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To my Parents

“Stay true to yourself and never let go of your dreams.”

Chapter 1: To the eye of the storm
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1


[image: ]


Karin Nagasawa thoughtfully watched the blue-green sphere of Eridanus IV grow larger as she prepared for the final stage of the flight. The navigation computer drew green lines on the image, indicating possible trajectories for the Prometheus to follow along the most optimal route. Eridanus City, the planet's sole metropolis, which covered the entire Northern Continent, wasn't visible yet. Thick white clouds also obscured the narrow line of the Equatorial Islands, making Eridanus appear uninhabited from this angle. The idyllic facade made the staggering sight of the billion-strong megalopolis all the more shocking.

Karin ignited the main thrusters, and a blue-glowing plume shot out from the drive blocks flanking the streamlined hull. With careful adjustments, she rotated the spaceship around its longitudinal axis until the vectors flashed green on the computer screen. Although the Prometheus could theoretically handle the descent on its own, Karin preferred to pilot it herself. She glanced at the scanner, which was diligently searching the surrounding space. Two freighters were cruising not far from her in low orbit. She rose slightly from the pilot's seat, just enough to look out the wide armored glass viewport. The robust vessels gliding at the edge of the atmosphere were still clearly visible from here. They were probably waiting for their shuttles—a thought that reminded her it was time to check in. She typed a few commands into the communication system, tuning to the traffic control channel.

"This is the courier ship Prometheus, identification number PWN870045, to Eridanus Central Traffic Control. Requesting entry and landing permission at Hadfield Spaceport." She recited the oft-repeated phrase in a flat tone. The radio was silent for a while before a tired male voice checked in.

"Eridanus Central Traffic Control reporting. Identification, stand by." Karin smiled in the darkness of the cockpit as she imagined the operator’s face when her ship's data appeared on his monitor. Prometheus was an old light corvette decommissioned by the military, which she’d acquired at a closed auction. An old friend, who sometimes helped her acquire parts destined for destruction, had tipped her off to the sale. She didn't even have to hide the weapons because official records stated they had been disabled. Of course, the whole thing was illegal—at least ten years of forced labor, she heard her father's reprimanding voice in her head. And precisely because of that possibility, it was rare for private individuals to acquire such a craft. Furthermore, the remaining Deathwing-class corvettes had been decommissioned at least ten years ago.

"Identification confirmed, Prometheus. Welcome home." Karin meanwhile checked the altimeter and calculated in her mind when the city would appear on the horizon. "However, you'll have to wait a while with the landing. There's a storm raging above the port. Until things calm down there, stay in stable orbit."

Karin silently cursed to herself. Summer storms could last up to half a day, and she couldn't afford to wait that long. She quickly considered her options.

"Negative, traffic control. My fuel is leaking. I have just enough left to reach the spaceport." 

Of course, this wasn't true, but there were no official records of the two additional tanks, and Deathwings were infamous for malfunctions.

"You cannot enter the spaceport's airspace, Prometheus," repeated the traffic operator slightly annoyed.  "There's a second-degree flight ban in effect over the entire western coast." Karin grinned. A second-degree ban meant they would only send up fighters for planetary security. No one, she knew, would stop her from what she was planning.

"I have no other choice, traffic control. Engine two is failing..." She tried to sound desperate, but could barely stifle her laughter. The trick was ancient, and the traffic controller was obviously familiar with it. But he couldn't do anything about it; there wasn't enough time for a detailed check. She shrugged. At most, they'd slap another batch of fines on her. But that was the least of her concerns right now. For a few more seconds, she vaguely listened to the controller's threats, then, after sending a few more desperate radio messages, cut off the transmission.

"Looks like the radio broke down too," she muttered with a self-mocking smile, turning her attention back to the instruments.

The Prometheus' spike-like, three-hundred-foot hull tilted sharply downwards, and as it reached the upper atmosphere, the air ignited around it. The armor endured, and after a few minutes, it slowed down enough for the flames to disappear. Karin stabilized the craft at one hundred and forty thousand feet and ordered the computer to deploy the wings. Short wings, with vertical stabilizers at their tips for atmospheric maneuvers, emerged from the sides of the drive blocks. The craft noticeably jolted as the wind caught the stabilizers. Warning lights flashed on the dashboard while the computer screeched in protest against the overload. She turned off the alarm and checked the digital map again. If all goes well, she'll be at the spaceport in five minutes.

Beyond the viewport, the gigantic vortex dominated the cityscape. Karin aggressively pushed the stick forward, pitching the nose and beginning her descent. The ship shook violently, and a clattering from the hold confirmed she'd forgotten to secure something again. With a piercing scream, she tore through the top of the clouds, while the numbers on the navigation screen spun wildly. She burst out from the clouds at nearly five times the speed of sound. Sweat rolled down her face from concentration as she tried to pull up the craft. The controls responded sluggishly. The hurricane-force wind pushed the Prometheus around wildly. Ominous lightning illuminated the bottom of the sky, and Karin prayed none would strike, frying her electronics.

She switched the engine to atmospheric mode and placed her hands on the throttles. While trying to fly straight, she kept one eye on the trajectory elements running on the navigation computer screen. The lines converged within seconds, and then, with a decisive push, she jammed the stick forward. The ship protested against the rough treatment with terrible creaking sounds, but the structure held. Karin turned onto the final direction vector that was supposed to take her to the spaceport. She could see nothing in the storm, but according to the radar, the base lay ahead. Great, she thought wearily. Just another blind landing.

Through the curtain of rain, the first directional lights appeared, and the computer indicated that it had received the necessary parameters for landing. On one of the side monitors, several markers appeared on the spaceport’s map. She flew over the runway, heading straight for the designated point. Below her, other spaceships glided by as blurry shadows on the spaceport's concrete. She banked the corvette sharply while engaging all thrusters in a powerful braking maneuver, stopping it just above the designated platform. She gradually reduced thrust, lowered the landing gear and slightly raised the nose to adjust the craft’s position. The Prometheus dropped the last few feet onto the fog-covered landing pad and the gears groaned in protest.

Karin exhaled loudly as she slowly pulled back the throttle. She unbuckled her harness and leaned back. She hadn't realized until now she'd been holding her breath for the past minute. Under her pilot suit the t-shirt was soaked, and her hair clung to her head in damp strands. With trembling hands, she released the stick, trying to curb the adrenaline rush with a few deep breaths.

She glanced at the chronometer and frowned. Despite her skillful flying, time was running short. She fished out the printout with the Stellarcom logo from her shirt pocket and read the text again. Then, with a loud sigh, she pushed the paper aside and left for the cargo hold to collect her bike.

* * *
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Barely sixty minutes later, after fighting her way through the post-landing inspections and confronting the enraged traffic control officers, she was standing in front of the suburban house. Her ears were still ringing from the reckless speeding, but now she hesitated, resting her hand on the old-fashioned latch of the garden gate. Staring at the ivy-covered building, memories flooded back. The rain, falling relentlessly, streaked down her face.

The vibrant green of the lush garden did not bring the usual comfort this time. For years, her grandfather's house had been an island of peace and tranquility. A place she’d never failed to visit, even when she was on the planet just for a day. She remembered the long conversations in the garden, the intimate Christmas celebrations where they watched the swirling snowflakes together in the winter garden. The wisdom of old age clashed playfully with the vigor of youth. Karin shook her head to shake off the memories, and water droplets flew from her hair. She pressed down the latch and strode across the garden with long steps, her gaze fixed on the ground. She had just reached the front door when it opened with a soft creak.

"Karin." Her father's face was devoid of emotion. Hiroshi Nagasawa was dressed in a flawless Armani suit, just as he had been for the past twenty years whenever they met. Not that it happened very often.

"Dad." Her voice was hoarse, no trace of her earlier confidence. Mentally, she had reverted to a ten-year-old girl in the past seconds.

"Come, your grandfather is waiting for you. He's in his room," he said, pointing upstairs. He squeezed her shoulder, and a faint encouraging smile crossed his face. He stepped aside and ushered her in. Karin glanced at him gratefully, then stepped past him and started up the stairs with hesitant steps. 

Her mother was waiting for her at the top of the stairs. The once proud woman had aged at least fifteen years in the past few days. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and her gray-blonde hair clung to her tear-stained cheeks in tangles. Without words, they hugged each other and for a moment, only her mother's sobbing could be heard. Finally, she let go and gazed into her eyes.

"It's good you're here, Karin. Since yesterday, we've only been waiting for you. Dad... your grandfather has been asking for no one but you for days."

"How bad is the situation?" she asked with a lump in her throat. Her mother just stared ahead for a few seconds, then slowly shook her head. Karin felt choked by tears.

"The doctors said he should have died days ago. The disease has completely consumed his body. Only the machines and his sheer willpower are keeping him alive." More tears ran down her mother's face. Karin hugged her with feigned strength, then gently pulled away and entered the room.

The bedroom was dominated by the wide bed made of thick oak, where a surprisingly small man now lay among pillows and blankets. The soft hum and irregular beeping of the life support machine only added to the ominous atmosphere. She crossed the room to the bed. Her grandfather slowly opened his eyes, a weak smile spreading across his face. Karin's eyes burned as she knelt down beside the bed. She gently took his limp hand, pressing it to her chest, feeling the fragile bones beneath the dry, age-spotted skin.

"Hello, Karin," whispered the old man in a barely audible voice. "It seems the heavens have heard me after all, and I lived to see you once more." 

Karin hugged him and planted a kiss on his face, hot tears blurring her vision. There was nothing that could stop the crying now; it burst forth from the depths of her heart with raw force. She sat down on the chair pulled next to the bed and tried to control her emotions. Grandfather watched her with a loving expression, his face bearing the serenity of those who have made peace with life.

"Don't cry, Karin. This had to come. I would have liked to see my great-grandchildren, but I've already lived a long life. You have to be content with what you're given. I had a happy life, and I've accepted that I have to go." He faintly smiled, noting her attempt to object. "No, I don't want to live hooked up to machines any longer. Or to be kept alive with another transplant. They can renew the body, but the soul gets tired, believe me. It's time for me to rest." For a minute, their gazes locked; two pairs of dark brown eyes sharing the silent weight of the moment. He finally sighed deeply.

"There's only one thing I don't want to take to the grave with me." He raised his head, trying to check if anyone was at the door. "Please close the door. This concerns only us. I don't think your mother or even your father would understand." Karin looked at him strangely but eventually got up without a word, closed the door, then sat back.

"You're my favorite grandchild, Karin. Perhaps I love you even more than my daughter. But what I'm about to tell you now is a grave secret. I've carried it all my life, but my conscience won't let me take it to the grave. I never had the strength to help him. But you're still young. You have a whole life ahead of you." 

Curiosity stirred within Karin. Her grandfather had led an adventurous life in his youth. She grew up on his stories and knew some of them by heart. But it seems he could still surprise her, even here on his deathbed.

"Where should I begin?" The old man tried to struggle into a sitting position, but he no longer had enough strength for that. Karin pulled some pillows under his head and helped him up. The alien pathogens had almost completely ravaged his body. After a short cough, her grandfather looked at her again.

"In my youth, I worked for Cryogen as a researcher. I accepted their job offer after graduation, which seemed to be a great opportunity. Even then, Cryogen was among the biggest companies. After a year of hard work, I was assigned to a highly classified project. My team and I were abruptly shuttled onto a spaceship and taken to a deep space station." He took a short break, as if thinking about something. "I never managed to find out where that station was, though I tried to track it down later." He looked away wearily, then continued. "I never told you about this period of my life. I shouldn't be revealing any of this now either. When I left the company shortly after my return to Earth, they threatened that my family would suffer if I ever spoke up. So, whenever anyone asked what I was doing back then, I simply stated I was doing biocybernetic research at the university." For a few seconds, grandfather stared into the distance as if reliving those years.

"Actually, that was true, and yet very different. At first, they provided us with strange data, then even more bizarre samples, while not allowing us into certain parts of the station. It was obvious that there was much more going on than they were telling us. After we discovered in a few months that the samples we received were non-terrestrial, they transferred us into the restricted area where the real research was taking place." He closed his eyes for a few seconds, as if gathering strength for the next part of the story. 

"It was like entering wonderland. What I saw there was decades ahead of even today's science. Day by day, new marvels emerged, many beyond our comprehension. In fact, there were some that I still haven't figured out to this day. As if they were pulling them out of thin air. Everything was alien, strange, but also incredibly exciting. Some of the older scientists whispered that the company had found something alien long ago, during its first space expeditions, and that was the source of its later wealth. All the scientific breakthroughs since the 2030s—from the hyperdrive to cheap plasma engines, all the way to terraforming methods—were based on it, everything that sent its shares skyrocketing at the time. Literally." His last words drowned in coughing, and it took a few minutes before he regained his voice.

"As years went by, I climbed higher in the corporate hierarchy. I worked with samples and information that only a few had access to. Even among the chosen few. I was blinded by ambition and wanted more, while morally I sank lower. I trampled over anyone who got in my way. All sorts of scientific degrees and awards danced before my eyes, and I cared little about the true situation. I didn't examine where they got the samples from, as long as it served my ambition." A contemptuous expression spread across his wrinkle-carved face.

"The nightmares appeared around the first year, but they only began to dominate me later. The mental burdens slowly overwhelmed me, and I became obsessed. I spent nights tossing and turning, sleepless or tormented by nightmares. I heard alien voices in my mind constantly begging for freedom. Disturbing images of an alien being held captive by the company. Then one day, perhaps driven by madness, I tried to break into the restricted area." His voice drifted off again, then took a deep breath.

"There was a part of the station, guarded by soldiers, where no one but the execs could go. Wild rumors circulated about what might be inside, but I had my own theory. They kept everyone away, and anyone who tried to sneak in was immediately fired. Sometimes that person was never seen again. Despite this, I heard about half a dozen such cases while I was there. I never thought I'd succumb to such an obsession myself. Later, psychologists attributed it to increased nervous strain." He stopped and just breathed for a while.

"Of course, I didn't get far. In fact, I didn't get anywhere at all. That's exactly why the soldiers were there. They caught me before I reached the end of the first restricted corridor and held me for a few days. It would have been embarrassing for the leaders to just shoot a well-known scientist, so they offered a deal instead. In exchange for my silence, a comfortable position on the newly settled Eridanus. I had no choice and agreed." He narrowed his eyes. "But that alien being's desperate cries have haunted me ever since. Before I left the base, I vowed to return. But then came your grandmother, then your mother, and those memories faded, only rarely resurfacing in my dreams. Only the guilt of betrayal remained." He fell back as if a huge burden had been lifted from his shoulders and closed his eyes. "This is my secret. I'm finally free of it."

Grandfather turned his face to the window and stared into the raging storm outside. He moaned softly as pain shot through his body. Then he finally turned back to Karin.

"Always be true to yourself," he whispered. "Don't let others tell you what to do." His muscles tensed one last time. Then he sighed deeply, closed his eyes, and his body went limp. Karin frantically grabbed his hand, but he no longer responded to the shaking. The instruments shrieked horribly, pumping another dose of medicine into his body. However, the tormented body was no longer able to fight. By the time the door burst open, the machines had already determined his death.

When she finally realized the truth, the pain erupted within her and she fell sobbing onto the lifeless body. Peter Schaeffer, Karin's beloved grandfather, was no more. An invisible icy grip closed around her heart. The crushing loss eventually gave way to infinite emptiness. She didn't remember how or when she got to bed, or even when she cried herself to sleep.
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She was a little girl again. Everyone in the house had long gone to sleep, but she still couldn't close her eyes. Though she pulled the blanket over her head and counted to a hundred as Grandma had told her, the excitement of the coming day wouldn't let her rest. Tomorrow would be her first day of school.

She had arrived from Hesperus, where she lived with her parents until two weeks ago. The schools of the mining settlement weren't good—at least according to Mom—so they brought her here, to Eridanus. At first, she was sad to leave her friends behind, but every day since her arrival, the city had offered something new and exciting. The wonders of Hesperus slowly faded, replaced by new, shiny memories.

Sleep just wouldn't come. Karin felt for the model resting on the nightstand, which she had wheedled out of her grandfather yesterday. The thirty-centimeter space fighter model from an old movie was far more graceful than anything she'd seen at the spaceport. She held the model, which had four dragonfly-like wings, toward the window, admiring its outline in the dim light of the streetlamps. Imitating the sound of a spacecraft’s engine, she made a few circles with the fighter in her outstretched hand. One day she would fly a fighter like this. When she grew up.

Suddenly, she noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. The shadows in the corner of the room seemed to advance on her. At first, it seemed just a play of lights from outside, but soon the silhouettes began to take shape. She sat up in wonder to get a better look at the phenomenon. She wasn't afraid of the dark like many other children and was proud of that. On Hesperus, they often played in dimly lit, abandoned areas where they weren't even supposed to enter. The adults mostly overlooked the mischief, though sometimes she got into serious trouble for it. Like when they hid in the ventilation ducts. But now the darkness in the corner was condensing, and her curiosity became mixed with a hint of fear. Perhaps I should get up and turn on the light, she realized, but then a figure emerged from the darkness. She couldn’t explain why, but she felt that it didn't want to harm her. It was a tall man, with huge wings of black feathers; his face was perfectly sculpted obsidian. He smiled and extended a hand to Karin. The nine-foot wings opened, eclipsing the view. Karin dropped the model and screamed, pulling back a little. Points of light appeared in the dark angel's outstretched, upturned palm. Slowly they formed into a sphere containing a blue ball in the center. The vision lasted only a few moments before disappearing as quickly as it had appeared.

* * *
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Karin woke up sweating from her dream. Outside, the storm still raged, though the faint light at the window hinted at dawn. She sat up in bed and hugged her knees, recalling the dream. It had been a long time since that incident, but she could still recall it vividly. Now she knew it was only a dream, but to her as a child, it had seemed very real. The next morning, she told her grandfather about it. He listened to the story silently, then with uncharacteristic nervousness, said she must have just imagined it. They had a heated argument that day, but by the time she came home from her first day of school, it was forgotten. Until now. She didn't understand why this dream had reappeared.

For a few minutes, she just stared out the window. The raindrops swirling in the wind performed a wild dance, to which the relentless storm provided the rhythm. Reluctantly, she roused herself, pushed aside the crumpled blanket, and got up. Her pilot suit lay on the chair next to the bed, neatly folded. Mom must have put it there, she realized, feeling a bit ashamed. She pulled on the pants and the t-shirt, but hung the jacket on the chair. For a moment, she faced herself in the mirror opposite the bed.

A slender, not quite tall woman in her early thirties gazed back at her. Her shoulder-length jet-black hair now clung to her head in a messy tangle, and running her fingers through it didn't particularly improve the situation. The dark circles around her slanted eyes were accentuated by the worn-out shirt and pants. She wasn't overly vain—only healthily so—but now she felt she could use a thorough bath and fresh clothes. She knew that with a little effort, she could look quite pretty and much younger than her actual age. She shrugged. Well, that little effort was missing now. That wasn't her style anyway. But a bath wouldn't hurt.

Twenty minutes later, feeling much fresher, she went down to the kitchen. Her mother was there, preparing breakfast, her face still crimson from crying, but managing to hold it together. Her father sat at the dining table, busy preparing his morning tea. The usual jacket was missing this time, much to Karin's surprise.

"Good morning, Karin. Sit down. Would you like some scrambled eggs?" Her mother, without waiting for an answer, brought the pan over and scooped a portion onto Karin's plate.

"Morning." She was surprised at how hoarse her voice was. She sat down and began eating quietly. Her mother also sat down on the third side of the table. For a few minutes, they ate silently and didn't look at each other. Finally, her father cleared his throat, breaking the awkward silence.

"I have to go into town today to take care of the official matters. I probably won't be back until evening."

Karin nodded and continued eating. Of course, someone had to take care of this too. Her father was practical, as usual. Maybe it's better this way. She didn't feel strong enough to do anything today.

"They called you early this morning on your com. It was the spaceport." He frowned at his daughter reproachfully. "They said if you don't pay the docking fee by noon, they'll impound your ship." He sighed, slowly shaking his head. " They also said they're filing charges against you because of yesterday's landing."

In an instant, blood rushed to Karin's head. Although her father didn't say it, she knew exactly what he was implying. He had always disapproved of her becoming an independent pilot instead of working for a company. He already had a hard time accepting that after high school she didn't pursue a scientific career—for which her grades would have been more than sufficient—but instead applied to the naval academy. Buying the Prometheus was the final straw for dad.

"Your father is right, you shouldn't..." her mother began too, but Karin slammed her fork down onto her plate. The clink of the porcelain cut her off mid-sentence.

"Shouldn’t what?! Let's not start this again, okay?! I thought we had already discussed this. It's my life. I'll do what I want to do with it."

"Your father and I are just worried about you. Sooner or later you'll get into something that will ruin you," she tried to strike a conciliatory tone, but Karin wasn't in the mood to listen to her parents' litany again.

"Oh yes, that was your opinion when I went to Earth to study. And when I didn't want to become a corporate slave at Davis." The words were barely out of her mouth before she instantly regretted them. Her father was the CEO of the Hesperus division of Davis Mining Corporation, and her mother also worked for the company as a researcher—like almost everyone on Hesperus. For thirty years, they had fought their way up the corporate hierarchy and were proud of their achievements. However, this increasingly chained them to the corporation, and their thinking had adapted to it. They were obedient puppets, shiny screws in a gigantic corporate machine. Karin had seen too much of this to decide by the age of eighteen what she didn't want to become. So, she secretly submitted her application to the Space Force Academy on Earth, where she was immediately accepted. After graduation, she spent six years with the fleet, then left that too, when it became too obvious to her that the military was also just a pawn in the dirty games of corporations. Since then, she had made her living as an independent pilot; courier work, trading, whatever came along. She loved this life, even if on bad days she had to admit to herself that this too was just an illusion of freedom.

"We're not corporate slaves," said her father firmly. "But I see we can't convince you." He lowered his head. "Anyway. Let's not argue now. Go, sort out your ship, and then return home." He sighed. "I'll talk to our representative here and take care of the violation."

Karin made an angry face but swallowed the words rising in her throat and nodded. Her father was right this once. This wasn't the time for them to fight. She remembered the dream about the dark angel and her grandfather's words from yesterday.

For the rest of breakfast they talked about neutral topics, carefully avoiding any sensitive points. At the end, her father stood up, said goodbye to both of them, and left. Karin smiled conciliatorily at her mother, almost instinctively feeling that the other woman could use some care now.

"Mom, can I ask you something?"

Marthe Nagasawa stared at her daughter with weary eyes.

"Of course," she said softly after a long silence. "What do you want to know?"

Karin cleared her throat, while turning the empty mug in her palms.

"What do you know about what grandpa did after he left Osaka?"

Karin wondered whether grandfather had told her the story too. However, her mother looked confused.

"Why are you asking this now?" She sighed deeply. "As far as I know, he stayed at the university and did research. He even received some award for it. Then he met mom and they came here to Eridanus." She got lost in her thoughts. "When was this? Around 2074? I'm certain that it was not long after the first wave of settlers. As far as I know, he then worked here at the Hanabi Institute, before lecturing biophysics at Hawking University. He changed careers when I was born. We bought this house when I was five years old." Her gaze drifted to the picture on the wall. "Not long before mom's death." A fat tear rolled down her face. She wiped it off with the back of her hand.

For a moment Karin felt sorry for her mother. She knew her question had reopened wounds, but she wanted to be sure.

"Did grandpa ever talk about working for Cryogen?"

Marthe shook her head. “Cryogen? I don't think so. For some reason, he really hated them. Unless he came into contact with them at Hanabi. As far as I know, the Institute is largely funded by Cryo behind the scenes. But you could say that about most research centers." 

The invisible hand of Cryogen Corporation extended everywhere. Since they came up with the plasma engine in the middle of the last century—at the beginning of the second scientific revolution—and not long after they invented the hyperspace drive, the company has been present almost everywhere. Neither before nor since has any consortium's star risen so steeply. Their nickname ‘Cryo’ became synonymous with highly advanced technology, almost inexplicable innovations, groundbreaking inventions—and ruthless business practices.

Karin shrugged. She didn't want to tell her mother what she had learned. Not until some light is shed on the obscure details, at least. A plan began to take shape in her mind and under the table, her hand slowly clenched into a fist. She would go through with it, no matter what. The only person who truly understood her in her life certainly deserved this much.
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Josh 'Templar' McCormick yanked the connector out of the wall socket by the wire, plunging his world into temporary darkness. For a few seconds, he dizzily stared at the matte black case of the computer and the cable with its broken plug still in his hand. "This was close, very close," he sighed. His heart was still pounding in his throat from the events of the past few minutes. If he'd disconnected even a second later, the network node's defensive program would have traced his address. No doubt he would've faced some very angry corporate thugs within minutes. After all, in this storm, no one wants to leave their comfortable spot, especially not for an overly curious kid.

Josh finally managed to clear his aching head and carefully detached the neuroband from his forehead. Through the sensitive hardware, he could control the machine with his mind, almost becoming one with it. In the virtual reality generated by the system, he could move freely and do whatever he wanted. He shifted his legs, dangling limply in the chair, and lovingly stroked the computer case. In cyberspace, he was the infamous Templar, from whom no company's database could remain hidden. No one suspected that the crippled nineteen-year-old, Josh McCormick, who'd lived alone since an accident five years ago, was more than a faceless resident of the hive-like apartment building, or just that unfortunate kid from the sixth floor.

He sadly examined the broken connector, then rolled over to the cabinet where, amidst numerous pieces of useless junk, several old computer parts lay. He dug out another cable and tossed it on the table. He still had to wait before he could reconnect. In the meantime, he'd have time to review the materials copied from the corporate data hub. But first, he decided to eat something.

The kitchen was just as neglected as the rest of the apartment. Orange triangles flashed on the refrigerator screen, alerting him to expired items. Josh ignored the pleasant female voice warning of the dangers of expired food, and dug out a frozen pizza, still in fairly good condition, from under some suspicious-looking boxes. He carefully opened the box, sniffed it, and when it passed the makeshift quality control, he threw it into the microwave. The intelligent oven recognized the data from the organic circuit baked into the pizza and, setting itself to the ideal temperature, began preparing the meal. Meanwhile, Josh found a tolerably clean knife and fork in the sink and lowered the wall-mounted table.

The preparation was interrupted by a soft melodious sound. The warning messages disappeared from the refrigerator screen, replaced by a feed from the house's communication system. The display showed a tall, rather thin woman. The cheap, low-resolution camera’s feed from the front door didn't reveal many details, and it was also poorly placed, but Josh immediately recognized Karin Nagasawa by her jet-black, shoulder-length hair. She was wearing a form-fitting motorcycle suit and holding a streamlined helmet under her arm. Her hair fell into her eyes, obscuring most of her tired face.

Josh rolled over to the screen. Karin was one of the few people he considered a friend. She was among the few who approached him without prejudice, which was a significant thing in itself. They met through a mutual acquaintance when he was still a novice hacker, before the accident. Even though she was a good ten years older than him, she never treated him like a child and spoke to him as an equal. Initially, Josh even had a bit of a crush on her, but then they clarified their relationship, and since then they had been best friends.

Now, however, the usually cheerful Karin seemed quite sad. He pressed the talk button.

"Hi, Karin. Come on up. You know the way." He tried to sound casual. Meanwhile, the oven signaled that his dinner was ready. He saw on the camera that Karin stepped away from the door and started coming up. He quickly pulled out the baked pizza and, with the same motion, slid it onto his plate. After a moment's thought, he took out another plate and fumbled half of the pizza onto it. He looked around critically, then sighed. There wasn't enough time to tidy up anyway. The food wasn't the best either, but at least it was warm. It would surely be welcome for Karin after the cold outside.

He rolled out into the narrow hallway, opening the door as soon as the doorbell buzzed. Karin stood at the door, looking quite disheveled. She swept a wet strand of hair from her face and forced a smile.

"Hi Josh. Can I come in?" she asked, then stepped through the door without waiting for an answer.

"Glad to see you. What brings you here in this thunderstorm?"

She sat down and pulled off her boots, then peeled off her wet synth-leather suit. Meanwhile, Josh slowly rolled back to make room for her. Karin finally finished and, leaving the pile of wet clothes in the middle of the hallway, stretched.

"Just dropped by to see you." She reached into her helmet and pulled out a bottle of genuine Scottish whisky. "I hoped we could drink it together and talk in the meantime."

Josh found a towel in the bathroom, and while she dried off, he brought out the plates.

"Then let me treat you to dinner first. I know it's not much, but there's nothing else at home," he said, forcing a smile. Karin’s eyes lit up as the aroma filled the hallway.

"You're sweet," she smiled and took the offered plate, stepping further inside.

Josh rarely used the living room but kept it exceptionally tidy. On the low shelves hidden in the wall, old-fashioned paper books were lined up meticulously, and the expensive carpet covering the floor shone. The sophisticated hidden lighting bathed the room in a mysterious half-light, lending it a special atmosphere. From the wall, a framed photo of a family of four smiled happily at the once life-filled place. In the picture, a boy, about five years old, was already holding a child's computer. Josh rolled in with his chair, carefully maneuvering around the glass table. Karin entered behind him and, a little overwhelmed, settled into one of the comfortable armchairs. She tucked her legs under her and, balancing the plate on her thigh, pinched off a piece of the pizza. Meanwhile, Josh retrieved two glasses from the cabinet and placed them before her, pouring the golden-brown shimmering drink.

"I hope I didn't interrupt anything important," she began politely. Josh scanned her with curiosity. Suddenly, the freshly stolen corporate database seemed a very low priority.

"No, I was just about to have dinner. You never bother me." He tilted his head slightly and smiled. Karin returned the smile.

"Thanks. It's good to hear that sometimes." She pushed aside the plate and took a big gulp of the whisky. "So, how's business? Are you swamped with work?" She nodded toward Josh's room, where, through the half-open door, the computer on the table could still be seen, surrounded by neurobands and cables. Josh gave a resigned sigh.

"Just the usual. I check in here and there. There are many curious people out there who need help," he waved vaguely outside. He sensed that Karin hadn't just dropped by this time—although that wouldn't have been unusual—but this time she wanted to ask for something. She had hardly ever done this before; perhaps that's why indecision was written all over her face. He decided to make it easier for her.

"But if I'm not mistaken, you're interested in something too... or someone," he turned to her with feigned indifference. Karin looked at him gratefully, a bit sheepishly. Josh blushed a little but tried to maintain his professional mask.

"Well, yes. I don't know who else I could turn to with this. But I don't want to drag you into anything dangerous."

"Is it dangerous?" A fierce resolve ignited within him.

Karin nodded slowly.

"Probably. Can you keep a secret?"

Josh grinned. If there was anything he was good at, it was keeping secrets. His whole life was built on secrecy. Taking his silence as consent, Karin began her story. She had talked about her grandfather before, but she had never spoken about this particular matter until now. At the mention of the powerful company's name, Josh flinched a little, but then listened to the unfolding tale without a word.

"So, your grandfather worked on that station, the location of which he never knew. And I bet that's exactly what interests you." He didn't have to be a mind reader to figure that out. He knew his friend's nature by now. "And did he reveal anything else? A couple of addresses or names might come in handy." 

He tried to play the big shot, but his confidence suddenly evaporated when he saw a few tears glistening in Karin's eyes. The silence hung tense between them for a few moments, before she lowered her head.

"He died. He kept this story to himself until his death. He was afraid that something bad would happen to us," she sighed, angrily wiping the tears from her eyes. "He asked me to free this being, whatever it is. I vowed to fulfill his last wish." Her voice rang with defiant determination. Josh swallowed hard.

"I'm sorry. I didn't know," he stammered, then took a deep breath. "Of course, I'll help you in any way I can. There must be some data that can be used as a starting point.” He flashed his most encouraging smile, yet he felt his words sounded hollow. "Don't worry, I'll find this station for you. If I have to, I'll dig it out of Cryogen's main database."

Karin nodded gratefully and downed another shot of whisky.

"Thank you, Josh. You're a real friend. Of course, I don't expect it for free..." she would have started, but he waved it off. He never asked friends for money anyway. As a matter of fact, he was starting to get interested in the matter, and at times like this, he didn't care about the costs. He had enough profitable business to buy what he needed in life.

"Shall we have another drink?" he grinned at her and raised his glass. For the rest of the evening, they didn’t talk about the topic. As the expensive whisky slowly ran out, they both shared their sorrows with each other. Finally, she fell asleep curled up in the armchair, and after covering her with a blanket, Josh went to bed too.

Karin left at dawn and kissed the sleeping Josh on the forehead.
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The sun flared one last time on the horizon before giving way to darkness as Karin drove onto Northern Highway 9. The storm passed a few days ago, and the summer heat that followed dried up the puddles in hours. Karin opened the throttle, and the Highwaystar's turbine roared obediently to life. The heavy motorcycle—a rare survivor of its kind—shot like a rocket between the electric mini-cars crawling along the road. The model's production had been discontinued about twenty years ago due to numerous accidents, but Karin had managed to acquire an intact engine block and a slightly damaged frame during her college years on Earth. It took six years to rebuild it with the help of fellow motorcycle enthusiasts, and since its completion, they had been inseparable companions. The elongated, oversized body wasn't designed for everyday use: it was a thoroughbred racing machine, the true king of highways. Self-driving cars gliding in the outer lines of the six-lane highway appeared motionless as she sped past them. Here on Eridanus, even the innermost lanes had a speed limit of three hundred, and Karin didn't want to push her luck. The machine was capable of reaching that speed, or more, but the onboard computer already deployed the stabilizing winglets.

The veil of night was pierced by the city's vivid lights. Holographic advertisements cloaked the skyscrapers of the Arakusa district, boldly showcasing the might of powerful zaibatsu. Smaller buildings were nestled among them, but their modest illuminations were overshadowed by the flashing, colorful ads. Karin was heading northeast to Neonanjing, the district sprawling along the ocean shore, but there was still a two-hour journey ahead. Neonanjing served as the Chinese hub on Eridanus, just like San Huan was for the Spanish, or New Hamburg for the German immigrants in the south. When they colonized the planet, the various groups tended to stick together, forming strange city-state districts within the megapolis.

Neonanjing differed from the others in several aspects. The incoming Chinese, perhaps driven by xenophobia rooted in their traditions, refused to allow the government to interfere in their affairs. The permissive local laws and the district's special autonomy inevitably attracted dubious elements. The spectrum ranged from notorious trading houses cloaked in the mantle of legality, to gambling dens, and even mercenary and smuggler hideouts. It was said that the entire leadership of Neonanjing was in the hands of the Triad, but Karin suspected this was only partially true. The business was too big for a few giant companies to be left out.

The Highwaystar devoured the miles and penetrated deeper into the night. The sharp beam of the four laser headlights illuminated the mostly empty road far ahead. She entrusted the machine's steering to the navigation computer and relaxed a bit. This section of the road passed over an extensive industrial area, and the few other cars on the road had long since fallen behind.

Karin focused on the task ahead of her. While Josh scoured the FedNet for useful information, she decided to try the only other viable lead. Her grandfather used to talk a lot about a friend, Chan Tze Ming, with whom he worked at the Hanabi Institute. Ming was initially his subordinate, but when her grandfather moved to the university, he took over his group. They kept in touch for a long time afterward, and Karin even remembered that once—when she was barely ten years old—they were visited by a tiny old man. Her grandfather later told her that Ming came from a prestigious Chinese family. He inherited his father's business and invested his fortune in a newly launched exploratory expedition. They found rare heavy metals on the planet, a discovery that catapulted the Ming house into the ranks of the most influential trading houses. She had completely forgotten the story until she spotted a familiar-faced, ancient-looking Chinese man at the funeral, accompanied by two bodyguards. It wasn't difficult to identify the coat of arms painted on the huge limousine later. In fact, she might have even worked for this trading house once or twice. She had found Ming's contact among her grandfather's things and, after a brief com call with his secretary, she set off for Neonanjing.

The road began to slope downward, and the darkly shimmering ocean appeared on the horizon. The waterfront was completely covered by a sea of illuminated skyscrapers. Karin whooshed under a holographic display pulsing with Chinese characters spanning the road, then slowed down. She disengaged the computer and switched to manual control, weaving through the increasingly dense traffic. The navigation system indicated when she should have turned off, but she still overshot the first exit, finally getting off the suddenly crowded highway a mile later. Even at this late hour, the traffic was becoming unbearable.

The fifty- to hundred-story towers loomed like giants around her as she drove—now at a steadier pace—along one of Neonanjing's central streets. The district had always fascinated her with its diversity. Traditional Chinese architectural features mixed in chaotic disarray with the modernity of glass and steel constructs. At the base of the eclectic towers, small, red-lantern-lit buildings with curved roofs were nestled. In the glow of the holo-ads, ornate wooden gates arched over the road. Their gilded characters and red-and-black lacquer dimly reflected the city's flood of light. She slowed down to give herself a moment to absorb the experience, and for a few minutes, she crawled between the endless rows of cars. Her reverie was interrupted by the warning beep of the navigation computer. She pulled out into the outermost lane and turned at the corner of one of the tower blocks onto a much less busy but more orderly road. Expensive cars parked along the road, and black-suited bodyguards in infrared glasses were examining the traffic around them. Certain that weapons lay beneath the suits, Karin tried to behave as inconspicuously as possible. Following the computer's helmet-projected blue lines, she pulled off the road. The two almost identical bodyguards were already waiting for her at the entrance of the unimposing but elegant building.

She stopped the turbine and got off the motorcycle. She took off her helmet, slung it casually over her arm, and started walking toward the waiting guards. Defying common expectations, the nearly seven-foot-tall men appeared to be Chinese. The tightness of their uniform jackets hinted at perfectly sculpted muscles and possibly bulletproof vests, but this alone wouldn't explain their imposing size. Another wonder of genetic modifications, she thought in disdain. While such interventions weren't strictly illegal, only the wealthiest could afford the required permits. In the fleet, the marines despised them, giving them all sorts of names among themselves. “Breedling,” “Über,” “Meat-droid” were just the milder ones. Watching the two hulking figures towering over her, she finally understood. They were simply too perfect, too... artificial. At that point, she'd really prefer a combat robot over them.

"Ms. Karin Nagasawa?" asked one of the breedlings in a deep voice, speaking flawless English.

Karin stopped before them.

"That's me. I spoke with Mr. Ming's secretary on the com."

The breedling jerked his head toward the entrance and strode forward. His companion lagged slightly behind. God, do they train them in this behavior, or do they just emerge from the vat like this, she wondered sarcastically. She seemed almost dwarfed between the two bodyguards, who led her into the building, across the lobby, and straight into the elevator. One of them entered some code on the elevator panel, and
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