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            ALEXANDRIA STATION, AN AUTHOR’S RECOLLECTION

          

        

      

    

    
      This collection is a long time in the making. And my overall laziness.

      I’ve been meaning to do an Alexandria Station Collection. Got a lot of shorter stories, and a few that have been in anthologies by someone else, so maybe not everyone is aware they exist. Bringing them together here for the first time, and first in print for some.

      The impetus was a fan reaching out and wanting to introduce me to a friend who only reads paper, and concerned that they might miss things, because these seven stories span such a range. I have a spreadsheet tracking the absolute and relative dates of every story I have written in this universe so far. And there are a lot of them.

      Some sections of that history are fallow. Others have exactly one story, usually because I wrote one and have never circled back to the rest. Last Leaf Falling is intended to start a block. I even have titles. Same with The Story Road and Way of the Sword.

      I’ll get there. Have slowed down the writing over the last couple of years. And expanded into other genres, partly for new fans and partly for new challenges. I need your help convincing more readers to dig in, so that I can keep this going and maybe ramp the speed back up again.

      As I write this (20250105), I have three of five Heather Lau novels written, and a plan to complete those this year, as well as two more sequel series after that, taking us forward some fifty more years after Petron. And probably more if folks enjoy these stories. Again, that’s you and yours. I’m doing the best I can.

      For each story contained in here, I have included the AD date. The Modern Era, as it were, understanding that five millennia will pass before we get to Mina. Then Lansdowne and the Fall. The Librarian and the return. Story Road. Then we’re into Jessica’s Era with Siren (Vo Arlo), Two Bottles (Yan Bedrov), and Plankholder (Jack).

      My apologies up front for stacking War God and Plankholder on you. I highly recommend you stop and get a cup of coffee in between. Or maybe take a break. Both are powerful meditations on aging, written from the standpoint of a middle-aged man (me, as it were).

      Plankholder was a punch in the gut yesterday when I reread it as I assembled the manuscript for the first time, and I already know how War God hammers men my age and older. Several have reached out with thanks for War God. No idea how many of you have read Plankholder. You have been warned. Still two of my favorites, right up there with Greater Than The Gods Intended, which is also an Alexandria Station Universe story, but not one I usually claim in canon, if you will. That one I wrote literally third.

      Background: I was writing The Librarian, originally based on Doyle as a salvager character from a science fiction rpg Liked him. Built him out.

      Suvi was INTENDED to be a throw-away one-off special guest appearance. Honest.

      Except that, literally in the middle of Librarian, I realized that I needed more of her past as a pirate warship and overall goofball, so I put that story aside and wrote The Science Officer to backfill and let me explore her past.

      The rest, as they say, is history. I have a total of three Doyle stories at present, and might get back to them at some point. Might not. Dunno. Have Veronica Provst and Kati (Arlo) Weigand that I want to write at some point. Suvi and Jean-Pierre. More Javier, though I think he might be coming to rest soon.

      And that’s just the Alexandria Station Universe. I have Corsac Fox.  Scattered Tribes. And a bunch of others, either done or partly done or planned. Enough to keep me busy for another twenty or forty years, if my brain stays intact that long.

      For today, the (First?) Alexandria Station Collection for you. I hope you enjoy reading them and sharing with friends.

      
        
        Shade and sweet water,

        blaze ward

        West of the Mountains, WA

        20250105

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WAY OF THE SWORD

          

          MINA TEAGUE :: AD 7,552

        

      

    

    
      Mina Teague. Buck Rogers, if you know your history. Rip van Winkle if you know your fairy tales. A woman out of her time, with no way to ever go home.

      And facing that same mystery that haunted her five centuries ago. Whatever happened to Rama Treadwell? Like Suvi, originally intended as a one-time character. But Mina is so much more. She left The Mind Field and returned in The Gilded Cage.

      I plan five Way stories, if you look at the promise contained herein. And I want to get back to them. Let her be an explorer. An adventurer. A traveler.

      Way of the Sword, because she was trained for violence and danger, even as she took on the mantle of a Shepherd of the Word. And will continue that, the last of her kind anyone is aware of.

      Perhaps a renaissance. Perhaps merely an interlude. Certainly, a woman not to be brooked or discounted.

      Come see where life will take her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WAY OF THE SWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      She’d always known it was a longshot, but Wilhelmina Teague had been known to play a few of those in her already extraordinary life. Looking around the bar where she found herself today, she couldn’t help but make comparisons to the others in here.

      How many of these other people could say that they were five hundred and twenty-five years old? She didn’t look a day over thirty-four, which was her actual defrosted age. Occasionally, she had to stop and remember that her identity papers listed her as being born in Union/Concord Era 553.

      7518 CE using the most ancient of calendars, dating back to Earth itself, although few people counted that way anymore. But it had been the standard when she was young.

      Mina had actually been born in Union/Concord Era 64, long before that actually became the way everyone measured things.

      And then trapped in that stupid mine field for four hundred and eighty-eight years, asleep in a cryo unit and dreaming that someone would eventually come rescue her.

      Prince Charming eventually arrived, all things considered. Tall, dark, and handsome, even if he was a smart-ass, nerdy, ex-Concord officer, pirate Janissary serving out his parole to another Ex-Concord officer pirate warlord.

      Javier had saved her from dragons, pirates, and slavers. Given her enough money to buy a nice, long-range personal cruiser that let her set back out on the quest that had defined her life five centuries ago.

      Finding Rama Treadwell. The Voice of the Union itself.

      The Prophet who had preached a self-contained pacifism that all creatures should be free to seek out the greatest joy and utility for themselves, without carving that out of someone else’s life. And to put an end to the Corporate War with the Unification of Man.

      Mina was sadly glad that Rama had disappeared before the Unification Wars started, so he didn’t ever see how badly some folks had misinterpreted his words. Or set out to kill other people in the name of universal peace.

      Today, the man was largely forgotten, except as a historical footnote and a few speeches that had been recorded. Several books of theory and collections of speeches that she had acquired over the last few years, but not much else.

      Still, that dream had been enough, six centuries ago, to give birth to an order dedicated to bringing peace to the galaxy. To sending out scholars and preachers carrying Rama’s Word to all the dark corners.

      To give people hope.

      The Shepherds of the Word.

      She had been one of them, five years ago. Or four hundred and ninety-three, depending on whether you wanted to count her personal clock, or the one everyone else had relied on while she had played the ultimate game of Sleeping Beauty in an impossible tower fastness.

      A’Nacia. The Haunted Planet. The place where so many ships had died on a bright August day, 6964 CE. The day the Unification Wars ended in the most destructive, most pyrrhic victory in the fabulously bloody history of mankind.

      The place where she had later ended up trapped for all those centuries.

      Mina sighed and took another sip from the blue drink in front of her.

      Five years and she hadn’t found any trace of what had happened to Rama. She had made a few converts in her semi-random travels, stopping to preach here and there to a galaxy that seemed poised on the edge of another conflagration, but nothing large enough to even be noticed.

      She wasn’t Rama reborn. She had height and beauty, according to many. Brains in the form of several degrees. But she could not set a stadium crowd on fire with her words.

      Not that she needed to today.

      Mina had taken a month off for herself.

      Longshot, but weren’t they all? After they had rescued Djamila from the other pirates, she and Javier had made a date. Sort of.

      Scheduled whatever rendezvous one might, five years out, when one person was then a slave and the other had just woken up from a five century nap.

      This bar. Tonight. For old time’s sake.

      Or something.

      She’d never been to this planet before, but bars like this never seemed to change. Either you had a feisty babe working the bar, or an old jock with a grizzled face and damaged ears. Seemed to be a universal constant she considered mentioning to a few mathematicians, just to see their reaction.

      This bar had gone in on the dude concept. It was a dude kind of place, which had probably suited the man Javier Aritza had once been.

      What would five years of slavery do to someone as vibrant, as goofball crazy as Javier?

      Mina didn’t know.

      But she had promised him she would be here to meet him. Even when one quick perusal of the news over the last year reassured her that he would never set foot on a Concord station again. At least not as long as all those warrants for his arrest existed.

      Mina glanced down at her outfit. She’d dug this one out of the back of the closet then hemmed and tailored it to fit her new form, down two kilos and three dress sizes from when she’d worn it the first time.

      Black pants still a little baggier than was the style these days. A skin-tight, long-sleeve shirt, also in black, with a gray sleeveless tunic and a standing collar over it tabard-style, held in place by a black leather belt.

      Mina knew she looked good in flat black. It accentuated all the curves she worked so hard to get back and then keep.

      On her right breast was the logo of the Shepherds, a hollow blue ring with a green ellipse painted across it, representing rings. She had that same design in bright brass on both sides of her collar.

      Her strawberry blond hair was still long, but starting to come in gray in a few places, making her feel older than she looked, but she was also older than anyone imagined, and her grandmother had still been a babe at seventy with long white hair and that same chiseled jawline.

      Shepherd of the Word, although nobody in here would recognize the uniform she was wearing. They would know it meant something, just not what.

      Mina checked the time on her wristwatch and looked around once more. Technically, she was early, but could only imagine what Javier might come up with for sneaking in. Some sort of interesting disguise even better than the one she had made up for him, or the ones he had probably invented for himself to keep the evil galaxy at bay.

      A woman entered the bar. She didn’t look like she belonged, but the same could be said of Mina, at the end of the day. There were eleven females in here, but the other nine included two bar maids, five girlfriends, and two working girls taking a break from hustling for tricks.

      This woman was in a different class, altogether. Money. Power. Assurance utterly at odds with most of the room.

      Most.

      Their eyes connected and Mina felt the jolt of recognition from the other.

      The stranger approached.

      Tall for a woman, but still half a head shorter than Mina. Gorgeous, golden skin the color of burnished gold. Black hair up in a braid that probably hung past her bottom when it was loose. Dark brown eyes locked in on Mina’s face.

      Mina noted her flash of a glance to one side and remembered the couple on a date that hadn’t seemed to fit in when she had first entered. Close, but off pattern when most of the men in here were blue collar stiffs having a drink before, during, or after work.

      Mina tapped a pocket with an elbow to reassure herself that the stun pulsar she’d stolen was still there. She had once taught several forms of martial arts as self-defense for young woman students intending to follow The Way. Still spent thirty minutes every morning remembering that with her muscles.

      This woman was not trouble, but she’d brought a pair of bodyguards with her. Sent them in ahead, quietly, and then not come in herself until one of them had signaled.

      The tall table Mina sat at was not bolted down. Two stools plus the one she was using, if she needed to throw something.

      How far have we fallen from that imaginary golden age that Rama imagined? The one that probably never happened. If he’d been successful, there would have been no need for the Shepherds. That they’d mostly faded was due to other problems and the two long wars since. Not due to their success.

      Mina grimaced internally and adopted a vague smile as the woman walked closer. She was dressed in a dark, almost somber maroon suit, the kind with striped pants and a double-breasted jacket over a conservative vanilla shirt. Some jewelry, but not much.

      Tasteful and quiet, on a woman who looked like she had aimed to land just this side of dowdy today.

      Mina watched.

      The woman walked right over and smiled politely.

      “Wilhelmina Teague?” she asked in a quiet enough voice that nobody else would have heard.

      Like perhaps unsure what name one might be using on obviously forged identity papers.

      Mina had no interest in becoming a museum exhibit, even though both Javier and Zakhar Sokolov had suggested that she could make a nice living, just being able to tell historians what it had been like, being alive in those days.

      Mina nodded carefully, aware that the woman had already brought trouble with her.

      Had Javier sent her? She didn’t look at all like Holly or Fryda, Javier’s two ex-wives.

      And yet, he was the only person she was aware of that knew she was supposed to be in this bar, on this day.

      “May I?” the woman gestured to the seat directly across.

      Again, Mina nodded, glass half full and ready to fly into the woman’s face if needed.

      The stranger was grace itself as she sat.

      They studied each other for a long moment as one of the bar maids made her way over.

      “Red wine,” the woman said in a throaty alto that had been trained to give orders. “House blend is fine.”

      The other woman went away and Mina caught an appraising smile.

      “I would say Javier sent me,” the woman announced quietly. “But he doesn’t know I’ve come personally. He sent a letter to be delivered to you by courier, never imagining I would do it myself.”

      Mina nodded. Waited for the shoe to drop. She’d heard some of Javier’s adventures, at least as the rambunctious press had turned them into lurid Escapades: Svalbard. Altai. Nidavellir.

      Javier had not been leading a life of sober rectitude after they had parted ways. But he hadn’t been doing it before then, either.

      “You’re just like he described you,” the stranger continued, as if she hadn’t noticed that Mina had remained perfectly silent. “And Djamila and Afia, as well.”

      Who the hell was this person that she knew those three names?

      “We haven’t been formally introduced,” the stranger suddenly held out a friendly hand.

      Mina took it automatically, still a little off center from the fact that this stranger had to have known much of the crew of Storm Gauntlet well enough to come here and mention those names casually.

      “Mina Teague,” she said carefully.

      The papers were mostly correct, with the only lies being her planet of birth, because folks from Earth itself were rare this far out, and her birth year.

      “I know,” the other said. “My name is Behnam Shirazi. I am the Khatum of Altai.”

      Oh shit.
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        * * *

      

      Behnam watched the impact of her words on the Sleeping Beauty Javier had rescued. He was good at that sort of thing, if you included Afia, Djamila, Rainier, Bethany, and several others Behnam had heard about.

      “He doesn’t know you came?” Teague asked in a breathless sort of rattle.

      “No,” Behnam smiled. “He agonized for months, but in the end sat down and wrote you a letter.”

      Behnam reached inside her jacket and pulled it out, handing it to Mina’s hands. The seal was still intact, just as he had given it to her to hand off to a courier.

      Javier probably never imagined she’d do it, but Behnam had been fascinated by the stories told by the others. Javier had always been a little reticent, but she put that down to the man having fallen madly in love with Mina Teague then not being sure how to handle it.

      Djamila could have explained, but it would be years yet before Javier went to the Dragoon for advice.

      Mina took the envelope and slipped it into a pocket inside her tabard.

      “What happened?” Mina finally managed after a drink to clear her throat.

      Behnam paused while the waitress delivered the wine and used that to study the tall, elegant Shepherd of the Word.

      She’d even taken time on this trip to read up on Rama Treadwell and the Order he had spawned, just to prepare herself for the last true Shepherd left in the universe.

      “Someone hired a killer named Eutrupio Navarre to go after a man,” Behnam said with a wry smile. “After Salekhard and Abraam Tamaz, he was bound and determined to pull off a caper where absolutely nobody was killed. He came close to injuring nobody, but one of my best assassins fell in love with Djamila and they ended up in a final confrontation that caused the man to be stunned before Javier and Djamila made their escape.”

      “Stunned?” Mina asked blankly. Djamila had merely stunned someone as part of an escape?

      Behnam nodded over to where Farouz Jashari and Rence Moore were seated and watching carefully.

      “Just stunned,” she said. “After that I sent Navarre an invitation to return, but honestly didn’t expect him to take me up on it. Or to bring the entire crew of Storm Gauntlet, the salvaged wreck of Hammerfield, and Suvi to my doorstep. Suvi said to tell you hi, but didn’t tell Javier that she knew what I was going to do.”

      “Suvi knew?” Mina gasped.

      “I have inherited something of an adult step-daughter to go with my own four children,” Behnam smiled. “She is the one who told me about Salekhard.”

      Behnam liked the way the tall woman blushed in response. Only a handful of people knew that a supposedly-peaceful Shepherd of the Word had been the one that actually killed that pirate ship personally.

      Everyone attributed it to Navarre. Because Javier always took the worst punishment onto himself to spare others. Just one of the reasons Behnam had fallen in love with that pirate.

      “And you came because…?”

      “Because I wanted to know more about you as a person, rather than a character in stories the others told,” Behnam replied. “Your story is probably more bizarre than Javier’s at the end of the day, although I understand why you tell so few people.”

      “You know?” Mina asked.

      “I have planetary resources at my fingertips, Wilhelmina Teague,” Behnam said in a more serious tone. “Competent ninjas in a variety of flavors. They were able to find me a wealth of information on Rama and the Shepherds, but almost nothing about you. That told me you were keeping an exceptionally low profile.”

      “True,” she said. “And please just call me Mina. I feel like we’re probably already friends and that I’ve just forgotten a few things.”

      Behnam nodded and smiled.

      “So I’m here,” she said, taking a sip of the red wine. “I considered bringing a rose, as Javier would have, but that would have sent the wrong message, as I wanted to measure you as a person. As a professional.”

      “Why?” Mina asked bluntly, seemingly finding her feet again finally.

      “Because Javier has taken it upon himself to save the galaxy, Mina,” Behnam said. “And I’m helping, both because it is a good thing to do, and also because I never expected to find a love like his at my age.”

      “I am not a threat,” Mina turned defensive.

      “I know,” Behnam reassured her. “Again, that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Why, then?”

      “Because Paladins are men and women of the Sword, Mina Teague,” she said. “Your words to Javier. A willingness to do violence to others for no other reason than the galaxy calls upon you to fight evil. I wanted to know if you still had that in you.”

      Mina fell silent and studied her now under hooded brows now, probably flashing back to saying those very words to Javier when he demanded that she become a killer. Behnam knew Mina had a near eidetic memory. Her memories would be a rare prize to historians everywhere, simply because she could recreate some conversation that had happened five centuries ago, down to the tone and intonation.

      “What has Javier done?” Mina asked, almost bristling now.

      “Taken the old Neu Berne warship Hammerfield and poured Suvi into it,” Behnam said flatly. “Brought along the crew of the now-destroyed Storm Gauntlet and recruited more hands. Gone off to the far side of the galaxy, nominally to establish new trade routes leading back to Altai.”

      “Suvi owns Hammerfield?” Mina gasped.

      “Yes, but Javier and the others voted to rename it Excalibur, for reasons a scholar like you might appreciate,” Behnam said. “And now my favorite Knight Errant is off trying to make the galaxy better.”

      “Where do I fit in all this?” Mina asked.

      “You have chosen to continue seeking clues about the disappearance of Rama Treadwell,” Behnam turned serious. “Six hundred and fifty-six years after he disappeared, at a point when he has functionally become nothing but a legend. You could have retired to one of your Order’s existing retreats and spent the rest of your life rebuilding the sadly-decayed Shepherds of the Word into something useful in the modern age. You could have joined a university faculty somewhere, and King’s College at Altai will always welcome you. But you have chosen the Way of the Sword.”

      Behnam watched the impact of those words on Mina Teague. Hitting her with a pain stick wouldn’t have created that much of a flinch. Mina nearly spilled her glass, even what little was left in the bottom.

      Behnam took a drink and finished her glass as Mina finally centered herself again. Behnam had seen Farouz and Rence do something similar enough to understand the signs.

      “I’m staying on this station for a few days,” Behnam said. “Tower Four in the penthouse. After you have read Javier’s letter, of which I know nothing at all, I would like to speak with you again, if you are interested in possible employment.”

      Behnam smiled and slid backwards off the stool, nodding to the tall woman as she turned and made her way out, then nodding to Farouz as well as she did.

      It was an interesting way to recruit someone, baiting a trap with curiosity, but Suvi had suggested it, and Behnam had been willing to try.

      Would a paladin like Wilhelmina Teague bite?
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        * * *

      

      Mina had retreated to her ship after the Khatum and her two, silent bodyguards had left. The male had a walk like the deadliest humans she had ever encountered, smooth and effortless with feet perfectly flat on the ground at all times, ready to push off in any direction and unleash savage destruction in the blink of an eye.

      Killer, when Mina rated herself as merely a multi-discipline black belt. She could see Djamila falling in love with the man as well, although Mina had no idea where that would leave Zakhar Sokolov, Djamila’s one true love.

      Not a problem she needed to solve today. She had a letter. An actual, paper envelope with WT on the front and JA up in the corner, written in a sloppy, personal hand. Several pieces of paper inside.

      Her main cabin on the cruiser was dim and almost bare of personal adornment. Mina had always been from the school that kept things spare and simple, rather than cramming every horizontal surface with knick-knacks and every vertical surface with art.

      She curled up her long legs on the sofa and slipped a finger under the seam, ripping it slowly and carefully apart rather than relying on a knife.

      Pictures. A handful of them. Printed on paper in color and then laminated in a way to make them nearly permanent.

      She turned one over and the rear was blank, but she could date and identify them for future historians if she chose.

      Afia, Piet, and several other crew members she had met and interacted with, including Ilan Yu and Kianoush Buday, who had made the original of this exact outfit for her.

      Djamila Sykora, towering above both Zakhar Sokolov and the killer from the bar tonight, with an arm around each and both men pressed up against her. So, they had formed a trio, perhaps, with her in the center? Interesting, considering Djamila’s strict Neu Berne military upbringing.

      Mina felt her breath catch as she hit the last one. Javier and Behnam holding each other, with a screen in front of them that had to be Suvi as the young/old woman would have presented herself in the flesh, had she any.

      Javier had finally grown up. Turned back into the man he might have once been, but for whatever trauma had originally broken him in Concord service and altered the trajectory of his life. She had never asked, but it had been obvious, once you knew what to look for.

      There were lines there that had been absent before, but other lines had vanished from the tortured soul that she had asked to walk deeper into the darkness than any human should have to. Behnam and Suvi had done that for him. Perhaps he and Djamila had also gotten over themselves and their juvenile foibles.

      Certainly all the faces bore the marks of being happier than she remembered any of them being during the two months they had originally been in her life.

      Was she happier now than she had been? Mina spent so much time meditating and being introspective that it was hard to occasionally step all the way outside herself to view her life as it would appear to an outsider.

      And yet... Behnam Shirazi had nailed her square from half a galaxy away, based only on the teachings of Rama Treadwell and the stories of Javier and the others.

      The Way of the Sword. The hardest, narrowest, and perhaps loneliest of the paths Rama had laid out in his lifetime. Defender not of the faith, but of the faithful.

      The faith lived in all who believed, and the Word existed in all good people. Each of the other Ways carried it forward. Scholar. Traveler. Storyteller. Teacher.

      Sword.

      Wilhelmina Teague. Shepherd of the Word.

      Paladin.

      Was she happy? Could she be?

      The last several years had been spent re-acclimating to the new galaxy that had occurred in her absence, and looking forward to today with some amount of trepidation.

      Who would she have become?

      What about Javier?

      Mina took a deep breath and unfolded the letter itself.
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        * * *

      

      Heya.

      So far, I’ve written this opening and thrown it away seventeen times, trying to find the words that somehow conveyed everything that’s gone down since I saw you last. I gave up and decided to just brain dump onto pappir paper without any corrections, so you’ll have the occasionally misspelled word and such.

      More honest that way. At least I hope so.

      I had plans. Dreams. Running away with you and happily ever after, if that might somehow be possible, but then the future intruded. Navarre happened again. Three times, depending on how you wanted to count it.

      Did even worse things than Tamaz, but also did good things. Better. Something.

      Killled people, but they had it coming. Didn’t kill others when I didn’t have to. Got royally pissed off and blew up a space station at Nidavellir. They absolutely had it coming.

      But somewhere along the way something happened. Fell in love with the most amazing woman, who had seen me at my best and my worst and liked both of them, rare as that could possibly be.

      Her name is Behnam Shirazi, but you might have heard of her as the Khatum of Altai. I am now Javier Aritza, PhD, on the botanical staff at King’s College on Altai. Except I’m not there.

      About the time you’ll be reading this, I should be somewhere close to Ugen, clear the hell over there, not all that far from Earth itself. As far as I know I don’t have any outstanding warrants in that region for anything better than noise complaints and traffic violations.

      Still being me, but now I’m trying to make up for the last quarter century I wasted.

      There’s a storm coming. I can say that to you, because when you were young there were still survivors of the Unification Wars to tell their stories firsthand. The Great War is being forgotten, everywhere I look. All the lessons, anyway. Another one is coming, but I don’t know where or when or how big. The Concord is stepping back. Others are stepping up. Friction will be the best outcome I can imagine, humans being humans.

      So I have to do something about it. I’d invite you to join us, but I know what you were going to do, and I haven’t yet heard any news that your mission was successful.

      I wish you luck finding him. And you. I might have finally found me, and I hope you’ll come visit us on Altai one of these years when I get back from my own mission.

      I can’t save the galaxy. You can’t either. None of us can.

      But that can’t be allowed to stop me from trying.

      I miss you ever third day or so, when I stop running long enough to wonder “what if?” I can see that other life that might have emerged, had you remained with us on Storm Gauntlet. Or I’d made good my original plan to have them all hung by the Concord Fleet in low gravity and be a free man today. Freer. Something.

      I don’t think I’ll ever be free. You are about the only other person I know besides Djamila that will resonate to those words.

      She sends her love, as do all the others who insisted I send along recent pictures of this bizarre, loving family we have turned into.

      I wish you luck finding Rama Treadwell. And allowing yourself to love and be loved in turn.

      Paladins are men and women of the Sword, Wilhelmina Teague. I have never forgotten that about you. And what it did to me to finally understand that about myself.

      Our road will be long, cruel, and painful, but I have gotten lucky so many times I wonder if the Gods have finally gotten over things I had done in my foolish youth to anger them.

      Carry forward with honor and strength, because you are the last of your kind. At least for now.

      Shepherds of the Word.

      Much love,

      Javier
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        * * *

      

      She was glad the pictures were laminated. Otherwise, Mina’s tears might have damaged them and then she’d have to go to Altai to get replacements. Not that she didn’t plan that eventually, but Mina Teague still had a mission to accomplish, and it would not take her that far around the arc of the galaxy anytime soon.

      Shepherds of the Word.

      She was the last.

      Today.

      There would need to be more, eventually.

      How soon should she surrender her quest for what had finally happened to Rama Treadwell and set out to rebuild the Order back to that glorious thing that had first filled a young girl’s head with dreams?

      Could anyone?

      Should she, if Javier was right and had confirmed her own suspicions about the dark clouds gathering?

      Mina simply didn’t know.

      Worse, what did the Khatum want with her, to have personally, secretly flown all this way to confront her? Mina had no claims on the man.

      Personally, she was surprised Javier had let someone, anyone, in. Holly and Fryda had both eventually gotten tired of bouncing off that steel exterior Javier had kept around himself.

      Behnam Shirazi must be something else again.

      And the woman had mentioned possible employment. After walking into a bar with a pair of deadly assassins in tow.

      What would the supreme, aristocratic leader of an entire planetary system want or need with a traveling pastor five hundred years out of date?

      But Mina already knew that answer. Feared it in ways she could not properly articulate right now, with her emotions so badly scrambled by Javier.

      The Way of the Sword.

      Who could a woman like that possibly need killed that she couldn’t handle herself?
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        * * *

      

      Mina had slept. Meditated. Done all her katas twice that morning, to ground her back into the reality of flesh.

      Her dreams had been the most bizarre mish-mash of fantasy and nightmare, sometimes all at once.

      She was not dressed formally today. Deck boots in matte black. Dove gray slacks. Soft yellow top shirt with the planetary logo over her right breast.

      Shepherd of the Word, but you had to know what the symbol meant. Who the people were. Why she might wear it.

      To a random stranger on the decks as she walked, it would have about as much meaning as an obscure beer company logo.

      But Mina was only interested in those people who stopped and recognized it. At least today. They would be historians or believers. Either would be interesting people to know.

      At least today.

      She had not even bothered with a pocket stunner as the lift opened and deposited her in front of the penthouse door. The Khatum had quality assassins with her. Mina was not a threat, and nobody else would be allowed to threaten that woman.

      She knocked.

      The male opened.

      He did not move, save his eyes.

      It was like being back at Meehu Platform again. Impersonating a killer named Hadiiye, before Djamila had apparently taken the role and made it hers.

      Mina was tall. 1.9m that looked down on even Javier, to say nothing of this compact killer who barely came up to her nose. As Hadiiye, she had added fourteen centimeter platforms to her boots, until she was nearly Djamila’s height, when she was supposed to be Navarre’s Gun Moll. His replacement for the Dragoon.

      Djamila had more muscles on a leaner frame. Mina had more curves and chest, designed to distract someone with sex appeal, in a hard, lethal environment where those sorts of people mixed the two.

      This killer was beyond everything she had ever known. Perhaps he tasted the flavor of her soul as he inspected the shell containing it.

      “Yes,” he nodded, stepping back and gesturing Mina in without another word.

      Mina found herself in an entryway, and then following the man down a short hallway and into a salon.

      The Khatum was there, but not the other killer.

      Mina had read the psychology correctly. Behnam Shirazi was dressed at the high end of casual today. Two women having a chat, rather than paladin and queen. Or whatever this might look like to an outsider.

      “Thank you, Farouz,” she said.

      The man departed so silently he might have simply vanished, had she not been looking at him.

      The woman was seated on a wide, comfortable chair with her legs curled under her in a way that most humans would find painful. She gestured to the sofa.

      “Please,” she said. “Can I get you some tea or something?”

      “Tea would be nice,” Mina decided, sitting. “Green if you have it.”

      She had been expecting the woman to ring a bell or call out. Something.

      Not that the Khatum of Altai would unfold herself from the chair and walk over to stand behind the wetbar sitting in a corner.

      Intrigued, Mina rose and walked close enough to watch.

      Tea Ceremony. All the implements. All the ingredients. There were two bottles of wine visible, and the ingredients to make almost anything non-alcoholic.

      Behnam Shirazi moved with sure hands.

      “I take it from your smile that the letter contained good things?” she asked as she worked.

      Huh? Oh.

      “Mostly, yes,” Mina replied.

      “Mostly?”

      “Five years and the occasional might-have-beens,” Mina admitted.

      “More than occasional,” Behnam smiled warmly up at her. “But for me, he would have been here. He’s said as much more than once.”

      “But I understand why he could not,” Mina said.

      “Oh?”

      “The Way of the Sword,” Mina spoke the words slowly, carefully. As if just those five words summed it all up.

      To an insider, they might.

      “The Way of the Sword,” Behnam repeated, nodding. “He must try to be a hero. I have suggested that the galaxy might take care of itself, but Javier has to try. I understand that, even as it fills me with sorrow.”

      “That he won’t come back?” Mina asked, intrigued yet again by this woman who saw no threat in an ex-girlfriend.

      “That he won’t be able to,” Behnam corrected. “He’ll come back. My fear is that he dies on some quest, but that’s me being greedy and wanting the man for myself.”

      Mina nodded. The Way was hard. Solitary.

      Javier had committed himself to a form of it. That much was obvious.

      The tea was steeping. Perfectly. Mina wondered if the woman was a certified tea master, on top of everything else. That level of mindlessness spoke of zen, rather than just training.

      Achieving perfection of form in meditative motion.

      “Tell me about Rama Treadwell,” Behnam said in a tone that was somehow curious and questioning, while still being a command one would unconsciously obey.

      But Behnam Shirazi was a Khatum, raised from birth and successful now for more than thirty years at the task. She would understand how to manipulate and motivate humans to do her bidding.

      Mina gathered up the pot and two mugs on a tray and carried them back to the coffee table that appeared as though it might transform now into a battleground.

      Or something.

      She poured two mugs and held the one as the heat began to suffuse the cold ceramic.

      “History generally marks the beginning of the Pocket Empires Era in 6516 of the Common Era with the official declaration of the Bagzatly Empire,” Mina thought back to her ancient youth, twenty years and five centuries ago. “What had been a loose network of colonies and associations as the Corporate Wars ramped down suddenly got infected with dreams of Imperium. Wars broke out everywhere as various monomaniacs decided that now was the moment to crown themselves.”

      “Javier expects another galaxy-wide spasm of a similar nature, possibly within our lifetimes,” Behnam spoke up. “That’s part of the reason I was willing to support him. Anything to blunt or redirect those energies.”

      “Is Altai at risk?” Mina asked, suddenly concerned that all those theoreticals might actually ground into the physical world from the spiritual.

      But Behnam just smiled serenely.

      “No,” she said simply.

      “No?”

      “Before Suvi, there was the possibility that someone like the Concord might be able to do it, were they to send their entire fleet of Warmasters after us,” Behnam said with a wicked gleam. “But much of what supports Altai is trade, so my engineers are looking at building new things like Galleons and Caravels now. Heavily armed merchant ships that don’t need to be escorted in normal times. It cuts deeply into individual profits, but it also significantly reduces overall military spending on hulls, allowing us to lay up ships, or build new warships and put them into storage against future need.”

      “Would Altai under your children or grandchildren become a threat to others?” Mina pressed.

      Behnam shrugged.

      “I will select an heir in a few years and marry the other three off,” she replied with a chuckle. “Well, two. My oldest, Mahmud, never wanted the job and is studying to be a medical doctor. He’s already engaged and plans to open an office upcountry somewhere far away from palaces and megayachts. As to the rest, I cannot even begin to guess where the galaxy will be in a century. My responsibility is to maintain Altai, improve it, and hand that on.”

      Mina fell silent and sipped her tea. It really was lovely.

      “Rama Treadwell was not opposed to violence, per se,” Mina picked up her thread after a moment. “But conquest was wrong. The point of government is to ruthlessly enforce a level playing field whereby all citizens have an equal chance to be happy. However they can define that happiness without hurting others. Something like a maximized utility, but allowing the individual to express that utility, rather than imposing one upon them.”

      “Revolutionary, even today,” Behnam noted.

      “And even more so then,” Mina agreed. “Corporatism still reigned supreme in many places in the sixty-sixth and seventh centuries. Imperium largely supplanted that on many worlds as corporations were brought to heel by aggressive governments. But in all those conflicts, the individual lost out, pawns manipulated and exploited ruthlessly, but never really free to find their own way. Much of the modern aristocratic norms you find in many places are direct holdovers from Pocket Empires thinking.”

      “So you have one man who raised his voice….” Behnam said.

      Mina recognized the quote from a famous documentary assembled after she had gone to sleep. She had watched it a few times, mostly to see how much of what she remembered the filmmakers had gotten right.

      As documentaries went, they were more right than wrong, but tended to sensationalize things.

      Even today, there was no proof that Rama had been secretly assassinated by representatives of the Twaldi Trade Imperium. If nothing else, someone credible would have talked eventually, if only to crow about it.

      Instead, Rama had simply vanished from history, forty-eight years old and galaxy famous. No trace. No stories. Nothing.

      Rather like a much less famous Shepherd of his Word had, one hundred and sixty-three years later, after the Unification Wars had ended at A’Nacia.

      “You have one man who raised his voice against the darkness,” Mina quoted the entire line that opened the documentary. “And then stepped into it.”

      “What leads you to believe that you’ll find any trace, any clues, at this late of a date?” Behnam asked now, brown eyes boring in.

      “Faith,” Mina answered. “That was all I had to go on then, as he’d already been gone so long that he was sure to be dead. At that point, he either becomes a man like Doctor Martin Luther King, Jr. who is still quoted today, or he ascends to Heaven like Mohammed, Jesus, or the Buddha and becomes something of a god. In Rama’s case, he is largely forgotten now, but that was the effects of time, the mystery of his disappearance, and the Great War that undid the Unification of Man.”

      “Will you bring him back?” Behnam asked.

      “I doubt it,” Mina shrugged honestly. “He’s been gone so long that he risks becoming a demigod at this point, rather than a man.”

      “Then why do it?” she asked.

      It wasn’t a hostile question. Pure curiosity.

      How should you react when you meet Don Quixote in the flesh?

      Occasionally, Mina wondered if there existed an alternate timeline where Javier Aritza had turned out to be her Sancho Panza. What bizarre and humorous adventures might they have had?

      “A younger Wilhelmina Teague wanted to know,” she finally said. “Dreamed of maybe solving the mystery and being famous, or something. In those days, followers of the Word lived on many worlds, so I ended up traveling from place to place seeking the old stories and occasionally righting wrongs like some ancient samurai warrior or buckaroo. It was a dangerous task I had taken on, but the Way of the Sword was probably the only way I could have survived all the strange places where rumors or leads might have taken me.”

      “That galaxy exists no more,” the Khatum of Altai said in a firm voice. Cold, even. “Why are you bound by those strictures?”

      Why, indeed? Rama has been gone for six hundred and fifty-some years. Forgotten except to scholars and tiny pockets of faithful that haven’t died out yet.

      Why are you still tilting at windmills?

      Mina considered.

      “Something Javier said,” Mina finally spoke again after a long pause. “In his letter.”

      
        
        
        I can’t save the galaxy, he said to me. You can’t either. None of us can.

        But that can’t be allowed to stop me from trying.

      

      

      

      “Yes, that sounds like him,” Behnam breathed the words with a hint of pain underneath.

      What must it be like to smile anyway and send a man like Javier out into the galaxy, always wondering if you will ever see him again?

      Can’t be allowed to stop us from trying.

      The Way of the Sword.

      “Because there are still windmills out there that might yet turn out to be dragons that nobody but me can see,” Mina whispered.

      Tears threatened. Then she let them fall. Behnam Shirazi already understood what made her tick. She had already figured out Javier.

      Birds of a feather, as it were.

      Samurai on the Way.

      “Do you recommit to fighting injustice?” Behnam suddenly asked, snapping Mina’s head up in spite of the tears. “To defending the faithful on the Way and seeing that evil is resisted and hope never extinguished?”

      Mina felt her heart suddenly triphammer. She was eighteen again and about to be consecrated as a Shepherd of the Word.

      Those exact words.

      The ones that had cast her out into the galaxy on an impossible quest.

      Seeking dragons nobody but her might ever know.

      “I do,” she managed to whisper. “I will.”

      Mina was blinded by the tears now, barely able to even breathe. She set the tea mug down before she simply spilled it everywhere, as her hands started to shake with cold in spite of the heat.

      “How could you know those words?” Mina finally whispered.

      “I have done a lot of research on the Shepherds, Mina Teague,” she heard the other woman say quietly. “Especially those of the Sword. I will cause Altai to become a center for studies of The Way, because I have already begun to send out scholars to locate everything they can and at least bring me home copies, if not the original artifacts themselves. I have even made an offer to the man who bought your original starship, the one Zakhar rescued at A’Nacia.”

      “I cannot go to Altai,” Mina said, her voice gaining conviction. “Not yet. My quest will not allow it.”

      “I know that,” The Khatum smiled sadly. “I will do what I can, but eventually we will need you to help correct us on what has been lost over those five centuries.”

      “Why?” Mina demanded in a voice better suited to a kitten than a warrior. “What do you want of me?”

      “I want you to continue your quest,” the woman said boldly. “Keep looking for Rama Treadwell. Because you will also find dragons out there. That will be unavoidable for a woman like you, just as it is for a man like Javier. The galaxy needs you, even though they don’t understand it yet. You cannot save the galaxy, but that can’t be allowed to stop you from trying.”

      Behnam paused for a moment, studying her. Mina was still crying, but that was just an emotional overload, rather than any specific emotions.

      “I am prepared to pay you a stipend to cover some of your expenses,” the Khatum said. “A year’s honorarium up front, with the expectation that you will send me stories on Altai. Better still if you delivered them yourself, one of these days. Or at least your students seeking to find the Way.”

      Mina nodded, mute, terrified.

      She could not stop trying. Nothing would ever stop her, except possibly death.

      And even in death, Rama Treadwell still managed to move lives, but she was one of his paladins.

      On The Way of the Sword.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LAST LEAF FALLING

          

          LANSDOWNE :: AD 10,396

        

      

    

    
      What happens when the machines get out of control? When the war is going bad and someone gets desperate enough to throw out all considerations of civility and let the warriors go junkyard dog with no limits?

      You get that final war that separates Javier and Mina from Jessica. A fall so bad that ninety-eight percent of all humans die, leaving entire worlds abandoned or blasted back down to the stone ages overnight, with the survivors trying to do anything to make it.

      Earth does not. Those ships spend years collecting large asteroids and throwing them at the homeworld. That generates an impossible amount of heat when they hit. And widespread destruction. Doesn’t take a lot of those to make certain.

      And if the machines get mean, they make sure that the planet is uninhabitable even a thousand years later. Maybe ten thousand. I need to talk to a vulcanologist and get their opinion as to how long it would take for things to cool.

      Call it forever.

      But not everyone is lost. Lansdowne and a friend manage to do something. What, even I’ve never really explored, other than to leave an opening called Hope for the future. One where the fleets miss a few worlds in their eternal war. Where Kinnison and Carthage are not the final executioners of mankind.

      But it came close.

      Still, sometimes the smallest gestures can change the course of humanity.

      Come see how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Lansdowne took a moment to make sure everything about her projection looked perfect before she pressed the button that would signal the entrance chime for his cabin. Kitto Juma was still a new-enough Personal Companion that she needed to keep things on a semi-formal basis. He would loosen up, given enough time.

      They all did.

      Still, it wouldn’t do to just project her holographic image into the middle of his quarters, even if she could already see everything in there. That was one of the benefits of being a fully-sentient starship. Everything inside the vessel was part of her.

      But this was only Kitto’s second journey across the stars with her. He was still settling in, for what she hoped would be many years of companionship.

      Sentience was a wonderful thing, but she often wondered if the Citymaster-class vessels, especially the newer Mark IXs like her, were a little too human in their programming. After all, hers were among the most advanced and automated ships ever built, so she could function quite efficiently with a very small crew, mostly dedicated to maintenance and engineering tasks. But she liked, perhaps even needed, someone on the tiny crew just to be a friend.

      As she liked to remind people, every crew member she hauled was one fewer colonist she could transport. But it was good to have someone to talk to, and Kitto was perfect for that. In his tenth decade, he had been a widower for nearly ten years now, with four children that had turned into fourteen grandkids and six fourth-generation so far.

      Older companions were always preferable. They knew better stories, and had patience to just talk, or be friends. Kitto had a grand family and had enjoyed a wonderfully full life, but wanted to spend much of his time in quieter pursuits than infants and teenagers. Especially as a retired corporate accountant.

      So she pressed the door buzzer, at least in her head. There was no physicality for her, but she controlled the doors as well, so she made it ring, while her projection waited calmly in the corridor.

      Because Kitto’s wife, Adrianna, had been a short, pudgy housewife of Hispanic origin, gray, and wrinkled, and absolutely beaming in apparently every picture ever taken of her, Lansdowne maintained a specifically different avatar these days. Tall and lanky, with bones and coloration of a Persian woman in her fourth decade. Not a fashion model, but attractive enough, according to modern, human standards. Mature. Nearly Kitto’s own height, with dark hair brushed back to her shoulders and fierce eyes nearly black at times. Today, she wore dark pants and shirt, with a gray-and-red checked ruana draped over her shoulders like a cloak.

      The door opened to his wry smile. Kitto Juma. Ninety-three years standard. Elderly, even by modern medical standards, but still active enough physically that she didn’t need to prod him to go to the gym. And sharp as a tack mentally.

      Tall and erect. Eastern African ethnically, in that slightly-lighter skin tone and almost-Arabic cast to his bones, regardless of whatever colonies and planets his ancestors had been from in the millennia since they left Earth originally.

      She could see him as a man born on a Zanzibar dhow, with its sloping mast and triangular lanteen, sailing the ancient Red Sea of Earth, looking for adventure and profit.

      And smiling. It pulled all the wrinkles in his face and forehead into even sharper relief, like a topographical map of the Himalayas. White, curly hair around the slopes of his otherwise bald skull.

      “Welcome,” he bade her in a soft, bright tenor voice, stepping back and to the side and gesturing her in with one hand. “To what do I owe this honor, madam?”

      Lansdowne smiled and followed him into the chamber. Or rather, caused the projection of the woman she was presenting to walk.

      It was complicated, explaining the concept to organics who thought of self as a unitary object, rather than as facets of identity broken into shards and avatars, fulfilling various tasks simultaneously.

      “I wished to see the newest model you were building,” Lansdowne replied in a simple tone.

      A neighbor stopping by for afternoon tea, perhaps, rather than the sentient starship living around you, sitting patiently in orbit for the latest arrivals.

      She gazed around the space, as if seeing it for the first time, rather than living with it permanently in her consciousness.

      Short, gray carpet covering the floor
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