

[image: Cover for The Face of the Deep]



THE FACE OF THE DEEP


The Complete E-Book Series

STEVE RZASA





[image: Logo]


Books by Steve Rzasa


The Face of the Deep

The Word Reclaimed

The Word Unleashed

Broken Sight

The Word Endangered

Vincent Chen novellas

Severed Signals

Cryptic Commands

Failed Frequencies

Mixed Messages

The Relic Cycle

The Bloodheart

The Lightningfall

Takamo Universe

Empire's Rift

Strife's Cost

Sark Brothers

Crosswind

Sandstorm

Quantum Mortis: A Man Disrupted


For Us Humans

Multiverse

Man Behind the Wheel

The Echo Watch


The Word Reclaimed


Copyright © 2009, 2016 by Steve Rzasa

The Word Unleashed

Copyright © 2010, 2016 by Steve Rzasa

Broken Sight

Copyright © 2011, 2016 by Steve Rzasa

The Word Endangered

Copyright © 2016 by Steve Rzasa

[image: Image]

Published by Enclave Publishing, an imprint of Third Day Books, LLC

Phoenix, Arizona, USA.

www.enclavepublishing.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage and retrieval system without prior written permission from the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

Scripture quotations are from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Cover design by Kirk DouPonce, www.DogEaredDesign.com

Map art by Steve Rzasa


SERIES CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Books by Steve Rzasa

Copyright Page

The Word Reclaimed

Dedication

Map

Epigraph

Primary Cast

Prologue

1| 2| 3| 4| 5| 6| 7| 8| 9| 10| 11| 12| 13| 14| 15

Acknowledgments

The Word Unleashed

Dedication

Map

Epigraph

Primary Cast

Prologue

1| 2| 3| 4| 5| 6| 7| 8| 9| 10| 11| 12| 13| 14| 15| 16| 17| 18| 19| 20| 21| 22| 23| 24| 25

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Broken Sight

Dedication

Maps

Epigraph

Primary Cast

Prologue

1| 2| 3| 4| 5| 6| 7| 8| 9| 10| 11| 12| 13| 14| 15| 16| 17| 18| 19

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

The Word Endangered

Dedication

Maps

Epigraph

Primary Cast

1| 2| 3| 4| 5| 6| 7| 8| 9| 10| 11| 12| 13| 14| 15| 16| 17| 18| 19| 20| 21| 22| 23| 24| 25| 26| 27| 28| 29| 30| 31| 32

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About the Author


THE WORD RECLAIMED


The Face of the Deep Series

BOOK 1.0

STEVE RZASA


For Aunt Nancy



[image: Map]



“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.”


THE COMPASSION OF THE LORD, ISAIAH 55:10–11


PRIMARY CAST


Crew of the Six-Brace Natalia Zoja

•Baden Haczyk

•Captain Simon Haczyk, Baden’s father

•Emi Akai

•Shen Renshu

•Owen “Ozzy” Zinssler

•Cyril

•Gail Salpare

On Puerto Guijarro

•Ravenna Salpare, Gail’s mother, owner of the Freighthound Tavern

•Abu Zuhayr Hamid ibn Thaqib, CEO, al-Azhar Shipyards

The Verge family

•Cadet Trainee Alec Verge

•Lt. Colonel James Verge, Alec’s father; commander, 21st Lancers Expeditionary Brigade

•Professor Tara Douglas-Verge, Alec’s mother; alternate representative, Congress of Worlds

•Julianna Verge, Alec’s older sister

•Bridget Verge, Alec’s younger sister

•Commander Colleen Verge, James’s sister; captain, HMS Herald

•Lieutenant Connor Verge, James’s brother; Deuce Flight leader, Coyote Squadron, Gold Beasts fighter wing

•Major Jonathan Douglas, Tara’s brother; commander, First Battalion, 21st Lancers Expeditionary Brigade

Koninklijke stabiliteitskracht (Royal Stability Force) KSK or Kesek

•Captain Charlotte Ruby Bell, pirate, navastel Golden Orchid

•Commissioner E. H. Gironde

•Detective Chief Inspector Nikolaas Ryke

•Detective Inspector George Cotes

•Captain Goro Sasaki, HMS Interrogator

Others

•King Andrew Justice Markham Douglas (Andrew II), Lord of the Realm of Five

•Corporal Benjamin Sands, Troop Two, Echo Company, 21st Lancers Expeditionary Brigade

•Major Branko Mazur, commander, Rozsade Ninth Fusilier Legion, “Berdysz” (Battle Axe)

•Representative Gostislav Baran, Congress of Worlds; Rozsada

•Representative Carina Sulis, Congress of Worlds; Expatriate Cooperative

•Commodore Ayla Gultasli, commander, Seventh Royal Task Force, Starkweather Navy, and captain, HMS Iron Duke

•Assemblyman Bartholomew Heng, Bethel colonial freeholding


PROLOGUE


September 2602
Eventyr Star System

“Their faith is illegal.”

Captain Charlotte Ruby Bell saw Detective Chief Inspector Nikolaas Ryke smile as he said it. On the screen, his cold, brown eyes squinted out of the bright comm screen. His head had been shaved bald. His skin was a ghostly white. He looked like a ghoul, save for the deep maroon uniform jacket he wore.

Bell shifted uncomfortably in her small seat. She was perched on one wall of the nearly pitch-black comm booth. She absently scratched her ragged mop of short black hair as she returned Ryke’s stare, willing herself not to flinch before the young investigator. Bell curled a lip. What galaxy was this that this whelp, at least twenty years her junior, was telling her what to do? But, she thought with a shrug, she was willing to overlook such insults where money was concerned.

“You sure you want this done?” People had told Bell that her voice gave the impression she’d been gargling with metal shavings. If it resulted in better pay, so be it. “This ain’t my usual line of work.”

Ryke brushed lint, either real or imagined, off his immaculate coat.

Bell wished for half a second that she’d worn one of her nicer, albeit stolen, jackets in place of the patched brown and grey work jacket. But she liked the feel of this old one. It clung to her tightly muscled arms and shoulders. She liked letting everyone see that, while she was a thin woman, she was a strong one.

Even with that strength, Bell despised the tiny comm booth. The walls, ceiling, and deck were unadorned metal. She’d extinguished the only light. Her lone seat faced five small screens, two of which were blank. Ryke inhabited the middle one. The single console of flickering buttons and switches would let her speak to five people at once. The calls could be completely open or heavily encrypted. It was a complex piece of hardware. Bell always thought it was the best investment she’d made in her ship.

“Come now, Captain,” Ryke said smoothly. “It is not so far afield from your sacking of the six-brace off Port Kapteyn.”

Bell gripped the armrests tightly. How did Ryke know about that? If he’d learned what she’d done to the survivors...

Ryke spoke again, as if reading her mind. “Needless to say, that incident will be... overlooked... if you satisfactorily complete this assignment.”

“Yeah?” Bell scowled. “Look, I don’t usually go after these religious nuts. Ain’t that your job? Usually no profit in it for me and my crew. Who cares if they’re off their course?”

“I care, Captain.” Ryke’s voice was a low hiss. “We cannot allow such a threat to the Realm of Five. As I’m sure you fully believe, Captain, the belief in a single, jealous God is tyranny for the human spirit. Kesek will not allow it.”

“For the stability of all. I know.” Bell’s eyes flicked to Ryke’s chest and the brass badge affixed there. It bore no decoration or insignia, only the words Koninklijke stabiliteitskracht. Bell knew it was abbreviated KSK, and usually pronounced Kesek. “You know, I always thought Royal Stability Force was a dumb name.” She twisted her lip into a sneer.

“Your candor,” Ryke said dryly, “is... appreciated.”

“Okay, so you want ’em dead.” Bell shrugged. “There’s a lot of people on that ship.”

“The people are a secondary concern,” Ryke said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “This is a case of texts-in-violation. We have never had a printed copy of the Talmud and the Torah in one place at one time. You must seize this opportunity.”

“Why me? You guys got your own ship in the area! Tell me again why we can’t seem to track it...”

Ryke smirked. “Captain, I pay you the compliment of believing you are an intelligent woman.”

Bell nodded glumly. That confirmed her worries. “No point in getting your hands dirty if you got someone else willing to make the mess.”

“Precisely.”

“It’s a lot of killing,” Bell said, laying more sorrow into her gravelly tone. “Makes for a heavy burden.”

Ryke didn’t bat an eye. “I will double the price. Does that adequately lighten your load?”

“Oh, definitely,” Bell said, suddenly eager. With that much money, she’d be able to outfit her ship in style. No more insults from more powerful pirates. “You got a deal, Mr. Ryke.”

“Detective Chief Inspector Ryke,” he reminded her sternly.

“Of course. You got it.” Captain Bell left the comm room and sauntered out onto the bridge of Golden Orchid.

Her spirits were brightened now, not only because of the new contract under her belt but because of the more open feel of the command section. The bridge was hemispherical, almost perfectly round. She all but bounced into her tattered captain’s chair, spinning it in a half circle. From there, seated up a couple meters above her bridge crew, she could keep watch over everything going on under the sickly pale lighting.

Bell felt like she was looking down into a bowl about six meters wide as her eyes roved across her bridge crew. Slightly below and to her left, the missile tech slouched over his console. The comm tech, above and forward of him, watched his own signaling equipment sharply, one hand pressed to the tiny speaker of his earpiece.

The navigator sat amidst a trio of wrap-around nav screens a handful of steps in front of Bell. He swiveled back and forth in terse movements as he called up a hologram of their course and requested target data from the sensors. To Bell’s right, the gunner stood serenely at his targeting displays, eyes flicking sharply to each of the six in turn.

The main monitor dominated the bridge. It was a glowing, round-cornered rectangle of stars filling sixteen square meters, directly ahead of her chair.

“Any news on the target?” Bell asked.

“No change,” the navigator replied. “Same heading, same speed. Don’t think they’ve seen us.”

One of the three monitors attached to the arm of Bell’s chair flickered. She smacked it on the side with an open hand. It blinked once more and settled down. “Most likely they have, but they don’t care,” she said. “We look like every other navastel out there.”

Now that the monitor was working, she could watch her own, smaller version of the nav chart. “Distance holding?”

“Aye, Skipper. Five light-seconds out.”

Bell grinned. “Continue to match speed and course. No sudden moves. We got a big payday ahead, boys.”

•••

Four monotonous hours later, the action alarms screamed. Bell woke from a dream and found herself still on the bridge. She wiped a strand of drool from the corner of her mouth.

“Vector change!” the navigator shouted. “Target’s decelerating, heading to mark zero-four-nine!”

“She’s changing course,” Bell said. “The drive flare will keep her blind to us for a bit. Now’s our chance. Full burn on the main drive! All hands to battle stations!”

The helmsman pounced on his controls, lashed into action by the command.

Golden Orchid surged ahead, accelerating at 30 gravities. The external view of the ship displayed on Bell’s screen showed her the blazing blue-white thrust from its antimatter engines casting shimmering light along the deep grey hull, from the blunted stern to the sharp prow. Ripples played across the spherical quantum singularity generator, which took up a fifth of the ship’s length.

“Get the turrets up!” Bell ordered. “Stand by three nukes on my mark!”

The two men standing obeyed instantly. One started the commands to the forward missile tubes, initiating the loading sequence. The other brought the pulsed neutral particle cannons up out of their recesses in the dorsal and ventral hulls.

“Tubes one, two, and three loaded for simultaneous launch!” the missile tech called.

“Guns charged and ready,” the gunner said coolly.

Bell held up her left hand. “Distance to target?”

“Four light-seconds and dropping,” the navigator said.

“Magnify on the main screen.”

The target ship appeared on the main monitor. It was shorter and a bit wider than Golden Orchard. Bell noted the bulging sphere at its midsection, showing that it was capable of interstellar travel.

“Definite match, Skipper,” the navigator said. “It’s the four-brace we’re looking for.”

Bell nodded, eyes narrowing. So many people aboard. Civilians. But this was going to bring her a lot of money, she reminded herself.

“Launch missiles!” she snapped.

Still building upon its velocity of 800 kilometers per second, Golden Orchid bore down on its target, broadcasting no warning. The trio of missiles raced ahead, tearing across the void at a speed no ship could duplicate.

“Counter fire?” Bell asked.

“Nope!” the missile tech crowed. “El-stat shields are it!”

Bell pounded the console next to her. “Aced!”

When the missiles were nearly on top of the target ship, they exploded in dazzling silence. The payload hammered the ship with tamped radiation and electromagnetic pulses that shorted out every computer network aboard. Guidance, comm, thrust control, primary life-support—all died instantly.

Crippled and dead at the helm, the ship hurtled onward from inertia only as Golden Orchid hurried to intercept. “Match velocity!” Bell barked. “Slow us now!”

The helmsman flipped the pirate ship bow over stern, firing the main drives to decelerate and match velocity with the target.

Bell leaned forward in the command seat, watching as the distance between the ships closed to 350,000 kilometers. “Stand by guns,” she said quietly but firmly.

“Guns locked, Captain.”

The comms man looked up from his console behind Bell. “They’re hailing us.”

“Ignore it,” Bell snapped.

“Aye, Skipper.”

Bell stared at the ship. Did she really want to kill those people?

She thought again of all that money.

“Range is 290,000 klicks, Captain!”

“Fire,” she ordered.

The neutral particle blasts leapt across the distance in an instant, annihilating the hull plating and shredding everything else in its path. Air burst from the target ship and froze in wispy plumes.

Bell raised a hand. “Hold fire.”

The pummeling ceased.

“Scan it.”

Golden Orchid’s sensors probed the wreckage and the cloud of debris expanding out.

“No life signs,” the navigator reported. “Some biological remnants.”

Bell grimaced.

“Some pseudo-cellulose residue.”

Bell glanced at the tac board. Aside from their Kesek tag-along, Golden Orchid was the only ship around for light-minutes. “Finish her.”

A few well-placed blasts, and the target ship erupted in a brilliant fireball that burned out quickly. Somewhere in that mess were the remains of the Tormud or whatever holy books Kesek had wanted destroyed.

“Good,” Bell said with a tight smile. “Payday.”

•••

Golden Orchid made itself discreet again, veering off quietly from the scene of the attack. There was enough merchant traffic farther in the star system that they could mingle unnoticed.

Unnoticed by all but one ship. Their tagalong.

The sleek, charcoal black warship blazed up to Golden Orchid. On the external view, Bell thought its 250-meter, torpedo-shaped hull looked entirely incongruous alongside her dingy pirate ship. Though they’d known it was in the area, they hadn’t been able to track it accurately. They’d actually lost track of it for the duration of the attack.

Now it had appeared so suddenly out of the sun’s glare that Bell’s gunner had had no time to prepare a defensive salvo. Her missile tech had been caught equally unawares.

“Modified battle corvette, Captain,” the navigator said, sounding uneasy. “Heavily modified. ID is... HMS Interrogator. No other naval transmitter.”

“Skipper,” the comms man said, “Kesek’s calling.”

Bell nodded. “Put it in the booth.”

•••

“Well done, Captain.”

Ryke looked quite pleased to Bell, but no less intimidating, even in miniature on the screen.

“Your pay, of course, is being routed to the specified account.”

Bell grinned. “Thank you.”

“I am most pleased with your work. Consider yourself a lucky woman. I have a further assignment for you.”

Her smile faded. “What kinda job?”

“This will be even more lucrative, Captain. If you succeed. You will find your target information in the file I forwarded to your comm frequency. Take care: your quarry is more elusive than any you have faced, but the prize is infinitely greater.”

Bell frowned. “What is it this time?”

Ryke smiled. “The book our target carries is far more dangerous a threat to the security of the Realm than any we have hunted. We thought it had long been destroyed. Its reappearance will cause... significant havoc. It must be seized at all costs.”

“Another holy book, huh?” Bell said. “You guys didn’t do a very good job banning them, did you?”

Ryke’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You would do well to remember, Captain, that the contents of all your computers—personal and otherwise—are subject to my review at any time.”

Bell sighed. “Making this as fun as possible, aren’t you?”

“You have the pleasure of working with me, Captain. Beyond your pay, that should be enough.”

“Look, you’ve given me the specifics. I’ll read the file. Just back off and let me get it done. Didn’t we just prove we don’t mess around?”

“Yes, you did well this time, Captain. And that is a good thing.” Ryke’s tight smile disappeared as he leaned a tad closer to the video pickup. “Because error is... disappointing.”

The image winked out.


CHAPTER 1


October 2602
Arapaho Star System

Baden Haczyk wanted to be left alone.

Solitude was easy enough to accomplish here. He was crouched in his bunk with his nose buried in his delver, reading history articles pulled off the Reach information network. The cabin hatch stood shut and the mellow jazz of a man named Duke Ellington played in the background. Getting alone wasn’t the issue.

The problem was that it could never be maintained for long aboard the six-brace vessel Natalia Zoja.

The intercom buzzer jolted Baden out of his reading.

“Baden?” his dad called.

He ignored it. Baden wanted nothing more than to stay locked up in his cabin. It was four by five meters of his private space. He’d taken great pains to scrounge enough goldenrod paint to add some color to the four different shades of grey. There were storage bins crammed into every available square centimeter—under his bunk, clamped to the bulkhead, embedded around the hatch. There’d be even more space for him to sprawl out if he didn’t have a closet-sized shower and bathroom off to one side, but Baden viewed that as nonnegotiable.

“Baden!” His dad sounded upset—so what else was new?

Baden tossed the delver onto his desk, where the handheld electronics pad landed amidst a pile of data chips. He stretched his arms and ambled across the cabin in six steps. “What’s wrong, Dad—no one to yell at?” He punched the response key. “Yeah, what?”

Not surprisingly, his dad’s initially sour tone did not improve. “Get up to the bridge. We’re five minutes from tract shift. I want a diagnostics run on the communications system and the sensors, got it? They need to be checked before we arrive at Muhterem.”

And how are you, Dad? Good. Oh, me? I’m just fine. Baden sighed and ran a hand through his unkempt brown hair. No matter how he combed the unruly stuff, it would not cooperate. “Sure, I’ll be right there. Just give me a minute to—”

The intercom clicked off. Baden stared at the unit open-mouthed, his sentence lost. He scowled. “Just give me a minute to drop-kick you into a black hole.”

Baden retrieved the delver from his desk and shoved it into the largest pocket on his tan coveralls. He cut the music from his media player with an angry stab of a finger and headed for the passageway.

The corridor looked like the rest of the ship’s interior—bluish grey metal, small lights evenly spaced on the deck and ceiling, hatches interspersed among access panels and equipment lockers. Scratches marred every surface. Wires hung in bundles, seemingly haphazard.

Baden’s cabin, along with the rest of the crew cabins and the galley, was a deck below the bridge in the forward section of the 150-meter vessel. Baden passed the galley, trying hard to ignore the aroma of the last meal, even if it had been rehydrated from a canister. He started up the spiral stairwell, making sure he went as slowly as possible. No need to impress him with punctuality at this point.

“Hey, kid!”

Shen Renshu barreled past him, knocking him aside.

“Renshu, blast it,” Baden said. “Watch where you’re going!”

“Sorry,” the man said, huffing and puffing. “I gotta get to the engine room yesterday.”

Renshu was twice as old as Baden but a head shorter. He was a military veteran whose knack with starship drives had earned him the chief engineer’s post years ago. Shades of grey illuminated his jet-black hair and made his eyes shine. He held a delver in his solvent-stained hand and shoved a tool into his cloth bandoleer laden with equipment.

“Simon—uh, your dad—wants me watching the reactor when we exit,” he said, a broad smile creasing his Asian features. “You know how he is about my baby.”

“You mean his baby.”

Renshu waved the delver dismissively. “Eh, let’s let him think that. We all know who she likes best. Simon can keep doting on her.”

“Yeah, I wish he was that way about the crew,” Baden said, continuing his climb.

“Baden?”

He looked back down, catching a fleeting whiff of the coarse, metallic smell of the engine spaces he always associated with Renshu. The older man stared at him, his eyes intense but compassionate. “Give him a break, kid.”

Baden shook his head. “What do you think I’ve been trying to do for the last two years? He’d better get over it. Even I got over it.”

Baden emerged from the stairwell and climbed the steps to the command deck. “How’s it going?”

His dad, Captain Simon Haczyk, sat slumped against the blue cushioned helmsman’s chair. He wore coveralls similar to his son’s, with a dirty leather jacket over it. Baden always thought looking into his dad’s face was like looking into a mirror, plus twenty-some years and with minor differences—a sharper nose, squarer jaw, and searing grey-green eyes instead of Baden’s solid brown ones. He got those from his mother.

“What took you so long?” Simon said, turning to face Baden.

“That glad to see me, huh?” Baden said.

He would have found the face-off awkward except for two things: they’d had it countless times before, and there was no one else on the bridge. Baden took in the narrow space, which always brought to his mind a drink canister lying on its side. The bulkheads were painted the dullest taupe, which Baden figured his dad liked because the shade was so boring it kept everyone focused on their instruments.

The half-cylinder had three stations—Simon’s seat at the helm, the navigation station to its right, and a comm/weapons station a few steps behind nav. Comm/weaps was a simple combination of a basic comm repeater and a pair of targeting screens, plus a small hologram emitter for real-time tracking of incoming and outgoing weapons fire.

Helm was the most complex station. From there, whoever was sailing Natalia Zoja—using the single-handed, curved drive controls—had full access to the six orange switches and double-lever needed to activate the Raszewski generator that let the ship leap from star to star. Several smaller duplicates of the nav screens and a backup comm console made it the perfect captain’s post.

Just looking at the array of controls made Baden dizzy, even as he eyed it with jealousy. His dad had never let him sit there.

Baden looked at his dad. “I stopped to talk to Renshu.”

“Is he on his way to the engine room? I told him—”

“Yeah, he’s going.”

Simon coughed. “Well, uh, sit down and strap in. We’ll be making the transition in about a minute.”

Baden slid into the navigator’s seat next to his dad. He flipped a few switches, bringing the sensor arrays online.

A three-dimensional representation of the Arapaho system, complete with planetary orbits, appeared on the nav station’s central monitor. It was the largest of four screens Baden had to oversee.

Baden marked Natalia Zoja’s position—a green triangle on the board—and requested tract data. Rough spheres appeared on the board, showing the three touch tracts surrounding Arapaho’s sun. Each tract led to a different star system. The bulging Raszewski sphere at the center of Natalia Zoja was the mechanism that was going to help them make the correct tract shift. The little green icon representing their ship sat about in the center of one of those zones.

“We’re in the bag,” Baden said. “Coordinates set for the tract shift to Muhterem.”

Simon switched on the intercom. “All hands, prepare for tract shift. Repeat, all hands prepare for tract shift.” He turned the intercom off and glanced at Baden. “Alarm Blue.”

“Got it,” Baden replied. He reached for the third of four buttons on the console above and to his right. As he pressed it, pale blue flashing lights illuminated the bridge. Baden fixed his straps, making sure the connectors were secure.

Simon switched the intercom. “Renshu?”

“I’m here, Skipper.”

“How’s the singularity look?”

“Formed up and ready to go once the masts are up. She won’t disappoint.”

“Sounds good. Bridge out.”

Simon reached for his six orange switches, flipping each one on. A tremor shivered through the deck plates and the hull as six widely spaced portals around Natalia Zoja’s generator sphere split open.

Keeping one eye on the hologram suspended to his right, which showed the entire ship, Simon tapped a white button. This sent a signal to all six pairs of braces, or masts—hence the name “six-brace”—and forced the loosely spaced molecules of polymers between them to lengthen and solidify. Twelve slim tendrils of ExForm material, no more than a hand’s breadth in diameter, extended out from the hull.

Baden smiled. He knew that at the dark core of the ship, Renshu’s computer was now informing him that the masts were properly conformed to create the rift in space-time that would, for a brief moment, connect two points that were light-years apart. Baden could almost see Renshu manipulating his controls.

Sure enough, on the hologram display a blinking green light lit up within the heart of the Raszewski generator. Hidden from human eyes, wreathed in the tendrils of energy throbbing from its own core, a miniscule artificial quantum singularity pierced an immeasurable tear in the fabric of the galaxy.

Simon nodded and turned to his son. “Ready?”

“Yes, sir,” Baden replied, tossing a mock salute.

Simon snickered and reached for the generator’s field controls. He eased back on the double handle.

Baden braced for the discomfort of the transition...

He felt his breathing slow.

Everything seemed frozen.

There was a deep silence...

Then, on cue, the ship shuddered, lurching violently to starboard. Baden grasped the sides of his chair and spat a curse.

“Easy,” Simon said. “Just a little rough.”

And there, below the green triangle on the main monitor, the brilliant sun of Muhterem appeared. It looked so real to Baden that he wanted to reach out and feel the star’s heat. It was not all that much different from Earth’s own sun. And just a few seconds ago it had been more than ten light-years away.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Simon said contentedly.

Baden pretended to vomit, complete with sound effects, but was disappointed when Simon refused to chide him for the childlike display.

Instead, his dad flipped the intercom. “Renshu, how’s the reactor?”

“Didn’t feel a thing, Simon,” Renshu said, his voice sounding rougher than usual over the comm. “I told you she’d treat you right. I’ve got a coolant leak on the port side auxiliary generator, though.”

“Is that bad?”

“Not unless we turn the generator on. Then the whole works will explode. Engine room out.”

Simon chuckled. Baden watched him grasp the curved face of the main drive controls in his right hand, gently pressing forward. The antimatter engines’ subtle thrum rose an octave as Natalia Zoja eased forward.

Baden felt the slight shift in the ship’s gravity field as the compensators came on, allowing the ship to accelerate at several dozen times the rate the human body could otherwise withstand.

“She sounds good,” Simon said.

Baden smiled at his dad’s affection for the ship. He turned his attention back to the central navigation screen and programmed the sensors for a continuous sweep of a sphere one light-minute from the ship. He watched for any sign of ships, especially pirate vessels. They preyed upon ships leaving the sundoor. This soon after a jump, a star’s radiation played havoc with scanning equipment. Pirate ships, masquerading as merchant ships, could strike with impunity. But most of space was a void. So it didn’t surprise Baden when the first few sweeps turned up nothing.

“Looks clear, Dad,” he said.

Suddenly the proximity alarm erupted, making Baden jump in his seat. Red warning lights flashed on the navigation console, demanding attention. Baden stifled a curse as he saw the bright red diamond on the display.

“What in blazes is that?” Simon demanded.

“Engine flare, unidentified merchant navastel,” Baden said in clipped tones, using the spacer slang for a sixteen-masted cargo vessel. His eyes flitted from one display to the next, mind whirring as he ascertained what the computer was trying to tell him. “Moving quickly, along the planetary plane, and... Hey, he’s after someone!”

“What?”

“There’s a smaller vessel directly off his bow, but he’s closing the gap.”

Simon slapped his console. “Pirates! Has to be. Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Baden growled. On one of his auxiliary screens, he saw three blinking dots leave the merchant vessel and proceed toward the smaller ship. He felt the bottom drop out of his stomach. “Dad, they’re shooting! Three missiles in space.”

Simon frowned. He slapped the intercom button. “Renshu, stand by for full thrust.”

“Why?”

“Pirates.”

Renshu paused, and when he spoke it was a in a growl. “You’ve got it, Captain. Should I pass the word?”

“Do it,” Simon snapped. “Get suited for damage control. We’re running that pirate scum out of here.”

He smacked the intercom off, then hit it again. “Emi!”

“I’m right here.”

Surprised, Baden spun in his chair. Emi Akai, their medic and gun master, depending upon the current need, was coming up the stairs. Her lithe body slipped into the chair behind Baden and she had the weapons controls online in no time. “Targets?” She could have been asking for a menu.

“Baden!” Simon snapped.

“Right, uh, one navastel, bearing eight five, mark one zero three. Five light-seconds out. The targeted vessel has point defense but...” Baden grimaced at the scanner screen... “one of their missiles got through.”

Silence fell. Baden’s stomach tightened as he watched the flickering cloud of grey triangles expand on his targeting monitor—a debris field. His dad continued to push forward on the drive controls, apparently ignoring the fuel consumption rate.

Baden didn’t think it would work. But suddenly his scanner showed the pirate ship accelerating away from the crippled ship.

“They’re blasting out of there, Dad,” Baden called. “Big thrust flare, and their velocity jumped. Think they saw us coming?”

“That was the point,” Simon said. “Anything on the ship they hit?”

Baden stared at the screen, trying to find the words.

“Baden!”

“Uh, sorry.” Baden cleared his throat. “We have... There’s a debris field.”

Emi turned toward him. “Life signs?” she asked quietly.

“I can’t tell, not at this range.” Baden looked up at her, then back at the screen.

Simon nodded vaguely. “Well, we should...” He sighed. “Let’s check it out.”

•••

Natalia Zoja spun slowly on its axis until it was facing opposite its original heading. Baden’s dad fired the main engines, slowing the ship’s velocity as it closed with the debris cloud. As the remains of the ship grew larger on the main monitor, Simon switched over to the chemical rockets so as not to endanger any possible survivors with hard gamma radiation from the main drive.

On the bridge, Baden could see the expanding cloud of debris glittering amongst the stars framed in the main monitor. The fragments surrounded a torn, battered lump that was the remains of the vessel the pirates had sacked.

Simon eased his ship into a course parallel to the debris field, keeping his speed steady and the electrostatic navigational shields active. The light shielding, which drew little power from the ship’s reactor, would deflect debris and eliminate collisions.

Baden stared at the field.

“Do we have any Rodents left?”

The meter-long probes, distinguished by a cluster of antennae at the front tip, were fully automated and the salvager’s robot of choice for sifting through wreckage.

“No,” Simon said. “Renshu put 102B in the shop a few days ago, and that’s the last of the four operational.” He shrugged. “Not worth the money we paid for them.”

“Oh.” Baden watched the blips on his nav screen as the computer dutifully tracked the biggest potential impact threats. “What do you want to do?”

Simon scratched his chin thoughtfully. He stared past Baden, past the stairwell, to the rounded hatch. “Want to go for a swim?”

Baden mulled it over. Did he really want to spend more quality time with Dad?

“Come on,” Simon said. “If I harass you too much, you can always shut off the suit comm.”

Baden nodded. “Okay, deal.”

•••

Baden donned his helmet and stepped into the inner segment of the airlock on the upper deck at the back of the bridge, adjacent to the stairwell. He moved stiffly, body straining against the eggshell-white ceramic armor ringing the outside of his suit. Baden knew it wouldn’t be ungainly in microgravity, but inside the ship it was a colossal pain.

He saw Emi check the scanners for the third time. “It doesn’t look like there are any survivors,” she said.

Simon sealed the gloves of his bulky spacesuit. “No, it doesn’t. But there may be armored compartments where survivors could have hidden.”

Emi shrugged, her short, raven hair bobbing. “I suppose. What are your orders?”

“Keep the weapons hot, just in case. Don’t do anything else unless I contact you.” Simon checked the life-support indicators on his wrist. “Keep an eye on the scanners, in case the pirates decide to come for their salvage.”

“And what am I to do if they show up? Fight them off with all five of our missiles and a single laser?” She scowled. “This is not a destroyer, Captain.”

“No, it isn’t.” Simon slipped on his helmet and activated the communications speaker. “But, like my father used to say, you make do with what you have. Of course, he was disowned by his entire society.”

“That is not a comforting thought,” Emi said as Simon joined Baden in the airlock.

Baden shuffled to one side as Simon wedged in next to him.

“You ready?” Simon asked over the suit comm.

“Yeah.”

The hatch sealed behind them, and Baden slapped the exit panel, waiting impatiently as the red lights of the airlock warned him that the atmosphere was being vented from the compartment. The lights soon turned blue, and Simon pulled the overhead lever for the exterior hatch.

The hatch slid silently aside, revealing a black expanse riddled with glittering stars. Simon wasted no time. He pulled himself up in the zero gravity of the airlock, pausing with his head and shoulders just outside the hatch to take in the view.

Baden took a moment to steady his nerves. The ship was a safe, warm place in which he always sought comfort. Space, by contrast, felt empty, cold, and deep beyond comprehension. He felt the edge of panic at the thought of leaving the six-brace far behind.

But he smothered that whiny part of his brain and pushed up out of the airlock.

Simon was already waiting for him, floating a few meters from the hatch. Once Baden was clear of the airlock, he turned on his suit thrusters. The twin gas jets sputtered and coughed as they pushed him toward the wreck.

The debris field sparkled even more clearly in true sunlight than it had on the monitor. Baden admired the artistic quality of the swirling bits of hull, his awe giving way to sickness at the realization that it marked someone’s grave. Maybe many someones.

Baden soared past Simon. “Come on, Dad—you getting slow in your old age?”

“I don’t consider myself slow or old,” Simon said as he too accelerated. He soon caught up with Baden. “You watch your mouth.”

Baden mouthed the same sentence inside his helmet.

Together they approached the wreck. It looked to Baden like it had been a courier craft of some kind: a two-engine ship built for speed and equipped with minimal armament. “What do you think, Dad?”

“Too small to be interstellar,” Simon replied. “Probably took a ferry ride from Oportunidad, judging by where we are in the tract zone.”

Only the aft section of the ship remained, its single main drive engine yawning at them like the mouth of a whale Baden had once seen on the Reach. The command section had been blasted to melted bits, but Baden could make out the remnants of an ellipsoid hull painted emerald. In his mind’s eye it had been a beautiful, sleek ship, sprinting across space on a column of fire. Now it was charred and lifeless. Its innards drifted past Baden—scorched metal, glittering shards of computer screen, puffs of seat cushion stuffing.

An empty, unoccupied boot did a somersault an arm’s length away. Baden took a sip of water from the thin tube to one side of his lips to ease his suddenly dry throat.

Baden flinched as a metal fragment bounced off his shoulder, then relaxed. His ceramic armor would be enough to deflect most of the smaller debris.

Simon slowed near the largest gash in the hull and signaled Baden to do the same. “The computer core is probably somewhere in this center section. If this thing was built like most couriers, anyway. Downloading the logs ought to give us the best idea what happened.”

Baden nodded. “I was going to check some of the other compartments, see what I can find.”

“All right, I’ll contact you when I find the core.”

Simon thrusted carefully into the ship.

Baden watched his dad’s searchlight play over the ruined bulkheads, casting eerie shadows, then disappear as he rounded a corner.

Now to do a little exploration of my own.

He jetted around to the nearest viewport and peered into an abandoned cabin. Circuit fragments, some burnt clothing, and a broken chair swirled in the void. “Hmm, needs cleaning.” A quick sweep with the sensor rod attached to his left wrist revealed no life.

Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.

Baden frowned. That was weird. “Dad, was that you? Dad?”

His dad’s comm unit wasn’t sending, apparently.

“My imagination,” he murmured, moving toward the engines.

Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.

Baden reversed thrust, slowing to a crawl. He glanced at his wrist—the comm unit was still inactive, so it wasn’t Simon’s voice he heard. He looked back toward Natalia Zoja. He could almost frame it in his gloved hand. It looked so small from here. Warm yellow sunlight illuminated its angular hull and spherical center. Then he looked at the shattered hull beneath his feet. “Very weird.”

His memory flashed back to the scare-flicks he’d watched on the Reach when he was younger. Terrifying tales of slavering, bloodthirsty aliens that savaged unsuspecting salvagers. Baden shivered. They were fun at the time, but right now he wished he’d never set eyes on them.

It was then he noticed the shadow beneath him. Baden shone the searchlight on his right wrist at it, revealing the devastated interior of another cabin.

Suddenly the hair rose on the back of his neck. Was someone in there? He shivered. He’d felt something, like a sense that a person was nearby. Hiding, maybe.

Baden switched to a general citizens’ band on his comm unit. “Hello? Is anyone aboard ship?” He paused. The sensation passed, and he could see no evidence that anyone had survived. “Repeat, is anyone aboard ship?”

A face hurtled out at him.

Baden shouted, pushing back from the hull. A red light flickered on the inside of his helmet—the internal sensors, alarmed by his sudden jump in heart rate.

That makes two of us, Baden thought.

It was only after the panic that he realized the face he’d seen was in fact an empty helmet. The twisting shadows inside its shattered faceplate grinned at him.

“Not funny,” Baden said.

The comm unit’s standby light flashed. It was his dad. Baden switched channels.

“I’ve located the core,” Simon said. “Can you get over here, help me haul it back to the ship?”

“Yeah.” Baden shone his searchlight farther into the ruined cabin. That strange sensation was back. It was almost as if he were being watched.

Something glinted in the beam of light. Baden narrowed his eyes. He could just make out a small white container floating amidst the debris. “Give me a microsec. I’ll be right there.”

“Baden, come on...”

Baden angrily slapped the comm button, turning off the intercom. “Bossing me around like a blasted kid.” Then he returned his attention to the object.

He grasped the edge of the hull and pulled himself through the jagged opening, into the ruined cabin. Pushing off with a bit of a spin, he spiraled slowly through the cabin, watching the container grow closer. He could see it more clearly now. It was a slender white case about a handbreadth across and a bit longer.

Baden reached out and braced himself against a bulkhead. The white case twisted slowly half a meter from his face, reflected in his visor. He reached out to touch it and—

Images and voices flashed through his mind almost faster than he could comprehend them. At first all is dark, then a great burst of light explodes into being, forming worlds, stars, and galaxies. And he sees that it is good. A man and a woman bowing in shame as a serpent laughs. They work on their knees on rough ground. Children are born, tribes arise, villages grow, cities thrive, and evil multiplies. I grieve. Water covers all, a rainbow appears, and life begins anew.

A woman in ancient clothing cradles a newborn. A man shouts from the deck of a rickety boat into the heart of a storm, demanding its obedience. Oh, you of little faith. Fear, anger, darkness, and the betraying kiss of one who was a friend. Crowds jeer as a hammer strikes, again and again, driving metal through flesh. Father, forgive them! People falling to their knees, praying. Today you will be with me in Paradise. A man rises into the air on a wooden cross...

Baden gasped, pulled his hand back. Tears stained his cheeks inside his helmet. His muscles were quivering all over his body. He didn’t remember touching the case. Did he even come close?

“Baden, you read me?”

Simon’s voice jolted him.

“Uh, yeah, I read.”

“Are you planning to help me or not?”

Baden shook his head to clear his mind. “Calm down, I just told you I’d help.”

Silence.

Baden frowned. “Dad?”

“Baden, that was ten minutes ago.” Simon’s voice sounded disturbed. “Are you okay?”

Baden stared at the white case, still spinning lazily in front of him. He could see now the simple lines etched on one surface. They formed a crude X or cross. “Yeah, I’m fine.” He held his breath and grabbed the case.

Nothing happened.

Baden sighed, unsure whether he was disappointed or relieved.

He secured the case to a utility clamp and jetted out of the cabin.

•••

Baden saw his dad frown as he leaned forward in the captain’s chair.

“System patrol,” Simon said, “this is the freighter Natalia Zoja. This ship’s trade and salvage permit is valid. I renewed it about two months ago.”

Baden rubbed his eyes. He was tired of looking at his nav displays. But they had to wait in wide orbit around Muhterem Prime, and he had to watch the nearby ship tracks. The pale overhead lights made his dad look sickly. Baden probably didn’t look much better. He certainly didn’t feel better after taking so many tract shifts in one journey and then nearly running into pirates.

“We understand your concern, Natalia Zoja,” the voice on the other end of the comm system said patiently. “But the permit is not showing up in our confirmation check.”

“Well, did you try checking the foreign registry?”

“Excuse me, sir?”

Simon closed his eyes and gritted his teeth.

Baden stifled a laugh.

“The foreign registry,” his dad said. “I was at Akridge when I renewed the permit, so that should show up in the foreign registry.”

“One moment.”

Simon tapped his fingers on the console, glaring out the main monitor at the system patrol ship—a trimaran—floating off Natalia Zoja’s starboard bow. They were parked one light-second out from Muhterem Prime, the main world in the system.

“It’s been a half hour, Dad,” Baden said. “They already checked our salvage report twice. We didn’t even have anything worth showing, except a couple of electronic parts.”

Simon scratched his chin. “They didn’t seem satisfied that the computer core was wiped clean.”

“Sir,” the voice on the comm system said, “we did find the trading permit, and it is valid for the next two fiscal years.” To Baden, the controller sounded disappointed. “Thank you for waiting, and welcome to Muhterem.”

“No, thank you,” Simon muttered after shutting off the comm. He eased forward on the drive control. The ship responded faithfully.

Baden yawned and put his nav display into standby. “You can probably handle this for now, right?”

As he rose from the seat, Simon’s voiced cracked like a whip. “Where are you going?”

“My cabin.”

“Are you going to write up the log entry?”

Baden scowled. “When I feel like it. Thought I’d see what’s in that box first.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Simon frowned. “We don’t have any clue what’s in it.”

“Look,” Baden said, “Emi scanned it, all right? The comp said no problem. So what’s the big deal?”

“I’m just saying you should be careful when you open it.”

Baden shook his head. “And I’m saying butt out!”

He stomped off the bridge, ignoring Simon’s shout. He was so angry he didn’t remember walking to his quarters. He found himself standing inside the hatch to his cabin. He grabbed his delver and loaded the log file.

He’d had about enough of this. His father’s lingering melancholy was worse than ever, and these occasional bouts of parental overconcern were downright obnoxious. Baden was twenty-two. If he’d been allowed to have a normal life, he wouldn’t still have to be bossed around by his dad.

He could hear his father’s voice echoing through the deck plates. It sounded like he was on his way down. “Great,” Baden muttered. “Probably wants the log entry.”

The delver sat on his bed. The ship’s logbook was called up on the screen, but he’d written no entry yet. Next to it was the white box he’d retrieved from the wreck. It was frosted and cracking in a few places due to vacuum exposure, but otherwise it seemed intact. “Come on, Baden. Staring at the box won’t make it open.”

He unhooked the latch embedded on one side. There was a sharp pop, followed by a long hiss as the pressurized container equalized with the air in the cabin. Baden eased the case open.

There was a book inside.

“Whoa.” A book was a rare and potentially profitable find, even if it was illegal. The paper itself was worth a lot of money. Baden ran his hand over the brown leather cover, admiring the sensation.

“Something wrong?”

Baden jumped. His father was leaning through the open hatchway.

Simon squinted at the object of Baden’s scrutiny. “Amazing.” Baden could hear genuine astonishment in his voice.

“Yeah, ain’t it great?” Baden grinned.

Simon stepped inside. He sat down on the bed beside Baden and held the book in his hand. “This one’s really rare, right? You’re the history buff.”

“Incredibly rare. There are so few books left. I mean, it’s been like two centuries since any have been made. Thanks to our dear old king banning them.” He shook his head, clearing away the plethora of historical facts. “Never thought I’d actually touch one.”

Simon smiled wistfully. “I would have gotten you one, if I were able.”

Despite himself, Baden felt a pang of sorrow for his father. It was a hard life, living on a cargo vessel, plying the trade routes. Without his wife. He knew his dad would like nothing more than to have the connections and the money to buy his son a book, even if it would have to be off the black market. Baden found himself somewhat cheered by the idea that Simon might be willing to break the law on his son’s behalf.

“So what book is it?” Simon asked.

Baden flipped the cover over, revealing the title page. “It says it’s a bibble. B-I-B-L-E. Bibble? Bible? What does that mean?”

Simon said nothing.

Baden saw the brief but deadly gleam in his father’s eyes.

It gave him a shiver. “Uh, Dad?”

“Are you sure?” Simon said quietly. “Completely sure?” He pronounced each syllable carefully.

Baden raised an eyebrow. “Ah, yeah, I think I can still read, Dad.”

Simon got up and shut the hatch, then came back to the bed. He lifted the book from its case and opened it to the first few pages, flipping through them with a subtle violence.

Baden stared at him, transfixed. “What’s wrong?” he asked quietly. “What is it?”

“Here it is.” Simon’s finger jabbed down on a page. “The Book of Genesis, chapter one, verse one. ‘In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.’”

The sentence hung in the air, uninterrupted and strangely tangible. Baden was befuddled. “So, it’s... what?”

“The Bible is the religious book used by Christians for thousands of years,” Simon explained. “It tells the story of their faith.”

Baden shrugged. “I didn’t know Christians had a book. I thought they were all just hiding out on the colonies.” He folded his arms and leaned back against the headboard. “They never mentioned it while I was at school.”

“Well, it’s not like the Royal House is going to let this stuff get published on the Reach,” Simon said.

“So, it’s one of those mythological tales,” Baden said. “Like Homer’s Iliad.”

“It’s trouble, is what it is.” Simon turned the Bible over in his hands slowly. “People who read this, they believed.... Well, what they believed turned them into zealots.” He shook his head. “And the more closely they followed these words, the worse they were. Writings like this are the reason the king’s ancestors created Kesek.”

Baden’s insides churned. “Wouldn’t talk about them out loud.”

“It’s not like they can eavesdrop on our conversations, Baden.”

“How do you know? They can cut into any system made in the Realm.” He suddenly felt very uncomfortable about the Bible in his father’s hands. “What am I supposed to do with it? I took it from the wreck—it’ll be on my salvage record!”

“Easy.” Simon set the book back in its case. “It’s not on the record. No reason for me to put it there. The navy doesn’t care about anything smaller than a cubic meter. And we can get rid of it easy enough. When we make the station, just take it to Ravenna. She’s always interested in... extra-legal activities that produce quiet income.”

“Oh. Black market.”

“You could call it that,” Simon said, still eyeing the Bible. He paused. “Your mother...”

When he didn’t continue, Baden leaned forward. How long since Simon had said those words? “What about Mom?”

Simon shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind.”

“Come on, Dad!” Baden snapped. He was so close. “Don’t gimme that. You a—”

“Baden, I said never mind,” Simon said. At Baden’s hurt expression, he blew out a breath. “You heard from Gail lately?”

The change of subject caught Baden up short. “She’s back from school for a while. She told me Ravenna wrangled her into helping out at the Freighthound. We didn’t say much in the last few commnotes, but she sounds like she’s doing good. I figure we’ll get some time to talk and...” Baden stopped, aware of the way Simon was looking at him. “Yeah. So, uh, it’ll be nice to see Ravenna too,” he added quickly.

“Of course,” Simon replied, a smirk curling his lip. He stood to leave, but then snapped his fingers. “Oh, almost forgot, get that log entry done before we make stationfall, got it? And, here.”

Baden saw an orange data stick in Simon’s hand. “What’s that?”

“I pulled it from the computer core of the wreck. Wouldn’t let me in. See what you can make of it later, okay? It might be worth something.”

Baden took the data stick and slipped it into his right sleeve pocket. “Yeah, sure.”

“Baden...”

“Okay, I said I’d do it!”

Simon winced. “You know, this would work a lot better if you would just let me in the airlock once in a while.”

Baden slapped the Bible down on the bunk. “What do you want, a parental achievement award? It’s all business with you, Dad, never anything else. Except when you think I might stub a toe.”

“I’m just taking care of you, Baden. That’s what it’s always been about.”

“So you were taking care of me when you told me to get out of school and come back to help you run Natalia, right?”

Simon glared at him. “You could finish your schoolwork any time you want, you know.”

“Yeah, and then I’d have it hanging over my head about how you still need me around here, so what would that studying get me?” Baden was near to shouting. He stood toe-to-toe with Simon.

His father didn’t flinch, but there was something in his expression Baden couldn’t quite pin down. “You have no idea,” Simon whispered, an edge to his words.

“Just get lost, okay?” Baden gestured to the ignored delver. “I got work to do.”

Simon turned to leave.

But Baden sniped at his back, “Oh, and happy anniversary!”

Simon froze. “What did you say?”

“Happy anniversary,” Baden repeated bitterly. “Two years to the day Mom was killed. I doubt you forgot.” Baden slammed the hatch. He tossed himself on the bunk, head still spinning. He calmed himself, but only gradually, because once he got over being angry at Simon he knew he’d be angry at himself. Some son.

He reached for the Bible, just looking for distraction. He opened it and read where his father had left off. “Created the heavens and the earth, then land, sea, animals, people.” He made a face. “In six days? Boy, he’d give terraformers a run for their money.”

He flipped toward the back, to a section labeled the New Testament. “‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God.’” Baden read, tracing the sentences with his finger. “Huh. The beginning?”

He returned to the first page of the book. Yep, there it was. “Same thing. Just in a different place. ‘The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.’”

It was a beautiful image.

Flipping through the pages, he was startled when a narrow sheet of paper slid out into his lap. Baden stared at it for a moment, reviewing in his mind everything he knew about books, trying to figure out what it was called. “A placekeeper? Oh, wait, ‘bookmark,’ I think.” He picked it up gently. A silver cross with a deep red stripe running down its center illustrated one side of the tan strip of paper. Baden was transfixed.

This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.

Baden inhaled sharply and dropped the bookmark.

The voice had echoed inside his mind.

He saw that the bookmark had fallen back into the Bible. “I am seriously going to have my brain examined when we make stationfall.” He noticed that the bookmark had landed on its face, revealing its other side. A series of numbers had been scribbled hastily onto the entire backside, cramped by the lack of space. Baden could discern no rhyme or reason to the constant flow of digits. In some places they were interrupted by black blots of ink, but he couldn’t tell if they were punctuation or a result of the sloppy penmanship.

He picked up the bookmark and gave it a quick perusal, then slid it into his sleeve pocket alongside the data chip. He rubbed his chin, then caught himself in mid-gesture. The last thing I need is to start acting like Dad.

The Bible sat in front of him. Its pages beckoned. Baden loved the feel, the smell of books, anything to break the monotony of an unfeeling delver or data screen. And he found philosophy fascinating, though he had trouble understanding the elaborate explanations great thinkers concocted to explain the unknown.

Kesek barely enforces those book rules, Baden assured himself. Dad’s just trying to make me burn all my fuel. It’s not like they’ll ever find it, so long as I keep it quiet.

He turned back to the beginning. It’s just like any other book.

So why did he need to reassure himself?

•••

The pirate ship Golden Orchid skulked about the sundoors of Muhterem. Its engines were cold and it kept a distant watch on Natalia Zoja. After the freighter departed through the sundoor, Golden Orchid made the tract shift to a sparsely settled planet called Prächtig.

Once there, Captain Bell waited impatiently and somewhat nervously.

At the appointed time, HMS Interrogator burst into the system. The battle corvette matched course as the two ships whipped around the sun, separated by a light-second.

There were no pleasantries this time.

“Report,” Ryke said. He had insisted that Bell take his message on the main screen on the bridge this time.

Bell had trouble clearing her throat. “We destroyed the target, but... there may have been a witness to the attack,” she said carefully.

Ryke’s face twisted with a building fury that was obvious to all on the bridge.

“We weren’t tracked,” Bell added quickly. “I know it.”

“I assume you can guarantee that.”

“Hey, we did our end of the deal,” Bell said, her own anger elbowing her fear aside. “You got to pay up.”

“Pay up! Do not be absurd.” Ryke scowled. “Give me proof.”

Bell gestured sharply to her comm man. He transmitted the tracking and targeting package over to Interrogator.

Bell watched Ryke’s face closely as he looked off-screen, judging the information. She wanted to discern his reaction.

It wasn’t difficult to figure out.

“There was wreckage,” Ryke said softly. Too softly.

“We weren’t able to scan for the book or any pieces,” Bell said, face reddening. “There wasn’t time. If we’d stuck around there any longer, system cops might have shown up!”

Ryke made a disgusted noise. He glanced over his shoulder and waved a hand.

“Captain!” Bell’s gunner said. “They’ve locked guns.”

She swore. At this range, particle cannons took not even a second to hit their target, and armor was about as useful as wooden planks. But if she raised her own guns it was an open invitation to their own funerals.

“Hold! Hold, blast it!” Bell stood from her seat, fists clenched. She wouldn’t give Ryke the satisfaction of dying with a whimper.

Ryke held her glare across the screen, his face rigid. Then he smiled thinly. “You understand now the seriousness of the matter, don’t you, Captain?”

“Of course,” Bell said.

“Good. Then listen well. You failed me, but I am not an unforgiving man. You proved yourself useful once—you may do so again. I am sending a token payment for your work so far. Do not stray too far from this region. I will have more work for you soon. Complete that, and you will receive the rest of your pay—plus three hundred thousand.”

Bell nearly choked. The navigator sat upright in his chair.

“Fail me again...” Ryke wagged a finger.

The screen faded to the starry background of space. Bell stood and watched as Interrogator looped back to one of the sundoors and made the tract shift to Muhterem.


CHAPTER 2


October 2602
Muhterem Star System
Muhterem Prime, Puerto Guijarro

Puerto Guijarro was one of the busiest space habitats Natalia Zoja frequented in its travels. It was a century-old warren of tunnels and collection of domes and buildings carved into a forty-kilometer asteroid in a wide orbit around Muhterem. It housed tens of thousands of people and boasted port facilities for two hundred vessels, plus a major shipyard. Guijarro was the grandest achievement of los pastores de montañas, the mountain shepherds, from Corazon, men and women who had made their legacy herding massive asteroids into planetary orbits.

Dozens of interplanetary merchanters and freight barges circled the monstrous, pasty grey rock at a distance, waiting their turn for a berth.

Though there were a great number of ships waiting to dock, the less numerous interstellar traders, like Natalia Zoja, were always first in line.

Emi held her earpiece tight. Baden knew she was monitoring as much nearby comm traffic as she could. He kept a keen eye on the nav display as they jockeyed for position around the in-system freighters that always tried to break with tradition and cut ahead in line.

“How’s it looking?” Simon asked from the helm. He rubbed absently at the small captain’s insignia on his collar. It was a black hole surrounded by tiny silver rays.

“Better than last time,” Baden said, reading the ship tracks as they floated across his nav screen. “Chiang on Emerald Stars just went down, and Conover’s Lauren G is keeping a couple of rock-haulers out of our way.”

“Nice when Expatriates watch out for their own.”

“We’ve received permission to dock at Six Green, Captain,” Emi reported from the comm station. “Dockmaster says to position ourselves at the gate and stand by for a tug.”

“Roger that,” Simon said. At his command, Natalia Zoja slowed and bore a few degrees to starboard. This close to a station, and each other, ships were allowed to use only their ion thrusters, which meant slow going. “See if you can raise Ravenna on the station comm, will you?”

“Affirmative.” Emi tapped a few commands into the computer, which was quick to access the station’s public comm directory. She brought up the listing for the Freighthound Tavern, dialed it, and then gestured to Simon that he could speak when ready.

“This is Captain Simon Haczyk on Natalia Zoja,” he said clearly enough for the audio receptors to hear. “Calling for Ravenna Salpare.”

“Simon? Simon Haczyk? Why would I wanna talk to that loser?” a surly woman’s voice growled, sounding comical to Baden because of the comm interference.

“Aw, it’s nice to hear from you too, Ravenna,” Simon said.

The voice on the other end of the transmission shook with laughter.

Simon laughed too. “How’ve you been?”

“Hey, I can’t complain,” Ravenna answered. “That brat still sniffing around?”

Baden chuckled. “I missed you too, Ravenna! Give us a kiss!”

“Not on your life. My comm tells me you
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