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			Chapter Five

			
				
				

			

			The bridge, 1038 hours

			“Sir, I’ve got a message coming in.” The call from the signals watch officer tore Gellar out of a bored semi-haze.

			“From TF 947?”

			“No, sir,” the young ensign replied. She bent over the panel, whispering with the petty officer on the signals panel. “No, he claims to be the commander of a Grugell task group. Sir, he’s sending a video signal, and requesting to speak to the captain.”

			“Very well.” Gellar got up and stretched. “We’re still pretty close to the border. Transfer it into the conference room. Let’s see what they want.”

			A small conference room was just off the bridge, connected by a hatchway just to the left of the main entrance. Gellar headed that way, seating himself before an auxiliary signals panel on the conference table. He tapped a stud on the panel.

			“OK, Signals, put him through.”

			The pinched, snow-white face of a Grugell officer swam into view on the panel’s small viewscreen.

			“You are the captain of the Confederate ship I have on my scanner?”

			“Yes, I’m Captain Gellar. This is the medical cruiser CSS Charity. Who are you?” Gellar was a bit put off by the Grugell captain’s tone.

			“I am Group Commander Tottalastrik VI. We are in pursuit of a dangerous criminal, and our scans indicate you’ve picked up his ship.”

			“You’re in violation of treaty, Group Commander, if you’re close enough to scan our ship. You are in Confederate space, without a diplomatic passport.”

			“Captain.” Tottalastrik folded his long white fingers together in front of his face. “You are aware that the treaty allows border crossings in the event of hot pursuit, I’m certain. We are in pursuit of the criminal Bel Ios of the Confederacy.”

			“Criminal?” Gellar was startled for a moment, but only a moment. “What did he do?”

			Tottalastrik actually looked confused for a moment. “It’s hard to describe, Captain. We suspect he is carrying illegal mutagenic agents. He is accused of biological warfare against the Grugell Empire.”

			“Come on, now, Group Commander, biological warfare? One man, listed in our records as a trader in wines?”

			“Trader or no trader, are you harboring this criminal on your ship?”

			“Group Commander, Bel Ios is on our ship. He is recovering from severe burns suffered when, it appears, a Grugell anti-proton blaster struck his ship. This is a hospital, Group Commander, and any patient in our hospital is afforded full protection under interstellar treaty and Confederate law. Also, Mr. Ios is a Confederate citizen, and we are in Confederate territory. If you wish to press any sort of charge against him, the Empire will have to seek extradition in the Confederate courts.”

			“Captain, you are harboring a monster.”

			“I have no reason to think so,” Gellar lied.

			“I will give you a reason, Captain. Please wait one moment. My communications staff are preparing to beam you a video stream taken earlier this week on the Grugell border planet Itstek.”

			The scene on the small viewer shifted suddenly to a force-field-contained cell, very similar to the ones in the Charity’s tiny brig. Evidently a hand-held camera was used, for the picture wavered several times, scanning roughly back and forth across the seemingly empty cell.

			With startling suddenness something dropped into view from the ceiling.

			It obviously had once been a Grugell, but no longer. What must have been a truly blood-curdling shriek issued tinnily from the panels’ speaker as the creature slammed itself against the force field, throwing a shower of sparks.

			Very little was known of Grugell biology and evolution, but Gellar had no problem imagining that a very early ancestor of the race may have looked something like this. The creature stood on all fours, gasping in exertion from trying to break the field. Black, stiff hair rose in a mane from its head, tapering down its back to a point above the hips. Brushes of stiff black hair ran down the rear of all four limbs and sprouted from the clawed fingers as well. The normally self-possessed face of a Grugell was replaced by something out of a nightmare, a fanged, wolf-muzzled monstrosity with glowing, crimson eyes.

			As Gellar watched, the horrific thing melted to the floor as though its skeleton were suddenly transformed to liquid and flowed to the back wall, up to the ceiling, and out of sight. A prolonged hiss came from the cell, lingering after the thing had disappeared from view.

			The picture broke away, and the face of Tottalastrik swam back into view.

			“He left three of these things on Itstek, Captain. They are—were—three former miners, citizens of the Grugell Empire, with families to support. The one you saw was Portamastok III, a shift chief with four wives and sixteen children.”

			Gellar shook his head, distracted for a moment by the candid description of Grugell polygamy. “And you claim Ios did this? How?”

			Tottalastrik looked doubtful for a moment, an expression Gellar had never seen on a Grugell before. He rubbed his chin with one black-clawed hand and looked away for a moment before replying. “I’ll be honest with you, Captain, we don’t know how he did it.”

			“Then how do you know that he did it?”

			“Captain, how we know it is none of your affair.” Tottalastrik leaned forward. “I am making a formal request that you turn him over to us to face Grugell justice.”

			“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Group Commander.”

			“You are aware that you are under the main batteries of a Grugell frigate, Captain?”

			“I figured as much, since our scans don’t pick up any ships in the area. You’re obviously running cloaked. You are also aware that you are not only on the wrong side of the border and in violation of treaty, but also that we as a designated and marked medical ship are protected by that same treaty? Even in the event of war, Group Commander, your own laws forbid you to fire on us.” Gellar grinned at the screen. “What is the penalty for breaching an interstellar treaty in the Grugell Navy, Group Commander?”

			Tottalastrik looked as though he’d just swallowed a liter of something bitter. “Very well, Captain. I will consult with my superiors regarding the necessary extradition proceedings.”

			“And, I trust, you will return to your own territory?”

			The Grugell commander terminated his signal without reply.

			Gellar got up and walked back to the bridge, where the tactical watch officer was just shouting out a contact report:

			“Grugell frigate decloaking, five kilometers to starboard! He’s turning away, turning to starboard, I got a bearing change.” The lieutenant looked up at Gellar. “Sir, he just popped up out there out of nowhere. Looks like he’s heading back for the border now.”

			“Very well. Keep an eye on him, make sure he keeps going.”

			“Sir,” Commander Hoff pointed out, “a group commander in the Grugell Navy is the equivalent of a rear admiral. That boy is in command of a task group. If he only brought his cloaked ships, figure that’s at least three frigates.”

			“He may have only brought one since he’s taking a chance by crossing the border, Exec.”

			Hoff looked doubtful. “I don’t know, sir. Recommend we maintain tactical alert status until we rejoin the Fleet.”

			“Very well, Exec, that’s a good idea. We’ll just be a little paranoid as long as we’ve got Ios with us. Alert Status One, all exterior scanners to be operating and manned on all watches until further notice. Helm, all ahead full. Let’s pick up the pace a little bit. The sooner we get Ios off this ship, the better it suits me.”

			Five kilometers to the Charity’s port side

			“Commander Gopratisk’s frigate just came out of cloak as ordered, sir.”

			Tottalastrik waved a hand at his flagship’s commander to acknowledge the report. Gopratisk would make a show of proceeding out of the area in plain view, while the other three frigates under Tottalastrik’s command let the Confederate hospital ship proceed, dropping in its wake under cloak to follow. His orders were simple: Follow the Confederates. If the monster Ios takes his ship out of their hangar, destroy him.

			Room 601

			It had been many years since Ios, as even he now thought of himself, had been around so many people.

			So many years, he thought, so many years gone by since I’ve been so badly hurt. Not even at the hands of the heathen Turk was I so badly burnt as by those evil-spirited, foul-blooded aliens.

			His injuries had been severe, but his system was coping well. But his body had drawn on the last of its already depleted reserves to accomplish the healing, and he was dangerously close to losing control.

			The temptation! All around him, he could smell the sweet, salty tang he craved. Every one of these Navy doctors and nurses came in and out bearing the wonderful smell, trailing a hot aura of the delicious scent. He could hear their pulses rushing in their veins, their hearts pounding to drive the life-giving fluid throughout their bodies. And his hungers in other areas were growing as well, as his body regained its strength. An hour previously, a pretty young nurse had come to take a blood sample—Ahh, the irony! Ios told himself—and he had almost been beside himself with raging, primal lust.

			To feed the body is one thing, he thought, but to feed the baser appetites of the soul is another, and it has been nearly a century. I’ve secluded myself for, perhaps, too long.

			Still, I must keep myself in check! His hungers would not override his survival instincts, not yet. That captain is a smart one, and this Doctor Moses suspects something. Ios’ hearing, more acute than anyone could possibly suspect, had heard every nuance of the whispered conversation in the room as he feigned sleep. I must contrive to keep them from discussing my conditions further.

			It will not be easy. They are strong-willed people.

			Ios’ weak telepathic ability had tickled at both minds, only to find two of a kind—highly disciplined, intelligent, and iron-willed mentalities. His abilities in this respect were limited. I cannot control these two. I can only influence.

			He forced his body to relax. Bide your time, he told himself. There is one of mine on this vessel. Her blood speaks to me. I must will this one to this place.

			His eyes closed; his face relaxed. Outside the room, a Marine glanced through the tiny viewing window in the doorway.

			“Hmmph,” the Marine grunted. “Asleep again.”

			He couldn’t have been more wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			
				
				

			

			The wardroom, 1645 hours

			Lieutenant Colonel Sandelescu rarely shared a meal with anyone else in the crew, and this afternoon was no exception. After ordering and receiving her customary evening salad and turkey (cloned) sandwich, she skirted a table of four chattering ensigns to take her tray to her usual seat at a table against the back wall of the compartment.

			Damn dry stem-cell meat, she thought for the hundredth time after taking a bite of the sandwich. The Navy had pioneered the technology decades earlier, and now every ship carried a variety of stem-cell cultures from which to grow a variety of favored portions of meat. The nutrient broth for the process was easier to store and took up less space and energy than an equivalent freezer space for frozen meats, and the Navy was in love with space saving—on starships that often ran as much as three kilometers long and one wide.

			Sandelescu took another bite, chewed briefly, swallowed with a grimace, and picked moodily at her salad. While few people complained, if asked most would tell you that the cloned meats just didn’t taste the same, even though the Navy biologists that ran the project insisted that there was no measurable difference. There are three ways to do everything, Sandelescu thought wryly. There’s the right way, the wrong way, and then there’s the Navy way.

			She pushed her tray away, thinking suddenly of the ship’s “guest,” currently in a bed on Deck Six.

			Maybe I’ll go pay our visitor a call, she thought. Sure nothing keeping me here. She cast a final disparaging look at the remains of her supper before tossing the tray in the cleaning port and leaving the wardroom.

			Room 601

			And so, this child of my children’s children still answers my call, even if she knows it not, Ios told himself, somewhat smugly.

			He opened one eye to peer at the back of the Marine guard’s head, just visible through the small view port in the door. The young man’s mind was clear, hard, disciplined. Such strong people, he thought. Were this Marine commander not one of my own blood, I’d have no hold over her at all.

			He didn’t have long to wait. Within ten minutes after he sent his telepathic call, the raven-haired form of the Gypsy woman appeared in the open doorway.

			“Good afternoon, Mr. Ios,” she said, looking about the room somewhat uncomfortably.

			“Good afternoon, my dear. Won’t you please sit down?” He extended a long-fingered hand towards the chair next to his bed.

			“Thank you.” After a moment’s hesitation, she perched herself stiffly on the edge of the seat.

			“You are a Marine,” Ios pointed out, examining Sandelescu’s blue uniform.

			“Yes, sir, I am. I’m Lieutenant Colonel Sandelescu. I’m the commander of the Marine contingent on the Charity, and I’m in charge of security.”

			Better and better still, Ios thought. “You? Such an attractive girl in such a serious position.” He reached for her hand, feeling her flinch away. A telepathic nudge calmed her.

			“Sir, I just wanted to —”

			“You wanted to question me briefly. You are concerned as to any possible security risk I might pose for your ship,” Ios interrupted.

			“Well, yes.”

			“Dear, I assure you, I intend nothing more than to heal my body, have my ship repaired, and be on about my business.”

			“I’m sure you are, sir. However, you are known to have been in Grugell space only recently, and you understand how I should evaluate any possible risk.”

			“Of course.”

			“Can you tell me what you were doing in Grugell space?”

			“Of course, dear. I visited a mining colony; I believe it was called Itstek. I do visit Grugell border settlements regularly to trade Confederacy wines for Grugell, ah, beverages.”

			“And, sir, you do have the proper permits for cross-border trading, and for dealing in intoxicants?”

			“You already know that I do, do you not?” Ios replied with a wolfish grin.

			“Actually, yes. I had my clerk pull your licenses from our database earlier today.”

			Ios patted Sandelescu’s hand; she had forgotten he had placed his palm over her left hand, his touch being feather-light. On the index finger of that hand, his fingernail began to slightly elongate, growing in a few seconds to a claw-like point. A drop of clear fluid gathered on the tip of his finger, just under the nail.

			“And yet you asked, in order to see my face as I answered.” His grin broadened.

			“I suppose—ouch!” She jumped slightly as his fingernail scratched her skin slightly. The drop of liquid fell from his fingertip onto the slight break in Sandelescu’s skin and, as though it were sentient, flowed immediately into the scratch and disappeared.

			“I’m sorry—did I hurt you, my dear?” Ios crooned.

			“No... It’s just a scratch...” A whirling dizziness assailed the Marine suddenly, passing only in moments, leaving a strange lassitude.

			“Yes, it is. And now, my dear Colonel, you will listen carefully to me,” Ios droned hypnotically. “Look into my eyes, child.”

			Sandelescu turned to look into eyes that glowed now like coals. Trapped, like a bird faced with a cobra, her will was gone.

			“You, my dear, are one of mine, flesh of my flesh, blood of my blood. Have your parents, your grandparents, told you any tales of the Old One? Of old Belos, the Master?”

			“No.”

			Ios shrugged. “It matters not. Your blood remembers me. I am the Old One, child; I own your mind, your soul, and now I own your body as well. Flesh of my flesh now, indeed. Now, there are things I must tell you, and instructions that you must carry out for me before I depart this room, this ship. Listen carefully!”

			Ios went on to explain at some length, while Colonel Sandelescu sat, enthralled, her will no longer entirely her own.

			Room 601, 1800 hours

			Two hours into the second watch, Captain Gellar again found his footsteps heading for Deck Six. As ordered, a Marine was standing post at the door to Room 601. Gellar knocked once and walked in.

			A surprise! Lieutenant Colonel Sandelescu was seated in a chair at Ios’ side, listening intently to something Ios was muttering in a low voice. Gellar announced himself politely.

			“Good evening, Mr. Ios. Colonel,” he added, nodding to Sandelescu.

			“Captain.” Bel nodded. Not even a scar was visible now on his long, angular face.

			“Mr. Ios,” Gellar greeted him. “I see you’re feeling better.”

			Bel Ios stretched a bit in the hospital bed. He raised one arm to rub an incredibly long-fingered, sharp-nailed hand along his pointed chin. “Why yes, Captain,” he replied. “I’m feeling very recovered. In fact, I’m anxious to return to my ship! I’ve much to put to rights.” And there is much I must prevent your repairmen from examining too closely.

			“I’m sure you do, Mr. Ios. My engineering department is completing an evaluation of your ship’s damages now, and they inform me that we have most of the parts on board to complete your repairs. We will of course have to bill you at standard rates for parts and repair work, in accordance with Navy regulations.”

			Ios waved a hand in annoyance. “Of course, Captain, I can easily afford that.”

			“I’m sure you can, sir. There is one shortfall, however. One of your Gellar tunnels is beyond repair with the parts we have on hand. We’ll have to complete the job when we rendezvous with Task Force 947. The Fleet repair ship will have the parts you need. In fact, it would be much easier for you to take your ship to the repair ship to have your repairs finished there.”

			“Is there no way to speed the process, Captain? I’d be quite willing to pay for a shuttle to bring the parts to us.”

			“I’m sorry, but Naval regulations prohibit it,” Gellar informed him. “Shuttles aren’t allowed to leave a formation outside a planetary system.”

			“I see,” Ios replied, looking somewhat disappointed.

			“I see you’ve struck up a friendship with my security chief, here.”

			“Yes, I have indeed.” Ios reached out one of his strangely claw-like hands and patted Sandelescu’s arm where it rested on the armrest of the chair. “She’s a charming young lady.” Gellar blinked at that. He hadn’t heard that term ever used to describe his stern, no-nonsense security chief. Colonel Sandelescu smiled somewhat absently, but offered no comment.

			“Mr. Ios,” Gellar began, “I really have to ask you, my own curiosity as a medical doctor—”

			“Of course, Captain.” Ios interrupted. “You’re wondering how I healed so quickly?”

			“Well, yes. You have to admit it’s a bit unusual.”

			“More than a bit, yes, Captain?” Ios grinned, revealing oddly pointed, interlocking teeth. A strange sparkle entered his still bloodshot eyes. A trick of the light? Gellar wondered.

			“The answer is simple, Captain, although it was expensive.” Gellar raised his eyebrows. “Nanotech robots,” Ios added. “There is a facility that answers to neither the Confederacy nor to the Grugell, on a small system at the edge of the Confederacy-Grugell border. This facility has both Confederate and Grugell castoffs in residence, renegades I suppose, who have made a specialty of supplying technology that is, to put it mildly, frowned upon in other parts of the settled Galaxy.”

			“And where exactly is this ‘facility’?” Gellar asked. “One of the Rim Worlds, or somewhere else?”

			“Of course, Captain, I may not tell you that, as you know,” Ios chided.

			“And you, Mr. Ios, understand that I am required to ask nonetheless.”

			“Of course. But we digress, yes?” Gellar noted that Ios had a strangely formal manner of speaking, and an almost hypnotic way of crooning his sentences. Could that be the reason for the bemused expression on Colonel Sandelescu’s face?

			Ios continued. “At any rate, the nanotechs. On this facility, of which I really must speak no further, I paid an astronomical sum to have a quantity of nanotech devices injected into my body. These nanotechs, Captain, are capable of regenerating skin, flesh, bone, similar to the way auto-repair droids mend unmanned space platforms.”

			“Our bioscans indicated nothing of that kind, Mr. Ios. How is it that we didn’t detect these nanotech devices?”

			“I imagine they are shielded in some manner, Captain. Does Confederate law not proscribe the creation of cybernetic organisms? I am certain that devices such as these are in fact illegal. I admit to their existence for two reasons only. First, you obviously know there is something unusual in the manner of my speedy recovery, and second, the nanotechs are obviously beyond the ability of Confederate science to detect.”

			“You understand that I am required to file a report of this conversation with Third Fleet Intelligence when we reach the Task Force we’re assigned to. However, since we cannot detect these nanotechs, I can’t hold you here for any reason. I’d like you to stay in this room for the night, and if Doctor Moses approves your recovery, in the morning you’ll be free to leave medical care. I’ll have you assigned to guest quarters until your yacht is repaired.”

			“Yes, of course.”

			“Then, Mr. Ios, I’ll say goodnight. Good evening to you as well, Colonel.”

			“Good evening, sir.”

			I have to talk to Doc Moses about that, Gellar thought as he left the room. Nanotechs? I’ve never heard even a rumor of any such thing!

			Strangely, though, the thought was forgotten by the time Gellar reached the lift shaft.

			The hangar bay, the next afternoon

			“Hey, Audrey, hand me that plasma coil.”

			Engineer’s Mate Second Class (EM2c) Tomas Guerra and EM1c Audrey Ophell were busily engaged in repairing the Black Dragon’s control suite, and flirting at the same time, as they generally did when they were assigned a task together.

			“So, Aud, are you gonna be by the Deck Four lounge tonight after shift?”

			“Why?” Ophell teased. “You got something in mind?”

			“Me?” Tomas feigned an innocent look. “No, not me. I’m just curious.”

			“Yeah, right. Hey, did you hear something?”

			The two techs paused for a moment, and then resumed their banter.

			Two meters away, in the main cabin, Bel Ios froze as the two paused, then relaxed slightly as the conversation began again. They had not yet examined anything in the cabin, and that was good. But now, Ios determined to make sure that these two would not report anything untoward they found on the Black Dragon.

			He floated forward towards the hatch to the control suite. Reaching the open hatch, he let his senses flow outward, into the control suite. The sensations that assailed him were almost irresistible! But now, now, at last, he thought. The two minds before him were young, malleable, accustomed to accepting orders. He reached in with his awareness, touching the male and shutting his mind down, touching the female and putting her into a fugue state, before gliding into the cabin.

			EM2c Guerra slumped to the deck deep in coma, and before EM1c Ophell could react a fist clamped shut on her mind, leaving her aware but unable to react. A strange lassitude settled over her, and she closed her eyes for a moment. She opened them again at a shuffling sound. The sight before her was horrifying at some deep level, but all she could manage now was mild surprise.

			Her friend, Tomas Guerra, was laid out on the deck, and crouched over him was a horrible figure, batlike, hissing. Its face dropped to Tomas’ neck, pausing only for a few moments before turning to her. Eyes shone like coals in the pointed, elongated face of the thing as it drifted towards her. “Ahh, yes,” a deep, chuckling voice sounded, “and so young, too!” A claw-like hand reached for her, and began unfastening her coverall as the face dropped to her neck. The pinpricks of white-hot pain made her flinch slightly, but then another wave of languor washed over her. She slumped to the deck, barely conscious, as the clawed hands found their way inside her clothing.

			Ophell gasped as the engineer’s coverall was suddenly stripped away from her body, and then the dark form flowed over her, entering her, surging inside her, and the teeth fastened again in her neck.

			She knew nothing more after that.

			The chief surgeon’s office

			“I tell you, Andrea, something’s not right here!”

			An upset chief nurse was something every doctor hates to face, and Andrea Moses was no exception. She leaned back in her huge, plush swivel chair behind an expansive desk of black polymer, unconsciously distancing herself from her angry chief nurse.

			“We can’t just let this man walk out of the ward! It’s not responsible!” Commander Julia Cartwright was red-faced with consternation.

			“And why not? You’ve seen his chart. He’s completely healed.”

			“In twenty-four hours?”

			“Yes, in twenty-four hours,” Doctor Moses snapped. “We can’t hold a healthy man in the ward against his will, no matter how quickly he heals.”

			“But... it’s just not possible!”

			“Sit down, Julia. Sit down, and let’s just relax and talk through this a little, OK?” An appeal to reason won through, and Chief Nurse Cartwright dropped into a chair. “Julia, we’ve worked together for almost twenty-five years now, right?”

			“Yes, something like that.”

			“And we’ve both seen lots of strange things, right?”

			“Yes,” the chief nurse admitted.

			“So, this is another one.”

			“I’m sorry, Andrea,” Cartwright replied. “I just don’t buy it. Nanotechs? Who’s ever heard of such a thing?”

			“It’s technologically feasible, you know that.”

			“And illegal.”

			“So? If we can’t detect them, we can’t charge our Mr. Ios with violating the Cybernetics Act, now can we? And can you think of any other reason for his recovery?”

			“So where is our esteemed guest now, anyway?”

			“I don’t know,” Doctor Moses answered. “He’s not a prisoner, you know. He can go anywhere he likes, except the bridge and the engineering spaces. Maybe he’s looking over the damages to his yacht. Maybe he’s wandering the greenhouse space. Who knows? When was the last time you got down to the greenhouse, Julia? You’re looking a little pale”

			“It’s been a while,” Cartwright admitted.

			“Get down there for at least an hour after your shift ends,” Doctor Moses ordered. “Got to get your sunlight, even if it is artificial. You need your Vitamin D.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Deck Four lounge

			Ios followed the corridor around the slight curve of the ship’s bulb-like forward section. Somewhere up here would be a lounge, a nightclub really, and Ios was still hungry.

			A thumping sound coming from a large double hatchway betrayed the lounge. Ios entered, looked around cautiously.

			The Deck Four lounge appealed mostly to the younger members of the crew, thirty or so of whom were in the lounge now, mostly in their off-duty clothes. A music system blasted a heavy bass synthmusic into the darkened compartment, and dim red and blue lights were strung along the upper half of the bulkheads. A heavy smell of sweat, perfume, and alcoholic drinks pervaded the room.

			Perfect, Ios thought.

			He took a seat in a corner, facing out over the room. Putting his acute senses to work, he began scanning and evaluating the female clientele in the lounge.

			One, a petite blonde girl, was engrossed in conversation with a young man with round glasses. Ios sensed the heavy smell of sexual excitement from both; he’d have no luck there.

			Another woman, tall and brown-haired, sat alone at the bar. Ios focused on her, watching intently. But after a moment a tall Marine sergeant came in, greeted her warmly and sat on the stool next to her. No good.

			An hour passed, then another, as Ios slowly sipped at a glass of red wine. People came and went as the evening went on, until finally a commotion in the far end of the lounge caught Ios’ ear.

			“Didi, you’ve had enough,” a female voice protested.

			“You let me be th’ judge of that!”

			Ios sought out the source of the slurred reply. It was a tall but slightly heavy woman, older than most of the crewmembers in the lounge, with a few streaks of gray in her black hair. Her scent was tinged with the tang of a habitual and heavy drinker.

			Perfect, he thought.

			The woman’s companion rose from her chair and left in disgust, trailing the hot scent of anger as she swept out of the lounge. Ios rose slowly, walked across the lounge to where the black-haired woman was trying to signal the drink server droid.

			“All alone?” Ios’ face shifted, gentled, softened. He damped the fire of his eyes, forcing them to a neutral black. His hands shortened, and his chitin chisel nails retracted to almost normal.

			“Yes, I am now,” the woman slurred. “You wan’ sit down?”

			“Indeed, I would. Let me get you something,” Ios smiled.

			“Thanks. You’re a handsome fella.” The woman laid a hand on Ios’ arm. “Where you work? I don’ ‘member seeing you before.”

			“I’m a passenger, dear lady,” Ios replied.

			“Name’s Didi,” she hiccupped.

			“And you may call me Belos,” Ios said. He looked briefly into the woman’s alcohol-befuddled mind, knowing exactly which libidinous switch to trip.

			“Good, I’ll do that.”

			She tossed back the drink Ios ordered her with startling speed and gave him a smile that had probably been dazzling a few short years earlier. “Well, you wan’ hang ‘round here all night?”

			“I have a lovely bottle of Corinthian wine in my stateroom,” Ios informed her. He looked around quickly. Nobody was paying any attention to him, or her.

			“Corinthian, eh? Soun’s like good stuff. Le’s go, Handsome, it’s your lucky night.” She grabbed Ios’ hand and pulled him towards the exit. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			
				
				

			

			The bridge, the next morning

			What was it I was going to talk to Doctor Moses about?

			Captain Gellar was a little concerned with his own absent-mindedness. I’m not usually this forgetful, he chastised himself. What’s wrong with me today?

			He twirled his bridge chair around to face the signals station. “Ensign Lynch, any traffic from TF947?”

			“No, sir, not since yesterday evening.”

			“Thank you,” Gellar replied absently.

			“Everything all right, sir?” The exec was always attuned to the finer details of shipboard life, as a good executive officer should be. Wils Hoff was an exceedingly good executive officer.

			“I guess I’m a bit distracted, Exec,” Gellar answered. “This thing with our guest, Mr. Ios, I suppose. Have you ever seen anything like that?”

			“No, sir, not in sixteen years in the Navy. But then, I’m an engineering puke, sir, not a doctor.” The exec grinned at the last remark. Navy regulations required a non-medical type as the second-in-command on medical cruisers, to provide a tactically proficient backup to the doctor in command.

			That was it! The nanotechs! How could I have forgotten that? Gellar gave himself an internal kick. “OK, then, as an engineer. You think that nanotech story of his is on the level?”

			Wils Hoff stood up and stretched his lanky frame, and then rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Damned if I know, sir. I do know that nanos are already used now in electronics fabrication—that’s the only economically practical way to build computers using quark-quark switches.” Subatomic switching technology had revolutionized the computer world in the last fifty years. Gellar’s pocket watch now had more computing power than entire ships had carried only a few decades earlier, and that breakthrough in quark-antiquark switching had been made using nanotech machines to manipulate subatomic particles directly.

			“OK, Exec, do a search of known systems along the Grugell border, and see if there are any systems that might be hiding a habitable planet that fits what the esteemed Mr. Ios told us.”

			“Yes, sir. You thinking that the Navy ought to look into this little enclave?”

			“If we can find it, Exec. If we can find it.” Gellar stood up. “While you do that, I’m going to go see how our guest is doing.” He walked towards the passageway. “Mr. Hoff has the deck. Mr. Bice has the conn.”

			The hangar bay

			Gellar was surprised to find Lieutenant Colonel Sandelescu at the doorway to the hangar bay containing the SS Black Dragon.

			“Good afternoon, Colonel,” he greeted the younger officer. The Marine looked up at him blankly for a moment before her eyes seemed to focus, and then she snapped to with her usual brisk salute. “Ah. Captain. Good afternoon.”

			Gellar ignored the salute, staring at his security chief. “Is everything all right inside? I was just wondering how Mr. Ios’ repairs were going.”

			Colonel Sandelescu paused for a moment, frowning as though she was thinking. “Oh!” she burst out suddenly. “Yes, sir, everything’s fine. Mr. Ios is in there now, looking over his ship. There’s a repair crew already at work.”

			“All right. I’m going to have a look for myself. Care to accompany me, Colonel?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			They entered the hangar bay, and Gellar was surprised at the temperature, which seemed several degrees cooler than the passageway. Odd, he thought. Environmental seems to be on the blink in here.

			He walked quickly towards the scorched and battered yacht. Stepping up to the open hatchway, he banged one fist quickly on the edge of the hatch and called, “Permission to come aboard?”

			A tall figure appeared suddenly, as though out of nowhere, startling Gellar.

			“Of course, Captain. Enter freely—please be at ease in my home.” Ios’ deep voice seemed to roll out of the very bulkheads of the yacht. Gellar could see now how Ios seemed to appear out of nowhere in the dim interior of the yacht, dressed as he was in a black, high-necked tunic, black trousers, and shined black shoes. He even wore a hooded black cloak, very similar to those affected by Grugell officers. Another trade item? Gellar wondered. It is chilly in here.

			“Thank you, Mr. Ios.” He stepped into the yacht. “Your home, sir?”

			“Indeed, Captain, the only home I have known for some time now. I owe you my thanks for aiding me in repairs.” He stretched out one long-fingered hand to indicate the two engineers’ mates working busily at a console at the front of the room. “These two have proven most satisfactory.”

			The two young crewmen ignored their captain, remaining focused on their task. Gellar chose to ignore the slight breach of protocol. He’d never been a stickler for military fuss and feathers, anyway.

			“So, they’re doing a good job?” Gellar turned to the security chief. “And these two would be?”

			“Engineer’s Mate Second Class Guerra and Engineer’s Mate First Class Ophell, sir.”

			“Thank you, Colonel.” Gellar spun on one heel and walked to where the two were busily working. “Good work, you two,” he announced. “Are you keeping your section chief updated on your progress?”

			EM1c Ophell looked up at him for a moment with a blank expression on her heart-shaped face. Odd, he thought. That’s the same expression that Colonel Sandelescu had. “Oh, yes, pardon me, sir,” the young crewman finally said. “We’re keeping Senior Chief Tracy updated. We’ll have the mainframe, navigation, and environmental back on line today, and then we’ll start on structural repairs once we can talk to the ship’s computer.”

			“Good. Carry on.”

			He turned and was startled to find Ios standing immediately behind him. The man moves like a shadow, he told himself. Maybe it’s time I got to understand our guest a little better.

			“Mr. Ios,” he began, “may I offer you a tour of the Charity? I’m fairly new to the ship myself—only a little over two weeks in command—but I think I can give you a pretty comprehensive showing of the Confederacy’s latest in medical cruisers.”

			“I’d be pleased to accept, Captain. I would find that fascinating. Naval architecture is a particular interest of mine.”

			“Good!” Gellar hadn’t really expected Ios to accept. “If you’ll just allow me a moment to notify the bridge, I’ll be right with you.”

			Ios inclined his head in a sort of half-nod. “Of course, Captain. I await your convenience.”

			There was a comm panel near the entrance to the hangar bay, so Gellar headed in that direction. He picked up the handset and tapped the direct code for the executive officer’s bridge station.

			“Bridge, Executive Officer speaking.”

			“Exec,” Gellar faced directly at the panel, placing his back to the yacht in the hangar bay, “this is the captain. I’ll be escorting Mr. Ios on a tour of the ship for the next hour or so. Page me if there are any messages.” He glanced around as casually as he could, to see Ios standing patiently by the ramp to his yacht, maybe fifty meters away. He lowered his voice. “How is that search coming along?”

			“Sir,” Commander Hoff replied, “We’re still looking through long-range scan data, but our initial results show that all systems and planets along the Confederate-Grugell frontier are mapped and claimed by one side or another. The 2420 Non-Aggression Pact specifically mapped out the border systems and established the border around all known habitable worlds, even marginal Class III and IV planets. If there’s a secret planet of renegades out there, I’d bet serious money against it being anywhere along the border.”

			“How about the Rim Worlds?”

			“Not likely, sir. They’re pretty backwards. I’d bet against any ground-breaking technological capability out there.”

			“Very well, Exec. I’ll be back on the bridge in an hour or so.”

			He laid the handset in its cradle and resigned himself to an hour of being diplomatic to the Charity’s weird guest. Turning towards Ios with what he hoped was a friendly smile, he raised a hand to the entry and called, “Shall we begin, sir?”

			The bridge

			Commander Hoff’s search for rogue systems had been fruitless, but his curiosity got the better of him. He brought up the ship mainframe’s search feature again. The information search feature allowed him to access the main databases, updated every time the ship was in space dock—in this case, only two weeks earlier. The main databases contained virtually all the encoded information available to humanity.

			Hoff brought up the text string search and tapped in FIND BIOGRAPHICAL DATA PROPER NAME BEL IOS. The computer almost instantly brought up one biographical summary and several minor links to other information. Damn, these new quantum systems are fast, Hoff thought, his engineer’s mind exulting in any use of new and interesting technology. He tapped the screen on the biographical summary entry, and watched as the screen scrolled out a surprisingly small entry:

			IOS, BEL	(NO IMAGE)

			D.O.B.: UNKNOWN

			NATIVE PLANET: UNKNOWN

			CITIZENSHIP: CONFEDERATE

			MARITAL STATUS: SINGLE

			KNOWN ALIASES: NONE

			OCCUPATION: TRADER, ENTREPRENEUR

			PRESENT RESIDENCE: UNKNOWN

			CRIMINAL RECORD: NONE

			NOTES: Registered owner of SS Black Dragon, private yacht, built by H.H. Masters Shipwrights, Earth.

			Registered dealer in wines and liquors, confederate intoxicants trading authority, license current

			Present whereabouts unknown

			The last comment drew a smile. Not anymore, Hoff told himself. So, our Mr. Ios is more of a mystery man than we’d suspected, eh? Let’s see what else I can find out.

			The other information links led only to a couple of popular culture ‘gossip’ items, one with a picture of an undamaged Black Dragon sitting on a landing pad on Forest, and an entry in a wine dealer’s trade journal.

			I wonder about the aliases?

			Hoff brought up the main data search screen, and entered, FIND HUMAN GIVEN NAMES *BEL*

			The computer screen immediately scrolled out the answers:

			ABEL, ALBEL, ALLIBELLE, ANNABELLE, BEL, BELLE, BELOS, BELVAR, BELVEDERE, MARYBELLE......

			The list produced a host of names. Hoff grimaced, and narrowed the search:

			FROM RESULTS FIND BEL*

			BEL, BELLE, BELOS, BELVAR, BELVEDERE...

			FROM RESULTS FIND MALE NAMES

			BEL, BELOS, BELVAR, BELVEDERE...

			Belos?

			He tapped away again, dropping the name search and bringing back the general data screen. FIND BIOGRAPHICAL DATA PROPER NAME BELOS IOS

			Three links popped up. Hoff tapped the first one.

			IOS, BELOS	 (NO IMAGE)

			D.O.B.: ?/?/2106

			D.O.D.: 22/6/2199

			NATIVE PLANET: EARTH

			CITIZENSHIP: CONFEDERATE

			MARITAL STATUS: MARRIED, SPOUSE MARIE FERRENZIG IOS

			KNOWN ALIASES: NONE

			OCCUPATION: TRADER ANTIQUE AND ART DEALER

			PRESENT RESIDENCE: N/A

			CRIMINAL RECORD NONE

			NOTES: NONE

			No help there. He tapped the second link.

			IOS, BELOS (SEE IMAGE)

			D.O.B.: 31/10/1966

			D.O.D.: 16/5/2029

			NATIVE PLANET: EARTH

			CITIZENSHIP: ROMANIA, EUROPEANUNION

			MARITAL STATUS: UNKNOWN

			KNOWN ALIASE: NONE

			OCCUPATION: MERCHANT, SPICES AND WINES

			PRESENT RESIDENCE: N/A

			CRIMINAL RECOR: NONE

			NOTES: Wounded in terrorist bombing of Arc de Triomphe, Paris, 2014. (See notes of attending physician)

			Well, at least this one’s got a picture, Hoff noted. Let’s have a look. He tapped the link to the photograph, which promptly popped up in another browser window.

			Hoff staggered to his feet, gasping, and took an involuntary step backwards, almost stumbling over his bridge chair. Staring at him from the screen was the unmistakably weird countenance of the Charity’s ‘guest,’ Bel Ios.

			Realizing that the bridge watch was staring, he snapped, “As you were!” The crew hurried back to their duties. Hoff seated himself again, staring in disbelief at the screen.

			It can’t be him. That picture is three hundred years old!

			He saved the record to his personal space on the computer’s storage bank before he proceeded. Attending physician’s notes? This should be interesting. He tapped that link.

			NOTE FOLLOWS:

			(Translated) Subject was wounded in the Bastille Day bombing of the Arc by elements of the Islamic Stateterrorist organization. Injuries sustained included second- and third-degree burns over two-thirds of body surface, punctured and collapsed left lung, penetrating wound in left chest, left abdomen, left leg, and scalp. Condition initially rated as Severe/Critical. Patient remanded to Hospital of Paris May 1, 2014, 2355. Patient was re-evaluated at May 2, 2014, 0900. Injuries mostly healed, left lung functioning normally, patient displayed extreme vigor. Patient was released 2056, May 2, 2014.

			Follow-ups unsuccessful. Patient’s address of record was falsified. No further record.

			Hoff stared at the entry for a moment.

			This isn’t possible, he thought. He looked back at the picture again.

			Shaking himself out of his amazement, he dropped the record and brought up the search screen again.

			FIND BIOGRAPHICAL DATA PROPER NAME BELOS IOS*

			The same entries popped up as before. Hoff tried another tack.

			FIND BIOGRAPHICAL DATA PROPER NAME BELOS IO*

			Sixteen links.

			FROM RESULTS FIND CITIZENSHIP ROMANIA

			One link. Hoff tapped the legend, “BELOS IONESCU

			IONESCU, BELOS (SEE IMAGE)

			D.O.B.: ?/?/1465

			D.O.D.: ?/?/1521

			NATIVE PLANET: EARTH

			CITIZENSHIP: WALLACHIA (ROMANIA)

			MARITAL STATUS: UNKNOWN

			KNOWN ALIASES: NONE

			OCCUPATION: LANDOWNER

			PRESENT RESIDENCE: N/A

			CRIMINAL RECORD: NONE

			NOTES: Major landowner in Carpathian Mountains near Transylvanian border. Known ties with several major Gypsy families. Noted for reclusive nature.

			With a certain apprehension, Hoff tapped on the image link. An old woodcut popped up, depicting an Eastern European landlord in an archaic, high-necked outfit. But it wasn’t the clothing that riveted Hoff to the screen. Crude as the old woodcut was, the artist had possessed a certain talent. The visage on the screen was unmistakably that of Bel Ios.

			This is too weird, Hoff thought. He saved the last record to his own storage as well, erased the search and turned his panel to scroll the standard ‘Ship’s News’ screen. As a tidbit about the evening’s menus in the Deck Nine mess hall rolled past, he glanced at his pocket watch. I’ll have to tell the captain about this. I wonder where they are now?

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			
				
				

			

			Radiology

			“Didi, are you all right?” Senior Chief Warren was more than a little exasperated at his assistant. Old for a radiology mate first class at forty-one, she’d been passed over for promotion to chief at least twice. A bad drinking habit combined with a penchant for showing up for duty hung over made her a liability to the department.

			“I’m all right, just dizzy.”

			“Rough night last night again, Didi?”

			“No, not like you think. Met this really weird guy in the Deck Four lounge. I guess I did have a little too much to drink, because I don’t remember all that much, but he must have been a real animal.”

			“I think you’ve already told me more than I want to know, Didi.” The senior chief snorted.

			“No, not like that! Look, look here, I noticed this when I was getting ready this morning.” She pulled back the high collar of her whites to show the left side of her neck.

			“What the hell? Is that a bite mark?”

			“Sure looks like it, doesn’t it? Itches like hell, too.”

			“You should go get that checked out, Didi.”

			“Nah, I can’t bother with that. It’s just a scratch. It’ll be fine. I’ve got work to do, Senior Chief.”

			“You say so.”

			“I think I’ll stay the heck out of that lounge for a while. Bette Gillian has been telling me I need to lay off the sauce anyway.”

			“She ain’t the only one, Didi,” Warren reminded her.

			Deck Four, near the greenhouse

			“My first deployment was on one of the older ships, the CSS Hyparion, that still had to spin radially to provide artificial gravity,” Gellar said to Ios as they neared the end of the tour. “It wasn’t much fun trying to work in a zero-gee command compartment. Space travel is a lot easier these days with pseudo-grav floorplates and ships built along more traditional lines, with decks built laterally around the tunnel instead of radially.”

			“I’ve wondered, Captain, about the name of our standard star drive?” Ios looked expectantly at Gellar.

			“Yes.” Gellar grinned. “He was my five-times great-grandfather, or something like that. Unfortunately, most of the vast Gellar fortune was gone by the time my father was born, so now us Gellars have to work for a living. When old Hiram sold the drive patent to Peebles, he sold the whole works for a lump sum—no residuals. A few generations of inheritances, and it was all gone.”

			Ios looked vaguely disappointed. “How sad for you, Captain.”

			“No regrets on my part, Mr. Ios. Well, at least not very many. I mean, even today a billion and a half is still a lot of money to most of us. But I love the Navy, I love being out among the stars. I wouldn’t trade my life for anything.”

			“I envy you, then, Captain. And you may have my assurances, not even wealth will free you from all desires.”

			“You and I would seem to be kindred spirits in one respect, Mr. Ios. You’ve chosen to make your home among the stars, as well.” Gellar was gently probing, but for what he wasn’t yet sure.

			“Chosen? Perhaps. There are reasons for my lifestyle, Captain, and anonymity is paramount among them. While I may be a well-known name in Galactic society, my face is known to only a select few. I prefer to be able to pass unnoticed in a crowd, which would not be possible were I to tie myself to one planet, one world.”

			I can’t imagine anyone ever forgetting your face, Gellar told himself silently. “I see. Well, Mr. Ios, you’ve seen our finer dining facilities, the Officers’ Club, about everything Navy regulations allow me to show you. Right around the corner, though, is my favorite spot on the ship.”

			They rounded a bend in the corridor, and as they made the turn a passageway hatch opened in front of them, disgorging two female crewmembers in somewhat abbreviated sunbathing costumes. Ios coolly watched the two young women walk away down the corridor, lost in conversation. He turned to raise a bushy, arched eyebrow at Gellar. “I begin to understand why, Captain. What is this marvelous place of yours where such attire is routinely worn?”

			The door had slid silently closed as they approached, so Gellar tapped the panel next to the frame, and the double door slid open again, revealing the bright, artificial sunlight of the huge, open greenhouse within.

			Ios let out a gasping hiss, startling Gellar. The trillionaire recluse threw his hands up in front of his face, staggering backwards away from the light. Gellar tapped the panel again, closing the doors. Ios backed away still further, scuttling to the opposite side of the corridor, crouching as though in agony. Claw-like hands drew his thick black cloak tight around his lean form.

			“Mr. Ios!” Gellar exclaimed, following the hunched figure. He reached to touch Ios’ shoulder. “Sir, are you all right?”

			Ios had been taken totally by surprise by the burst of artificial sunlight, and the agony was overwhelming. Knowing that the ship was in deep space, sunlight was the last thing he would have expected. Ios wasn’t aware that the latest generation of Navy ships all carried greenhouse decks, both to provide an additional source of oxygen for what was basically a contained ecosystem, and to provide the crew with a source of synthesized sunlight, which aided in stabilizing their circadian rhythms in the eternal night of deep space.

			But Ios had no need of artificial sunlight. He had lived the vast majority of his life in an unending night.

			“Mr. Ios,” Gellar insisted, his voice finally breaking through Ios’ agony. “Sir, are you all right? I’m a doctor, remember. What’s wrong?”

			“I do apologize, Captain,” Ios finally replied, his voice trembling slightly. He was struggling to maintain control, his baser instincts screaming at him to either flee or strike dead this fool who had blasted the killing sunlight at him. “I’m afraid I suffer from a rather severe photophobia. It’s a rather odd paranoia that has worsened since I’ve been living in my yacht. I suppose that’s another of the reasons I live as I do.”

			Ios straightened up, his eyes red and tearing, his face brick red. Gellar gaped at him—it looked like severe sunburn, but Ios had only been in the light for a second or two at the most.

			And then, as Gellar watched, the redness faded, passed in a wave from Gellar’s face, leaving a few patches of flaky skin that peeled away and drifted to the deck.

			“If you’ll excuse me, Captain, I find that I’m suddenly quite exhausted. By your leave, I would like to return to my quarters.” Ios looked almost embarrassed.

			“Of course. Would you like me to escort you?”

			“No, that won’t be necessary, Captain. Please accept my apologies. I wish you a good evening.”

			“And a good evening to you as well, Mr. Ios. I’ll look in on you in the morning.”

			Ios turned away and walked down the corridor towards a lift shaft that would take him to Deck Three, where the guest quarters were located. He seethed with rage, and more than rage. His body had only just recovered from the fire, and now he had been blasted with sunlight, that deadliest of all things to him, and his system was too taxed to recover.

			The previous evening and this afternoon’s feedings had only been tidbits. He would need to feed again, and soon. Fortunately, he knew how that might be accomplished, and who might be able to assist him. As he walked, he put out a silent call.

			The bridge

			“Exec, the strangest thing just happened,” Gellar began as he walked onto the bridge.

			Hoff jumped in before Gellar could finish the sentence. “Pardon my interrupting, sir, but you’ve got to see this.” Hoff grabbed his captain by one arm, practically dragging him towards his computer panel.

			“If it was this important, Exec, why didn’t you page me?”

			“Sir, you were with Mr. Ios. Just look, you’ll understand.”

			Quickly, Hoff explained his databank search, and brought up the entries on the various incarnations of Belos Ionescu/Bel Ios.

			“Exec,” Gellar stammered, as stunned as Hoff had been, “This isn’t possible.”

			“I know that, sir. But healing from third and fourth degree burns in twenty-four hours isn’t possible, either, is it?”

			“No, you’re right. But then, what the hell is possible about Mr. Ios?” Gellar reached down and picked up a handset from the exec’s station, hitting the ‘Page’ button. “Doctor Moses, please call the bridge. Doctor Moses, call the bridge please.” He replaced the handset in its cradle.

			“So, Mr. Ios is a damned immortal of some kind?”

			“You tell me, sir, you’re the doctor. All I know is what I see on that screen.” He pointed at the twenty-first-century photograph. “That, sir, was taken in a hospital in Paris the year before the Third World War started. That man, Belos Ios, was wounded severely in a bombing attack on the Arc de Triomphe in Paris that year. He walked out of the hospital the next day. That’s the same man, sir; I’d stake my pension on it.”

			“The picture’s pretty good. If it’s not him, then it’s a dead ringer. And the thing about him healing that quickly...You know, if he’s got some kind of supercharged immune/regenerative ability, then he might not age normally, either. Nanotech robots, my eye—why didn’t I see through that faster?”

			The handset chimed. Gellar picked it up. “Bridge, Captain speaking.”

			“Captain, this is Doctor Moses.”

			“Doctor Moses, I’ve got something I want you to see.”

			“Funny you should mention that, Captain,” the voice in the handset answered, “because I’ve got something down here in the lab that you’ve got to look at. Can you come down?”

			“Of course. Is this something to do with our guest?”

			“I’m afraid so.”

			Gellar turned to his exec. “Wils, can you pull this up on the panel in the main lab?”

			“Yes, sir!”

			“Very well, Doctor Moses, the exec and I are on the way now.” The two officers left the bridge quickly. Gellar barely remembered to call over his shoulder as he walked through the passage: “Mr. Bice, you have the deck. Lieutenant Saferly, take over the conn.”
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			Security office

			Marine Major Othello Sutt was used to his boss’s stern demeanor and taciturn nature, but even he was startled when Lieutenant Colonel Sandelescu suddenly stood up in the middle of typing out a training report, announced, “I’ve got an errand to run, Major. I’ll be back in an hour or so,” and left the office. 

			“Yes, ma’am,” he answered.

			Sandelescu strode purposely down the corridor, into a lift shaft that floated her to Deck Three. She proceeded to the guest quarters, her neuronic paralyzer banging against her hip as she hurried down the empty corridor. Arriving at last at Suite 301, the VIP quarters, she tapped quietly on the door. The door panel slid open to reveal the dark form of Bel Ios.

			“Come in, my dear,” he breathed. The Marine went into the VIP suite, and the door slid shut behind her.

			“My master,” Sandelescu whispered, her breathing fast and shallow, her eyes glazed.

			“Yessss,” Ios hissed, “your master. Your blood speaks to you, my child. As it speaks to me.”

			“Yes, my master.”

			“There is something I must ask you to do for me, my dear child. This is a giant hospital, isn’t it? There will be a blood storage facility, yes?”

			“Yes, my master.”

			“We will wait here until late in the night, and then you will take me there.”

			“There will be a third watch on duty there, my master. This is a Navy ship; the facility will be manned even then.”

			“Then” Ios chuckled darkly. “I will deal with them as well. It is as well that I have the ones who work in that place in my grasp, even as I do the ones who repair my ship.” He reached out to run his hand along Colonel Sandelescu’s cheek, her neck, her collarbone, and finally lower into her uniform tunic. “Until then, my child, I have another need which you may fulfill.”

			Fulfill your needs while you may, ancient monster, a voice deep inside Sandelescu’s head snarled. This thing you’ve given me grows strong. You won’t be able to control me much longer.

			For now, Ios’ iron will seized her like a small bird in a mailed fist. She had no choice but to submit.

			But only for the moment.

			The main medical laboratory

			Captain Gellar and Commander Hoff entered the lab to find Doctor Moses and her chief nurse, Commander Julia Cartwright, hovering over a computer panel.

			“Oh, Captain,” Doctor Moses said, looking up. “Commander,” she added, nodding to the exec. “You two really need to see this.” She motioned them over to a vapor hood in a corner of the lab, where a small lamp and a petri dish waited.

			“Captain,” the chief surgeon began, “when Mr. Ios was in the ER, we took several blood samples. It’s part of our routine procedure, right? Right.” Doctor Moses was in her element now. “OK, well, I’ve already shown you the blood gas and hemoglobin numbers. There’s nothing routine about our Mr. Ios’ blood, or anything else. But this is where it really gets weird. Julia?”

			“Captain, I had already finished most of the blood work when I decided to get a spectrograph analysis of Mr. Ios’ blood. Since there were so many things that seemed odd about him physiologically, it seemed like a good idea to look a little harder at his blood chemistry.”

			“Yes, makes sense.”

			“Well, this doesn’t. Watch what happens when you apply a UV source to Mr. Ios’ blood sample.” She reached into the vapor hood and flipped the UV lamp on, directing the beam onto the petri dish that Gellar could now see contained a few cc’s of blood.

			The blood hissed and bubbled, dissolving in a catabolic reaction that left only a black, tarry mess in the petri dish, and a puff of dark gray smoke that billowed up into the hood, finally being sucked into the exhaust fan.

			“What the hell.” Commander Hoff gaped. Gellar’s mind was drawn back to only a half-hour before, when the doors to the greenhouse had slid open and Ios recoiled in agony. Ios’ voice came back to him now:

			I’m afraid I suffer from a rather severe photophobia. It’s a rather odd paranoia that has worsened since I’ve been living in my yacht. I suppose that’s another of the reasons I live as I do.

			“Oh, hell,” he breathed. Quickly, he gave an account of the events to the others.

			“Photophobia?” Doctor Moses snorted after Gellar finished. “I should bloody well say so! UV light would burn him like an open flame, if this is any indication.”

			“Well, Doc, there’s something else you should see. Wils?” Gellar motioned towards the computer terminal on the lab desk. Commander Hoff was quick to comply.

			“So,” Captain Gellar asked once Hoff had run through his search results, “it seems our guest is an unusual character indeed. Wils, get hold of Colonel Sandelescu, and have her post two Marines in the hangar bay.”

			“Sir, should we be asking Mr. Ios about any of this? Frankly I’m half inclined to slap him in a security cell until we reach the Fleet.”

			“No, Wils, we can’t do that. He’s a free citizen of the Confederacy, no matter how strange, and he hasn’t done anything illegal that we know of. The Grugell have some video of a supposed monster that Ionescu supposedly created from one of their own, but we have no way of knowing if Ionescu was involved or if the video is even real. There’s no law against being a damned immortal, as far as I know, as long as you pay your taxes on time.”

			Gellar scratched his head. “I have to think about this. There’s something about this that is nagging at my memory, but I can’t place it. Good work, everyone.” He pulled out his pocket watch, glancing at it. “It’s almost 1800. I’m going to the wardroom to get some dinner; I suggest all of you do the same. I have a feeling we’ll be needing our strength.”

			The blood storage facility, Deck Two, 0130 hours

			Pharmacist’s Mate Second Class Andrew Chin was bored. An incident in the Deck Four lounge, involving a broken floor lamp and six broken glasses, had earned him the wrath of the chief in charge of his section, and so Chin had been stuck on the late watch in, of all places, the blood storage unit.

			Nothing ever bloody happens here, Chin told himself bitterly for the thousandth time. This is what I get for landing on the chief’s shit list. He dusted off the counter for the fortieth time that night, finishing up just as the entryway hatch slid open and the ship’s security chief walked in.

			Chin snapped to attention.

			“Ma’am!” the young tech blurted. “Beg pardon, Ma’am, didn’t expect to see you this late. Is there something I can do for you?” His voice trailed off at the sight of Colonel Sandelescu’s companion. This could only be the ship’s rumored guest, Bel Ios.

			The tall, weird figure moved around the strangely silent security chief, his voice a hiss through clenched, interlocking teeth.

			“Yess, young man, it is late, isn’t it? There is something you can do for me this late evening.” He reached for Chin, and the young tech backed away instinctively. But Ios’ arm kept coming, a cracking, creaking sound coming from the bones and muscles of his arm as the hand reached, impossibly, a good three meters to pin Chin against the bulkhead. Ios flowed around the counter, his eyes glowing like coals. “Yes, you can do something for me indeed. Tonight, and in the nights to come. Are you on duty here every night?”

			Chin could barely manage a nod. He felt all too acutely the chitin-tipped fingers gripping his neck, the claw-like nails poised over his jugular. “Yes, yes, every night this week,” he stammered.

			“Ahhh,” Ios hissed. He smiled grotesquely, displaying long, interlocked canines. “Good. Good. You will do very well then.” He drew closer, and his jaws fastened onto Chin’s neck.

			The hangar bay, the next morning

			Master Chief Gillespie had been an engineer’s mate long before in his career, and though he was now the master chief on the Charity, the ship’s top enlisted man, he maintained a technical proficiency in all matters of ship’s design. It was inevitable that he would find a reason to inspect the ongoing repair work on the Black Dragon.

			He strode into the hangar bay, waving a greeting to Gunnery Sergeant Anthony, who was talking to his two troops assigned to the bay.

			“Morning, Master Chief,” the Marine called. He snapped off a perfect salute as the master chief walked up, which Gillespie returned with panache.

			“Morning, Gunny. Great day to be in space, huh?”

			“Finest kind, sir.” The Marines had the odd habit of calling everybody of higher rank Sir or Ma’am, not just officers, as was the Navy tradition.

			“Got some of my troops inside?”

			“Yes sir, two of ‘em. Hey, White, who’s inside working today?”

			“Guerra and Ophell, Gunny.”

			“Good kids,” Gillespie observed. “I’ll go in and see how they’re doing, Gunny. What’s with the troops?”

			“Captain’s orders, sir.”

			“I haven’t talked to the Old Man yet today. I guess I’ll have to go up and see him. Damn doctors, they never remember to keep the ship’s master chief in the damned loop.”

			“Charlie Fox, sir,” the Gunnery Sergeant observed, invoking the oldest of all military euphemisms for a screwed-up situation.

			Gillespie walked up the ramp to the yacht and leaned in the open hatchway. Both engineers’ mates were busily working away on an open panel in the main cabin. One of them—Guerra—looked around, and Gillespie waved him off. “Keep working, Guerra. I’m just having a look around.”

			“Yes, Master Chief.”

			The repairs were obviously coming along very well. The main cabin had been pretty much put back to rights. The living area was mostly restored, the smoke smell gone. Gillespie walked to the control suite and ran a couple of diagnostic routines on the navigation and helm computers. Everything there seemed normal. He walked back to the main cabin.

			“Good work,” he commented. “Guerra, you come up for First pretty quick, don’t you?”

			Guerra looked blank for a moment. “Uh, yes, Master Chief, six weeks.”

			“Keep up this kind of work, and you’ll get it. Nice to get a few extra bucks in your pay account every month, eh?” He turned to the girl, Ophell. Cute little thing, he thought in a corner of his mind. “You too, Ophell. Damn good work. You two are really making time.”

			“Thanks, Master Chief.”

			“I’ll just have a look around the rest of the yacht. Carry on.”

			There wasn’t much more to the Black Dragon. A tiny engineering compartment containing the engine readouts and instruments was at the very rear, just behind an even tinier lavatory compartment with a stall shower, sink, and a privy, and a bedroom with a fairly large bed and two wardrobes. There was a hatch in the floor of the main cabin, and out of curiosity Gillespie opened it and had a peek. It was a modest cargo compartment, containing only two undamaged cases of Corinthian wine. I bet it’s good stuff, too, the master chief thought wryly.

			He left the yacht with a nod to the two young petty officers.

			“Fancy-ass ship, eh Master Chief?” Gunnery Sergeant Anthony was still just outside.

			“Rich man’s toy, Gunny.”

			“Guy must make planetfall pretty regular, though.”

			“How’s that?”

			“Didn’t you notice?” Gunnery Sergeant Anthony’s powers of observation were finely honed by his seventeen

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/font/Vox-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/font/Crimson-Roman.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/CDP-Logo-HText.png
CRIMSON
DRAGON
PUBLISHING





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/sky-apple.jpg
\ | . |
\ =
S5KY OF DIAMONDS

[ RESEHNSERERRRERS I INEEHE RA T FB'N-SERIES

s
A

-

°'.HNDER5I]N G ENTKor

. .
/

-

\\\‘





OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-BoldItalic.otf


