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To Bataav
This was the first waypoint of many on our journey together.
Obsidian Dawn slid gently into Bay 8. The assault frigate’s glassy black and silver hull reflected the interior of the Gallente station as it approached its berth and finally came to rest above the pod gantry, which automatically commenced extraction of the ship’s large black egg-shaped capsule.
Suspended inside, Sakaane Eionell felt the slight jolt which accompanied confirmation that the pod was now connected securely to her station cabin’s catwalk and she could disconnect at her leisure. Squishing her toes through the pod’s goo one last time, she sent the command and waited to find herself amongst air and light once more.
Somehow, no matter how many times she’d done it, disconnection always felt like being flushed down a giant toilet. The worst part was not the nerve-numbing pain, but the sudden sense of being small, of being limited to flesh and blood and bone. Mortal.
The pod split open and unceremoniously ejected her onto the steel landing with a splash of neuro-embryonic containment fluid. This drained away, leaving her wet, slimy, and barefoot on the cold metal. The implants in her back tingled slightly as always; she resisted the urge to scratch and easily ascended the stairs to the balcony instead, peeling off her black pod suit as she went. Later, showered and dressed, she stood before the full-length mirror and decided today to let her honey-blonde hair curl in soft waves around her face and shoulders. After all, she was on vacation.
A soft beep from a nearby panel indicated her personal effects were scheduled for transfer from her ship and the small crew had disembarked. The baseliners were free to enjoy themselves for the week; it was unlikely she’d hear from any of them before they turned up again for duty the following Monday.
She glanced from the panel to the main holodisplay. A welcome message flashed across it and reminded her of the convention starting on March 24, YC113—three days’ time. She wiped the message and called up the station’s restaurant directory instead. It was just past 0700 and disconnection always gave her a hankering for real food. Time for breakfast.
An entry on the list made her pause and then grab for her jacket. Deck 17 Bar ‘n’ Grill? What are the odds...?
Some minutes later Sakaane stood before the doors to the Intaki establishment, oh so familiar yet completely out of place. Deck 17 offered a modest breakfast menu; she went in.
The interior of the bar was quiet and nearly empty save for an elderly man in the back corner sipping tea. She took in the familiar décor: the polished mahogany bar with its racks of liquor behind, the subdued lighting, the wooden tables and plush chairs. Most prominent was one wall bearing a time-delayed feed of Intaki Prime; the sun was just breaking over her homeworld’s horizon.
Suddenly, a familiar voice called out, “Kainta! My dear, it’s been years!”
A wide grin spread over Sakaane’s face as she turned to see the bartender approaching her from the kitchen. His long hair had turned completely silver since the last time she’d seen him but was still, as always, tied at the nape of his neck with a leather thong. “Njal, it is you! But what are you doing here in Dodixie?”
He swept Sakaane into a hug and planted a kiss on her cheek, the skin around his blue eyes crinkling from his own grin. “Moved the bar about a year after you graduated. It was time for a change of scenery, and the economy is better here in Dod. But you! Look at you.” He stood back and appraised her. “Quite a bit different than the cadet I knew, fresh-faced and chasing after adventure in the navy! What have you been up to? What brings you to Dodixie?”
“Still chasing after adventure. I think in my last letter I mentioned I signed up with the Intaki Liberation Front?” Njal nodded and gestured to the barstool she’d always habitually occupied years before in Duripant, and she sat down. “At the moment I’m on vacation—here for the conference.”
Njal stepped behind the bar and started mixing what he knew was her favorite drink, finally producing a tall glass with brightly-colored layers of juice that fizzed quietly. “A few days early, isn’t it?”
She sipped and nodded. “I just got in a little while ago. Settling in today, see who else has turned up already, though I expect the big influx of pilots hasn’t quite started yet. Bataav will be in late tomorrow night; I’ll be meeting up with him down on planet six.”
Njal wiggled his eyebrows at her. “Oh, I see...! Anyone I should know?”
She shook her head and smiled at his teasing. Though she and Njal had kept in touch over the last few years, they’d both been busy and their messages had been little more than snippets of text. He was just starting to look his age now, with fine wrinkles showing more deeply and age spots appearing on his hands. It was then she realized how much she’d missed his father-like humor and company, and, yes, even his occasional ribbing.
Ignoring his animated face, she went on, “We’re taking a few days to tour. There’s a city down there supposedly done up like some place on the fabled Earth, painstakingly recreated from scraps of information scattered throughout New Eden. Who knows how accurate it all is. Probably will turn out to be a typical Gallente tourist trap. It’s in the far north though, so I’ll see some snow. And I guess last year a volcano erupted nearby? That should be neat to visit.”
“Very nice,” Njal said, then winked at her. “Let me get you some breakfast, on the house. It’s great to see you again.”
Shortly thereafter he brought out a meal, and after they’d caught up some more she bid him good bye with a promise to keep more closely in touch as well as to refer everyone she knew to the bar. Then with an eye on the time, Sakaane dropped by her quarters to pick up her bag and made her way to the public docks, queuing up with other travelers also heading down to Dodixie VI.
The shuttle undocked and sped away from the station. Her seat had a window; she distracted herself by gazing out at the planet as they approached.
The shuttle angled down through the atmosphere, heading for an island in the northern hemisphere. From high overhead through broken clouds the island was a great expanse of white crisscrossed with jagged mountains which showed black where they had no snow. Along the southern shore a gaping pore stared up at the sky; this, she knew, was the caldera of the volcano. Sunlight gleamed across glaciers and she felt a shiver.
An ice land indeed, she thought with fascination as she recalled a travel brochure. Having grown up on Intaki, and since then spent the majority of her time in space, Sakaane had never really seen snow and had very little idea of what it would be like.
The spaceport was some distance from the island’s central city. On the ground the land was more hospitable than she expected, though it was snowing gently. She stood outside in the cool breeze and tilted her face to the sky, reveling in the sensation as each snowflake landed on her skin and melted.
A bus took her and the other shuttle passengers away from the port into the city. Sakaane stared out the window, her eyes scanning the landscape hungrily. Regardless of where she looked, there were no trees nor other large plants anywhere, save for a few scrubby bushes reaching up from the protected lee of piles of stone. The lava fields were blanketed with snow which contrasted sharply against the black rocks, and as the sun peeked out between the clouds she could see colorful moss hugging the rocks’ jagged contours. Out the window on the opposite side of the bus was the grey ocean and a stormy horizon.
A half hour later the city itself came into view. Here suddenly timbers grew in ever-increasing quantity: tall evergreens contrasting with deciduous trees, their naked limbs clawing at the air. She caught a glimpse of a sign proclaiming WELCOME TO REYKJAVIK with a great deal more text below, likely describing the supposed historical nature of the city, but it whizzed by too quickly for her to read.
Finally, the bus dropped Sakaane at her hotel. She checked in and went up to her room, and then stood for several moments at the window admiring the view.
The local time was near midday and she suddenly felt the lag of travel. A nap, and then dinner in the hotel’s restaurant, and soon enough it was time for bed.
The next morning after breakfast, Sakaane decided to take a tour of the city. Bataav was not due to arrive until after midnight local time so she busied herself by walking the streets of Reykjavik and taking in the sights.
When the sun finally set, Sakaane hurried back to her hotel to reconfirm the location of Bataav’s inn, scribbled the directions on a scrap of paper, and headed out.
The slightest nervous tremor lanced through her as she walked the city’s dark streets. Although they were assigned to different ILF wings, they often flew together and had spent many hours in conversation since she’d joined the corporation eight months earlier. Yet she’d never actually met the Karna Pasha in person. She had a great deal of respect and admiration for Bataav and considered the quiet, well-spoken diplomat a close, trusted friend. Even so, she wondered if he would be any different in person. How much of their friendship was tied up in the cool and impersonal façade of pod communication relays? Did people change after disconnecting?
As she neared his hotel, excitement grew and eclipsed her anxiety. The lobby was warm and inviting after the chill night air. The desk clerk greeted her; she replied in kind and indicated she was just going to wait for someone who was coming in from the spaceport.
Sakaane chose a chair with a view of the hotel’s courtyard and gazed out into the night, waiting for Bataav to appear.
Aunia’s Grace slipped silently from the undock and slowly began aligning toward the gate, the Iteron Mark IV-class vessel starting its journey to some unknown destination. It was followed by the Atron frigate Sprite quickly warping into the void away from any marked celestial, clearly on an errand for one of the station’s agents that regularly employed capsuleers looking for ISK or good favor.
Other craft came and went, all watched by the quiet, cloaked ship below the station.
After a short time the Guuhpala began its final approach and requested permission to dock. Access was granted and, unnoticed by other ships, a small ripple of space revealed the Nemesis moments before it entered the station and moved to its berth.
It wasn’t long before Bataav was rising to his feet from his knees, his spinal plugs almost numb from the quick withdrawal of the cables that linked him to his ship. Collecting a towel and heading up the steps to the walkway that led to the quarters he’d been assigned, he considered for a moment how much he disliked being spat out of his capsule onto the cold metal like that. Technologically advanced though they were, the Jove clearly had little time for a dignified entrance.
Less than an hour later the notion was forgotten. Having collected his effects and confirmed all was well with his ship and crew, Bataav made his way through the station to the commercial shuttles that would take him to the surface.
He smiled to himself as he passed others along the way. It seemed easy enough to spot those who were attending the conference and more than once he made brief eye contact. They clearly thought the same of him. In the waiting room for the shuttle he overheard the conversations of those introducing themselves and inquiring about each other. Like them, he was looking forward to the next few days, especially being able to meet fellow ILF pilot Sakaane Eionell face to face at last.
The shuttle trip itself was uneventful and Bataav divided his time between the anticipation of meeting Sakaane and trying to glean some useful intel from his fellow passengers. Some of them were actually from groups with less than favorable standings with ILF and they didn’t realize who was on board—or, they didn’t care. Either way, he eventually gave up; it seemed he would learn little of any value and so waited patiently to arrive at his destination.
Bataav’s journey came to an end as he stepped from the bus and collected his luggage from its hold. The small group of passengers made their way into the hotel lobby.
Spotting a lone figure sitting in the lounge area, Bataav turned and made eye contact, a smile crossing his face. The pilot returned his gaze. Then, looking at the other passengers at reception all trying to check in at the same time and realizing it would be a few minutes before he would have his keys, Bataav took the opportunity to have his first face to face conversation with her at last. He moved closer and said hello, asked how she was and hoped she’d not been waiting too long for him. They were instantly comfortable with each other’s company despite having never actually met.
After dropping his luggage in his room , the pair made their way back into the street, walking into the night in search of food while chatting about their trips, the conference to come, and their next few days together.
The late hour conspired against them: all the shops they passed were closed.
“I suppose this is what we get for wandering around town in the middle of the night,” Sakaane said. “I thought these ‘Icelanders’ were known for staying up late to party?”
“It’s the middle of the week.” Bataav shrugged. “What now?”
She turned on the spot, looking up and down the very empty streets. The city was eerily quiet; no people or vehicles about, no sirens in the distance. Not at all what she expected from the island’s largest metropolitan area, and certainly quite different from the busy stations they usually frequented. “What time is it?”
“About...0315 local.” At her expression, he grinned. “What? Mine was the late flight.”
She laughed. “I knew I shouldn’t have taken that nap earlier. It’ll take some doing to get used to the time difference between station and here. Right. We’re closer to my hotel now than yours, and the tour leaves from mine in about five hours. Maybe we’ll get lucky and the lounge there will still be open.”
They set off again, shortly arriving in the Nordica’s lobby and the VOX bar, but there, too, things were closed for the night.
“Perhaps room service?” Bataav suggested. “If you don’t mind. I’m starving.”
Thankfully, the hotel had a late-night menu available and delivered their meals to Sakaane’s room. They spent the next five hours getting to know each other better, finding as they had in months past that they never ran out of topics to discuss and laugh about. Privately, Sakaane was relieved and felt her earlier anxiety melt away. The Pasha was no different in person and they got along well. They barely noticed when the sun crept up out her window over Mount Esja, highlighting the grey-white clouds hugging the summit.
At 0830 it was time for the tour. They would be heading out into the wilderness in a specially-modified vehicle affectionately termed “SuperJeep” by the tour company. Sakaane swept her hair up and pinned it into the twist she usually wore, and grabbed gloves and scarf for warmth.
The driver, Omar, met them and the other tour attendees in the hotel lobby with a warm greeting, and off they went, following a highway east out of the city between a mountain range and the southern coast.
“I have just decided,” Omar said suddenly, his accent thick but pleasant on their ears, “to take us somewhere you may not have another chance to see.” The jeep’s engine roared as he powered it down to turn off the highway onto a snow-covered lane leading past a small dairy farm. “This river, to the left, is Þjórsá, which is our longest river at over two hundred kilometers. It comes from the glacier Hofsjökull. And on it is the Urriðafoss, a waterfall. You may not think it very impressive because it is small. We will see much bigger waterfalls later. But Urriðafoss is good, because it flows with the highest volume of water of all our waterfalls.”
The jeep rounded a corner and parked near the bank of the river. Before they got out, Omar explained, “You may not see this waterfall again because they want to build a power station here. They tried to do this once before, and obviously”—he gestured out the windshield to the fast-moving water—“this never happened. But now they talk about it again, so we will see.”
They climbed out of the jeep, Sakaane having to hop down due to the height of the vehicle, and approached the water’s edge. Though the river flowed clear, the falls were choked with thick ice, with the water rumbling by beneath.
They stood for several minutes watching the flow. Sakaane then glanced behind to see the SuperJeep and couldn’t help but measure it against her 5'7" frame. The upper edge of the 46" tires reached nearly to her waist. And Omar called these “small”?
They drove on, eventually coming nearer to the coast. In the distance to the southeast were what looked to be several dark mountains rising from the horizon against dark clouds.
“Those are Vestmannaeyjar, the Westman Islands,” Omar explained. “There is one village there. The people are very strong and loyal to their community. One time many years ago, the volcano there erupted and the lava threatened the harbor. Instead of running, the people got together to defend their community. The ash and lava was everywhere, swallowing homes and destroying things... But the harbor was most important. This was their livelihood. So they put up barricades and walls to keep the lava away, and called in the navy to help. And in the end the harbor was saved, and no one was killed, so even though they had to rebuild their homes and everything, that day man triumphed against the volcano.”
Omar continued to tell tales of historical significance of the area while they watched the passing landscape out the windows. The sun dipped lower, nearly riding the horizon formed by jagged mountains which seemed to crop up from anywhere.
Finally, the jeep turned off the highway onto a snow-packed track leading onto a vast lava field and Omar announced, “Soon we will stop for lunch. But first we will finish our journey to Eyjafjallajökull.”
“Isn’t that the volcano which erupted last year?” Sakaane asked.
“Yes. We will be visiting the base.”
The jeep left the road behind and bounded directly onto the field, cutting its way through snow and over rocks, chewing effortlessly through several streams and small rivers. Despite careful navigation and his best attempt to provide a smooth ride, the passengers bounced around, and enjoyed every minute of it.
“Now we know why the tires are so big!” Bataav laughed.
Their path followed the length of the volcano’s range. The valley was gradually narrowing; at the end they could see another range looping around and seemingly cutting them off.
Then Omar pointed out the window to the right. “There, you can see the summit of Eyjafjallajökull. We are close now!”
Soon enough he’d parked the vehicle and they got out.
“Take your time,” Omar said, handing out sandwiches. “We are in no rush to leave.”
Sakaane chewed her lunch slowly, staring in awe at the great mountain before her with its glacier, Gígjökull, spilling down into the now-empty lagoon basin. The travel brochure she’d studied prior to booking the tour had shown a great lake at this location. Last year’s eruption had washed it all away.
Bataav stood beside her, sandwich in hand, and gestured. “Impressive, isn’t it?”
She shivered, staring at the ice and the far-off summit. Two great caverns stared back, rent into the rock at some point by the glacier, or the volcano, or both. The blue color of the ice was striking.
“Yes,” she whispered, finishing her sandwich. The shiver crawling up her spine hadn’t gone away; now it spread over her whole body, but not from the slight chill in the air.
To one side of the parking area a steep lump of a hill protruded from the ground. Eyeing it, Sakaane took off in an attempt to climb it, struggling through the snow drifts which were suddenly thigh-deep. Bataav watched her with amusement and then climbed after her, following the path she forged.
Out of breath and covered in snow, Sakaane reached the top of the hill. The valley stretched away before her, with the volcano towering over from behind.
A moment later Bataav joined her. For many minutes they stood in silence, simply taking in the land.
She tried to shake the shiver but couldn’t. There was something in the air here, an energy, though not one of excitement or anticipation. She hesitated to call it magical, though that seemed as good a term as any. A deep breath brought clean, crisp air into her lungs and, seemingly without cause, tears flooded her eyes.
Bataav saw the emotion in her face and touched her shoulder gently. “Are you all right?”
Sakaane nodded and, after several moments more, spoke quietly. “When I was a girl, while my brothers were still toddling about, my father would take me out into the forest. We would spend weekends exploring the mountains together, fishing the streams and camping. He would show me places off the beaten path where no one else went, places he’d discovered over the years on his own excursions. And always he would talk of our duty to nature and of Ida. He was a passionate follower.”
She squinted slightly and Bataav thought she was no longer looking at the wide landscape, but rather into distant memory. “If I concentrate hard enough, I can almost hear him speak. Almost.” She sighed. “I was most at peace then, out in the forest.” Coming back to the present, she gestured to the white valley before them. “What we see here is hardly the same and yet it feels no different to me. It should seem bleak and desolate and yet it’s not. It’s cold, and yet there is warmth all around us. I feel...” She took another breath, holding it in before letting it out. “For the first time in a long, long time I feel at peace, like I did when I was a girl, out in the forest. It’s wonderful.”
“Where is your father now?”
The answer was a moment in coming. “He died, eight years ago. Serpentis, in Agoze.” She blinked and the tears spilled down her cheeks. “I can’t remember his words anymore. The lessons, they’re gone. I wish I could remember...”
Below, a door on the jeep slammed shut as Omar finished packing up remnants of the lunch and Sakaane flinched, snapped out of her reverie. Embarrassed, she quickly turned from Bataav so he wouldn’t see her wiping the tears away. “We should head back.”
They worked their way carefully down the hill and then piled back into the jeep with the other passengers.
“We go to Seljalandsfoss next, one of our most famous waterfalls,” Omar said, taking the jeep slowly back down through the valley toward the highway. “Another short break there so you can walk behind it.”
It took them nearly half an hour to emerge from the valley, bouncing through streams and over large piles of lava rock, before they reached the falls. They had to turn up their collars against the brisk wind.
Following the trail behind the falls, Bataav pointed. “Look at this.” He noted the cliff curved overhead and was generally ice-free in this area, yet in front of them was a two-foot high ice formation seemingly formed from nothing.
“It’s...not an icicle,” Sakaane said, trying to approach it over the ice. The trail sloped uphill and was very slippery.
“It looks like the water came up from below,” Bataav noted, edging closer. “All this ice over the trail originates from there. A small geyser that froze? How bizarre!”
They tried to get closer but the ice was just too slick. As mist from the waterfall landed on them they started to feel the chill more, and quickly decided to head back to the jeep.
The tour continued on through the afternoon. Omar pointed out the eastern edge of the caldera of Eyjafjallajökull as well as the ongoing ash cleanup from last year’s eruption.
“Our last stop is Skógafoss,” Omar said eventually, “a very special waterfall, because there is treasure there. No, really! Real treasure. One year I took a family out and we stopped there. The son was a teenager and was bothering his mother, so she took a diamond ring off her finger and gave it to him. I could see him playing with it in his fingers.” He parked the jeep and, as he’d done many times that day, pointed out the windshield at the scene before them. “So then we arrived here, and they all got out. The father and the son climbed the trail to the top of the falls, while the mother stayed with me. And, as fathers and sons do, there was some horsing around going on on the trail.
“And suddenly,” Omar said with a grin, “everything stopped dead. The son’s face went white as the snow. His face, oh you should have seen it. He knew his life was about to end. Because? He still had the ring and now he and his father were searching for it up there along the trail, because in all the horsing around, the son had dropped it.”
“Did they find it?” Bataav asked.
Omar shook his head. “No. And believe me, the son and the father heard all about it from the mother all the way back to Reykjavik! So. Climb up there and look for the ring. And if you find it”—he grinned a wide grin—“be sure to give it to me!”
Sakaane and Bataav hung back together, deciding to take in the view of the falls from a bench, and marveled at the thick layer of bronze moss clinging to the bluff under the snow. They sat in a comfortable silence. The other passengers approached the falls and dodged seabirds diving from nests set into the craggy rock. A few took on the climb to the top of the waterfall and made a show of casting about for the ring.
“Dinner tonight?” Bataav asked quietly.
A smile immediately sprang to Sakaane’s lips. “Certainly. We should check in as well, see if Sanya and Creetalor have docked yet.” Then she stretched and yawned, just starting to feel the effects of a day out in the cold combined with having stayed up all night. The tour was almost done though; the other passengers were coming back.
“Did anyone find the ring? No? Ah, well.” Omar swung up into the jeep with ease and set off again for the highway. “Back to town now. I will give your ears a break so you can just look out the windows and enjoy the countryside.”
“Hang on,” Bataav said, suddenly remembering something Sakaane had told him hours before. “Sakaane has never seen the ocean. Is it far?”
Omar glanced at them in the rearview mirror. “Not at all.” With a jerk of the wheel, the jeep cut directly across the highway and into the ditch, then up to plow through the ash field. The tires spit clods of sand past the windows.
After only a few minutes, they went down another embankment. Waves crashed onto the black beach, which stretched away for miles in either direction, and seagulls wheeled overhead.
“This was not here before,” Omar said. “Everything you see is ash from the volcano, as far as the eye can see. It will be many days yet before anything living returns to the ground here.” He looked at Sakaane. “What do you think?”
“It’s fantastic.” She popped the door and jumped out, hurrying through the ash to the water’s edge. The wind off the ocean was strong, whipping up enormous swells and white-capped waves, which curled over themselves almost at her feet. Impulsively she crouched down and stuck her bare hands in the water, pulling them back almost at once. The ocean was so cold it nearly burned.
Bataav had to help her back into the jeep. “Fingers a little numb?” he teased, shifting over to make room.
She smiled and rubbed her hands together. “But worth it. Thank you.” A shiver—a real one this time—ran through her and her teeth started to chatter. “Not used to this cold at all.”
They drove back to the city in relative silence, all of them happily worn out after the day’s adventure. Slowly, Sakaane began to feel her eyelids drooping; she’d been awake now for over a day straight and it was catching up to her. Plus, she could feel Bataav’s warmth through his jacket... He’d left his arm draped over the back of the seat behind her, and as she nodded off to sleep she couldn’t help but end up against his shoulder.
Bataav tightened his arm to draw her closer as she settled in, noting her shy glance as she leant against him, questioning whether she should be snuggling with one of ILF’s ranking pilots. Bataav smiled reassuringly and said quietly, “This is much better.”
Her hairpin poked his neck. With his free hand he gently removed it and passed it to her as they relaxed. Her loose hair slid down and he brushed it back from her face before leaning his cheek against the top of her head. The cold outside was soon forgotten as they sat close together, her sleeping as he watched the scenery pass by.
Bataav continued to smile as he thought about how well he and Sakaane seemed to be getting along. Although their friendship had formed while flying together on active operations in the Intaki system, it couldn’t have translated any better face to face. He’d missed her during her sabbatical from the corporation late the prior year and had decided she was definitely someone he wanted to keep hold of.
Soon enough they arrived at Sakaane’s hotel and Bataav woke her, grinning as she blushed at how she’d slept against him.
“Are you still okay for dinner tonight?” he asked. “The scenery earlier was amazing but a sandwich hardly did the day justice.”
Sakaane breathed a discreet sigh of relief when he didn’t comment on their closeness in the jeep, and silently cursed the heat in her face. “Of course. But I need to check for messages from Sanya and Creetalor, and we’re due to return to the station tonight. The shuttle leaves in about an hour I think.”
“I’ll head back to my hotel to change. It’d be a shame not to use the room at all seeing as I paid for it,” he teased, smiling again as her cheeks reddened more. Then he bid her farewell for the time being and started his walk through the city.
Two hours later they were back in orbit chatting in the arrivals zone of the Federation Navy Assembly Plant station when a man approached.
“Excuse me, Mr...?”
Bataav turned and, after a barely perceptible moment of recognition, answered, “en Gravonere...these days.”
The man nodded and offered to take their bags. Bataav passed them along, then handed over a data chip detailing the location of their quarters. The stranger walked away, leaving a bewildered Sakaane staring curiously after him.
“Who was that? You just...” She gestured somewhat helplessly at her luggage as it disappeared after the man into the crowd.
Bataav was reassuring. “I enjoy some small influence beyond the borders of Placid from my days before ILF. It’s nothing,” he added, grinning at how she clearly wasn’t satisfied with his answer. Changing the subject he asked, “Now, where shall we eat?”
Briefly tempted to press him further, Sakaane thought better of it and teased instead. “All right, have your secrets.” Then she glanced around. “There’s a great place close by called Deck 17. I know the owner. We should go there.”
“That’s settled then. Lead the way.”
The crowd exiting the arrivals area parted briefly and he caught sight of the man maneuvering his way ahead with their luggage in hand. A brief glance back saw their eyes meet. They shared a mutual nod and then the man was gone.
Sakaane led Bataav to the Intaki establishment and was warmly welcomed by the proprietor.
“Bataav, this is an old friend, Njal. Njal, Bataav is with ILF.”
Njal inclined his head in greeting and showed them in, leading the way through the partially full tables. Along the way he pulled Sakaane ahead to whisper something in her ear. She swatted the elder man playfully but, after a quick glance back at Bataav, nodded in agreement.
Bataav raised his eyebrow with curious amusement but said nothing.
Finally turning to them both, Njal said, “For you, the best table in the house. Quiet, and has a great view of the moon. You can watch the ships coming and going just there.” He gestured out the viewport briefly before pulling Sakaane’s chair back and leaning in to whisper, rather loudly, “Though with such company who’ll be looking?”
Bataav smiled as he overheard. He liked the man already. Njal reminded him of his uncle, Teutonii, and he imagined how well the two would get on.
As Njal left them to browse the menu Bataav said, “I see I’m not the only one with contacts in Dodixie. He seems nice.”
“An old friend from my days in Duripant. I used to come here—I mean there, all the time. He moved the bar after I graduated from the academy.”
Bataav smiled and looked around, taking in the atmosphere.
Shortly afterward they were deep in conversation, enjoying their meal and each other’s company. Njal was the perfect host and regularly topped up their drinks. Time passed; slowly the restaurant emptied out while the bar area filled. Njal told the ILF pilots they could stay at the table as long as they liked.
Their conversation turned to their trip to Dodixie and the coming days.
“What do you think the conference will be like?” Bataav asked. “I’ve been looking forward to it for months.”
“Me too. I guess this is the seventh one they’ve held? I’ve never attended before but many of the pilots I’ve spoken to say it’s a grand time, one big party. I think I’m mostly looking forward to meeting everyone, like you, face to face. Sanya as well,” she added.
Just as Sakaane had not previously met Bataav in person before, they were both looking forward to meeting Sanya, a former ILF pilot, the next day. A close ally, Sanya was now Director-General of Security for KISEC and still flew with her old corporation on occasion. She held the reputation as one of the best combat pilots ever to fly in ILF.
“There weren’t any messages from her earlier,” Sakaane said. “I can check again before morning.”
“Everyone who’s going should have arrived by now. There’ll probably be something when you get back to your quarters.”
“True... But I’m not ready to leave just yet.” She twisted her tumbler idly between her fingers. “Did you review tomorrow’s schedule? Any panels you’re interested in attending?”
He nodded and their conversation went on.
Then Bataav reached across the table, his fingers interlinking with Sakaane’s a little. Though their primary reason for the trip was to attend the convention, they seemed just as pleased to be spending the next few days with each other... He was relieved when she didn’t move away but blushed and smiled back, entwining her fingers more tightly with his.
Behind Bataav, Njal looked across the bar at Sakaane and grinned, nodding once approvingly.
After a few more drinks Bataav suggested they head to their quarters before the early start the next day. They paid for their meal and stopped at the bar to bid Njal good night.
“Before you go, a parting gift,” the bartender said, producing a bottle which he handed to Bataav. “Some of our homeland’s finest nectar. Non-alcoholic, as the lady here prefers, but still with its own unique kick.”
“Njal, we couldn’t...”
He held up a hand to silence Sakaane’s protest. “I insist. Please, you two, enjoy. Suprab nahi.”
They thanked him and left, walking along the main promenade toward the lifts that would take them to the decks housing their temporary quarters.
Bataav studied the bottle’s label and whistled under his breath. “Payloqan k’Adharnam. This is expensive stuff, actually.”
“From his private stash no doubt.” Sakaane hooked her thumbs into her pockets as they walked. “I really should have kept in better touch with Njal over the years. He’s always wanted the best for me, and offered great support.” She nodded to the bottle. “And apparently he likes you!”
Bataav chuckled and recalled what Sakaane had confessed to him at the base of Eyjafjallajökull as well as Njal’s unsubtle hints at dinner. “He seems to care about you like a daughter.”
She grinned. “That he does. He’s never tried to replace my father; simply been there for me as I needed and wanted. He has no family of his own. I’m glad I was able to see him this trip.”
Bataav tucked the bottle into the crook of his arm as the lift doors opened and a rush of people exited. “I should take this to my room straight off.” He considered the time. “It’s not too late just yet. You could see if you have any messages from Sanya using my console if you like, and I should check in with the corp. Hopefully there is a note from her so we can try to get organized tonight rather than last-minute tomorrow. And perhaps we ought to sample this fine gift?”
“Sounds like a plan.”
He led the way and once in his quarters was satisfied to discover his bags at the foot of the bed. Flicking on the console, he let Sakaane have access first. As Bataav moved behind her he realized how tempted he was to rest a hand on her waist.
She quickly accessed her mail and channel feeds and found a message from Sanya.
“It says she and Creetalor have checked in and we can meet them both tomorrow. We’ll know her in the crowds from her security pass. It’ll display her channel avatar so should be quite easy to spot.”
“Perfect. No doubt there’ll be a ton of stuff we’re given when we arrive. Free pens and badges. All as worthless as sifting through the wreckage of Serpentis wrecks in hisec probably,” Bataav added with a smile.
Sakaane laughed and stepped aside to let him take his turn. She was pleased when she realized how close he’d stood to her but crossed the room to the sofa to wait as he flicked from intel channel to intel channel, checked a few mail accounts and caught up with some of the public discussion forums.
Finally he looked over and smiled as she kicked off her shoes and wiggled her toes. “Shall we have some of this?” she asked, taking the bottle of Payloqan k’Adharnam in hand.
“Please.” Disconnecting, he procured a corkscrew and two glasses, then sat beside her, leaning back to relax with one arm falling naturally behind her back while she opened the bottle and poured. He accepted the glass she offered him and for a moment they shared an awkward yet intense look, before she leant back with him.
“I’m Mr Popular it seems. Not a single message for me,” he said with a mock pout.
“Poor Bataav.”
“I know. So unfair. At least you like me.”
Sakaane met his gaze. His eyes were very blue, a stark contrast to his dark hair. A smile slowly crept across her lips and she nodded. “Mhmm. I do,” she said quietly.
“Good,” he replied, leaning toward her. “I was hoping you did.”
The next morning’s alarm brought a rude awakening. Bataav slowly rubbed his eyes. The night before had ended as yet another late one but he smiled widely as he remembered it, turning to lay on his side and stroking his fingers down Sakaane’s naked back. She rolled over and smiled at him.
“Hmm. I might be looking forward to today but I wish it didn’t have to start so early,” he said.
Sakaane slipped from the bed and padded her way to the small bathroom, tossing a glance back over her shoulder. “Not a morning person, then?”
“No. I like bed too much.” He raised an eyebrow suggestively.
She ducked out of sight so he wouldn’t hear her giggle. It was refreshing to see this side of her otherwise quiet and somewhat mysterious friend, even if he only let his guard down like this in private.
Soon enough, washed and dressed, they navigated a myriad of station corridors to the conference center, spotting others along the way clearly attending the convention as well. The closer they got, the thicker the crowd became until it was a throng of people. The ILF pilots wondered as they walked if any of these capsuleers might be people they’d previously flown with...or previously fired upon. A few times Bataav nudged Sakaane to point out those whose corporation or alliance logos were emblazoned across various bits of clothing or skin. Most of these pilots were, to the Intaki pair, pirates: Rote Kapelle, Beyond Divinity, Wildly Inappropriate...
“Goons,” Sakaane said, nodding toward a large group of men sporting the well-known bee logo. The men chatted amongst themselves and seemed unassuming enough—just regular people.
All around them it was much the same: the crowd was a dazzling array of ethnicities in various states of dress or undress, rippling with color from fantastic robes to regular blue jeans to what Sakaane was certain was bubble wrap. Facial tattoos stretched and squashed with smiles of greeting and laughter. Capsuleers of all size and shape shook hands, hugged, clapped backs, bowed, and otherwise greeted or announced themselves to each other in whichever way was appropriate for their culture. Sakaane chuckled as she spied a Brutor with arms nearly as thick as her waist bellow hello at and subsequently engulf a petite Achur woman in embrace.
Everyone was in good spirits and the atmosphere was contagious. Here, at least temporarily, blue or red seemed to have no meaning. Gallente, Minmatar, Amarr, Caldari and others alike stood together and spoke as friends.
“Isn’t this wonderful?” Sakaane breathed as they watched. “Why can’t people act like this all the time? Can you imagine what Intaki would be like...?”
“You and I would be out of jobs,” Bataav said seriously. “Though I wouldn’t necessarily mind that kind of unemployment!”
Sakaane agreed and looked over the crowd again. Silence fell between her and Bataav, but as always it was comfortable. Everything with him is comfortable, she thought, reflecting on their night together. Since their first communications nearly a year prior via the Free Intaki comm channel, and over the ensuing months after she’d signed on with ILF and they’d grown closer, she’d known only his voice in her mind. Now she knew much more than that and was glad he’d presented the opportunity.
Without thinking, her hand sought out and found his.
Perhaps that was an advantage to first associating with people via the confines of the capsule: one got to know the person’s mind and personality without worry of interference from superficial impressions of physical appearance. Although she’d had his channel avatar to go by, after all this time it would have mattered very little what he looked like. She knew who he was and that warmed her heart more than anything else.
Well. Mostly. She ducked her head to hide a girlish grin. Tall, with a great physique, dark hair and piercing blue eyes, Bataav was actually very handsome, and she would not complain about that!
Time passed; they waited along with everyone else.
“There are more pilots than I expected,” Sakaane said finally. “We should have gotten up earlier.” Bataav looked dismayed at that idea and Sakaane smiled at him, knowing full well what he was thinking about and not minding one bit. As they inched slowly toward the registration desk, she added, “It’ll be well past midday before we’re through the line.”
Bataav glanced up at a large port affording a view of the moon and the traffic outside the station. A Hurricane swept by, pursued shortly thereafter by a Dominix. “Several thousand capsuleers all crushed into one small location,” he mused. “If the Sansha chose now...”
“Hush.” She placed a finger over his lips. “None of that. We’re here to have fun, remember?”
The Karna Pasha grinned. “Sorry. Habit.” He glanced ahead. “Maybe we should get a bite to eat while we wait for this crowd to die down.”
They turned back the way they’d come only to find many more people had the same idea: the crowds were thick throughout the station’s capsuleer zones. It took the couple some effort to find somewhere they could squeeze in for a meal without going too far afield. Even Deck 17 was full and they had to wait for a table.
When they returned to the venue they found the line for registration nearly gone. Finally, a pleasant Intaki woman with spiked white hair handed them their badges along with two cloth bags bearing a bright blue Quafe logo.
“See?” Bataav said as they rummaged through the contents. “Free pens. I knew there would be pens.”
Sakaane held up a black t-shirt which matched the bag’s design. “It’s not all bad. Free shirts! And discount coupons for station services... Ah, here we are. The schedule.” She frowned. “It took too long to eat and get in. The opening ceremonies have already started and I suppose it will be full. Fancy a look anyway?”
“Why don’t we look around and get our bearings instead? I imagine once the ceremonies let out the corridors will be jammed again.”
The venue was spread over several rooms occupying two decks of the station. As they toured the area, they wove their way through other capsuleers standing about in small groups, eventually ending up in the interior combat arena where a large group of pilots had congregated to discuss tactics and plan strategy. Casual battle scenarios would be staged throughout the afternoon with an actual tournament to be held the following day.
Bataav’s eyes flicked over various screens openly displaying ship configurations and a few unguarded bits of corporation data.
“See anything interesting?” Sakaane asked quietly.
“Perhaps.”
They moved on, stopping by the silent auction to peruse the displayed wares.
“Goons again,” Bataav said, plucking a small rubber bee from an arrangement of bee-themed paraphernalia. “They’ve quite a selection of merchandise.” The bee squeaked loudly when he squeezed it.
“I’m sure children get a kick out of that. Start young! Give a squeak toy, recruit while they’re still in diapers.” She reached to take it from him. “Actually, I might like one of these.”
He gave her a look.
“What? It’s cute!”
“It’s pirate gear!”
Reluctantly, she placed the bee back with the rest of the Goon merchandise. “Bad guys get all the fun stuff.”
He chuckled and steered her away. “Aww. Maybe we can put something similar into production for you. Gain independence through ILF squeak toy proliferation.”
“That’d be nice. No, really. People like things. Could be a way to increase our profile and nab some ISK for the corp wallet in the process. T-shirts, coasters...” She paused thoughtfully. “Free pens.”
Wandering on, they came to other areas of the venue where capsuleers sat around tables playing cards and chatting idly with one another or taking in snacks offered by the catering service. Service bots whizzed to and fro, seeing to the pilots’ needs or emptying trash bins which appeared to fill up again as soon as the bots departed. Along the promenade on the second level a wide viewport gave a spectacular view of the nebula and the exterior combat arena, where several ships were engaged in battle. A Minmatar tattoo artist had a booth set up nearby with several pilots waiting to be inked. The Scope had reporters on hand for interviews and a few agents milled about, eager to find new hires.
In contrast to the silent auction, the market area offered a variety of commercial goods from clothing to ship models. Bataav waited patiently while Sakaane pored through the items, eventually leaving with two bags heavy with purchases.
“Since he couldn’t make it, Devan gave me a shopping list,” she explained. “None of these things are available at home. Too costly and dangerous to import through the gauntlet from Stacmon I guess.”
Bataav arched an eyebrow. “I do believe a great deal of the things in there are for you, my dear. I saw you drooling over that Navy Apocalypse model.”
Sakaane tried, ineffectively, to slide the bag containing the miniature ship out of sight behind her. “I really have no idea what you’re talking about. And there was no drool! ...all right, maybe a little. Though I think I might venture out to the Empire to buy an actual Navy issue after the convention.”
He smiled. “You and your Amarr hulls.”
Their tour complete, they sat briefly at an empty table and pulled the schedule out again. Sakaane pointed at an entry. “Speaking of hulls: At 1500 a designer from Ishukone will be hosting a session where attendees can vote on the elements of a ship’s creation. It runs for a couple of hours and he’ll be designing the hull live. Interested?”
“Ah! Yes. And after? How about the panel at 1700 about the morality of capsuleers? Could provide some useful insight into the problems we have at home. Following that is an open discussion regarding empire corporations, their agents, and the jobs they hand out.” Bataav tapped this finger thoughtfully on the table. “I’d like to bring up the issue of the Intaki Assembly being excluded from employing agents, whereas every other Federation entity seemingly has free reign to do so.”
Sakaane nodded. “Right. Shall we go?”
The auditorium housing the design session was the same location as the opening ceremonies. They arrived to find the room already full, as nearly everyone had remained behind at the ceremonies’ conclusion. The auditorium was dark; the designer was already set up on the stage at a console with its display duplicated overhead via holoprojection for the audience to see.
“Standing room only,” Bataav murmured, finding his way through the dark to an open spot along the rear wall. Sakaane followed behind and then placed her bags on the floor between her feet.
The hostess, a dark-haired Gallente woman in a flashy silver sequined jacket, sat on a stool next to the designer’s console. “Good to see you too,” she was saying to the designer. “So I understand you were going to tell everybody a little about yourself before we dive into this?”
“Nope,” the designer replied, but smiled.
“No? Er, all right...”
The audience chuckled.
The hostess turned to the audience and grinned cheekily. “I also bribed this man. He said he would come out here if he could have alcohol.” She held up two flasks.
The designer was calling up files on his digital canvas. “Yeah, but Val said yesterday we’re not allowed to drink before five.”
“Val said that?” The hostess gave the audience a look. “Well, I’m gonna defy Val!” She reached for one of the flasks and deliberately unscrewed the cap. The designer started to laugh and reached for the other flask. “Salut!” Taking a drink, she recapped the flask and put it down. “This is going to make it much easier.”
The designer fiddled with the flask and then set it aside, reaching instead for a larger bottle. “I brought my own. It’s water, actually.”
“Oh, just water? Well, we wouldn’t want his hands to shake while he’s drawing so I can understand that. So—”
The designer held his bottle up to the audience. “But, cheers! Good to see you.”
“You’re sure you don’t want to tell them anything about yourself?”
“I’ll tell them something.”
“How long have you been with Ishukone?”
“Three years, yeah. My name is Georg Inkunen.” He pronounced his first name Yorg, with particular rolling emphasis on the r. “Some people have trouble with that... It’s pretty much just ‘George’ without the ‘e’ on the end... But you can call me George if you don’t like Georg. And for those of you who can’t see me, I look something...like this...”
He bent over the digital canvas and scribbled out a character that was meant to approximate his close-shaven head, mustache and beard. The audience chuckled and then applauded.
“Yep, that’s me. Thank you! Before we start, I just wanted to say quickly...the process when I design a new ship. First I’ll speak with our military advisors to see about the purpose of the new ship. Then I’ll sketch out a lot of these quick thumbnails.” A selection of samples appeared on the display. “You can see they’re really rough. I don’t take them very far. I might take one a little bit further if there is an example that I really like that I want to sell to the advisors and our directors. That usually works, so when that happens I take the design and make it a little bigger, keep working it, put color on it, and that’s pretty much it.
“But we’re very agile at Ishukone, so we’ll just start over if we don’t like what we’ve done. For instance”—he highlighted a certain thumbnail—“we chose this one. I couldn’t make the sale on the others.” He pouted good-naturedly.
“Aww,” the hostess said. “Next time.”
The thumbnail overhead gradually morphed from the rough sketch through to various stages of design. “I don’t always hit the right combination of design elements right away,” Georg explained. Arriving at the final slide, he added, “This is pretty much the final of this concept. Couple more examples I can show you...” A few more images flashed up on the screen: an Eagle and then a Falcon. A few in the audience clapped appreciatively.
“Sometimes I’ll just do a profile, like this, and work with our engineers to come up with the comparable structure blueprints.” A photo of himself and a young boy flashed up on the display. “I’m always at work... Me and my son went to the playground and made these pretty little sand models...”
The hostess tried to keep a straight face. “Do you use sand as a medium a lot?”
“Yeah! And grass, you can see here’s an antenna...” Another photo flashed up showing the sand ship with bits of grass sticking out of it. The audience laughed and started to get into it more, clapping and whistling.
“Okay! So, that’s it! Thank you!” Georg made to get up.
“No, no!” The hostess made a show of placating him. “This is what the alcohol is for!” Once she saw he wasn’t actually going anywhere, she turned back to the audience and took on a bit more of a serious air.
“One of the other elements of Design Democracy is, as we go through this, other than drinking, you’ll see these two lovely volunteers stationed with microphones. We have questions in a sequence that we’re going to ask and you get to vote on them as Georg designs the hull—and he tells me he’s very fast!—and in the time when it might be a little slow, or when we get toward the end where we’re going to name the ship, if you have questions, I will be opening the floor occasionally, so hold up your hand and they’re going to run mics around.”
She rambled on without barely taking a breath. “One of the conditions Georg had—because I was like, seeing as Impetus chose to hold the convention here in Gallente space, let’s do a Gallente ship!—and his answer was, ‘No.’” She made a face.
Georg poked his head up over his canvas. “What did you expect? I’m Caldari!”
A mixed chorus of applause and groans came from the audience, followed overall by laughter.
“Right. So we’re going to start off with accepting the fact that it will be a Caldari ship...”
Georg grinned. “I know it’s ‘Design Democracy’ but I’m doing all the work!”
“So in this case, ‘Design Dictatorship’.” The hostess shifted on her stool. “The first question we’re going to ask the crowd: battlecruiser or frigate? Who would like to see a battlecruiser? Okay? And those would like to see a frigate?” She took stock of the audience. “I think we have a clear winner, the people have spoken! Battlecruiser it is.”
Georg brought up a nebula as a backdrop. “I’m just going to try to find an interesting place to start...” On the display overhead, brushstrokes appeared as he began working on his canvas, blocking out shapes.
“One of the big questions that helps determine the start of the style of the ship is whether it will be symmetrical or not. Those in favor of symmetry in their Caldari battlecruiser, please raise your hands. Okay...no symmetry! Wow. Wacky Caldari. I think the wacky ones have it that time.”
For the next few minutes the audience watched while the bare bones of the hull started to take shape.
The hostess prompted with the next question. “Do we want wings on our battlecruiser? No wings, hold up your hands.” She paused. “Yeah...you’re so clearly in the minority even before I ask the others! But okay, for form’s sake, because it’s ‘democracy’... Those who want wings, raise your hands.”
Someone in the audience shouted, “One wing!” People started to cheer in support.
“Okay, so now we’re inspired to ask a new question. Those of you who want a single wing, raise your hands. And those who want him to draw a ridiculously fat number of wings, raise your hands. Yeah.”
Georg looked up. “Eh?”
“A ridiculous number of wings.”
“Ridic—okay! I like that. So.” He bent over the canvas again and, in a matter of moments, whipped out several sets of lines which quickly shaped themselves into wings.
A man in the audience got a hold of one of the mics and asked, “Is it combat or EW?”
“Ooh! Let’s vote! Those in favor of electronic warfare—because that’s my favorite, I like that!” A smattering of hands popped into the air. “...and you people don’t like me. All right. Combat?” More hands went up.
From the back of the auditorium came a faint, “Mining!” Everyone laughed, and several people booed.
“Mining is right out! Back to combat. Combat, hold up your hands again. Hold up...both hands! See, now there’s a clear majority.”
“I’d like to say cheers to mining though,” Georg said, and kept working.
Another suggestion came from the crowd. “The wings should be compound!”
At once the audience erupted into cheers and applause, and in one area, more than a dozen or so hands shot into the air, each clutching a rubber bee. They waved the toys emphatically; a cacophony of squeaking spread through the auditorium.
Sakaane felt Bataav step near to her to whisper, “What was that you were saying earlier about children?” She shook her head and held her palm over her lips to contain an astonished laugh.
He remained close. She felt his arm slide around her waist and gently tug her against him, and settled into his embrace with a contented sigh. The soft scruff of his beard tickled her ear as his lips briefly brushed against her cheek.
She was pleased with his gesture, though somewhat surprised too. Bataav was a private man by nature; this complimented his work for ILF. Although the auditorium was dark, and they were standing at the very back where no one was looking, she’d nevertheless expected he’d be unlikely to express his feelings for her in public. Now, his hand rested easily on her hip. She laced her fingers through his and gave a gentle squeeze. He squeezed back.
Someone from the audience had the mic. “I’ve got a question. Is it gonna have a top wingy bit?”
“A top...wingy...bit?” The hostess made quote marks in the air. “Is that your vocabulary? ‘Bit’?!” She leaned toward Georg. “Do you understand ‘top wingy bit’? He wants a...spoiler...on the wing? Bit. The technical term.”
Georg was trying to keep a straight face. “I can’t really comment on that.”
“So are you going to exercise a veto to the spoiler...bit...?”
“Yeah, I have a few of those.”
The hostess nodded. “All right. What about propulsion?”
Georg nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. I never think about that.”
The audience clamored with suggestions.
“Did somebody just say propellers?” This was met with a loud chorus of laughter, which grew louder once Georg humored the suggestion.
After another few minutes watching Georg work (after erasing the propeller), the hostess prompted again.
“A bridge area is important on a ship because, well, if you don’t have a bridge, where’re you going to go? So let’s talk about where the bridge should be.”
“On the engine!”
“The wing! On the wing!”
She held up her hands to quiet the crowd. “Okay, we’ll vote on that. Those of you who’d like the bridge to be located on an asymmetrical wing of the ship?” Hands rose up. “And those of you who think this is a terrible idea? I sense a theme here...” She turned back to Georg. “They would like to have the bridge located on a wing, preferably the asymmetrical one.”
Georg was absorbed in his work. “We’re doing the bridge now?”
“We can go back if you like. What would you like to go back to?”
“I’ll just do what I feel like. Ah, propulsion. Is everything on the wings? Wings are on wings? Propulsions are on wings? The bridge is on wings? Maybe we can, uh, put the main hull on a wing also.” More laughter. He moved bits of the ship around until most of the hull was piled onto the primary compound wing. “Do we want to do that? It’s fine with me...”
“Let’s vote. Go back? Raise your hands.” A clear majority put their hands up.
Georg pouted. “Oh come on, give me a chance. It could work.” He messed around some more.
“How are you feeling about this right now?”
He nodded at his canvas. “I like it.” He paused. “Or...we can vote on it.”
The hostess jumped on that. “Oh! We get to vote. This...? Or go back? So, everybody for this, raise your hands.” The crowd was still. “Go back?” Everyone raised their hands.
Georg was indignant but smiling. “Oh, you suck!”
The hostess asked the crowd, “Are you certain?”
Georg mumbled, “No, you suck!” and everyone laughed.
“Design democracy, what can you do?”
They went on to decide where the engine would go, and suddenly Georg duplicated the primary wing, much to the approval of the crowd.
A question came from the audience. “I was wondering if you can lay claim to any of the ships we’re familiar with? What ships have you personally designed?”
Georg kept working, adding finishing touches, while he considered his answer. “The Harpy... I also worked on the notorious Vulture. A few others.”
“We gotta think of a name for the ship,” the hostess announced. “We’re open to suggestions... Go to the mic guys.”
A progression of names began, not all of them serious: Duck, Mallard, Cow Bell, Albatross, Peregrine... The Dodo. A good portion of the audience seemed to like that one. Others were made, and it seemed the panel was going to run out of time, when someone suggested Osiris.
“Ooh,” the hostess purred. “Mythology and it’s a bird! Those in favor? I’m feeling that, I like that. You like Osiris?”
Georg nodded. “I think it’s beautiful. I’m about done I think.” He displayed the finished design for the audience.
The hostess gave the audience a chance to appreciate their collaborative effort and then said, “This completes this year’s session of Design Democracy. Ship of the people, by the people, for the people! Thank you so much for coming. I hope you enjoy the rest of your day at the convention.”
Georg stood and nodded to the audience. “Thank you!”
As the auditorium lights came up, Sakaane reluctantly broke free of Bataav’s embrace and picked up her bags. “What did you think?”
Bataav shook his head. “Not the best looking ship...even for a Caldari vessel. But I suppose one can hardly expect excellence from this kind of forum. I’ve always said Caldari ships look like stepped-on building blocks. You know the ones, they come in lots of colors? Gallente kids always have them. Anyway, that looks like a stepped-on Caldari ship.”
She laughed and followed him and a crush of people out of the auditorium, down the corridor, and on to the next panel.
A good portion of the crowd arrived ahead of them and once again they found themselves leaning on the wall at the back. People continued to file into the room.
Suddenly, Bataav exclaimed, “Sanya!”
Sakaane looked up to see a very tall, black-haired woman passing by in the line of people still filing into the room. She wore combat fatigues and a military vest, and paused directly in front of Bataav at the sound of her name, looking first at him and then to Sakaane standing immediately beside him.
After a moment of cool scrutiny which took in everything about the ILF pilots, including the convention IDs hanging around their necks, recognition flashed through her blue eyes. Sanya stepped out of the line and squeezed into a spot beside them, offering her hand in greeting.
The trio wasn’t afforded an opportunity to say more than their hellos, for just then the doors to the room were closed and the presenter approached the podium.
He was something of a roly-poly Gallente baseliner, short, with tousled black hair and beard. He coughed and cleared his throat a great deal while getting his papers in order. And they were papers. The fact he wasn’t carrying a datapad stuck out.
The crowd in the room settled down as he began to speak.
“Hello! Nice to see so many people here. There are seats there—” A few people left their spot by the wall to slide their way through the crowded rows. “—but it’s also good to be standing... It’s easier to leave the room if I disappoint...” He chuckled and glanced nervously down at his notes. “I, uh...don’t think I’ve ever had the opportunity to disappoint so many people at once!” While the audience laughed at this, the presenter added, “I was thinking beforehand that, in Gallente sitcoms, they always say, ‘Picture the people naked.’ Well,” he shook his head emphatically and looked pointedly at the crowd, “I’m not going to!” which made the audience laugh even more.
“So. The title of my presentation is ‘Nice People, Nasty Pilots’, which somehow became ‘Nice People, Bad Pilots’ in the program...which is”—he chuckled nervously, conscious of the fact several dozen capsuleers, the supposed demigods of New Eden, were staring him in the face—“which is kind of almost the point that nice people would make inferior pilots, which is not what I was saying!” He glanced several times at the holodisplay, seemingly to check and recheck that the title slide displayed there really did say “Nice People, Nasty Pilots” as intended.
“My name is Oli Gneisti Soleyjarson. Can you all please repeat that? No? I’m a folklorist. And...uh...” He cleared this throat again. “The story behind why a folklorist is studying capsuleer morality... I was going to write my masters dissertation about Amarr oral tradition in the gospels of the Book of Reclaiming but...”
There was more laughter and someone in the audience said something which wasn’t audible to those standing at the back of the room. Oli laughed too, then shuffled his papers some more and glanced again at the holodisplay. Pressing a remote advanced the display to the next slide.
“In New Eden, capsuleer population numbers are insignificant compared to those of the ordinary man. Yet, capsuleers themselves...uh...span a wide range of nationalities, backgrounds, you name it.” He glanced around at the audience, taking note of the variety present before him, opened his mouth as if to say something but hesitated and then changed his mind. Instead he said, “As evidenced by gatherings such as this holoreel convention which Impetus is so kind to put on for us...uh...well, it’s true that some people are just bad to the core. But many of you, outside your pods, are quite able to get along with each other. Right? You are nice people. You were...probably nice people before you became capsuleers. Yet if we believe the DED and CONCORD reports, so many capsuleers are thieves, pirates, mercenaries... They are the bad guys who blow up other capsuleers, and even non-capsuleers. They attack anybody for money, or power, or even just for fun, to get their kicks. I’m told the list of acts and things sometimes perpetrated by capsuleers is...quite despicable.
“So, the question becomes: if, generally, capsuleers are, or were, nice people, why do so many turn into nasty pilots?”
He shuffled his papers some more and glanced between the audience and the holodisplay again. The audience waited.
“So, I did some research, an ethnography...which we...which we sometimes call this sort of thing. I did interviews with many capsuleers and spent some time in space... I didn’t get heavily involved with spaceflight, not just because I’m not a capsuleer, but because...” Oli shrugged. “Maybe it works in other industries but if you fly into a fleet of capsuleers and say, ‘Hi! I’m a folklorist. I’m doing research’, the first thing they think is, ‘Who are you spying for?’”
This comment drew a hearty round of laughter and nods of agreement from the audience while Oli grinned, pleased that his joke had made an impact.
“The paranoia thing was a part of it and also, if I wasn’t going to present myself that way I thought I was going into an ethical grey area, because I don’t want to...uh...don’t want to be doing research on people who don’t know that I’m researching them. But I did kind of participate in observation at past conventions by just going up to groups of capsuleers... At least there they didn’t seem to be overly paranoid... I said, ‘I’m a folklorist, can I hang around with you?’ Though one person that I had been hanging around with for a little while, when I came and sat with him and his girlfriend, said, ‘Well, I don’t want you hanging around anymore. I think you’re awfully suspicious.’
“The thing that helped me out with the research is that, even though I’m not a capsuleer, I used to go on ship tours, freighters and such, and do odd jobs...so later when I was, uh, talking to capsuleers the phrases were not overly alien to me and we at least had some common ground. That helped me along.”
He shifted around on his feet, coughed and cleared his throat, and generally continued to look nervous. “The thing is, my research was mostly done in YC109, so...so the world I...my ethnography’s about...doesn’t exist anymore. New Eden has come a long way in four years. Do you agree, or disagree?”
The audience murmured but didn’t really respond.
“So there, I fell into the... Folklorists tend to talk to the oldest people before they die. That’s the kind of model, you have to get the knowledge from the old people before they die, but... Also, folklorists, historically, tend not to speak to those they were researching, except I have an example of a folklorist who, after first going around visiting Amarr agricultural colonies and collecting their tales, then publishing them... And when he went back, the farmers there would set their hounds on him because they didn’t like what he did with their tales. So hopefully you will be kinder.”
Oli flipped his papers over and shuffled around again. People in the audience began to shift in their seats.
“This brings me to the Guiding Hand Social Club. Those of you who have been capsuleers for a while have probably heard of Guiding Hand Social Club. What they did... It was probably not the biggest theft there has been, but it was the most famous in its time. I think it’s a kind of...marker in the history of New Eden because after this... I’m sure at least some of you may have become capsuleers solely because you heard of this theft, while others gave up the career. However, there was a lot of mixed reaction from other capsuleers... Uh, some said it was wrong, and others saw no problem with it. We’ve probably heard this again and again afterwards.” He advanced the holodisplay to a new slide. “And, the reaction from Guiding Hand Social Club? ‘If you want to debate our moral integrity you can go and have a long talk with a stone wall.’”
He advanced the slide again. “This, on the other hand, is from one of the interviews I did.” He proceeded to read from the display:
“I think this sounds a lot more crazy if you don’t know New Eden and how things work. And...uh... The question mark after the title ‘An Ethical Killer’...I think this is more what they think of as customer service.” The audience laughed.
“Here’s another view...” He cleared this throat and quoted, “‘I myself have tried this pirate thing, shooting other pilots in lowsec, but... I killed this guy who was rather new and I ended up paying him for the ship because I got such a guilty conscience.’ So...anybody laughing because it happened to them? Or just...” Oli began to laugh and didn’t finish the sentence and abruptly moved on to another topic.
“This is the ethical dilemma of the pirates. They never scammed; it was all right to kill someone but to steal everything with trickery? That wasn’t allowed. This is another thing that anyone outside the capsuleer community in New Eden would think strange.
“Then there are the self-imposed rules. When there are none, like in zero-zero, and you can do whatever you want, you still have to do something... Like this:”
“You know people like this? It’s a kind of an...an incentive to be true to the corporation.” He advanced the slide. “Yet another point...” Suddenly he paused and turned to look from face to face. “Any Goons in the audience?”
A few of the toy bees squeaked in response.
“So...” Oli said and swallowed noisily. “You won’t like what I’m saying next.”
“The thing that I think annoyed people the most was just their blatant disregard for everything that capsuleers kind of stood for...that they...uh...regarded capsuleers as elitist. There was a story, actually, told at the convention four years ago... They elected a box of melting snowballs as leader, and then also sent somebody who had been annoying them a box of bee-themed toys...and then were rather upset that he didn’t thank them. The thing is that they annoyed people by not complying with the established capsuleer social norms.”
The holodisplay suddenly went black. “That was all I had,” Oli said, taking his papers and shuffling them one last time, “though I thought I would do a bit of ‘Q&A’...”
At first no one approached the mic with any questions, but rather, a few people started to head toward the door, so Oli filled the silence by talking about his background as folklorist. Then, a tall blond man with a shaved head and long beard, grasping a can of Quafe in his hand, got up.
“Yeah hi,” he said. “Did you check anything about capsuleers who have died—really died—because we have, like, stations named, ships and everything about those capsuleers?”
Oli nodded. “Yeah. I talked to guys from VETO about Dark Elf and there was the... Of course, they did a lot of things to remember him by, and also all the other people. And...uh...thing is, there was this station that was renamed the ‘D. E. Memorial Station’ or something like this, and then an enemy captured it and...people were furious when they hacked the registry to change the name of the station. The thing is, VETO pilots, at least the ones that I saw comments from, said, ‘Well, okay, you don’t have to respect this, so we know if we want to change the name back, we’ll just capture it again.’ I did a whole thing about Dark Elf. I know, especially since then, people are trying...uh...the VETO pilots are very good at trying to keep his name alive, and one of the ways they did that was by talking to me and getting him into my book...which I’m selling afterward...” He flashed a hardcopy of the book. The audience applauded.
Another pilot approached the mic. She was tall like Sanya and similarly dressed, with her black hair pulled back in a ponytail. Bataav nudged Sakaane, quietly pointing out the I-RED insignia on her shoulder.
Creetalor smiled at Oli. “Hi. What do you think causes people who are lucky enough to become capsuleers, who are nice in character, to sometimes, while in pod, lose their moral values? What do you think causes it, is it the just that capsuleers are already so feared by the regular population? The fact we can so easily amass wealth and power? Or something else?”
“Well, it’s both. I think when people are doing it within the confines of what is acceptable within New Eden...uh...pilots know up to a point that spying and scamming is part of the society we live in. I think that is, you know, just kind of a release for people, a kind of cathartic effect. Capsuleers are governed only loosely by CONCORD and if they leave empire space they have no one but their peers to keep them in line. With so much freedom...the temptation to go all out...
“I remember now, I was... There was this one...one story I had from a group that had a pilot who went over the line, just with dirty talking, real nasty, perverted things, and they just shunned him. They just... Nobody within the fleet talked to him anymore. You could get away with just chatting with one person but I think the morality of the pilots do form some kind of boundaries which you can’t...you can’t cross without being, you know, shunned or whatever.”
Cree returned to her seat and glanced back at Sanya. A peculiar look passed between the two pilots.
Oli glanced around the room for a few long moments before finally saying, “I think that’s it. Okay. If there’s anything, I’m selling my book for $2,000 ISK. Thank you...”
The audience clapped politely and everyone began to filter out.
Sanya turned to Bataav and Sakaane. “Cree and I are off to another panel now,” she said. “How about you?”
“We’re actually staying here for the next one, about empire corps and agents.”
Sanya nodded. “Well, I’m sure we’ll run into each other again later.” Creetalor joined them, quietly nodding in greeting to the ILF pilots before leaving with Sanya.
Bataav wound his arm around Sakaane’s waist. “Is it just me? Did he not actually answer the question of why certain capsuleers become ‘nasty pilots’, even after Creetalor asked him directly?”
She nodded and watched the people walking past. “This topic is obviously of interest, with such a crowd... He had some good examples...but it wasn’t very well organized, was it? Too bad.”
Once the room had emptied they decided to move forward to the front and gratefully took a seat. Sakaane stowed her shopping bags and stretched out the tension which had built up in her lower back from standing for the last forty minutes.
Shortly thereafter, empire representatives entered the room and began setting up for their panel.
Bataav and Sakaane watched with interest as representatives from the four empires were forced to take places together in front of the crowd. Each was casually dressed, though none so much as the Minmatar rep who sported a green t-shirt with his empire’s logo stamped in rusty brown across the front. Bataav noticed a CONCORD official slip in at the back of the room. Was he there to protect the representatives from a potential threat from the audience, or from each other?
Leaning close to Sakaane, Bataav whispered, “I almost wondered whether the pirate factions would have people here too, although I doubt CONCORD would have allowed, say, a Gurista presentation to have gone ahead this deep into empire space.” Even without a pirate faction presence, he didn’t envy the diplomatic efforts that must have been taking place behind the scenes to ensure there were no factional incidents during the convention.
She nodded but didn’t answer; almost immediately after introducing themselves the reps had begun to bicker with one another, none of them agreeing who should speak first.
“It’s almost like we’re listening to Local in Intaki,” Bataav said quietly and smiled as Sakaane poked his side.
After a few minutes of all four of them trying to speak over each other the CONCORD official cleared his throat sharply and stepped forward. “As our guests here are evidently keen to have their time with you capsuleers, perhaps we should simply open the session to questions and answers,” he suggested.
The representatives looked at each other and grudgingly accepted the compromise, each taking a seat along the edge of the stage: Amarr first, while the Federation and State reps tried to sit as far from each other as the narrow space allowed. The Republic’s rep seemed rather indifferent to all of them, sipping from a fresh bottle of Quafe and accepting the mic the CONCORD official handed him.
A few hands raised throughout the audience. One by one, questions were asked and the four representatives answered as best they could.
The Republic’s man found little time to drink as he wound his way around the room to hand off the mic; his Quafe started to get warm.
Finally, Sakaane took a turn to speak. “My name is Sakaane Eionell.” Her demeanor became cool and she gazed steadily at the Federation spokesman. “Why is it agents are able to get away with—even seemingly permitted to have capsuleers to do their dirty work for them?”
He stared back at her but his face remained impassive, as if he had no idea what she meant. A long moment of silence passed.
“Perhaps you could elaborate on that,” prompted the CONCORD official.
Sakaane leaned back in her chair. “Some years ago, while still in the navy I was tasked by a licensed agent of Federal Admin to...how shall I put it? Clean up a mess his brother made. Apparently this brother was a small arms enthusiast and had a collection of weapons at his residence. I say ‘had’ because supposedly his collection was stolen, and rather than report the theft, it was up to me to pick up a new set of weapons so the collection could be quietly replaced. The agent even admitted to me he would modify the ID codes on the guns so no one would suspect anything!” She shook her head with exasperation. “This, all so the brother wouldn’t get into trouble with his superiors. Or so I was told.”
The Federation representative started to look uncomfortable. Sakaane felt her lips twitch into the barest of smiles as she watched him carefully.
“I had orders, so I took the job. It wasn’t until I flew out to the pickup location that I discovered this so-called gun collection consisted of nine containers with a total capacity of well over five thousand meters cubed! Now, you tell me, what sort of private collection is that? Sounds more like enough guns to equip an army!”
The CONCORD official made his way up the length of the room, his gaze flicking between the Federation’s man and Sakaane. “Did you report this?”
“Of course I reported it. Went back to my superiors and showed them the ridiculous courier contract, and requested an inquiry. For my trouble I was told I could either deliver the weapons or be charged with insubordination and face a disciplinary hearing.” Other capsuleers murmured and shifted in disapproval.
She was silent a moment, reliving the memory. “I thought about it for a while, then went back and picked up the shipment, as I’d been ordered. But instead of delivering it and collecting my ‘reward’, I took a detour to the nearest lowsec asteroid belt, jettisoned the cargo, and destroyed it.
“I have no idea what happened to the agent’s brother, nor any proof to the contrary, but I suspect there never was a brother. You can’t honestly expect me to believe anyone—private citizen, army or navy brat, whoever—no one could possibly ever need that many guns for their own personal interest. The weapons had to have been meant for something else, and I was to be an accomplice. Maybe even a scapegoat later!
“The agent didn’t take it too well when I reported the shipment had been destroyed. He blacklisted me, intending to make it difficult for me to get work with other agents. I didn’t care about that so much; what bothered me more was not receiving that disciplinary hearing. Seemed everyone preferred to pretend the whole thing never happened.”
“You must be mistaken—” the Federation spokesman protested.
Someone coughed. “Cover up!”
“But it’s not just federal agents who do that,” added another capsuleer a few rows back.
Bataav nodded. “That’s true. I’d been contracted by a State agent on what first appeared to be a straightforward diplomatic security mission that soon became something much darker, with the destruction of independent press installations and the silencing of reporters being demanded.”
A State agent?! Sakaane’s stomach seemed to fall. Her eyes flicked questioningly to Bataav’s, but in the end she stayed silent. Not here. It would wait.
Some of the other capsuleers nodded in agreement with the pair and voiced another concern: that appointed agents didn’t always show the capsuleers they hired the respect they deserved, almost treating them as little more than a deniable workforce to avoid consequence and accountability where possible.
Toward the rear of the room a man cleared his throat and spoke without waiting for the mic. His deep voice carried easily to the front as he addressed the representatives.
“I have something to say.”
Bataav raised an eyebrow as the capsuleer rose slowly to his feet and filled the room with his presence. Clearly of Brutor stock, the capsuleer looked to be almost pure muscle. As he ran his thick fingers through his dreadlocks he spoke again.
“I am a military man. A soldier. I have spent my life fighting for my people and continue to do so as a pod pilot.” He looked around the room slowly before continuing. “So why do these agents see fit to send soldiers like me on petty errands to collect...dolls?”
Someone began to laugh but gulped it back when the Brutor shot a glance in that direction.
“You see? You see the effect this has?” He held his hands before him, each easily the size of a dinner plate, and flexed. Sinew rippled beneath his scarred and tattooed flesh. “Capsuleers are rare. It takes great skill, and a great deal of money, to train us to be what we are. Agents should hold us in the highest regard, lest we decide to remind them of the power we hold which they so often waste.”
He sat down. After urgent glances at one another, the four representatives clamored to assure the audience that these concerns were not entirely unknown to them and changes were currently being discussed throughout New Eden regarding allowing capsuleers greater ease in speaking with agents in addition to a full review of the program.
“In actual fact,” the Amarr representative said smoothly, “the four of us have been authorized to announce a complete restructuring of guidelines governing agent licensing.”
“That’s right,” the State rep chimed in. “Everything is still being finalized, but in the very near future, agents will all be re-sorted into one of four licensing categories, rather than the extensive number which exist currently. Guidelines are being drawn up restricting agents to only offer work according to the category they fall under, so”—he nodded to the Brutor—“we should hear fewer complaints like yours. The new categories will assist capsuleers with identifying which agents they should like to work for, and will ensure all corporations are able to better audit the type of contracts handed out. This change applies cluster-wide.”
The Minmatar rep spoke up. “In addition, the current agent grading system, which as you all know places restrictions on the amount and types of reward agents can offer depending on their personal grade, will be discontinued. Agents who in the past have had trouble, for whatever reason, attracting capsuleers should now be better able to compete with agents positioned in more favorable locations.”
The audience voiced its agreement, many heads nodding with satisfaction.
Several rows back, a Civire who appeared to be in his late fifties or early sixties gestured for the mic with a jerk of his shaved head. The sneer on his face was made worse thanks to mottled cratering from a harsh burn covering more than half of the right side of his face. His right eye was also white from blindness; a thick scar slashed its way across it.
“Oy!” The Minmatar rep frowned as the mic was snatched away from him. “Easy now.”
Everyone in the room turned to look as the Caldari stood up. Bare arms bulged out of a vest, while his equally well-muscled legs nearly filled padded pants tucked into heavy, buckled boots. He stared haughtily around the room as if daring everyone present to pick a fight.
“Why are there only empire representatives here?” he demanded. “Where are representatives from the Sisters of Eve, ORE, and the Syndicate? Why isn’t the Cartel or the Guristas talking to us?”
“Seems you weren’t the only one thinking along those lines,” Sakaane whispered to Bataav.
The CONCORD official took a step forward, making notes on his datapad as the capsuleer spoke, but the pilot turned his head and remarked snidely, “Take my name for all I care. Every capsuleer in the cluster has the right to be at this convention. Many of us are mercenaries and pirates. Some of us work for groups like the Serpentis. Where is our representation?”
Sakaane’s face crumpled up with distaste at the mention of the Serpentis. “Filthy criminals,” she muttered.
“Every capsuleer may attend the convention,” the official responded stiffly, “if they have the appropriate security clearances to enter this region of space and behave themselves while they are here.” He glanced at the group of capsuleers as a whole. “Be assured CONCORD closely monitors the activities of all known criminals.”
The Civire snorted derisively. “Listen to you! ‘All known criminals’. Who’s to say what capsuleers who live in nullsec get up to? CONCORD has no idea what happens out there. You dumbasses can barely keep track of what goes on in the low-security regions.” His scarred face twisted grotesquely as he laughed. “Fools. No wonder the Serps, the Cartel, all of us—CONCORD can’t do a thing to get rid of us.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Fine, whatever. Seems to me this party is just for empire brown-nosers anyway.”
The CONCORD official bristled but kept his cool. “Are you admitting you’re a felon? In front of all these witnesses?”
The Civire tossed the mic back at the Minmatar rep. “Go ahead and arrest me then if you think so. I’d like to see you try to prove anything. Like you said, all capsuleers are free to be here if they have the right sec, and all I did was ask a question.”
The CONCORD official frowned and tapped some more on his pad. An uncomfortable silence followed, but in the end, the Civire sat down, arms crossed, and the official resumed his station at the back of the room.
Bataav chose then to raise his hand and waited for the mic to be passed over. Soon the Minmatar spokesman gestured for him to speak.
“This is an extension of what’s just been said. Like Sakaane here I’m also a member of the Intaki Liberation Front and so operate primarily in the Viriette constellation and obviously Intaki itself. Can the Federation spokesman tell us if there is a reason why we capsuleers are denied access to members of the Intaki Assembly as the local authority, whereas we can work for the Senate or the Court Chamberlain or the Republic Parliament or... Well, you get the idea.”
The Federation spokesman glanced up at the mention of ILF and the very briefest moment of eye contact between them told Bataav the corporation’s reputation preceded it. Bataav suppressed the urge to smile at the thought.
“The Assembly doesn’t maintain any stations in the system,” replied the representative flatly.
“So is this another example of Federation interference then? I can’t imagine the Assembly, known for its independent tendencies, would willingly deny itself stations within its own system. Has the Senate refused the Intaki their own station development rights?”
He glanced to his side and saw one or two other capsuleers had sat forward in their seats with interest.
“After all, if the Federation can deny the Syndicate exiles planetary development rights in an area of space that doesn’t even fall within Gallente territory, and can take away our right to vote, and so on, it doesn’t strike me as beyond them to restrict station development too where they see fit.”
“Even Ishukone and Mordu’s Legion are forced to use Federation stations in Intaki,” someone said. “Or maybe they’ve set up their own structures in deadspace.”
“Nothing prevents the Intaki Assembly, nor any other organization, from setting up their own starbases in empire territory,” the Federation rep replied, “provided they are awarded the necessary approvals first, of course.”
“But such structures are not sanctioned for use by agents,” Bataav countered. “Or will that be part of the changes you mentioned earlier?”
The representatives exchanged looks. “As far as we’re aware, no.”
“There, you see? The Federation is holding a monopoly in Intaki, and, I’d wager, elsewhere too. Without the ability to obtain their own stations, governments like the Intaki Assembly have little hope of establishing themselves in space and creating local competition for federal agents.”
“And they wonder why we want to secede,” Sakaane teased, enjoying the sudden choked expression on the spokesman’s face.
He was about to retort when the CONCORD official cleared his throat to attract attention. “I’m afraid we’ve run out of time. Thank you all for coming. Today’s discussions have been very...enlightening. If there are any remaining questions, please feel free to forward them to your local empire embassy.”
Being seated at the front of the room while the door was at the rear, Sakaane and Bataav had to wait while everyone filed out first. She gathered up her bags and scanned the people ahead. Some cast glances at her and Bataav, including the scarred Caldari who had asked about pirate factions. He, more than the rest, seemed particularly interested in Sakaane. She dropped her gaze, unimpressed by his intense scrutiny.
“That was all right,” she said to Bataav instead. “You raised some great points.” She swallowed the urge to ask about his work for State agents.
“Hopefully they will not fall on deaf ears.” Bataav checked the time. “Let’s head back. Shall we walk the promenade before dinner? Perhaps some of the matches are still taking place outside the station.”
She agreed and eventually they were winding through a throng made suddenly more thick by all the people emptying from the last panels of the day. There were still more events to take place that evening, but for now the mass of attendees all seemed intent on taking some time to socialize and stretch their legs.
The promenade was a long, wide corridor several storeys high and spanned completely on one side from floor to ceiling by sheerite. This gave the sometimes unsettling impression of being able to step directly from the interior of the station into the void outside. The view was spectacular, with the station sweeping away to the left, the undock with its steady stream of traffic below, and the rosy nebula beyond.
The din of conversations layered over conversations was loud; peals of laughter and good-natured shouting echoed off the walls. Capsuleers were everywhere, most standing in groups watching the activity around them. Bataav threaded his way between them with Sakaane following along behind, the tips of her fingers intertwined with his so they wouldn’t become separated.
Finally they came upon a relatively open area and paused to stand together against a pillar, watching the ships outside.
“Hello again!” Sanya and Creetalor suddenly appeared out of the crowd.
“Namas,” Bataav replied. “How was the panel you attended?”
“We enjoyed it,” Cree said.
Outside, a mixed group of frigates formed up around a cargo container hanging in space; a moment later the first shots were fired. While they watched the skirmish, the four pilots chatted about the various topics presented at each panel they’d attended and otherwise got to know each other better.
Eventually the group split up: Sanya and Cree headed off together to attend one of the evening events while Bataav and Sakaane swung by her quarters to drop off her bags before they went in search of dinner.
Sitting together later, Sakaane held up her fork, offering a mouthful of her meal to Bataav. “My place tonight?”
He grinned and leaned forward to accept the food. “Of course.”
The first panel on March 25th did not begin until 1100, so Bataav and Sakaane were afforded the opportunity to enjoy a lazy start to their day in her quarters before venturing out together for breakfast.
“The Economy” was a large presentation in which analysts from across New Eden discussed how the various markets in the cluster interacted with one another and how capsuleers were usually its driving force. They used terms like “pilot versus pilot” and “pilot versus everything else” to distinguish between conflicts where capsuleers shot each other and conflicts where capsuleers went after other non-pod pilot space-faring groups (or found those groups coming for them) and the resulting number of ships produced to replace those that were destroyed.
This topic led into an extensive discussion regarding commodity prices, initially focusing on secondary products now generated by capsuleers since being granted access to planetary resources. The graph spoke for itself:
The miners in the crowd stirred with interest when the presentation turned to minerals. Bataav took out his datapad and made notes, murmuring to Sakaane that the information would be of use to his uncle.
Finally, Sakaane and Bataav emerged from the panel with a majority of others who intended to attend presentations taking place in other rooms. Bataav remained thoughtful as he looked over the notes he’d made, while Sakaane surreptitiously gave her numb backside a rub, and shot Bataav an apologetic smile when he noticed.
They grabbed a quick lunch at the nearby EON Bar ‘n’ Grill and then hurried on to the “Captain’s Quarters” panel, eager to hear about changes being implemented cluster-wide for in-station capsuleer housing. Each empire was in the process of renovating their stations at their own great expense for their prestigious guests.
“I’m looking forward to getting out of our rusty old quarters,” Bataav said afterward as they once again waited patiently at the back of the crowd for everyone to leave ahead of them.
Sakaane grinned and briefly slipped her arm around him. “Rust aside... That small bed sure does make things...cozy, doesn’t it? But yes. It will be nice to get the upgrades. Hopefully Astral and FedMart don’t take too long to get things finished at home.”
He considered as they finally exited the room. “I’m sure they’ll find some excuse to delay completion of the work. There’s always something when the Federation is involved.”
“True enough!”
Bataav checked the time. “It’s early yet but we should think about dinner later. Maybe set up a reservation so we don’t have to wait?”
Sakaane nodded. “Would you mind taking care of that? I’d like to pop back into the market area, see if they restocked on any of the shirts I wanted. They were out of my size yesterday.”
“Shall we meet back here then? Twenty minutes?”
She smiled and let her gaze linger on him as he disappeared into the crowd before turning away herself.
The market area was just as crammed as it had been the day before but the stock was largely depleted. Disappointed, Sakaane took the time to browse again anyway and picked up a few more items, this time arranging to have them delivered to her quarters so she wouldn’t have to carry them through dinner.
The way back to their agreed-upon meeting area was thick with people milling about. She strolled unhurriedly and paid little attention to the pilots around her, instead lost in thought about how well things were going, both with the convention...and with Bataav. She ducked her head as she walked to hide a happy, girlish grin.
Someone grabbed her right arm and something hard jabbed her ribs.
“Keep walking,” a rough voice whispered hotly on her ear.
Sakaane inhaled sharply. Pressed next to her was the Civire from the agent panel the previous day. She tried not to stare. This close, she could see the intense orange of the iris of his one good eye, ringed with green like a hawk’s. It glowered down at her; he was a good head taller than she. Deep wrinkles at the corners of each eye, plus fine lines around his lips, betrayed an age at odds with his otherwise impressive physique. When he turned his head to stare down at her she saw the burn marring his face was also old; the scar from the injury that had taken half his sight seemed only just less so. Obviously he hadn’t been podded in a long, long time.
A dry scent clung to him as if he could never fully shake the dust out from whatever hot, arid location he came from. She tried to shrink away but his hand tightened painfully on her arm, keeping her snug against his body and her pace even with his.
“Don’t make a scene,” he growled, just loud enough for her to hear. The crowd swirled around them like water flowing around rocks in a stream, paying them no attention. After some way, he said, “Sakaane Eionell,” and she winced at the sound of her name on his lips. “You are the daughter of Nasiir Eionell.”
It sounded more like an accusation than anything else. Her body tensed but he pressed the concealed blade more firmly against her in warning.
Aloud she said, “I am.”
His mouth twisted into a smile that distorted the scars on his cheek and stretched the greyed hair of his goatee. It was the kind of smile that showed teeth and was anything but warm and inviting. He was silent again a while, studying her as they wound their way through the now-thinning crowd. Then he said, “Your father has been dead a long time. I knew him, many years ago. I have something of his that I’m sure he’d want you to have.”
“I see.” She didn’t see, not in the slightest. Her pulse raced. Her father had been a man of Ida, working peacefully at home to raise his family. Not once in her memory had he ever ventured off world, nor ever received a visitor such as this Caldari. How could a capsuleer have come to know him, never mind have some possession of his?
A cold sensation spread over her and the skin around her implants constricted uncomfortably. It was the same kind of gut feeling she always got whenever a patrol was about to go bad—and not listening usually meant she flew home in her pod.
Sakaane scanned the crowd. They’d been heading away from where she’d agreed to meet Bataav. She recognized no one nearby.
The CONCORD official should have listened to his instincts and arrested this pirate yesterday. My father would never have associated with someone like him!
She bit her lip. But how did he know the name Nasiir Eionell? Even if he had somehow known her father, why would he need a knife and coercion if all he wanted was to pass on a memento? If this was some sort of elaborate plot for payback hatched by a red she’d recently blown up, why go to such trouble to bait her with a name dead and buried for nearly a decade?
She recalled what she had told Bataav at the base of the volcano on Dodixie VI. If there’s any chance at all this Caldari is telling the truth and really knew my father... She swallowed thickly in a vain attempt to beat down the fear.
“Where are we going?”
He didn’t answer.
“How did you know my father? Who are you?”
He grunted. “Not surprised he never mentioned me.”
The crowd ended abruptly as they approached the darkened back area of the convention center where she imagined few except the local staff actually ventured. Ahead, all was deserted and quiet. A shiver raised gooseflesh; the urge to flee was overwhelming.
She hesitated and looked back, finally catching a glimpse of a familiar face watching her discreetly from amongst the straggling convention-goers now some distance away. But who was it? She didn’t have time to reflect; as she moved the Caldari’s blade slid easily through her clothes and bit into her flesh.
“Oh no you don’t!”
He shoved her through a doorway, sealing it shut behind them. The room was a small storage area, mostly empty save for a few shelves with boxes scattered about and a spare folding table set off to one side. A single bare bulb overhead cast shadows.
Sakaane backed away to the opposite wall, keeping a wary eye on her adversary and sliding a hand inside her jacket, sucking in a breath when her fingers came away bloody. The wound seemed superficial but painful, overriding the ache from bruises forming on her arm.
Over the years she’d tried to keep up with her hand-to-hand combat training from the navy. While regular people often displayed awe and fear when faced with capsuleers, it was also true she’d had her own fair share of scuffles dealing with opportunist jerks and crooks, not to mention sexist pigs whose blood flowed uncontrollably into their pants at the sight of a female starship captain. But most of that had happened years ago. Her skills were still decent, but rusty.
He stood opposite her with the knife in hand, her blood on it dark in the poor light. He was easily twice her size. Nothing about him betrayed hesitation or nervousness. Rather, he was coiled like a snake, ready to strike if she made the slightest wrong move.
Her eyes flicked around the room, looking for anything she could use as a weapon. There was no way she could best him without one in this confined space, considering her injury and his knife. But all the boxes seemed to have small items in them, nothing that would be of any use.
“You’re a liar,” she accused angrily, trying to stall. “You never knew my father. Who are you really?”
The Caldari grinned cruelly and advanced toward her. “Oh, I did know your father, better than I cared to. He was always spouting off that Ida bullshit. But I suppose I did lie, a little. I don’t actually have anything of his.” He flicked the fingers of one hand at the right side of his face. The bulb overhead lit the scars crisscrossing his skin. “Except these. Oh, you didn’t know that? Even better. His gift to me, and now I’m going to enjoy paying it forward!”
He lashed out. She tried to duck but he moved like liquid, grabbing her jaw in his hand and squeezing, wrenching her head back so he could examine her. His thumb massaged her cheek and he grunted. “Nasiir must’ve fucked some impressive whore to make a hot piece of tail like you.”
Sakaane spit in his face, catching him squarely in his good eye. As he recoiled she rammed her knee into his groin and cracked her fists against the base of his skull once he doubled over. He groaned and sank to his knees. She leapt for the door and then went sprawling headfirst into its control panel when his foot kicked and tripped her. Stunned, Sakaane crumpled into a heap.
He was on her in an instant, tackling her as she fumbled to regain her feet. They crashed into the door again, wrestling against one another, but Sakaane was quickly pinned with his knee dug into her abdomen, the control panel out of reach.
She felt the first blow even as she fought to regain her senses and gasp for air while he slowly crushed her. Blood ran down her face from a gash on her forehead, and each blow exploded fresh red and yellow suns into her darkening vision. She could hear him laughing.
Silver flashed. Finally she managed to get her arms free and grabbed at his wrist, sinking her fingernails into his flesh and straining against his bulk. The knife hovered dangerously close to her face. But his other hand was still free, and with her arms up the wound in her side was exposed. He punched her there again and again, trying to get her to release her hold on him. Over the roar in her ears she could hear herself scream from the agony...but hung on.
She wasn’t sure what happened next. The light changed; something dark hurtled by; suddenly the Caldari’s hold on her released and she gulped air greedily. Sounds of a beating continued and she curled up into a ball, wrapping her arms protectively over her battered head.
When she felt hands on her again she recoiled and spun over, ready to fight—
“Sakaane!”
Relief. It was Bataav, helping her sit up against the nearest wall. The storeroom was full of at least half a dozen people, most of whom were station security.
Someone else, not security, stood nearby holding the Caldari’s knife, waiting to be brought a stasis bag to place it in. Who was that? Then she remembered his familiar face in the crowd and where she knew him from. It was the man Bataav had given their luggage to down at the dock what now seemed like a lifetime ago. He saw her watching him and inclined his head politely.
Light flashed; someone was taking photos of the scene, and of her.
Sakaane shifted her gaze back to Bataav. His hands were steady as he assessed her injuries, and even though she couldn’t see clearly and one of her eyelids felt wrong, his fury was plain to her. He seemed so still, to the point she wondered if he was still breathing. His eyes were cold and distant, and the look in them set her heart racing again with fear.
He lifted her jacket aside and drew a sharp breath. Sakaane’s waist was soaked with blood from a deep wound torn wider from force. Bunching up the fabric of her shirt and pressing hard to stem the bleeding, Bataav looked over his shoulder. Station security was finishing fitting restraints on Sakaane’s subdued attacker. The Caldari’s lip was split but still he grinned maliciously and kissed the air at her.
Then he caught sight of Bataav and blanched, his lips frozen mid-pucker.
“Get him out of here, and fetch some cures—four or five epidermal patches at least and one for deep tissue trauma.”
“Batvv—” Her lips weren’t working right either and there was blood in her mouth. Every cough sent pain spearing through her. “I’m okay,” she managed. “I’m okay.” Then his eyes met hers, instantly warm with concern, and she felt her fear wash away.
“Sshh. It’s over now,” he said quietly, using the fingers of his free hand to finish gently probing her face and ribs. Her hair was half pulled out of its twist and caked black where it had soaked up the blood on her forehead. One eye was swelling shut and turning a nasty shade of purple, her nose was bleeding, her lips split open and oozing blood too.
But nothing seems broken. Just this knife wound. The Caldari is lucky.
Someone produced a first aid kit and handed Bataav what he wanted, one at a time. The cures were round and looked to be made of gossamer webbing with an adhesive backing and small electrodes embedded throughout. He took the largest one and held it ready before peeling back her shirt and quickly applying the patch to the wound. It bloomed red as her blood soaked into it but then he nodded with satisfaction as it went to work, causing coagulation and beginning to mend the tissue. That done, he applied smaller ones to her face, almost immediately seeing improvement.
“Are you all right? Can you stand?”
She nodded. He wrapped his arm around her to help her up, then held her close as she collapsed, trembling, against him.
“What was all this about?” he asked gently. Her hair pin was sticking out; he pulled it free and ran his fingers through her tangled locks to smooth them down and calm her.
She rested her cheek against his shoulder, shifting for a few moments to find a spot that didn’t hurt. By the time she’d found a semi-comfortable position to rest, a patch had already reduced most of the swelling in her lips. “I wish I knew. Squid asshole said he said he knew my father...but that can’t be...”
A security guard approached them. “We need her statement,” he said.
Bataav shook his head. “Later. She’s in shock and needs to be checked out first.”
The guard appeared reluctant at first and opened his mouth to argue, but taking in Bataav’s hard expression, decided against it. “The prisoner will be transferred to CONCORD’s custody by then,” he said. “They’ll have to take your statement instead. I’ll escort you to the infirmary.” He hesitated. “Would you like me to call for a hoverchair, miss?”
She was dizzy and had a screaming headache, and with the pain in her side would have loved nothing better than to sit down, but nevertheless Sakaane glared at the guard and squared her shoulders. “Thank you, but I’ll walk,” she answered stiffly.
They left. Bataav walked close beside on her right, his hand placed protectively against the small of her back to steady her as she limped and to shield as much of her bloody clothes from view as possible. She sensed him scanning the crowd, looking for any sign of any others with hostile intentions. Casting a glance behind, Sakaane saw his associate following discreetly, watching their backs. People looked on curiously but otherwise did not hassle them.
“We’ll stick mainly to the back staff areas,” the guard said, leading them down a narrow corridor. “Fewer people.”
The cure on her side helped abate the pain and had already repaired much of the minor damage, but still they moved slowly. Finally they emerged out of the convention center and the guard led them on to the nearest infirmary.
A nurse led the trio a bed where Sakaane gratefully sank down. The nurse gave her a cursory once-over, reviewed the patches Bataav had applied with a sniff of approval, then poked and jabbed at the knife wound before nodding to herself. “I’ll have a doctor along in a moment to have a look at this,” she said. “We’ll send the details to station security to add to their report.”
The guard nodded and then produced a large stasis bag. “For her clothes,” he said.
Sakaane pulled herself to her feet and slipped into a small lavatory to change into a sterile hospital gown. The fabric was stiff against her skin and smelled of antiseptic. She shivered. I haven’t been in one of these since...
“I hate hospitals,” she groaned after the guard had gone, holding her hand protectively over her side in case anyone else might pop up to give it a stab.
Bataav smiled thinly and leaned down to caress her cheek. “Will you be all right here? I need to go take care of something about this, and I’ll get you some clean clothes. I’ll be back.”
She nodded and rubbed her throbbing forehead, then leaned back against the bed, pulling a blanket up to ward off chills, even though the room was warm. “I’ll be fine.”
He left.
A voice from the bed next to hers suddenly said, “What in heaven’s name happened to you?”
Sakaane opened her eyes and looked over. The nurse had forgotten to draw the privacy curtain. A brown-haired, brown-eyed Ni-Kunni with more than a definite sickly green pallor about him gazed curiously at her.
“Asked the wrong questions at a panel,” Sakaane muttered, wincing as her lips cracked open again. She reached for a tissue from the box at the bedside and tried to turn away, but that meant lying on her wound.
“Much more romantic than mine,” he said. “It seems like something I ate didn’t agree with me. I’m not sure what it might have been, though... I’m sure it was something Gallente, at least. My mother always warned me about eating Gallente cuisine, but those cheese-covered calamari looked so inviting... Whatever it was, I’m apparently allergic.”
Despite herself, she laughed. His talking kept her from thinking about the incident, though the laughter sent searing pain through her stomach. She tried to fight her body’s instinct to double up.
“So, really,” the Amarr said sincerely, watching her. “What happened?”
She blew a breath out slowly between her lips to steady her nerves and leaned back in his direction. “It’d be nice if people at these conventions had little markers hovering over their heads so you could tell at a glance which ones are red.”
“Ah. Civility seems to be a lost art among capsuleers. It looks like you got caught by a very serious gate camp.”
She smiled, appreciative of his attempt to improve her mood. “Something like that.”
“I certainly hope they were apprehended. And if not, keep faith. I’m sure they will be. CONCORD doesn’t appreciate troublemakers at events like these. They—urk—” Suddenly ashen, the man leapt from the bed and hurtled into the lavatory. Sakaane heard coughing and sputtering.
“You all right in there?” she called out.
“It’s not quite sending me to the clone banks,” came the weak reply. She heard running water; then he reappeared, looking just as green as before, and crawled back onto his bed, lying face down on the pillow with a groan. A moment later he turned his head to face her. “I’m Yoshito, by the way. Yoshito Sanders. It’s nice to meet you.”
Sakaane smiled as best she could and introduced herself just as a physician bustled in, followed by an AI medbot, and pulled the curtain. “They told me I would meet all types at this convention. They were right!”
After a few hours of poking and prodding by the physician, who muttered a great deal about “amateur medicine” while working to repair the damage to Sakaane’s side despite, she suspected, being at least mildly impressed someone had thought enough to apply any kind of cure at all, Sakaane was released into Bataav’s care. Bataav looked her over critically before handing over a clean set of clothes for her to change into.
“I’ll be stiff for a bit,” Sakaane explained after washing up and changing, “and a little light headed from blood loss. I have a mild concussion too. But the doc gave me something for all that. By tomorrow all the physical signs, the bruises too, will have cleared up.”
Bataav nodded and was quiet for a moment, still looking intently at her. Then he said, “We should go to the CONCORD office to give our statements. Are you up for that?”
“Has to be done. No time like the present.”
They left, Sakaane wishing Yoshito better luck with his culinary adventures and thanking him for his company as they passed. The Ni-Kunni waved weakly from his bed and looked as if he might need to dash for the washroom again at the words “culinary adventures”.
A sour-looking officer greeted them when they arrived at the CONCORD office, and it seemed a great deal more uniformed men and women lingered around than they might have otherwise expected.
“How can I help you?” the officer said shortly, her tone making it plain she wanted to do no such thing. The nameplate on her uniform said “Yvormes”.
“We need to log statements in,” Sakaane said. “The assault at the convention center?”
Officer Yvormes glanced over her shoulder at her coworkers, all of whom were talking animatedly amongst themselves or speaking urgently into comms. Then she looked back at the two ILF pilots. “I see. Right bit of trouble that’s proven to be. Wait here, please.”
Bataav and Sakaane exchanged puzzled looks as the officer walked away.
Just then, a gaggle of Scope reporters, followed by at least as many cameras and lights, burst into the office and made a beeline for the nearest uniform.
“Scope News!” they all said, shouting to be heard over one another. “Do you have any comment about the pilot who escaped custody? Was anyone hurt during the escape? Has the felon been identified? Is it true he’s linked to an earlier attack at the holoreel convention?”
“You have got to be kidding me!” Sakaane exclaimed.
Officer Yvormes reappeared, gently touching Sakaane’s elbow to gain her attention. “This way, please. Quickly, before the reporters spot you.”
They were ushered out of the public reception area into back hallways. The corridors were cold and silent. The din of conversation echoed behind them over the tread of their shoes and boots on the shining deck.
Yvormes stopped at a closed door which to Bataav and Sakaane bore no distinction from any of the other closed doors they’d passed before. It opened to reveal a small office containing a small desk with a harassed-looking man sitting behind it.
“Inspector,” Yvormes said. “Victim statements.”
He waved a hand, beckoning them forward, but did not look up from his holodisplay. Sakaane and Bataav stepped in; Yvormes closed the door after them.
“Please, have a seat,” the inspector said, still not looking up. “I’ll be a moment.”
There was only one chair. Bataav indicated to Sakaane to take it.
Finally, the inspector dragged his hands over his face and met their gaze. “He might still be in the station. Honestly we’re not sure. If he undocked in a capsule...well, they’re near impossible to track. Or maybe he jump cloned. The red tape to get through just to even ask the storage banks will be atrocious. They’re more ferocious about their records than a slaver hound.”
Sakaane was livid. “What sort of incompetent—” She felt Bataav’s hand on her shoulder, gently warning against letting her anger boil over, and fell silent.
“How did he escape?” Bataav asked. Without looking she knew he’d gone still again. The tone in his voice was the one he used when speaking on behalf of ILF as their diplomat. It easily masked anything else he might be feeling.
The inspector shook his head. “I really can’t discuss that with you. IA is all over it and would have my head if the details went public. But he’s loose, I won’t deny that to you folks.” He shrugged. “You’ll probably run into him sooner than we’ll catch up to him. There’s not much we can do until he shows his face again.”
“Will you at least tell us who he was? Which corp?”
The inspector glanced back at the holodisplay and picked at his thumb. “We didn’t get that far,” he admitted. “His ID doesn’t come up. Guy’s a ghost.”
Sakaane swore quietly.
“I’m sorry,” he said to her. “I know you’ve been through something and we bungled this. The internal investigation will identify who’s responsible. In the meantime, if you both would give me your statements...”
“And what if he is still here, in station?” Sakaane asked coldly. “There is no pod interface to clone me if he kills me next time. What good will your internal investigation be then?”
“We won’t let that happen,” he said.
“Right.”
Ignoring the scathing sarcasm in her tone, the inspector opened a new file. “About your statements...?”
They gave them. By the time they were finished, the dinner hour had long since passed.
“I can’t believe this,” Sakaane complained as they left together. “It was like he didn’t even care.”
“He wasn’t a capsuleer, did you notice?”
“Why should that matter? Gross negligence, that’s what that was. He should be fired. They should all be fired. Meanwhile there’s an unidentified madman running around—”
Bataav caught her hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze to halt her progress as she turned down the corridor to her quarters. “If this guy’s still in station he might show up there. Stay with me tonight.”
She returned the squeeze. “I’m not going to hide from him.”
“I know. But I’d rather not have another trip to the infirmary.”
She paled a little, then nodded.
He kept hold of her until they reached his door. Bataav went in first. Nothing looked disturbed but he checked anyway.
The door closed behind her and she leaned against it, then headed wearily toward the bed, noting with a smile that an overnight bag containing some of her things was already there waiting for her.
“What would I do without you?” she murmured.
“Did you say something? Sakaane?” He turned to see her sitting on the edge of the bed with her elbows propped on her knees and her head in her hands, massaging her temples. Her shoulders were slumped and she stared at the floor. From this angle the gash on her forehead where she’d struck the storeroom door’s control panel was little more than an angry red lump. The cure covering it had disguised itself to match the skin and was still working to heal her. Satisfied there were no pirates lurking in the quarter’s dim and rusted corners, he crossed the room and sat beside her.
“Who is the man?” she asked finally, not looking up. “The...luggage guy.”
“An associate. He works for an old friend of mine, someone I knew from...a long time ago.”
Again she sensed his reluctance to talk about his past but was too tired and sore to press him about it. “I’m lucky he was there.”
“He has a talent for being in the right place at the right time. Earlier I asked him to watch your quarters tonight, in case...” Bataav left the sentence unfinished; Sakaane’s shoulders trembled and her hands quickly moved from her temples to cover her face.
He pulled her into his arms and held her until she quieted. Then, out of some unspoken agreement, they both undressed and slipped beneath the bedcovers.
In the dark, with his arm around her and her head resting against his chest, he reflected. His desire to protect her was strong, stronger than he’d expected it might be, and this pleased him. He tightened his embrace; when her arm slipped across his front in response he knew she’d realized the same thing.
“Let’s not let today overshadow the rest of our time here,” he whispered. “We came to have fun, right?”
“Mhmm.” She settled against him and as he stroked her back he felt the tension slip out of her until she was asleep. She’d be fine: he was there.
Bataav’s arms were still wrapped protectively around Sakaane when her voice woke him. There were no words, just notes of a song escaping from her randomly when she exhaled. He listened a while, eyes closed, and hoped it meant her subconscious had worked its way through the prior day’s events.
He carefully shifted back to have a look at her. She was sound asleep, her honey-blonde hair tussled and loose everywhere. The cures on her face had done their work and dissipated overnight: no trace of bruising remained. Lifting the blanket, he examined her side. In the end the doctor had applied a second, more advanced triage cure which picked up and carried on where the first aid kit’s epidermal patch had been inadequate for the task. The wound was nearly gone; a pale pink line remained and even as he watched it seemed to fade. In short order it would heal completely.
Good as new, he thought, tucking the blanket back around her shoulders and brushing his lips against her forehead. On the outside at least.
She stirred, her green eyes blinking sleepily awake.
“Hey you,” he said, his voice low. “How are you feeling?”
Sakaane’s head was full of remnants of jumbled dreams and her body felt stiff. She stretched to ease away the discomfort while remaining within his embrace. “Better. Tired still,” she said honestly and yawned. “What time is it?”
“No idea. Late I think. Did you know you talk in your sleep?”
“Do I? About what?”
“Last night... There wasn’t much intelligible. But on and off about your father and pirates.”
“Hmm.” A blush turned her face rosy. “I kept you awake?”
He smiled. “No. I stayed up a while to make sure you were all right. But then, this morning, you were singing. Well, humming I guess.”
He’d meant to tease her but all the blood drained from her face. Astonished at this reaction, he asked, “Did I say something wrong?”
He was warm; she snuggled closer and sighed. “Last night you said you didn’t want to let things overshadow the rest of our stay here. This would. It’s...” She fell silent. It had been long time since she’d last trusted anyone enough to speak about her music. And I trust Bataav with my life, without hesitation. Especially after yesterday, how could I not? He saved me. But this... She swallowed, reflecting on all the times she’d felt his reservation to talk about his past, understanding that he must have his own reasons for holding back, just as she did now. Her fingers briefly touched the tattoo on her left cheekbone: three solid circles followed by one hollow one. “It isn’t an easy subject.”
He didn’t immediately reply; his thumb idly traced the circumference of one of her implant sockets.
Eventually she said, “It has to do with how my father and brothers died.”
“Ah. Before, on the planet... You mentioned Serpentis.”
“Mhmm.”
As his finger circled the implant’s edge he understood in an instant why this was hard for her. Her father and brothers? It was natural then she would find it difficult to talk about something as traumatic as loss of family. But he didn’t want her to be upset if he questioned her about it.
His eyes met hers. “I don’t know what happened to my father. It’s likely he died...” he said, half-smiling despite himself at this sudden admission. He wanted to be there for her. He wanted her to know that if she wanted to she could talk to him. He knew he was protective of his own past; habits long borne of training and necessity had seen to that. But if he opened up a little, perhaps she would too.
“We don’t have to talk about it now though. Today is the last day of the convention. We should enjoy it.” His thoughts turned to after the convention’s conclusion. “When we’re back in Intaki...” Even considering all their long conversations he realized she must want to know more about him. He knew he wanted to learn more about her. There was something that told him she was one of the few people he could trust. “Would you like spend some time together and maybe talk then? I’d like that.”
Pleased by Bataav’s quiet confidence and patience, Sakaane answered without hesitation. “Yes. I’d like that too.” She smiled, enjoying how natural it felt to be with him and how eagerly she looked forward to spending more time together. Then she said, “What happened yesterday makes no sense to me. I need to figure out what went on, who that Caldari was and why he used my father’s name. But I feel too many ghosts right now to have to deal with...with other things on top of it all. Leaving it for later is fine with me.”
He nodded and started to get out of bed but she stopped him, gazing intently into his blue eyes for a long while. Her expression was focused but unreadable and he wondered what thoughts were passing through her mind. Then she seemed to shake herself, banishing the ghosts, and smiled shyly. “Let’s not go just yet.”
He raised an eyebrow questioningly.
“I want to start today on a good note.” The shy smile became a grin as she pulled him back to her.
Much later, they emerged from his quarters and took a route to the convention center which passed the hall to Sakaane’s quarters. A moment later Sakaane noticed Bataav’s associate cross their path and exchange a look with the ILF Pasha before disappearing into the crowd.
Bataav nodded to himself. That one look had told him what he needed to know: the pirate had not shown up at Sakaane’s quarters during the night and there remained no sign of him anywhere in the station. The more time passed, the more likely it was he had slithered back to whatever hole he called home.
Sakaane’s hand touched his. “Will you tell me more about him too? Luggage guy? He does have a name, right?” She craned her neck to try to follow the man’s progress but he was gone.
“One thing at a time,” Bataav answered, grinning.
Finally they approached the convention center. The crowd thickened considerably, becoming a mishmash of faces and bodies amongst which anyone could be hiding. After only the briefest hesitation Sakaane strode ahead. Bataav caught her hand, interlinking the tips of his fingers with hers so she’d know he was right behind her as they wove their way forward.
They passed a group of capsuleers engaged in animated conversation. Too late, Bataav saw one step back mid-sentence while making a sweeping gesture with his arm, subsequently bumping into Sakaane. She yelped at the unexpected contact and leapt reflexively aside, narrowly avoiding being elbowed in the gut.
The pilot turned around, snapping, “Careful! Watch where you’re going!”
Bataav took Sakaane protectively by the arm but leveled his eyes on the other pilot. “I believe it is you who should pay more attention,” he said evenly.
“You—uh,” the pilot stammered, staring back at Bataav. “Right. Sorry.”
They moved on. Bataav let go of Sakaane’s arm but stayed close to her, his hand moving discreetly to her lower back instead, and was pleased a moment later when he felt her relax against him.
She exhaled a long breath before saying, “I’m starving. We never had dinner last night, and no breakfast this morning.”
“No breakfast is your fault.”
“I don’t recall you protesting that at the time!” she teased, eyes sparkling.
He laughed, glad to see her in good humor. “It’s nearly lunch. Let’s grab something quick from the snack bar and figure out what panels we should see.”
They decided to attend a panel hosted by CONCORD to discuss the challenges of low-security space and the roles capsuleers played in supporting the empires in such areas, most specifically by combating pirates and taking on the risk of hauling equipment and goods both to and from more secure space. A great deal of pilots participated, often expressing the sentiment that CONCORD and the empires moaned about crime and low living standards prevailing while simultaneously opting to not take a larger role or make worthwhile investments there. Lowsec citizens felt caught in the middle with few incentives (and opportunities) to do more due to red tape. Bataav smirked and recalled his point about the Federation’s station monopoly preventing the Intaki Assembly from gaining a presence in Placid. By the panel’s end it seemed little had been accomplished, although the hosts said they would take the feedback into account during further internal discussions.
Following that, the ILF pair attended a more light-hearted panel covering the sudden surge of capsuleer interest in their personal appearance while out of pod. Historically, capsuleers generally spent the majority of their time in space and even when docked often chose to conduct business from within their pods via commlink. Recently however attention had been turning to disconnection and spending more time on their feet inside the stations they frequented, and this trend coincided with the cluster-wide station renovations which had already been in progress for several months. Fashion outlets and aesthetic professionals had seen an increase in business from pilots who suddenly wished to portray a certain look face to face, especially from some who seemed to enjoy changing their look solely to fit ever-changing moods. Nano-tattoos had also found a fresh injection of popularity, with artists from each empire cropping up to offer more culture-specific designs which could be easily changed or deactivated altogether.
Most surprising was the revelation this trend was not unique to the Gallente Federation, widely stereotyped for frivolous or superficial tendencies, but was actually sweeping through the whole of New Eden. The latest reports indicated the Federation’s Mannar style was being replaced by a broader casual look also breaking ground in other nations, surprisingly led by established fashion houses based in the Amarr Empire. Capsuleer corporations and alliances expressed fresh interest in mass producing quality clothing bearing their custom logos at affordable rates, with several representatives responding with indications the industry was exploring ways to do just that beyond cheap street vendor laser-on-t-shirt transfers.
At 1400 Sakaane and Bataav participated in an open panel chaired by representatives from Ishukone, Roden Shipyards, CreoDron and several other corporations seeking feedback on the standard neocom interface and ideas for improvements or new features pilots would like to see in future updates to capsule firmware. Sakaane pointed out a persistent bug which always slotted certain sizes of Amarr laser crystals in the incorrect order on the pilot’s HUD. Many other pilots expressed a desire for a more streamlined interface. Even at the speed of thought, some commands were buried in protocols which seemed efficient in theory but cost pilots precious seconds in practice.
At the panel’s conclusion, the pair filtered slowly out of the room and joined a crush of pilots waiting for the convention’s final presentation: Impetus Presents! The large auditorium was full to capacity and then some; Sakaane and Bataav found themselves once more in the dark to the side at the back of the cavernous room, seated closely together on the floor.
The already dim lights dimmed, revealing a large simulated star field decorating the backdrop of the stage. A slideshow of photos, some taken during the last few days interspersed with shots of Impetus employees preparing for the convention itself and doing their daily work, flashed up on a large holodisplay above stage-center as upbeat music pumped over the auditorium’s loudspeakers. The crowd applauded enthusiastically and the air became replete with the squeaking of dozens of toy bees at the slideshow’s end as the lights came back up to reveal Rhoun Ysatault, CEO of Impetus, standing below the faded display.
“Hello, how’s it going?!” someone in the audience shouted, followed by a fainter “I LOVE YOU!” to laughter and bee squeaking.
Rhoun smiled and waved. “Welcome to the seventh Impetus Holoreel Convention, YC113,” he said, and was nearly drowned out by cheering from the crowd. “It’s been quite a show already but I hope we have saved something of interest to play out for you. First, I want to welcome you all to Dodixie.”
He waited a moment for the crowd to settle down before moving ahead with his presentation.
“So there’s been quite a few new things this time around. We have this amazing leather jacket offered by Vallou Outerwear and they look quite serious and expensive. We’re just testing to see what pilots are interested in, and I guess you are interested because we’ve sold twelve already. These are custom ordered and based on the feedback we’re getting from the sales and various panels that have taken place, I understand there will probably be more items like this becoming available in the near future.”
He advanced to another slide.
“Ah, the tattoos... Of course there are many tattoo establishments out there already but we sorta had the idea of, ‘Let’s have a tattoo booth, maybe someone will get a tattoo’ just for the convention. Over twenty people already have gotten a tattoo. Even Impetus employees are getting Impetus tattoos.” The crowd applauded.
“Of course, there’ve been a lot of interesting presentations already by some seriously smart people...who also look it...” He grinned at the audience who laughed in return. “There’ve been live agents, a whole panel of ‘Women in New Eden’—these are all female capsuleers who are violently passionate about their careers and will give many of you men a run for your money and ships! Which is interesting to see, and of course, the chess boxing—”
“—which is sort of, ‘Okay, let’s do chess boxing’ and I immediately had the idea in my mind: okay, Impetus doing chess boxing...what will that look like? Well, it looks sort of like this:”
The crowd cheered while Rhoun went on. “Those guys were not kidding! It was hardcore. Congratulations to Bjössi. I met him just in the lobby prior and he’s sort of pulling through on very strong painkillers.” Another grin split the CEO’s face. “He’s uh, he’s a bit of a mess, frankly,” he teased, to audience laughter.
“Then there was the pub crawl...”
Rhoun paused and listened to the rather quiet round of applause from the gathered capsuleers. “Not a lot of enthusiasm for the pub crawl?! What...or are you all still too hung over?” Again he grinned. “I have more pictures of that but I’m not going to show them to protect the innocent.”
His welcome speech largely concluded, Rhoun went on to talk about Impetus and the corporation’s growth over the years, followed by some promotional videos—including a few which were not at all serious and had the crowd laughing and groaning in earnest—before he invited several guests on stage to do some final presentations.
Chief among these was a demonstration of new turret models being released by designers for immediate market consumption. The new models were sleek and provided improved interfacing with camera drones and ship core systems to allow both capsuleers and their crews more detailed views of module performance. The models also featured new deployment systems which would tuck them neatly away when in not in use—leaving a pilot’s ship streamlined and sexy, and making it harder for nervous observers to judge what armaments might be brought to bear upon them.
The presentation moved on to discuss the so-called “Captain’s Quarters” and the great expense the empires were taking to renovate their stations to improve short-term housing for capsuleers. Concept designs and layouts for the new quarters not shared at panels held on the previous days were shown, and then the presentation bridged to a related subject: capsuleer corporation establishments. All empire stations across New Eden were working toward freeing up real estate and easing restrictions on capsuleer corporation occupancy. Once the changes were ironed out, these independent corporations would be able to obtain lease permissions other than for office space. Plans included allowance for corporations to customize the areas to suit their needs and the ability to hire staff from the general baseliner population to fill specific roles. This initiative would increase station revenue through additional lease agreements while allowing corporations new avenues to bring in their own ISK. Example establishments included private bars or small scale casinos. Corporations would be permitted to sell mild legal boosters at their own price index from within their establishments if they so desired, host games of chance, and so on. These announcements were met with hearty support from the audience, with many pilots turning excitedly to one another to discuss ideas.
A CONCORD representative joined the presentation to announce, in concert with the easing of restrictions on establishments, they were also working on finding ways to empower capsuleers to assist in policing other capsuleers. “We want to crack down on contraband and smuggling in space,” the representative said. “We’re looking at ways to let you, the pilots who are out there every day and have the most intimate knowledge of New Eden, help us keep the space lanes safe for all travelers. Many of you assist CONCORD’s efforts already by hunting down and destroying pirates. However, currently only Customs officials and faction police are authorized to implement consequences after scanning capsuleer cargo for smuggled items. We are investigating how we can transfer similar authority to capsuleers. So, for example, if you catch a smuggler, you should be able to confiscate his cargo and fine the pilot. If he refuses or escapes, you should be able to tag him so everyone knows his true colors.” He grinned at the audience. “After all, you pilots inflict justice much better than CONCORD!
“However,” he continued, “a fair warning. Cracking down on smuggling and trading contraband in space—which as you know is already prohibited on the open market and via contracts—means that corporations who take advantage of eased restrictions on station real estate also adopt a responsibility to police their establishments. Pirates and other undesirables may turn to person-to-person trading within such locations to do their business. But as CONCORD cannot track or monitor an individual’s activities outside the capsule, we will want to rely upon your better sense of judgment to assist us in controlling the criminal element. But as stated, these ideas are still in internal development. We’ll make further announcements once more information is available.”
Sakaane frowned and looked preoccupied.
Bataav nudged her. “What is it?”
“The pirate. No wonder he got away so easily,” she murmured. “Outside his pod they couldn’t ID him and they couldn’t track him in the station. He could have been any number of a thousand people who undocked yesterday on an InterBus shuttle or some other passenger ship but without a visual inspection of each one, how was CONCORD going to know? To them he is a ghost.”
He squeezed her hand briefly. “We’ll find out who he is. Trust me.”
The presentation moved on to another tangent: planetside conflicts. To date CONCORD had kept capsuleers at arm’s length from wars fought on the ground, but there had been rumors of this restriction being lifted. The crowd shifted with an almost palpable anticipation as the rumors were confirmed.
Capsuleers were to be directly involved in conflicts that spread across not only solar systems or entire regions, but soon across the worlds within those areas. Armies of dust-pounding clone soldiers would become a new feature on New Eden’s combat landscape, answering to capsuleer objectives and able to turn the course of events through their victory or failure in battle.
Impetus ended the presentation with a promotional holoreel by CONCORD showing their dramatic interpretation of how capsuleer interaction might change once involvement with planetside conflicts got off the ground.
With cleverly included previews of prototype weaponry, loud explosions, and actors simulating a battle scene which appeared so real and detailed in its scope that it threatened to overload the senses of the audience, the holoreel whet the pilots’ appetite for violence. They screamed their approval and chanted to see the reel a second time. Their energy was contagious; CEO Rhoun Ysatault became caught up in it.
“You want to see it again?” he asked them. “Will you shout ‘Fuck yeah!’ three times for me first?”
Without hesitation the audience roared its response. Immediately the lights dimmed and the holoreel ran again. At its conclusion, Rhoun had to wait for the audience to settle down once more before he could say his final words.
“I want to thank everyone, all the staff and volunteers, who have given their time and energy to the convention this year. We certainly couldn’t make it happen without you, and of course, thank you to all of you pilots who flew from all corners of New Eden to attend our little party, have some fun with us, and give us all sorts of ideas and feedback on various things. Have a round of applause for yourselves. I hope you enjoyed this seventh annual Impetus Holoreel Convention. We look forward to seeing you all again next year.”
Applause drowned out his final statement about a few last events taking place that evening and over the next day. A great rumble filled the auditorium as thousands of capsuleers rose to their feet and started filing out.
Along the side wall, Bataav and Sakaane were still seated together on the floor.
“What did you think?” he asked.
“It was good. I’m looking forward to a lot of what they presented. The new turrets will be very nice. I never really liked my ships looking prickly with guns sticking out everywhere all the time. You?”
“Well now, that’s the good thing about being cloaked. People can’t see what’s pointing at them until it’s too late either way,” he replied with a smile. “But some ships will look so much better without turrets and launchers spoiling their lines.”
She agreed, then stretched and rubbed her side.
He noticed. “Still sore?”
“Not really. Mostly just from sitting so long.”
“Do you want to go to the event tonight? I’ve heard it’s supposed to be quite a party.”
She was watching all the pilots jammed up at the auditorium’s exits. She supposed the party would be like that, a crush of people and loud music. A flash of light from someone taking a photo illuminated a smattering of faces and for a brief second she thought she saw the Caldari pirate. When she looked again and saw the pilot laughing with friends it obvious he was someone else.
“I’d like to see Njal again before we leave for Intaki,” she answered, slipping her hand into Bataav’s, hidden from sight between them. She turned her head to look at him. “Could we skip the party? I’d like to spend more time with you. Just us?”
He grinned and nodded. Together they joined the queue of capsuleers filing out of the auditorium.
Bataav and Sakaane found a table already reserved for them when they arrived at Deck 17 for dinner. Njal escorted them in and seated the couple by the wall with its display of Intaki Prime, taking extra care in seeing them settled in.
He lingered, a concerned expression on his face. “So... What’s this I hear about Sakaane having a spot of trouble with some hooligan?” His voice was low and light so as not to be overheard by nearby patrons but nevertheless his eyes swept expectantly from Bataav to Sakaane and back again.
“He roughed me up but I’m fine now,” Sakaane said, trying to reassure Njal, who look unconvinced. “Really.”
Bataav sat forward a little. “An associate of mine was in the right place at the right time and was able to let me know what was happening before calling in station security.”
“I still don’t know how you were able to take him down so easily,” Sakaane commented, reaching for Bataav’s hand.
“I might be a diplomat these days but I was trained to be a little more...direct before I came to Intaki.”
There was something in Bataav’s tone that caught Njal’s curiosity. Ever protective of Sakaane, he asked, “And what kind of training would that be?”
“Military,” replied Bataav simply. Looking back at Sakaane he smiled and added, “My associate, the guy who took our luggage and was with us after the attack, works for one of my team. Former team. It’s a long story but he works for us.”
Bataav looked thoughtful for a moment before looking up to Njal.
“You don’t need to be worried for Sakaane. I think the guy who took a shot at her realized soon enough he’d bitten off way more than he could chew. I’ll be making some calls when I get back to Intaki.”
“But didn’t he know who you were, Sakaane?” asked Njal. “What if he tries again?”
“He really doesn’t want to do that,” Bataav said quietly before taking a sip of his drink and letting the comment hang.
Sakaane flushed and smiled, then looked to Njal. He gazed steadily at Bataav, seemingly measuring the man against his words. Bataav gazed back, his eyes never wavering. Nodding with satisfaction, Njal moved on to take their order.
Just as he stepped away from the table, Sakaane pulled him back and leaned close. “Do you provide room service? We’ll likely need it tomorrow. And instead of serving us dinner tonight, won’t you join us?”
“If it weren’t the last night of the convention, I would, kainta, but tonight I expect a full house so must keep an eye on my kitchen. Are you still here tomorrow evening? I would enjoy a break then.” He smiled a knowing smile. “As for room service... I’m certain something can be arranged. Excuse me.” He winked and left them to attend to other customers.
Sakaane watched him weave through the tables, then turned her attention back to Bataav. “Military? I think I’d like to hear that long story sometime.” She slowly twirled a glass of ice water. “Thank you, for what you said.”
Bataav squeezed her hand gently in response.
In short order their meals were served and they ate in a comfortable silence.
After a while, when their plates had been cleared away, Bataav asked, “What’s on your mind? You keep looking at the feed of Intaki. Anxious to get back home?”
Sakaane blinked and met his warm gaze. In the peripheral of her vision she could see the fifth moon just near the edge of the display, a small dark marble slowly slipping out of sight as it orbited the homeworld. The Astral station containing ILF’s office wasn’t visible but she knew it was there.
“I’m sorry. I was thinking about home, but no, not really anxious to get there just now.” As she’d done earlier that evening she reached for his hand, still resting casually on the tabletop, and linked her fingers with his. “I’m enjoying this time with you.”
His hand tightened around hers. “Me too,” he said.
Sakaane slipped quietly back into bed and pulled the sheet up around herself. All the blankets were in a tangled heap on the floor, and while the room wasn’t actually cold, the air felt slightly chilled on her skin, still warm from the shower she’d just taken. She shifted onto her side, propping herself up on an elbow and resting her chin in one hand so she could watch Bataav sleep.
A single bead of water escaped from her still-damp hair and slipped between her shoulder blades, making her shiver. Shaking her head slightly, she reached back to wipe the moisture away; the movement brought the chronometer on his side of the bed into view, just ticking over the hour. The morning was nearly gone.
She quickly looked back to his profile, quiet and peaceful in slumber, and banished anxious thoughts about what tomorrow and the following days might bring.
He must have felt her watching him because he stirred and carefully cracked open one eye, then the other. A smile tugged at his lips as their gaze met and she felt her heart flutter the way it always did when he looked at her.
“Hi, sleepyhead,” she teased, reaching out to brush her fingers through his hair and stroke his forehead. “You dozed.”
His smile became a grin and he reached for her. “I can’t imagine why I was tired.”
Later, they lay snuggled up together, Bataav behind with his arms around her. The sheet had joined the rest of the linens on the floor. “So much for my shower,” she sighed.
“Are you complaining?”
She felt his lips on her shoulder. “Nope.”
“Good.”
She reached back to caress his neck while staring at the wall ahead, seeing nothing and becoming thoughtful even while enjoying their afterglow.
Finally she said, “Bataav...” but faltered and fell silent. She felt him waiting expectantly for her to continue so rolled over to face him. “Tomorrow we’re going back to Intaki. And I just wondered...” She bit her lip.
He brushed a lock of hair away from her face. “What about?”
“You’re the Karna Pasha,” she blurted. “I’m...only a Kacha. When we get home...” She felt her face turning red and silently cursed how anxious she suddenly felt, but pressed on. “What happened this week, between us... Was it just a fling?” She searched his face for a reaction. “Because...I really hope it wasn’t. What you said last night to Njal meant a lot to me...but I just want to make sure I didn’t misunderstand—”
Bataav smiled reassuringly. “Is that what you’re worried about? That we’d return to Intaki and I’d want everything to go back to the way it was? I don’t want things to go back to how they were. And I meant what I said to Njal about that pirate. I’ll be making a couple of calls when we get back to see what my people can dig up regardless of what security told us about him disappearing.”
As he spoke, Sakaane felt the knot of apprehension in her chest dissipate. Grinning, she threw her arms around his shoulders and kissed him.
Bataav kissed back and smiled. “You do realize there’ll be corp gossip. I can imagine Sanya and Creetalor noticed how close we were so if the others don’t hear it from them I doubt it’ll take long for people to figure it out. Forget rank getting in the way,” he added. “There’s nothing to stop us being together when we get home.”
Sakaane couldn’t stop grinning. “That’s fine by me.” Then, to help distract herself from the ridiculously girly excitement coursing through her, she asked, “I don’t suppose you’d tell me more now about your associate?”
Bataav nodded. He’d committed himself to explaining some of his own background the moment he’d handed over their luggage when they’d arrived together. He knew Sakaane would ask questions but after spending so much time with her in the last few days he was comfortable enough to open up a little to her.
“His name is Caerne Ormand. He works for my old team. I mentioned my military training last night...” Bataav paused, as if hesitant to go on. “That’s because I’m ex-military. My team are the others from my former unit.” He sat up and gazed across the room, falling silent.
Sakaane sat up too but said nothing, hoping he would go on, which he eventually did.
“YC110 wasn’t good, and not just because of the war. We were forced to go dark. I mean off radar. Just before we went our separate ways we were holed up in some warehouse and this guy was breaking in.”
A smile spread across Bataav’s face as he remembered.
“Almost shit himself when he turned around to find himself face to face with a black ops squad all kitted out in our gear. Rather than deal with him, if you know what I mean, we decided a local asset might be useful and we...‘employed’ him. He worked for us as a runabout kind of guy and we didn’t kill him. It was a necessity in our situation. Over time he earned our trust and he’s one of the team now. He’s a good guy. Loyal.”
Bataav glanced to his side where Sakaane sat listening.
“We all separated for a while. Caerne went with one of us and I enrolled in the Navy Academy. We all linked up a few months before I came to Intaki and they agreed to work in Intaki’s interests for me. I guess it makes them mercenaries in a way. Commandos.”
“What happened to the team? I mean, if Caerne is here on the station, does that mean the team member he went with is here too?”
“No, Caerne’s on his own here. They’re often working on their own projects but who knows. One day maybe I’ll get the old unit together again in Intaki.” He said no more; they sat in silence.
Sakaane laid her cheek against his shoulder. “Thank you for telling me. I’m certainly glad he was here.”
They spent the rest of the day quietly with each other, passing the time with pleasant distractions. Njal had a packed meal sent over in the afternoon and then in the evening joined them for dinner as he’d promised. The trio conversed and laughed late into the night, and finished off the bottle of Payloqan k’Adharnam.
Finally, Njal bid them farewell. Sakaane saw him to the door. “It was wonderful to spend this time with you, Njal. I hope one day soon you’ll consider coming home to Intaki. ILF and her allies have done a great deal of good there. It’s not entirely how it was years ago.” She chuckled. “And I know a great many pilots now to fill your bar with too!”
His eyes sparkled. “You never know, my dear. With an offer like that, I just might.” He clasped her hand with his and then leaned forward to kiss her cheek. “I would tell you to take care of yourself, but”—he glanced significantly at Bataav, standing quietly a respectful distance away—“I can see it’s unnecessary. Instead I will simply wish you a safe journey home, and I’ll look forward to your next letter.”
She smiled and bounded forward, embracing the elder man. “I’ll look forward to our next visit. Thank you for everything, Njal.”
He departed. Sakaane sealed the door behind him and turned back, sliding into Bataav’s waiting arms. “Now I really don’t want to leave,” she murmured.
“I know. Let’s not think about that until tomorrow. It’s late.” He gently pulled the pin out of her hair so it fell down around her shoulders, then silently led her to their bed. A few minutes later, the lights went out.
The next morning Sakaane returned to her quarters to pack the last of her things into her trunk and get it ready to load into her ship.
A twinge that lingered in her side made her pause and reconsider sending the secured trunk away. She reopened it and rifled through to the lower layers. There, beside a yellowing copy of a photo of her parents, brothers, and a much younger version of herself, sat a lockbox. She pulled it out and sat back with it in her lap, pressing her thumb against the security panel.
The lid sprang open, revealing a pistol and holster. She pulled the semi-automatic weapon free of the box’s molded interior, feeling for the first time in years the heft of the gun’s weight against the palm of her hand.
“I think it’s time you and I became reacquainted,” she murmured, taking aim at a panel across the room to check the gun sights. The pirate’s face flashed briefly in front of her eyes. He caught me unprepared. It won’t happen again. She popped the magazine and saw it was empty, as she expected. A compartment beneath the molded insert contained a replacement, which she loaded in. The lockbox was returned, empty, to the trunk. I never should have let Nailo force me out of the habit.
Her crew was busy at their duties when she boarded to ‘walk the decks’: a tour and inspection she always undertook after any significant length of time away from her vessel. The crew were in good spirits and relaxed after their week’s vacation, freely chatting with Sakaane when she stopped to check in with them. If any had heard of the assault by the Caldari pirate, none mentioned it, though she caught their curious glances at the previously unseen weapon on her hip.
Finding her ship and crew to be in order, Sakaane returned to the pod gantry and shortly thereafter found herself suspended inside her capsule. Once her belongings, including the pistol tucked safely away in its lockbox once again, were loaded into the frigate, she undocked. Obsidian Dawn slid out of the bay, its black and silver hull reflecting the nebula outside.
“I see you,” came a familiar voice in her mind. She panned her camera drones around. A steady stream of ships docked and undocked around her as she cleared the station, but none was the one she was looking for.
“I don’t see you.” Nevertheless she smiled, sensing Bataav was near, his keen eye watching her and the other ships going about their business from inside his cloaked Nemesis. She set course and pointed the nose of her Vengeance at the Botane gate, the first of eleven jumps to Intaki.
They warped together.