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Chapter One

With a sigh, the small, thin man pushed away from his desk and yawned. He leaned back in his chair, stretched the kinks out of his back, and closed his tired eyes. When he opened them, he noted that darkness had already descended. Had he immersed himself so deeply in the alien text on his desk that he’d lost all track of time?

Professor Orilious Angle glanced at the antique wall chronometer and was surprised at the late hour.

“Must’ve dozed off,” he muttered. Shoving his glasses up on his forehead, he rubbed his tired eyes and sighed again.

Just then there was a knock at his office door. Earl Neswed stuck his head in as the professor fumbled to get his glasses back on straight.

“Working late again, I see,” Neswed said as he let himself in the rest of the way. As head of security at the Mica Computer Institute, he was making rounds before heading home.

“Just couldn’t put this book down,” the professor said with a wave of his hand toward the open text.

Neswed looked at the book, then at a stack of other manuscripts on the corner of the messy desk. Although he was versed in many different languages as part of his job, he did not recognize this one.

“Hot off the presses, huh?”

Neswed snagged a stool with his foot, swung it his way, and sat down. “I don’t recognize this language.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s a rare set that came in this morning. A colleague sent them to me from a dig out on the rim.”

“She still writes you, huh?” Neswed said with a grin.

It was no secret that even after thirty years, Angle still heard from his old college girlfriend. At the time they were going together, he was a graduate student in computer science while she had been a graduate student in archeology. However, the love of their respective fields had proven stronger than their budding romance, and they had gone their separate ways. Neswed met this woman once about ten years ago when she visited Mica to lecture. Watching his friend, the professor, he discerned there had been more than mere friendship between the two scholars.

“So, what’s got you prowling around at this hour?” the professor asked Neswed. “Thought you’d be home with the wife by this time.”

“Not tonight. She’s at one of her ladies’ meetings.”

“That’s good for both of you. Gives you a break and keeps you out of each other’s hair.”

“It would if I still had any,” Neswed quipped.

“That makes two of us.”

“So where’d these old books?” Neswed asked, motioning toward the ancient texts. The professor picked up one off the stack.

“From an ancient library on the rim,” the professor answered. “Seems there was an obscure branch of humanity out that way long ago.”

“And I assume since she sent them, this branch is now extinct, right?”

“Unfortunately,” the professor said sadly as he placed the ancient script back on the stack.

“It’s obvious they understood the science of bindery,” Neswed noted, picking up a book and examining it. “I’d swear this book isn’t more than a hundred years old. The pages aren’t even brittle! What do they say?”

“The books come from late in their history,” Angle answered, “and have given us some solid leads to what happened to those humans.”

“Let me guess,” Neswed said. “Red-tails.”

“Good guess,” the professor agreed. “They hadn’t developed extended space flight yet nor cosmic weaponry with which to defend themselves. Add the fact that the ruins show clear signs of Red-tail blaster damage and no human remains were found—that pretty much sums it up, doesn’t it?”

“Will we ever be free of those vermin?” Neswed said. “Seems as if they’re popping out everywhere, harvesting and slaughtering at will.”

“I know what you mean,” sympathized the professor. “I watch the young troopers I have in my classes. I can tell the ones who’ve been out there fighting these things.”

“I guess I should be happy I’m a civilian on a fairly safe planet,” Neswed said with a sigh.

“No one is safe with those transit tubes of theirs. They can show up unexpectedly almost anywhere.”

“I just wish there was something we could do about it,” added Neswed in disgust.

“I know that there’s considerable effort being put into detecting those tubes before they materialize,” the professor noted. “But not knowing their origination point, it’s impossible to predict where they’ll appear.”

“We can only wait and hope.”

“True, but who knows when we may face them here on Mica?”

Both men sat in silent contemplation of their times.

“So, how’s that nosey machine of yours doing?” Neswed asked, changing the subject.

“You mean Ert?” the professor answered in mock bewilderment.

“Yeah, the machine!” Neswed shot back. “You know, the one that I have to clean up after all the time. The one that thinks it’s more human than you and me.”

“I’ll have you know that by all standards, Ert is as alive as you or me,” the professor said with feigned seriousness. The argument over the status of Ert was a constant one between the two friends.

It had been a confusing time when the ancient Horicon computer came back to life. Professor Angle’s class had been working on it for many weeks when it occurred. It had even projected a holographic image of a Horicon being and even addressed one of his students, a young man named Delmar Eagleman.

A messy bureaucratic uproar arose at first and the higher ups at the Science Museum wanted to take Ert back to their facility. Professor Angle, with some help from the Ebilizer Institute on Shalimar, had managed to keep Ert exactly where he was. Some people were still unhappy about it, but Professor Angle didn’t care. He had it now and he planned to keep it as long as he could.

One of those not so thrilled by the Horicon computer remaining at the school was Neswed. It had fallen to him to straighten out all the problems caused by Ert as he freely helped himself to the other computers and databases all over campus. That Ert always left things better than he found them was immaterial. Departments fiercely defended their turf, and even a curious computer was not welcome. Sardonically, Neswed referred to himself as ‘Chief-Ruffled-Feather-Smoother-Outer.’

But in spite of all the difficulties the Horicon computer caused him, Neswed still treasured his friendship with Professor Angle. So they joked back and forth about Ert—Neswed not quite believing Ert was alive, and the professor believing but harboring his doubts.

“I still say it’s only technically alive,” Neswed said.

“And so are we,” the professor agreed without looking up from the text he’d just picked up, “technically.”

Neswed snorted. “I better finish my rounds and head home.” He stood and slid the stool back into place.

“I might as well call it a night too.” The professor took a slip of paper, marked his place in the ancient text, and closed the book.

“Let me ask you a silly question,” Neswed said. Professor Angle didn’t reply, but only nodded. “If that book is from an orphan branch of humanity, how are you able to read it?”

“Simple,” replied the professor as he gathered up the small stack of books and placed them safely in the locking drawer of his old oak desk. “They’re written in the same text as the Horicon.”

∞∞∞

Space Trader Ian Cahill took another sip of the drink in front of him. Although it appeared the same as the other drinks on the table, he made a point of it containing no intoxicants. He wanted his head clear while negotiations were under way. It was a policy that had stood him in good stead for many years.

Cahill didn’t look like the other people in the lounge. His clothes were mismatched variations of old military uniforms; an unzipped open-collar flight jacket with the insignia and name tag removed, camouflage battle dress pants with a civilian shirt made of an alien cloth from a distant planet he’d visited many years ago. His brown leather high top boots where scuffed and unpolished. He wore a military-style hand blaster in a shoulder holster under his left arm as well as a high-caliber percussion cap hand pistol on his right hip. His scruffy brown hair draped over his neck and ears, hiding a scar he’d received from flying debris when a Red-tail torpedo struck his ship, the
Cahill Express
many years ago out on the rim.

Cahill didn’t care to socialize with people which was why he’d chosen the solitary life of being a space trader over that of traveling with a convoy or being part of a consortium. He enjoyed the solitude of space, alone with his thoughts, free to travel to any star system in the galaxy that called to him from the darkness of space.

Yet here he sat across a table from this man who’d refused to tell him his name, bargaining for an artifact of such curiosity that he’d agreed to meet him in a public setting instead of aboard the
Express
which was his preferred place of doing business.

“Is that your final offer?”

“One never has a final offer,” the man opposite him said smoothly. “Everything is open to negotiation if the price is right.”

“That’s what I understand from many of my contacts,” the trader answered. “Still, it would seem that your price for the artifact remains unchanged.”

“But that’s not true,” the smooth man said. “It’s just that you’ve not yet stated how much the item is worth to you.”

“And you’ve not disclosed how or where you happened upon the item, or even if it’s legal to trade.”

“Does its origin or legality concern you, sir?”

Cahill chuckled to himself. He was not surprised at this almost typical ruse. One never brought everything to the table up front.

“So you’re suggesting that other options are currently unstated.”

“Other options are always unstated if the price is right.”

Taking another sip of his beverage, Ian pondered his position. If he could get the artifact at a low enough price, he was sure he could make a profit on it with a dealer he knew out on the rim. But the price had to be right. After all, profit was his only motive, and he really didn’t care if it was legal to trade or not. Artifacts procured illegally usually held a higher trade value but were harder to explain if audited by the trade commission. Then again, a trade made under the table could earn enough profit to make the risk worthwhile.

Years as a free space trader had taught Cahill many subtle tricks to help negotiations go his way. It had been the school of hard knocks, whose colors were black and blue, Ian always said that produced what he was today.

Well known in quiet ways, Ian Cahill was rightly proud of his reputation. Even in this current negotiation, it preceded him to good effect. He saw a bead of sweat appear on the other man’s forehead and knew the time was right to digress.

“So what do you think about the latest Red-tail incursions?”

“Just a normal part of business,” the smooth man replied a little too quickly. Ian knew he’d struck a nerve with the man. “I hear the Axia is stepping up patrols.”

“One always hears those rumors,” Ian agreed. “But it’s a different story when a lone ship is out there between planets, even on the common lanes.”
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