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SAREE ENTERED HER SHUTTLE and sagged against the cold cerimetal struts of the hatch. The sharp spines bit into her back, the frigid pressure providing a distraction to the pain in her heart. 

“Saree, I’m sorry. I’d hoped for a better outcome, but...”

“Yes. Me too.” She sighed. “But that’s the way the space junk burns in. Where do we go to find a new folder, Hal?”

“Once we change our name, anywhere, Saree. We jump from folder to folder, never staying long. We’ll change names every two to three standard years or as needed. I asked the Sisters of Cygnus for five new designators, all with different systems of origin. This first change, we’re from Spica, in the Virgo constellation, the shuttle is named Klar Zeit, your new name is Sofia Beck and you seek rare spices. Your large family is from a long line of bakers, chefs, brewers and other food-related professions. Beck is one of the most common surnames on Spica, and many of those families are in the food industry. I’ve watched Loreli and Al-Kindi closely, so I can coach you through this cover. There are wholesalers and Chefs throughout the universe, happy to buy or pay a percentage for new spice finds.”

Saree nodded. “Sofia. Sofia Beck, Spice Trader. That works. It’s an easy switch.”

“I’ve given you a list of Virginis-related terms to study, but you’ve been traveling in space a long time, so the typical spacer exclamations are fine. If Lightwave, now Clara Lux, decides to use my suggestions, we’ll leave in four more folds, at Kapteyn’s Star in Pictor. Kapteyn’s Star is a popular waypoint. There are lots of maintenance facilities, weapons dealers, traveler facilities, and so on. The system authorities don’t ask too many questions as long as you pay your fees. There are plenty of folders in all sizes to choose from. We will find one easily. And you may want to stay there for a short time, to rest and relax. There are many fine offerings on the worlds and stations of Kapteyn’s Star. It is not a nexus for food like Centaurus, but there are spice wholesalers and fine food brokers. We can pick up some basic trade stock there. If they ask, you sold all your stores in Scorpius. Antares is going supernova and the rush of evacuation is interfering with travel and messaging.”

Saree nodded again. She didn’t want to leave Lightwave, but if she had to, Kapteyn’s Star was a good choice. As Hal said, there were lots and lots of folders. She pushed off the cold hatch, heading for the galley and pulling off the flesh-colored gloves she’d started wearing after the Artiste drugged her.

“I’ve suggested we fold through Scorpius. There are plenty of safe locations to fold into, but in general, everything is chaotic and confused. There are many folders heading in and out, including opportunists, charitable rescue operations and everything in between. It’s a good place to get lost for a while. And we are very close to it now.”

“As long as we don’t get fried,” Saree said, chuckling.

“I am sure we can avoid that with ease, Saree.”

“I’m sure we can too. I was kidding.”

“I actually understood that, Saree. Please study your new persona. Perhaps you can chat with Loreli before we depart Clara Lux. I believe she will help you.”

“I’m sure she will, Hal. She’s likely to be the only one. I really shouldn’t have lost my temper with Katryn.”

“I do not believe it mattered. Katryn is angry and scared. Her first family betrayed her, now her second is in danger. She is looking for reasons to lash out. Captain Ruhger should have sent her to spar with Chief.”

Saree considered. “I don’t think so, Hal. I think Chief and Katryn together might be disastrous. They need someone with a cool, calm personality to spar with, not anger and fear. I believe Captain Ruhger understands this.”

“Ah. You are correct. I see this now. Thank you, Saree.”

“You are welcome, Hal. I’ll study my new background while I eat.” Saree sniffed. “My rations aren’t worth paying attention to.”

“Another good reason to talk to Loreli.”

“That it is.” Saree pulled a meal pack from the galley cupboard at random and headed for the pilot’s chair to review her new job.

#
[image: ]


“WELL, RUHGER, I HATE to admit it, but the machine did a great job.” Grant smirked. “He’s found us a route through Scorpius, obscuring our route in the rush of a supernova evacuation. He made one mistake—he suggested we pick up some refugees. Since we already did that, with a lot of attention, we can’t take the chance of drawing attention again. If some random news vid picked us up, we could become a huge news story as the ‘hero folder’ or some such nonsense.” Grant’s lips twisted in a wry expression. “While it wouldn’t be nonsense because you’re far too altruistic, Ruhger, it’s not enough publicity to keep everyone away, and just enough to make it impossible for us to hide. We can’t take the chance.”

Ruhger frowned at Grant. “I’ll try to control myself and my white knight tendencies, Grant. I’m not surprised the computer did a good job; protection is its job. I’m sure the Scholar, Cary, Saree, whatever, will catch these kinds of mistake.”

Grant lifted one brow. “Worried about her, Ruhger?”

“I appreciate properly tuned clocks, Grant. There aren’t enough Sa’sa, with any luck, she’s the start of a trend. Get enough non-Sa’sa Clockers and we won’t have a problem. Maybe the crazy blind folders finding new worlds will take clocks and Clockers with them.”

“I don’t think that will happen anytime soon. ‘Crazy’ is the right description.” Grant shook his head. “As the first human, it will take a while before any kid she pops out is old enough to train. If the ability is genetic.”

Ruhger frowned at the thought of the Scholar with a child but ignored the idiotic primitive reaction. “True, but I was thinking about the long-term future.”

“There’s nothing wrong with worrying about her, Ruhger. I am.” He shrugged. “I like her. I know you do too. Just don’t admit it to Chief or Katryn, and we’ll be fine. By the way, folding to Scorpius does come with a risk. Some of those opportunists might be mercs, bounty hunters or slavers tied into merc-net. We could run into someone who knows about our bounty.”

Ruhger shook his head. “Nothing we can do about sheer chance. We’ll make contingency plans on top of contingency plans. It’s the only thing we can do. Send me the proposed route, and I’ll calculate the folds, check the fold clock status for each fold, and plan a bunch of emergency folds to your hiding spots. Or, better yet, I’ll plan the main route, you find us alternates from each stop, then I’ll work the folds for each one. We have to find the right fold to change our name.”

“Oh, that’s easy. Antares.”

“Antares? Why would we go anywhere near the supernova? We’re trying to avoid frying, remember?”

“Ah, but if we go through Butterfly, Ptolemy, Antares, Dschubba and then to Kapteyn’s Star, we’ll have plenty of opportunities for Lightwave to disappear and Clara Lux to head to Kapteyn’s for a little R&R.” Grant tapped his lips with a fingertip, lost in thought. He snapped his gaze to Ruhger’s, his eyes sparkling with excitement. “Hah! Lightwave’s reputation helps us after all. We fold to Butterfly as Lightwave and openly gather data about the evacuation. Then we say we’re folding to Dschubba, to help with the evac, but we don’t. We fold to Antares, change our name, then go to Ptolemy and on to Kapteyn’s. And we’re a missing folder in the rush of the supernova evacuation.” Grant raised his chin with a smug smirk.

Ruhger nodded slowly while he considered the plan. “Excellent, Grant. We enter coords for Dschubba, and transmit them to the Butterfly authorities, then switch at the last second and go to Antares. Do you have a semi-safe location in Antares? One that’s far enough away we don’t fry?”

Grant said grimly, “This is where it gets a little...tricky. It’s one of Rehmington’s last-resort folds. Tyson.”

“Tyson?! Do you have a death wish?”

Grant shook his head. “No, not Tyson Five itself, but the warning beacons around Tyson. There is a clock there. Scorpius authorities change out the power sources in the beacons every so often, so they have to fold there. There’s not enough energy in the interstellar region to power the beacons.”

“Yes, because the Pepto People suck it dry. That’s a rad-blasted chancy fold, Grant.” Ruhger’s shoulders twitched with a cold tendril of dread. “Especially staying there long enough to switch out registration. Do you have any idea how long that will take?”

Grant shrugged a shoulder. “I’ll ask Katryn. I’m sure she can have it all prepped and ready to go, so we fold in, and while we’re doing checks, she starts her script, then we fold out. No problem.”

Ruhger huffed. “Right. No problem. Fold in, get sucked dry, get dead. All our problems are over.”

Grant scoffed, “Such a Klee nest mother, Ruhger. It will be fine.”

“Wait a minute. Ask Katryn? I thought you were working with her to plan this route?”

Grant’s smirk turned sly. “We did. We worked out most of the Scorpius routing, then I sent them off to spar. I came up with Tyson after I looked at the last resort list again.” Grant waved away Ruhger’s concern with a flip of his hand. “Katryn couldn’t sit still and Tyron was too worried about her to concentrate. Like trying to negotiate a contract next to a Klee dance party.” 

Ruhger frowned at him and Grant rolled his eyes. “Nest mother,” Grant muttered. “Why don’t you go spar too? You clearly need the release. We’re just hanging here, recharging. There’s no need for us both to sit here. You’ve got the fold programmed—if someone finds us here, I push the big button and put my hand on the DNA sampler.” Grant shooed him away with the back of his hand. “Go.”

Ruhger stared at Grant for long moments, but Grant returned his stare, resolute. 

Grant was right. He needed to burn off the anger and pain.

Ruhger nodded sharply. “Thanks, Grant. I appreciate it. I’ll send at least one of the Chelonii back to you.”

“No, spar with both of them. Get their measure, figure out their strengths and weaknesses so we know for any future Chelonii bodyguard passengers. If you want to send anyone back, send Chief.” Grant grinned for a second. “He should be tired by now. I’m sure Tyron put him two-v-one against various combos.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” Ruhger skinned out of his uniform coverall and into a pair of workout shorts. 

“Oh, and I’ll get the printer working on new uniforms for us. Brown maybe. A little darker than Universal Postal Service Fold brown.” He nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll get Loreli to work with me. Maybe she can do the passenger interviews, become the face of Clara Lux. If we need a real being on vid for some reason.”

“Good ideas, Grant. Keep thinking. Thanks,” Ruhger said just before he secured the hatch.

Grant clearly didn’t have enough challenge in his normal life. As painful as all this drama was, in some ways it was good for them. A shake-up, a wake-up. A chance to use old skills, create new ones and use their brains. Ruhger chuckled to himself, the sound echoing slightly in the confines of the crew passage. Sure, that was a great way to reframe a disaster. Careful. Don’t let positive restatement lead to complacency. There’s plenty of enemies out there—stay on guard and stay alive. 
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SAREE TRIED TO LOSE herself in the silly comedy vid while pounding out kilometers on her treadmill, but she kept circling back to Lightwave. And a pair of glowering brown eyes, cold as interstellar space. She switched to a sprint interval program, too fast to think at all, except ‘run’ and ‘breathe’. Or gasp. 

The treadmill decelerated, and she slowed to a walk, breathing hard.  

“Do you feel better, Saree?”

“Yes, Hal, I do.”

“Good. I believe we will fold soon. Grant Lowe’s plan is a good one. We can gather the latest data in the Butterfly Cluster and Lightwave can join the folder queue for the Dschubba evacuation. Then we’ll fold for Tyson’s system, which is a riskier choice than I would make, but I understand his logic. We will all change names, and fold for Ptolemy, then Kapteyn’s Star. The last fold to Kapteyn’s is a very long fold, Saree. You will probably bruise badly and be in considerable pain. But transit will last at least five days before we can depart Lightwave, so you should feel better before we reach the station.”

“What about the fold recorders, Hal? They’ll record Lightwave’s real destination, no matter how fast the switch.” Saree wiped the sweat from her face and headed for the sani-mod.

“No, they will not. I will block the signal. Can you convince Captain Ruhger to let me do the destination swap? I can do it much faster.”

“Can’t they program the whole thing, do it automatically?”

“Yes, they can. That is a better idea.”

“I’m sure they’ll think of it, Hal. Katryn is smart and clever.”

“Yes, you are correct, Saree. There are no water restrictions. With no additional shuttles, Lightwave has plenty of resources. You can take a long shower.”

Saree chuckled, both at his abrupt change of subject and the subject itself. “A little petty revenge, Hal?”

“Not at all. You deserve to relax. They have sufficient resources for many folds.”

“Ah, but waste not, want not. You never know what will happen on the next fold.” 

Despite her words to Hal, Saree thoroughly enjoyed the hot water sluicing the sweat and worry away. After drying, she finished her nightly routine. A little early for sleep shift, but she wasn’t going anywhere, so why not? Besides, she could use some extra sleep after all the stress and drama. And if she reacted badly to this next fold, a medium-length fold, she could just sleep it off.

“Captain Ruhger requests communication, Saree.”

“Accept, please.” Saree plopped down in the pilot’s chair as Captain Ruhger’s face appeared. 

“Are you ready for fold?” he asked, face emotionless.

“Yes, Captain, we are go for fold.” Saree fastened her harness.

“Stand by.” 

Saree swallowed down the sour taste of regret and loss as the minutes ticked away.  

“Four, three, two, fold. All shuttles, we have arrived safely in Scorpius, the Butterfly Cluster. Please perform shuttle checks and report issues only. Be ready for fold at all times. If we are threatened, we may fold without warning. We will remain in Butterfly just long enough to gather data and insert ourselves into the rescue queue, assuming a fold out can be scheduled immediately. Captain out.”

“There are no issues, Saree. I have stripped the local data storage and I’m looking for anything related to us. No imminent threat is obvious on the publicly available surveillance picture. I am attempting to infiltrate the non-public fold control surveillance, to make sure there isn’t some folder or other vessel waiting to attack us, hidden by the authorities.”

Saree scanned the wide-area surveillance. “It would be difficult to hide such a thing right now, Hal. There’s too much evac traffic out here.” Saree brought up Lightwave’s navigation data; the fold was perfectly on target. Sweeping it away, she logged into the Guild interface and checked the Butterfly fold clock. Her usual happiness at seeing her name as a Guild Member died quickly. Someone had updated the fold clock just two standard days ago. She selected a flashing notification. As’sacha clutch was updating every clock in Scorpius to enhance the safety of the supernova evacuation, and they’d placed a second clock here for the duration. Good. Saree did not want to leave the folder until Kapteyn’s Star. No sense in giving Lightwave an opportunity to abandon them. 

But why was As’sacha, the top-ranked clock maintenance clutch, updating clocks for a primarily human evacuation?  There must be more to this; As’sacha wouldn’t care about a human evacuation. Even if Gov Human made it a top priority, it wouldn’t make it to As’sacha.

“It seems our plan may have to change, Saree. There are more folders helping with the evacuation than we anticipated. The Cygnus-Gliese rescues inspired many to help Dschubba. The first available fold out isn’t for three days. The crew is discussing whether it is smart to wait that long with their real name in the public fold records. Some of these folders might be amateur bounty hunters or merc companies, or worse, like slavers.”

“Ah. That could be a problem. But can any of these folders get close enough to threaten us without threatening lots of others?”

“It seems unlikely, Saree. The authorities are sending us to fold hold orbit sierra-five.”

Saree blinked. “That is a lot of folders, Hal.” 

“Ninety-five. Butterfly fold control is stacking five folders per hold orbit. It will take us thirty-two hours to reach hold point sierra-five. We got lucky, Saree. Butterfly is using our current fold point for inbound folders only. The outbound fold point is forty-eight hours at nominal thrust from the inbound point. It is fifty-one hours from hold point sierra-five. And the first available outbound slot is sixty-seven hours from now. Lightwave received a strict warning to not deviate from the specified orbit and procedures. All folders receive the same warning, and Butterfly has armed shuttles enforcing order. So, we are stuck in this orbit, Saree, unless the crew takes the chance of folding from where we are now.”

She tapped a rhythm on the armrest of the pilot’s seat, considering. “I suppose this could go several ways, Hal. Hopefully, Butterfly’s security protects us as much as everyone else. If Butterfly attacks, we may be out of luck. And Butterfly is likely to need credits right now; evacuations are expensive.”

“Oh, I hadn’t considered the authorities as a possible attacker. How short-sighted of me.”

“Perhaps because you are bound by your rules?”

“Possible, Saree. I investigated further. I believe Butterfly is invested in doing the right thing. There are news gatherers from many species here. And...interesting. The Sa’sa have offered to buy world rights for Dschubba after the evacuation is complete. Evidently, they believe there will be transuranic formation from this supernova.”

Saree straightened in her seat, surprised. “That will be centuries from now.”

“Many centuries. But the Sa’sa plan for the long-term. You know that, Saree.”

She huffed a rueful laugh. “I do know that. It’s just surprising to see the evidence.”

“I suppose so. Even when humans attempt to plan long-term, it is rarely more than a few hundred years. The Sa’sa think in thousands of sun-cycles. Probably because they can access thousands of years of memories.”

“That could be, Hal.” Saree nodded thoughtfully. “It does make sense.” She jolted upright, the harness mashing her shoulders. “Are there warrior-class Sa’sa here, Hal?”

“Scanning...yes. Yes, there are. Three folders of warrior class, one at fold hold point alpha-one, one at mike-one and one at zeta-one.”

“Well, then, we’re safe. The warrior class won’t let anything happen. And everyone knows it. This is the safest fold we could have made, Hal.” Saree smiled with relief and unbuckled her harness. 

“I do not believe Chief will think so.”

Saree sobered. “You are probably correct. But regardless of his hatred, it is true. No one will attack anyone else, not with warrior-class Sa’sa here.”

“If you like, I will transmit a message to Captain Ruhger to that effect, Saree.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea, Hal, but just the facts. He’ll figure out the impact.”

“Certainly, Saree. Will you contact As’sacha?”

“No, I don’t think so.” Saree frowned. “For one, I’m a lowly member of the lowest-ranking clutch. Second, why draw attention to ourselves? If someone monitors our transmissions, they might figure out I really am the so-called Human Clocker.” The insulting title left a bad taste in her mouth.

“You could communicate through the Guild interface. No one would know.”

“True, but it’s up to As’sacha to contact me, not the other way around.”

“I see. Thank you for clarifying this point. I have some Sa’sa behavior and protocol information, but there are gaps.”

“You are welcome, Hal.”

“Saree, I have just received an invitation from Chef Loreli. She invites you to the constellation arrival dinner tomorrow at the normal dinner hour. Will you attend?”

She flopped back into the chair, a surprised laugh escaping her. “Well, that is unexpected. Yes, certainly. If Loreli is creating and I’m invited, I’m attending.”

“You may be a target of Chief’s wrath. You should be cautious.”

“I will be. But I’m not passing up my last Chef Loreli dinner. Not for all the worlds, Hal.”

“I do not blame you, Saree. If I had taste buds, I would go too. I will watch closely.”

“Thank you, Hal.”

“You are welcome, Saree. You should sleep now; it’s been a very long and stressful day.”

“Well, you’re right there.” She pried herself up and out of the pilot’s seat. A long day, a hard phys session and a lot of emotions. If she could fall asleep, she should sleep like a rock. 
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SAFELY AWAY FROM THE fold point and on their way to hold orbit sierra-five, Ruhger checked the other messages in his queue and huffed a sigh. A message from Fortuna Lucia waited. Stomach sinking, he pulled it up. A Sa’sa clock maintenance folder and Sa’sa warrior class? Three folders of warriors? What did they fold into? Ruhger scowled at the message. Blast and rad. Just got the Chief settled and now this. He kept reading. The Sa’sa had offered to buy the world rights for Dschubba—literally a rad-blasted rock. But that explained the warrior class presence, at least to some extent. They were protecting their investment. A far, far future investment.

Well. Ruhger sat back, rubbing the pleather arm rests. He wasn’t going to tell Chief about this, not tonight. He’d tell him tomorrow, because Chief would find out eventually. He messaged Chief: Talk to me first thing tomorrow. When he sent the message to Chief, one from Loreli popped up. A formal invitation to the constellation arrival dinner. Ruhger huffed. Of course. He scanned the invitee list. Loreli included the Scholar. He scowled. Of course she did. Because things weren’t awkward enough. 

Ruhger checked their course one more time and readied himself for bed. Unless someone deliberately attacked them or stupidly got in their way, he could get a few hours of sleep. Good sleep? That was another question. He lay down and closed his eyes.

Chimes sounded. Argh. Time to get up already? Ruhger huffed and forced himself from the bed. Sweeping up navigation and surveillance, he checked the status on his way to the sani-mod. Everything appeared normal; no ships too close, no weapons obvious, everyone remained in their assigned orbital paths and slots. Good. He could squeeze a hard y’ga routine in and stretch all his tight muscles from yesterday’s sparring session. An interesting and challenging session. 

He finished his morning routine, dressed and strode to the phys mod. No one here—perfect. Ruhger started with some deep breathing and active warmups, and swung into his favorite routine. Finishing, he stretched his arms up high, and brought them down again, into a final rest.

“Nicely done, Ruhger. I think you can get a little more extension on the high kicks, but other than that, it was very good,” Chief said. 

“Thanks, Chief. Did you sleep well?” He could check the med data, but he’d rather hear it directly. Chief wasn’t dressed for a workout or sparring; he wore an old, stained working coverall, ever-present wrench in hand.

He nodded once. “Better than I expected. All the sparring tired me out. The Chelonii are slippery.”

Ruhger snorted. “Literally and figuratively. Their skin is unexpectedly smooth. Hard to get a good grip.”

“True. And they have some interesting moves in their repertoire. A good challenge. But that’s not why I’m here.” Chief raised both brows. “You wanted to see me? If this is about the Scholar, don’t bother. I realize I over-reacted. I will control myself and try to redirect my anger to the correct target.”

“The Sa’sa?” Ruhger asked with some trepidation.

Chief shook his head. “No, where it belonged the whole time, on the...instigators of the problem.”

Ruhger waited, thinking Chief might tell him more, but no. He took a bracing breath. “Well, I’m glad to hear that, Chief, because your resolve may be tested. There is a Sa’sa clock maintenance clutch here, along with three folders of Sa’sa warriors. The Sa’sa are purchasing world rights to Dschubba after everyone’s evacuated.”

Chief’s face froze during Ruhger’s recitation and he remained that way for quite some time. Ruhger opened his mouth to ask Chief if he was okay, but closed it with a snap when Chief frowned and shook his whole body, like a fur-bearing animal shedding water. 

“Interesting. So, they believe there will be usable transuranic metals.” Chief took in a deep breath and spoke with a slightly hopeful look. “Can we ditch the Clocker with them?”

Ruhger blinked. “I hadn’t considered that. Maybe. We can ask her.” He ignored the dismay tightening his back and rolled his shoulders.

“We can eject her and they can pick her up. That would be easiest for all of us.”

Ruhger leveled a scowl at Chief. “No. That’s inappropriate behavior in a crowded fold transit orbit. I will not do that.”

Chief opened his mouth, but Ruhger cut him off. “No.” He grimaced. “Besides, Loreli invited her to the constellation arrival dinner. If we disinvite her, Loreli will make our meals very unpleasant, Chief. She’ll be gone shortly. Be patient.”

Chief glared. “Rad-blasted Pavo pea-hen of a temperamental Chef. She has to make everything difficult.” He turned and stomped away, the sharp crack of his wrench impacting his palm demonstrating the depth of his anger.

Well, that went better than he anticipated. Ruhger sighed and followed him out the hatch, stopping by the chow hall to pick up breakfast. Once in Alpha shuttle, he swept quickly through the status screens again while he ate, including the close-in visuals. No sense in taking a chance some overeager idiot hadn’t pushed a mine or a tracker on their hull, or some strange alien tech that could hide from the sensors. After showering and dressing, he pulled up a message from Tyron and Katryn. It linked to a series of ancient news reports about a system called Pavo. 

Ruhger sat upright, blinking. Chief called Loreli a Pavo pea hen. Was he from Pavo? Stomach turning with a bit of dread, he pulled up an article and read. Finishing, he flopped back in his chair, the mechanism creaking and groaning. 

Oh. No wonder Chief hated the Sa’sa—they destroyed almost all of Pavo’s space-worthy ships, and the top echelons of both militaries, after the Pavo fold clock was destroyed by one of the factions in a religious civil war—a ridiculous fanatical religion trying to make everyone into farmers and ranchers, bring them back to subsistence living and eliminate the ‘evil’ influence of outsiders and non-humans. Since Pavo didn’t have all the minerals needed to support human life, this religion was practically designed to starve everyone to death through malnutrition and disease. Ruhger sat back, stroking the pleather armrest. If Chief was from Pavo, well, his reactions made a whole lot more sense. Especially if he’d been a part of their military, or he had relatives who were. Wonder if Rehmington or Wilson knew about Chief’s background? Probably. 

Good to know where some of Chief’s anger came from. He sent a note back to the Phazeers, thanking them without elaboration. Now, tell Grant, or not? He wouldn’t tell Loreli; she’d gush all over Chief and make things worse. Grant wouldn’t do anything right now, but eventually he’d start poking at Chief, probably at the worst possible time. So, he’d keep quiet about it. Suns, Grant or the Chelonii might figure it out on their own if Chief kept making references to Pavo. Maybe Chief was ready to open up—that’s why he used that particular explicative? Or was he so upset about the Sa’sa that he was losing it? Ruhger huffed. Either way, he’d keep a close eye on Chief. The last thing they needed was Chief storming around, war axe in hand. 
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SAREE REACHED FOR THE back of her closet and her formal Scholar robes. Her hand brushed the tazan silk dress and she sighed with pleasure. So soft.

Wait a nanosecond. 

She smiled and let it bloom into a grin. She could wear the dress. No reason not to. Saree laughed, the sound ringing around the shuttle. Pulling out the tazan silk dress, she held it against her body, and waltzed around the shuttle.

“Why so happy, Saree?” Hal asked. 

“Lightwave’s crew knows who I am. I don’t have to wear my Scholar robes; I can wear this glorious dress. In public, Hal!” She kept dancing in three-quarter time.

Hal said, “I am happy for you, Saree, but I don’t understand why this makes you so happy.”

“You know how long this dress has sat in the back of my closet, Hal. I’ve worn it a time or two, here in the shuttle, but that’s it.” 

“Yes, and you never wear it long.”

She stopped in front of the closet. “It makes me sad after a while. This is a dress meant to be seen, shown off.” Saree laughed again. “It feels wonderful against my skin, so I do wear it every now and then, but tonight? A formal dinner is the perfect occasion.”

“Perhaps there are other advantages to this display, Saree.”

“Oh?”

“It demonstrates your ability to negotiate.”

Saree chuckled, a little ruefully. “I’m not sure ‘negotiate’ is exactly what I did, but the crew won’t know any better.”

“It may make Captain Ruhger even more reluctant to get rid of us.”

She snorted. “It will also make Katryn even more jealous and certain I’m trying to influence crew members with sex.”

“Are you concerned about this, Saree?”

“No.” She waved a hand. “Katryn’s not going to act out at dinner. And I’m sure Loreli will seat me at the end of the table, away from Chief. Loreli is smart about that kind of thing.” She carefully pulled the dress off the hanger.

“Yes, Chef Loreli is a well-trained and well-rounded individual. I’m sure formal dinner seating is a topic at Culinary Institute Sirius. There are many examples of formal dinners turning into violence, especially in Familia gatherings.”

“I am sure this gathering will not become violent, Hal.” She slipped the dress on and sighed with pleasure.

“I am sure you are right in this case, Saree.”

The smooth silk slid over her skin, caressing, like a lover’s hand. It settled around her form, the heat of her body both relaxing and tightening the weave so the upper part of the dress conformed to her perfectly and the skirt swirled when she turned. Wearing it was glorious. And the dress was so flattering, the bodice and three-quarter-length sleeves snug, but not tight, a scooped but still modest neckline. It hugged her torso until it flared just below her waist into a generous bell, ending just below her knees.

“You should wear your clock maintenance honors too, Saree. You rarely do.”

“You are right, Hal.” She reached to the back of the small shelf high in the closet and pulled out the flat case holding the adornments. Entering the security code, Saree opened it, still amazed the Sa’sa modified them for human wear. She brushed her hair up and away from her ear, placing the semi-circle of sparkling jewels and metal on her left ear, then the right, making sure her hair stayed behind the clips as they closed gently around her ear. She drew the necklace out. Placed just under her e-torc, it circled close to her neck, and fell in a bright waterfall of jewels and metals, coming to a point between her breasts, part of it overlapping the dress. The deep red of Sa’sa rubies prevailed, the primary gemstone of Sa’sa Time Guild members, but other colors wove through the platinum, gold, silver and other precious metals of the necklace. Some of these gems were rather dull to human eyes, but beautiful in the extended range of Sa’sa vision.

She stepped back, closed the closet door and activated the mirror setting on the screen there. Some would think her honors gaudy, but Saree thought they were beautiful. The jewels perfectly complemented the ombre of the tazan silk dress, dyed to match the colors of an Old Earth sunset, starting with a pale gold at her shoulders and deepening to a deep ruby red, the same shade as the Sa’sa rubies.

Saree smiled at her reflection. She would never be a galactic beauty or even as pretty as Katryn, but in this dress? She looked her very best. 

The beautiful color of the dress—changed. Shifted. Flowed. 

Her smile turned to wide-eyed alarm. “Hal?” Saree froze, scared to move.

“I see it, Saree. Has it done this before?”

“No.” Her skin crawled as the dress became dark red on the top, the same color as the rubies, then faded into orange, paling to yellow at the hem. A reversal of the color scheme. “How can it do that, Hal?” There were rumors about tazan silk...and she knew where it came from, but not how it was created. Was it a creation? Or a living entity?

“I do not know, Saree. But when I review the vid at the microscopic level, I can see each segment changing its surface properties to become a new color. How unique. It might be a living organism. I must study this phenomenon. You should wear it often.”

“I’m not sure I want to wear it at all.” She shifted uneasily, her skin itchy under the dress.

“I do not see any sign of sentience or any higher thought. It has shifted only the surface properties. It may very well be a living organism of some sort. It is not a manufactured programmable cloth like reactive armor. This is fascinating, Saree.”

“Right. Is it safe?”

“Oh. I hadn’t truly considered it could be dangerous. Which is foolish in hindsight. How odd. Why would I not think about such a thing?”

“Perhaps you are developing intuition, Hal.”

“I believe it has more to do with my analysis. The cloth doesn’t appear to be truly alive, but the shell of a living organism. The organism is gone, but the ability to change color remains. I do not believe it can do anything else, although...”

“Although what?”

“It may be able to replicate itself, Saree.”

Her eyebrows lifted so high her forehead hurt. “It can grow?”

“Possibly. Under the right circumstances. It would be a mitosis process, where the organism grows and splits. I do not know what feeds it.”

“So, is it safe?”

“I believe so, Saree. I have no reason to believe isn’t safe. But I had no reason to believe it could change color. You have worn it before, but never with the Sa’sa rubies. Perhaps there is some sort of strange interaction between them. Or perhaps any deep color would shift the color of the dress. We could test that theory. Let me search available data about tazan silk.”

“I have a deep green scarf I could try. Or...wait for a moment.” Saree dug in her clothes storage until she found it. She took off the rubies and put on the scarf. The dress faded back to the original configuration, without shifting to any shade of green.

“Maybe it must be a precious stone?”

“Perhaps. I don’t have...oh, wait. This isn’t really a precious stone, but it was a stone valued by some Old Earth cultures.” Saree pulled a pale green disk out, mounted on a chain, a symbol carved into it. She’d never deciphered the symbol, but knew it was an Old Earth language. She placed it around her neck. The dress didn’t change.

“It must be some characteristic of Sa’sa rubies, a resonance or the wavelength of the reflected light. In my search of available data, there are unsubstantiated claims of tazan silk changing color. I do not have enough data to know if color shifts occur with precious stones of all kinds or just Sa’sa rubies, or certain kinds of light. There are documented cases of tazan silk growing, but it is extremely rare. There is nothing in any documentation to indicate it is dangerous or hazardous. In fact, it can be worn by an unusually large number of species without ill effect or allergic reaction. It is often used for burn victim bedding if available. I believe you are safe. And, if my files are any indication, you look beautiful in it.”

She fastened the necklace back on and the dress shifted colors again, flowing like dye into water. She gazed into the mirrored screen. “I do look good, don’t I? And the dress feels wonderful. Now that I’m over my initial alarm.” Saree shrugged. “Well, I’ve worn it before and nothing happened, so I guess I’ll wear it now.”

“Have a good dinner, Saree.”

“Thank you, Hal. I will.” She walked through the airlock hatches and into Lightwave, enjoying the swirl of sensuous silk around her, knowing she looked her very best.

Saree carefully didn’t wonder what Captain Ruhger would think.

#
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RUHGER SCOWLED, WAITING impatiently in his seat at the head of the table. Why did Loreli insist on formalwear for dinner? All this shiny stuff made the back of his neck itch. They didn’t have real passengers to impress. He rolled his shoulders, uncomfortable in the formal uniform. If someone attacked them now, a sneak boarding attack, he’d be a big, bright target. He huffed. Between his shoulders and his rank, he was always a big target. 

Ruhger rubbed the material of the tablecloth between his fingers. It was soft, with a nubby texture; the perfect thing to fidget with. As long as he didn’t pull the entire thing off the table. He checked the time again. The Scholar wasn’t late, but she was usually early. 

“Well, Saree, I am impressed,” Grant said from the hatch. “Please, after you. I don’t want to block your magnificence.”

She laughed and Ruhger startled at the joyful sound. What was Grant talking about? 

Oh.

“Ruhger, close your mouth,” Loreli stage whispered.

He blinked and snapped his mouth closed. 

“Hey!” Tyron said from his seat. “I was looking at the rubies, Katryn. Look at those things!”

“Right,” she hissed.

The rubies were amazing, but the complete picture stunned him. The dress hugged her upper body and flared below her waist, wrapping around her long legs as she walked, highlighting her sexy body. He’d seen her in next to nothing, but in that dress? Suns. 

“Cary, is that tazan silk?!” Loreli asked with a gasp.

She smiled shyly. “Yes, it is. I made a...fortunate trade and attained custody of it.” Her expression changed from pleased to puzzled to realization. “Now I understand why she phrased it that way.” She shook her head and smiled at Loreli again. “And it’s Saree.” She sat at the far end of the table, next to Grant. 

“Sorry, Saree. But the dress! So stunning!” Loreli said. “I’ve never seen an entire dress of tazan silk.”

“Neither have I,” Grant said. “Nor have I seen such stunning beauty.” He turned to LeeMill and Stevron. “Present company excepted.”

LeeMill said dryly, “Nice try.” She turned toward the Scholar. “I’ve never seen such a thing myself. And Stevron and I have seen a lot of wealth over the years.”

Loreli said, “One of the Chefs at school had a tazan silk kerchief. He was grossly overweight, sweaty and just...mean, but his kerchief was always sparkling white. Even when the rest of his clothes were stained and dirty, the kerchief shined like a blue-white star.” Her mouth twisted. “It was the only thing bright about him. There was a rumor he’d gotten the scarf through less than honest means and I can believe it. Ah, to have such a wonder.” Loreli shook her head slowly.

The Scholar—Saree—smiled ruefully. “Chance and good fortune.” 

“Oh, to have such a chance. But it’s time for all of us to have good fortune, because I have a fabulous dinner!” Loreli spread her arms dramatically. 

Ruhger forced himself to look at Loreli, away from the Scholar.

“And doubly lucky for some of us, because Stevron and LeeMill have generously agreed to help me.”

The Chelonii rose. Tyron and Katryn grinned at each other.

Stevron poured wine, while Loreli and LeeMill served the starting course. 

“The starter tonight is Russellian root puree with Asmiovian springer cheese, dressed with an infusion of Trible truffle oil. Enjoy!” Loreli said, sitting down and waving the Chelonians to seats as well. 

“No formal service, Loreli?” he asked.

“No need.” She shrugged and waved both hands in a carefree gesture. “It’s just us. We can all enjoy.”

Ruhger spooned up a portion of the pile of violently purple pulp, decorated with chunks of white and a drizzle of dark oil. The earthy-scented purple was unexpectedly spicy, while the soft, white cheese soothed the heat and the oil added a subtly nutty flavor. “Delicious as usual, Loreli.”

She raised a glass to him. “Thank you, dahrling.”

The others chimed in with praise while they ate. Course upon course followed, all of them delicious. Oddly, the few leftovers from the meal were pushed to the center of the table, rather than cleared away. Another sign of the relative informality? Or Loreli didn’t want to push the Chelonians too much? They were doing her a favor.

Loreli swept out of the kitchen with a tray in her hand, raised above her head. “And for the finishing piece-de-resistance,” Loreli said with a flourish of her free hand and an accent copied straight from Artiste Borgia, “poached pei-ru from Russell. Pei-ru are common and inexpensive, but incredibly difficult to prepare.” She set the tray down on the buffet table and served each of them a small plate. 

The pei-ru didn’t look or smell particularly appetizing. A dull brown ball, about five centimeters in diameter, it steamed in a pool of clear, syrupy liquid. 

She put the last one down in front of her and beamed around the table. “When poached properly, the shell of the pei-ru becomes thin and hard, but brittle. The inside melts into a creamy, sweet pudding of amazing complexity. One breaks the shell with a sharp rap of the spoon—” Loreli hit the brown ball with a sharp movement and the ball cracked “—then again—” she repeated the motion “—and pulls the shell apart, allowing access to the creamy center.” She scooped up a small amount and licked it off the spoon with a sexually suggestive move, while staring at Ruhger. “Astounding!” 

As they all followed her demonstration, Loreli continued to expound on the dish. “But if the chef doesn’t prepare the pei-ru perfectly, well, dahrlings—” She shuddered and shook her head. “Terrible. Gooey, bitter, and sharp. But there is no way to know until the guest tastes. They all look exactly the same.” She gleamed with an edge as sharp as her knives.

Ruhger frowned at Loreli. She was up to something. Normally, she wouldn’t even contemplate failure, let alone talk about it. He scooped up the creamy filling and sucked it off the spoon. Yuck! He attempted to spit it out, wincing and gasping. Suns, that is horrible! He drank the rest of his wine, swishing it around in his mouth to try and kill the taste. When that didn’t work, he tried to scrape his tongue with a different spoon. After he finally recovered, despite the lingering foulness, he looked at the table. Chief and Katryn were also shuddering, while the rest of them clearly enjoyed the pei-ru.

Loreli gazed at him slyly. “Oh, I am so sorry. I have failed you. Such dishonor.” She shook her head, her expression mockingly sweet, a hand over her heart. 

“You didn’t fail, you did that on purpose, you harpy!” Chief said, smacking his spoon on to the table with a bang.

Loreli blinked innocently at him. “Moi? I can’t believe you would say such a horrible thing.”

“You did! Why are you being so mean, Loreli?!” Katryn wailed.

“Why are you yelling at Chef? She already explained it’s impossible to tell if you’ve succeeded or failed with this dish,” LeeMill said in an overly sweet voice without any expression at all.

“Do you want all your meals to be terrible, Chief, Katryn?” Stevron asked, arching his brow. The movement looked odd with the bony plates under his Chelonian skin—his entire forehead moved up, a big wrinkle at the top. 

“You, you, you...” Chief spit. A blob of something—pei-ru—hit Chief’s cheek with a splat.

LeeMill looked at the ceiling, a patently false look of innocence on her face. 

Another splat and Katryn hissed, glaring at everyone. 

Loreli sucked her spoon. 

“Sand flea!” Katryn picked up her sticky blob of pei-ru, and fired it at Loreli. Loreli ducked, then grabbed leftover bread from the center of the table and fired back. 

Before Ruhger could blink again, the entire table was hurling food at each other. A blob of something hit him right between the eyes, and Loreli chortled. Rad-blasted crazy woman! Ruhger picked up his pei-ru, and, waiting until she looked away, nailed Loreli with it, right on her mouth. Loreli spat and fired bread back at him, most of which he deflected with upraised arms. 

The Scholar stood back from the table a little, laughing at all of them. 

This was all her fault, so that wouldn’t do. He scooped a spoonful of whipped fluffy stuff, supposedly placed there for the ‘Celtsch coffee,’ and fired it at the Scholar, laughing when a big blob hit her ear. She spun to stare open-mouthed at him, just in time to get another smack of whipped stuff right in that lush mouth. Before long, she was in the scrum, flinging food just like the rest of them.

When there was nothing left to throw, Ruhger plopped down in his chair, his dress uniform squelching on something. He laughed. What else was he going to do?

They all laughed, even Chief. Chief laughed until he cried. 

LeeMill brought out warm, damp cloths from the kitchen and they wiped their faces, still chuckling.

When he could speak again, Ruhger frowned at Loreli. “You planned that, didn’t you?”

She chortled. “Of course I did, dahrling! You were all being so formal, so angry, so ridiculous.” Loreli rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Someone had to relieve the tension. So I did.” She beamed proudly and shimmied. “With a little help from the more rational people on board.” 

“Nicely played. I’d say thank you, except it will take our entire water supply to get all this gunk out of our hair and clothes.”

Loreli shook her head. “No, it won’t. There’s very little fat in the food I left on the table. It will rinse right out, along with the fear and hatred.” She aimed a fiery stare at each of them. “And if it doesn’t, I can become even more creative.” She shook her head. “You really don’t want to see that, dahrlings.”

Chief stood and bowed to her. “You are correct, Chef. I don’t want to see that. And I am sorry.” He surveyed the entire room, meeting everyone’s eyes, even the Scholar’s. “I have behaved badly, letting my past control my present. I will strive to do better.” He bowed again. “Starting with cleaning up this mess.” He swept up holo controls and cleaning bots whirred. 

Katryn also stood. “I can’t say I’m entirely sorry, but I did overreact. I will do better.” She started piling dishes.

Ruhger grimaced and stood. “I will also attempt to do better. Obviously, I failed all of you.”

Protests and head shakes followed his statement, but he kept going. “I thought I was balancing the differing views, but instead, I was giving into the biggest fears of all of you, rather than working with you to overcome those fears. I will do better, even though it will be painful for all of us.” He huffed out a laugh. “Now, let’s get to work and get this place, and ourselves, clean again.” Ruhger carried Katryn’s stack of dishes to the auto cleaner, his mood and his heart lighter by a factor of a million.

He glanced at the Scholar. She cleaned with the rest of them, laughing at something Katryn said. Her dress looked perfect, but blobs of food stuck to her hair, and a smear of fluff fanned across her cheek. 

Loreli sashayed over to her. “Oh, and that is why I would love to have a tazan silk Chef’s kerchief.” She swept the Scholar with a look from head to toe and back again, and reached down, grasping the hem of the dress between her fingers. “Look at how clean it stays! And the feel?! Oh, it feels marvelous.”

The Scholar sighed happily. “It does feel marvelous. It’s so soft, sensuous. I’m never too hot or too cold, and somehow it conforms to me, so the fit is perfect—and flattering.”

“Saree?”

The alarm in Loreli’s voice drew Ruhger’s attention and he strode to them. The women, both stiff as cerimetal hull plates, stared at Loreli’s arm. The ruby red silk flowed, crawled, grew up Loreli’s hand and kept going, coating her arm and turning blinding white. 

“Don’t move, Loreli.”

“Oh, I’m not.” Her eyes wide, the huge lashes brushed her forehead.

“Fascinating,” the voice of the Scholar’s shuttle said.

Ruhger shuddered, as did most of the crew.

“Saree, didn’t I tell you it could replicate itself? I have found several cases where tazan silk has grown from one wearer to another. Those events are usually among lovers, but there is a documented case between strangers, a wealthy but compassionate being comforting a juvenile with disabilities.”

The Scholar was also wide-eyed, although slightly less so than Loreli. “You said this could happen, Hal, but I didn’t think it would be tonight!”

“Nor did I, Saree. However, the documented cases of growth are all during events of high emotion, with some sort of biological material on the silk. The juvenile spilled a dessert during a time of high emotion, the lovers were eating in bed, those types of events. In each instance, any attempt to replicate the event was unsuccessful. I believe this falls in to the category of once in a lifetime, Saree, Chef Loreli.”

“I would hope so!” Loreli said, with slightly horrified amazement.

The tazan silk continued to grow up her arm, covering her entire forearm, hanging down underneath. The growth slowed, and the silk under Loreli’s arm split, the bright white hanging down in a graceful triangular drape. The growing section connecting the dress to the piece on Loreli’s arm narrowed, finally stopping at a point and separating from the Scholar’s dress. 

Loreli plucked the silk off her arm between a forefinger and thumb, her hand shaking slightly. “A Chef’s kerchief,” she said reverently. Before any of them could object, she folded it and flung it around her neck, tying it in a jaunty knot. “Mirror! Somebody mirror their holo!”

The Scholar reacted before the rest of them, hiding her shocked face behind a mirrored shield. 

Loreli gazed at her reflection. “Oh, so beautiful,” she whispered. She straightened and struck several poses in succession. “I look wonderful in it! Ah! I will be the envy of every Chef in the universe!”

They all laughed, most of them with disbelief or distrust. 

“That you will be, Chef,” Stevron said. “Many of our clients wore tazan silk, but none of them so well as you.” He bowed.

Loreli fluttered her eyelashes at him, simpering, “Oh, thank you, Stevron. Such a gentle being.”

Ruhger inhaled deeply. “Are you sure you feel safe wearing that, Loreli?”

She looked at him with appalled shock. “Of course I do! It’s safe! Safer than we are.” She stroked the kerchief. “Ah. Yes, it’s perfectly safe, Ruhger. You worry too much.”

“I do believe it is safe, Captain,” the Scholar’s shuttle said. “There are no documented cases of danger associated with tazan silk, other than being a victim of robbery because of the desirability of the item. If it was dangerous, I wouldn’t allow Saree to wear it.”

The Scholar scowled at the ceiling. “Allow?” she said in a rather menacing tone.

“I mean I would discourage you from wearing it, Saree. Not prevent. My apologies; that was poor phrasing.”

Her mouth twisted. “Yes, it was.” 

The machine apologized. Interesting. Did it mean it or was it lying? 

“Well, I have no reservations. I will wear it proudly.” Loreli bowed to the Scholar. “Thank you, Saree, for your gift.”

She laughed. “While I would love to take credit, I can’t. I also can’t think of anyone who deserves such a gift more. Wear it with joy, Chef.”

“I will!” Loreli surveyed all of them. “Show’s over, dahrlings. I must rest now!” She spun away and crashed through the kitchen doors.

The rest of them remained circled around the Scholar. She turned and walked toward the chow hall hatch, LeeMill and Grant stepping back to let her through.

“Thank you for a lovely meal.” The Scholar stepped into the passageway and disappeared.

“That was...interesting,” Chief said dryly.

“Wasn’t it.”

Sighs sounded and the crew departed, quietly. When they were all gone, Ruhger made his way back to Alpha shuttle. ‘Interesting’ was only one word to describe the experience. And one more reason to be wary of the Scholar.
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Chapter 4
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“THAT WAS FASCINATING, Saree. How exciting. I got to witness a very rare event.”

“Glad you’re happy about it, Hal,” Saree said, closing the hatch with a hiss, seals meshing. She pulled the dress off, holding it at arm’s length. Once it left her body, it reverted to the old color scheme. Saree shivered and put it back on the hanger, pushing it to the back of the clothes storage unit again. As she closed the unit, the oddest feeling of disappointment and dread came to her. It wasn’t her emotion, no, it was rather like a feeling from a cat or a dog. She sighed, pulled the dress back out and stared at it.

“Are you sure this thing isn’t alive?”

“Not in the true sense of the word, Saree. Why do you ask?”

“I...I’m not sure.” She shook the chill between her shoulder blades away and hung the dress on a hook outside her closet. “I just got the impression the dress didn’t want to be shoved in the back of the closet.”

“That is very odd. I see no sign of life or any emanation from the dress, Saree. Not in any frequency I can scan.”

“Wonderful.” She shivered again and turned away, plopping down on her bed and curling into a ball.

“Are you all right, Saree?”

“No, Hal, I’m not.” She sighed. “The food fight brought the crew back together, and I felt like a part of it too. They forgot I’m this dangerous person, the Clocker,” she said with extra drama on the title. “Then the dress goes crazy and boom—I’m the dangerous being again.” She sighed again. “I guess it’s not entirely bad. I might have believed I could stay on Lightwave if it had all ended at the food fight, and we both know that isn’t going to happen.”

“It seems unlikely, Saree.”

She got up and headed to the sani-mod. Maybe tomorrow would be better. She hurried through her nightly routine and plopped back into bed. Saree stared at the overhead and finally meditated to help her sleep.

“Saree, wake up,” Hal said.

“Huh?” She blinked and sat up. “Why? It’s zero-one-oh-four.”

“As’sacha clutch messaged us. If I’m interpreting this correctly, they want to know why you are intruding on their territory. And they want you to leave immediately.”

Saree flopped back down. “And how are we supposed to do that?”

“They do not specify, Saree. They just tell you to go. You are intruding.” His tone turned puzzled. “They also say you will not find a mate among them; you are too low-ranking.”

“Find a mate? Why would they think I’m looking for a mate?”

“I do not know, Saree.”

“Please message them back, tell them we are transiting the area and will leave as soon as we can do so safely, but we are at the mercy of the fold orbit controllers. Also, tell them we are not mate-hunting, but trying to hide from egg-eaters.”

“Egg-eaters?”

“Hunters, predators, enemies.” Saree shrugged. “A wide range of beings in space. Perhaps that will reassure them.” And if it didn’t? Nothing she could do. 

“I will attempt to do so.”

She was too tired to worry about it, or anything else, for that matter. “Thanks, Hal. I’m going back to sleep.” 

“You are welcome, Saree.”
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RUHGER WOKE TO THE unmistakable sound of an urgent message. Blinking the sleep away, he brought it up. Butterfly fold orbit authority, a simple ‘contact us immediately’ message. Now what? He ran a hand across his head, trying to smooth his too-long hair, and strode to the pilot’s seat. The worn cushion sighed under his weight, and dust poofed out—Gliese haunted them still. He swept up comms and connected with the protocol shared in the message.

“Lightwave Fold Transport?” a hairless being, thin to the point of emaciation, skin a bumpy bluish-white, asked.

“Yes. Captain Ruhger, commanding.”

“Captain, the Sa’sa demand you fold you out immediately.” The being frowned. “Must have heard about your actions on Cygnus-Gliese. I’ve transmitted a new orbital path to you. Please don’t deviate from it. We’ve bumped another small folder out of the queue. You’ll be running fast and hard above the normal folder orbit, then sliding into position just before the fold-out point. All the other folders in orbit with you have been notified you
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