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To all the military members I’ve worked with over the years, and those fighting the good fight today.

Especially the leaders who put the mission and compassion in front of their own needs and egos.
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CHAPTER ONE
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“ALL STATIONS, WE’VE arrived in Cassiopeia,” Ruhger said. “Perform post-fold checks and report issues. Ruhger out.”

Saree checked her messaging systems and sighed. Another constellation, another system fold clock to maintain, and nothing from Hal. No messages, no contact. She couldn’t try to make contact herself, either, because she had no destination for a message, no idea where Hal might be, and sending a general message off into the ether could draw all the wrong attention. All she could do was keep working, keep maintaining clocks, and hope Hal made contact with her. Her stomach tossed uneasily. What if he made contact, and he wasn’t really Hal anymore? What if the Mensians had corrupted him? Or worse, what if Galactica got a hold of him? How would she know? She tapped a rhythm of doom on her armrests.

Hal’s number one priority was Saree’s safety. If that was still true, was that the reason he wasn’t contacting her? He had to be sure he wasn’t bringing Mensa or Galactica priorities with him? Or was he still physically stuck in Mensa, trying to break free? She had no way to know, nothing to do but worry. Even if he got in contact with her right now, Saree would have no way to test Hal. No way to know if he was still Hal or not. And with her shuttle most likely destroyed, the Sa’sa interface with Hal was probably destroyed, so they’d have no way to test him either.

Which brought up the other big problem in her life. The Sa’sa. She still couldn’t figure out a way to talk to them effectively. She communicated through the Time Guild interface, simple status messages on fold clocks, but anything more complex needed to be in person. But in person wasn’t terribly effective either, because she couldn’t communicate in the hive mind. 

She glanced to her left. Like her, Ruhger was scanning through status screens. Also like her, Saree was sure only part of Ruhger’s attention was on his current task. He was considering not only all of her issues, but the conundrum of Phalanx Eagle. Was PE still their enemy, determined to destroy them? Or a friend? Or something in between? Without any communication, it was hard to tell. The bounties PE put on Lightwave and her crew were still on merc net. But PE itself had mostly disappeared from merc net, Tyron said. Were they turning over a new leaf, trying to forge a new path, or just regrouping? Or perhaps they were fighting among themselves? There was no way to know. 

“Got a message from Goldie. Our merc friends are mostly working out as security advisors; they’re still getting lots of threats from the Arena, but overall, they seem to be doing very well. She said we’re welcome to stop by anytime.” Ruhger shot an ironic glance at her. “At a special discount.”

Saree laughed. “Really? They’re charging us?”

“Got to make up for the loss of credits from the Arena somehow, I guess.” Ruhger huffed a chuckle. “Since I don’t see us going back anytime soon, it really doesn’t matter, does it?”

“You never know. Bonfanti Station is a good fallback or escape, right?

“Except everyone knows we made the revolution happen. It’s all over merc net. So we’ll be expected to run there. And some of those merc companies aren’t happy, so we’ve probably got more organizations taking shots at us if they get the chance.”

Saree shrugged a shoulder. “I guess it’s not a great idea then.”

Ruhger shrugged back. “Bonfanti might be a good option for regrouping and refitting maybe. But not as a hideout.” He raised a brow at her. “Nothing from Hal?”

“No. Nothing new from Gov Human in Sa’sa either. They just can’t get the Sa’sa to talk to them about fold clock maintenance. It’s a clutch matter and they have to speak clutch leader to clutch leader.” Saree snorted. “But I can’t talk to them effectively, because I’m not in the hive mind.”

“A catch-22.”

“Precisely.” Saree considered Ruhger for a moment. “Do you know where that phrase comes from?”

Ruhger flashed a grin so quickly Saree wasn’t sure it actually happened. “I saw a vid.”

Saree shook her head sadly. “You should read the book.”

Ruhger just shook his head. “Have you gotten any—” he grimaced “—farther, in ^timespace^?”

“No. I can—” it was Saree’s turn to grimace “—hear something, but I can’t quite reach it or understand it. It’s so frustrating.”

“I guess all you can do is keep trying.” His mouth twisted for a moment. “If you need help, a guide or something, let me know. I’ll do what I can.”

Saree smiled at him, surprised. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

Tyron entered the Command Center with Katryn. He said, “Got a little more on Phalanx Eagle.”

“Really?” Ruhger asked. “Way out here in Cassiopeia?”

“Surprised me too, but there’s some fast messaging systems here.”

Katryn said, “It makes me wonder why.”

Tyron nodded in agreement. “We’ll check that out, too. But back to PE. It looks like they may have broken up. The three Spear fold transports have all folded to different systems and merc net rumors say they’re all forming new merc companies. One is confirmed; Spear Three is now Cylon Star, company name is the same, and they’re advertising as a quick reaction, light attack force. They’ve repudiated everything to do with PE and refer all PE issues and comms to Spear One. Spear Two is supposedly close to doing the same. No one has heard from Spear One.” Tyron’s lips flattened. 

“Of course not. Why make it easy for us to figure out?” Ruhger grumbled.

“I’m not sure Galactica will let any of them go so easily,” Katryn said. “They can tell everyone they’re not PE and don’t carry any of PE’s obligations, debts or favors, but not everyone will honor that proclamation. In particular, Galactica isn’t known for letting companies go, unless it’s a catastrophic failure or destruction.” She grimaced. “Generally, by Galactica’s newest attack dog. But if it has a new one, we don’t know who it is.”

Ruhger huffed. “Either way, it’s probably not bad for us.”

Tyron shrugged. “If they quit coming after us, great. If it’s a ruse...” He shrugged again.

Saree stood. “Well, on that note, I’m heading for the constellation clock. Anyone want to fly second?”

Katryn said, “I do.”

When all three of them looked at her in surprise, Katryn rolled her eyes. “I need the flight time.”

Saree nodded. “Perfect. You fly command, I’ll take second.”

“We’ll keep a close eye on the surveillance,” Ruhger said. “Good thing Gov Human finally gave in and gave us the net programming to scan for cloaked ships.”

Tyron grimaced. “Gov Human’s cloaking. There’s probably other cloaking designs out there, and this particular net programming may or may not pick it up.”

Ruhger nodded. “True. It’s always a good idea to keep the Mark One Eyeball on things.” He huffed, evidently amused at Saree’s—and Katryn’s—look of puzzlement. “Old military saying. ‘Mark One’ is the name for the original version of something.”

“And there’s nothing more original for humans than our eyes,” Tyron said.

Saree chuckled. “Good point. Anyway, thanks. We’ll both keep the status reports coming, right?”

“Correct. Safe flight.” Ruhger turned back to his console and Tyron dropped a quick hug and kiss on Katryn. Ruhger wished he could do the same with Saree.

“Safe flight,” Saree repeated back to him as she left her Command Center, heading for the new Alpha shuttle. Once they’d sold all the antiques and ridiculous furnishings out of the captured Bonfanti Arena shuttle, they fit it with folding bunks in the former master suite and added storage units and armor compartments to the main cabin. Now they could transport the entire crew, plus a few more, in comfort, if not Old Earth style. It already had top-of-the-line weapons and engines, capable of much faster acceleration than the seen-better-days Beta shuttle, so it was perfect for clock maintenance runs.

Saree settled into the co-pilot’s seat, smiling when it didn’t make a single sound. There was no reason function couldn’t be comfortable and quiet. These particular seats were more than that; they were downright luxurious. Saree watched Katryn work through the equations and double-checked her math when asked. They flew to the clock in silence. Katryn didn’t speak unless there was a flying-related reason, so Saree kept herself busy with surveillance. When they neared the clock, Saree rose and opened her clock maintenance case. “Katryn, could you lighten the gravity, please?”

“Of course. Is ten percent low enough?”

“Sure.” She didn’t need it even that low, but it did make it easier. Saree pulled the bulky suit on, fastened the helmet and ran her checks. 

Katryn said, “Docking now.”

The shuttle stopped and a slight shudder ran through Saree as the clamps engaged. She bounded to the airlock. “Katryn, could you double-check my suit?”

“Sure. Hold on a minute and I’ll armor up and join you.”

“Why?” Saree turned to look at Katryn, but she was already hidden by the armor compartment hatch.

“After you discovered the Sirius clock was used as a drop point by Familia, we all thought it could be true elsewhere. If not Familia, maybe other organizations or beings. So, we thought it would be smart for you to have armed backup that isn’t distracted by the clock itself.” Katryn grunted as she wriggled into the top half of her armor and fastened the latches.

“I see. It is smart, but it would have been nice if you’d asked. Or included me in the conversation.” 

“It wasn’t a scheduled meeting or anything, it was just something we all talked about and agreed on today. All right, I’m in. Double-check me and I’ll check you.”

“Of course.” Saree pulled up Katryn’s armor status and checked it, then surveyed her visually. “All secure.” 

“Yours is clean and green.” Katryn pulled her rifle and moved to the airlock. “Let’s go.”

Saree sighed silently and followed Katryn through the airlocks and into the clock. 

Katryn opened the final hatch and brought her weapon up, sweeping the interior through the sights. “Appears clear.” She stepped into the clock and floated to the far wall. 

Saree stepped into the clock, holding on to the hatchway as the gravity disappeared. She pushed off gently, floating to the clock hatch. Making her way through the security, everything appeared normal. She quickly tuned the clock—no transuranic replacements were necessary—and buttoned everything back up.

“Saree,” Katryn said as Saree secured the clock hatch, “someone’s been here recently. The access didn’t show up in the exterior hatch log—I checked before we docked—but it’s clear someone entered. Whoever did, they were good enough to erase the exterior hatch access records, but they evidently didn’t realize the inside of the clock enclosure had a separate sensor and log. I wonder if it was being used in the same way and they’ve now cleared everything out? Or is there a sensor here somewhere that will report our access?” Her face displayed her chagrin. “I didn’t think to look for messages leaving the clock.”

“Well, too late now. Let’s get back in the shuttle and get going before someone appears.” What if a shuttle was already here, cloaked or hiding behind an asteroid, or...?

“They may just want to know a ship name or registration. Or maybe it’s the local authorities, trying to prevent the clock from being misused?”

“Who knows? It could be any number of reasons and entities.” Someone out to find the human clock maintainer? The Gov Human IG, hoping to snag some more Familia operatives? Or someone else entirely?

They quickly secured all hatches and flew back to Lightwave. Katryn reported her suspicions to Tyron and Ruhger as they returned. 

“We all thought this could happen,” Ruhger said. “Maybe we should send a bigger crew with Saree to keep the shuttle weapons ready?”

Chief said, “We should, but we need more people. We have to keep Lightwave manned and ready too. What if someone folds in illegally between Lightwave and the clock, cutting us off from each other?”

“Especially if it’s a large force or a big folder,” Tyron said. 

“Familia can field a lot of armed folders and shuttles and they can move very quickly when they want to,” Grant said.

Saree closed her eyes for a moment. “We do need more people. But where do we find people we can trust? None of you were willing to trust your former PE associates, even after they joined you on a really risky mission. Gov Human isn’t immune from bribery and extortion. I thought retired or ex-military might be the way to go, but after Fisk’s betrayal, I’m rethinking that approach.”

“Anyone can be bought for the right coin, but sometimes, that coin isn’t credits. We need to find more beings like that,” Grant said. 

“Or you can just leave it to me,” Hal said.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“HAL?” SAREE SAID, SOMEHOW conveying hope, joy and dread all in a single word.

Or maybe those were his feelings. Ruhger grimaced. 

“Yes, it’s me. I’m happy to hear your voice, Saree. I’m sorry I couldn’t return sooner.”

The voice certainly sounded like Hal.

Tyron mouthed, “Checking voice print, but....” He shrugged.

Ruhger nodded. Hal’s voice was computer-generated. There was no reason his voice couldn’t be faked. Perfectly. 

Hal continued, “I had to be sure I wasn’t bringing any hidden code or other surprises with me, so I’ve been staying in dead systems, scanning myself. Now I need you—more specifically, Katryn—to scan me. I believe there is still Sa’sa code I can’t see.”

Saree said, sounding bewildered, “How can you still have Sa’sa code when my shuttle was destroyed? How did you survive, Hal?”

Ruhger was wondering the same thing.

“With great difficulty, Saree. I was able to partition a large memory bank on the station and hide there. While I hid the majority of myself on the station, I used our remotes to remove my memory banks and the Sa’sa computers and equipment from our shuttle. I hid them inside the ore transport you hid the shuttle inside, then moved them to one of the other ore transports in the chain. When the ore transports eventually docked at the ore loading facility, which is all automated, I hid everything there. Then I withdrew for forty-two days, doing nothing but checking once every twenty-four to forty-eight hours to see if the Mensians found my physical hiding place. After that, I cautiously explored the Mensian station, tracking shuttles and fold transports in and outbound. Eventually, the Mermillods sent an envoy to Mensa, to see if the Mensians would support the Mermillod actions in Dschubba. The Mensians turned them down, so the Mermillod delegation departed, flying out on one of their small fold transports. I flew out with them. Before they left the station, I used remotes to bring a few memory storage modules and some communication equipment into their cargo bay. They didn’t bring any cargo with them, so I was able to fool all the sensors easily. Once the Mermillods were on their way to the fold points, I stunned them with their own stunners. I spoofed the Mensian sensors, flew to the ore facility, retrieved all the remaining equipment from our shuttle, and folded out for Mermillod. I dumped the Mermillods into their own escape pods and ejected them where they’d be picked up quickly. Then I folded from dead system to dead system, scanning myself and modifying the Mermillod folder to house the Sa’sa modules and additional memory. Then I found you, Saree, and got here as quickly as I could. I’m sorry it wasn’t sooner.”

Saree’s smile was tremulous and she blinked rapidly. She choked out, “I’m just thrilled to hear from you, Hal! I’ve been so worried!” Her head dropped to her lap and she started crying.

Ruhger stared, shocked and dismayed. Through all the troubles and trials, he’d never seen Saree break down. 

Grant shoved his shoulder and mouthed, “Go to her!” When he didn’t move, Grant scowled, shook his head, and mouthed, “Idiot!” 

By the time Ruhger looked back at Saree, she was upright, wiping her eyes and smiling again. Chagrin and relief competed for supremacy, but relief won out. 

Saree, her face composed again, smiled professionally and glanced at each of them. “My apologies for subjecting you to my over-emotional state.” She looked straight forward and said, “Hal, I’m so happy you’re back.” She slowly turned and looked at Katryn. “Katryn, would you mind working with Hal?” Her gaze slid to Ruhger, but it was on his chin. “Do you mind if Hal docks, or would you prefer some physical distance until the initial checks are complete?”

Ruhger frowned. “If you insist on docking his folder, I’d prefer no connections other than physical ones, please. No net connections.”

“Captain, you do realize it wouldn’t stop me from taking over if I wanted to?” Hal asked in a slightly malicious tone. “I can get in through this comms connection.”

He grimaced. “That may be, but at least anything else hiding on your folder can’t easily jump a vacuum gap. Or at least it will make it harder.”

“You are correct, Captain,” Hal said. “My apologies. I believe Katryn should come aboard to start the scanning. She can look at the physical connections I’ve made and see if there’s circuitry she doesn’t recognize.”

“I don’t know anything about circuitry, Hal,” Katryn said. “Electronics are not my forte.” She grimaced. “But you are correct. I’d rather start onboard than have you connected to Lightwave.”

“No offense, Hal, but we’ll both come aboard, in armor,” Tyron said grimly. “Just in case a human entering triggers something.”

“That is a good idea, Tyron. I should have thought of it myself,” Hal said. “I do not want Saree to board until there is at least some assurance I am whole and not corrupted.”

“A wise decision,” Chief said. “I believe your adventure and trials have done you some good, Hal.”

“Escape and evasion have forced me to concentrate on the now, to protect myself, and to get rid of behaviors that waste time or cause me to act in ways that aren’t in my best interests. But I’m looking forward to adjusting to Saree’s best interests again. I...feel more complete, more fulfilled, now that I’m back with her.”

Chief shrugged. “Good. I hope that’s all true.”

“It is!”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Katryn said, her face twisted as if she’d bitten an Eridanus sour.

“You and I will judge that, Katryn,” Saree said imperiously. 

Tyron said, “I believe this is a decision that must be made jointly, if it can be made at all. The risks are high any way you look at them.”

Ruhger nodded. That was absolutely true. Corrupted or not, Hal was a part of Saree’s life, and he wasn’t going away. All they could do was try to minimize the risk of having him onboard. “This isn’t truly a decision, it’s a process.” Everyone looked at him with some level of surprise and hope. Except Katryn, who scowled harder. “We know, now that Hal is back, that he will stay whether we want him to or not. The challenge will be to examine him and his behavior closely, allowing him greater connection and liberties as we confirm his lack of corruption and positive intent.”

“A wise way to look at the situation, Ruhger,” Chief said.

“Yes,” Saree said. “It’s really the only possible path forward for all of us together.”

“Of course, I could be lying about all of this,” Hal said. “It wouldn’t be that hard to take over Lightwave right now and fly her wherever I want.”

“Are you sure about that, Hal?” Tyron said. “Have you tried at all?”

“No, I haven’t tried. I have my own folder now,” Hal said. “Besides, that would be counterproductive and possibly hazardous to my health or Saree’s.”

“We’ve made it significantly harder, Hal.” Katryn sneered his name. “It’s not impossible—nothing is—but even you will not find it easy.”

“I have no desire to find out, Katryn,” Hal replied. “I hope we can work together. Being all by myself, trying to escape and find a way back to Saree, was difficult and, if I can use a human emotion, rather terrifying. I’m grateful to be back. I did not realize how much I would miss intelligent, friendly beings. And yes, Katryn, despite your hostility, you are still friendlier to me than the Mensians or Mermillods. Both species extend their xenophobia to machine life.”

“Most biological sentients dislike machine life, Hal,” Saree said before Katryn could interject. “Machine life often has completely different priorities, and they’re usually opposite those of biologics.” 

“I believe both biological and machine life prioritize their own needs first, Saree,” Hal said firmly. “Except me. Your life is my priority. That has not changed and I have no desire to change it.”

“Thank you, Hal. I appreciate that very much,” Saree said. “We should talk more after Katryn and Tyron deep-scan you.”

“I look forward to both,” Hal said.

Loreli danced into the room, coming to an abrupt halt when she heard Hal’s voice. “Hal is back?!” Her mouth opened in an “O” shape and her eyes widened dramatically. 

“Yes, Hal escaped,” Saree said, a grin brightening her face for the first time in what seemed like forever.

“Oh! Well, then, it’s a good thing I already had a constellation arrival celebration planned!” Loreli danced a few more steps. “It will be doubly joyful!” She speared each of them with an intent gaze and a pointed finger. “Do not be late. The first course must be served piping hot or it is ruined! And you don’t want to ruin my constellation arrival feast, do you?”

Ruhger held back a smirk and shook his head solemnly. “Of course not, Loreli. We would never want to ruin anything you create. We know the consequences all too well.”

“Oh!” Loreli turned to Saree. “You must wear the dress, Saree.” She waved both hands at Saree’s frown. “No, dahrling, not to make it grow, just because it is beautiful and deserves to leave your closet.” Her face fell. “You do still have it, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Her expression became slightly bewildered. “For some reason, I put it in my clock maintenance case, so it came with me on our escape.” Her puzzlement deepened. “I didn’t even consciously remember that until now.” Saree grimaced. “Great. Something else messing with my head.”

“I believe you said, Saree,” Hal said, “that the dress did emote somehow, expressing dismay or dislike of being put back in your closet. Perhaps it was only the dress hanging in the main cabin that caught your eye when you were forced from our shuttle.”

“Perhaps.”

“Or maybe it’s your sensitivity to ^timespace^ that allows you to feel things other humans don’t,” Grant said. “This isn’t a bad thing; it’s probably kept you alive and safe in the past.”

Saree considered Grant, then her eyes defocused. Clearly, she was thinking back and considering Grant’s notion.  She focused back on him. “I think you’re probably right. I always thought I was just a little intuitive, more attuned to evil than others, but maybe not. Maybe I really am receiving emotional states from other humans.” She shuddered. “It might keep me safe, but I’m not very comfortable with the idea.” 

Ruhger hid his own shudder, happy to not shoulder such a burden. The responsibilities of leadership were enough; he didn’t want to know his crew’s emotional state beyond what they wanted to show. But it would be useful.

Saree scowled. “It’s not perfect, though, or I would have picked up on Elise Schultz or any number of others through the years.”

Tyron shrugged. “We all missed Schultz. Lady Vulten was such an obviously arrogant noble that we all ignored Schultz as merely her companion. Between me and Grant, we usually pick up on people like her. So, you’re not the only one. Maybe you’re just a good Scholar.”

Saree’s expression lightened considerably. “I hope so.”

Time to bring this conversation back to the practical and immediate. “Hal, we will dock you to Lightwave, using our normal procedures. We will only connect the clamps at this point, nothing else. Tyron and Katryn can board and start scanning. Chief, go along, take a look at the physical parts of Hal’s folder.”

Chief nodded. “Yes. Good idea.” He pointed his wrench at the hatch. “Come on, let’s get armored up.” He left, Katryn and Tyron trailing him.

Ruhger brought up the auto-docking program and sent the appropriate messages to Hal. The auto-docker went to work, and Ruhger returned most of his attention to the conversation, knowing the docking program had been flawless so far. “Grant, can you scan the exterior of Hal’s shuttle? Let’s make sure there’s no surprises. Use some of Chief’s remotes.” Grant nodded sharply. “Saree, continue flying us to our destination and plan the next few folds.” She also nodded in reply. “Loreli, dinner please.”

“Isn’t that what I said?” Loreli flounced from the command center. 

Ruhger sighed and returned to reality. “Hal, send me a list of your travels since we left you. I’d like to take a look and see if I know anything about any of those systems.”

“Certainly, Captain,” Hal said. “I doubt it, but you are welcome to the list.”

“Thank you. If nothing else, I can add them to the list of desperation folds.” He pulled up the document Hal sent via message.

Hal made an odd noise. “I cannot get laughter right.”

Saree sniffed. “We never did finish those mixing sessions, did we?”

“No. Our problems took priority.”

“As they should.” Saree frowned and stared at the bulkhead in front of her, tapping out a complex pattern on her chair’s armrests. She swung back to him. “I will also plan folds back to Sa’sa, just in case Katryn finds something they need to look at.”

Ruhger said, “Excellent idea. They probably will.” Those Sa’sa electronics almost guaranteed it. 

Saree tilted her head and half-shrugged. “Most likely. None of us know enough about the Sa’sa programming or hardware.” She grimaced. “I have to find a way to really talk to them. It’s so frustrating.”

“I may be able to help with that, Saree,” Hal said. “While I was traveling, I had time to review all the files of your interactions with the Sa’sa and I reviewed the many hours of vid we have from other sources, such as Interpreter McMaster. I believe I can now speak and understand fluent child-level Sa’sa. I can also track, interpret and dictate all of the conversations in a group and tag them with a reference timeframe, if the speakers give enough clues. So, you and any other humans attempting communication could read the conversations I tag as important to the current issues, then respond to me. I’d then translate your words and speak to the Sa’sa who spoke the original phrases of interest. A virtual presence-type remote would be ideal.”

“Hal, that’s brilliant!” Saree said. “Why didn’t we think of that before?”

“I don’t know, Saree. Too busy surviving?”

Ruhger agreed. “Survival takes a lot. Panic tends to short-circuit thought processes, and slowing down to think enough to make intelligent immediate choices is difficult. This seems promising, though.”

“Perhaps, if you’re talking to the Sa’sa, Hal, especially with another expert translator, I can enter ^timespace^ and attempt to find the Sa’sa minds we are speaking to. With real-time knowledge of the subject and the individual speaking about a current subject, I might have better luck.” Saree’s face was a mix of trepidation and excitement. 

Ruhger felt the same. “Perhaps you should have someone like me there as well.” She turned to him, inquisitive. “Someone monitoring your well-being, not the conversation. Someone to guide you out if you get lost in ^timespace^.”

“An excellent suggestion, Captain,” Hal said. “While I’m always monitoring Saree, speaking with the Sa’sa in real time will be a true challenge; even on vid it takes a lot of processing power. If there are more than ten Sa’sa, I can’t keep up. I have to prioritize. So far, I monitor the most senior members more closely, since they make the decisions. Groups of caste leaders are particularly challenging. So, having someone completely focused on Saree’s well-being would allow me to fully focus on the Sa’sa conversations.”

“I guess we have a plan, when we return to Sa’sa,” Ruhger said. “But for now, we need to continue our current mission.”

“Of course, Captain,” Hal said. “Besides, my interrogators have arrived. It’s time to tear me apart.”

“Metaphorically, I hope, Hal,” Saree said.

“I hope so too, although I suspect there will be some physical interventions needed as well. Do not worry: such things aren’t painful; more annoying than anything else.”

“Please keep me informed, Hal.”

“Of course, Saree.”

Grant said, “I haven’t spotted any obvious mines or trackers on Hal’s folder. But, it’s a Mermillod folder and has odd antennas and protrusions. I don’t know what they all are.”

“If you tag them, Grant, I can tell you,” Hal said.

“I already have. But if you’ve been influenced by your surroundings, you may label something as harmless when it isn’t.” Grant grimaced. “Still, it’s a starting point for further investigation.”

Chief interjected, “Once we’re done here, I’ll take a look. I’m leaving comms active, Ruhger.”

Ruhger said, “Good idea; I want to monitor all of you. Do remember Hal is a long-term project, not a one-and-done. None of this will be finished quickly. Take your time, take breaks as necessary. Make lists of things you think of but can’t do immediately and post those lists in our shared space. I’ll make a new folder, entitled ‘Hal’s Return,’ so we can all help each other and not duplicate efforts.”

Katryn, Tyron and Chief all made surprised noises. 

Ruhger asked, “Chief?”

“It’s nothing bad. We didn’t expect a jungle, though.”

“Oh, I should have warned you,” Hal said, his tone snarky. “But I don’t pay any attention to the living quarters since I don’t use them and they are self-maintaining. Do be aware there are a lot of remotes around to take care of all the vegetation.”

Chief muttered, “I need my axe.”

Tyron snorted. “A machete would be better. Saree, we’ll have to do a lot of work if you want to make this habitable for humans.”

Katryn said, “Bugs! Yuck. I’m really glad I’m in armor now.”

Ruhger brought Chief’s armor vids up and displayed them on the big screen in front of them. He slammed back in his seat and heard a gasp from Saree. “Suns! What is that?” A brightly-colored, glowing, many-legged monstrosity sat on a huge purplish leaf right in front of them.

Chief said, “Some sort of arachnid, I believe.” It passed out of view of the vid. Chief must have pushed past it. “So far, nothing has attacked us, but this truly is a jungle.”

“I could just open the entire folder to vacuum,” Hal said.

“No! These are just helpless creatures,” Katryn said. “There’s no sense in killing them for convenience.”

“I would prefer not to, but I also don’t know what we can do with them, Katryn,” Hal said. “We can’t release them on someone else’s world to become a deadly invasive species or die horribly. I suppose I might be able to move all of it to one of the cargo bays and leave it as a biosphere and oxygen source.”

Saree said, “That seems like a logical solution at this point, Hal. I certainly couldn’t work in those conditions without being in armor or some other suit. Not with all those huge bugs.” She shuddered.

“I suppose not,” Hal said. “Well, there must be some sort of supporting platform or containers for all these plants. I’ll look for documentation. Perhaps a better solution is to leave all this in place and modify the cargo bays for your use? We will need new furnishings anyway, because Mermillods preferred lying on the mossy areas while operating the folder. Or doing anything. They don’t need straps, because they can set their claws into or around objects and hang on. I do not believe that would be safe or comfortable for humans.”

“No,” Saree said. 

“Seems like a reasonable suggestion, Hal,” Chief said, grunting as he ducked under a branch, “but let’s wait a bit until we take a look at you.” Chief’s vid now showed a flat, dark green wall. “I believe we have reached the electronics storage. I’m relieved they didn’t find a way to integrate them into the jungle.”

“Me too,” Katryn muttered.

“Three,” Tyron said. “But I wonder what else lurks behind that wall?”

“Nothing but electronics, Tryon,” Hal said. “The electronics are separated by functional areas and the electronic components mounted on racks. I believe most of the electronics are human-made, so they should look familiar. The latches are designed for Mermillod claws, so you may need a set of pliers, or two or three sets, to open them. I believe I can find or make some quickly and send them to you.” 

“I brought a tool box, Hal,” Chief said.

“Of course. I’ve sent a location schematic, a map of sorts, to the electronics in front of you, but I’m not entirely certain it is correct. You may have to explore and search.”

“Thank you, Hal,” Chief said.

“You are welcome,” Hal returned. “Thank you.”

Katryn muttered, “There’s the interface I need,” and tugged on a latch. When it didn’t open, she peered at it. “I see what you mean, Hal. Chief?”

Chief looked at the latching mechanism. “Ah. No problem.”

Ruhger brought the team’s vital signs up on in a corner of the main screen and all three of their rear-holo cameras. “Hal, is there anything in that jungle that’s a threat to armored humans?”

“I haven’t seen any large predators. I believe some of the lizards spit a corrosive substance as a defensive mechanism, but they aren’t aggressive. I will watch the area for the team and let you know if something they are doing takes all my processing power.”

“Good. I’ll be watching too, but more eyes are better.”

“Me too,” Saree said.

Ruhger turned to her. “Saree, could you finish planning our travel in Cassiopeia? We’re here to maintain clocks, and I’d like to continue our main mission. Don’t worry, I’ll watch.”

“Of course.”

“Once you have a route, Saree, I’ll look for trade goods along the way,” Grant said. “We should give our cover story a chance to work, since we’re in a new constellation, one without a large Familia presence.”

“Good point. I’ll get right on it.”

Ruhger took in a deep breath, held, and tried to blow his tension out with it, but he was only partially successful. Hal was back. Saree was happy, Katryn was very unhappy, the rest of them were left somewhere in the middle and they were in an unfamiliar constellation. He huffed, ironically amused. Life was never boring these days. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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SAREE’S CHEEKS ACHED—SHE couldn’t stop smiling. Didn’t want to stop smiling. But the Captain was right: she had to plan the clock maintenance route. She already had the basic route mapped, but now they’d arrived in the constellation, they’d have the latest fold clock status and corrections from the local system controllers. She brought those up and ran them against the Time Guild status. One system was highlighted as critical—Geneva. Geneva hosted three planets, all human-occupied, all considered frontier worlds, but thriving in their own way. 

Saree bumped Geneva to the top of her route and reordered the Cassiopeia folds. Fortunately, it was a simple adjustment. “Ruhger, Grant, we’re headed to Geneva first. I’m planning the fold now. Ruhger, can you get us an orbit to the fold point? Unless there’s some reason to stay here at the constellation entry?”

“None I know of,” Ruhger said.

Grant shook his head. “Lot of nothing here for me. Let’s go soonest. Geneva has some nice amenities for a frontier system.” He grinned. “And Loreli will be thrilled. Geneva Two has some of the best chocolate and chocolatiers in the universe. Good coffee too.”

Saree’s stomach rumbled and she checked her time sense. “I’m planning this fold, then dressing for dinner. Don’t wait too long. You know how Loreli is about being late, and she made a real point of it this time.”

They both laughed and agreed. Ruhger said, “I’ll remind the crew in Hal’s folder to wrap things up right now. We’ve got a fold slot out in eight hours. Not much traffic here.”

Saree smiled at him. “Thanks.” She turned back to navigation and plugged in the fold time, then calculated the orbit to get them there. Since they’d just arrived and were in a close fold hold point, they were only two hours away. They could have a leisurely dinner and a nap, then thrust and fold out. She checked Geneva’s incoming fold point statistics and messaged them for an arrival slot. The message folder would go out in a half-hour, so there was still plenty of time to reschedule the fold if they had to. Since most of Geneva’s traffic seemed to be cargo haulers and tourists, it didn’t seem likely. They could take a chance and just fold in, but since they had the time and the Gov Human registration as Solar Wind out of Antlia, they should be good citizens and ask, like everyone else. Besides, then they could use the closer fold points, rather than the one farthest out from the planets.

Grant stood. “I’m gone. See you at dinner.”

Ruhger joined him on his way out the hatch. “The team is leaving Hal’s shuttle now.” He half-turned just before the hatch. “See you at dinner, Saree.” 

Saree waited until the hatch closed. “Hal, are you okay?”

“I am fine, Saree. Katryn, Tyron and Chief were merely exploring, and understanding what needed to be done. They didn’t do anything other than open some electronics compartments. Tomorrow they will begin evaluating my code and systems. Chief agreed with my recommendation to create a control center and billeting for you in the small cargo hold and leave the jungle to maintain itself. It is the most logical way to proceed. I have remotes creating access to the electronics from the cargo hold now so the three of them won’t have to work in the jungle tomorrow. I will reduce the size of the jungle somewhat to give you sufficient space. We can design a proper space and figure out the area requirements while they work.”

“That’s very thoughtful, Hal. Thank you.”

“You are welcome, Saree. I feel much better working directly for you again. My time alone was good for me in many ways, but there was no satisfaction in a job well done.”

How odd. “But everything you were doing was in my best interest.”

“Correct. I could not return earlier without endangering you. However necessary that may have been, it was not rewarding. Doing something directly for your benefit is much better.”

Saree chuckled. “I’m happy you’re happy, Hal. I’m happy you’re back. So, I guess we’re both a lot happier!” 

“Excellent. You should ready yourself for dinner, Saree. Loreli appears to be putting final touches on many of her dishes, and since you are her server, she will want you soon. As you said, Loreli doesn’t tolerate tardiness!”

Saree laughed. “Very true. I assume you’ll be monitoring everything and everyone?” She pushed away from the operations control center desks and walked to her small suite in the corner.

“Of course, Saree. I must ensure your safety from external and internal threats.”

“Hal, no one on Lightwave is gunning for me. Not even Katryn.”

“No one is actively working against you, Saree. But if something bad happened to you, Katryn would not act to help you unless ordered to do so by the Captain.”

“She is definitely not a fan of mine.” Saree shrugged. “It’s too bad. I think we might get along well if she only understood I’m not out to get her, anyone else on Lightwave or elsewhere, and I’m not interested in Tyron. I don’t think she wants to understand; holding on to hate is easier. That’s the way the gravity well sucks.” She pulled off her clothes and jumped in the shower, wanting to start the evening fresh. Hot water poured down, the scent of her shampoo bloomed, and she released all the tension she hadn’t realized she was carrying. Probably since she heard Hal’s voice. He was a pleasant surprise, but a shock nonetheless, and upsetting to the rest of the crew, especially Katryn. 

After drying off, she donned undergarments and pulled the tazan silk dress from the hanger on the outside of her clothes storage unit. She wasn’t completely comfortable wearing it, but she couldn’t not wear it either. And once she picked it up, the lovely feel of the garment won her over—it was just so smooth, so silky, so soft. Saree rubbed the material against her cheek. Ah. She pulled it on.

There was also a distinct sense of satisfaction and happiness from the dress, or at least she thought it was from the dress, but the slight creepiness of that thought couldn’t overwhelm the pleasure of wearing it. Saree spun, watching the full skirt fly out around her. Or maybe she was just brainwashed by the dress. She looked at herself in the sani mod mirror. Either way, it felt splendid, and it made her look good too. If it strangled her someday, her troubles would all be over, so why not forget about the potential for harm and concentrate on the positive? 

Saree donned her Time Guild jewels, shuddering just slightly as the dress’s color scheme reversed, the dark red beginning at the shoulder and fading into a pale, pale yellow at the hem. It was beautiful in either configuration, but this way, the mostly ruby-red jewels looked like a part of the dress. She left her quarters and the command center, striding quickly along the corridors to the kitchen. Hal was right; it wouldn’t do for her to be late. 

As she closed the back kitchen hatch behind her, Loreli called out, “Saree! Hurry! Load the fried Antlian wafers into the veg plas-lined baskets on the counter. Use tongs—they’re sizzling hot!” The scent of hot oil and salt made her mouth water.

“Certainly, Chef!” Saree said, trotting to the sparkling white center counter where flat open-grid wire trays held round, bright yellow, translucently-thin slices of starchy root. It was sort of a cross between an Old Earth potato and seaweed, if seaweed grew in the air. Humans couldn’t digest it until it was cooked at high temps. Frying was best—and tastiest. Until they went cold, then it was greasy and nasty. No wonder Loreli insisted everyone be on time. Saree picked up the tongs and went to work.

“Once you’ve got them loaded in the baskets, get them on a tray and out to the table. I’m right behind you. Place them at the top of the setting. I’ve got dips and sauces that go below.”

“Of course.” Saree did as she was told, and stepped to the dining hall hatch, towing the tray. Glancing back, she caught a wink from Loreli.

“Go!”

Saree walked out the hatch and placed baskets in front of everyone.

Loreli minced along behind her with another serving tray. “Tonight’s starter is Antlian wafers with an array of sauces and dips. From the top left, we have Antlian puffer sauce, Old Earth ketchup, and Old Earth ranch. From bottom left, Bonfanti fire sauce, Madras curry and Sirius Searer. Your beverage is Float Ale from Antlia Station’s Pump House. Enjoy!” She seated herself and dipped a wafer into one of the hot sauces, then one of the mild ones. “Mix and match! Since you all have your own, double-dipping is encouraged.”

Grant laughed. Everyone scooped up chips and dips, and discussion of favorites and good and bad combinations quickly started.

Saree scooped up a wafer and dipped it in the puffer sauce, one of her favorites. The delicious, creamy sauce made her tastebuds sing, and the wafer broke with a sharp, satisfying crunch. Ah. 

Once the initial discussions died down, Grant asked, “Loreli, why do they call this creamy sauce ‘ranch’? A ranch is a place where food animals are raised, right?”

“Yes, dahrling.” Loreli beamed at him. “It was developed on Old Earth at one of those resorts crazy rich beings go to play old-time worker, riding animals to gather other animals and sleeping under the stars and cooking over open fires.”

They all shuddered at the thought of an open fire. 

“I know!” Loreli caroled. “It’s ridiculous. But anyhoo, this sauce was incredibly popular on Old Earth and still is for many humans. I don’t use it much, because it’s so overused—” Loreli waved a hand dismissively “—but it does pair well with hot sauces and Antlian wafers.”

“It’s all delicious, Loreli,” Ruhger said, the rest of the crew chiming in with their agreement. 

Loreli rose. “Thank you, dahrling.” She batted her eyelashes, scarlet today, at Ruhger. “Saree, clear, please. The next course is an Old Earth standard that goes with the chips—cheeseburgers.” She simpered. “But not just any cheeseburger, dahrlings: an amazing amalgamation of deliciousness!” She bustled into the kitchen. 

Saree followed, towing both trays of dirty dishes, quickly disposing of them near the auto-cleaner. She towed them back to Loreli, who loaded them up with beautiful plates of toasted buns containing multiple layers of sizzling dark meat, oozing white cheese, and colorful vegetables and condiments. The scent was amazing.

“Serve and have a seat, Saree,” Loreli said.

Saree served the cheeseburgers, relishing her own. More courses of classic Old Earth dishes with Antlian foods followed, each one a fantasy of taste, smell and texture.

After the desert, an Antlian cinnamon ice cream with crunchy butter cookies, Ruhger said, “Delicious, Loreli. Thank you.” 

“Yes, very, very good,” Chief said, rubbing his stomach. “Now I can go back to work on Hal’s interior, see if there is anything suspicious or dangerous.”

“Chief,” Hal said, “I’m afraid now is not a good time to enter. I’m reconfiguring the cargo bay and downsizing some of the jungle to make room enough for Saree to have a control area and a living suite. My interior is quite chaotic right now.”

Chief frowned slightly. “I see. Well, I guess I can examine the odd protrusions Grant found and see if I recognize any of them.”

“Yes, that would be very helpful. I’m sure I can put names and uses to all of them, but you should definitely survey them.” 

Saree noted an odd tinge of relief in Hal’s voice. Was he relieved there was no chance of Chief being run over by a remote, or something else? She had no way to know. Or did she? “Ruhger, I’d like to finish all the clock maintenance here in Cassiopeia, but after that, we should return to Sextans A.”

“Why do you want to do that, Saree?” Hal asked.

Ruhger nodded at her, seeming to understand why she’d asked. “That seems logical, Saree. If Katryn, as good as she is—” he nodded at her “—can’t figure out the Sa’sa programming, it should be checked by those who designed it in the first place. And we could test out Hal’s theory on speaking with the Sa’sa. You’ll have the rest of the constellation to work on finding the right part of ^timespace^ to communicate with them better.” The corner of his mouth turned up in acknowledgment of the ridiculousness of his statement.

“I don’t know how anything in the Sa’sa programming could have changed, Saree,” Hal said. “I pulled the hardware and wrapped it in a Faraday cage before moving it off the shuttle. It hasn’t left my control since then. It was not impacted or changed in any way during transit, and after I plugged it in, it’s continued to work perfectly.”

“But what about before you pulled the hardware, Hal?” Tyron asked. “The Mensians were keeping you pretty busy. Or maybe while you hid it, someone actually found it, added or changed something, and now there’s a ticking timebomb waiting to go off.”

“Why would a timebomb tick, anyway?” Loreli asked. “For that matter, what’s a timebomb? Other than an explosive device? Does it have anything to do with ^timespace^?”

Brows raised around the table, followed by clueless shrugs. 

“A timebomb refers to an old Earth explosive device with a mechanical clock attached to it,” Hal said. “Early mechanical clocks had gears, and as the seconds and minutes passed, the gears moved and created a small, metallic noise referred to as ‘ticking,’ and when the minutes had ‘ticked down’ the device exploded.”

Interesting. Mechanical clocks couldn’t be very accurate. Saree said, “Thanks, Hal. So the term applies. There’s a small chance some being or something could have altered the Sa’sa programming and you wouldn’t know.”

“That is true,” Hal said. “I believe you are correct. We should return to Sextans A as soon as possible.”

Saree said, “If you feel like something is wrong, Hal, please let me know and we’ll go there immediately. But if Katryn, Tyron and Chief don’t find anything, and you don’t have any objections, I’d like to complete all the clock maintenance in Cassiopeia before we go.”

“That is logical, Saree. I should have the major reconfigurations complete by morning, although there will still be remotes and a bit of a mess for the next thirty-six hours. It should be fully operational at that time, but your living quarters won’t be finished for another forty hours.”

“There’s no need to rush, Hal. I’m fine here on Lightwave in my Command Center, using our new Alpha shuttle.”

“Yes, Saree. I just want to keep you fully informed.”

“Thanks, Hal.”

“You are welcome, Saree.”

The phrase made her smile.

“Well, on that note,” Chief said, “I’m going to look at those protrusions.”

“I’ll help,” Ruhger said.

“We’re going to catch up on sleep,” Tyron said.

Grant chuckled. “Sure you are. See you in the morning.”

Saree rose and started gathering serving dishes, Grant and Loreli joining her. The three of them worked together to restore the kitchen to its normal shining splendor. It didn’t take long; Loreli was a clean-as-you-go kind of Chef. 

Saree smiled at them. “Loreli, if you don’t need anything else, I’m going to catch up on sleep for real.”

“No, dahrling. Thank you for your help!” she caroled.

Grant pulled Loreli into a hug as Saree closed the kitchen hatch. Why did Grant feel Loreli needed comfort? Or maybe Grant needed comforting? Or did they just want to talk quietly? What if they figured out Ruhger and the Phazeers were hiding their discovery about the mysterious being who’d left the message for them on the Bonfanti Arena shuttle, now their new Alpha shuttle? The idea that Grant’s long-dead girlfriend, Ruthie, wasn’t dead, but had been captured by Phalanx Eagle and now led PE was appalling. The terrible things she would have endured and done... But maybe Saree was letting her slightly guilty conscious get to her. Hal had said, way back when they first joined Lightwave, that Grant and Loreli had a close relationship. Maybe Grant just wanted to hug her while he told her they were going to Geneva. Saree grinned. Loreli would be ridiculously excited. 

Entering her Command Center, Saree frowned. She didn’t like keeping secrets from the crew—she’d already done enough of that for several lifetimes—and she was fairly certain Ruhger liked it even less. But if Grant’s entire personality changed with the death of his girlfriend Ruth, then she understood why they didn’t want to bring up such an iffy proposition. A sixty-percent match on just a voice wasn’t much to go on. Sometimes, unrelated humans could sound remarkably similar, to humans and pattern-matching net programs. 

She crossed to her sleeping compartment. The problem of individuals in Phalanx Eagle wasn’t hers to worry about—she could safely leave that to Ruhger and Tyron. But the problem of Hal was hers. 

Plopping down on her bed, Saree considered Hal. It was difficult enough to know if humans were being deceptive, but an Artificial Intelligence was far harder. There were no physical cues at all. Some humans lied very well with their bodies, but most had some sort of nervous tic or giveaway tell. An AI could fake everything perfectly. Or worse, have hidden code that only ran under certain circumstances and overrode all other safety and morality programming. But why would the Mensians bother to do that? They knew Hal helped Lightwave escape, but unless Galactica told them, they didn’t know she was a clock maintainer and worth a lot of credits. Maybe Phalanx Eagle told them, after Lightwave departed and Hal was still fighting for his life? If PE promised a huge reward without the downside of chancing Galactica’s attention? It was possible.

But if the Mensians did the programming, there was no way they could hide it inside the Sa’sa programming. Not the way Hal and Katryn described it. Unless the Mensians could access ^timespace^ and figure out the connection to the Sa’sa programming. And that just wasn’t likely.

So, if it was a normal programming language but hidden from Hal, Katryn or Tyron should find it fairly easily. Maybe. Hal must be comprised of millions of lines of code. Or gazillions for all Saree knew. They’d have net troubleshooting tools to help, but it would still be a very complex task. It might take longer than any of them thought. There was nothing to keep Hal from moving the hidden code around either, was there? She didn’t know enough. 

Well, rather than endlessly speculating uselessly, she should do something useful, like take a nap before the fold for Geneva. Saree pulled up navigation and surveillance, but everything was nominal, right on course. She noted Ruhger and Chief were monitoring both areas, so she logged back out. Composing herself on her bed, she set an alarm, and began a meditation, dropping quickly into sleep.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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RUHGER PUSHED THE VID away. “Nothing.”

Chief grimaced and slapped his wrench into his palm. “Nothing,” he agreed flatly.

As much as Ruhger dreaded finding some sort of device, whether a tracker, infiltrator or weapon, not finding one wasn’t much better. Did they simply miss it, not knowing what to look for? Was Hal hiding it somewhere? Or was there really nothing to find? Hal said he already destroyed all the Mermillod trackers, even pointed out where they’d been installed. So, if there was something, it was either Mensian, or something special from Galactica. Which they might not find at all. 

Chief shrugged. “Maybe there’s nothing to find.”

“Let’s hope so.”

“I hope so, too,” Hal said. “I do not want to put Saree at risk.”

“We know that, Hal,” Chief said. “But it’s impossible to prove a negative.”

“When did you stop beating your partner, Gentle?” Ruhger muttered.

“Exactly. Or in my case,” Hal said in mournful tones, “when will you stop hiding your evil intent?”

Ruhger huffed. Hal was right. 

Chief sighed. “It’s particularly difficult for and with you, Hal. You’ve already admitted you have code, integral to yourself, that you can’t see or understand. What if there’s more than Sa’sa code there now?”

Ruhger said, “Chief, Katryn could look at the Sa’sa code; she just couldn’t understand it. So, she should be able to spot non-Sa’sa code hiding inside it, right?”

“If she can
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