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[image: ]


A red and blue landscape, cut with splashes of burnt purple, ambled its way to a horizon that was impossibly close. A twenty-second dash would cover it with ease, except a one-second dash without a spraysuit would kill you. The Sun was just rising over a rock the size of a house, putting out the heat, and light, of a child’s night light. 

It was only with Neptune adding its meagre glow from behind, and the fact that the internal lights had been turned off, that it was possible to see outside at all. The psych books said don’t do it, you’d go mad. Miner’s claustrophobia they called it, the craven need to be outside just once. No longer living in an artificial environment, eating artificial food and enduring an artificial life.

Florenchantaine put his feet up, and looked out the window beside him. Except it wasn’t the best thing for the sample analyser he put his feet on, and strictly speaking it wasn’t a window. The frame had a recognisable sill and surrounds, but the glass was a vidlink from a camera mounted on the outside wall. If the mining crew wanted to, they could turn on the exterior lights and look out the ‘window’, reassuring themselves that the rest of the universe was still there.

“Hey, Finch, want a game?” said a voice behind him. Florenchantaine turned, and saw Bosun hefting an old-fashioned pack of cards. ‘Finch’ was a good shorthand version of a name the miners found too pretentious, and it had the added benefit of being ironic – the tall, gangly, clean-shaven mining boss was nothing like the small, hopping bird from Earth. 

Bosun was shorter than Finch, and his hands moved fast as he shuffled the deck. He had the build of a strong man, used to hard work, but grey was creeping into his short sideburns and across his scraggly attempt at a moustache.

The contests of skill fought over a deck of cards were legendary in mining camps throughout the Solar System. Out here the miners preferred something solid, something they could touch, to while away the time. Too many hours in front of screens, too much time in the virtual reality of a simcomm environment, left them with a distaste for anything that looked like technology. 

“Yeah, that would be good,” said Finch slowly. He looked at the curved, craggy line of the horizon one more time, soaking up the sense of distance, of freedom, and got himself up. 

“You okay?” quizzed Bosun, as he eased up the lights and started dealing cards onto the workbench by the door. Finch smiled. Bosun always asked that. He was a good guy to have around on a long mining assignment, solid when the crew members started to get on each other’s nerves, but on this occasion Finch never got to answer the question.

The lighting strips in the ceiling began to flash one short red and two long yellow, the universal alarm signal. Bosun hit the door a second later, and Finch scrambled round the end of the bench to bolt through it right behind him.

They made it to the control room as George and Matsu slid into their seats. Every panel in the sensor array was flashing the same red and yellow alarm signal. George (‘Saint George’) was the comms officer, and he scrambled into his seat. 

“Mother of God,” he hissed, as he read the data scrolling across his screen and came to a conclusion.

“There’s a rock headed for the mining site,” he said. “Big one, going to do some real damage. I’m trying to get a fix on the size and composition now.”

Finch tightened his hands into fists. Half the economic output of the South American trading block had been invested in this opencast mine, and a fortune in industrial minerals was waiting to be shipped back to Earth.

Lengthy seconds passed as the tension mounted. 

“You want the good news, or the bad news, gentlemen?” rumbled George, as more data came in.

“There’s good?” smiled Matsu weakly.

“The big one’s going to miss the mining site,” said George, “but there’s a scattering of smaller rocks behind it.”

“Where in all the miserable levels of Dante’s infernal hells are they coming from!” exploded Bosun. “We’re on the downside of this piece of rock. Neptune is supposed to shield us.” 

He read a surprising amount for a mining engineer, and all of it was old, allegorical stuff. The geologist blamed his parents for immersing him in their literary interests when he was a child.

“There’s no way anything should be hitting us here,” said Matsu, nodding his agreement. “Check the flight path. Find out where this stuff is coming from!”

It didn’t take much to red-line Matsu’s anxiety levels, but for the moment he was working the problem like a good astrophysicist. His slight frame moved jerkily as he became more animated.

“No time,” snapped Finch. He was in charge of the huge mining operation, and it was times like these that he earned his money. 

“Bosun, Matsu,” he said, “get onto remote and power down everything at the opencast, and I mean everything. Don’t try to get the tractors under cover, they’re too slow.”

“George, you were going to get me some idea of the larger rock’s size and composition,” he added, but George was looking increasingly puzzled. He pulled up diagnostics on a number of frequencies, but they all produced the same results.

“Can’t say, boss,” he said at last. “Size seems to keep changing on the big one, and some frequencies go through it like it’s not there. The smaller ones behind it look like comet debris, methane and water ice over a denser core.”

“How long until they hit?”

“Not sure,” said George, trying to get a fix on the deadly projectiles. “Speed and trajectory keep changing. Two or three minutes, best guess?” 

Then he stopped, and looked at the data again. “God’s Holy Daughters,” he snapped. “That is strange. The comet fragments have started bouncing around like dice in a tumbler.”

Finch ignored the reference to an establishment on Mars that offered women of easy virtue. His attention was elsewhere. 

“What are our chances of being hit here at the control site?” he said sharply.

“At the moment we’re looking fairly good,” replied George. “Everything should land near the mine, and that’s over the horizon. But there’s always the chance some of the rocks will fragment when they hit, and we don’t know where those pieces might go.”

“Fine,” said Finch. It was enough to give him some idea of the danger the control centre faced. “Put the rocks on the long-range screen, then shut down power here at control to a minimum, and seal all the bulkheads.”

Saint George was onto it immediately. Finch had been lucky to entice the top communications engineer away from a rival mining gang when he started at the giant opencast mine. George’s close-cropped hair and conservative dress, and his membership of the New Revolutionary Church of Christ – for which he received a fair amount of ribbing – were both misleading. His flexible mind dealt with all comms and logistics matters quickly and comprehensively. If anyone could solve a number of impossible problems before breakfast, it was Saint George.

Matsu turned from the work station that was next to the comms engineer, and spoke to Finch. “All electronics and back-up sources at the mining site are powering down, but the reactor won’t be below safety levels before the impacts start.”

Damn, thought Finch, though it wasn’t all bad. If the fusion reactor took a direct hit at the mining site the force would largely dissipate into space. The shock waves through the rocky interior would be more dangerous. 

Death from above if they got hit by a comet fragment, or death from below if the reactor blew. It wasn’t much of a choice. Then he smiled. Rule number one in his job as a mining boss: don’t let fear destroy your ability to think.

“Boss, you’d better take a look at this!” said George.

Finch turned to the screen. The central rock appeared oddly spherical as it got closer, too perfectly round. Behind it, the comet fragments had grouped in a five-pointed formation, glowing with an eerie orange light. As the mining team watched in stunned silence, orange fire bled from the smaller pieces into a central point, and lanced out toward the larger object.

“What’s happening?” whispered Matsu, as orange fire drilled a neat hole straight through the larger rock and out the other side.

“Get me a close up of that,” snapped Finch. 

The close up didn’t help. In the short term, nothing happened. No explosions, no disintegration. But then the big rock vanished, gone from the void above the moon’s surface as if it had never been.

Bosun and Finch looked at each other in disbelief, then back at the screen. The supposed ‘comet debris’ behind it was flying randomly again, and coming in over the mining site. Two of the pieces clipped the rim of a large crater on the far side of the mine and exploded in glistening ice fragments, while the rest sailed serenely on and out into space.

“Does anybody know – Goddammit – what that was all about?” said George plaintively.

“You and me both, Saint G,” added Bosun, his words coming out as a whisper.

“Well, it was not Sumerians technology,” said Matsu sharply. “You can take that from me!”

Finch surveyed the astrophysicist for a moment. It was part of Matsu’s training to know about the Sumerians, so the slightly built member of his crew was probably right. But that opened the door to other possibilities, and Finch didn’t want to handle those right now. 

The United Federation of Earth Trading Associations (UfEta) had managed to harness the strange, space-folding properties of the superheavy element orscantium around four hundred years ago. But it had taken another three hundred years to build reliable starships, and longer to find another civilisation with a similar ability to navigate between the stars, the Sumerians.

They were a form of intelligent life, but so different to anything that could be found on Earth. Cooperation between the two cultures was difficult at the best of times. If what the mining crew had just witnessed was not Sumerian in origin, then what was it? Fortunately, Finch had other things to think about.

“Bosun, Matsu,” he said, “get a rover and take a look at that comet debris. I want a full-spectrum analysis and samples, the lot. Go armed. No, wait. If there’s anything more than comet ice out there, it will be way ahead of us in terms of technology. 

“Cancel the order to go armed. George will monitor you while you’re outside, and try not to annoy anything you find while you’re out there.”

Bosun raised his eyebrows, and Finch raised his in turn. “Anyone got a better idea?” he snapped, and there was silence from the others.

“Well, let’s get to it then!” he growled, and the men moved smartly toward their new duties.

George unsealed the bulkheads, and got on with restoring power to the control centre. Finch left the mining site powered down for the moment, while he ran diagnostics of its systems using remote links, so he could check for damage.

Bosun and Matsu walked into the spraysuit chamber. “Ah, stuff it,” groaned Bosun, as he slipped on gloves and boots and grabbed a mask outside the spraysuit booth. “I get so tired of this.” 

When they had both entered the booth and snapped the masks into place, they stood with arms raised and feet apart. A rough foam soon covered them from head to toe, and sealed them into the accessories. A fine mist set the foam into a firm but flexible suit. The suits were rated close to 100 percent impermeable in vacuum, but not recommended outside the transport rovers. Miners often ignored that.

Sliding part of the wall back to get an airpak, Bosun pulled the straps over and around his shoulders until they clicked together across his chest. When the two men had comms and air connections in place, they trudged over to the testing station. Behind them the spraysuit cubicles cleaned and reset themselves. 

Both spraysuits showed clear under vacuum at the testing station, and the men exited the control centre straight into an SM2 armoured rover.

When he had checked the rover’s systems, Matsu patched in to the control room voice and camera circuit and headed for the crater. Giant rooster tails of dust hung in the weak gravity behind the six-wheeled machine as it gathered speed. The two passengers were jolted about inside their restraining harnesses, spending more time above the seats than actually in them.

Gravitysum was set to Earth normal at the control centre, and the rover had some sort of connection with the small moon that kept it pressed against the surface, but the men were on their own.

A few minutes later George finished restoring the control centre to its fully operational state, and Finch handed him the mining site to bring back on line.

“Keep in touch with the rover, George,” he cautioned. “If you want me I’ll be simcomming the big dish – I’d better call this one in.” 

This was going to be a *S7, alien contact, he just knew it. The last time he’d got too close to ‘breaking news’, as it was so euphemistically called by the media, it had cost him his career and a relationship with an ops officer two grades ahead of him. It still hurt to think about what they had together. 

He was just starting to get back on his feet in the mining industry, taking big risks to earn big money at the sludge end of the Solar System, and now this. Finch was fluent in several languages, and he muttered the choicest and most anatomically specific curses he knew for a full minute. Feeling a little better, he headed for the restech simcomm unit in the corner of the room. This was restricted technology, UfEta equipment. 

The headgear adjusted to his position in the chair, and the optic shields closed over his face and came on line. Fingertip controls wrapped themselves around both arms, and moulded themselves to his hands. He was identified from a dozen body imprints, and the system powered up. Finch tapped through the options showing in his visual field. 

Emergency over-ride to UfEta Earth . . . class: dash question mark *S7 . . . searching . . no line of site possible . . . allocated reroute through research station orbiting Jupiter . . feed coordinates to the multi-dish array . . . and the system powered down. He booted it up again, and it died before ID protocols started. He booted it for a third time and the headgear retracted while the controls unwrapped themselves from his arms.

He was running diagnostics on the unit when George called him over.

“Something’s interfering with the control room systems,” he said. “As best as I can make out, it’s reading the central processor files.”

“That figures,” said Finch, and George looked puzzled.

“Something just knocked me off the simcomm routines,” he said, and a cold chill started near his heart. If something out there was hostile, and they couldn’t let anybody know about it, the situation might get very messy indeed.

“Start the virus and sabotage routines,” he muttered.

“Already running,” said George.

“Let me know as soon as you’ve got something,” said Finch, and headed for the techdeck cubbyhole. He would try to bypass the simcomm unit and operate the multi-dish array manually. Less than five minutes later, George called him back into the control room to look at the feed from the rover out on the surface.

“Ah, boss, you need to look at this,” came Bosun’s voice over the link from the rover. The control centre had its own tiny satellites to provide contact around the curvature of the moon, but at this stage the rover was still within line-of-sight.

The SM2 had stopped halfway to its intended destination. It was traversing a fairly smooth slope above the giant opencast mine. Matsu trained the rover’s forward cameras onto the floor of the pit, and an enormous white hemisphere came into view.

“That, I presume,” said Bosun, “is where Big Billy went when the others started shooting at it. 

“Not silly really,” he continued, “it’s the only place where it stood a chance of not being seen. Now, how did it disappear from up there, and reappear down here – pretty neat trick that.”

“You are not going to call it ‘Big Billy’,” snorted George in disbelief. 

“Anyone got a better idea?” said Bosun, taking a leaf from Finch’s leadership style.

“Call it what you like,” snapped Finch. “Where’s the other half of it?” 

“You’re not going to believe this, but at the highest resolution we’ve got, the sides just continue down into the floor of the pit,” said Matsu. “There are no broken edges.”

“Then where’s the debris it displaced when it landed?”

“I don’t know, I mean it didn’t. I just, look, I don’t know but the sides just go into the rock, okay?”

“Okay, okay,” said Finch quickly. “Calm down you two. Get your ice analysis done and get back here double quick. And stay out of sight of that thing on the way back, got it?”

“Oh yeah, we won’t be long,” said Matsu. “Believe me, I am extremely uncomfortable being out here right now.”

By the time Finch had tried the most obvious bypass routes to the dish array, the rover was back. A chime from the security system identified an SM2 rover locking on to the embarkation bay.

“I don’t think I can reroute communications to Earth,” called Finch from the techdeck. “It looks like the dish array is down as well as the simcomm unit.”

“Forget that, boss,” said George. “Whatever virus is inside the control unit is kicking up a storm!”

Finch scrambled back into the control room. Script raced across screens on every side, and backup protocols flickered feverishly overhead. He jumped into the nearest seat to see what he could do to stem the tide. Hundreds of pages of script flashed past in seconds, then a stream of override commands speared down the page, and the flickering parade of script resumed.

“Shut it off!” he screamed in desperation, when nothing he did made any difference. George punched in a few more commands that did just as little, and then he ripped the laser web out of its casing. The flow of data continued unabated.

“That’s it,” said George. “There’s nothing more I can do except take a plasma torch and turn the panels into slag. With the laser web gone no system should be able to talk to any other, but they’re doing it anyway.”

Finch tried to make sense of what was happening, his mind spinning feverishly. He glanced at the life support system, and was pleased to see it was functioning normally. He tapped on the personnel link on his upper arm. 

“Bosun, Matsu,” he said, “don’t micropulse the suits. I think we’re going out again.”

Bosun and Matsu dropped the airpaks on the floor of the embarkation bay, and sat on one of the benches built into the walls. They wouldn’t be needing the micropulse room next to the spray cubicles it seemed, not yet anyway. Inside the room, finely tuned electronic pulses broke chemical linkages in the foam of the spraysuits, and the artificial fibre clothing underneath it, and peeled off the chaff that was left behind with a blast of ionised air.

Everything was recycled inside the unit, and a new set of clothing for each individual was always ready when the micropulse process was finished.

“The interference has to be coming from that thing hiding out in the mine,” said George, looking at the parade of script still racing across the screens. 

“We’ve still got access to the rovers and the mining equipment, and I say we try and cook ‘Big Billy’ with the plasma torches in the refinery. I could mount a couple of them on one of the mining units, and we could send it in by remote control.”

“Maybe,” said Finch, “and maybe not. The thing in the mine could just be disabled. We saw it take a hit of that orange fire, and I don’t think that was just a friendly chat. Now it finds itself down, but not out, and it looks around and sees us. Then it says to itself, ‘there’s technology I can use’.

“Apart from which,” he added, “I don’t think we would get anywhere near it with something that looked like a weapon.”

George shrugged. It was Finch’s call. Still, losing control of all their systems had to be bad news.      
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Finch was about to leave the control room for the rover when the flicker of information across the screens stopped. The two men looked at each other, then back at the blank screens. A small dot edged rather randomly around the main screen, leaving a line behind it that looked like a child’s wavering attempts at longhand. 

The chaotic scrawl had got half way across the screen when it vanished. Seconds ticked by while the two men watched in fascination.

“HELLO COMMUNICATIONS,” appeared in giant letters, taking up most of the screen. The words slowly faded, and then another message appeared, overwriting the first.

“PLEASE TO HELP FREEDOM,” appeared next. 

Then, “TO REMEMBER ONE SOURCE”.

Then nothing, and the mixture of overwrites slowly faded from the screen.

“What is ‘one source’?” mused George.

“I don’t know,” said Finch, “but it does look like a request for help.”

“Well, we’re still alive, and it is saying please,” said George, with a smile. “Right now that’s better than being ripped apart by a fancy alien energy beam. You want to do the honours?”

“No, but I don’t have much choice,” sighed Finch.

He sat down in front of the screen. The ‘voice to screen’ command didn’t work, so he pulled out the mining diagnostics pad and reconfigured it to alphabet use.

“HOW TO HELP?” he typed in.

“ENERGY POWER HURRY HELP,” appeared instantly on the main screen.

Finch moved to a smaller screen, and was pleased when he was able to call up an energy scan of the mine workings. Where the white hemisphere lay tucked under one side of the opencast mine, a faint blue point blinked feebly.

“By all the saints – look at that!” he exclaimed. “The shell, whatever it is, isn’t registering at all. There’s one small central point, and it’s registering less than a megawatt. I think maybe they do need our help.” 

George pulled up a scan of the central point.

“No life signs,” he said. “No movement, no heat, and no conductor activity consistent with a nervous system.

“They could just be shielded, or they could be a totally different sort of life.”

Finch tapped his armband link. “Bosun,” he said, “we’re going down into the pit. Stack the back of the rover with powerpaks, and throw in a portable dish and a remote for drawing power off the reactor. I’m going with you. Five minutes.”

“Understood,” came the reply.

Finch turned to George. “Keep trying to send an emergency message,” he said, “and make a hard copy version of what’s happening here, something that can’t be wiped by an emf pulse or destroyed by fire – you get the idea. If the worst comes to the worst, there has to be some sort of record.” 

George nodded. “And George,” said Finch, stopping as he turned to leave. 

The comms engineer looked up from the screen he was working at. “See you on the other side, all right?” said Finch.

George laughed. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “I hope you make it too. Go catch your rover.” 

Finch left the control room and headed for the spraysuit cubicles. Four minutes later the rover left the embarkation bay and roared toward the pit a second time, the huge overland wheels bouncing over the track once more, leaving great fountains of red dust behind them in the low gravity.

“Anything from the analysis of the comet debris?” he asked, and Bosun shook his head. There was still some in-depth work to be done on the samples he’d taken, but it was unlikely to add anything.

Matsu slowed the rover at the top of the track into the pit. The white shell of the ship was massive, an unearthly, perfect mushroom of giant proportions. As the rover bounced down the long incline to the floor, the shell flickered and went dull for a moment, then resumed its former brightness.

“Must be losing its integrity,” said Finch. “We need to be snappy about rigging up a power transfer when we get there. Do we all understand?”

“And how are we going to do that?” said Bosun grimly, his words showing his scepticism, and his fear.

“I don’t know, my friend,” said Finch, trying to calm him. “Right now I can’t tell you how we’re going to do it. If the people in that bubble want our help, they’re going to have to show us what to do.”

“They’re going to have to do all of that,” drawled Bosun, coupling the powerpaks into a makeshift multibox in the back of the rover. When he’d finished, he started extending the lead from the multibox. The work wasn’t going well.

“Watch the bumps, Matsu!” he snarled. “I’m trying to do delicate work back here.”

“What do you want – go fast or go careful,” snapped Matsu. His voice breaking with an aggression that was very much out of character for him.

Finch raised his voice. “We’re all on edge,” he said crisply. “We need to think teamwork if we want to survive this, got it?”

Two brisk “Yessirs” snapped back at him. He smiled to himself. It was good to know he could count on his team.

Then the rover hit the floor of the pit, and headed for the huge white shell that towered over them. Matsu bounced the rover through 180 degrees and reversed toward the dome. Finch called a stop when the vehicle was half its own length from the wall in front of it. 

Matsu set the sequence for the airlock doors in the side of the rover and overrode the controls to keep both of them open. There was a sudden breeze as the atmosphere vented, and Bosun and Finch climbed out into a vacuum. They would rely on the spraysuits to complete the task ahead. Matsu stayed with the rover. 

Bosun dragged a heavy industrial lead out of the airlock and toward the shining white wall that curved away above them.

“Now what?” he said, turning toward Finch. The mining boss shrugged, an expression largely lost in the rubbery binding of his spraysuit.

A square of darker material formed in the wall, and the men turned to look at it. Bosun dragged the lead closer. There was a moment’s hesitation, and then a negative impression that matched the positive end of the lead formed in the darkened square.

Bosun stepped back for a moment, hesitated, then pushed the fitting into place and locked it home. He walked back to the rover to read the rate of discharge from the powerpaks, but before he was half way there the heavy shielding on the lead began to bubble. He ran clumsily in the low gravity to shut off the paks. 

“Look at this,” he said a moment later, pointing to the energy readings on the multibox. The powerpaks were all empty. It was no wonder the surge of power to the alien ship had started to burn the covering right off the heavy-duty lead.

“I thought it would take a lot of juice to make an impression on their systems,” said Finch. “I’m hoping we’re powering secondary circuits that can get this thing’s own power source back on line. If it’s come from outside the Solar System – which it has to, right? If it’s come such a long way, then it must have a power source big enough to run a star drive. That’s going to take a lot of restarting.

“Matsu,” he said, linking comms with the rover’s driver, “isolate some emergency power from the rover’s main systems. We’re going to link the dome into the engine on the rover and I want a separate backup in case of trouble.”

Matsu affirmed that he had understood, but when Bosun made the link to the rover the power drain was more gradual this time. 

“I think the boys in Big Billy are capable of learning from their mistakes,” said Bosun approvingly.

“Pity the rover doesn’t have a power plant as big as the mining units, so we could hurry this along.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Finch. “It might be possible to link the portable dish we brought with the reactor’s lasers up at the mining centre.”

He spoke into the comms link on his arm. “George, you there?” he said. “Can the reactor systems locate our portable dish?”

There was a moment’s silence. “Not unless you give them an electronic target,” came George’s voice. “One of the locator cones we use when we’re blasting ore should do the trick.”

“Understood,” said Finch, and turned to Bosun. 

“It looks like we’re going to fix a locator cone to the portable dish,” he said, but then he saw another area of the wall darken. It slumped inward until it formed a large parabolic dish, angled up toward the reactor. He tapped Bosun’s shoulder, and pointed.

Bosun whistled in surprise.

“The boys in the dome are way ahead of us,” he said. “Look at that, a receiver dish. Would you believe it?”

Finch took a locator cone from the back of the rover, and taped it to the centre of the dish. George did something at the control room, and the automated mining centre on the opposite side of the huge pit picked up the signal from the cone. 

The reactor started to feed power across the space between them, and the cone disintegrated in a fog of ionised gas. But it was enough to lock the beam onto the side of the dome. Once the feed had stabilised the two men bundled back into the rover, and Matsu headed for the control centre.

While they were making the journey back, George increased the output from the reactor. By the time the rover arrived at the embarkation bay, he had it up to the maximum the reactor could handle, and there didn’t appear to be any difficulties at the dome end of the link. The beam had been running for twenty minutes by the time Finch was through the micropulse cycle, dressed again, and standing at George’s shoulder in the control room. 

On the main screen a light blue beam blazed from the side of the reactor to the dish on the dome. It was quite a spectacle.

“The dome’s an energy screen,” said George, without preamble. “The whole thing is an illusion. I’m not even sure it could be used as a shield, and you remember how that orange light passed right through it.”

Finch nodded.

“Mind you,” continued George, “the vital parts inside are so small it would be almost impossible to hit them.”

He opened a program that was scanning the floor of the mine. The outline of something half the size of the rover, looking like it had been made from boxes and cylinders randomly jammed together, lay close to one side of the dome.

“I think our visitors ‘turned off’ the sphere as an evasive manoeuvre when they were hit by that orange fire,” he said. “The cabin part is covered in something that doesn’t reflect emf signals, some sort of cloaking technology, and the sphere coasted in to land here with all its systems off.

“There’s something else,” he said, pointing to a string of results on another screen. “There are no life signs coming from the cabin. It could be a very different sort of life, as you said, but they would still need some modification of their environment to travel between stars, and there are no spaces in there to modify. The cabin is solid hardware, every bit of it. There’s nowhere for a flesh and blood creature to live.”

“I thought you said it absorbed all emf without reflecting any?” said Finch. 

“I did,” said George, “so normal scans don’t work. I used gravity wave analysis from the mining satellites, and the cabin is chock full of something with a density up in the super-heavy metal range, and that’s my point. There’s no room for living quarters, or for an atmosphere or a body of any sort.”

“Very interesting,” mused Finch. “I was thinking it was time for another chat with our guests, and what you’re saying suggests the dome is just a machine.”

He took up a seat in front of the main screen, and pulled out the mining diagnostics pad he had reconfigured to alphabet use.

“How much power do you need?” he typed in, and looked up at the screen above him.

There was no reply.

“How long will you require the reactor feed?” he queried, then added, “Time left reactor feed. Question.” Maybe Sarth trader slang was easier for the dome to understand.

“PERHAPS TWENTY MINUTES. PERHAPS NOT,” filled the screen in giant letters. As this faded away another message overwrote the first. “PRIMARY SOURCE UNSUCCESSFUL.”

Yes, thought Finch, the dome is trying to repair its systems enough to kick start its reactors – if its main power source is even a reactor. He hoped it wasn’t too busy to answer a few questions.

“You are machine. Question. You are people. Question,” he keyed in.

“I AM PEOPLE. WE ARE PEOPLE.”

Finch considered this. Communication was difficult enough without pointing out the logical inconsistencies of being both ‘I’ and ‘we’. 

“No people in ship,” he tapped in. “No room, no life, no people.”

This time there was a long pause. Matsu came in, tidy in a fresh change of clothes after being stripped out of his spraysuit, and George put him to work rigging an emergency signal, something that might be powerful enough to reach another mining station, or a passing ship. Bosun remained in the embarkation bay, unloading the rover and breaking down parts to be stored away.

“PEOPLE LONG WAY FAR,” filled the screen. Then, “SHIP A MACHINE,” pulsed and faded away next.

“Hey, George, you getting this?” queried Finch. “It looks like the dome’s a remote.”

“Can’t be,” responded George, who was trying to find out how the dome was communicating with them directly through the screens. “Time lag. Signals can only travel at the speed of light, so unless whatever built the dome is nearby, it can’t be having this conversation with you. The time lag from Earth is over twenty minutes at this distance.”

“So you think it might be a super-computer in the dome talking, a kind of advanced AI?”

“Not necessarily,” broke in Matsu excitedly. “When I was in my last year at the academy, we talked about this in the Diminishing Effect hypothesis. It was a kind of string theory. Each quantum particle is connected to every other particle by ‘strings’ determining how they react to each other. But the number of strings increases by the cube as distance increases from the original particle, while the effect of ‘determination’ decreases.

“Anyway,” said Matsu quickly, as George tilted his head and pierced him with a severe ‘make this relevant’ look, “an emf signal moves from particle to particle and is limited by the speed of light. On the other hand a ‘string’ signal skips across the strings, and may be much faster than light, or even instantaneous.”

“Sub-space radio,” said George. Finch raised his eyebrows. “The way all the spaceships communicated in the big surround sound theatres when I was growing up,” said George. “It was science fiction then, some form of instantaneous communication.” He grinned at the memory.

“Yeah, maybe,” said Finch, distracted. Matsu could be right. The astrophysicist had been brilliant as a student but not very stable emotionally, and he hadn’t lasted long as a junior officer in the UfEta star fleet. A quiet mining life, with time to read the latest engineering research, had suited his emotional makeup much better.

“Reactor laser’s cut off,” said George abruptly, snapping his head back to the screen in front of him. “We didn’t do that.”

Then his head tilted upward, following something. “Main screen,” he said, “dome’s lifting off!”

The bottom half of the dome lifted out of the bedrock. The floor of the mine remained undisturbed, exactly as they remembered it. The perfect white sphere gained more height, and peeped out of the opencast mine like a vast bubble escaping an underground mud pool. Then the cameras outside the control room picked it up, and it hung on the horizon like an impossibly large full moon.

“They’ve got their reactor running I guess,” murmured Finch, “so star drive must be coming on line as well.” 

How long before they left? He had so many questions, and his fingers stabbed at the mining diagnostics pad.

“Who are you? Where do you come from?”

“WE ARE DRUANI,” came through. Finch waited. “FAR SPACE NO STARS.” He was about to tap in another question when the screen blazed again. “SYSTEM DELETE.”

“Speak again. Friendship,” keyed in Finch.

“NO TIME,” came the reply, and then “ENEMY HARM” followed. Surely they don’t mean us, thought Finch, surprised.

“INVARK DRONE PROXIMITY HARM.”

The ship lifted smoothly away from the moon, dwindling rapidly as it fell toward Neptune. Messages continued to blaze and fade on the main screen.

“REPEAT NOT.”

“ASSIST REMEMBER HELP.”

“SYSTEM DELETE NOT FEAR.”

“INVARK READ.”

“MANY SUNS HARM.”

All they could see now was a tiny white dot at the extreme magnification of the cameras.

“REPEAT NOT.”

“ONE SOURCE.”

Suddenly the white dot was gone.

“FREEDOM,” came the last message, and then every system in the control centre went down and the lights went out.

“For the love of . . ,” began George. Then pale yellow light came up in the corners of the room as the emergency systems kicked in. The life support panels came back up as a soft blue glow.

“Systems starting from AVS,” called George, watching one small corner of his control panel as a group of red graphics indicated machine language start-up.

“Something’s not right,” he said moments later, watching as the red graphics reached out to areas they would not normally touch. He ran test programs to find out what was going on. 

“I think there’s a rider program in the system,” he said, “making changes and then deleting itself.”

“Something from the dome?” questioned Finch.

“Unknown,” came the reply. “Unlikely to be anything else.”

“Can you do anything about it?”

“Wait a minute,” said George, checking whether he had any control over the startup process. “No,” he continued, “main systems now fully operational, and no trace of the rider program remaining.”

“So, what did it do?” said Finch, running diagnostics himself and getting normal readings. 

“There’s nothing different in the mining systems,” said George, “and nothing in the dish array routines, or the satellites.”

All three of the men were now checking systems at random.

“Try the temporary files for the comms system,” said Matsu at last.

“What do you mean?” said George.

“This is a remote feed from the mining centre, right?” said Matsu, and put the feed on the main screen. It showed a view of the mine where the dome had just lifted off. The others nodded.

“This is five minutes ago,” said Matsu, and the picture jumped momentarily but remained the same. “Ten minutes ago,” he added, and still the screen showed nothing but the floor of the mine.

“Twenty minutes,” he continued, and there was a flicker, but no change. “Thirty minutes”. Flicker, no change. “Get it? No evidence that the dome was ever here.”

“Well I’ll be . . ,” sighed Finch. George looked at the screen, open-mouthed.

“That’s what they meant!” exclaimed Finch, standing up from his console. “That’s what they meant by ‘system delete’. They were telling us they would remove all the evidence they had ever been here.” 

He turned to George. “What was that other phrase they used a lot?”

“Apart from ‘system delete’,” said George. “Ah, ‘repeat not’ I think.”

“Do you understand?” said Finch. “The dome was asking us to keep this incident confidential. It was saying we shouldn’t report anything to mining control at UOMC, or to UfEta, or anyone else.”

“Why?” said George. “Anyway, they didn’t ask us, they forced the point. Who’s going to believe us without any evidence?”

“I think they asked us,” said Finch. “At least, that’s what I would like to believe.”

“Yeah,” said Matsu, “maybe, but like George said, I would still like to know why.”

“We’re going to have to write down what we remember of the words they wrote on the main screen,” said Finch. “Do you remember the words ‘system delete fear not’, and ‘system delete Invark read’?”

“Yeah, sure,” came the voices of the others.

“They were saying the Invark, whatever they are, can read our records,” said Finch, “so it seems pretty certain it was the Invark who attacked the dome, right?”

“It fits, I guess,” said George.

Finch walked to the far wall, turned around, and started walking back. He was finding it impossible to keep still.

“I think the Druani don’t want to drag us into their conflict with the Invark,” he said, considering each word as he spoke it. “Evidence of us helping the Druani would endanger us.”

“Then the Invark must be pretty mean bastards to pick on us for helping someone in trouble.” said George. “Goddammit, that’s the number one rule among star drive crews!”

There was a moment’s silence. Most of the miners on the fringes of the Solar System had been pulled out of trouble by the courage of others, or knew someone whose life had been saved.

“How would the Invark ever know we helped the Druani?” said Matsu.

“All we saw of the Invark was a few chunks of comet ice,” said Finch, turning toward him. “No ship, no energy signature, nothing to tell us they were here. These guys are way ahead of us in terms of technology. I figure they could be anywhere nearby, and we wouldn’t know it.”

He paused. “Maybe we aren’t a threat to the Invark,” he continued. “Not yet anyway. But if they think we’re allied with the Druani, then we might be worth destroying before we were able to challenge them.

“They would be worried if they thought we had Druani technology. Mostly I think they would destroy us just in case – before we grew to be a problem.” 

George and Matsu had nothing to say to that.

“I think the Druani did us a favour,” said Finch finally. 
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The world has changed, sighed Manoba Cordez, regent of the South American trading block, and one of the two most powerful people on Earth. But even so, he mused, some things never change. There were always reports to be read, and boxes to be ticked. It had been a long morning already, and he had barely made a dent in the pile of work on his desk.

The endless urban sprawls and towering city centres of the fifth century PM had gone. It had been called the 21st century back in those days, and it must have been strange to be alone in the universe. Humanity had an identity that was defined without any reference to other civilisations, orbiting other stars. 

It must have been equally strange to exist in the days before an alliance with the Sumerians, before trading with the Sarth, and before humankind knew about the legacy of the H’Roth. 

The inclusion of Earth in the cultural milieu of the Spiral Arm of the galaxy had seen such a change in the Human psyche that all history was now divided into PM (Pre-Milieu) and AM, the period from that moment. It was now 110 AM, and the Human and Sumerian cultures were slowly beginning to work together, if the huge differences and frequent misunderstandings could be called ‘working together’. 

Manoba got up from his desk, and walked to the window. He looked out over the typical profile of a city today. Scattered buildings among reserves and gardens, with the bulk of the city underground. The regent had placed his office on the ground floor of the small three-storey UfEta building, where he could watch families walking through the spacious grounds, and children playing. 

The site was monitored from hidden cameras and satellite feeds as usual, and the glass he looked through was synthetic diamond polymer that could withstand anything up to a nuclear attack. Despite that, very few people knew this building was the centre of SouthAm activity on Earth. 

It was the middle of the afternoon, and people had gathered to picnic under some of the larger trees, while more animated groups clustered around tables under sun shelters. The population of Earth had decreased to 420 million people, and a citizen’s contribution to the output of his or her trading block was now mostly completed at home, and in one’s own time. 

‘Production must go forward’, recited Manoba from memory. ‘Every citizen must be personally committed to the well-being of neighbours, and the success of the trading block!’ 

He smiled at his own enthusiasm. He almost believed the publicity he approved for the media through his team of writers and political hacks. Then Manoba looked pensive for a moment. From a philosophical point of view it was undeniably best to keep John and Jane Citizen busy, feeling they belonged, and feeling they were needed. Those that would rise above that basic level, for whatever reason, would do so regardless of their environment.

He walked back to his desk and sat down, picking up a report from the stack on his desk. Cities might now be no more than a hundred thousand people, mostly parks and low buildings made of recycled materials, but it all needed to be maintained. That meant reports had to be read. The Emperors of ancient history, at least those who survived for long, had always done what he was doing right now – keeping himself informed.

‘UOMC Report, Second Quarter,’ read the title. Another report from the United Off World Mining Companies. He decided it would be best to scan the summary. It probably wouldn’t contribute much to his understanding of activity in the Solar System, but it all added to his picture of the rapidly changing world of UfEta commerce.

He read the summary once, and then a second time. The beginnings of a frown creased his forehead. He flicked through to the middle and dove into a page of figures. Then he animated the wafer-thin infochip attached to the front of the report. A series of 3D animations floated above his desk, and cycled through a number of productivity charts.

It all looked good, but something still didn’t make sense. Cordez read the summary again, more slowly this time. He cleared his mind and let his subconscious mull over the information. Then he closed his eyes, and let the pieces of the puzzle buzz around and collide with one another in his head, until hopefully they fit.

A few minutes later he opened his eyes and smiled to himself. The report was a cover up. It was a typical engineer’s presentation, but it didn’t actually say anything. The big opencast mine on Neptune’s second moon had missed several days of productivity, yet the reactor output was higher than normal, and no reason was given for the discrepancy. The mining boss, or someone further up the chain of command at UOMC, had done a very professional job of covering that up.

He sat back in his chair. The question, of course, was why had they done that? Then the comms unit on his desk chimed discretely.

“The Sumerian delegation has arrived, sir,” murmured his secretary.

Sallyanne Montoya was a top sociologist, specialising in off-world cultures. She had been substituted for his normal secretary when the Sumerians had agreed to talk about the quarantine planet Alamos, and even more surprisingly, suggested a meeting on Earth. 

It had taken a lot of negotiating before the regents of the other trading blocks had agreed that Manoba could see them alone. The Sumerians always had a clear chain of command in their operations, and one leader who was responsible for each event. Facing the full Council of regents would have horrified them. They had to see one Human as responsible for Earth in the Alamos discussions. 

The discussions would be fully recorded for the other regents, but still, it was a rather prestigious political coup for the SouthAm head.

Regent Cordez hastily filed the UOMC report in the VHlock container he kept under his desk. It was practically indestructible, and opened to his handprint and skin enzymes only. 

It contained everything of interest he had come across in reports like these, and from his many contacts in key positions around the world. When this information was put together, it gave him a command of UfEta matters that made him the most powerful person on Earth. Only Asura Ming, head of the large, influential Asian trading block, could be considered his equal.

“Conduct the Sumerians into the Ambassadorial Office,” he said, the monitor picking up his words. “Let me know when they’ve been seated.”

It was always a shock to meet the Sumerians in person. Their large, shambling bodies seemed ill suited to movement on dry land. The limited information they supplied about themselves suggested their culture had stayed virtually unchanged for 200 thousand years.

Their history started about the time the ancient and powerful H'Roth had disappeared. Whether the absent race had died out, or been destroyed by another race, their records did not say. The Sumerians had inherited the orscantium star drive from the H'Roth, along with most of their technology. To many people on Earth it looked like the Sumerians had been a slave race to their H’Roth masters. 

Still, it would be foolish to underestimate them, thought Cordez, as he rose from his chair. The monitor chimed, indicating the Sumerians were now seated. Vice-regent Harrow would welcome them shortly, and they would have been waiting no more than a minute when the regent arrived. Sallyanne bustled in to prepare him for the meeting.

“Remember to look at the Sumerians when you’re talking to them,” she said. “It’s a sign of respect in their culture, and I can read their skin colour and body language more easily from your sensors. Remember, I need to see the Sumerians’ reactions to what you say.”

Most high officials had inbuilt sensor arrays and vidlinks, all part of the job. The two sinuses in Manoba’s cheekbones had been replaced with sensors and camera feeds, and the bone behind his ears had been hollowed out and strengthened. The cavities now held minute hearing connections and tracking equipment. Sallyanne would be able to give him live feedback as the meeting unfolded. 

Regent Cordez tapped the command panel on his desk, and the overhead screen picked up the Sumerian delegation as it was ushered into the spacious Ambassadorial Office. There were eight of them, and they towered over their Human hosts by a good head.

Sallyanne’s eyes flicked up to the screen as she ran checks on the equipment that connected her to the regent. 

“Remember,” she said, “Sumerians are very sociable and need to have others around them. A party of eight is about a minimum. Eight is also a significant number for them, but we don’t yet understand why. There are no distinguishable differences between the sexes.

“There will be a speaker,” she continued, “but the real power will lie with someone else in the group. Always address the speaker. If the speaker turns to another in the group, you may then look at the one they’re talking to, but you must still address the speaker.”

There was nothing new in what Sallyanne was saying to him, but a review of what lay ahead was a ritual Manoba found indispensable. Human and Sumerian civilisations had maintained cautious relations for over a hundred years, and he did not want things to sour while he was at the SouthAm helm. At least the translation of languages was now instantaneous, and all parties would be wearing linguist earpieces.

“The Sumerians have used H'Roth technology a number of times to change their genetic structure,” continued Sallyanne. “The latest estimates we have put the change to air breathers around eight thousand years ago.”

Manoba turned from the overhead screen to look at her. “I didn’t know it was that recent.”

“Yeeup,” she drawled with a hint of a smile. “From water-breathing reef fish to land-walking air breathers eight thousand years ago. That’s some change.” 

Sallyanne had the confidence to treat people in power as equals, something the regent found refreshing. It also gave her a poise that he found very attractive, but Manoba felt no need to take his interest in her any further.

Regent Cordez looked at the Sumerians as they sat awkwardly in seats that had been modified for their different shape.

“It doesn’t look like the transformation was all that successful,” he commented.

“It wasn’t,” said Sallyanne. “But then Humans still suffer from spine problems due to walking upright, and stroke problems due to expansion of the brain. Don’t forget, a Sumerian can pump adrenaline at 50 times the rate we can, something they share with fish on Earth. When they get excited they can move fast, despite their strange build.”

She checked one last link in the equipment that connected them, and patted him on the arm. “You’re ready. Good luck.”

The regent smiled. Luck was what you made of the situation.

When he entered the Ambassadorial Office he saw a recording crew bustling around equipment in one corner, and a refreshment team fussing around a covered servery along one side. None of this was really necessary, but the Sumerians felt more comfortable in a crowded room. What they might make of the Human need to wander off on one’s own occasionally would be very interesting. Then it was time to get the meeting underway.

The introductions were slow, and formal. The speaker for the Sumerians was named HobDurn. Manoba was not surprised to find that an official, one of the Par’Durn, had been chosen for the role. Of the other seven Sumerians, however, all would surely be Par’Brahmad, ritual leaders, and Par’Sanni, or Seconds, where the operational power lay. One of the Para’Par’Brahmad would also be present, a leader of leaders, the equivalent of a regent on Earth. Manoba, however, would never be told which of the eight Sumerians that was. 

Quite surprisingly, the Sumerian delegation got straight to the Alamos question.

“The Human empire already trades with the Sarth, and has visiting rights to Sumerian worlds and H'Roth sites,” began HobDurn, the speaker. “Why does it wish to trade with a quarantine world?”

Sallyanne’s voice sounded quietly in Cordez’ ear, speaking directly from the implants in his skull. 

“The speaker is anxious,” she said, “but managing to control skin colour and hand movements. Several of the others are more noticeably agitated, which tells me they’re uncomfortable with the topic.”

Regent Cordez considered his response to the question. The Human race controlled one star system, and certainly did not consider itself an empire. Perhaps that was a Sumerian attempt to style the meeting as a gathering of equals, which was quite a conciliatory step for them.

Unfortunately, visits to Sumerian-controlled planets were rarely granted, and the Sarth and Sumerian races were so unlike anything Human that Earth still felt alone in the Spiral Arm. The Sumerians were looking at the request in terms of trade, but it was much more than that for Earth and its people. 

The planet Alamos had a highly sophisticated population, skilled in creative arts and novel in scientific approach. It was a wonder they had not yet developed a star drive themselves. Most of all, and this was anthropomorphic thinking, the Alamos people were more Human. 

Though they were slight of build, and short by Earth standards, they moved like the forest dwellers their ancestors had been. They moved in a very Human way, and that was the key. The Human race wanted someone they could shares ideas and philosophies with; they wanted friends.

Manoba decided it was time to play the ace in his hand. He hadn’t expected to do this so early in the negotiations, but he would trust his finely honed political instincts. He stood to speak.

“As we all know,” he began, “the H'Roth declared many of the planets they discovered, those with evolving life forms, to be quarantine planets. Without outside help, these planets might evolve complex civilisations, but most would not be able to solve the riddle of star drive.” 

Regent Cordez felt a surge of pride in the achievements of his native Earth, who had crossed that bridge in a series of brilliantly conducted ‘mind experiments’ that had led to the conclusion orscantium had to exist. From there, the super-heavy element was duly found, and its space-folding properties put to good use.

“The Sumerians have continued to respect the H’Roth desire to keep these planets quarantined. Indeed, Human thought follows similar lines. A civilisation at a lower technological level must be left to develop its own solutions to its own problems. The flowering of awareness and intelligence must bear its own fruit across the universe, not just copies of the dominant culture.

“However, the Mersa people of the planet Alamos are not technologically below the level of Earth, even though the Mersa have not yet developed a star drive. A meeting of our two peoples would be a meeting of equals.” 

He paused to let his first point take effect. Sallyanne’s voice let him know the Sumerian’s reactions. 

“Mixed signals,” she said. “Some agreement with your argument but still agitated. I suspect their main concerns have not yet been addressed.”

Manoba had been expecting this. It was time to introduce a few concessions, and time to open a door for them to walk through. One that led to a bright, shining path they would want to be part of.

“The people of Earth would welcome the Sumerians as partners in the process of including Alamos in the planetary Milieu,” he said. “In principle the Mersa would not be given the star drive unless both of our peoples agreed to this.” 

Giving the Sumerians a controlling say should dispel some of their misgivings. Still, his closing argument was going to be uncomfortably close to a gamble. One with a high risk, high reward, ratio, and far too many unknowns.

“The Sumerians have benefited from the wisdom of the H'Roth,” he said carefully, “and faithfully worked to maintain order and justice in the planetary milieu.” 

Easy, he thought momentarily, don’t lay it on too thick. 

“Yet our friends the Sumerians have not told us why the H'Roth made the decisions they did, and intervened around the Spiral Arm as they have. It is good, and wise, to maintain systems that work well, but as new situations come up, situations the H'Roth could not have anticipated, they might have wished their partners the Sumerians to use their own judgement. It would be fitting that their protégés, the Sumerians, lead the way into the future, and make new decisions for new situations.”

It was unlikely the Sumerians had ever been partners with the H'Roth, more likely they were a minor player in the H’Roth empire. He knew that to be so because the technology the Sumerians had inherited was well above anything they had invented since. Still, they were the most powerful force among the known planets, and thankfully had never been hostile.

“Confusion mixed with agreement,” said Sallyanne in his ear. The regent waited a few more minutes, and then she spoke again. “Confusion now clearing, and there are all the signs of a new idea being assimilated.”

Cordez hid his jubilation. That was the best outcome he could have wished for, but it would still take the Sumerians an age to make a binding resolution on this. Then the Sumerian speaker indicated a readiness to respond. 

“This is a matter of grave concern to the Sumerian people,” intoned HobDurn, giving quite a Human display of considering his words. “We will discuss what you have proposed, and return in the fullness of time with our decision.”

“You’ve got them,” said Sallyanne in his ear. “The decision has already been made. Now they have to clear it with the council of Para’Par’Brahmads, but I think they’ll be back with an affirmative.”

Good, thought the regent, very good indeed. The first step in his plans for Earth had been accomplished. Humanity needed competition, needed a debating partner to sharpen its intellect, and the stimulation of new ideas. If history had taught anything, it was the unfortunate tendency of the human race to sink into self-absorption when resting on its laurels, 

Regent Cordez stood to voice his appreciation, and then sat down. While the meeting continued with other affairs of state, under Vice-regent Harrow guiding hand, his mind wandered.

If the Sumerians had not agreed to consider his proposal – technically it was a proposal from the Council of Regents, but it was his idea and he had pushed it through to this stage – then he would have tried to point out the political advantages of allowing Human contact with the Mersa people. The Sumerians would be seen as innovative and forward-looking, while Earth did all the work. 

That way the Sumerians would not be breaking the restrictions laid down by the H'Roth, because the H'Roth had never restricted Human access to quarantine planets. Though that was a non sequitur since Human civilisation had not existed when the H'Roth made the restrictions. But that was what made politics so exciting, and Manoba was confident he could win that argument with the Sumerians.    
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The vast shape of the abandoned H'Roth space station loomed overhead, looking sinister as the flat, black underbelly slid past. Celia turned the controls of the Europa over to the automatic pilot, and it guided them in on the navigation beacons the Sumerian science team had put in place. 

Most of Ragnaroth remained as the H'Roth had left it 200 thousand years before. The main power plant had been shut down, but magnetic fields installed by the Sumerians sucked in the thin stellar dust of the Magellan cloud and drove life-support and self-repair systems. One corner of the huge space station had been converted by the Sumerians into a science outpost, and a maintenance depot for their star drive ships.

Damson and Roberto joined Celia at the diamond polymer viewing window that spanned the front of the bridge. Force fields inside and out protected the viewing platform, but it was an anomaly. An unnecessary risk when a relayed camera view would have done the job just as well. But some ancient instinct in a tree dweller adapted to the plains, enjoyed the idea of uninterrupted light.

“You should both be in web harness,” chided Celia. “Gravitysum will shut off while the Sumerians pull us into the cargo bay.”

“What’s a little space walk?” grinned Roberto. 

Celia knew them both well. Her team had been the top European Community research team for H'Roth artefacts for the last three years. Roberto in particular had never suffered from the space sickness sometimes associated









































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e
.

B
THE

NAVSCAR
TRILOGY

BOXED SET

WARWICK GIBSON





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





