and fought for space on the wall
and even the ceiling. She knew better
than to look up this soon on station,
before she was used to habitat-g. For
this very reason, the deck was off-limits
to anything but operational and
emergency announcements. The audio
for the advertisements started yammering
in her implanted ear bug; she pressed
behind her ear and turned it off, since it
would automatically activate for private
and urgent messages. Turning the ear bug
off, unfortunately, triggered higher
volume from the nodes supporting the
wall display. Every merchant she or
Matt had ever used seemed to be trotting
advertisements across the wall. After
being isolated in new space for more



than six months, she was unnerved by the
discordant sights and sounds.

Ariane glanced past the officials.
Hopeful  advertisers  were  even
peppering the Minoan. Its headdress
extended its head organically and
supported the requisite horns, jewels,
and beads—apparently justifying the
jewelry commercials. Hidden equipment
obscured 1its head and face, and raised
contours that sucked in light rather than
reflected it. The "velvet-over-ice mask,”
coined by net-think, defeated man-made
sensors and ensured that facial features
or skin wasn’t visible.

If Minoans had faces or skin. Net-
think had more theories than she could
count regarding the origin of the



Minoans and who or what they were.
Shortly after the Hellenic Alliance put
mankind onto Earth’s moon, the Minoans
arrived. They offered the essential
element for N-space travel to several
other solar systems. At the time, they
controlled the secret to making N-space
time buoys, and a hundred years later,
they still maintained that monopoly.

She looked away from the Minoan
quickly, focusing on her scuffed boots.
The officials waited. She jerked her
head once to shake her loose curls and
make them presentable. As she walked
down the ramp, her boots made light,
ringing taps, sounding deceptively
delicate. Matt followed, his lanky stride
making rude clunks. When she stopped,



he put his hands on her shoulders and
stood behind her, looking over her head.
She felt tension in his hands through her
coveralls.

"Athens Point welcomes the Aether’s
Touch into slip thirty-three. She’s
recorded as owned and crewed by Matt
Journey, and piloted by Ariane Kedros.”
Station Ops used a clipped intonation.
"We’ll start with the pilot, then move to
the ship and cargo.”

"We’ll need proof of pilot identity.”
Flight Records handed Ariane the
recorder. Proof of identity was unusual
and she felt Matt’s grip tighten on her
shoulders.

"Great Bull-s— Matt swallowed his
expletive in deference to the listening



Minoan. "What’s going on here?”

"This 1s standard procedure, Mr.
Journey,” said Flight Records.

"No, it isn’t, and I object to paying for
retinal matching, The regs don’t require

2

"It’s okay, Matt. Let’s pay, regulation
or not,” Ariane said. Antagonizing the
docking inspectors wasn’t going to
speed things up.

She felt his hands relax and took this
as acceptance. She held the recorder
against her eye to take a reading and
handed it back to Flight Records.
Identity forgery in the autonomist worlds
was almost impossible, because it
required changing all primary and
secondary documentation in crystal.



Once written to crystal, always in
crystal. The data couldn’t be changed or
erased, and both government and
commercial security systems protected
crystal vaults.

A false identity is impossible, unless
your identity is created and paid for by
the government. Her mind veered away
from those thoughts. I°’m Ariane Kedros,
she told herself firmly.

"Any implants with artificial synapse
interfaces?” asked Flight Records.

"No.” Ariane shivered as the slim,
humming detection wand waved over
her head, neck, and back. Her implants
were the common, innocuous kinds, used
for communications, drug monitoring, or
storage of personal information. CAW



had outlawed synapse interfaces for
piloting vehicles and denied air and
space pilot licenses to anyone who still
sported such an interface. Hospital
vegetable bins were full of those who
had jumped on the wet-ware craze a
couple of decades ago. Early adopters
didn’t consider the viciousness of the
anonymous  hacker. Popularity of
synapse interfaces waned in the face of
the dangers. When they discovered that
synapse-enhanced games could be used
remotely for murder, the Senate stepped
in and created legal constraints on
synapse interfaces.

"Your allowed delta tranquilizer to
cognitive dissonance enhancer ratio is . .
.” The eyebrows of Flight Records went



up as she read Ariane’s profile on the
slate. Frowning, she evaluated Ariane’s
small frame from head to foot. "Those
are high.”

"Medically evaluated each year,”
Ariane said.

Flight Records shrugged and held out
the slate. "Unlock privacy control and
approve dose-rate measurements,
please.”

Ariane thumbed the slate and gave her
public password for voiceprint analysis.
The slate downloaded readings from her
implant and showed doses of d-tranny,
clash, and bright, as well as radiation
exposures. They would request the same
from Matt, but purely as a health
measure. For the N-space pilot, this was



a compliance check.

Now was the time to admit she’d
operated under smooth. At the least, she
could bypass the brain-wave panel and
Matt might quickly proceed into customs
inspections. At the worst, they might fine
her or revoke her license. Ariane drew a
deep breath.

"I’'m making a statement of personal
status,” she said.

"Don’t, Ari.” Matt’s hands felt
heavier. "Hoping to get through this
quickly, Mr. Journey?” A pleasant voice
wafted toward them from the remotes in
the corridor. Everyone turned to watch
Colonel Owen Edones glide through the
swarm of remotes with his usual ease.

"What’s he doing here?” Matt hissed



in her ear while his fingers dug into her
shoulders.

"I can formally vouch for Major
Kedros and speed this up,” Colonel
Edones said. His black uniform with the
light blue trim and insignia was
pristinely pressed and tailored. He
strode toward them. When he passed the
Minoan, he nodded his head
respectfully.

Strangely, the Minoan inclined its
horns, backed away, and left them.
Everyone standing at slip 33

watched as the Minoan departed for
its strange ship. A few mouths dropped
open. Remotes began to drift away,
presumably to cover other areas of the
habitat that were more interesting to



their owners.

"What?” said Station Ops.

"Shall we bypass flight records
inspection?” Colonel Edones asked. "I
have business with Major Kedros and I
can vouch for her, by signature.”

Flight Records searched her slate,
probably only now reading the notes
appended to Ariane’s pilot license that
read "Member of AFCAW Reserve,
rank Major, assigned to Directorate of
Intelligence, rated to pilot light military
air vehicles under seven metric tons and
space vehicles OFSV-16, OFSV-19,
Naga-20, Naga-21, Naga-24.” She
handed her slate to Colonel Edones, who
applied his thumbprint. Station Ops was
peeved. "But our procedures—”



"Bypassed on my authority,” Edones
said, his tone quiet and implacable.

"We don’t need your help, Edones.”
In contrast, Matt’s voice sounded young
and rough.

"Major, tell your boy to calm down.
I’m carrying orders for you.”

Ariane twisted away from Matt to
face both of them. She understood Matt’s
antipathy for Edones, but she’d never
figured out why Edones returned the
hostility.

"You can refuse the orders, Ari. I'll
sign the 932 that says you’re necessary
for your civilian job.” Matt’s face took
on that familiar stubborn look. He had
evidently read up on the regulations, but
sadly, he didn’t understand the true hold



that AFCAW held over her.

"That’ll never happen, will it,
Major?” Edones had a small, grim smile
on his face.

"’ll remind both of you that I make
my own decisions,” she said. "I’ll
decide after looking over the orders.”

"Only under secure conditions. I
suggest we talk, while Mr. Journey
handles his inspections.” Edones turned
and walked toward his slip, apparently
confident that she’d follow. She felt a
surge of resentment and wondered
whether she could puncture his confident
arrogance, just once. But if anything
defined Ariane Kedros, it was her duties
and assignments for the Directorate of
Intelligence. She began to follow



Edones, but Matt grabbed her arm and
swung her around to face him.

"Ari, I can’t go through this again.
You understand?” His eyes were wide,
his jaw muscles clenched and raised.

She knew what he meant. Matt had
looked like that after he’d supported her
head and kept her safe as she convulsed
and vomited, purging her last celebration
binge, her reward for getting through her
last assignment alive.

"It won’t happen again. I promise.”
Her voice was steady, but she
swallowed hard as she remembered the
rich taste of beer mixed with burning
shots of liquor and the sweet smooth—
all in quantities that could kill a bull.
She was lying.



"Good. Don’t take any assignment
from Edones until you talk with me.” He
squeezed her arm with friendly concern.

Deep down, she felt a tiny kernel of
disappointment stir. She was sure Matt
didn’t believe her, but he wouldn’t
confront her. Why didn’t he walk away
and give her the contempt she deserved?

Matt watched Ari catch up with
Edones. He shook his head. Whenever
that smarmy colonel showed up, Ari
would disappear on mysterious missions
that Matt suspected were also
dangerous. He’d started to depend upon
her. So much that he’d place his life in
her hands—already had, for that matter.
Just six days ago, he’d collapsed against
the inside of the air lock in a punctured,



barely operable suit. Ari pressurized the
air lock and entered. After opening his
helmet and checking his vitals, she’d
proceeded to lecture him.

"We’re almost at the end of the season
and we can leave that bot. What we
can’t afford to lose is the ship, and I
came mighty close; if we lost her, it’d be
your own damn fault. Really, Matt,
what’s so valuable out there that you’d
risk your life and ship?”

Standing there with her hands on her
hips and that fierce expression on her
face, Ari shamed him into silence. He
reached into the webbed pouch on his
suit, pulled out the bot’s memory
module, and held it up.

Her eyes widened.



"Is that a rhetorical question?” he
asked.

She stared at him for a moment, and
then started chuckling. That was what he
liked about Ari—she knew that
sometimes extreme measures Wwere
called for to get the job done. That’s
probably why Edones keeps giving her
assignments. The bruises and medical
treatments she has when she comes
back, the drinking she does—

"Mr. Journey, I'm on a tight
schedule!” The customs inspector still
waited to examine the crystal storage
and data systems.

Matt glanced down at the shorter man.
When he looked up, he saw Ari and
Edones turn onto the ring corridor and



pass from his sight.



CHAPTER 2

The Terran Expansion League
(TerraXL) and the Consortium of
Autonomous Worlds (CAW), hereinafter
referred to as the Parties, Conscious of
the devastating

power of temporal distortion weapons
upon the fabric

of the universe, and Convinced that
the measures set

forth in this Treaty will strengthen
interstellar peace and

security, have agreed upon the articles
written in this

Treaty. . . .

—Preamble to Mobile Temporal
Distortion (TD) Weapon Treaty, Signed



Under Pax Minoica, 2105.164.10.22 UT,
indexed by Heraclitus 17 under Conflict
Imperative

"I see rank still has its privileges,”
Ariane said when she entered the
mission commander’s office on the
cruiser. The compartment was large, by
spaceship standards. A desk and two
chairs were bolted to the deck. Behind
the desk, the bulkhead displayed the seal
of the Consortium of Autonomous
Worlds next to the Consortium Armed
Forces crest.

"Nice, isn’t 1t? This connects to my
cabin and is fitted with every device
available through MilNet. But don’t
worry, this conversation can’t be heard
by normal nodes.” Owen flashed her an



innocent, boyish smile and winked one
of his blue eyes. When he didn’t close
his face down into that bland politic
expression, he could be handsome.

Ariane refused to be charmed. Owen
was dangerous. He didn’t have an
innocent bone in his body and he’d just
admitted that he had control over what
MilNet documented. She regretted being
on a first-name basis with someone like
him—what did that say about her? But
I’'m not anybody real, not anymore.

She looked around. AFCAW crimson
and gold were liberally splashed about
the cabin and furniture, but something
was missing, It took her a moment to
identify what, or specifically, whom.

"Where’s Joyce?”



The hulking and pragmatic sergeant
who followed Owen from assignment to
assignment wasn’t present. The saying
"once you sell your soul to the black and
blue, you’re forever theirs” wasn’t
hyperbole. She suspected the Directorate
always assigned Sergeant Joyce and
Colonel Owen Edones as a pair so they
could support, as well as observe, each
other. After all, loads of bullshit had
rolled downhill onto these two and they
were the ones that had to clean up. They
were the only ones who handled certain
secrets that flowed from CAW to
AFCAW to the Directorate, secrets that
no one wanted to know and everyone
hoped would die with these two men.
Secrets such as my identity. She knew



how much work had gone into her false
records as well as those of others, and
how Owen and Joyce alone shouldered
the burdens, responsibilities, and
knowledge.

"He’s TDY.” Owen’s voice didn’t
encourage any questions and she didn’t
ask anything more, familiar with the
temporary duty orders that came from
Owen. She had no need to know what
Joyce was doing.

"When did the Directorate of
Intelligence get its own ships?” she
asked.

"Thanks for noticing. Relax. There’s
no need to stand on formalities after all
this time.” Owen opened cabinets in the
side bulkhead, searching for something.



"I couldn’t miss the Intelligence
emblem on the air lock. Why would you
be given command of a cruiser?” She
remained standing and stared at the
AFCAW crest behind the desk. Its clean
midcentury design of the stylized Labrys
Raptor had started with the Colonial Air
Forces on Hellas Prime.

"The final treaty’s been ratified and
we’re closing down Naga’s temporal
distortion mission. Can’t your employer
afford any feeds? Ah.” Owen pulled out
a bottle. He opened it, sloshing the dark
liquid. "Want a drink?”

Yes, by Gaia and any gods of the
Minoans.  The amber  highlights
sparkled, and as he poured himself a
glass, the sensuous smell filled the



cabin. Her mouth watered as she
regretfully measured her resolve, and
whether she’d lose it with the drink. 4ri,
other people don't think like that, Matt
told her. Every drink isn't a struggle of
control or a big decision. They either
want it or they don't—if they don',
they decline it. Rationing and
rationalizing your drinks isn't natural.
But for her, the idea of anyone not
wanting a drink was unnatural.

"Shutting down the Naga systems puts
you out of a job. No more secrets to
protect,” she said, trying to ignore the
liquor.

That wasn’t true. There would always
be Ura-Guinn.

"Don’t be naive, Major. We could



always retrofit the Naga vehicle for
kinetic weapons, but that’s not our
immediate concern. Someone has to
ensure the TerranXL inspection teams
depart with the same intelligence as
when they arrived. They’re still our
enemy.”

"You intelligence golems love all this
intrigue and secrecy, don’t you?” She
moved backward and sat down in the
chair that opposed his desk to get farther
away from the smell of the liquor.

"You’re one of us now, so live with
it. Your orders.” He tossed her a
military-issue slate. "Of all people, you
should realize how 1mportant this
particular treaty i1s. We’ve gotten to the
crux of Pax Minoica. Fifteen years of



dancing about the negotiation tables
under Minoan oversight and we finally
begin the drawdown of the weapons
system that started it all. We’re going to
start destroying the warheads that
damage nous-space-time, if we’re to
believe the Minoans. . . .” He let his
words trail off, leaning back behind his
desk. He took a deep swallow of his
drink.

"No, of all people, 1 don’t need to be
lectured on the dangers of a temporal
distortion wave.” Her voice was harsh.

She thumbed the slate. It contained a
copy of the treaty, which she paged
through quickly. There were protocols to
follow, inspections required by each
side to verify numbers of warheads,



schedules for destruction of warheads,
blah, blah, and blah. She opened the
orders next. At least Owen kept her in-
system. Karthage Point was a military
habitat, under full AFCAW control and
located near Hellas Daughter, the major
moon of Hellas Prime. One of
Karthage’s missions was testing Naga
systems, designed and built on Hellas
Daughter. The first treaty under Pax
Minoica had curtailed actual testing of
temporal distortion waves. Now the test
squadron, performing a dying mission,
used simulations and tested guidance and
targeting hardware without warhead
packages. This last treaty finally
dismantled the operational squadrons.
Karthage also had one of these



squadrons, with a complement of TD
warheads, qualifying it as an inspection
site under the Mobile TD Weapon
Treaty.

"This 1s different—putting me back
into uniform. Why assign me as liaison
to the Terran inspection teams?” She
looked up to see Owen watching her.
"Diplomacy isn’t my forte and ’'m not
familiar with the Karthage facilities.
You’ve got plenty of lackeys that can do
this assignment better than I can.”

"I have faith in your skills, Major.
You can fit in anywhere you want, and
be anyone you want.”

Yet I cant feel comfortable
anywhere, with anyone, she thought
bitterly. She leaned back into the plush



chair.

"I’m thinking of taking Matt’s advice,”
she said. "Maybe it’s time to resign my
commission.”

"Give up AFCAW protection? That
would be foolish.”

"You mean give up continuous
observation and control.” Her jaw jutted
out in challenge, daring him to deny it.
He didn’t. She was watched because she
was both an embarrassment and a
liability to AFCAW. She tried to make
up for it by doing her duty, by accepting
these dangerous assignments from Owen,
but when would her moral debt be paid?

"Before you hand in your commission,
I’d suggest reading the next two
packets.”



Sighing quietly, she went back to the
slate. The next packet required
voiceprint access. She stated her name,
rank, and service number, which were
false like everything else. Was there
ever a real Ariane?

The packet opened and she read the
first few sentences before she lost
control, flinging the slate across the
room.

"Are you insane?” The words hissed
through her clenched teeth. The slate hit
the opposite wall, rebounded, and
bounced over to rest on the floor near
Owen’s desk. He calmly picked it up
and handed it back. The slate, being
military issue, took much more than her
abuse to break.



She stared at the slate in his hand as if
it were a cobra, ready to strike. "You’re
exposing me to my worst enemy. Isrid
Parmet has dedicated himself to
uncovering the ’war criminals’ that
destroyed Ura-Guinn.”

"CAW has always maintained that
everyone followed legal civilian orders.
The government has taken responsibility
and you are not a war criminal, Major.
You operated under authentic and
properly released orders. You did your
duty.” His tone sounded earnest and he
continued to hold out the slate.

"Beating the patriotic drum won’t
work with me.” Her tone was dry, but
she took the slate back from him. It lit up
at the touch of her thumbprint and



reopened the classified report.

"Read the  background. @ He’s
mellowed in the past fifteen years, with
everyone talking about the possibility of
finding survivors when ships reach Ura-
Guinn.”

"If he discovers who I am, I'll still
end up a smear on the bulkhead.” She
skimmed the report on State Prince Isrid
Sun Parmet, who was in charge of the
TerranXL compliance inspection teams.

"The hide-in-plain-sight strategy can
be effective.”

"Sounds more like the dumb-ass-
hiding-under-the-bed  strategy.”  She
looked up. "There’s something else, isn’t
there?”

"Read the last report, which explains



why I’ve chosen you for this assignment.
I’m sorry, Ariane.”

He hardly ever used her first name,
and his tone made her apprehensive. She
held her breath as she opened the last
packet. It expanded to a set of twelve
investigations of deaths, all within the
last four months. She looked at the list,
seeing a previous vice president of
CAW, a previous AFCAW chief of staff,
and a previous commander of AFCAW.
Farther down, she saw her previous
wing commander, squadron commander,
crew comm officer . ..

" Cipher? Cipher’s gone?” The name
"Cara Paulos” smeared and blurred in
her sight. She wiped her eyes with the
back of her hand.



"Here, take this.” Owen offered a
tissue, which she used to wipe her eyes
and nose and hide her face. She leaned
back into the chair and took a few
moments to compose herself. Damn,
Cipher was crew. Granted, she and
Cipher hadn’t always seen eye to eye.
Not like Brandon. Ariane looked over
the list again and breathed a small sigh
of relief. Brandon wasn’t on the list.

"The feeds said the vice president
died naturally from heart disease, but all
these other deaths? This can’t be
coincidence,” she said.

"No, it isn’t. CAW suppressed the
unnatural causes of these deaths to keep
the perpetrators unaware of our
investigation. The common root cause



was clever sabotage resulting in critical
equipment failure. The exception is the
catastrophe of Lieutenant Paulos’s
airline flight, which took eighty-five
souls and left us hardly anything to
analyze. We had a difficult time
identifying bodies, much less finding a
cause. That case is still open.”

"Why didn’t 1 hear about this?” She
glared at Owen.

"Many of these people operated under
false identities like yours, so you
wouldn’t recognize their names. And for
the sake of security, I couldn’t message
you because the generational ship
controlled all comm into G-145.”

"You were supposed to protect us.”
Her teeth clenched as she fought the



tears again. Poor Cipher. She’d been the
nervous one, the dissenting one, always
buried in her codes and comm. She
hadn’t deserved this.

"The signing of this final treaty
seemed to be the trigger. We were
unprepared and our covert oversight
doesn’t lend itself to moving rapidly. I
couldn’t find people fast enough, once
we detected the pattern.”

Owen seemed sincerely moved,
perhaps by the loss of useful manpower
or by failing an assignment. She looked
away. He hadn’t known those people.
He hadn’t worked with them. He’d never
faced the moral quandaries of operating
the most powerful weapons system
known to mankind, or seen a comrade



crumble under that burden. Owen
worked in a world with clear
boundaries and no regrets.

"Why just these names?” she asked
softly. "More people were, and still are,
involved with TD weapons.”

"True. There’s weapons research and
development and maintenance and
testing and storage—it took me a while
to figure out. That list is everyone who
generated or processed the release order
for Ura-Guinn, with the exception of
three people, including yourself.”

"It’s the Terran reprisal squads, isn’t
it? They’re out for revenge, like State
Prince Parmet. He encouraged them,
he’s the one who should die—" Anger
rose from within her chest and heated



her face.

"Without claiming responsibility on
the feeds?” Owen’s voice was cold and
slick as ice. "Think about it. How could
the Terrans know our classified release
process and our chain of command, as it
existed in the past—after 1 personally
managed the vault and index
replacements? Where would they get the
information?”’

"You think an insider’s involved?”

He nodded. "Someone combined
classified information with AFCAW
operational knowledge or experience. |
want  the traitor who helped these
killers, more than I want them.”

She shivered in the ensuing silence,
realizing that she’d never before sensed



hatred from Owen. Apparently, Owen
did have a personal stake in this
mission. Now I do need a drink. She
stepped silently to Owen’s makeshift
liquor cupboard, a repurposed personal
hygiene cabinet. As she poured a glass
of the liquor, she glanced at herself in
the mirror on the back of the cabinet.
Her face was thin from the last drop
she’d run, her weight loss due to N-
space. Her brown eyes sank into dark
hollows and she looked brittle. From
what she could see in the mirror, her
crew overalls were worn and rumpled,
hardly befitting an AFCAW officer.
Under her right ear, the edge of her
collar was unraveling into tufts of stift
orange fibers. Behind her, she saw



Owen standing beside his desk in his
perfectly appointed uniform, waiting for
her answer.

She raised the glass with the golden
liquor, deeply inhaling its aroma—she
didn’t know what it was, nor did she
care—and met her own eyes over the
brim. An exchange of honesty went
through her like a shock. Who was she
fooling? Could she pretend to be as
composed as Owen, pressed and
contained, while she was unraveling
inside? She was in worse shape than her
coveralls. Self-doubt seized her belly
and she lowered the glass. ! can't do
this mission.

"Matt suggested I go for addiction
reprogramming,” she said



conversationally, still facing the hygiene
cabinet.

"What for? You don’t drink or use on
active duty. You’re always in control.”
Owen’s voice was confident. How did
he know the extent of her control?

"I have the tendency to—to overdo
things. Once in a while. When I relax.”

"After the missions you’ve gone
through, don’t you think you deserve to
have a drink or two?”

Of course she did. She also knew that
Owen had an interest in keeping the
status quo; he couldn’t put her welfare
ahead of his agenda. "I’m not talking
about a couple of drinks,” she began.

"That’s no reason to undergo deep-
psyche neural probes. AFCAW could



hardly sanction the risk to your cover or
to the information in your brain.”

"Could you stop me?” she asked
softly.

"Yes.”

The finality in that one word was
unmistakable. They both knew neural
probes or hypnosis could crack the
careful veneer of lies that protected her.
Owen’s caution only justified her
random path through life. What was at
the end of the path? Self-destruction, no
doubt, and she didn’t care. She took a
hefty swallow of liquor and let it melt
down her throat and into her stomach.
Her body relaxed. The alcohol stifled
the sound of internal fraying. Her soul
might be threadbare, but she could



manage. This is what I am. She turned
away from the cabinet and faced Owen.

"You said there are three of us left?
Brandon, myself, and who else?” She
tried to remember how release orders
were processed fifteen years ago.

Owen answered as if the previous
conversation had never happened.
Perhaps it hadn’t.

"The command post controller who
processed the release order. He stayed
on active duty and he’s now Colonel
Erik Icelos, facility commander at
Karthage Point. With all the security
required to keep the inspection teams
safe as well as ignorant, Karthage
should be a safe and controlled
environment. Besides, you’re



forewarned now and you’ve proven your
survival skills—you’ll be there to
protect him.”

He smiled.

"And Brandon?”

"Stubborn as ever. We advised him to
move, but he won’t budge from his
current location. He’s been
uncooperative.” Owen shrugged and
annoyance flitted across his face.

Ariane smiled into her glass and took
another sip of soothing comfort. She
wasn’t supposed to know where
Brandon resided, but she had a vague
idea.

Under her feet, she felt a faint but
familiar trembling. She whirled and
placed her hand flat against the back of



the hygiene cabinet to feel the vibrations
in the bulkheads. The sublight booster
engine had started. The crew would
soon fire orientation thrusters; the
cruiser must have received clearance
from Athens Point to disconnect.

"Damn it, Owen, I needed to talk this
over with Matt.”

"You’ve accepted your orders. Send
him a message, but remember that your
destination is classified.”

"I haven’t signed these orders yet.
Matt—"

"He can surely get along without you
for a couple of months. Besides, I’'m not
sure this sort of long-term employment is
good for you. What if he learned the truth
about you?”’



"He never will.” She shrugged at the
implied, and worthless, threat. Owen
wouldn’t leak any hint of her past to
Matt or anyone else. He’d spent most of
his career obscuring "the mission” and
would never sabotage his own
handiwork.

"I could make things difficult for Matt
and his little prospecting business. |
could screw with his leases, question his
permit.”

This wasn’t an idle threat. She kept
her face impassive. Owen didn’t need
any more leverage over her, so why this
extra pressure? She locked gazes with
him, wondering why he always probed,
always tried to get tidbits of personal
information. Because what Colonel



Owen Edones didn’t understand, he
couldn’t control.

This was taking up precious time and
Owen wasn’t really offering a choice.
She shrugged. Whatever honor she had
left wouldn’t permit her to walk away
from the chance to find these killers, or
to protect Brandon. As always, she’d
follow orders. She gulped down her
liquor, picked up the slate, and signed
her acceptance.

"Matt and I are business associates,
nothing more. I’ll need time to prepare,
sir. Do I have quarters?”

She began her premission
dissociation, changing her internal
references. Owen was her commanding
officer. She felt the change, almost like



sliding into an invisible uniform. From
Edones’s face, he saw it also; he’d once
remarked that she had a switch that
flipped her into "military mode.”

"Take hold. This is first warning for
low-g maneuver,” a deep drawling
voice announced over the ship’s nodes.

Colonel Edones smiled. "Better hurry,
Major. Quartermaster’s on deck two,
port section sigma.”

"Yes, sir.” She saluted and left, but as
she hurried toward supply for uniforms,
quarters, toiletries, and other comforts,
Ariane couldn’t get Cipher’s face out of
her head.

Poor Cipher.

Ari had been six months away from
pinning on captain’s rank when Cipher



was assigned to their crew, replacing a
lieutenant who was transferred to Hellas
Daughter. Naga was Cipher’s first
assignment out of  sublieutenant
preparation, and she received decent
ratings in Naga technical training before
coming to the Sixteenth Naga Strike
Squadron. At first, Cipher was
intimidated by her two other crew
members, who had five, six, or in
Brandon’s case, even more years of
experience, but she soon loosened up.
Ari remembered the day Cipher had
come back from her first leave.

Ari pulled her head out of her locker
and jumped. "Cipher! You’re back. How
was Pelagos?”

Cipher had entered the locker room



silently. "It was okay.” Cipher shrugged.
"Pelagos isn’t a prime planet, so I saw
the sights within the first few days. They
have good salons, though.”

"I can see that.” Cipher’s hair was
now bright orange. Personally, Ari
didn’t understand Cipher’s urge to
change her appearance on a moment’s
notice.

"Any news?”

"You’ve only been gone for five days.
We’re still holding steady after we took
back New Damascus.”

Ari shook her curls and ran her
fingers through her drying hair.

"No, I mean any rumor of Naga
deployment.”

"TD weapons are a threat that’ll never



be used, hopefully.” Ari closed her
locker and, as always, wryly grimaced
at the tag that read K. ARGYRIS. Her
family and friends called her Ari after
her middle name, Ahrilan, and now her
comrades did the same. Karen Argyris
was a name she only saw on nametags
and paperwork.

She turned to see Cipher, looking
distressed and sullen, sitting on the
bench, staring at the shampoo in her
hands. Clearly, there was something else
on her mind.

"Ari, I talked to Alex.” Cipher’s dark
eyes settled on her, with meaning in
them, as 1f she should understand that
cryptic hint.

"Who? Alex Stavvos? You mean the



squadron gossip, with the big mouth—
always flapping.”

Cipher didn’t smile. "He said he saw
you coming out of Brandon’s room
during early shift, after the STRAT-
EVAL party at the club. He said you
looked. . . .” She didn’t continue. Uh-oh.
Ari took a deep breath. Is it too much to
ask, Gaia, to let this slide by? She
looked around the locker room; luckily,
the showers and lockers were deserted.
She sat down, straddling the bench and
facing Cipher. "We made a mistake.”

"You’re not going to deny it.” Cipher
turned and Ari looked down at the
bench, not wanting to meet her eyes.

"No. Like I said—"

"What’s going to happen now? You



guys can’t have a relationship and still
be on crew together.”

Cipher’s voice cracked.

"There’s no relationship.” Ari tried
to keep her voice steady. She wasn’t
sure how she really felt about Brandon,
but they’d made their decision already,
for the good of the crew and their
careers. Their relationship had been
over almost before it began and they
hoped the squadron commander would
never hear of it. Depending upon how
the squadron commander viewed their
indiscretion, he could charge both of
them with fraternization. At the very
least, he’d break up the crew.

"So you guys had a one-night stand.”
Cipher looked shocked.



"That’s a quaint way of putting it, but
it’s better than getting involved, isn’t
it?” Ari was confused. Since Brandon
wrote both their evaluations, she
expected Cipher to be relieved.
"Otherwise everyone, including you,
would suspect favoritism. We’d have to
break up the crew.”

"You shouldn’t stay on crew after you
slept together.”

"Mistakes happen,” Ari said calmly.
People get drunk and make mistakes—
especially me. "This is wartime and we
make a good crew—just look at our
ratings—and we shouldn’t break up a
good thing.”

"But how can you work together?”

Ari wasn’t sure how to answer this.



She could work with Brandon because
she could distance herself and take every
conversation, every interaction at face
value. Cipher worried about what
people thought, what people felt, what
lay hidden behind every decision,
conscious or subconscious. Instead, she
said, "If you ask him, Brandon will talk
to you about it. We’d like the whole
thing forgotten, because we want to keep
the crew intact. Do you want us to be
broken up?”

Cipher shook her head, perhaps not
willing to accept failings in her two
senior crew members.

"We shouldn’t have, well, gotten
carried away. I admit that,” Ari said.
"But I hope you can forgive us, for the



good of the mission.”

"For the mission?” She turned and
looked at Ari, outrage twisting her
features. What did Cipher want from
her? Ar1 watched her stand and undress,
her arms jerking and pulling at her
clothes. The Naga crews weren’t seeing
action, but it was wartime, for Gaia’s
sake. Was Cipher hoping for a love story
or a happy v-play ending? This wasn’t
virtual adaptive-fiction play, where the
player could influence the story by
tweaking parameters. Ari rubbed her
temples. Nothing would be the same
again. If she could take back her actions
several nights ago, she would. Cipher
left a crumpled pile of civilian clothes
on the bench in front of Ari. Without



another word, she stomped off to the

showers.
Ari shook her head. Poor Cipher.



CHAPTER 3

CAW’s military arm (AFCAW)
insists Ura-Guinn was targeted through
civilian control, but they continue to
classify the mission documentation and
hide the perpetrators. The only
conclusion can be that they’re covering
up a freelance military operation. Their
militia has violated the Phaistos
Protocols [see modern Minoans] and
they must be tried as war criminals.

—TerranXL State Prince Isrid Sun
Parmet, 2094.341.05.08 UT, indexed by
Heraclitus 12 under Conflict Imperative

The "window” in Isrid’s study
displayed one of his favorite views:
afternoon clouds against the red horizon



of Mars, viewed from the northeastern
edge of Valles Marineris. He couldn’t
have a conventional window because of
radiation, and this particular view
wasn’t possible from his location, the
city of Roma Rossa.

The clouds building up against the
Tharsis Montes volcanoes were a
normal result of midnorthern summer
and not due to the slight increase of
atmospheric  pressure. That mere
increase in fifty millibars had been
frightfully expensive, based upon
diverting four comets over a century ago,
and Mars still couldn’t come close to
sister Terra’s atmosphere.

However, Mars wasn’t going to
receive terraforming funds any time



soon, based upon the projected Terran
Expansion League tax base. Millions of
people forced to live in protected
habitats on both planets would only
support terraforming on, well, Terra,
since Yellowstone’s caldera had blown
her friendly surface into an ice age.
Yellowstone was a costly lesson in
souls and biomass and ecosystems and
species, as well as pride. Mankind
learned that their footprints on Terra
could never compare to the internal
rages within the planet herself.

Inside his study, safe from climate
vagaries and radiation, State Prince Isrid
Sun Parmet relaxed after reading the
Mobile Temporal Distortion Weapon
Treaty for a third time. His back was



straight, perpendicular to the seat of his
stool. He aligned his feet square with his
body and extended his arms on the low
desk with his hands slightly curled into
mirror images of each other. The lines of
the lavish bamboo floor, shipped at great
expense from a biome refuge on Terra,
ran smoothly perpendicular to his desk.
The window to his right balanced a
large painting on the opposite wall,
painted by a Martian artist and reflecting
the muted colors in the study. Isrid
breathed deeply and rhythmically while
he practiced somaural  exercises,
methodically tensing and relaxing every
voluntarily controlled muscle in his
body using a master’s sequence.

The treaty arrived with an attached



comment. "SP Parmet, read carefully.
Overlord Three expects strategic
benefit. SP Hauser.”

Isrid had hoped his exercises would
give him insight into the strategic benefit
that Overlord Three sought. He was
distracted when transparent green-
yellow froth crept across the study floor
into the edge of his vision, carrying with
it the faint scent of pine.

"You ignored the ban,” he said aloud,
rising to surface consciousness. The
smell of pines receded, as did the
colorful splash of his wife’s aura on the
floor. "I wasn’t to be disturbed for four
hours.”

"Even for a drink?” said Sabina’s soft
voice from the doorway.



His second wife held a hot beverage,
modeled after Terran tea, in her hand.
Her small and taut body stood
symmetrical inside the doorway, and no
farther. Her short red hair cupped her
head and neatly lay behind her delicate
ears, while the smooth gray bodysuit
showed every indelicate and muscular
ripple on her body. Sabina was adept at
somaural reading and projection, but
Isrid didn’t permit her in his study. He
worried that her strong aura, perhaps a
result of her willful personality, would
taint his room. He declined with an
eyebrow. I 'm busy.

"You’ve been here more than three
hours. What are you studying?” Signing
with almost imperceptible finger flicks



and a shoulder shrug, she added, You
need a break.

"I’'m reading the treaty for dismantling
CAW’s Naga, versus our VTD-twenty
drones and Falcon missiles.” He
stretched and relaxed his muscles. Of his
two wives, Sabina was the one in whom
he confided. This, however, was one
reason he didn’t risk having her
accompany him to political events.

"Why torture yourself? You wouldn’t
have been allowed on the Terran team
for negotiating this particular treaty, and
for good reason.” Sabina didn’t know
about his appointment yet.

"The overlord appointed me to
organize and nmanage the treaty
inspection teams.”



Sabina projected disbelief and
puzzlement, but Isrid didn’t reply.

"It’s a trap,” she finally said.

"It’s a test.”

"Semantics.” Her fingers flicked the
Martian sign that translated to "a spoken
word never has one meaning.”

"The overlord and his staff need to
know how far I’'ll go to support Pax
Minoica.”

Sabina nodded. She’d helped him
craft a new public image, slowly
softening his statements over the past
five years. She understood the
importance of publicly accepting Pax
Minoica.

"You’ve convinced them that you’ve
come to terms with losing Pryce and his



family.” A graceful curl of three fingers
added the meaning "deceived” to her
spoken word "convinced.” A flip of the
wrist added

"brother” to "Pryce,” which Sabina
knew would cause him pain.

"Either that, or they think I’ve decided
to wait. The overlord supports this as
the logical course, considering the latest
analysis on the glitch data.” Isrid
answered tonelessly and added no
additional meanings to his words,
because he was no longer sure how he
felt.

"They place too much hope on the
glitch data.” Sabina’s sneer made her
feelings obvious; they were not
ambivalent in regards to the



Autonomists. Sabina felt she’d lost a
child—since she and Isrid were going to
have Pryce and his wife join their
multimarriage so she could carry his
child. The permit had been grueling to
get and the chance was now lost. She
had one son by Isrid, but she’d hoped for
more.

"Even if their sun survived, the colony
might not exist anymore,” Sabina
continued. "The temporal distortion
wave would have caused coronal mass
emissions and flares. If they survived
that, then how long could civilization
endure, shut off from supplies and
information?”’

Isrid nodded agreement. They’d had
this discussion many times and he was



empty, drained from years of pain and
wondering. Was anyone alive in Ura-
Guinn? Could they trust the glitch data?

It was so much simpler during the
war. Both sides had TD weapons,
although the Autonomists had followed
the Phaistos Protocols to the letter with
their manned, somewhat manual, Naga
release vehicles and the Terrans had
stretched the protocols to the limit with
their standoff drones and missiles. Not
interested in learning the physics behind
temporal distortion, Isrid took the
analysts’ word for what it could do: A
TD wave was capable of blowing up a
sun.

They were terrible weapons; the
Minoans were edgy about temporal



distortion wave testing, and were
always pestering for a moratorium. The
analysts had all said that as long as
neither side was losing the war and no
one panicked, the TD weapons were
good negotiating material. But fifteen
years ago, the Autonomists had
detonated a TD weapon in the Ura-
Guinn system and they weren't even
losing, damn them. It was a surprise
attack, later called preemptive by the
Consortium negotiators.

The detonation didn’t behave as
predicted. No one had been brave—or
stupid—enough to test a full-scale
detonation, so unexpected results
weren’t surprising. Fifteen years ago, the
temporal distortion wave at Ura-Guinn



had destroyed the system buoy and
generated a pulse through the entire time
buoy network, called "the glitch.” This
pulse carried data that shocked both
Terran and Autonomist scientific
communities, while giving Isrid and
others hope, however hollow. Contrary
to scaled-down tests and simulations,
Ura-Guinn’s sun, specifically, its fusion
engine, might have survived. When it
was discovered that ships transitioning
out and in to real-space at the moment of
the glitch were lost, it brought the
consequences of war to every system in
the League and the Consortium. The
Minoans stepped in, asking TerraXL and
CAW to meet at the negotiation table
once more. Pax Minoica began, if rather



unsteadily. The scientific communities
analyzed the glitch data again. And
again. They built the largest space
antenna and scope ever attempted at
Epsilon Eridani, but that didn’t change
the time they’d have to wait. With the
buoy at Ura-Guinn destroyed, the
information couldn’t go any faster than
the speed of light.

"The colony, if it exists, has gone
through hell,” Sabina was saying. "The
autonomists should be punished as if
they’d damaged a habitat.”

"In four months, we’ll have light-
speed data. We’ll be able to verify
what’s happened to the planetary
bodies.” Whenever he thought of that, he
almost shivered with dread. He needed



to know, but part of him didn’t want to
know.

"And coincidentally, the final TD
weapon treaty gets ratified before we
even know what’s happened to Ura-
Guinn,” she said. "How could we have
allowed that?”

"I wasn’t in any position to delay
negotiations.”

He didn’t add that his position was
tenuous. She knew that. During the last
decade, the political climate had
changed and Isrid had been forced to
change with it. The people and their
leaders began to wholeheartedly back
treaties that were originally only
grudgingly supported because of the
Minoans. Overlords began culling their



staffs of rabble-rousers—those, like
Isrid, who would not let the memories
fade so easily. He had called for
retribution, for revenge, but eventually
found he was alone—unless the
overlords or their staffs interpreted his
speeches as an appeal for funds.
Everyone still agreed that money was a
problem.

"We’ll know more after the light-
speed data is analyzed,” he added.
"Then, in three years, the Campaign VII
will arrive and we’ll have full access
through the new time buoy.”

"Hmm, yes, an emergency
generational ship. What a contradiction.
We helped finance the bulk of that
mission and when I say the Autonomists



should pay, why can’t they reimburse us
for those expenses?”’

He didn’t want to think about their
financial situation. They had more years
of debt-load than he, his wives, or his
children could live through. Other
established Terran families were in the
same position, but this only made his
position and salary more precious
because of the competition.

"It doesn’t work that way. I can’t
demand reimbursement from the CAW
Senate directly.” He paused; Sabina had
a point. "Since I’'ll be traveling into
CAW on weapon inspections, I could try
to re-finance with a Consortium bank,
perhaps get better rates and fees. I could
find other investors to back the



Campaign ship.”

"So you support this final treaty.”
Some of her anger leaked into her aura;
he could see it, so recently close to
meditation.

"I have to. Pax Minoica has become
too strong to withstand, at least
politically, and we have to keep the
overlord’s patronage.”

Sabina nodded reluctantly. Her aura
cleared back to its original green shot
with yellow. "How long will the
inspections take?”

"The actual inspection time is limited
to one UT day. I don’t know how long
the entire visit will take.”

"Will you be taking Maria?”

Oh, how casually she asked that



question! Isrid watched her for a moment
and felt for changes in her aura. He
didn’t detect any. Once again, he had no
idea what she was feeling.

"Of course Maria will be on the
inspection team,” he said. "She’s the
best analyst with field experience that I
have on my staff.”

There was another pause as each
waited for the other to betray an
emotion. Both were masters of somaural
projection, and both revealed nothing.
Sabina spoke first.

"Make your decisions carefully. Our
future with the overlord may depend
upon this test.” Her fingers flickered.
Remember that revenge is engraved
upon your heart. Sabina turned



smoothly and left. He knew she hoped to
fan the embers of his anger, to keep it
alive. Her aura faded, but the
disturbance she had caused in his aura
didn’t. Her  blunt attempts at
manipulation were another reason she
didn’t accompany him at sensitive
political occasions. Garnet, his first
wife and the result of a contract between
families, wasn’t as proficient at
somaural projection, but she made up
for it with her compliant and tactful
behavior. This compliance also resulted
in banal sex—hence the need for another
wife. At least Sabina could express
herself sexually, although that could be a
problem when Maria was involved.

Isrid cleared his mind of family



annoyances and focused on the treaty.
His pulse quickened when he considered
physically  visiting CAW  military
facilities. This was the first treaty under
Pax Minoica that allowed on-site
verification of TD warhead inventories.

A chime sounded and he opened a
view screen on the far wall.

State Prince Hauser, personal aide to
Overlord Three, wore a smooth tan suit
that politely let communication through.
The muted blue insignia on his upper left
pectoral region proclaimed his position.
After exchanging greetings, SP Hauser
said, "The first baseline inspection to
verify numbers of systems and warheads
will be initiated on 380.5 UT. You’ll
have to arrive at Karthage Point within a



day of our initiation.” They don't expect
us to move so fast.

"SP, we’ve given up our best drone
delivery systems. How can we justify
this loss?” asked Isrid. With no
disrespect toward the overlords, his
head inclination and lowered eyes
secemed to add. He might be
overstepping his authority by questioning
the terms of this treaty, but SP Hauser
had a unique viewpoint because he’d
been with the negotiating team.

"They have to destroy the Naga TD
controller systems as well as eliminate
the warheads. Since we have no manned
deployment system, we’ve never been
able to counteract the flexible Naga
Force. Now Naga will have no fangs.”



SP Hauser waited, receptive to more
questions.

"What if they refit the Naga vehicles
with kinetic weapons?” Isrid asked.

"That’ll be the least of our problems.
We’re in a new age, where we fight in
the back alleys of industry and
technology,” Hauser said with a slight
smile.

"You didn’t obtain the names of those
responsible for Ura-Guinn. Did you try
to negotiate for them?”’

This subject was close to Isrid’s heart
and still made his anger burn. His
operatives had learned that soon after
the detonation, the military personnel
who fired the weapon had managed to
escape the system.



"Overlord Six asked for names during
the early negotiations. CAW authorities
said the records for that mission were
destroyed at the end of the war.” SP
Hauser radiated annoyance. They were
lying. They 're so easy to read.

"My intelligence staff says there are
still active reprisal squads.”

"Isrid, we can’t be associated with
any of those teams, not now. It’s of
paramount importance that the overlords
aren’t sullied, in CAW’s eyes, by
independent actions.” Hauser’s body
language reinforced his words.

After SP Hauser signed off and Isrid
downloaded Hauser’s packet, he spent a
moment dealing with his frustration. He
practiced somaural breathing and built



his wall to the world while he examined
his feelings. If he didn’t understand the
roots of his anger, he’d never be able to
control it. The overlords had moved
beyond Ura-Guinn, apparently willing to
wait to see if the TD weapon had truly
destroyed their colony. Hauser’s packet
outlined the alarming issues besetting the
overlords, the issues that were of the
highest priority for their staffs. The
Terran Expansion League’s planetary
economies were in shambles. The
League hadn’t established new colonies
for several decades, with the exception
of those it had ripped away from
Consortium worlds during the war. They
also  suffered the expense of
rehabilitating Terra. The overlords now



pinned their hopes on injections of
technology to galvanize their industry
and combat the deleterious effects from
depending upon Minoan artifacts.
"Never depend upon technology you
don’t understand and you can’t
replicate” was sound advice, but
TerraXL

couldn’t afford such high principles
while locked in economic struggle with
the autonomous worlds. Isrid examined
SP Hauser’s list of personnel, also
provided in the packet. Isrid could
choose six inspectors from his own staft
for each of the two inspection teams.
Hauser provided twelve names and at
first glance, they were innocuous, but an
autoshredding message attached to the



list disturbed Isrid.

"Andre Covanni will be
accompanying your team.” The text from
SP Hauser danced across his view port
before dissolving.

Andre Covanni was the cover name
for TerraXL’s most  effective
intelligence operative. Andre was a
shadowy legend during the war and he
remained undercover to continue his
work for TerraXL. Isrid suspected that
Andre was the intelligence conduit to the
reprisal squads, but he also knew Andre
reported to Overlord Three. Had the
overlords truly severed ties to those
squads?

Isrid puzzled over the message. Was
Andre watching Isrid to ensure that he



put aside his own feelings and conduct
the inspection properly? Or was Andre
being provided so Isrid might command
the reprisal squads, and thus subvert Pax
Minoica?

Overlord Three was testing him; now
Isrid had to figure out which answer the
overlord wanted.

Walking out of the Aether’s Touch,
Matt bit back a yelp of surprise when he
saw the departure list displayed near his
slip. The AFCAW cruiser in the next
slip, named the Bright Crescent, had
disconnected. Ari took the mission.
Otherwise, she’d have been waiting.

"Mr. Journey, are you paying
attention?” The custom inspector’s tone
was severe. I asked her to consult me



first. He’d receive a call, of course,
where Ari would apologize profusely.
She’d say things like "this 1s something I
have to do”” and she’d knot her eyebrows
into that responsible and earnest
expression. Her dark eyes would be
wide and worried about his reaction,
hoping he’d forgive her. Not this time,
Ari.

"Mr. Journey?”

"Yes?” Matt looked down at the
inspector, whom he now privately called
Mr. Customs. Besides having no sense
of humor, Mr. Customs had ridden him
mercilessly throughout the inspection.
Not that Matt expected a free ticket, but
the inspector had to check every single
seal on the ship, whether electrical,



mechanical, optical, or recorded in solid
state or crystal.

"Where would I have gotten illicit Al
in the asteroids of G-145?” Matt asked
when Mr. Customs insisted on checking
every ruleset installed on Adether’s
Touch for piracy, whether it qualified as
Al or not. He received no answer.

"Once | apply my seal, Mr. Journey,
you have six hours to file your claims, or
lose your rights of pedis possessio.” The
stout and stiff inspector made a
grandiose gesture of applying his
thumbprint to the slate before extending
it toward Matt. "Your clock is ticking.”

"Sure—I get stiffed with the short
deadline. Everybody else gets two
months to bid for leases,” Matt grumbled



good-naturedly, hoping to establish a
rapport with the inspector. No one liked
complicated CAW exploration law, in
part because it was deeply rooted in old
planetary mining law. As Matt reached
for the slate to apply his thumbprint, Mr.
Customs whipped it away. He looked up
from his empty hand to meet the
inspector’s eyes. Already too small for
his face, they were squinted in anger.
"Who are you to question exploration
and salvage laws? You're just creche-
get that passes through in your fancy
ship. The people who lease your claims
take the real risks, while you sit back
and make royalties off the backs of
others.” Mr. Customs was standing as
tall as he could and he only barely



passed Matt’s shoulder. His lips
quivered, then split into a sneer.

Didn’t this guy know anything about
new space? Matt’s anger and blood
surged to his face. Mr. Customs took a
step backward.

"You think my work is safe?” Matt
held out his hand for the slate, leaning
over the short inspector. "Next time,
check your facts and see how many
second-wave prospectors never come
back from new space. Now hand me that
slate before I make a scene.”

Matt jerked his head toward the
remotes fluttering on the edge of their
privacy shields. The inspector’s eyes
darted toward their growing audience.
He had no idea how close Matt had



come to losing his life in new space.
They had less than ten days left in
their prospecting season when Matt
made his fateful decision. They’d
already discovered the culture-shattering
ruins on Priamos moon. If he’d stuck to
the schedule, they would have continued
to tediously assess large outer-system
asteroids. Instead he abruptly decided to
go in-system again, swinging by Priamos
and i1ts owner, Laomedon. Ari had raised
her eyebrows when changing their
course, but later, she admitted his
instincts had paid off. That’s when they
discovered the artifact floating in an
empty chunk of space between the orbits
of planet Sophia II and gas giant
Laomedon. It had been too small and



isolated to be caught in their original
mapping process.

"It can’t be natural, which means there
was a space-capable civilization in this
system.” She stared at the readings that
indicated a cylindrical object about forty
meters by ten meters. "But what is 1t?”

"I don’t know. The more important
question: Why isn’t it moving?”

"Everything moves, Matt. This thing
might be stable because of Laomedon’s
orbit about the sun.”

"No, it’s fixed with respect to the
sun.”

"That’s not possible.” She checked
the readings. "There’s no sign of heat
from station-keeping thrusters or
antigrav.”



"Everything moves in real-space.”

"You’re suggesting this thing has an
active connection to N-space?”

"The only things that don’t move in
real-space, to our knowledge, are the
Minoan buoys that are anchored in N-
space. Too bad we don’t know how they
do that.”

"Yeah, but we’ve got N-space travel
because they do.” She pointed toward
another graph. "This thing isn’t a buoy. It
isn’t emitting anything on the EM
spectrum. There’s no track and lock
signals, nothing, and there’s no known
way to shut buoys down once they’re
initialized.”

"They can be destroyed with TD
weapons.”



She looked away. "There’s a healthy
sun here. I don’t think it was ever hit by
a TD detonation.”

"Ura-Guinn may still exist, right? So

2

"Why don’t we launch our touchy-
feely bot and get a closer look, huh?”
The bot sent back some astounding
close-up video once it was near the
artifact.

"I’'ve seen a lot of time buoys, even
older ones, and that doesn’t look like
Minoan design or workmanship,” Ari
said.

"Amazing,” was all Matt could say.

They weren’t surprised when the bot
had to fire chemical thrusters to resist
the gravitational force from the artifact.



Any simple N-space connection could
generate a gravitational field; that was
how the gravity generator worked on the
Aethers Touch, as well as any other
ship or habitat. It wasn’t a strong field,
but it affected the bot’s navigation.

"Let’s land it and see if we can scrape
a sample or two,” Matt said. That’s
when everything had gone wrong.

"What do you mean it won’t
respond?” Matt demanded. "It’s still
feeding us data.”

"Yes, but it isn’t accepting commands.
I can’t get it to take a sample. Look at the
video.”

The bot walked around the cylindrical
surface to the side toward the sun and
oriented its solar panels for maximum



exposure, yet it didn’t need to charge its
batteries. It didn’t stop recording or
transmitting, but it ignored all commands
to move or take samples. Then they tried
to make it return. No good. Finally, they
tried abort commands. Nothing changed.

That’s when he’d had the brilliant
idea to go EVA to retrieve it, and keep
the ship as far away from the artifact as
possible. He was going untethered,
keeping an open mike, with a thruster
pack and several hours of air. His words
when departing the air lock on Aether’s
Touch were "Don’t worry, I’ll have that
bot back in no time at all.”

When he got to the artifact, he was
able to crawl on it because of the gravity
field. His stomach felt strange,



particularly when he crept about a
midsection that had a diameter of only
ten meters and a tiny circumference of
approximately thirty meters. While his
every action should cause an equal and
opposite reaction, that was a real-space
rule and it didn’t apply to this artifact. It
didn’t roll or move, although it
shuddered a tiny bit when he landed.

"What did you say? No time at all?”
Ari’s voice asked in his ear bug, twenty
minutes and many creative curse words
later.

"It’s running away from me.” Matt
was sweating and puffing, making his
environmental controls ramp up. The suit
and pack weren’t easy to maneuver,
particularly when he needed quick,



abrupt movement.

"Matt, hold on.” She sounded
worried. "I’m reading a signal. I think
this thing suddenly switched on. The
artifact’s emitting—something.”

"What?” He paused on the dark side
of the artifact, staring at the bot that was
less than a meter away, taunting him. It
seemed to have no problem using its
wheels and multijointed feet to scamper
around. Maybe if I stay still, it’ll come
forward. He crouched closer to the
surface of the artifact.

"I think you ought to get off, Matt. I’'m
reading a faint, but repetitive, signal on a
frequency in the microwave region.”

That was when the bot shut off its
lights, moved toward him, punctured his



suit with one of its sampling arms, and
retreated.

"What the fuck?” He backed away,
seeing status lights inside the helmet
blink red for a moment. Above his wrist
joint was a tear about a centimeter long.

"What’s happening? You’re on the
dark side and your helmet light sucks.”

He backed away, clumsy in the EVA
suit and unbalanced by the tank with
thrusters. The suit was self-sealing and
he heard the hiss of sealant expanding.
The sealant fixed the leak, but it also
stiffened and thickened the suit near a
crucial joint, hindering his mobility even
more. In the dim light from his helmet, he
saw the bot advancing, both arms
moving fast enough to blur.



"Matt?”

"It’s attacking me—get away! What
the—"

"I’'m coming closer to give you better
light.”

"No! Ari, don’t let the ship near, |
don’t want her systems compromised—
hey! You piece of junk!”

He had rips in both arms and near the
control panel on his chest. As he rolled
backward and pushed off, the bot sliced
an area near his left knee. His suit could
take only so much abuse. He pushed off
hard enough to soar ten meters away, but
when he tried to activate his thrusters,
nothing happened. His status light
indicated no connection.  Without
thrusters, he couldn’t turn, but he was



happy to have his feet oriented toward
the artifact. The bot’s arms were
reaching toward him. He came down
kicking and damaged one of its arms, but
received more punctures near his right
knee and left ankle. Bright light erupted
about him. Behind him, dether’s Touch
had moved close enough to use
floodlights. He grabbed the moving
sample arm with his left hand, feeling
more sealant expand. How much more
could this suit take?

The bot’s arm was stronger than he
expected, jerking his torso left and right
while his other hand groped about,
searching. He found the memory module
and yanked. Luckily, it’d been designed
for quick disconnect. Pushing off with



all the strength he could muster in one
arm and his stiffened legs, he rose
toward the ship.

He saw a status light on the bot’s front
panel blink and go orange, but it still had
power. It moved around toward the
sunny side of the artifact and he lost
sight of it. Tumbling slowly, head over
heels, he saw Aether s Touch come into
view. The ship was so close that he
could see the seams in her skin. The
doors to her large bay were open and the
interior lights were on.

A rush of gratitude for Ari’s quick
thinking loosened his tense muscles.
Thank Gaia she never listens to me.



CHAPTER 4

A thought experiment I pose to my
students: What if the

Minoans didn’t help mankind off
Earth (Terra) or establish FTL (Nous-
space, N-space) travel for us?

We might

never have migrated out of the Helios
(Sol) system. To

the contrary, we wouldn’t have
suffered spasms of

planetwide economic and political
destabilization, followed by warfare. At
this point, some student will bring

up the latest theory of alternate
universes. . . .

—Marcus Alexander, Sophist at



Konstantinople Prime

University, 2042.261 UT, reindexed
in 2093 by

Democritus 18 under Cause and Effect
Imperative

" don’t seeyou dealing with
punctured suits and insane bots!” Matt
realized he was yelling and clamped his
jaw shut.

Mr. Customs was leaning backward
and squinting, refusing to give way to
Matt’s aggression by stepping backward.
Matt took a moment to collect his
emotions and backed out of the
inspector’s personal space.

"I apologize. ’'m rather tired right
now,” Matt said stiffly. He didn’t really
want to make a scene that would titillate



the lurkers. Too late now.

Mr. Customs looked at the watching
remotes for a minute. His sneer had
relaxed into a frown that looked
ingrained and after a moment, he handed
over the slate.

"I don’t write the law, Mr. Journey.”
Customs didn’t make an apology, but at
least he used a mild tone.

"'m required to personally inform
you that you must provide proof of
pursuit of discovery, plus justification of
reasonable profit. That’s in addition to
proof of pedis possessio using manual or
telebot methods.”

The words came out in a rush and
were probably meaningless to Mr.
Customs, who turned quickly and



shuffled his feet awkwardly as he
walked away. From the gawky gait, he
was newly assigned and a grav-hugger
as well. Why would he have applied to
work on a habitat in the first place?

Matt waited alone, except for clusters
of remotes still cam-eyeing him. Where
was his security? He fidgeted, about to
put through another request, when the
heads of two brawny security agents
became visible over the curve of the
deck.

"Mr. Journey?” One of the security
team handed him a slate. Hired muscle
was smart enough to ensure that they
were paid with verified funds. Once they
received their verification code, they
relaxed into almost-smiles, which was



possibly as friendly as they got.

"We can carry that, Mr. Journey,” said
one, extending a beefy arm. Matt
instinctively clutched the case to his
body tightly. Then he realized that
anyone watching through remotes would
notice his overprotective reflex. No
sense in giving hints to lurkers. Trying to
look nonchalant, he handed the case over
to security. Then he moved away from
the docks as fast as he could with a safe
lope, trying to get used to habitat gravity.
When they entered the crowds on
commerce levels, his security earned
their pay, plus generous tips. Both men
kept close to Matt so that their combined
privacy shields kept the remotes at bay.
They didn’t let anyone physically bump



into him and probe his implant firewalls.

They got to the burb-levels in record
speed. After receiving admittance from
Nestor’s flat, Matt released the security
team and entered.

"So, what was the deal with
customs?” asked Nestor. No greeting
after these six months, no how-are-you,
but hey, this was Nestor.

"Only a dumb-ass grav-hugger with a
chip on his shoulder.”

"Yeah? It looked like your head was
going to blow off during that fit you
had.”

"Did the node coverage already get
indexed? Or did you set a remote on
me?” Matt was still tense. Nestor’s tufts
of blue hair bowed and waved to some



fractal algorithm as he turned his lenses,
which had one clear side, toward Matt.
His propensity for using wearable
interfaces, when most people used the
myriad of available display surfaces,
had earned Nestor the name of "Bug” at
the generational orphanage. It was a
name Matt knew he despised.

"I did what any lawyer or intellectual
property broker would do. Particularly
after foolishly broadcasting that you had
such a good season.” Nestor shrugged.

"I don’t like being hounded by
remotes.”

"Who does? Anyway, where’s that
little pilot of yours? I always get a
charge from her.” Nestor made a rude
gesture toward his groin. Matt rolled his



eyes. If Ari were here Nestor would be
all awkward worship and adolescent
admiration.

"Ari went on some job for what’s-his-
face.” Matt tried to keep the rancor out
of his voice. Nestor spent a moment
observing him in silence, perhaps
illegally collecting biometric data. "It
you want a pilot who charges you, that’s
okay, but this one twists you up inside.
You got to keep it professional.”

Professional. Matt nodded vaguely.
At one time, he’d been objective about
Ari.  N-space pilots encountered
unspeakable terrors during the drop, but
those terrors usually didn’t follow the
pilots into real-space and haunt them in
their sleep. The cognitive dissonance



enhancer, nicknamed clash, was
supposed to ensure that the pilot couldn’t
remember the terrors well enough to
reexperience them in their sleep. After
months of working together, however,
Matt had determined that Ari’s
nightmares had nothing to do with N-
space; they were fragments of her
previous military missions. He always
made sure he was in the small galley
heating drinks when she staggered out
for her shift, sometimes sweating and
shaking. During this past exploration
season, as Matt stared at her in that tiny
galley, he knew he’d stepped over a thin
and indefinable emotional line.

"Ari’s a minor partner now.” Matt
tried to change the subject. He shook off



the picture of how she’d looked,
dwarfed in her large sleeping shirt with
the faded symbol of a snake, with her
hands clutching the hot drink. He’d
gotten into the habit of stocking Hellas
Kaffi, even though it was expensive, and
sharing it with her during shift overlap.
Generally, creche-get didn’t like strong
flavors or spices, but there were two
universal exceptions: coffee, even the
generic  kind, and  reengineered
cinnamon, when used sparingly. These
flavors and smells seemed to appeal to
the human psyche and instinct,
regardless  of  environment  and
upbringing.

"So? Hire another pilot. Would she
have a problem with reducing her



seasons?” Nestor said.

"N-space pilots are hard to come by.
Besides, whether I hire another pilot is
my business.”

"Hmm. ’m a minor partner now and
I’m just giving you advice. Which
perhaps you should heed, since you
handled Customs so well.” Nestor
drawled his voice into sarcasm.

"He was new.” Matt shrugged. He
opened his data case and examined the
crystal. Since crystal was extremely
rugged, the specialized padding was a
marketing ploy to make the crystal look
better when inside the case. What
needed sapphire-based protection were
the connection sockets and sensitive
equipment that made data into light



before writing it onto crystal.

"He crawled all over the ship, even
taking measurements in the array
compartment to check for interference,”
added Matt. "I’ve never seen customs do
that.”

"Might be taking his job too seriously,
but my money’s on graft and greed every
time. I think he was looking for
something, He’s on the take, you know,”
Nestor said.

"What?”

"Don’t look so shocked. Many
inspectors supplement their government
income.”

"Yeah—but shouldn’t / be the one
offering bribes? He never gave me a
signal, not once.” Matt was dismayed.



"What’s he paid for, and who’s paying?”

"'m not sure. When he came on-
station, I checked up on him. The
payments are small, so I’'m guessing
they’re  for information. When I
discovered he’d been subverted so
quickly, 1 widened my research to all of
customs. They all get these small
payments—from someone, for some sort
of information.”

Matt was relieved; it didn’t sound as
though Adether’s Touch had been
specifically targeted. This wasn’t
something he could ignore, but given the
G-145 data, he had other priorities right
now.

"Let’s address that later. The clock’s
ticking.” Matt winced at inadvertently



parroting Mr. Custom’s words. He thrust
the open crystal case at Nestor. "Here’s
the source from the ship.”

Nestor staggered as he carried the
crystal over to his "wall 0’ data.” Nestor
had decorated his small flat in a
monochromatic  style befitting any
créche-get, particularly a bachelor. Both
the furniture and floors were plush and
the same deep blue as his hair. The
unwary visitor had to fumble for seating
because the furniture showed only where
edges contrasted against wall displays
and shiny support ribs. The walls were
currently awash with moving screens,
but Nestor often changed the flat to an
opulent all-encompassing blue.

The entertainment area allowed four



people to be seated, but only if they
wanted to be intimately acquainted. The
"wall 0’ data” was programmed to look
like glass and mirrored shelves of
crystal art, but when long thin hatches
slid aside, rows of protected sockets for
temporary memory and crystal were
exposed. If Nestor could afford to fill
every socket with crystal, he’d almost
have the equivalent of a vault.

Nestor rerouted data connections
before installing the heavy crystal from
the ship. He was one of those paranoid
types who owned, rather than leased, his
processors; he could physically segment
his systems away from ComNet and still
be functional.

"Let’s see what we have.” After



puttering about, Nestor sat down beside
Matt and turned off input over his right
eye. On his wall, he displayed the
indexes on Matt’s data. The room was lit
by displays on every flat surface, but
Nestor outshone his screens with a shirt
that had a rolling marquee of "hot young
professional seeks limber arts type,”
followed by several sexually explicit
scenes. The shirt threw flashes of light
about, reflecting off the chrome and
glass surfaces.

"Can you turn that shirt off?” asked
Matt. "You’re going to make me puke.”

"Sure. You're not my type anyway.”
Nestor felt around the front of his thin
chest and the shirt became blessedly
quiescent fabric.



They started defining the claims. The
exalLOBs, the enormous amounts of large
objects they had to release to public
domain, weren’t indexed, making it
impossible for a casual browser to
assimilate. This data would give
researchers years of entertainment.
Nestor, however, had the advantage of
organization: precious indexes prepared
by Matt. Nestor dove immediately
toward the 1important indexes and
whistled in appreciation.

"I thought this only happened in v-
plays. You found evidence of
civilization on this moon? Ruins of
structures? I’ll be damned by any-and-
all-blessed-gods. Let’s see if you’ve got
proof of discovery.”



Nestor scanned for telebot data.

"The ruins weren’t exposed on the
surface, except at a tiny protrusion,”
Matt said.

"Physical exposure provisions are
long gone,” Nestor said brusquely.
"After all, we’re talking about space
exploration and telepresence. Don’t get
me wrong, exposure would make the
placer claim easier to define—what is
this, a column outline? It sure doesn’t
look like architecture I’ve seen on
Knossos.”

Matt grinned. Nestor was going
through the same sequence  of
assumptions that he and Ari had made.
First  assumption: These ruins are
Minoan. Second assumption: This is



prespaceflight civilization. Matt
waited.

"I hope you didn’t get excited about
this,” Nestor said. "Nobody gets rich oft
archaeological research, even when
there’s lease potential with the
entertainment industry. And statute
1622.3 prevents mining of natural
resources in areas of cultural
importance.”

"Wait.” Matt cut Nestor’s analysis
short. He leaned forward and tapped out
a sequence on the projected symbols on
Nestor’s console.

"Analysis of this protrusion indicated
a composite made from sophisticated
ceramics and directional polymers,
much like the composite we use against



cosmic radiation on the skins of our
ships.”

"Still, found technology is usually old
technology,” Nestor said. "They’ll
probably turn out to be old Minoan
ruins.”

"But it doesn’t appear that any
celestial body in G-145 supported
Gaian-based life. Moreover, would the
Minoans have abandoned aninactive
time buoy?” Matt dropped the biggest
bombshell of all. Nestor took off his
lenses and set them down. Tiny
squiggles of light still ran down the left
lens. He rubbed his eyes before saying,
"I thought the only way to turn off a time
buoy was to destroy it witha TD

weapon.”



"That’s what the Minoans would have
us believe. Of course, Ari and I are only
making assumptions about this artifact—
but everything points to a space-based
civilization.”

Matt told Nestor the entire story of the
bot and the artifact.

"After I got into the bay’s air lock, Ari
chewed me out. Then she lectured me on
the dangers of bringing the ship close to
an uncontrolled artificial gravity source.
I let her go on”—Matt shrugged
—"because she saved my ass out there.
And 1 got all the sensor data taken by the
bot on approach to the artifact.”

"Now I know why you submitted that
problem  report to DiastimBot
Instrumentation. They started



investigating, and they claim they
haven’t found a failure mode that
produces the behavior you described.”

"Keep on them,” Matt said grimly. "If
they can’t come up with an explanation, I
might take my business elsewhere.
Maybe you can hint that my disposition
could be sweetened with a partial refund
or credit.”

"They’ve asked whether you had it
serviced by an unapproved facility or
replaced any parts, perhaps with
military surplus.” Nestor’s glance slid
sideways questioningly.

Matt snorted. "Don’t be ridiculous.”

"That’s what I told them.” Nestor
leaned back, looked thoughtful, and
brought his fingertips together in a tent



shape. "In a way, this may be good for
us. The best and strongest way of
proving pedis possessio 1s to leave
markers, although that’s not required
these days.”

"That bot’s a hellishly expensive
marker.”

"Yes, but this 1s an unusual claim. We
could learn a lot from this artifact and |
bet we see all sorts of legal hijinks as
everyone tries to get a piece of the
action. Most of all, I'm worried about
the Minoans.” Nestor didn’t have to add
any more. The Minoans had a
stranglehold over the creation of time
buoys; would they permit mankind the
means to end their economic control?

"It’s too late. CAW had their blessing



when  the Pilgrimage III launched;
there’s no turning back now.”

Matt thought about the Minoan waiting
for them when they docked. He
wondered whether it was the result of
random curiosity, or whether other G-
145 prospectors had met the same
observation.

"Without the Minoans, we’d still be
shooting off satellites and hoping to
colonize the Helios moon, for Gaia’s
sake—that’s if we’d survived the
Yellowstone extinction event.”

"And we’ve repaid them with a
century of lucrative trade. Besides,
they’re  fanatical about following
governmental controls. They won’t be
disrupting our exploration legal



processes.” Matt tried to convince
himself, more than Nestor.

"Well, we’ve got future IP to protect.
I’ve tuned and tested the girls; I’'ll let
them loose on your first drafts.” Nestor
always worked the intellectual property
issues  within the claims  first,
considering IP to have more potential for
making money. He put his lenses back on
and made a show of cracking his
knuckles.

Fortunately, they weren’t treading on
new legal ground. The mechanisms for
laying down optical data in layers of
crystal had come from the research and
development on strange crystalline
structures found on asteroids in the
Konstantinople system by a relatively



unknown  prospector. ~ What  that
prospector lacked in renown, he made
up for in wealth.

Matt indulged in thoughts of financial
independence, feeling a thrill of glee in
his chest. Even at the small percentages
given a second-wave prospector, this
could be his mother lode. He could pay
off the loans that loomed over decades
and decades of his future; he might
eventually own Aether s Touch outright.
Art and Nestor could end up with
retirement nest eggs, getting their
percentages from the complicated but
time-honored system that CAW used to
generate exploration and expansion.
Nestor displayed a representation of
Matt’s data, which looked like a round



green blob with layers of wire shells.
The wire shells represented Matt’s
initial claims and lease structure. This
simple visual representation let them
follow the progress of Nestor’s agents,
which were sophisticated but not as
competent as full Al, of course.

"Go at it, girls,” Nestor said.

A swarm of orange descended on the
blob, probing and exploring the shells.
Every once in a while, a small orange
speck would separate and whiz by the
screen, resolving into an avatar that
looked like a female sprite with
outlandishly large breasts. Nestor
claimed he programmed his analysis
agents for business purposes, but he did
take liberties with their avatars.



A shaft of orange penetrated deep and
swiftly into the data, causing both men to
exclaim in surprise.

"Good work, Ari. Send results to a
new viewport,” Nestor said. A sprite
flew close to the imaginary screen and
winked.

"It’s good to give them individual
names, so you can make use of reward
and competition patterns,”

Nestor said in an aside to Matt. "It
supports their learning behaviors.”

"Of course.” Matt kept his voice as
bland as Nestor’s.

The sprite had a remarkable
resemblance to Ari, although the real Ari
certainly did not sport breasts of that
size. Nestor couldn’t take the hint that he



wasn’t Ari’s type. What was her type?
Probably some stiff military dick like
Owen Edones, Matt thought sourly,
although he was sure Ari had no
amorous feelings for the man. Instead, he
suspected she owed Edones something,
and Edones twisted Ari’s sense of
obligation and duty for his own
purposes.

The way Ari had left, without a
message, really stung. This time Matt
had asked her not to go. Didn’t that mean
anything to her?

"Here’s the problem,” said Nestor,
unaware that Matt had taken a hiatus.
"You mapped out the extent of the
culturally significant ruins, but it may not
be enough. We should make allowances



for possible archaeological finds
surfacing during mining or excavation
outside that extent. Perhaps we should
do the same for natural resource
discovery. ...”

While Nestor tested potential clauses,
Matt shook off thoughts of Ari. He
needed to concentrate on the future— his
future.

"I want to divide up the placer claims
for the moon and the artifact. Make them
smaller in scope and functionally
interdependent,” said Matt.

"That’ll make your leases a bitch to
administer.”

"Smaller companies might be able to
bid on the leases.” Matt had a feeling
this was the right thing to do, even if it



necessitated more work for Nestor.

"On the other hand, you raise the
overhead costs and the contractors have
to adjust their bids, plus they’ll have to
share information. I strongly recommend
you leave these as large, singular claims.
It’1l be a nightmare, mark my words.”

Matt did mark his warning, but he also
insisted that Nestor do the extra work.
Aether Exploration, aka Matt, might
suffer exponential administrative
overload, but it gave him ways to
leverage bidders against each other.

"It’s almost time.” The agents were
fluttering anxiously about the time
display and Nestor tapped them off.
"We’ll submit them and see how we
fare.”



Matt nodded and swallowed hard. His
next few weeks would be spent reading
bids. As long as his claims stood up
legally and he "pursued discovery”
within the next six months, he had
"working interest”

in the claim. He controlled who got
leases to work the claims, and while
some net-think mouths screamed
nepotism, CAW exploratory law ensured
that it was in Matt’s best interest to lease
his claims to the most efficient and
effective companies. The government
still got its percentage and, in a way,
Matt ended up doing much of its job and
being a front for the CAW Space
Exploration, Exploitation, and
Economics Control Board, or SEEECB.



When Nestor connected back to
ComNet, Matt gasped as he saw the net-
think activity that had already occurred
regarding the return of Aether’s Touch .
He watched Nestor submit the claims
under Aether Exploration, Ltd.

"Don’t worry.” Nestor slapped Matt’s
back. "This’ll be a real circus, so let me
monitor our assets and IP.”

Matt rubbed his temples. The
environmental changes between the ship
and the habitat had given him a pounding
headache, and arguing with Edones and
the inspector hadn’t helped.

"There’s something else I’d like you
to do,” Matt said.

"Standard fees apply.”

Matt hesitated at this comment. Nestor



might live in perpetual adolescence, but
he was good at what he did and could
demand high rates for his research. This
job would be costly, but Matt needed it
done. "I’d like you to personally do
background checks on the inspectors for
customs. Quietly  and without
subcontracting.”

"You could hire my kid brother for
that.” Nestor fiddled with the settings on
his view lenses.

"You don’t have a kid brother.”

At least not by grav-hugger standards.
CAW classified both of them as
generational orphans because they opted
off their ships. Matt’s biological father,
with whom he had a passing familiarity,
had opted off the same time as Matt but



had settled only Gaia knew where.
Nestor and Matt had met on
Konstantinople Prime at the
Generational Mission Orphanage of St.
Darius, the wandering Ottoman saint that
started the sect followed on generational
ships. Nestor’s opt-off point came at a
younger age than Matt’s did, their lives
ruled by the almighty ship schedule so
they couldn’t control opt-off times.
Contrary to Nestor’s condescending
attitude, he was the younger one,
discounting time dilation and using
absolute UT.

"If it’s so easy, then you could work
for half your standard rate,” Matt added.
"There’s more. I’'m looking for any
unusual interest in G-145 prospectors,



by either customs or Minoans.”

"Still have to bill you standard fees.”
Nestor grinned. "It’ll require, let’s say,
some bending of privacy laws. I’ll also
have to break Consortium bank security
to figure out where the bribes are
coming from.”

"Okay, standard fees apply. I’'ll also
pay for AI-ACCELERATED time.”

"Done, and have I got the Al for you!
If you’re willing to pay eighty percent
acceleration, that is. I can’t let it work
for less.”

Matt looked at Nestor doubtfully. "Is
it legal?”

"I just told you we’ll be breaking
laws to track down the payments, and
you’re getting snarled up about the tools



[ use?”

"Fine. Use what you have to, just
don’t leave a trail to the company.” Matt
shrugged.

"Can I take this research wherever it
might go?” Nestor raised his lenses but
he wouldn’t look at Matt directly,
focusing on the wall behind him.

"Huh?”

"Suppose this requires digging into
somebody’s background?”

"You know everything about me, and
—oh.” Matt stopped. Nestor was
referring to Ari. "You saw the
background check on her. I did that
before I hired her.”

"Sure. Born thirty-five years ago on
Nuovo Adriatico, entered military



academy at twenty, parents are dead, et
cetera, et cetera.” Nestor waved his
arms in vague motions. "All Gaia and
good feelings, right?

Conveniently there seemed to be no
one who knew her way back when on
Nuovo Adriatico.”

"So? All the records were cross-
checked and her references were solid.
And she’s been a damn fine pilot.”
Matt’s stomach tensed with uneasiness.
In a world where so many might be out
of step, where any generational orphan
might not be up to date on the latest
music, v-plays, or recreational drinks
and drugs, Ari always fit in well enough.
Her records were correct in claiming
she wasn’t generational. She was



comfortable in wide-open planetary
environments where Matt crumpled and
quailed. That behavior was so
instinctual that one couldn’t act around
it.

"I’'m saying there might be some dirt
there and you’d better be prepared.
What’s an open, honest girl like her
doing for someone like Edones? Ever
think about that?”

Of course, he had. Matt didn’t answer.
Ari had experience beyond her known
history, and every once in a while, she
acted as if Colonel Owen Edones, who
was superficially older and higher
ranking, was her subordinate.

"I’m thinking she might be a shadow,”
Nestor said.



Matt burst out laughing. "You're
running too many v-plays, you know
that?”’

Shadows were net-think myths: CAW
agents with falsified records laid down
in immutable memory by the government,
usually so they could operate as
assassins or do some other skullduggery.
This made for good v-play, but changing
immutable memory was impossible and
rational citizens questioned the concept.

"Okay, okay.” Nestor started
chuckling too. "I just want to know
whether I can follow this wherever it
leads.”

"Do what you need to do.”

Matt had to have faith in his original
background check of Ari. She rarely



talked about herself or her history, but
that wasn’t necessarily suspicious. He
tried to shove away memories of her
nightmares and stifle all his doubts,
particularly when he thought about
Edones. For some reason, the
assignments Edones gave Ari always led
to binges. Her heavy drinking and
recreational drugging, although legal,
had been a point of contention between
them. Matt had offered to pay for
addiction reprogramming, but fear had
flitted quickly over her face and she’d
whispered, "Not allowed.” He never
brought it up again. After all, Ari had
proven herself plenty of times aboard the
Aether's Touch. She wascrew. He
gathered up the case and packing



materials for the crystal. For the next
month, Aether Exploration had to allow
bidders access to the exalLOBs of
information they’d gathered during the
prospecting season. Once companies
applied with the SEEECB, they received
access to the crystal sitting in Nestor’s
"wall 0’ data.”

Matt picked up the empty case. Nestor
was opening small transparent screens
over his right eye. The images weren’t
sharp from Matt’s viewpoint, but the tiny
squares looked like porn v-plays.
Granted, Nestor hadn’t yet grabbed the
v-play face shield, gloves, or other,
ahem, attachments for the wvirtual
experience.

"That’s so juvenile—couldn’t you at



least wait for me to leave?” Matt headed
for the exit. Nestor looked at him, his
uncovered left eye bright, blue, and
unrepentant. "I checked with Carmen just
before you arrived.”

"Oh.” Matt paused. "How’s she
doing?”

"Just as experimental as always. Said
she’d like to see you.” Nester snickered.
"Well, what are you waiting for? It’s
been more than six months, hasn’t 1t? So
get going!”

Matt complied.

N-space pilots are hard to come by,
Matt had said, and Nestor didn’t know
the half of it. Five years ago, Matt
thought he’d sunk to his lowest, both
emotionally and financially. A beer



bottle sailed over his head, bounced off
the bulkhead, but still managed to spray
him. The fight broke out, directly in front
of him. Grabbing both his newly served
and nearly finished beers, he slid
quickly down his chair to take cover
under his table. Chairs and tables were
bolted to the deck because this was just
that sort of place.

Matt didn’t usually patronize this bar,
which catered to rough dockworkers and
space crew and had a reputation for
economical alcohol and drugs. But
prior-military pilots on the down-and-
out supposedly hung about this place,
looking to find employment.

T h e Aether’s Touch had been
upgraded and now qualified as a



second-wave prospector vessel, but
Matt’s debt load had grown to eighty
years. He’d managed to get the Journey
ship line to finance much of the
necessary upgrades, considering he’d
been born to that line and the Journey IV
would soon be opening a new solar
system. He still needed, however, an N-
space pilot and he couldn’t pay
competitive wages. As added incentive,
he tried throwing in company ownership
and prospecting percentages, but he’d
had no nibbles and he was getting
desperate.

Anybody could get licenses for
airborne vehicles, and private citizens
could finance the training for operating
in real-time space, working in orbital



operations. Matt needed someone who
could work both real-space and N-
space, which was the kicker. Being
qualified to pilot N-space was not for
the mathematically challenged, since it
required a capacity altogether different
from aerodynamics and momentum-
based physics. N-space didn’t have the
natural, and by now instinctive, forces
like gravity or momentum or lift. It was
also physically demanding, because the
pilot had to remain awake during nous-
transit, the technical name for moving
through N-space. During this time, they
fought off subliminal terrors using drugs.
The training was beyond the financial
capacities of the average citizen, unless
one received it through military duty.



The bar fight started with two men
going at each other. Locked rigidly
together, the men stumbled against
Matt’s table. Matt heard a high
unintelligible yell and saw a small body
fly through the air. He leaned forward
and peered upward to get a better look.
All three brawlers wore crew coveralls.

"Olaf, youw’ll be sorry, you—" The
voice was that of a young woman, but
the stream of profanity that followed
could have burned the ears of any
grizzled space veteran.

The woman, clinging to Olaf’s back,
moved her forearm up around his throat
and executed a sharp movement that
seemed expert and military, in Matt’s
opinion. Olaf let go and fell back



insensate, pinning the woman partially
under his body. The man he’d been going
after staggered away, retching and
hacking.

Matt crawled forward and pushed
Olaf off the woman, who scrambled
upright. She looked around and then
ducked under the table with Matt, since
the brawl started spreading through the
bar like fungus across a growth pond.
Matt saw she was small but older than
an adolescent. How much older, he
couldn’t tell.

"Thanks,” she said, extending her
hand.

"It was nothing.” Matt shook it,
noticing uncommon strength in the slim
fingers. She had short dark hair that



formed in loose curls wild about her
face. Her brown eyes were bright but
deep, set in a face that had the angular,
hollow lines of an N-space pilot.

"You don’t usually come here,” she
said matter-of-factly.

"No. I need to find a pilot for a
second-wave  prospector. It’s a
permanent job  with  ownership
percentage, depending upon
performance. Know anyone who’s
interested?”

The woman looked pointedly at the
two beers he had beside him, so he
hurriedly picked up the untouched beer
and offered it to her. She took a long
swig from it.

"Aren’t you lucky?” She smiled and



her face lit up, reminding Matt of angels
from the paintings in the orphanage that
depicted the trials of St. Darius.

She nodded at Olaf. The big man had
started snoring, sprawled across the bar
floor in front of them.

"That’s my boss. I’m looking for new

employment.”



CHAPTER S

Mankind learned to destroy life long
before we understood its creation. Gaia
sparks life on her planets, while we
struggle at terraforming. We researched
the Minoan time buoys and we couldn’t
understand the theory behind their
constructive use, but our baser instincts
uncovered the temporal distortion wave:
a destructive force that disrupts matter at
quantum levels. When we learned to rip
apart the fabric of the universe,
mankind’s true nature as the ultimate
destroyer was revealed.

—Rant: The Ultimate Destroyer and
Why We Deserve Gaia’s Rage, Lee Wan
Padoulos, 2098.345.02.15 UT, indexed



by Heraclitus 21 wunder Conflict
Imperative

The air was warm and she smelled
human sweat. After twelve hours in the
cramped Naga, she should be immune to
these scents. The edge of her console
dug into her side as she twisted in her
seat. An acrid taste spread across her
tongue and her stomach clenched,
tightening into a ball. Her scalp prickled
as she glanced from Cipher’s face to
Brandon’s face. They were sweating
also, their faces shining in the sickly
green instrument lights of the EM-
DAMPENED Naga control center.

"Did you hear what I said? That probe
is carrying a TD warhead.” Cipher’s
voice cracked. "The mission brief was



wrong. It’s not an intelligence payload.”

"You authenticated the wrapper. We
authenticated the orders. We executed as
ordered.” The muscle on Brandon’s right
cheek twitched.

"I broke the encryption on the payload
packet. Time of detonation is— soon.”
Cipher’s eyes were large, her short
orange hair plastered to her head with
sweat.

"We weren’t authorized payload
information,” Brandon said.

Its too hot. Ari adjusted the
environmental controls. Behind her, the
discussion escalated in intensity, heating
the small control center further.

"Ari has to get us out. Now!” Cipher
was panicking.



"No. Orders are to verify final probe
position.” Brandon, as crew commander,
tried to stick to their orders.

"No one knows what a TD wave—"

"Cipher, if that’s an intel payload—"

"Ari, drop us out of normal space. It’s
starting.”

She heard Cipher retch, then Brandon,
both using their training to try to control
their fluids. She felt bile rising in her
own throat. The ship bucked and
stretched. Console lights faded and
recovered. Violent orange and red
replaced sickly green. Multiple alarms
went off.

"Ari—" Brandon gurgled.

Life, mission, security, operations.
L-M-S-O. The hierarchy for handling



emergencies. Save the lives of the crew,
handle mission next, security issues, then
simple operational problems. If the crew
didn’t live, the mission didn’t get done.

Her console seemed farther away than
it used to be. The center smelled of
vomit. The twitching heartbeat signal
from the time buoy was paralyzed. It fed
the Penrose Fold referential engine and
1 tcouldn’t stop, could it? That was
physically 1mpossible. She hit the
controls feeding  her  previous
calculations to the referential engine and
prayed that they had an accurate lock
from the time buoy. If not, they were lost
forever.

They dropped out of real-space.
Without drugs, without preparation,



without references, she tried to pilot N-
space, where normal senses could betray
her and kill her—

Ariane woke with a gasp. Taking
deep breaths, she stopped fighting her
restraint webbing. Sweat covered her
body. The air from the cruiser’s vents
felt cold and the skin on her arms and
legs started stippling.

I’'m Ariane Kedros. I'm a commercial
pilot, with a reserve commission of
major. The exercise of reinforcing her
identity helped calm her. Lying in the
dark of her cabin, she stopped trembling.

"Command: lights, slow.” Ariane
spoke carefully; the systems on the
Bright Crescent weren’t familiar with
her voice.



As the cabin slowly brightened, she
unfastened the safety webbing and let it
wiggle to the sides of her bunk. She
didn’t remember getting into bed after
finding her quarters. She sat up, relieved
that the cruiser was maintaining light
gravity. Her dream had been vivid, but
at least it wasn’t a waking terror that
was indiscernible fromreal life.

She opened her locker and pawed
through the mess she must have thrown
together in the dark. When she found the
d-tranny, she sighed. Delta tranquilizer
was the space traveler’s best friend.
Everyone could take it because it didn’t
affect cognitive functions or reactions. It
prevented the gradual and deleterious
effects of N-space and, of course, wasn’t



supposed to be addictive. Ariane
pressed an ampoule against her implant
and sighed after it drained and started
dispersing the d-tranny. They said you
couldn’t tell when d-tranny entered your
bloodstream, but "they” were wrong.
She could feel it without displaying her
doses from the implant. She checked the
shift schedule and tried to adjust her
dosage of bright so she could adapt her
sleeping patterns. Then she carefully
laid out the rest of the ampoules, making
sure she had enough d-tranny to get her
through to her next requisition. During
her active duty assignments, she rationed
everything carefully. She snorted. Sure,
d-tranny isn’t addictive.

She put her ampoules into a folding



packet she could keep on her person,
inside her uniform. She remembered
when Matt had suggested addiction
reprogramming and shook her head.
Exposing her secrets would be
dangerous. Too many people wanted to
rid themselves of the moral quandary
that she represented. Would Matt be one
of those? She also suspected the
shadowy people in the Directorate that
gave Colonel Edones his orders weren’t
above getting rid of her, should she
become an embarrassment.

She was slipping back into her new
persona, replacing "Owen” with
"Colonel Edones™ in her thoughts. She
paused. She needed to send a message to
Matt.



"I’m sorry, Matt, but this is something
that I have to do. Aether’s Touch will
have a couple months’

downtime and besides, this is an
important mission. . . . ”

Her voice trailed off. They were the
same trite words, but for once, they were
true. She wiped her message and started
over, trying to be as earnest and
forthright as she could, yet stay
classified. She tried four times before
she thought the message acceptable.

She sent it off, wishing she could
speak to him directly. Matt was a bright
boy, though. He’d trace the packet
backward, calculate when and where
1t’d exited from MilNet, and determine
she was in-system when she sent the



message. However, in a system crowded
with habitats, he wouldn’t know that
Karthage Point was her destination.

She went to the cruiser’s galley and
ordered a large meal. With her enhanced
metabolism, she needed a hefty amount
of calories to make up for the N-space
drop. But her body craved more than
food. She shouldn’t have had that drink
with Colonel Edones; her body was still
pining for more alcohol, hoping for
oblivion. She wolfed down her meal as
she ignored the cravings and the
sensation that her skin wanted to crawl
off her body.

Back in her cabin, Ariane read the
background information for the mission,
making sure that all data stayed in the



cruiser’s storage vault. When finished,
she replaced the sweaty sheets and got
back into her bunk. As pilot of dether’s
Touch, she was the one who lost both
sleep and weight when they dropped out
of normal space. Now she could catch
up.
The klaxon and flashing take-hold
alarms didn’t wake her when the cruiser
made its first deceleration adjustment for
Karthage Point. Neither did the message
alarm. She woke, groggy, to a crewman
shaking her shoulder. He had to enter her
cabin to wake her.

"The mission commander ordered you
to the bridge,” the crewman said. "Check
your bright dosage, ma’am.”

She thanked the young enlisted man



and after he left, she opened her locker.
As expected, a clean uniform awaited
her, but she wrinkled her nose in
distaste. When she was active duty,
she’d never liked the intelligence arm of
AFCAW. She never had to don the black
and blue Directorate of Intelligence
uniform for her previous missions under
Owen’s command. Now she was
officially a golem. So [live with it
Major.

"Take hold, take hold. This is second
warning. Prepare for low-g maneuver.”
The male voice sounding through the
cruiser indicated they were close to
Karthage Point and preparing for an
adjustment. Ariane dressed quickly,
grabbed her issued slate, and headed



toward the bridge. The vector warning
lights were flashing, fading from yellow
into orange. The cruiser’s crew were
experienced because the adjustments had
been precise and few.

"Major Kedros reporting to the
bridge.” She saluted the mission
command chair, far removed from
equipment consoles and occupied by
Colonel Edones.

"Glad you could join us, Major.”
Edones’s tone was biting. "Please take
the comm monitor station.”

"Yes, sir.” Ariane cast a quick glance
about as she went to the most useless
position on the bridge, a station rarely
manned on operational vessels. She and
Edones were the only black and blue on



the bridge; everyone else wore the green
uniform of normal operations.

Grudgingly, she admitted that Edones
knew what he was doing. Making her an
intelligence officer isolated her from the
operational crew members. No one
glanced her way. No one was interested
in a black and blue relegated to
monitoring comm for some obscure
purpose. She slid her slate into the
console as she listened to the bridge
crew going through their checklists for
approach to Karthage Point. She wished
her  military  duties were  as
straightforward. At one time, she
believed they were written in black and
white with crisp edges. No longer.

"Take hold, take hold, take hold. This



is third and last warning. Prepare for
low-g maneuver.” The pilot’s intonation
was singsong, almost bored. Everything
was routine. Crew members on the
cruiser had already stowed loose
equipment and strapped themselves into
their positions. Ariane slapped her
restraints on, feeling them squirm and
slide to keep her snugly in her seat. She
frowned as her slate indicated an
arriving personal message. Matt couldn’t
have found her so quickly, could he?

She had nothing better to do while the
cruiser made its last adjustment. She
opened the message. It was from
Edones: "Remember, Ari, that it’s better
to be the hunter than the hunted. Good
luck.”



Yes, I'll need it—and thanks for
hanging me out as bait. Why had she
agreed to take this mission?

She remembered Cipher’s anguished
face from her dream. That’s why [I'm
here. Cipher’s military service had gone
unmarked; the other victims were the
same, murdered for doing their duty.
None of them got a hero’s funeral. She
jabbed viciously at the slate, directing
the note to be shredded. The briefings
and background packages regarding the
assassinations were secured in the
classified vault of the cruiser. She went
through her slate, scrubbing everything
that she’d be taking with her. She
couldn’t afford to be sloppy, not on this
mission. Everything on the slate looked



normal and supported her persona.

She never once looked toward
Colonel Edones during approach and
docking. Playing the good intelligence
officer, she monitored comm patterns
that were already being analyzed by Als.
Every once in a while, she reviewed an
Al’s sample, finding the expected
operational chatter.

"Karthage boarding will occur at oh
six thirty,” announced Colonel Edones.
He left the bridge without a backward
glance.

Ariane checked her shift schedule.
She’d board with Colonel Edones and
afterward, she’d transfer to Karthage
Point. Her orders were temporary; she
was assigned to Karthage for thirty days.



The deadline for completing all baseline
inspections and  verifying initial
inventories was six months out. There
was a chance she might not even see a
Terran inspection team at Karthage, but
right now she didn’t have even half a
plan regarding the hidden purpose
behind her orders. She logged off her
station and left the bridge.

No one likes devoting their life and
career to a mission, only to have it
pulled out from under them. The Mobile
TD Weapon Treaty was doing just that
to the Naga personnel on Karthage Point,
which accounted for the sour
expressions of Lieutenant Colonel
Jacinthe Voyage and her two aides.

"Lieutenant Colonel Voyage is



commander of the Thirty-second Strike
Squadron, under the First Strategic
Systems Wing.” Colonel Erik Icelos, the
commander of Karthage Point, was
introducing personnel.

While Jacinthe Voyage seemed tense
and sullen, Colonel Icelos was relaxed
and friendly. As facility commander, he
wasn’t threatened by the loss of the Naga
mission. Karthage Point was valuable to
AFCAW and would always be
operational. He wasn’t worried about
being transferred to another career field,
being retrained, or worse: separated and
abandoned. He also didn’t show any
underlying anxiety, if he knew he was
targeted for assassination. Perhaps
Edones hadn’t yet told him about the



murders. Icelos greeted Colonel Edones,
and Ariane watched for familiarity
between them, but saw none. Perhaps
they’d never met each other in person.

Colonel Edones motioned to Ariane.
"This 1s Major Kedros, who will be
your inspection team liaison officer.
She’ll be your adviser for treaty
compliance.”

Ariane stepped forward and Icelos
started slightly. He was a big man with
broad shoulders. His blond hair was
turning white and cut to tight fuzz about
his head. Ariane didn’t recognize him as
the young command post controller from
the Fourteenth Strategic Systems Wing,
but he’d remembered her. In contrast to
Ariane, he’d aged normally. He must



have rejected the dangerous rejuv
treatments offered by AFCAW. Smart
man.

"Just a moment—got a priority
message,” said Edones, touching his
implanted ear bug. He pulled out a slate
and frowned at whatever was loading.
"We’ve got problems, Colonel. Let’s
speak in your office.”

The two colonels hurried away,
leaving Ariane with the squadron
commander and her aides. Jacinthe
looked Ariane up and down, with a lift
to her lip like a generational orphan
facing a plate of dirt-grown vegetables.

"Got any Naga experience, Major?”
asked Jacinthe.

"I became licensed to pilot Naga



vehicles on a tour in maintenance,
ma’am, in the Pelagos system. I also
served on several STRAT-EVALS.”
Ariane’s record could easily be
checked, 1f Jacinthe was interested. For
a moment, Ariane’s jaw tightened as she
thought of the lackluster career that
Colonel Edones had designed for her.

"STRAT-EVAL scenarios aren’t the
same as putting in the years at ops,
Major.”

"Yes, ma’am.” Ariane agreed, but the
irony of the conversation almost made
her laugh. Instead, she coughed. She’d
read the records for Lieutenant Colonel
Jacinthe Voyage, who’d left her
generational ship after the destruction of
Ura-Guinn. Jacinthe, who’d only seen



peacetime operations, presumed to
lecture Ariane on what it meant to be
operational?

"Do you need a drink for that cough,
Major?” Jacinthe’s frigid gray eyes
glittered. Not the kind you're offering.
Ariane shook her head.

"Fine. Then TI’'ll show you the
inspectable areas of the station.”

Jacinthe Voyage had long legs and set
a pace that made Ariane feel as if she
was scurrying to keep up. She tried to
lengthen her strides and remain
dignified. She glanced around at
Karthage Point and decided it was a
tight  operation.  The  corridors,
uncommonly clean and uncluttered,
couldn’t be compared to Athens Point



because AFCAW didn’t allow remotes
on military habitats. MilNet nodes had to
suffice and the only displays on the
walls were for official use only. The
station was ftrying to give her a
newcomer orientation at the same time
Jacinthe threw questions at her, often
over a shoulder as they took a turn.

"You’ve worked for Colonel Icelos
before,” Jacinthe said.

"No, ma’am.”

"Oh, I thought he recognized you.”

Ariane made a mental note about
Jacinthe’s observational skills.

"You took the entry test for crew
while stationed at Pelagos.”

Once again, Ariane’s jaw tightened.
Apparently,  Jacinthe had read her



record.

"Yes.”

"Didn’t make the cut, huh?”

"No, ma’am.”

Ariane was relieved when they
reached the training bay. The treaty
defined training facilities as inspectable
areas because there were operational
modules from the Naga weapons systems
installed in the bay and there was room
for possible warhead storage. Now
Ariane could throw some barbs of her
own.

"Colonel, since your training bay is so
far from station entry, you’ll have to
blank all rosters, schedules, and daily
orders from the walls between the two
areas. You’ll also have to suspend all



crew training during the course of any
inspection.”

"That’ll throw off our certification
schedules. How much notification do we
get?” Apparently, Jacinthe had paid less
attention to the treaty protocols than
Ariane’s records. Perhaps she was
testing Ariane’s knowledge?

"Each side is required to give two UT
days’ notification of inspection, and the
notification must identify a specific
facility,. As the inspection team
approaches, they must announce their
intent to connect twenty UT hours away,
then twenty minutes away. The facility to
be inspected must allow inspectors to
board within one hour of connection. By
then, you must clear everything of



intelligence value or anything that
identifies personnel.”

"I assume you can provide us with
checklists, Major. We’ll adjust them for
Karthage and have command post drive
the procedures.” Jacinthe sighed. Her
gaze went to the schedule board for the
modules, showing which crews were
inside for training or evaluation. She
headed for an observation cab,
motioning Ariane to follow.

Ariane glanced at the board also. The
senior crew was under evaluation in the
module they were entering. Since the
senior crew designed all Karthage crew
evaluations and training, a visiting
senior crew from another squadron had
to perform the evaluation. Three heads



turned when Jacinthe and Ariane entered
the cab, then focused back on their work.
The cab, attached to the Naga module,
had equipment that recorded everything
that went on inside the module. On
video, as well as through windows,
Ariane saw the familiar interior of the
Naga control center, although this was
the Naga-26. The Naga-26 was the
newest version of the weapons system
and had been fielded after the war. The
evaluators were advancing the scenario
clock to the authentication sequence.
Ariane looked at the crew undergoing
evaluation. This was the senior crew for
the squadron, and the commander was
only five years behind Ariane in rank
and apparent age, but to her worn



senses, they seemed much too young,

"Captain Dumas and Captain Atropes
have spotless evals on their records, but
Lieutenant Hawking has only been with
them for two months.” Jacinthe nodded
at the third and youngest crew member,
sitting at comm.

Inside the training module the comm
panel warbled, signaling special
execution orders. Ariane watched the
crew smoothly begin their authentication
using the classic triad. This crew had
tempo; they were well trained and
familiar with each other’s reactions.

"Commander’s order authenticated—
approval given.”

"Comm’s order authenticated—
approval given.” The young lieutenant



was  quick, double-checking his
encryption codes efficiently. Ariane was
suddenly reminded of Cipher. Then
came the classic pause in the sequence
as the crew waited patiently for pilot
authentication to complete. The pilot had
to ensure that the orders loaded into the
navigation panel correctly, and more
importantly, the pilot performed
decryption and authentication on the
target position. All three crew members
had to agree that they’d received valid
and authentic orders to execute a TD
weapon. Ariane’s eyes automatically
slid to the panel on the pilot’s right,
where the N-space "coordinates” should
display as blobs and rotate through
several dimensions. However, this was



the Naga-26 and the NC

display had been moved higher and to
the left side of the pilot display. She
watched the blobs brighten and deform
as the pilot initiated transformations.

"Pilot’s order authenticated and
approval given,” the pilot said after
making the rotations and verifying the
results.

The crew picked up their original
rhythm.

"Enter comm prearm sequence.”

"Entered.”

"Enter pilot prearm sequence.”

"Entered.”

"Commander prearm  sequence
entered. Download targeting information
to warhead.”



"Target set downloaded.”

"Enter—”

Jacinthe abruptly muted the speaker,
causing the evaluators in the cab to key
their ear bugs a bit higher.

"The NC display hasn’t been on the
right side of the pilot’s station since the
Naga-twenty-four,” Jacinthe said.

Ariane knew her head hadn’t moved;
only her eyes had betrayed her and only
with a flicker. Regardless, she’d been
carried away with the checklist and she
was going to have to wipe away her
memories; otherwise they’d betray her
again. She turned to face Jacinthe,
forcing herself to stare unflinching into
the cold gray eyes. She hated having to
look up at the woman; Jacinthe was tall



and willowy as a result of her
generational origins.

"I'm pilot qualified on the older
systems,” Ariane said easily. True,
maintenance officers had to shuttle
around the Naga vehicles, even through
N-space.

"Really?”” Jacinthe drawled the word,
dosing it with suspicion. "And as a bus
driver, you learned ops execution
checklists?”

At Jacinthe’s insult, several heads
turned to watch their conversation
instead of the crew. Ariane changed the
topic quickly.

"Colonel, the Terran inspectors will
want to see inside these modules.”
Ariane couldn’t afford being rankled by



Jacinthe’s ops snobbery, so she let it go.

"I have to let them inside?” asked
Jacinthe.

"Yes, ma’am. Any area that’s big
enough to hold a TD warhead can be
subject to inspection, as long as it’s
within the inspectable area. We expect
them to push that to the limit for the
chance of catching classified tidbits;
getting intel for free, essentially.”

Jacinthe’s lips thinned as she pressed
them together. She glanced at the crew
inside the module one last time before
striding out of the observation cab.
Ariane followed. Outside, Jacinthe’s
aides were standing quietly aside,
waiting,

"These modules are made from



operational systems. Even the static
displays are classified.” Jacinthe
stopped and turned, almost leaning over
her.

"That’s why I’m here: to assist you in
controlling  sensitive  information.”
Ariane didn’t step back.

"Sure, you’re here to Aelp.” Jacinthe’s
lip curled and she lowered her voice so
only Ariane could hear.

"You’re not what you seem, Major,
and I don’t like mysteries. I’ve still got a
mission to meet and I’'ll keep crews
operational until the last TD warhead is
shipped out for destruction. Got that?”

"Yes, ma’am.” Ariane kept her voice
wooden. How had she gotten on this
woman’s bad side? The irony of being



older and more experienced than
Jacinthe made her want to grind her teeth
again.

"Lieutenant Santorini will help you
establish  our treaty = compliance
procedures.” Jacinthe’s voice rose, loud
enough for her two aides to look up from
their conversation. She turned on her
heel and stalked off, waving for an aide
to scamper after her. The remaining
lieutenant reluctantly walked toward
Ariane. Ariane’s ear bug chimed. It was
an urgent private message from Colonel
Edones.

"The Terran overlords are already
playing games with us.” Edones’s voice
came through clearly, even through the
chaotic encryption used in AFCAW



facility nodes. "They moved faster than
we expected, scheduling two inspections
simultaneously. I have to get to Pelagos
and prepare that squadron; they’re not as
far along as Karthage. You’re on your
own, Ari.”

"Wait, Colonel—is Parmet traveling
with any of the inspection teams?”’

"He’s leading the team coming here to
Karthage. The itinerary and roster have
arrived at command post. You’ll do fine,
Major.” Edones cut the link from his
side.

Ariane closed her eyes.

"Major Kedros?” Young Santorini
wanted instructions.

A cold knot of fear formed
somewhere between her stomach and her



heart. She was going to face her worst
enemy alone, hiding behind an identity
that didn’t even fool the Naga squadron
commander. Hung out as bait.

Damn you, Owen.



CHAPTER 6

"Hear me and index my life” is the
lament of the grain of sand on the beach.
Citizens document all aspects of their
lives, from plucking nose hairs in the
morning to evening masturbation—in
childish attempts for attention. Luckily,
indexing requires meeting objective Al
imperatives, yet tireless Als can’t keep
up with the deluge of drivel that’s
written into crystal lattice. Democritus
and Heraclitus have spawned more than
forty models each, and I question the
soaring costs we face each year for more
vaults.

—Minutes for Senatorial
Subcommittee on Consortium



Tax Structures, Senator Stephanos 1V,
2104.352.04.11

UT, indexed by Democritus 7 under
Metrics Imperative

Ariane watched Colonel Edones
depart Karthage Point. He saluted
Colonel Icelos briskly, acknowledging
the facility commander’s permission to
depart the station, then walked into the
air lock for his ship.

She was no longer angry; after all,
Edones hadn’t been looking over her
shoulder on any of her plain-clothes
operations. Although Sergeant Joyce
was on three of the missions . . . hmm.
Honestly, those missions really had
required two operatives. Edones had
faith in her and figured she could take



care of herself. You always come
through when its crunch time, he’d
said after one mission, after she
protested that she was piss-poor at
planning.

Ariane disagreed with his assessment
that she was right for the intelligence
field, but never voiced her opinion. Why
was that? Probably because hes the
last remnant I have of my previous life,
of the real Ari.

When she first met him, Lieutenant
Owen Edones had a generic face that
was eminently suited for the intelligence
field. His blue eyes were as bland as his
expression, perhaps a result of the
institutional lights and colors in this
small room. Under other circumstances,



Ari supposed, this was an interrogation
room.

"There’s risks associated with the
rejuv procedures,” said Edones. "Your
genetic tests say you're an ideal
candidate, but you’re under no pressure
to undergo any of the offered medical
procedures or surgical alterations. You
can take only the relocation and records-
wipe, although your new identity will be
more effective, more stable, with a
change in appearance.”

A chance for reinvention, a new life
—and I'm having problems making a
decision! Ari paced in front of the table,
where the lieutenant had laid out the
different slates, all waiting for her
approval or refusal. She hadn’t seen



anyone since this had started, not even
her squadron commander. It had been
one black and blue after another, once
their ship had managed to come out of
N-space and dock at Thera Point.
Brandon had lost control, enraged
because the crew wasn’t warned about
the mission payload. Then the three of
them were separated.

"What are Cipher and Brandon
doing?” she asked.

"I can’t tell you that, ma’am. That
would be a violation of—”

"Yeah, yeah. Violation of personal
privacy, classified material, need-to-
know only. Did I cover the pertinent
regulations?” She was rude to Edones
not because she outranked him, but



because she’d never liked intel types.

"Yes, ma’am, most of them. We’re
trying to perform identity changes and
we’re tampering with vault substitution
and Al indexing. This would be highly
illegal, under any other circumstances.”

"Not to mention impossible.” She
stopped pacing and stared at Edones.
"We’re told that once recorded,
everything stays in immutable crystal.
Only Als can alter indexes in rewritable
memory, to allow true objectivity. Are
you saying that AFCAW is destroying
and replacing whole vaults for us? That
Als will be reindexing multiple vaults of
new crystal?”

The expense made her giddy. Should
she be grateful or frightened? What will



[ owe AFCAW?

"I won’t go into the details.” Edones
placed his immaculately manicured
hands on the table before him. They
remained quietly folded together while
he spoke. "Suffice to say, AFCAW will
be going to great lengths to give you a
different  identity, = with  different
records.”

"To cover all the important asses?”
She wrinkled her nose and frowned.
"There’s no way to obscure the loss of
Ura-Guinn. Or the executive order to use
the TD weapon.”

"Those holding public office are
prepared to take the consequences, since
they’ve ended decades of warfare by
bringing in the Minoans. You should be



concerned with your own future.”

She resumed her pacing, although she
could barely hear her footsteps under the
active muffling inside the room. She
could only take four paces, then turn,
take four paces . . . Now that she had a
chance for early separation, she wasn’t
sure she wanted to leave AFCAW. Ever
since her teens, she’d dreamed of the
promises of space flight and getting her
commission. Her goal had always been
to fly military spacecraft, as long as she
could remember. Without the mulitary,
she’d be adrift.

"Can I stay active duty?” she asked.

"If you wish, but you won’t be
allowed to work Naga operations.
There’s also the Reserve, if you want to



keep your commission. But we’ll hash
out the details of your new life later.”

"How many of these new lives are
you putting together?” She watched his
lips tighten. I don't have the need to
know. Quickly followed by the
realization: I'll never see Brandon
again. Her stomach knotted, though she
hadn’t eaten in hours. How long had she
been here anyway?

"Won’t there be some record, some
connection, to our past? How will I find
the others?” Her voice rose.

"Consider yourself lucky that your
immediate family is gone and you’re not
having to jettison them. As for your
fellow crew members, no one has
expressed an interest in your future.”



Edones gestured at the slates that quietly
waited for signatures. "Captain Argyris,
you have decisions to make.”

She picked up the nearest slate, the
one offering rejuv.

"What does it matter, then?” she
asked, a reckless edge in her voice.

"You should read the cautions,”
Edones said. "Our rejuv technology is
still in its infancy. Your gene structure
indicates a ninety-five percent chance of
success, but there’re possibilities of
debilitating side effects.”

Ari ran down the list of questions,
answering in the negative until one made
her pause: "Have you been diagnosed
with  any addictive  personality
disorders, or have you been treated for



any chemical addictions?”

Only a couple of days before this
mission, this mission that had changed
everything, Cipher had confronted Ari
and urged her to go in for an addiction
diagnosis. Just because I got carried
away at a bar. She hadn’t lost control,
but somehow Cipher had marked the
amount of smooth and alcohol she’d
taken that night. Ever since the episode
with Brandon, Cipher seemed to think
she had the authority to nag Ari about her
behavior.

Well, Cipher, if you've got no interest
in my future, then you’ve got no basis
for criticism! Ari jabbed at the slate
with her stylus, marking "no.”

"Any problems?” asked Lieutenant



Edones.

"Of course not,” she answered
brightly. She handed him the signed
slate, reaching for another one.

"Hey!” Matt ducked as a remote went
too far, trying to zoom over and pluck
some of his hair. His privacy shield had
been breached.

"Invoke emergency privacy shield,
one-six-five-beta-psi-sigma-lambda-
two,” he quietly chanted for his
implanted mike.

Nothing happened in the crowded
bazaar. Kiosks blared, so he repeated
the password. Remotes still buzzed over
his head and crowded in on him like a
thicket of insects, focusing their cam-
eyes on him. Pedestrians, probably



instrumented, edged into his personal
space. Remotes ordering goods for their
owners floated out of his way, but
activated mikes and swiveled cam-eyes
to follow his progress. He’d become a
minor celebrity as net-think picked up a
whiff of what he’d discovered in G-145.
Now someone had cracked his
emergency privacy shield code.

Matt resorted to wusing his second
backup emergency shield; like any other
Autonomist citizen, he kept several in
reserve. A few remotes dropped to the
deck, unable to get out of the shield
radius in time. He looked down at the
chattering and whirring remotes, cut off
from their owners and driving software,
and invoked his disablement password.



Thankfully, they went still. He wasn’t
sorry in the least; he had every right
under CAW privacy laws to disable
them.

To someone uninitiated to habitat life,
this might have looked like magic. No,
all it takes is money, and I’'m spending
it like a drunken spaceman. Matt paid a
ComNet fee, via the use of an emergency
privacy shield, to take away the meshed
node network coverage that the remotes
needed for navigation and guidance.
Shields were merely ComNet algorithms
that calculated an approximately two-
meter sphere centered on his waist. The
emergency shield had cut off all comm to
those specific remotes, but hadn’t
disabled them. ComNet had charged him



a much heftier fee for sending a
disablement signal to every node inside
the shield.

Unfortunately, shields were invoked
by passwords that could be guessed or
hacked because they didn’t require
voiceprint analysis. Net-think bemoaned
the fact that users had to make up their
own passwords and change them
frequently, but not many citizens knew
how to take technical advantage of this
weakness.Somebody knows,
apparently.

Bending down, he scooped up the
disabled remotes. They were probably
worthless for tracing their owners. Most
standard modules in kits performed an
autowipe if the remote experienced a



privacy shutdown. He dumped them into
the shopping bag attached to his bellt.
Matt looked up. The remotes clustered
at the edge of his newly established
shield hid the upper bazaar levels from
his sight. He had originally wanted to
revel in his favorite noodle dish, made

from one hundred percent
hydroponically grown sources, in this
case algae.

He wasn’t hungry anymore, not after
battling remotes all the way from the
ship’s berth. He’d only been going after
comfort food that reminded him of
growing up on the Journey IV. It also
reminded him of Ari. He already missed
dragging her out to eat at this shop,
where he enjoyed watching her stoically



choke down the noodles and make polite
comments. Having her around seemed to
fill the corners of his life.

Carmen, on the other hand, didn’t fit
into any part of his life, by her own
pronouncement. You have to play by my
schedule, she told him. Carmen worked
in finance; in fact, she worked for the
bank that held some relatively small
loans on the crystal and referential
engine in the Aether s Touch . Finance
was one of those jobs that involved
social climbing, so Carmen was a busy
woman. She’d decided that Matt wasn’t
suitable  for  upper-circle  social
gatherings, where the elite of Athens
Point engaged in verbal sparring and
judgmental gossip. Thus, he hooked up



with her only for rousing but infrequent
sex—not that he didn’t enjoy that—
which might include some business on
the side. Matt retreated to the docks and
his ship. He didn’t want to contemplate
the cost of his next privacy bill.
Commercials pursued him, wrapping
around corners and trying to catch his
eye because he’d turned off their
cacophony in his ear bug.

Once inside the Aethers Touch, he
ignored the messages clamoring for his
attention. On his own ship, he could
have privacy, and privacy meant blessed
silence. He didn’t even feel like
browsing his music library.

After he ate something from a ration
pack in the galley, he wondered if



Nestor would be interested in dinner. He
made the call, requesting face-to-face
secure comm. A responder said that
Nestor was busy, but would call back.
Well, theres nothing else to do but
what I’'m supposed to be doing. Matt
reluctantly buckled down, combing
through messages and evaluating bids.
Some were from large enterprises,
where the bid was proposing not so
much a contract, but a threat of
assimilation and absorption. Many of the
small companies bidding might initially
appear independent, but he expected
most were fronts. His queue chimed
gently; Nestor had sent a message rather
than calling back. Before he opened it,
he noticed it had a delay trigger. It had



been wandering ComNet since Matt
went for lunch in the bazaar. He
frowned. Usually this was the resort of
somebody who needed the message
payload off their own local storage.
They’d send it to wander about as a
vagrant, trying to find temporary
residence here and there, avoiding
housecleaning programs and security
scans.

Matt called Nestor and got the
autoresponder again. Regardless of
Matt’s opinion of Nestor’s appeal to the
opposite sex, Nestor did entertain
women in his flat every so often. He’d
be cranky if Matt disturbed him during
such an interlude.

Nestor’s message had no video or



audio, and had only one line of text:
"The demon on your back is better
known than the demons hiding along
your path.” The message also carried a
large encrypted payload, adding weight
to the possibility that Nestor was trying
to reduce local storage—but Matt
happened to know that Nestor wasn’t
running out of room.

Matt tried his standard decryption and
nothing happened. What game was
Nestor playing? Matt recognized the
quote from his time at the orphanage on
Konstantinople Prime. It referred to a
verse that they had been required to
memorize.

"The Chronicles of St. Darius,
Chapter One, Verse Ten.”



He guessed correctly that Nestor had
keyed the decryption to his voiceprint
plus a specific phrase. The packet
opened, revealing three packages. The
package labeled CUSTOMS
immediately worried him. The second
package was ominously labeled
KEDROS. The third was unlabeled.
Perhaps he shouldn’t have had Nestor
hound the customs inspectors. Likewise,
he wasn’t sure he wanted to see the
"Kedros” package—would it tell him
what hold Edones had over Ariane?
Instead, he picked the easy path and
opened the third package. Uh-oh.

"Stop download!” he yelled.

Aether’s Touch, or rather her
information  system, paused the



download.

"This 1s a onetime transfer of unique
images. Cancelation may damage
images,” said the system. The same
message flashed on the view port on the
wall.

Matt hesitated. By opening the
package, he’d initiated  several
downloads from temporary storage
scattered about ComNet. This package
was huge! Some of the contents,
currently suspended across two physical
locations, were rulesets. He tried an
urgent call to Nestor, which went
unanswered again.

"Have I got the Al for you!” Nestor
had said. At the time, Matt had only been
vaguely suspicious because he’d said



"AI” and not '"agent,” but Nestor
frequently overrated his agents. He even
named them, although only Al models
with their unique model numbers had
identities. There was a big difference
between agents and Al models, or "Als.”
Als could vote, for Gaia’s sake,
provided they passed their identity and
self-reflection tests. Once they passed
their tests, they owned their rulesets and
guarded them jealously. In a way, their
ruleset was like a genome.

Developing Al required a license.
They were hard to get; CAW only
granted licenses to individuals, not
organizations, and net-think claimed only
ten people across the six prime worlds
were licensed to work with Al. Nestor



wasn’t one of them.

If this was an Al, transferring it would
require an expensive chunk of ComNet
resources. Here they were at the
beginning of the twenty-second century
and extra bandwidth was still pricy. No
matter how ComNet expanded, via
satellite, zeppelin, optical line, wireless,
meshed node network, the demand
always grew to fit the bandwidth.

Matt shook his head. More
importantly, he’d have to resort to using
crystal. He’d just replaced the crystal on
Aether'’s Touch by getting a loan—
thank you, Carmen—against his future
lease revenue. If he continued the
download, the Al might take up partial
residence in crystal. What a waste of



money; but the only other option was to
deny the download and, depending upon
whether Nestor was wiping his track,
damage the payload.

Cringing at the cost and hoping
fervently that this Al didn’t use illicit
rulesets, Matt reinitiated the download.
As he feared, this took enough
bandwidth to cause his system displays
on the ship to hang, pausing, waiting . . .

You’d better not be fucking with me,
Nestor. With nothing better to do, Matt
savagely grabbed his shopping bag and
dumped out the disabled remotes he’d
collected at the bazaar. Five remotes
hadn’t made it out of the privacy shield
in time. One looked entirely different
from the others, which he hadn’t noticed



when he’d scooped them all into his bag.
He’d built remotes himself from kits,
and this one didn’t have the standard
little antigrav motor that could be
unhooked from the other parts, the parts
that people usually personalized with
paint and fins. Matt picked up the
quiescent remote with the mottled gray-
green skin. Its surface seemed oily, not
mechanical. He sniffed. A faint organic
odor rose from the remote. He’d never
encountered a dead animal, but he could
imagine that one would feel this way:
limp, broken, and still warm. It felt the
way Minoan technology looked.

With a shudder, he dropped it and
looked around wildly, checking status
displays. If this remote used Minoan



technology, the ComNet disablement
codes might not have deactivated it. The
remote might be faking inactivity, yet
still funneling data to its owner through
some other mechanism.

"If I’ve been transferred to anyone
else but Matthew Journey, then I’ve been
stolen. This may indicate that Nestor
Agamemnon Expedition, originally from
the Expedition VII, is in distress.” The
downloaded AI’s speech was patterned
after Nestor’s voice, but bland and
emotionless. That'’s more obvious than
the Great Bull’s balls . Matt bit back his
response, since he didn’t know how
mature this Al might be. This was
clearly a self-aware Al and it might still
be in training, which meant that Matt’s



sarcasm could be detrimental. He noted
on the view port the Al had the model
name and number of "Nestor’s Muse 3,”
which might indicate an obscenely
complicated ruleset with Gaia-only-
knew what sort of imperatives. Or the
name might only be the result of Nestor’s
conceit.

"This is Matt Journey and you’re
aboard the Aether’s Touch. Stay in
quiescent mode until 1T give you a
command.”

The Al shut down without comment.
Matt set his security so that only he
could activate the Al, and only from
within the ship. After putting the remotes
carefully back into his bag, he locked
down the systems on the Aether’s Touch.



He left the ship, followed again by a
swarm of remotes. After leaving the
dock levels, he turned into a circular
commercial storage area. Since it was
commercial, not public, its proceeds
paid for a facility privacy shield. No
remotes allowed. His pesky followers
had to circle impotently, hoping to catch
him emerging from one of the numerous
portals.

Matt glanced about the interior. He
walked to an empty spot on the
circumference, finding an available
locker. Like everyone else inside the
storage area, he avoided showing
curiosity about other people’s business.
He opted for the best security and slid
his hand under the privacy plate, feeling



for the fingerholds. He provided charge
account numbers from his personal
storage 1implant through the small
electromagnetic field about his body,
adding a retinal 1identifier and an
additional access code for the locker.
With the seemingly inactive remotes
safely locked up and more than half the
following remotes lost circling the
storage lockers, Matt felt a little better.
Now for Nestor. Nobody answered at
Nestor’s flat. Sighing, Matt paid to
extend his privacy shield farther and
asked for entrance, providing a sentence
for voiceprint and a retinal scan. The flat
allowed him to enter. Suitable seduction
music was playing softly and the flat
was set to low light, causing shadows to



criss-cross the floor.

"Raise lights,” Matt said.

Nothing happened. Did he see a
shadow shift? Matt whirled. He didn’t
see any more movement, but now he
noticed the wall screens. If Nestor were
entertaining, he’d have erotic art
displayed on the walls. If he were
meditating, he’d have a calming blue on
the walls. Instead, Matt saw open and
busy view ports. Nestor’s system was
shredding rewritable memory and
executing emergency cleansing. Matt
crossed quietly to the bedroom and
peered through the opening. His legs
buckled. Oh, Nestor. By Gaia and all
her prophets.

Nestor hung from the ceiling in front



of Matt. His wrists were tied behind his
back, hoisted tightly up to his feet,
causing his body to arch abnormally. A
strange metallic scent came at Matt in
waves from the darker-than-midnight-
blue spots on the carpet. There were
dripping sounds in the darkened room
and enough light from the walls to see
that Nestor’s throat was cut. The wound
gaped and bulged, dripping along his
abdomen.

Matt crouched and vomited. His hands
were on the carpet, his fingers splayed,
and his right fingertips touched
something warm and wet. He jerked his
hand away and rolled back to sit on his
heels. Tears squeezed from the corners
of his eyes and rolled down to his neck.



"Emergency code,” he croaked.

A beep from the flat’s system
indicated the embedded ComNet nodes
were waiting for the one code that
would always be recorded and
transmitted, regardless of privacy
shields. "Nine-one-one, emergency code
nine-one-one.”

"Stay down and keep your hands away
from your body,” said a cold voice
behind him. The owner of the voice
paused, perhaps waiting for data, and
then  authoritatively added, "Mr.
Matthew Journey.”

"Wait, I'm a friend, a business
partner.”

They stunned him anyway. As he went
through the unpleasant jerking on his



way to unconsciousness, Matt wondered
why they’d bothered to let him into the
flat.



CHAPTER 7

Why support Pax Minoica? Frankly,
we need Minoan time buoys for N-space
travel and we will defer to their wishes.
[ assume you’re familiar with the video
of Qesan Douchet claiming
responsibility for sabotaging a Minoan
ship—where he spouts vitriol yet
doesn’t notice the shadow pass
overhead. Crystal has preserved the
pristine surgical hits destroying his
hardened bunkers, as well as the finality
of genetically targeted bioweapons that
we still don’t understand. Minoan
"Justice” wiped out Douchet’s tribal
gene sets, forever. Today, anyone of
Terran Franko-Arabian descent should




have his or her DNA analyzed before
visiting. . . .

—Interview with Hellas Prime’s
Senator Raulini, 2091.138.15.00 UT,
indexed by Heraclitus 11, Democritus 9
under Conflict, Cause and Effect
Imperatives

Per her authority under Pax Minoica,
Ariane stopped all Naga operations on
Karthage Point. She released personnel
assigned to Naga maintenance, training,
and mission operations from duty, but
restricted them to the barracks and
public areas.

She required special support and
services for the treaty inspectors, but
that wasn’t the hard part. She also
needed inspector escorts with suitably



high clearances, which resulted in this
pool of people she faced in the
amphitheater. Unit commanders tended
to stick junior officers with these duties,
since they had appropriate clearance and
access to intelligence material. She had
no time to prepare training packages for
these duties, and at her request, Karthage
Point Command Post scheduled an all-
hands briefing for everyone assigned
special duties for the inspection.

Her heart sank as she looked over the
rabble of young officers, with a few
noncoms thrown in here and there. While
the treaty was an interesting break in the
daily grind at Karthage, no one in this
amphitheater was happy to get saddled
with extra duties.



"The intel golems are having a
festival, with all these games and
intrigue.” The conversation carried to
Ariane. She looked coldly at the
offending young officers. They were ops,
slouching in their seats with confident
indifference.

As the volume from private
conversations grew, Ariane glanced at
Lieutenant Santorini standing to the side
of the stage. He only gave her a smirk in
return. She wondered whether she’d
have to grab everyone’s attention in
some undignified and embarrassing
manner.

"Ladies and  gentlemen, the
commander of Karthage Point.” The
voice was crisp and cutting, the sound of



an experienced aide.

Conversation stopped and there was a
whooshing sound as everyone stood at
attention, Ariane included. She watched
as Colonel Icelos made his way down
the aisle, receiving sidelong glances as
he strode along. There was a certain
feeling in the room that made her think
that Icelos had earned the respect of
Karthage personnel. She’d worked in
units that had various outstanding,
average, and even  loathsome
commanders; she knew what the glances
looked like when the troops wouldn’t
follow their commanders into the head,
much less into a battle. Being liked by
your troops was optional; having their
respect and trust was necessary.
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"Take your seats,” Colonel Icelos
said when he reached the stage. The
sound of three hundred people sitting
filled the amphitheater.

"I shouldn’t have to tell any of you
how important Pax Minoica is to all the
Autonomist worlds. So whether you
come from a prime planet or not, you’ve
been handpicked by your unit
commanders to support this great peace
initiative.”

Ariane kept her eyes on Icelos as he
spoke. She didn’t believe the bit about
being "handpicked,” but he had the right
mixture of ease and toughness and
honesty—Gaia, even she wanted to work
for the man!

She had a flashing glimpse, a memory



of a quiet, earnest blond lieutenant who
slipped in and out of the Thera Point
command post. This was a man worthy
of protection and she reminded herself
of her real mission: Find the assassins
before they find Icelos. Before they find
me. Interesting. Her unconscious mind
already assumed more than one person
was involved. She wrenched her
attention back to the amphitheater.

"This particular treaty is the linchpin
of Pax Minoica,” Icelos was saying. "I
expect everyone to give Major Kedros
their full attention and support.”

Her cue.

"Thank you, sir,” Ariane said. He
nodded and their eyes met for a moment.
She tried to express her gratefulness in



that glance. As he exited to stage left,
she touched her slate and displayed an
unclassified diagram of Karthage Point
on the large surface behind her.

"The areas that can be inspected, per
the treaty, are shown in red.” MilNet
nodes amplified her voice. "In any of
those areas, the Terran inspection teams
must always be escorted by our two-
person teams. All of you are assigned a
shift and an inspection team, so check
your schedules. Those of you who will
be interfacing with the inspectors should
read the treaty protocols. Remember that
you must speak through interpreters,
unless the inspectors indicate
otherwise.”

There were murmurs and snickers.



Someone called out, "Can’t they speak
common Greek?”

"Only if they want to,” said Ariane.
"Many of the interpreters are TEBI, from
their bureau of intelligence. If your
inspector doesn’t need to wuse an
interpreter, you should be cautious, since
that  inspector  doesn’t need state
oversight.”

Her audience straightened visibly.
They could no longer pass this off as a
joke.

"Let’s go through the players who we
know, starting with State Prince Isrid
Sun Parmet.” Ariane had their full
attention now. Video of the state prince
played on the walls.

"During the war, Parmet rose to the



position of state prince by running the
League’s military intelligence. After Pax
Minoic