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Chapter One

 

Kathleen Station,  Mawson

 

The only way into Kathleen Station was aboard a Company shuttle. Civilians never visited the mine. Kathleen was barren, hollowed-out, toxic. Despite the romance of its name, two centuries of being stripped to feed raw materials to the Mawson colony had rendered the whole globe to cinder, dust and a thin atmospheric pall of poisonous gas. 

                The shuttle was a brute, big, ugly. Such heavy lifters were rarely seen in other Deep Sky systems in three hundred years, but Mawson was a backwater, buried too deep in the Shackleton Void for through traffic to visit often. Isolation impoverished the system. Most of Mawson’s technology was home grown, built in the Company factories in the southern hemisphere where the climate grew so arid, even the determined pioneers of the first colony fleet were forced out by violent dust storms. A decade after colonization, the desert was home only to the factories’ tangled labyrinth of girder and conduit. 

                Yet Mawson was the system’s earthlike world, while Kathleen — the G2 star’s only other rocky, hard-surface planet — was a bare, impact-cratered ball of stone and ore, where the atmosphere was long ago blasted away by a comet. The naked rock of the surface showed a billion-year history of monstrous collisions. Mining only completed the work planetary evolution had begun when the dinosaurs dominated the Earth. Kathleen was slowly being cut to pieces, hollowed out by mining machines bigger than a Fleet warship, its ore-rich rocks fired into the gaping bellies of orbital smelters.  

                From space the world looked malevolent, its face dark, its demeanor dangerous, and this first impression was accurate. Kathleen was a killer. Her atmosphere was too thin to be breathed by humans, and filled with native toxins. The fallout of mining had not improved the environment. 

                The world’s three moons were reduced to mangled, tumbling boulders, and a haze of asteroids and debris filled Kathleen’s skies, compelling the Regan de la Courte heavy lifter to drive into orbit with its flak screens up and its geocannon blasting to dust anything larger than twenty meters that got into its path.

                Curtis Marin tugged at the collar of his Company fatigues. He had put them on three weeks before when he signed his name to a Regan de la Courte contract, and if all went well, he would be taking them off, permanently, when he caught the starclipper out of this system. In three days the Carina was due to dock at the transit terminal in orbit over Mawson’s capital city of Turin, and Mawson would not receive another starship on the passenger route till next month. Marin did not intend to be around that long.

                The name on his lapel tag read ‘Johansen, R,’ and to the other members of the work ‘gang’ headed into Kathleen he was Roy-J,  while Roy-C was Chow, the big, ditchwater-dull munitions man with the moose-like shoulders and the wide, perpetual smile. It seemed you couldn’t annoy Roy Chow, no matter what was said or done. Which was fortunate, Marin decided, since Chow had specialized in munitions since his years in Fleet, and if he was so inclined, he could have blown the Company shuttle Andover
into shards of  white hot steel.  

                The face of Kathleen loomed off the starboard quarter of the lifter, while two hundred kilometers astern the massive engine sled, incongruously, and humorously, named Cassiopeia, stood on station, pulse engines idling, waiting to collect the flock of four shuttles it had just cast off into Kathleen space.

                The sun was small at this distance, at ninety degrees from the planet. The Andover’s passenger module was a single freight container converted to carry ‘live cargo,’ as the gangs called themselves, and perched precariously atop a stack of other containers, each loaded with fuel elements, machinery, spare parts and supplies for Kathleen Station. 

                The interior of the module was lit with the weird, greenish light from the planet, and Marin thought every man and woman in the gang looked decayed. None of them wanted to be here. It was the short-straw job, the ass-end of the Company’s work roster. But everyone on the Regan de la Courte payroll wound up here sooner or later, and new recruits could expect to draw this duty, as if the Company thought it best to get the worst out of the way soon. Marin was not perturbed. Alone among the laborers of 47-gang, he actually had a personal reason to visit Kathleen.

                He had come to kill a man.

                On approach to the Station now, the Andover rotated around her center of gravity to present brake thrusters to the planet. The deck shifted uncomfortably under Marin’s feet and he felt the familiar quickening of his pulse. 

                Very soon he would be looking into the man’s eyes. He would draw the dart gun from a sealed inside pocket, a tiny, seemingly flimsy weapon, invisible to metal and chemical detectors, pre-loaded with five hair-fine quills, barely large enough to leave any visible puncture wound. 

                The slender cavity inside each quill was charged with a reservoir of venom from a thumb-sized spider, one of the most venomous creatures known, on the more than three hundred colonized and explored worlds. It was native to Amazonia, on Earth  — a world Curtis Marin had never even visited — but the spider was bred, cultivated, redesigned and re-engineered, in a dozen laboratories between the home colonies and the Deep Sky. 

                Five hundred generations away from the original spider brought out of the fetid swamps of the AmazonBasin, the venom had become a neurotoxin so powerful, it killed a man in less than a second, and the autopsy would show only complete heart failure as the cause of death, which was entirely accurate. Every organ stopped in an instant.

                No pain. No time for fear — nor for remorse. Often, Marin thought the mercy of the execution was at odds with the crime. A man called Reece Clyma surely deserved to realize his sins had caught him up: the lives he had taken were about to be paid for — and justice sometimes wore a face that did not belong to the law. The division between justice and revenge was often so fine, a man could not even focus on it. Which side of that division one stood on, Marin mused, was a philosophical question.

                Reece Clyma had been Company for twenty years and when push came to shove, obviously de la Courte defended their man. Charges were never laid, though Clyma had taken at least eleven lives and washed dirty money  through  so  many  offworld accounts,  even Marin lost track of  the funds in an AtransaBank branch on Cimarosa. Clyma was doubtlessly a billionaire while a civilian pilot was dead. Ten other civilians were buried alongside her in the next few days to cover Clyma’s tracks so thoroughly, the Company lawyers defending him had it easy.  

                Eight months passed in fruitless appeals to the colonial government until eventually two grieving families from Turin were delivered an official desist order. They were close to being charged themselves, for harassment of an innocent man. And Clyma banked the money, safe behind the shield of the Company legal department. He believed himself so secure, nothing could touch him. Not the law, and certainly not the survivors of the men and women he had disposed of.

                It was possible he had never even heard the name of Dendra Shemiji. He could never have anticipated the grief-stricken household in Turin having the courage to make an illicit call, offworld, almost out of sector. Even less would he have suspected that the households he had gutted might have the connections, the resources, to engage the services of an elite society.

                This deep in the Shackleton Void, few people knew about a guild that worked in the shadows, crossing from one side of the law to the other, back and forth, as time, place and necessity demanded. Clyma might have suspected the arrival of a private investigator, might even have armored himself against such a challenge. 

                But Dendra Shemiji moved in the twilight world of a half-forgotten people, and if the Resalq were unfamiliar to the public, the ancient society was simply unknown. Unknown, and unknowable. Yet it was alive, surviving even now, and flourishing after almost a millennium in limbo. 

                Curtis Marin smiled at his own reflection in the thick viewport of the passenger module. He was winter pale after the cold season in Geneva and his last assignment, to the ice-bound ArgyllPeninsula in Velcastra’s southern hemisphere. Winter seemed to have followed him for months and his eyes appeared very dark, very blue, in a face that was incongruously fair. His hair was dense, curly, dark brown with the red highlights of the old Celtic bloodline that somehow still bred true despite the centuries and the light years. He thought he had his father’s looks, with wide shoulders and a lean physique, but something of his mother was there too, in the shape of his wide mouth, perhaps the straightness of his nose, the color of his eyes. Curtis Marin was not from genetically redesigned stock, but unlike many people out here in the Deep Sky colonies,  it was a fact he did not flaunt.

                He grabbed a handhold as the Andover
angled again, twisting, shaking and groaning like a cheap hooker in the upper reaches of Kathleen’s thin atmosphere. Vapor began to stream against the viewport and Marin lost sight of the planet. He turned his back on the finger-thick armorglass and cast a critical eye over his companions. 

                These were 47-gang: Chow, Roy, with the big shoulders and the indefatigable smile, in charge of munitions, geocannon shells, detonators, blasting charges. Muntzen, Kirsten, the tech-gang’s leader, a short, thickset blonde with battering-ram bosoms crammed dangerously into the dust-green Company fatigues, and ice-cold eyes that told a man to back off and keep his distance. She was five years out of Fleet and retained that unmistakable toughness. Her field was maintenance of the communications arrays, the uplink. 

                Strapped into the seat beside her was Marco Seitz — handsome, tall and lanky,  legally  handfasted but  cheating on  Chow every chance he got.  He had soon flashed the signs at Marin, naked invitation, and Marin might have felt a second of genuine temptation. Seitz was not drop-dead gorgeous, but the man’s native charm was undeniable. Curtis turned him down as politely as the situation permitted. Only a fool let himself get personally involved when his only reason to be in his place was a civil-sanction. Execution. Seitz was a six-year Company man in charge of cyber systems, computers, servicing the mainbrains under Kathleen Station. How many times had he worked a shift here? On this landing his eyes were dilated, and a shell-thin, translucent VR visor covered his upper face. The datacube’s case lay on the seat beside him, garish with a sexshop poster carrying the blurb for Manflesh IV.

                In the seat behind was Juanita Palmer, the medic, thin as a Lushi, tall as a Pakrani, and yet neither one. She was proud of the fact she was first generation out from the home colonies. There was not a genetically reengineered  cell in her body, and she was way too good for Mawson. 

                Last came the new kid on this particular block, Roy-J himself, specializing in  flight systems and interfaces — specifically the biocyber interfaces where human pilots and robot miners interacted. What Marin knew about biocyber interfaces he had learned in the last year of his own five-year hitch with Fleet. Injured, healing, ailing, he had not been reassigned to a carrier but was routed closer to home, to the Fleet Base on Borushek. For six months he was with Research and Development, pitting his skills as a pilot against the best sims Fleet could design, destruction-testing the depart-ment’s experimental navigation systems and newest biocyber interfaces.

                He had worked in, and with, those interfaces, crashed them and helped to diagnose and repair them. Regan de la Courte’s civilian systems were simple by comparison. Fleet’s cutting-edge interfaces placed the pilot into the mind of the machine and launched the weird, hybrid creature into a simulated maelstrom of Hellgate. 

                By contrast, the interfaces on Kathleen simply meshed the human pilot with the robot miner and gave the odd, mongrel form of quasi-life a planet to destroy.

                “Hey, Johansen.” Marco Seitz was done with the VR sex romp and pulled the visor off his head. He was local. The Turin accent was dense, the vowels long, consonants slurred. He came from the Raleigh sector, south side, where small industry blurred into rural agriculture, and a crash shop was as likely to be fixing a tractor as a skytruck. In the warren of Turin’s citybottom, Raleigh was scorned as hick country, where inbreeding was rife and promiscuity even more so. Looking at Marco, Marin could believe it. He was flushed, sweated after the canned entertainment, still excited. He looked like a carnivore on the prowl.

                Marin lifted a brow at him. In ten days with the Company he had soon come to realize, he did not much like the man. Seitz was handsome but arrogant about his looks. He was adequate in his work, but careless. Munzen had been covering for him for months and Marin had already started to pick up and correct Seitz’s mistakes before they could cause trouble. Marco would have been more pleasant to work with if he appreciated the help, but instead of gratitude he offered sex in return, assuming his colleagues covered for him to get laid. The arrogance was rank.

                “You checked the suits?” he wanted to know. 

                As the newest recruit on 47-gang, it was Johansen’s chore to make sure the five suits and two spares were loaded and the service tags were in good order. Obviously, Marin had checked  them before launch,  as per schedule. If he had not, it was a reprimand and a heavy fine docked out of his wages.

                “Too late to be worth even glancing at them now, if I didn’t,” he said acidly. “We’re two minutes out from Kathleen Station. You want to turn around, go back now for fresh suits?”

                Seitz made a face. “You know, you got a smart mouth, Roy-J.”

                “So I’m told.” Marin turned away from the gang and stooped to peer through the viewport, waiting for a first glimpse of Kathleen Station. His window of opportunity to settle accounts with Reece Clyma was just eight hours long. 

                Then the Andover
was leaving and Clyma was scheduled to return to Mawson. He had been on Kathleen six interminable days, working on one of the miners. He reported the job complete an hour before the Cassiopeia left Mawson, and if Clyma did not hitch a ride back on this shuttle he would wait three days for the next ‘milk run.’ It was no coincidence that he was in the same line of work as Roy Johansen. Their job specialty would throw them together, they were expected to rub shoulders, which was to Marin’s purpose. 

                “And yes, damnit,” Marin added over his shoulder to the still glaring Seitz as he caught a first glimpse of the Station, “of course I checked the crate and service tags.”

                He had seen the radio masts first, three towers spearing up high above the two landing platforms and the habitat dome. The miner docks straggled away into the southwest, great pits in the gray-brown surface, half-roofed and shielded, with the lifter hangars and machine bays in a crescent around the habitat.  The green of trees, the reds, blues and golds of human structures showed dimly through the semi-opaque skin of the dome. The only other color in the landscape of Kathleen was the green and red guide lights on the landing platform, the winking blue marker beacons on the radio masts, the routine red and blue signage on the tank farm to the north of the dome, and the monstrous, signal-flare yellow bay doors of Dock 4, which stood open and empty when Marin had expected to see a miner berthed there.

                That miner had run divergent two weeks ago, and before the pilot could shut it down it plowed nose-first into a shale cliff, burying itself. Two tugs pulled it out and lifted it back to base. Clyma arrived twelve hours later and began to burrow into the biocyber interface. 

                Every day the miner was docked, Regan de la Courte was losing money. Twenty of them quartered Kathleen, serviced by four tenders and two tugs. The tenders were on station-keeping in low orbit, and as the Andover rotated around to set its tail on Platform 1, the tug Josephine slid in over Platform 2. It monstrously overshadowed the shuttle, and if the Andover
was an ugly brute, the Josephine was a hunchbacked giant with a twisted, deformed profile. Cranes and grapplers on one side, generators and projectors on the other, high in the stern, low in the bow, cavernously hollowed out in between, riding a blistering storm of repulsion that kicked up a pall of thin gray dust. 

                Kathleen was not a place to be for any length of time, Marin decided. A day would be too long. Fortunately, the work of Dendra Shemiji could be done well before the Andover departed. And when she took off, she would be carrying a bodybag. 

                The shuttle bottomed out with a jolt through the whole airframe. A thousand memories haunted Marin. They sweated his palms, made him grab for a handhold  though  the deck was firm under his feet.  For a single  split second he was back on the gunship — 

                Sierra Company, 245th Marines, flying off the carrier Outbound Pioneer. The last place in the galaxy anyone wanted to be. The first place a kid was sent, right out of basic training, ten weeks into the five-year hitch of the Fleet draft —

                He blinked the memory away. Every member of 47-gang was haunted by the same demons. Every kid from Earth itself to Hellgate was conscripted for the DeepSky Fleet, no exceptions, no arguments. Fleet did not care if your father was an industrial tycoon or a garbage recycler. The service, the uniform and the simulation tank were waiting for you, ten weeks ahead of the live battlefield.

                The old colonies of the Middle Sky and the raw, new colonial worlds strung out along the Rabelais Track were often ripped by infighting, torn by bloody disputes. Wreckers, privateers, mercenaries, black marketeers, corporate armies. Weeks out from the home colonies, the government of Earth became tenuous. 

                The Deep Sky colonies were laws unto themselves. Marin had grown up listening to newsvids about the growing unrest in those worlds. For twenty years war had simmered just under the surface, sometimes bubbling through in molten eruptions. In the colony systems, strewn like jewels in the night sky, Fleet was the last talon-hold of the Confederacy.  Past Jagreth, an outbound ship was on the outer fringe of the quadrant. Ahead lay uncharted zones, and the Deep Sky colonies followed the haphazard beacon line of the Rabelais Track, wrapped around the fringes of Hellgate itself. 

                Grapples took hold of the Andover with a dull clamor, chiming through the hull, and the pulse engines shut down in the shuttle’s tail. The generators were still running, up under the flight deck, though the pilots had throttled them back from full gravity resist to idle. The low-level vibration seemed part of the airframe, but any gunship veteran knew the feel of Arago generators. 

                Grumbling as usual, Munzen and Palmer pulled their personal gear from the compartments. They growled about the delay, about the food, the company, the work, the pay, the weather. Marin had stopped listening days ago. Seitz and Chow lagged behind, arguing quietly, and Marin shouldered his own single bag as he elbowed through ahead of 47-gang. He was at the hatch before them, watching the status screen.

                Decontamination. Pressure equalization. His ears tightened as the passenger module came up to pressure, and then the hatch slid open and he stepped out onto a ringing, black metal deck. The shuttle dock was a prefabricated jumble, cold, windy, half-lit and forbidding, but orange spinners beckoned new arrivals to Kathleen Station through an internal blastdoor. 

                The blastdoor opened onto an airlock, part of the permanent pressure skin of the habitat, and once through the lock-in, lock-out security, the Station was more pleasant. Regan de la Courte, in the form of Greg Brand, made the Company’s greetings to the mine. Marin had seen him in the Company’s orientation package, a four-hour holovid through which newbies sweated before they were assigned to ‘the Kathleen roster.’

                Brand was just short of retirement, thick around the middle though his shoulders were still wide, his arms hard, his hands tough. Towering over all of 47-gang but the lean, gangling Seitz, Brand favored them with a smile  that wrinkled his walnut-brown skin, deepening the nests of creases around pale blue eyes. He knew all of them personally, traded friendly  insults with them and slapped Chow’s back as he invited him and Seitz for a beer when their shift was done.

                In this skeleton-staffed environment, Brand was listed as both Security Chief and nominal Station Coordinator, which meant he monitored everything and everyone, kept the paperwork straight and at least rationalized the situation when gaffs were made. He alone on Kathleen wore a sidearm, yet he apologized for the formality as he ran a probe over the new arrivals. 

                The scan was thorough but Marin was unconcerned. Every part of the dart gun was the same kind of plastex as surgical implants and prostheses, and the tiny weapon fired a charge of compressed air packaged in a keratin sheath which scanned as biological tissue. The darts themselves were splinters of bone loaded with the venom. They would not show up on a chemical scan, since the compound was biological, natural, neither a synthetic, an explosive nor an incendiary. 

                The palm-sized IntelScan probe whirred and chattered over Marin  in cursory fashion. The old man made the same routine apologies before passing on to Munzen and Palmer and running the gauntlet of their habitual grumbling. Their remarks were snide, cutting, but Brand seemed to have heard them all before. He ignored them utterly and turned his attention back to Marin when Curtis  asked, 

                “You know where I’d find Reece Clyma? I’m the biocyber specialist.”

                “Come up to check his work, have you?” Brand snorted. He holstered the probe and straightened. “Watch out for the left hook if you let him know you’re cross-checking him.”

                “Clyma’s a sonofabitch?” Marin shifted the weight of his pack on his shoulder. “I’m not here to cross-check anything, it’s just routine service on the interfaces for miners 4 and 9. They’re due for it, this flight.”

                “I know that.” Brand shoved both hands into his pockets and stood back to let the rest of 47-gang go on into the Station. They had been here numerous times and knew the way. “And yes, Clyma’s a sonofabitch. Runs a franchise on mean. You haven’t heard the stories?”

                “Stories? Sorry, man. I only signed with the Company a few days ago.” Marin  watched a crew of three techs converge on the Andover. They had already begun to unload. “You mean all the legal stuff? I heard a couple of clan houses in Turin wanted Clyma investigated by Tactical.”

                “Damn right. This way, son. You’ll want to dump your gear before you track down Clyma. He’s still out on 17.”

                “The miner?” Marin  fell into step beside the old man. “I thought he’d finished the work.”

                “He took it out on test.” Brand jerked a thumb over his shoulder, more or less due east. “He’s someplace over yonder, in the Canyon 185, working the Jivaro Lode. Last time I looked his beacon was running. You can be out there in a few minutes. Take one of the trucks.”

                “I’ll do that.” Marin had seen Muntzen and Seitz, loitering on the edge of the staff accommodation blocks, opposite the dome’s open midsection, which had been cultivated with what trees and shrubbery would grow at all in canned air and artificial light. The truck bay was across the park; the company offices were to the right of the apartments, beside the shuttle dock. Infirmary, quartermaster, diner and cold stores were dead ahead. 

                The recreation center was past the cold stores. Holotheater, gym, tanning, sauna, the VR danceshop, sexshop, the usual dreamden, full of the designer drugs that had torn other centuries to shreds. The whole gamut from chimera to angel, gryphon and back, harmless now, no more than cheap entertainment, another way to blow off a month’s wages before even making it back home.

                He had studied the groundplan of Kathleen Station along with the geography of the mine. Despite the monstrous size of every physical feature, Kathleen was actually simple, and the planet-wide mine was picked out in marker beacons. 

                Canyon 185 was a rift half the size of the MarinerValley. Shafts and pits scored it, reaching deep into the planet’s crust. If a vein of ore ran too deep for a miner to get hold of it, terradynamic charges would bring the substrata to the surface, where the miner would ingest the rock and spit it out as pure ores for the smelter and a constant dump of slag blown out onto the planet’s ruined surface. At either end of 185 were the mass drivers, and in orbit, the four smelters disgorging a constant supply of metals and minerals for Mawson’s industry. 

                The technology was old, the machinery mostly outdated, the systems obsolete. But this deep in the Shackleton Void, Mawson was virtually forgotten. Only during taxation and the military service levy did the government of Earth even care to remember the colony existed, and the majority of the population, scattered between Turin and the agricultural settlements on the south side of the Durn Forest, seethed with unrest.

                “You heard about Clyma, did you?” Brand did not sound surprised.

                “Two Company people died, then a while later a few civvies, a pilot and some others, on the outside. He was ... the locker room chatter I heard said Clyma was the common denominator,” Marin  said carefully, watching the old man’s profile. It was difficult to read the mood of a man he had known all of ten minutes.

                For all he knew, Brand could be Clyma’s blood brother. Marin had done as much research as he could, but a point was soon reached where records, archives, petered out. His own investigation consumed two weeks, a dozen computer searches, scores of personal interviews. At the end of it, Marin himself was more than satisfied of Reece Clyma’s guilt, but since the man was about to suffer a mysterious end, the new kid on 47-gang must be cautious in what he said, and how he phrased it. 

                “Seemed to me,” he said carefully, “there was a damn good reason for an official inquiry, if only at Company level. But it never happened. Somebody up high pulled the plug.”

                “Reece Clyma!” Brand spat into the steel decking. “When you’re in bed with a bunch of Company lawyers, the gray suits and their angels, you’re not going to be investigated, son, not at any level, no matter what you do. Get that through your head right now, if you want to score a Company pension fifteen years from now.”

                “Angels?” The term was unfamiliar.

                Brand angled a glance at him. “You’re not local, are you?”

                “I just came across from Velcastra,” Marin lied smoothly. “Same reason as everyone else. Looking for work. It was either Mawson or Cimarosa, and I’d like to stay out of that dust-hole, if I can.” He shrugged. “Mawson looked like the best offer I was going to get. There’s not too much work for biocyber specialists in the public tech sector.”  

                The old man’s eyes glittered. “You could always re-up for Fleet.”

                “I’m going to assume that was a joke.” Marin snorted. “Give me a break, will you? Re-up? I look  like a masochist?”  He brushed the suggestion aside
and asked again, “Angels?”

                “Guardian angels, spooks that fix everything from parking tickets to arrest warrants.” Brand had led him to the accommodation blocks, opposite the park. 

                Since Marin was only passing through he had not been assigned an apartment. He stashed his bag and coat in a locker and set the palm-print access. “You don’t like Reece Clyma,” he said warily.

            “I never did, and I must’ve known the guy almost twenty years,” Brand informed him. “Seen that sonofabitch do some pretty dirty stuff.”

                “You think he might have killed those people?” Marin’s brows arched.

                “I think it should have been investigated, and the fact it wasn’t only makes me embarrassed to wear this —” Brand tapped the security badge on his lapel “— and do the job I do. Company Security covered for that bastard. Company lawyers bought off, or bribed off, the politicians in Turin.” Brand only shrugged. “Shit, boy, I don’t know if Clyma’s guilty or not, but I do know one thing. He’d be locked up pending an investigation if he was anybody else. And that,” he added darkly, “has got to make you suspicious. Not to sound cynical, you understand.”

                The bitter cynicism creased his face. A lifetime in Security, a whole career invested in the Company, and at the end of it Brand saw the dirty side of his work. Marin clapped the old man’s shoulder. “I’m actually only here to look at 4 and 9, but apparently Clyma asked for a bundle of replacement parts for 17. He said he wanted to field test them before he got offplanet. Save himself the trip back if it goes bad again. Makes sense. I thought I’d take the parts out there, see if I can help him ... ignore the politics and just get the damn job done.”

                “You got the makings of a good Company man,” Brand observed.

                Marin feigned a grin. “I could do worse. There’s no work over on Velcastra, unless I want to go back to school ... which I don’t.”

                Brand pointed him at the truck lot. “Take the bus on the end of the rank. They’re all in pretty good shape, but the last one in was just serviced. You got a suit?”

                “On the shuttle. It should be unloaded by now.” Marin gave the old man a more genuine smile. “You work here on Kathleen the whole time?”

                “Three weeks on, two off.” Brand only sighed. “Six more days and I get leave ... three years, and I retire.” He gave the younger man a wink. “Then I’m out of here. Right out.”

                “Velcastra?” Marin guessed. The place was so favored by the sector’s retirees, it had the reputation of a heaven’s waiting room. 

                “Or Omaru, or Borushek. One of those places, just so long as it isn’t any hole in this system.” Brand fetched a pack of the local aromatic cigarettes from a pocket and offered Marin a smoke. Marin shook his head, and Brand lit up. He plumed smoke through both nostrils. “Casino, the track, air races, danceshops, sexshops. Girls, boys and everything in between. Body paint and gryphon smoke ... anything that doesn’t look or sound or smell like a factory or a mine.” Brand gestured toward the park. “You want the two dollar tour? We’re kinda proud of what we’ve done with this old place.”

                “Later. I’ll buy you a beer, see the sights,” Marin offered. “Right now, let me get business out of the way, get the job done. Service work shouldn’t take more than a few hours, these systems are easy.”

                “Easy?” Brand almost bridled.


                “If you stack them up against military biocyber interfaces. Hellgate. That was my assignment, in Fleet.” Marin gave the man a lopsided grin. “Relax, I’m not putting you down.”

                “Hellgate.” The security man did not have to feign a shudder. 

                “You were there?” Marin felt that old shiver down the spine. He had done one tour in Rabelais Space, and far too many simulations in the last year of his service. The sims were designed to destruction-test biocyber devices, so virtually every mission he flew ended in disaster, the destruction of the ship, the death of the pilot. It demoralized a man fast. Six weeks in the maelstrom of the real Hellgate was enough to last him a lifetime, and the experience made veterans of any generation kindred.

                “Still trying to forget about it,” Brand growled. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t limp down that particular memory lane with you.” 

                “I hear you.” Marin allowed a soundless, humorless chuckle. “Where will I find 4 and 9?”

                “Somewhere south of Jason Rille, I think.” Brand seemed unconcerned. “The ops rooms is that way, top of the administration block. Log on, the system should know you, and Kathleen’s all yours, whore that she is.” 

                “Thanks.” Marin dropped a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “I’ll see you later, buy you that beer.”

                “Just so long,” Brand muttered, “as you don’t want to chew over Hellgate.” And he ambled away toward the park under the semi-opaque dome, finishing whatever patrol. 

                Marin spared the security chief a moment’s regret. Greg Brand did not know it, but he was about to be hauled over the Company’s coals. A man was going to die, and as Chief of Security who was also the Station Coordinator, Brand would be at least indirectly answerable for the fatality. Not a desirable episode for a man on the wind-down of a long, steady career. 

                If Cylma’s sudden cardiac arrest seemed to have been brought about by poor maintenance or shoddy work by the Station techs, Brand would have to account for it. It was his job to keep an ear to the ground, make sure his tech crews were happy, crew leaders kept the paperwork in order, labor was up to Company standards. If Clyma’s heart attack looked like the result of an outrageous accident, safety protocols would be reviewed. Any number of street-legal drugs would stop a man’s heart in an overdose, and if Clyma’s death looked like murder, again, Brand would be held accountable.

                And if it looked like murder, 47-gang would certainly be impounded, pending the official inquiry ... this was Reece Clyma, ‘in bed’ with the de la Courte lawyers. His death would not be swept under any Company or political rug the way the murders of his many victims had been dismissed. 

                Marin had dealt with every logistic of the assignment before he took the contract in Turin, but the one element he had not factored in — how could he? — was taking a liking to an old man at the end of his working life, and dumping him headfirst in Company bullshit. Brand was big, bearish, likable, and a veteran of Rabelais Space. Hellgate. Marin felt a ridiculous kind of kinship, and knew it was foolish. Dendra Shemiji permitted no space for personal involvement.

                Still, he found himself breaking and remaking plans, working through his options, as he walked along the line of white-walled, prefab plascrete block apartments. Everything on Kathleen was rough, fast and temporary. The Station was routinely picked up and moved from one area of the planet to another, as de la Courte mined out and abandoned whole sectors. 

                Deck plates rang under his feet as he climbed to the top level of the administration building. He might have expected at least one human on the duty shift in the ops room, but the facility was simply under surveillance, camera-monitored. One rank of machines watch-dogged another. Only Company techs were ever rostered to Kathleen. A civilian could not even get aboard a de la Courte shuttle without special permits in a time of extraordinary circumstances. It was a question of liability and insurance. 

                Marin’s logon codes had been awarded when he signed with the Company and cleared Security. He could access any mid-level ops room in Mawson — the systems most often used by approved, ‘cleared’ technicians in the field. The routine access was actually more than he needed. He wondered if de la Courte were even half aware of the gaps in their firewall. 

                Once inside a mid-level logon, any biocyber tech right out of Fleet could trick his way around the civilian system, which was optimized around locking out hackers coming in from the outside. The more sophisticated the system, the more it was prone to glitches impossible to anticipate, and all developers left themselves two or three ways to get around a gridlock. They worked in a realm of virtual reality, in principle almost identical to battlefield simulations, but civilian systems were a walk in the park by comparison with labyrinthine military sims.

                The ops room was quiet. The soft whir of the a/c was Marin’s only company as he deliberately showed his face to the cameras, pulled up a roller chair and punched into the techs’ terminal. The machine recognized his ID code at once. One hundred million kilometers away, a computer on Mawson would soon be listing his access in the Company log. Marin was so far on the right side of de la Courte procedure, he would be a candidate for the year’s most boring recruit.

                The screen came alive with a threedee terrain model of Kathleen; the miners were located by their marker beacons. Each was a robot the size of Sanmarco space city, but only a fraction of one percent of the machine was safe for human workers. A cab was perched up by the radio masts; a pilot could actually command the miner manually, but the rest of the machine was shielded, armored, a forest of probes, cannons, grapplers, drills, scoops, rams. 

                Miner 17 was on the screen as it came alive. The city-sized robot worked from one end of Canyon 185 to the other, where it offloaded its cargo at the mass driver then turned around and chewed its way back down 185 toward the mass driver at the other canyon mouth. 

                And Reece Clyma was aboard, the only human in two million square kilometers, the only living soul on a machine the size of the orbital metropolis that was home to sixty thousand citizens of Jagreth. 

                The opportunity to fulfill the Dendra Shemiji contract was perfect. But it had to be meticulous. The civil-sanction was already planned. Only old Greg Brand’s unfortunate involvement made Marin pause to rethink any facet of the job, and he knew he was a fool for doing it. Sentiment was one of the few unforgivable sins in his line of work. Yet his mind continued to churn through his options as he made a record of the locations of miners 4 and 9, which were his legitimate assignment before, on a whim, he turned his attention to deeper levels of access.

                It was absurdly easy to worm his way through the firewall. Whoever structured it should be brought up on charges. Still, the shoddy work made Marin’s  passage quicker,  and for that he was grateful.  He only had  to dig through two levels to reach what he wanted.

                The command override codes for a miner were firmly in Brand’s jurisdiction, unavailable even to tech-gang leaders, unless circumstances were extraordinary. The remote command codes were a maze of numbers and letters, fifteen digits long with specific hashes and hyphens. Marin took a deep breath, closed his eyes for a moment and called up the thousand year old routines, mnemonic rituals, he had learned so recently. 

                Dendra Shemiji lived on, though the Resalq themselves might as well be dead and gone, for all the colonies were aware of them or cared about their legacy.

                With the codes committed to memory he backed out of the system, left no trace of where he had been, what he had done, and logged out. The system told him his wrist chrono was off by two hours, local time. He adjusted it as he shoved the chair back along the rank of terminals to Brand’s station, and then he was moving.

                First, he jogged back into the loading bay under the landing platform. The freight crews would labor for hours yet, stripping the Andover
of  her cargo, but the priority items were taken off first. Vital supplies, perishable goods — the incoming gang’s suits.

                Every individual heading into Kathleen was issued a suit, and the suit stayed close. In case of a dome rupture or local emergency inside the habitat, the suit was a man’s last and only survival ticket. A pressure suit with marginal radiation shielding was just enough to hold out Kathleen’s vicious UV levels, compensate for the thin atmosphere, and the rebreather was rated for four hours. Techs working outside were suited the whole time, and anyone heading for the miners or taking out a skytruck put on a suit even if he did not lock down the helmet. 

                It was all about corporate liability and civilian insurance cover, Marin thought acidly as he raked through the piles of crates stacked by the inner airlock. Most were labeled for maintenance, medical, catering, but the suit crates had been dumped down a few meters apart and Marin  had only to punch his ID into the lock, pop off the top and lift out the pressure suit fitted for him.

                They bundled down into a small space, with the rebreather slid up inside the helmet and the kevlex fiber bodysuit folded on itself. Four layers of heating, insulation, radiation shielding and the pressure skin made the suit bulky as a small suitcase, but easy enough to tuck under his arm as he resealed the crate. 

                He cast about for the case of replacement parts for 17. It had been ‘priority loaded,’ meaning it should be among the first items taken off the shuttle, and sure enough the blue plastex box was stacked with the small pile of other priority items. 17’s replacement modules were only a fraction of the contents of the crate, packed in their own handling unit, and Marin pulled them out without delay.

                He paused for a moment to watch the gang unloading the Andover.  The bass rumble of steelrock came from the cab of one of the grapplers. The repulsion field on which the red-shelled, crab-like machine rode was a warm breeze in Marin’s face. The driver looked his way, wondering if he was waiting for something specific, but Marin only waved up and left the loading bay before he got in the way.

                He saw nothing of 47-gang as he jogged along past the apartments and facilities. They would be settling  down to their maintenance shift, and so should he be. The weight of the suit under one arm and the crate of spares in his other hand reminded him, he had a legitimate job to do as well as the odd journey work of Dendra Shemiji.

                The Station’s cycling systems constantly blasted furnace-heat air into the dome but the temperature remained chill, and the further he jogged from the apartments and park, the colder the air became. Marin stooped, touched the deck plates out of curiosity, and felt the instant freeze-burn in his fingertips. Kathleen was a killer. The ground froze the instant the sun was down, and when it was up the UV sizzled. There was no safe time to ‘go out,’ and the Company regulation — that suits were put on before any excursion — was by no means paranoid.

                Away from the park and apartment row the lighting was dim, the compartments were weirdly silent. The skytruck lot was barely half-lit, cold as a meat locker, and Marin’s footsteps rang hollowly. Brand had offered him the standby vehicle, the first blue-and-yellow Company ’truck on the rank, and sure enough, the instrument lights were already on. She was powered up, ready to go.               

                He punched his ID into the lock and the hatch whined open. The cab heating was on; a warm draft greeted him as he climbed up by the handholds and dumped his gear inside. The cab seated eight and the seats swiveled sideways, leaving Marin just enough space between them to hunch down and struggle into the suit. 

                The ’truck was a two year old Weiss Montaro, heavily battered and thoroughly patched. They were already overpowered as they left the factory in Hydralis city on Omaru, then they were modified by Regan de la Courte until these ‘scud-buckets,’ as the tech gangs called them, were as powerful as most sport raceplanes. But the hull design was brick-like, blocky, the aerodynamics lacking. Power aside, these ’trucks were the workhorses of every industrial development in the colonies.

                Marin wriggled into the pilot seat, ran up the belts and settled a combug in his ear.  As soon as he punched his ID into the lock, the ’truck had logged in with the administration; the moment Marin brought the flight systems alive the onboard deck flagged the Station’s control computers for takeoff clearance. Very little here was left to chance. Reece Clyma’s death would catch everyone unawares.

                Red spinners kicked in and a siren howled through the ’truck lot for thirty seconds before the inner doors rumbled slowly shut. The doors were a hand-span thick, shock proof, blast proof. In the vastly unlikely event that the hotcore power plant in any one of the ’trucks should detonate in this parking bay, that door would hold. Marin laid his hands lightly on the yoke, keyed up the repulsion and folded the struts up into the Montaro’s belly.

                She backed out, rocking on the gravity resist cushion, and he waited while the bay purged. Breathing mix was sucked back into the cycling system, and at twenty percent pressure the outer doors rumbled open.

                The poisonous gas mix of Kathleen’s thin atmosphere stormed in, too feeble a force to even buffet the Montaro. When the outer door locked again the cycling system would purge once more and the cyclers would blast enough furnace-hot air into the cavity to have it human-habitable in under a minute. 

                The sun was still up, and the outside air temperature was 3°C. The wind speed was over sixty kilometers per hour, which was unimportant, since Kathleen’s atmosphere was so thin. UV levels were in the red zone and the distance-shrunken sun was a yellow-orange ball, low on the horizon and setting. Marin took the ’truck up to five hundred meters and  rotated through a full three-sixty to get his bearings. 

                From that altitude over Kathleen Station he could actually see the near end of Canyon 185. The steady blink of the piercing blue beacon on the mass driver drew the eye and the navscreen in the panel before him marked the location of the five miners nearest to base. 4 and 9 were working way south of Jason Rille, as Greg Brand had known, while 17 was near the far end of Canyon 185, a thousand kilometers over the horizon, due east. 

                He keyed the radio and called once, twice, “Kathleen Station to Miner 17. ’Truck 44, calling for Reece Clyma.”

                There was no response and he had expected none. Radiation flash off the miner’s own power plant and the mass driver interrupted radio more often than not. If human pilots aboard the miner needed to contact the station they would hop out by pod, beyond the mass driver, and call from there. The miner carried ten transport and escape pods, enough to whisk a maintenance crew into a ballistic arc, away from whatever impending disaster.

                The purple twilight sky was clear of traffic. The Andover was obviously still on one platform, the tug Josephine squatted like an immense deformed troll on the other, and Marin’s ’truck was the only vehicle out of Kathleen Station. According to the data feed whispering over the combug in his ear, at this moment only two humans were outside the Station. Himself, and Reece Clyma aboard miner 17.

                A prickle of sweat tickled Curtis Marin’s ribs and he felt the subtle acceleration of his pulse. He and his quarry were the only living things in this barren, blasted world, and one of the two was marked to die. Clyma had marked himself, and only some unspeakable arrogance would give him the belief that he was beyond justice.

                The skytruck dropped down low over the broken line of the Lomond Mesas, four fragmented table mountains. He threaded between the cliffs and took a navigation bearing on Beacon 94, on the highest. His ’truck would have dropped off the Station’s tracking network as soon as he passed through the one hundred meter line, but with the glare of Kathleen’s sun on the horizon, the lower altitude saved his eyes since it put the star behind MountAaron. Any ex-Fleet pilot flew this way, and the only reason de la Courte had hired an outworld stranger like Marin was his service record. 

                That record was meticulously built into the quadrant archive, the master computers at Borushek Sector Control. The access codes were changed every twenty days — being a month on Borushek — but with Dendra Shemiji connections, gaining entry to the archives was not usually a problem. Marin knew those computers as well as the specialists who installed them. 

                He had built an entirely new service record for a man called Roy Johansen: a native of Velcastra and thirty-three years old, Johansen served on both the carrier Chicago and the tender Ariel. He flew with the carrier close defense wing for two years, until injury took him out of the field. After six months in the Infirmary and retraining he was rotated to the tender and finished out his five year hitch as a courier pilot, flying the fastest raceplanes operated by Fleet. 

                The couriers spat themselves into the hyperflight envelope, or e-space, like wraiths that did not even exist in normal space, and they were flown in the VR environment, a biocyber interface. Any specialist pilot, ex-Fleet in the last ten years, knew his way intimately around the interface, and  Marin was simply in luck. Regan de la Courte had advertised for a biocyber  maintenance tech just ten days before Dendra Shemiji received the civil-sanction from the city of Turin, Mawson, and gave him the assignment. 

                Since there was so little demand for these specialists, biocyber techs usually soon requalified in other, more lucrative fields. Regan de la Court was not quite inundated with applications, and Marin had made sure his own was so exemplary, his Company contract was not a subject of debate.   All of which brought him here, to the godforsaken, plasma-cannon blasted Sebastian Plateau in the northern hemisphere of Kathleen, where Canyon 185 was ripped like a talon scar through the ore-rich surface — the Jivaro Lode. Before him was the mass driver, half-buried in the rock, with a hundred-meter track ‘barrel.’ The smelter was in fixed orbit, just twenty kilometers above the horizon, so low, Marin could actually see the wink of its running  lights. 

                He aimed the skytruck eastward into the kilometer-deep gouge of the canyon and opened the throttles wide, looking out, now, for the miner. It was working the other end of 185, and he picked up its radio marker first. Inside of two hundred kilometers, it was worth calling again. 

                “Kathleen Station to Miner 17. ’Truck 44, calling for Reece Clyma.” 

                A blast of static white noise, and Clyma was there at once.  “This is 17. Who the hell is that?”

                “Johansen, just got in on the Andover. I’ve got the replacement parts you requested for 17. How’s she handling?”

                “Like a beached whale,” Clyma called through the shattering white noise generated by his own power plant. “I rigged the autonav to get her back out here, routed it through the drill temperature monitors, but it makes the whole system dog-slow. You got a 14BPQ module?”

                “They sent two,” Marin told him. “Have you seen the last tech handout? The whole BPQ series is flawed. They found a bug in the chipset.”

                “I saw it,” Clyma shouted over the static. “Where are you?”

                “Coming in dead astern of you. You won’t see me through your exhaust flare,” Marin said loudly to get over the increasing white noise. He keyed the autocorrect on the comm, and again, but nothing would get over the radiation flash from a  Prometheus plant. They were banned on inhabited worlds, or any globe with a viable ecosystem, and most often used by Fleet and industry in zones where the superhot, toxic outfall of the immense generators would not even be noticeable.

                The miner was the biggest piece of hardware loose in civilian hands. The size of Sanmarco, signal-flare yellow with red and blue chevrons and the Regan de la Courte logo up on the flank, under the starboard side cranes. The tail was wide, engine cowlings glowing red even in this thin, oxygen-poor atmosphere; the nose was blunt, scooped, and seemed to be filled will fangs. Probes, sensors, drills, geocannon, charge launchers, vacuum hoses, high pressure hoses, all gave the miner the look of a malevolent, city-size, fang-mouthed armadillo. 

                It was the first time Marin had been up close to such a machine and he had to admit, he was impressed. “Which dock do you want me in?”

                A howl of radio noise, and then, “Use Dock 3. Repeat, Dock 3. You hear me?”

                “Dock 3,” Marin shouted. He had already throttled back and was almost at the hover, two hundred meters off Clyma’s left rear hull. He angled the ’truck around, dropped down to fifty meters altitude and looked for the dock.

                It was already open, waiting for him. Dock 3 was just under the cab. Clyma himself was probably in Dock 2. The ’truck was not much smaller than the bay, and the miner was moving, albeit slowly, making a steady ten k’s per hour into the east. As Marin watched, the landing lights kicked in, floods angled out of the bay, and red  running lights began to rip lines left and right of his landing lane.

                The skytruck nosed down, and in. As Marin brought it to the hover and unfolded the struts the hatch growled shut. He released the belts but sat tight, watching the instruments as decontamination began. After its approach to the miner, the ’truck was hot enough to be treated as low-level radioactive waste. It was scrubbed for a little over three minutes while red spinners cast goblin shadows around the bay. Then the spinners changed to blue and a light on Marin’s panel winked green.

                Feeling clumsy in the suit, he swiveled the seat out, reached back for the crate of replacement parts, and he was climbing down by the truck’s handholds when the bay’s inner hatch rumbled open. Reece Clyma himself was framed in the doorway. Marin felt a familiar, prickling thrill of recognition.

                Hunter and hunted, predator and quarry. 

                Did Clyma feel hunted? Had he been looking over his shoulder since the weeks, not much under a year ago now, when he murdered a civilian pilot whom he had forced to fly a mission, and then went on to murder her technician, who was also her handfasted partner, their neighbor who witnessed the second murder, and so on, in a cascade of track-covering. At least eleven lives had been taken while dirty money was laundered through so many accounts, so many offworld hands, even Marin lost track of it. 

                Dendra Shemiji knew where it was. A specialist had been working to access the locked trust account for the past week, and though the grieving clans in Turin did not know it, they were about to be mysteriously, and appallingly rich. Rich enough to move across to Velcastra or Omaru, if that was their fancy. Wealthy enough to make the move to Earth and not be eaten alive by the society sharks to whom ‘true blood, old money and good family’ were the three mainstays of the Terran Confederacy. The incredible wealth Clyma had murdered for would cut like a plasma torch through the society that scorned and spurned colonials, with their re-engineered bodies, outworld thinking and coarse, hardworking hands.

                So this was Reece Clyma. Tall as a Pakrani, pale as a Mazjeet and yet neither of those, with his ice-green eyes, red-blond hair and the soft palms of an executive. He was Company, a twenty year de la Courte veteran, and he had been up on the elite level for half that time. Murderer or no, he was the best biocyber man the Company had, and the only specialist senior enough, qualified enough, to perform brain surgery on a miner and take it out on test without supervision. 

                Blind luck brought Clyma to Kathleen at this time. It made Marin’s job easy. Clyma was itching to get out, eager to get aboard the Andover.  He had obviously been working on 17. He wore the obligatory suit but had shrugged it off his shoulders and tied the arms around his waist, and the helmet was abandoned, upside down on a seat in the back. Under the suit he wore plain clothes rather than the dust-green fatigues. There was no name tag on his lapel, and he never needed to punch in his ID, since the Company machines right across this system knew his voice print. 

                But out on the ailing 17, in the comprehensive sensor-blind of a Prometheus generator, Clyma had been alone, isolated and invisible for several hours now, and the miner was little more sentient than a mountain. He could have been dead for hours already, who would know? Only the question of Greg Brand remained on Marin’s mind, and as he hefted the case of spare parts and followed Clyma into the lift, up to the cab, inspiration hit him.

                “If the 14BPQ module is replaced, she should come good,” Clyma was saying over his shoulder as he made his way into the cab. He glanced back at Marin. “So you’re Johansen. I saw your service record. I recommended you. You haven’t worked in the industry since Fleet, but the equipment hasn’t changed.”

                “Civvy systems are still trying to catch up with Fleet,” Marin said glibly. “I spent a few months working with some R&D people from Omaru. Your gear won’t surprise me.”

                Clyma gave him a hard look. Calculating, not exactly approving. As if he had expected his recommendation of the civilly inexperienced Johansen to win him a lackey, and Marin’s glibness rubbed him the wrong way. Marin lifted a brow at him and waited for the challenge, but Clyma said nothing. He held out a hand for the crate, and Marin gave it to him.

                The cab seated a crew of six with generous space and a wide work bench in the middle. The crate popped open on the bench and Clyma rummaged for the module, a fist-sized object, sealed into a gray shell like an ostrich egg. One curve was molded to fit snugly into a housing in the guts of the open control panels, and as it clicked into place the shell was pierced, denuding the hair-fine, filamentary connectors. 

                The module either worked or it didn’t. There was no way to test it without installing it, and once it was installed, the shell ruptured, the delicate mechanism was exposed to air and dust, it could not be installed a second time. So the Company had sent two 14BPQs, while the entire series was being returned to the factory for an in-Company product recall. 

                The old module was already gone, the receiver socket was empty and 17 was piloting itself using shared circuits in the engine monitors. Dog-slow, said Clyma, handling like a beached whale. He was cursing under his breath as he pulled a pair of skinthins over both hands — one never touched a module bare-handed; the faint traces of oil in human skin denatured the shell and the static charge in a man’s hands could skew the microelectronics within. Clyma turned the module, slid it gently into the receiver and pressed it home.

                A discreet chime issued from the panel; a telltale shifted from amber to green, fluttered, stabilized, and Clyma issued a grunt. “Looks like she’s going to work.” 

                “I’ll check out the others.” Marin watched Clyma start a diagnostic of the whole autonav board.  “4 and 9 are on the roster for this trip. Base sent 14BPQs for them all.”

                “They’re working Jason Rille.” Clyma did not look up from his task. “There isn’t  four hours’ work between the pair of them.”

                “Then I’ll be on the Andover when she leaves,” Marin said quietly. And you won’t. He cleared his throat silently as he opened the pressure suit. Left handed, he reached into the sealed pocket inside the Company fatigues and drew out a weapon so small, it was invisible in a man’s palm. He said to the back of Clyma’s bowed head, “The households of Sanchez and Gorodin sent me.”

                For a long second there was no reaction, the names were unrecognized. Ten months had gone by. Time and arrogance had certainly begun to dull the memories. Then Clyma gave that faint flinch of recognition  and straightened slowly from the diagnostic board. He saw Marin’s leveled hand, but it must appear to be empty. 

                The ice green eyes flickered to the pointed fingers and then returned to Marin’s face. “You’re not the biocyber tech?”

                “I can do the job,” Marin told him. “But I signed a different contract months ago, and it superseded the de la Courte labor agreement.” His brows arched. “You want to tell me what happened?”

                Clyma’s throat bobbed in a swallow. “Who are you? What are you?”

                “For what it’s worth, my name is Curtis Marin,” he said quietly. “Have you heard of Dendra Shemiji?”

                “They’re a myth,” Clyma barked, “like the Resalq, they probably never existed, and even if they did, we don’t know a damn thing about them.”

                “Wrong on all points,” Marin said in the same quiet tone. “Dendra Shemiji is justice, Mister Clyma. Blind justice, impartial, dispassionate and, in the end, unavoidable. But it is justice, which is why I asked you a moment ago, do you want to tell me what happened?”

                “Give you my side of the story, let you decide whether I live or die?” Clyma spat into the deck plates. “Christ! Who in hell do you think you are, you bastard, to hold the sword over me?”

                “I’m the agent with the civil-sanction,” Marin said in a harsher tone. He cocked his head at Clyma. “Justice and the law are frequently two different things. No one knows that better than you. I’ve already investigated you, Mister Clyma. I chased your money from Hydralis to a holding company on Velcastra and a private account on Mazjene. I lost track of it when it was passed between business fund accounts on Cimarosa, but Dendra Shemiji continued to pursue it. They know exactly where it is, and you ought to be aware, in your ... absence, the two houses you gutted are about to become extraordinarily wealthy.”

                “You slime,” Clyma breathed. “You want me to justify myself to you? As if it would do any good — you’ve already tried and sentenced me. All you have to do now is pull the bloody trigger, and the rest of this — this goddamned Resalq moralizing, is just so much bullshit.”

                “Perhaps it is,” Marin allowed. His aim never wavered. “I’m an assassin, Mister Clyma. I don’t nominate the individuals to be executed, but I do verify the civilian justice contract. It’s part of the job.”

                “The job?” Clyma’s face twisted. “You’re a murderer!”

                “Is the executioner a murderer?” Marin permitted a faint smile. “That’s a philosophical question which has haunted  humans down the millennia. I’m not about to deliberate it further. I’ve given you two chances to tell me what happened. I’ll not ask again, Mister Clyma.”

                The green eyes narrowed and a sheen of fresh sweat shone on Clyma’s brow. “I don’t need to justify myself to a killer. But I will tell you this, Johansen, or whatever your name is. They were scum. Every one of them was so stupid, putting them in the ground did the gene pool a favor.” His brows  arched. “I put it to you, Johansen —”

                “Marin.” 

                “Whatever.” Clyma’s fists clenched. “I put it to you. Three billion dollars, there for the taking. I needed a pilot, a good one, not Company. Fly a dumb-ass mission to Haagen and keep your mouth shut. So what does she do? She brings along her mechanic, her handfast. And the mechanic pulls a gun on me.”

                “Because to coerce the pilot, Boronia Sanchez, to fly to Haagen for you,” Marin said slowly, “you took hostage her kid brother and his lover.”

                “And the brother, and his pretty boy,” Clyma said nastily, “were tucked away safely, skulled out, doing the chimera trip of a lifetime. Good quality shit, Marin, same as I use myself. They’d have been dumped back home, never even knew what happened to them.”

                “But Sanchez panicked, she refused to be suckered into making a flight that could put her on the wrong side of the bars for thirty years, so you grabbed her family off the street in Turin, used them to force her hand. Then you killed Boronia Sanchez and her partner, Karen Ewan, who was her mechanic ... and then you killed Heath Sanchez and his lover, and the neighbor who saw you deal with them. And five others in the next three weeks, who were either witnesses or stumbled over the evidence, including two individuals within the Company.”

                “Seven,” Clyma growled. “There were seven. Two weren’t Sanchez, nor Gorodin nor Company, and their houses took hush-money, shut their mouths and got rich on the silence.”

                “So it’s thirteen dead,” Marin concluded. “And you didn’t think that at least one of the survivors might take matters into their own hands?”

                “I told you, they’re scum,” Clyma repeated. “The gene pool would thank me.”

                “I don’t think so. And I’m sure no one in those families agrees with you. And they,” Marin said levelly as he thumbed the palm gun’s mechanism alive, “are the holders of an approved civil-contract with Dendra Shemiji.” He lifted the tiny weapon into line. Clyma’s pale face was no more than four meters away. Missing the target was impossible. “I investigated you myself, Mister Clyma. In any court in any colony, you would have been charged with serial murder, and executed months ago. You’re alive today only because Regan de la Courte protected you. It’s probable you have a partner, placed highly in the Company. 

                “My investigation didn’t probe so deeply, because Dendra Shemiji policy is, one crime, one life. Yours.” He gestured with the weapon. “Your partner, your ‘angel’ as you call it here, the one who protected you and diverted Turin Tactical and the Mawson Justice Department, won’t benefit by so much as a dollar, and perhaps another Dendra Shemiji contract will be negotiated in due course.” 

                Clyma’s tongue flickered, snake-like, over his lips. “For godsakes, Marin, stop and think about it! You want a piece of the deal? You want  a percentage? Jesus! Put the gun away — I can get you thirty percent, an equal cut, that’s almost a billion!”
                “Which means you do have an accomplice pulling legal strings inside de la Courte,” Marin mused. “Thirty percent of  funds raised by selling Regan de la Courte flight systems to the black marketeers who are supplying the colonial insurrection on Omaru. I don’t have a bone to pick with you for selling top quality avionics to colonies trying to shake off the shackles of the Confederacy, Mister Clyma.”

                “So you support colonial republicanism,” Clyma said tersely. “Good for you. Then take the money, for chrissakes, get rid of the gun!” His voice sharpened with the cutting edge of growing panic.

                “Blood money, paid for with thirteen lives.” Marin shook his head. “Doubtlessly you think it’s a very generous offer, but I believe I’ll pass. I’m only the instrument of justice — call me a contract assassin if you want to ... do you know what the name of Dendra Shemiji means? And no, I’ll not have your blood money. Goodbye, Mister Clyma.”

                The man’s eyes widened almost as if he were hypnotized, but he never even glimpsed the tiny weapon, and it was doubtful if he heard the quiet burst of the compressed air charge. A bone quill, hair-fine and needle-sharp, slid into the side of his neck, lost among the shadow of twelve-hour stubble. The sensation would be like an insect bite, closer to itch than smart. The tiny puncture wound was no larger than a pore. And then death, so swift,  he could not even scratch the mosquito-like itch. No time for fear or pain, nor even for remorse.

                Marin watched Reece Clyma topple at his feet in the aisle between the seats, and thought of the six men and five women who had died, about whom he knew, and the two others Clyma had confessed, who had already been forgotten by bribed families and an uninformed, overworked city Tactical unit.

                He felt no rush, neither elation nor satisfaction, only a sense of achievement, knowing that a small fraction of the pain which still tormented the Sanchez and Gorodin houses would be assuaged. Odd, he thought as he began to  wrap up the job, that an ancient Resalq society, born in the teeth of war — created as a weapon for that war — should survive against the odds into an alien future and become an instrument of human justice.

                Since he boarded the miner he had deliberately touched nothing, and before he began to work he pulled on a fresh pair of skinthins. With exceptional care he drew the dart cleanly out of Clyma’s skin and peered closely at the wound. It would show up under a microscan of follicles and pores, but to the naked eye it was invisible among the stubble of a beard which would continue to grow even when Clyma was sealed into a bodybag. 

                Both the dart and gun slithered into the disposal chute. The miner fed waste directly to the Prometheus core. In seconds, the tiny weapon might never have existed at all. Marin stooped over Clyma’s body,  lifted it by the shoulders and sat it up against the nearest seat. He swore as he untangled the suit’s arms, tugged the pressure skin up around Clyma’s thick torso and sealed the front  seam. 

                He snatched the red Company helmet off the seat, jammed it on over Clyma’s loose, uncooperative head, locked it up and turned the gas mix on full. Ostensibly, the rebreather was feeding Clyma eighty percent oxygen at ten liters per minute, and if CPR had failed after Clyma fell dead at Marin’s feet, the last option was to head back to the Station as fast as the ’truck would fly.

                17 was back on smooth autonav. The miner would work to the end of the canyon, offload at the mass driver, and return to its normal schedule. Human presence was unnecessary. 

                Clyma was heavier than he looked. His weight compressed Marin’s vertebrae as Curtis carried him back from the cab to the lift. Getting him up into the ’truck was an exercise in ingenuity and no little pain, and Marin was swearing fluently before he climbed up after the dead weight. The straps ran up and he cuffed sweat from his face while the Montaro sealed itself and the bay purged fast.

                He was out in seconds, throttle open wide, and the ’truck lived up to its reputation. It accelerated like a raceplane, looped up away from the blistering power plant too fast to get hot, and he sent the Weiss through a high-G arc, lofting over Canyon 185, back toward the base.

                Well out from the miner he hit the comm. “Truck 44 to Kathleen Station, Johansen calling for Greg Brand. Medical emergency on the miner. Brand! For chrissakes, where are you?”

                 The security man carried a comm on him at all times. Marin had barely finished when Brand spoke thinly over the combug. “Calm down, Johansen. What’s your emergency?”

                “Clyma. Your man looks dead to me,” Marin said with a deliberate sharp pitch in his voice. “Get your Infirmary in gear — I’m coming back like a missile, but there wasn’t much I could do.”

                “Clyma?” Brand echoed. “An accident on the miner?” The old man was incredulous.

                “No.” The ’truck was still accelerating and Marin had visually picked up the marker beacons on top of the Station’s radio masts. He braked hard, fast, felt the Montaro shudder under the stress. “He was alive when I got here. Your man just dropped dead at my feet. I think it’s his heart. Brand!”

                “I’m still  here. Get a grip, kid. It’s too late to panic if he’s dead. The Infirmary’s cranking up. Just get yourself back into the truck lot and hand him over. How long since it  happened?”

                “Six, maybe eight minutes,” Marin guessed. In fact, it was ten.

                “That’s way too long,” Brand said quietly. “The man’s brain-dead.” He took a breath. “Look, bring him in, let the medics have him, report directly to me.”

               “Will do.” Marin had brought the Montaro down to zero altitude and was cruising on repulsion toward the ’truck lot, waiting for the outer door. He was inside before the hatch was fully open, and nosed the ’truck back to the very place from which he had taken it not an hour before.

                The Station med squad was waiting for him. Two figures in dark blue fatigues bolted into the lot while the a/c was still thrashing, and Greg Brand was a pace behind them. The last Marin saw of Reece Clyma, the suited figure was strapped to a gurney and the medics were working on him right there, in the corner of the ’truck park. 

                Juanita Palmer, 47-gang’s own medic, leaned over the body, setting up an IntelScan medical unit to measure brainwave activity. She need not have bothered. Clyma was sixteen minutes dead, and no technology Marin knew would unravel the damage done his brain. Chow and Seitz hovered by the truck lot’s blastdoor. For once Chow had stopped smiling. Seitz was feeding junk food into his mouth and his eyes were wide on Marin.  

                “You got all the luck,” he muttered as Marin passed him by. 

                “Meaning?” Marin stopped and arched his brows at Seitz.

                “Three years, I been wanting to break Reece Clyma’s face,” Marco Seitz told him brashly. “I’d pay a week’s wages to see him fall face down.”

                “What he do to you?” Marin asked wryly, “bust you for screwing up on the job?”

                “He didn’t even recognize me.” Seitz’s face darkened. “Citybottom in Turin, a head shop, name of Leonardo’s. Okay, I was skulled out. That’s what Leonardo’s is about. Reece Clyma’s favorite hunting ground.”

                “Hunting?” Marin echoed.

                “He’s a predator,” Seitz growled. “He was a predator.” And he spat into the steel deck plates in the general direction of the gurney, where Palmer had just uncoupled the IntelScan set. Oh yes, Clyma was dead.

                “Johansen!” It was Brand, bellowing from the broadwalk in front of the apartment blocks.                              

                “Yo.” Marin gave Seitz’s shoulder a mock punch. “Later, man.” And he jogged toward Brand. 

                “Smoke?” Brand offered a crumpled pack of  Special Gold. 

                “No. Thanks, but I don’t. There’s times I wish I did.” Marin rubbed his arms, cleared his throat. “The, uh, miner’s up and running. 17’s autopiloting, no problem, soon as Clyma put the new module in. He lived long enough to do that.”

                “He looked okay when you boarded?” Brand lit a Gold and beckoned Marin out of the half-lit, chill ’truck park. “Get the report out of the way, kid, let me file-and-forget.”

                “File and — forget?” Marin echoed, hesitating as he began to peel out of the pressure suit while they walked. “The man’s dead!”

                “Poetic justice,” Brand said sourly. “My old man used to say,  you can bet your sins’ll come home to roost.” He cast a glance back over his shoulder at the med squad. “Heart attack?”

                “Looked like it. He was ...” Marin chafed his hands, which were genuinely cold. “He was pale as a Mazjeet when I boarded. I thought he was mad as hell — that, or skulled out on something. He used to do that?”

                “Oh, yeah.” Brand made a face and streamed gray smoke through both nostrils. “He’d be up to his eyeballs in chimera or angel, maybe gryphon if he could get it. Gryphon’s illegal in this system, you know?”

                “It is? Why?” Marin had not known and was surprised.

                “Still on the books as a controlled substance.” Brand gave him a lopsided grin. “Mawson’s got to be ten years behind the rest of creation. Government in Turin moves with the speed of a glacier.”

                “Then Clyma’s been begging for the heart attack,” Marin said slowly. “You use enough of that crap, legal or not, you’re going to cut the insides out of yourself.”

                “That’d be my guess.” Brand sounded oddly satisfied. “Nature has a way of evening the score, kid. Don’t lose any sleep over Reece Clyma. You just got here. You don’t know what a bastard sonofabitch that guy is. Was.”

                Marin took a breath. Brand was making it simple. “Just let me get the report down. I have to get over to Jason Rille.”

                “You in a hurry?” Brand took a last drag on the Gold and stubbed it out.

                “I want to be on the Andover when she pulls out,” Marin said shortly. He gave the inside of Kathleen Station a hard look. “No offense, man, but this place gives me the willies.”

                “No offense taken,” Brand said affably as they reached the administration block. “Took me a long time to get used to Kathleen, and I still can’t say I like it here.” He palmed the lock and the door opened with the asthmatic whir of a burned-out servo. “Step into my office.” 

                Like Marco Seitz, the old man scorned and despised Reece Clyma, Marin observed. In fact Brand seemed almost jovial as he folded out a monitor, pulled a chair closer and called up a form from the system. Even a thorough autopsy would simply reveal heart failure as the cause of death. Things would only get complicated if the Turin city coroner was suspicious for some reason, and began a molecular examination. A pore by pore scan of Clyma’s blood and skin. Then the designer venom would be apparent, and eventually they would find the minute puncture mark. 

                But even then, before Turin Tactical was alerted Curtis Marin would be so far from Mawson, they would not know where to begin looking for a foreigner they knew only as Roy Johansen. A man who had never existed outside the Fleet Archives and the de la Courte personnel files. When the death was being called an assassination in the newsvids, Greg Brand would be hauled in to give account of himself and his security cordon around Kathleen — but Company recruitment had cleared Johansen, and the paperwork was straight as an inner city freeway.

                Marin was satisfied. He completed the forms, offering more data than was called for, until Brand was exasperated and drew the line for him.

                “Enough, son. You still have work to get through, if you want to haul your ass aboard the Andover.” He nodded at the chrono. “You know where to find 4 and 9?”

                “I logged on before I went out to 17.” Marin signed off on the Company form, sat back and looked up at Brand with genuine curiosity. “You knew Clyma?”

                “Not well.” Brand countersigned the form and sent it without a moment’s hesitation. “Enough to know I didn’t want to get any more sociable.” Brand lit another Gold. “Enough to know Clyma ran with the wild bunch, Turin citybottom. His heart finally quit on him? What a surprise. Beats hell out of me how he lived so long.” The chair squealed under him as he leaned back and frowned at the man he knew as Johansen. “Don’t waste your grief on him.”

                “All right.” Marin got his feet under him, helped himself to a styrene beaker of water from the cooler, drained it and lobbed it into the disposal. “I’d better get out to Jason Rille. The new module is working just fine in 17, incidentally. She’ll take care of herself.”

                “Chill out, kid.” Brand dragged smoke to the bottom of his lungs. “Look on the dark side. The medics could have gotten hold of him in time. He might make it.”

                “No.” At the door Marin paused, though he did not did not look back at the old man. “No, no chance. I saw Palmer take down the scanner pack. He’s dead.”

                Very dead, he thought as he headed back out to the ’truck lot. He frowned at the time and quickened his pace. They would load the body onto the Andover, and then the launch waited for no man. Marin must be aboard.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Turin, Mawson

 

Ninety million kilometers from Kathleen, under the burnished blue sky of an oxygen-rich world that was lush and green with life, Curtis Marin lay flat on his back on a dense carpet of jupiter spruce needles and looked up into the thick, dark canopy of the DurnForest.

                He had been there for an hour. The rented Volvo stood off one side of the road, a splash of scarlet in the middle of a world of deep green. He was listening for the sounds of a vehicle, any vehicle, and the rendezvous was overdue. The survivors of the Sanchez and Gorodin houses had broken up and gone to ground as soon as Dendra Shemiji picked up the Clyma contract, and they were still in hiding, pending this meeting.

                It felt good to be out of the Company fatigues and back in civilian clothes. White slacks, black shirt, boots that actually fit, a gray and dull red jacket bundled up under his head, a little expensive jewelry which,  ridiculously, was banned by Regan de la Courte for anyone in the uniform fatigues. His few weeks in the Company ranks had reminded him strongly, and unpleasantly, of being right back in Fleet.

                The birds of this world were closer to flying reptile than true birds. A flock of them, blue and yellow, fluttered among the branches as Marin’s ears began to pick up the distant, approaching sound of a big engine. This road through the forest went to nowhere in particular. It connected rural outposts and carried so little traffic, nothing else had moved this way since Marin arrived. 

                He sat up and slid a pair of green shades onto his nose. A heavy ground vehicle was coming. A pickup, the thought, not a skytruck, nothing sporty. He stood, retrieved the jacket and shook it out. He was unsurprised to watch a muddy, beaten up Weiss Greyhound come around the long left hand bend. It slowed as the driver saw the Volvo, and Marin returned to the car as the Greyhound rocked to a halt.

                The Volvo was sun-hot. Marin leaned his shoulders back against the scarlet plastex and felt the prickle of fresh sweat as three figures he recognized stepped down out of the pickup. Like most working people here, they were dressed in the anonymous denim and sneakers, garb that would take a person almost anywhere and let him blend in with all but the most elite crowd.

                Ranjit Sanchez and Yash Gorodin were the ones who had raised the fee for a Dendra Shemiji contract; Kris Gorodin was the one who worked up the courage to make the call. Their faces were ridiculously hopeful. A man’s death was the only justice left. Marin might have found it depressing, but he had witnessed these scenes too many times since he found himself under the wing of the ancient society. 

                What had Clyma called it? Resalq moralizing. So be it. Curtis Marin smiled as he held out a hand to the big man, Ranjit Sanchez. He operated a custom detailing shop in Turin, where factory-fresh cars and planes were turned out in garish colors, personal decals, lurid mobile graffiti. The pilot who was Clyma’s first victim was his cousin. The pilot’s handfasted partner was a friend of Sanchez’s college days, before conscription, before Fleet, the days when a person’s innocence was still intact. Those days, and the people belonging to them, remained precious, lifelong.

                “It’s done?” Sanchez was still young, with vivid blue eyes and a voice that surprised, deep and soft, when one looked at his prematurely craggy exterior. Marin liked him. It was unusual for him to form any kind of bond with a client — and Dendra Shemiji certainly disapproved of it — but Ranjit Sanchez had given him a lot of time, a wealth of information, all the backup he would never have asked for. He took Curtis’s hand in greeting now, and held it while the others hovered, obviously anxious. 

                “It’s over.” Marin gave Yash Gorodin a speculative look. 

                The other man was pale, under a tan like stained wood. The wind moved his mop of white blond hair, otherwise he might have been a statue. Curtis wondered if he were shocked, knowing that he, Ranjit and the tiny, birdlike woman, some ancient relative who had actually contacted Dendra Shemiji, were responsible for a man’s death. Then Gorodin bellowed a cheer, both clenched fists waving as if he had just hammered the ball into the back of the net.

                “You’ll see an obituary in the Company newsvids soon,” Curtis promised. “They’ll report your man Reece Clyma died of heart failure while working over on Kathleen. A Company man rushed him back to the  Station where the medics did all they could to salvage his life, but Clyma was actually dead on arrival at Kathleen Station.” He raised a brow at Ranjit. “I was the one who rushed him back after he fell dead at my feet.”

                The three of them seemed to subside with relief. Yash put his arm around the old Kris and Ranjit crushed Marin’s hand. “Will you come back with us? We’re staying at the cabin. We figured it was intelligent to drop out of sight, in case ...”

                “In case it all went bad, Company security picked me up and beat the truth out of me,” Marin said dryly.

                “Well, yeah.” Sanchez shrugged awkwardly. “They could have been sweeping us up off the street an hour later.”

                “Which would have been the ultimate irony,” Marin agreed.

                “That ever happen?” Gorodin wanted to know.

                “To me? No. Has it ever happened to someone from Dendra Shemiji? I honestly don’t know,” Marin admitted. “I don’t suppose they’d admit it, even if someone did botch the job that badly a century ago, or five centuries. But as far as I’m aware you’re safe. I logged my report while I was still on Kathleen and the security chief on the Station there cleared me to go back to work, get on the shuttle back to Mawson, and go.” He gestured at the rented car. “I’m leaving. I have a booking on tonight’s clipper.”

                A shadow crossed Sanchez’s face. The premature creases seemed to deepen. He was badly sun damaged, but at that age the craggy face suited him. “So soon? I thought you’d be around a while longer.”

                “I can’t.” Marin admitted a moment’s genuine regret. “Not on the job. How stupid would I be to get close to a client, in my line of work?”

                “Shit. I should’ve known.” Sanchez looked away, embarrassed and disappointed at once.

                “Maybe one day,” Marin said quietly. “You don’t know it yet, but you’re about to come into money. I don’t know if you guys want to stay buried in the Shackleton Void the rest of your lives or if you’ve a fancy to see the bright lights of Velcastra or Omaru, or even Earth.”

                “There’s not many folks’d stick around Mawson if they had a choice,” Yash Gorodin said in that thick accent. “Look at it.”

                “I’ve looked.” Marin regarded the lush, virgin forest with a faint smile. 

                The jupiter spruce trees were some cross between spruce and pine, tall, straight, dark, with minute needles clustered like animal fur. Brilliant flighted reptiles, some as large as a man though only half the mass, nested in the denser branches. Big, green-gold eyes peered out of the dark places, watching the humans with all due caution. Humans had been on Mawson only three hundred years; the older, larger, of these flighted reptiles were estimated to be much older than that. Some of them might even remember the arrival of the first humans, in the sleeper ships that opened up the colony, while to Curtis Marin those scenes were right out of a history lesson. Mawson’s sky was blue, oxygen-nitrogen, with a fleece of white, water vapor clouds. A lot like Earth.

                “There’s worse places than Mawson,” he observed, “but I know most people who can afford the move retire to Velcastra.”

                “Onward and upward,” Ranjit said, frowning deeply at Marin.

                “Right. And you might find yourself ... retiring to Velcastra before long.” He let the green glasses slide down his nose and gave Sanchez a wink. “I might find you. And in the meantime, look out for the newsvids. The obituary  will be aired soon.” He reached around Sanchez and offered his hand to Gorodin. 

                These were ordinary people, formally uneducated, hard working, the tenth generation of humans on a colony world which the Confederacy had literally forgotten. And of them all, it was that tiny old woman, Kristen Wu-Gorodin, who knew the name of Dendra Shemiji and had the vengeful rage, and the faith, to make the call. Like shouting into a storm wind. Her face was dark brown, creased like a crumpled paper bag, but her eyes were bright and hard, reminding Marin of a crow’s, or a hawk’s. For half a century she must have been matriarch to two sides of a massive clan, and when blood of her blood was spilled, beware an old woman’s wrath. 

                A sense of irony made Marin smile faintly. Reece Clyma had been arrogant in his power, and he would never know the truth. The rage which executed him belonged to an ancient he would have called a ‘crone’ and considered beneath his contempt. 

                “Hey, man, thanks.” Yash crushed Marin’s hand. “We owe you.”

                “No you don’t.” Marin looked down into the bright, hard eyes of the ancient. “You delivered the fee. You paid for justice, I only delivered the goods.” He inclined his head before the old woman. “Madam Wu. You’re satisfied?”

                On every technicality — she made the call, brokered the deal, made sure the house’s young bucks delivered the fee — the contract was hers.

               Even her voice was desiccated, the accent so thick, he struggled to make out the words. She was five times Marin’s age, sixth generation, stooped now with the sheer weight of the years, but the mind was still sharp. “You know for sure then, absolute sure, the bastard is dead?”

                “He fell at my feet,” Marin assured her. “The how is my business, ma’am. Don’t concern yourself.”

                “Good enough.” The matriarch threaded her left arm through Yasha’s right. “You are on tonight’s clipper? Then you’d better make tracks.”

                “I know.” Marin  looked from Sanchez to Gorodin and back. “You’re safe to return home, gentlemen. And I have a starclipper to catch.”

                The canopy whined up and the Volvo rocked on its repulsion field as he slid in under the wheel. The jets roared up to a high pitched, steady howl and he watched the two young men and the ancient clamber back into the pickup. Going to ground in the DurnForest had never been necessary but these people had already learned the hard way, they were on their own. Tactical and the justice system were not there to protect or help them. Given any chance, Regan de la Courte could move on them with impunity.

                The Greyhound pulled out, described a wide arc and headed back the way it came. Marin watched it out of sight while the Volvo primed its flight systems. The forest girdled the southeast flank of the city of Turin and the spaceport lay on the north side, a little over four hundred kilometers away from the backwoods road where he had arranged to meet his clients. The jets roared under the car as he opened the throttle and turned the nose to the blue of Mawson’s sky. Brilliantly colored wings scattered away in every direction as the Durn forest dropped away under him, and Marin angled the car into the north. 

                The sun was already low. The starclipper Carina would be docking as he took the Volvo in, high over the city. Turin stretched from horizon to horizon, indistinguishable from any human city anywhere. A shuttle was taking off from the industrial pad, off one side of the civilian port, a heavy lifter like the Andover, rising on a modest plume of exhaust gas. Most of the mass was neutralized by the Arago field generator, the only imported component of the shuttle. The rest of the craft, like the city, was outmoded. Quaintness abounded here, giving Mawson a charm all its own — to which the locals were oblivious.

                The car dropped into the traffic lanes on the approach to the port, and Marin slid it back into the numbered lot twenty meters from the office. The thunder of heavy engines made the ground vibrate as he popped the gullwing and climbed out into an oppressive heat and humidity. A summer storm was coming in. The ocean was to the west, and the leading edge of a weather front had just crossed the coast. By evening the city would be under a gray overcast, by midnight the deluge would begun. Lightning along the horizon, a sudden coolness before a fresh morning.

                For the first time in months Marin felt a desire to be home, but no sooner had the pang assaulted him than he remembered, the ‘home’ he longed for was a place in the past, before conscription and Fleet and an explosion that almost ripped his life away. 

                He had heard it said, you could never go back. The saying was all too accurate. The home he remembered existed only in his mind, delicate memories triggered by the electric sensation of an approaching storm, and the hoarse cries of gulls against the sea wind. 

                With a sense of regret he put the memories back into their place, buried deep in a nook in his mind. He signed the car back in, collected the single bag, all the luggage he had brought, and strode deliberately into the teeth of the port security scanners.

                Any port was a zoo, night and day. Inand outbound crowds pushed and shoved, customs and quarantine detained people, tempers frayed. Tactical patrolled on the fringes of the terminal building; smuggling was rife, Marin remembered. But they ignored the outbound passengers, and those lines moved much faster. Marin submitted to every scan the automated system could fire at him, checked his bag and took a seat in the up-lounge.

                The shuttle was already on the pad. They were loading cargo while he killed time, watching newsvids from across this system, and the colonies. The clipper Carina did not land. She was docked at the transit terminal, two hundred kilometers above Turin, offloading cargo and inbound passengers and waiting for this heavy lifter, which stood like a battered, rusting sentinel on the pad outside the armorglass windows. Only the field generator was anything less than corroded and battle scarred. Even at idle it glowed dull gold, throbbing with energy. 

                The newsvids were bleak. Marin had seen most of them — the same stories were repeated over and over, right across the colonies — but the situation in Hydralis city seemed to be worsening by the day. In all of the Deep Sky, Omaru was the most affluent, the most powerful colony, and Hydralis was its pulse point. With a population of eight million, Hydralis was beginning to nurture the same kind of power-politics that drove the great cities of Earth. 

                It was not the first time the word ‘republic’ had been voiced in the Deep Sky colonies, but while other worlds whispered it, Omaru had begun to shout. This was an election year, and the month of taxation and conscription was just weeks away. Anger was rife; riots tore the city to shreds, from citybottom to the levels where the unspeakably rich were supposed to be unreachable in their fragile, grav-assisted glassite towers, which seemed almost to float on the air against the blue-green skyscape of Omaru.

                No one in the colonies wanted to pay tax to Earth. Not one person in fifty had even visited Earth. The Terran Confederation seemed so far away, it barely existed at all. Nested safely in the Near Sky, the home colonies were much less troubled, but the further from the cradle of humanity one traveled, the greater became the resentment toward the government of Earth, the colonial taxation — and most of all, the military service levy.

                All at once Curtis was too weary of the whole question to follow the newsvids, and he turned his attention to the other passengers. This was Turin’s hot season and body paint was the fashion. Many of the kids in the up-lounge were naked or nearly so. Lithe young bodies, and some not so young, were swathed in color and patterns, highlighted with gold and diamondite jewelry. They were a tough act for the hustlers to follow, so the professionals just turned up the heat, prowling like hunting cats on the edge of the lounges. Both genders and every age bracket, they ranged from the outrageous to the demure and back, with style that had not been seen in other colonies in years. Mawson was forgotten and a law unto itself.

                Marin was intent on a hustler about his own age, a slender man of middle height with a great mane of moon-white hair and honey-colored skin painted in iridescent greens and reds, almost like snake scales. The hustler had picked up Marin’s interest and just begun to make his move when the shuttle flight was called. Marin gestured at the heavy lifter and shook his head minutely. A business card was flicked toward him. He plucked it out of the air and glanced once at it: ‘You’ll be back,’ it said, ‘call Patrice.’ And a downtown number.

                Be back in Mawson? Marin picked up his bag and swung into line with the sixty other passengers headed up to the transit terminal this flight. Not, he thought, unless someone here called Dendra Shemiji. 

                The shuttle was overbooked as usual and seating was at a premium. He had entered the Mawson system under his own name of Curtis Jean Marin, and was leaving under that name also. Roy Johansen only existed on this world. A kilometer away from Mawson he was untraceable, untouchable.

                As Marin ran up his straps the heavy lifter was already thrumming with the slight vibration of Arago repulsion generators. The ride up out of Mawson’s gravity well was not quite as smooth as a transfer shuttle from Omaru or Borushek, but the old technology was sound and good enough. Repulsion neutralized almost all of the lifter’s mass, leaving the pulse engines small, the thrust modest and the ride fairly smooth.

                It went up like a twenty thousand ton feather, cargo laden, with a curious blend of waft and wallow until that moment where passengers and crew felt the second of weightlessness before the onboard gravity kicked in. Marin twisted in his seat and peered out ahead, waiting for a glimpse of the transit platform. It was as obsolete as most of the technology in this backwater. Here, if a thing worked, if it was simple and cheap, it was preserved long after it would have been discarded in systems like Borushek, where you could smell the money the moment you stepped off the clipper.

                The transit platform was an old wheel, most of it dating from the colonial era — spin stabilized, with meager shielding and close defense pulse cannons the like of which Marin had never even seen before he came here. The starclipper Carina was docked on the other side; he caught a bare glimpse of it before it was occluded by the body of the platform. 

                Fascination kept him at the viewport, watching the bevy of Company sportplanes which flitted in and out like bright chromium butterflies, until the shuttle maneuvered to dock and he lost his view. He stifled a yawn as he released his seat harness and collected his bag. 

                The deep, heavy thud of docking seemed to pound through his spine and the Arago generator shut back to its routine idle. Fresh, cold air greeted him as he shouldered through the milling passengers, and he paused for a moment to get his bearings.

                Domestic lounge to the right; accommodation, dining, entertainment to the left. Machine shop and service bays down, customs and quarantine up. The starclipper lounge was dead ahead, right through the main axis of the station. Loud signage invited him to ‘wait here for the transplatform train.’

                Even here the newsvids were playing. The train station was half-lit, comparatively cold and quiet, since very few passengers were headed out of the system. His eyes were drawn to the bright flicker of displays just over his head. Streetfighting had broken out on Omaru. The city of Hydralis, troubled for so long, had erupted at last. For that population, ‘tax time’ and the Fleet draft had lit the fuse at last, and the Confederacy responded by stationing the old carrier Outbound Pioneer in super-orbit, beyond Omaru Prime, the system’s largest moon.

                The ’vid carried four auxiliary tracks, and while the main screen focused on the fighting in Hydralis, track three was a ’scope shot of the carrier, surprisingly good quality and doubtlessly captured from a cns news plane. 

                Colonial News Services were not affiliated with the networks operating out of Earth. Their coverage was provincial, skewed deliberately to reflect the point of view out here, six or eight weeks from Earth. Much of their broadcast could have been called treason, and if the Fleet Justice officers on the carrier could wrangle it, cns would be censured, perhaps shut down.

                The image of the Outbound Pioneer framed in the display dropped the temperature of Marin’s blood by degrees. Years of his life were spent on that ship. She was his first assignment, and he could still see her, a snapshot captured in memory, lurid in the glow of plasma cannons as a privateer crew, renegade Kuchini out of Haven, laid down a flak curtain that made even a carrier stagger.

               The memories blinded him for a moment and he snapped back to reality as a chime announced the arrival of the train. Only three passengers boarded it with him. A Mawson local dressed for business and wearing a worried face, a young man with the small stature and gorgeous body lines of the Lushi and a sullen, bad tempered look, and a dumpy little life form of indeterminate gender and genetic type who glared at Marin as if he had done something disgusting.

                The train moved off, maglev smooth and silent. Another yawn ambushed Marin and in the greenish half-light he peered at his chrono. He had soon acclimated to Mawson — he always settled in fast — and in Turin it was almost midnight. Roy Johansen had vacated his apartment without a fuss in the early hours of the morning and slipped away into the silver-gray summer dawn. In the hot, humid afternoon, Curtis Marin hired a Volvo Chryse at the port and headed south to the rendezvous in the DurnForest. 

                He thumbed the chrono to check the time in Geneva on Jagreth. Home. He was seven hours off local time and must acclimate again. 

                With a small shudder the train slid into the station serving the starclipper lounge and he stepped off onto rust-red carpets under amber lights,  his eyes already drawn to the view of the Carina through the massive armorglass windows. The bright face of Mawson slid right and up, plunging the clipper into silhouette, and then the blue disk of the planet was gone and the starship was once again lit in reflected light from the transit platform.

                She wore the Aurora Trans-Colonial livery. They flew passengers between the home colonies and the ‘end of the track,’ the furthest-flung worlds of the Deep Sky, but few clippers entered the Shackleton Void. Most only called in on Velcastra, right on the edge, before heading for Borushek, Omaru and onward. They made Jagreth, Haven, Lushiar and a dozen other worlds on their way back in through the Middle Sky toward Earth. They turned around in the old home colonies. Chell Central, on Rethan. ElysiumCity on Avalon in the heart of the Zeus system. Darwin’s World and Sheal and Petrovka. Then, back out along the Rabelais Track and the hundred-forty-six official colonies of the Terran Confederacy.

                The Carina was a massive, elongated delta, wide in the stern to accommodate the four Weimann Drive housings, tapering to a scooped nose filled with probes, sensor arrays and transmitters. In between she was dove gray with the dusky-red, blue and gold chrome uniform and logo of Aurora Trans-Colonial. The platform to which she was docked was an anachronism and Marin felt that he was suspended on the threshold between two worlds, past and future. Mawson’s old world quaintness had its own charm, and a man could get to like it.

                Aurora greeters and entertainers were working the clipper lounge. Marin’s booking was ten days old  — he had made it even before he headed out to Kathleen — and all he needed to produce was his ID. The Jagreth Civil Registry card plugged into the greeter’s handy and the woman’s automaton smile warmed into a human expression. Her skin was old gold, with garish uniform makeup that did nothing for her, and she wore the familiar Aurora flightsuit, the trendy paramilitary fashion from Borushek, where Fleet was a major social player.  

                “Good morning, Mister Marin. You’re welcome to go aboard at once.” She was intent on the handy, which was issuing a cabin check. “Your berth is 559, starboard side. A Companion is waiting for you, and ... you have two messages on the system, both from a Mister Mark Sherratt. You’re approved to log into the system, and Access 559 is on the circuit now.”

                “Thanks.” Marin took the cabin check. “Is Mark Sherratt aboard?”

                “Yes, he is.” The greeter was already trying to escape, moving on to other passengers.

                “What’s his berth?” Marin shouldered his bag.

                “I’m sorry, I can’t give you that information.” The automaton smile was back, mask-like and impenetrable. “Check your messages, sir, and perhaps Mister Sherratt will give you that information himself.”

                Company policy was tight as a straitjacket. Marin only palmed the cabin check and strode through the last security screen, an ornamental arch standing before the clipper’s open hatch. The Carina was only a few years old, one of the new Kotaro-Fuente airframes, light, fast and reliable. She was almost all drive engines, field generators and sensor pods, inside a hull made of the same composites as a DeepSky Fleet carrier.

                Discreet a/c whispered under the sounds of Mozart and Olu Kailua. The ship’s interior was in the same livery, with dusky-red decks and pale blue chrome panels. Marin had flown on Aurora too often to even notice it any longer. He knew his way around these ships well, and was palming the lockpad at his door minutes later. The door was already open. Fresh air and soft music greeted him from within, and a Companion was there — the privileges and perks of first class travel.

                He was Lushi, small, supple, slender, no taller than Marin’s shoulder and blessed with thick, waist-length ebony brown hair. The genetic re-engineering of his people was three centuries old, settled, natural. Lushiar was a smorgasbord of sensual opportunity, and when the Lushi spread their wings in new colonies very few hesitated to capitalize on their looks. The entertainment and hospitality trades were their natural environment.

                This one was older than he looked at first glance. Laugh lines fanned around his eyes when he smiled a greeting, and the hands shaking the cocktail were sinewy, strong. He wore a black and white kaftan and was probably otherwise naked. His presence offered conversation over a drink, company at dinner, a guide to the colonies, language, food and customs, and a warm tangle of limbs in the cabin’s wide bed, if both he and the passenger were agreeable. He was paid to be pleasant and amusing company; the rest was optional and mutual.

                “I’m Tigh.” He held out a glass brimmed with midori-green liquid. “Welcome aboard, Mister Marin. You’re going right through to Jagreth?”

                “That’s the plan.” Curtis took the glass and inhaled the subtle vapors of a blend of Samabri and rum. He sampled the drink as he gave the cabin a glance, from the deep red cover on the bed to the chiaroscuro threedee opposite, and a circuit access port recessed into the wall by the bathroom. 

                “There’s two messages waiting,” Tigh told him as Marin dumped his bag on the bed. “The system kicked in a few minutes ago.”

                “Thanks.” Marin pulled out the chair and leaned on the back of it as the screen came alive. Mark Sherratt’s face appeared a moment later — smiling, tanned, calm, unchanging. Mark had never looked different by so much as a line in the ten years Marin had known him, and why should he? There was something about his people, a deep-buried quality, a strength far below the skin-deep surface layers understood by humans. Marin was almost amused as he remembered Mark’s good-natured scorn of a species that ‘fell in love with its eyes and its noses’ — still addicted to good looks and pheromones, after so many years of civilized culture. Humans handfasted on a whim and flew apart even faster. Not so Mark Sherratt’s people. But the wisdom of the ages had not been enough to save them.

                “Curtis,” he was saying, the sound-input volume low and discreet, against a backdrop of stars. The wide viewport was right behind him when he left the message. “I’m in 372. Come over when you’ve settled in. I might have some interesting news.” His brows rose in a question as he added, “How was Mawson? I’ve been watching the newsvids. There’s not been a word yet.”

                And no news was good news, up to a point, Marin thought wryly as he pulled up the second message. The houses of Sanchez and the Gorodin would be watching the same vids, just waiting for the Company obituary. It was coming, no doubt about it. Reece Clyma was now three days dead, and with his hard-boy reputation it was a thousand to one against the Turin city coroner performing any more than the most routine autopsy. Marin was unconcerned.

                “Me again, Curtis,” Sherratt said as the second message began. “I just heard from Dario.” His eyes sparkled. “Tell me, are you free to stopover on Ulrand? Come over, as soon as you can — I think I told you, I’m in 372.”

                “Ulrand?” Tigh echoed. “We swing by after Velcastra and Borushek.”

                “Sounds like I’ll be laying over,” Marin mused. He gave Tigh a thoughtful look. “Make yourself comfortable, get some dinner, call up a movie.”

                “I’ve got a playbox,” Tigh said easily. “If you and your friend need me, call.” He gave Marin a grin. He had seen his ‘trade’ for the trip, seen Sherratt on the access, and the old open-ended offer was made with a wink. 

                Marin indulged himself in a chuckle. “Later, maybe.” He finished the Sambari midori and handed back the glass. “Which way’s 372?”

                “Hang a right.” Tigh nodded at the door. “Will I wait up for you?”

                “I’ll call you,” Marin promised, and stepped out.

                The deck under his feet began to vibrate very softly as he left the cabin. He knew that feeling. Anyone who had spent any time in either the merchant astra or Fleet knew it. The Weimann Drive had gone onto pre-ignition routines. It would idle in diagnostics while the generators ran up, until the clipper was a quarter billion kilometers from Mawson, crossing the orbit of Kathleen. Then the drive would whisk the Carina across the Shackleton Void in a matter of hours, next stop, Velcastra. 

                Then Borushek and Ulrand. 

                And what in hell was Dario Sherratt doing on Ulrand? 

               372 was a short stroll toward the bow. Marin knocked; a camera eye panned toward him and the door opened at once. No, Mark had not changed, as if it were even impossible for him to change. He was tall, towering over Curtis, smooth faced, with that deep gold skin, the crackling pale amber eyes and the hair like a lighter shade of his skin color. He was in loose white slacks and a loud shirt easily three sizes too big for even his large frame, and the familiar rhodium and gelemerald jewelry, which was six or eight centuries old. 

                “Curtis.” He opened his arms, enfolded Marin tightly for a moment and pressed a kiss to his forehead. “How was Mawson?”

                “Mawson was actually quite nice, but I did the job on Kathleen.”

                “The mine.” Sherratt released him enough to look down at him. “The clients?”

                “Are quite satisfied. Madam Wu-Gorodin. Size of a Lushi, old as God, vengeful as Elektra.”

                “They’re the most dangerous kind,” Mark said ruefully, “and the easiest to underestimate. And Kathleen?”

                “Is ... a mine,” Marin told him. “Iron oxide red, low air pressure and the gas mix would strip your lungs in a second even if there was enough to breathe. I went out there on a Company contract. The new strain of L84 venom is better than the last.” He snapped his fingers. “Reece Clyma didn’t feel a thing. Which is more than can be said for his thirteen victims and the grieving houses they left behind!”

                “Thirteen? The preliminary research said eleven.” Sherratt was curious.

                “Our man admitted to two more.” Marin made a dismissive gesture. “It’s done, Mark. I’m more interested in where the three billion dollars went, after I lost track of it on Cimarosa!”

                Sherratt beckoned him to the couch and handed him a glass he had already poured before Marin arrived. They were drinking a spiced wine. Marin did not recognize the label but Sherratt knew it. The stars outside the viewport were moving, sliding sideways. The Carina had undocked without them even feeling the jolt. Marin sat, grateful for Sherratt’s arm across his shoulders as they watched the stars rotate. The blue-green face of Mawson climbed through the long armorglass rectangle. The thrum in the deck grew stronger as pulse engines took the clipper out of orbit,  leaving  behind the transit platform and its assortment of heavy lifters like the Andover, and the butterfly-bright shapes of sportplanes.

                “It turns out,” Sherratt was saying, “Clyma took over four billion dollars from a mercenary captain by the name of Sergei van Donne, on Haagen.”

                “Four?” Marin frowned. “By the time I was tracking it, it was two.”

                “And by the time it was spread around five personal accounts on Borushek and Velcastra, it was one,” Sherratt told him. “Hush money, bribes, payoffs, setup fees, royalties, expenses. Three fourths of Clyma’s blood money evaporated off before he got access to it. Of course, a billion is still a lot of anyone’s currency.”

                “And Sergei van Donne?” Marin asked. “I know that name.”

                “He works out of Halfway.” Sherratt sampled the wine, rolled it on his tongue. “Van Donne has made his base of operations on Halfway since he was cashiered out of Fleet on a re-enlistment. It seems he might have taken the fall for a corrupt command corps. No surprise there, and since he was probably working in concert with them, the dishonorable discharge was likely not unwarranted. He took himself out to Hydralis and from there to Halfway, right out beyond the frontier.”

                “Freespace,” Marin mused. 

                “Ostensibly beyond the reach of Fleet or Tactical or anyone else.” Sherratt regarded the ruby colored liquid in his glass. “Van Donne runs guns to any colonial government that wants to buy them. Which means he has a lot of customers right now, and in particular, Omaru.”

                “They’re already fighting on the street.” Marin half emptied the glass in one swig. “I saw the Outbound Pioneer on the ’vids a couple of hours ago.”

                “So did I.” Sherratt sighed lightly. “I saw a story this morning. The Confederacy is going to blockade them to stop any more weapons getting in.”

                “Open season for black marketeers, smugglers, mercenaries and suppliers like Clyma,” Marin said darkly. “He ripped the goods off Regan de la Courte, shipped them out through the back door. All he needed was a good pilot to make the run to Haagen.”

                “And since no legitimate pilot in his or her right mind would make the run,” Sherratt mused, “Clyma fell back first on bribery, then on coercion. If the pilot would not put her neck on the block for money, she’d do it because Clyma had a gun at the head of her family.”

                “And from that point on, his plot went wrong,”  Marin finished. “The pilot’s partner tried to stop it before it started, and was ... disposed of. Followed by twelve others, while the four billion Clyma took from Sergei van Donne was frittered away in bribes and banking fees.” 

                “Regan de la Courte counted the losses, and according to my information, the agent on Omaru received half the goods from van Donne.”

                “Half?” Even Marin was taken aback.

                Sherratt’s fair head nodded. “My sources told me, van Donne claimed to have been shorted by Clyma. He said he would fill the rest of the contract at a later date from ‘other suppliers.’ Meaning,” Mark finished, “he would hold the balance of the original shipment from Regan de la Courte and deliver it later, for a second fee, while the agent back on Omaru took the matter up with Clyma.”

                “Damn.” Marin stifled an ironic chuckle. “They’d have shot it out between them eventually.”

                “And maybe Clyma would have been the one who walked away from the altercation,”  Sherratt  said  pointedly. He took Marin’s hand and gave it a companionable squeeze. “The job was well done, Curtis. The Gorodin and Sanchez households are satisfied.”

                Marin angled a hard  look at him. “I think Clyma had a partner, positioned somewhere high up in de la Courte.”  

                “In the legal division. A woman called Adelle Demachy, one of the Company’s chief litigation lawyers. She was the liaison with Turin Tactical when the whole thing was smothered.”

                “I got hold of that much information, in my own research,” Marin said carefully. “There’s more?”

                “A lot more.” Sherratt finished his wine and refilled their glasses. “Demachy and Clyma were intimate for several years, there’s a child out there somewhere, sent to Earth to be educated. The boy will be about conscription age by now. Clyma and Demachy have common business interests, investments, what have you, but they don’t live together, never did. Demachy lives big. She has an apartment on Borushek, and a private yacht.”

                “A yacht?” Marin whistled. 

                “A Kotaro-Fuente Highroller.” Sherratt’s brows arched. “And yes, it takes a good deal more than a corporate lawyer’s pay to afford that kind of extravagance.”

                Marin chuckled quietly, not a sound of humor. “The connection’s good enough for me. And the government of Omaru was short changed as well.” He shook his head. “At least Reece Clyma didn’t live to collect.”

                “And the only winner,” Sherratt said philosophically, “is Sergei van Donne, who got out with a good billion of Clyma’s blood money. But van Donne,” he added, “is so far outside anyone’s jurisdiction, I’m not going to shed tears over him.” He lifted his glass, touched its rim to Marin’s. “Contract complete, Curtis. The office will soon have access to Clyma’s money. A share for Dendra Shemiji of course, a share for the clan houses of Sanchez and Gorodin, and then ... a moral dilemma.”

                “Clyma called it ‘goddamned Resalq moralizing’,” Marin said darkly.

                For a moment Sherratt seemed undecided whether to frown or laugh. “Perhaps he’s right. My people were always philosophers. Even our mathematics had the soul of poetry, our technology sang with the resonance of music.” He sighed lightly, one finger tracing the lines of Marin’s nose and chin. “We debated philosophical questions which we deemed crucial to the unfolding of the universe, while the Zunshu snapped at our heels  —”

                “Jumped up and bit you in the ass,” Marin added ruefully.

                “Opened their jaws and swallowed us whole,” Sherratt agreed. “So much for the Resalq and all our pious philosophy.”

                Marin caught the stroking hand, which had begun to tickle, turned it over and kissed the open palm. “What moral dilemma?”

                “The balance of Clyma’s money,” Sherratt said bluntly. “The government of Omaru has been robbed, Regan de la Court has also been robbed. But de la Courte made themselves accessory to mass murder when they covered for Clyma, so by rights the balance of what funds are left should go to the government of Omaru. However, the DeepSky Fleet is about to blockade them, the money would be wasted utterly in the sweaty palms of the colonial government.” He gave Marin an amused look. “We’ve dodged the question for years, but it’s going to be unavoidable this time.”

                “Do we formally back the colonial republicans? Do we forward the balance of funds to a government sealed off inside the blockade, or do we grease the palms of suppliers on the outside, who can at least keep the  insurrection in business?” Marin twisted around on the couch and leaned heavily into Sherratt’s shoulder. 

                “Yes.” Sherratt’s arm went around him. “Dendra Shemiji has never been political since humans reached our space. We were born out of the fire of battle, our first memories — an hour out of the nest — were of rubble and emptiness where the Resalq colonies had been. The agony of war, the blind terror of fighting an enemy who comes from nowhere, wreaks slaughter for no reason you know, and whose probes move among you wearing your own faces.” 

                Even now he shuddered. Marin set down his glass and took Sherratt’s hand. “It’s been eight centuries, Mark. The Zunshu events were finished before even you were born. Let it go.”

                “If I could, I would.” Sherratt’s big chest heaved in a sigh. “But I live it, I breathe it. If the Resalq survive at all, in any form, even this one —” he looked down at his own body, many times redesigned, re-engineered, until he seemed so near to human, he would pass. “If the Resalq survive at all,” he added, hoarse now, his voice broken by emotion, “it will be through the sweat and blood of Dendra Shemiji, and we will grow into a human future.”

                “Would that be so bad?” Marin tightened his grip on Sherratt’s hand and smooth forearm. It bore no slightest trace of hair, not even the down of a peach. “I’m human. You accepted me. Picked me up off the ground, put me back on my feet, took me in as your kin.”

                “You’re not like most humans.” Sherratt set down his glass, and his fingers sifted through Marin’s unruly hair. 

                “I think there are more humans like me than you think,” Marin said quietly, “especially out here, on the wrong side of the Deep Sky.”

                “The Deep Sky,” Sherratt echoed softly. “We called it Elar’ne. The place of storms ... the stormy side of the sky.”

                “Hellgate,” Marin whispered, buffeted by a maelstrom of memory.

                “The Vast.” Sherratt gave Marin’s hair a gentle tug. “Call it by whatever name you like, it remains the same.”

                Curtis turned over in the bigger man’s arms, got his elbows under him and frowned down into Sherratt’s amber colored eyes. “You don’t want to get your hands dirty in human politics.”

                “The structure of human culture out here  is not mine to decide,” Mark said thoughtfully. “Your people live in Resalq space ... you’ve laid claim to it as your own! But the geography gives us no right to interfere in human struggles. Government from Earth or the colonial republics. It’s for your people to decide, not me.”

                “Then you want me to decide where the balance of Cylma’s blood money goes,” Marin said ruefully            

                Sherratt smiled. “They’re your people. You were born in the colonies. You suffered the draft, conscripted service, five years in Fleet. You pay taxes to Earth, you share the colonials’ righteous indignation about the military service levy and the tax. So ...?”


  
                “I always hoped the colonial republics could be formed without bloodshed,” Marin mused, “but the Confederation is going to make it difficult.”

                “It’s a human trait,” Sherratt said, amused, “to hang on by the fingernails, to outstay one’s welcome, and fight like dogs over a bone to prove ownership.”

                “And the colonial worlds are the bone,” Marin added. He did not have to  deliberate,  nor moralize. “Send Clyma’s money where it will do Omaru the most good. I know you have the contacts.”

                “I do. So we keep the funding outside the blockade,” Sherratt concluded, “but in trustworthy hands.” He leaned over to press a kiss to Curtis’s temple. “Leave all else to me. I’ll place a call to Richard —”

                “No! Don’t tell me who, or where,” Marin said quickly. “It’s one item less that can be tricked or drugged or beaten out of me if ever I fall into the wrong hands.”

                “All right.” Sherratt stroked a soothing hand over Marin’s brow. “As I said, the decision was yours to make, but leave all else to me.”

                “I’d be glad to.” Curtis’s hands molded about the fine bones of Sherratt’s face. “I’ve missed you. It’s been too long.”

                “We’ve both been busy.” Sherrat turned his face toward the cool left palm. “Do you want another assignment? Or was the Mawson job rough?”

                “You’re kidding.” Marin sat up and reached for his wine. “The hardest part of it was the research and creating a personality in the archives. Roy Johansen. A couple of the Sanchez and Gorodin grandsons gave me all kinds of help I couldn’t have asked for, and then I was just plain lucky. I’d thought I’d be on the inside at de la Courte for months, trying to get close enough to Clyma to do the job, but one of the miners had a seizure. I was ready to ‘sleep’ in the company for as long as it took. But management sent him over to Kathleen to fix miner 17 ... it’s his job! And Johansen’s first shift on Kathleen was rostered at the same time. Sheer luck, Mark. No way I could have planned around that, or even contrived it. And no, it wasn’t rough. In fact, it was almost too easy.”

                “I’ll try and find you something more challenging next time.”

                “Oh, thanks.” Marin drained the wine glass. “I’d like to go home. Spend some time on Jagreth, just try to remember who I am, who I was.” He gestured at the stars outside the armorglass viewport. They would begin to streak soon enough, when the Carina’s Weimann Drive ignited, and Mawson would be a memory. “I booked right through to Sanmarco — but what’s this about Dario being on Ulrand? You want to lay over there?”

                Mark stood, uncoiled his tall, lean body to its full, almost inhuman height and stretched. The genetic redesign had not made him shorter, but he was still inside of the physical characteristics which were normal for humans. “Dario has found something,” he was saying. “He messaged me four days ago, encrypted of course, asking me to come to Ulrand. I was on my way to Borushek in any case. Business,” he added vaguely. “Easy enough to swing by Mawson, make the acquaintance of a friend called Johansen, and then lay over on Ulrand for a few days.” He arched a brow at Marin, who had flopped down flat on the couch. “It might be worth our while to go see what the boy’s found.”

                “He didn’t tell you in the message packet?” Marin yawned. He was winding down with the time, the wine and the company. Sherratt’s bed looked as alluring and inviting as a squadron of sirens, and he had begun to think about calling Tigh, telling the Companion to make his own arrangements for the evening.

                “Take a look at the message for yourself,” Sherratt invited. 

                From the small personal case by the bed he produced a datacube, and this he tossed to Marin. With a groan Curtis hoisted himself off the couch and dropped the cube into the circuit access recessed into the wall by the bathroom — every First Class cabin was the same. “Didn’t Aurora assign you a Companion?” he asked over his shoulder as the access came alive.

                “Of course. I gave the poor creature the night off. She looked terminally bored.” Sherratt was gathering the scatter of clothes and cosmetics which had begun to litter the cabin. “Order dinner, if you like. I haven’t eaten yet.”

                The last Marin had eaten was takeout, on the flight over the Durn forest, and his stomach chose that moment to rumble. “Let me take a look at Dario’s message, and I’ll pull up the menu.” 

                Dario Sherratt’s face had already appeared in the threedee display. 

                He had something of Mark’s looks, a suggestion around the nose and brow, but Dario was the product of more and better genetic redesign. He would pass anywhere as human, in any company short of a medical exam which would probe below the very human surface. While Mark’s eyes were amber, lighter than hazel and unusual among Marin’s race, Dario’s eyes had been darkened to brown. The fractional elongation of the Resalq cranium, which Mark disguised with that dark gold mane, had been corrected in Dario’s generation. While Mark deliberately wore his hair long, and with good reason, Dario was free to wear a buzz cut.

                The region of Ulrand where he was working was hot, dry, dusty, and Dario had shorn his hair back almost to the natural bare skull of the ancestral Resalq. He wore a blue bandana on his brow, a platinum chain around his neck, a chrono on his right wrist, and seemed otherwise naked in the shade of a fluttering tent. 

                Where the hell on Ulrand was he? Marin found his curiosity strongly piqued. He knew several of Ulrand’s cities reasonably well from numerous business trips and two Dendra Shemiji assignments, but the terrain behind Dario was unfamiliar, just a mass of glaring, chalk-white escarpments and brassy blue sky with no hint of green, not so much as a sage bush or a clump of spinifex. 

                So Dario had more than likely made his own way into the Ulrand wilderness, set up camp and was operating so deeply under his own auspices, even the colonial government did not know he was there. No special permits were needed to enter Ulrand. The world depended on the tourist and casino trade to pad out an otherwise slim economy. 

                While Dario was still setting up his gear the mic picked up the sound of a can popping and a hand entered the frame with a tall glass, which Dario took gratefully. The wind beat at the canvas over his head and in the background a miniature dust-devil, no more than knee high, began to whirl. Dario cleared his throat and took a drink.

                “Greetings from the armpit of this sector,” he said to the mic, with an ironic, lopsided and attractive grin at the lens. “I hope this finds you at home, e’quero ... Mark  ... if not, the system will bump it on to follow you, wherever you are, so I’ve used the Coer’surne encryption coding. It’s Jazinsky’s newest, Fleet are at least two years away from hacking it, and we’ll be done here well inside that time frame. Possibly sooner.”

                He flicked a glance over his shoulder at the chalk escarpment and took a long pull at his drink. “I’m in the El Khouri region, as you can probably tell.” He touched a key on the pad before him and the display switched to a revolving globe of Ulrand. “You may know that this planet was settled by third or fourth generation colonists out of Pakrenne. ‘Ulrand’ seems to be a corruption of the name of Ulerson Yves Randell, who originally charted this dustbowl and figured it was just perfect for Pakrani expansion. He was right in the long run, but in the short term the colony failed and was abandoned. Most of the pioneers bugged out, but they managed to  leave behind over nine hundred people and a colony ship, missing presumed destroyed. Truth was, the Pakrenne Coaster had been seized by a handful of wannabe separatists. They hid the ship behind the moon, Ulrand Prime, and locked the people down until the evac fleet pulled out. The tachyon transmitters were destroyed ... they were on their own, because nobody had a reason to come back to this rock for a long, long time.” He gave the lens a crookee grin. “Fortunately the Pakrani are very big, very strong and very tough. Fast forward a hundred-forty years, the fourth generation established the colony and developed its own culture, which I might add is weird enough to bring tourists here from Velcastra! The language corrupted, their own history was mangled, to the point where the locals had no idea what the Terran Confederation was, and offered to turn the Coaster’s guns on a survey ship out from Sector Central, Borushek! They had to be formally invited to join the Confederation, and sixty years later it’s the only planet I know that doesn’t pay taxes to Earth and doesn’t get hit by the military service levy.

                The globe of Ulrand was replaced by Dario’s flushed, sweating face. “So much for the two minute history lesson — and if I just told you a bunch of stuff you already knew, I apologize. Your terminal does have a fast forward key, you know.” He gave the lens a slightly obscene gesture. “All that makes Ulrand an interesting place to work. Anyplace else, Tor and I would be watching over our shoulders for the authorities. Here? They don’t care. You want to go lose yourself in El Khouri, fine. Just don’t expect anyone to come in to pull you out if you get yourself in trouble.”

                “Tor?” Marin asked quietly, aside to Mark, who had arrived at his shoulder and pulled up the terminal’s other chair.

                “Tor Serecchio,” Mark told him thoughtfully. “They’ve worked together for the last few years, he’s the perfect counterpart for Dario’s odd skills.”

                “Odd skills?” Marin shot a sidelong glance at him.

                “What else do you call a cryptocyberneticist?” Mark wrinkled his nose disdainfully and then shrugged. “Still, I have to admit, if anyone is likely to make headway in this ‘immovable object’ scenario of ours, it’s Dario. Give the boy his due.”

                The ‘boy’ was double Curtis Marin’s age, no matter Dario’s youthful looks. The Resalq genes were not the same. Marin was grateful. He returned his attention to the screen as Tor appeared in the background, apparently working with a troublesome piece of equipment. Serecchio was older than Dario, taller, broader, with the kind of ripped muscles and tattoos one expected of a career Fleet veteran. Tor had spent most of his life on Borushek, where the DeepSky Fleet was a major social force, and set the fashion. Tor was as naked as Dario in the blistering heat of El Khouri, and Marin studied him closely, as always looking for anything at all that would betray a Resalq of his generation.

               There was nothing. While Mark was generations older and had to be careful, the ‘kids,’ Resalq of around a century old, and younger, had much greater freedoms. As if he were somehow aware of the scrutiny, which was absurdly impossible, Tor turned away from the machine he was taking apart, gave the lens an extremely obscene salute and struck a pose that pumped up the muscles of his torso. Curtis chuckled.

                “So,” Dario was saying, “we bought a Chev skytruck in Marak and came out here. We signed our lives away, every release the emergency services wanted, and we’ve had El Khouri to ourselves for six weeks. There’s nothing out here but chalk cliffs, dust storms and a few lizards.  Nothing comes out here ... which makes it the perfect place.” His eyes brightened.

                Mark’s hand fell on Curtis’s shoulder, gave it a squeeze.

                “The perfect place to hide a Zunshu stasis vessel,” Dario added.

                Marin felt the sudden punch under his heart. His pulse quickened, he felt a flush in his own cheeks though the cabin temperature was cool and even. His right hand closed over Mark’s and held the long, slender Resalq fingers.

                “It’s concealed in the cliff behind the camp,” Dario went on. “I’m sure it’s whole, sound, Mark. Took us five weeks of meter-by-meter scanning from the air and we only picked it up at all through gravity anomalies between the shell-materials of the vessel itself and the surrounding chalkstone, and the analysis algorithms are Jazinsky’s work. Fleet would never have found this site in a thousand years. 

                “We’ve spent the last week taking readings, acoustic soundings, the whole package. Scan results are attached to this. Take a look and get back to me. Tor and I have partially denuded one side of the vessel and taken surface material samples. We have the equipment to analyze the samples on-site here, but it’s going to take a little more time, and frankly, I’m so sure of what we have, I want to bring you here, fast.”

                His throat bobbed visibly as he swallowed. “Mark, we might be able to open this one. But it’ll be dangerous breaking the seals, it’s been tried before and they’ve used egg spoons to scrape the remains off the rocks a hundred meters away. It’s Zunshu. I’m sure of it. Dead positive. I’d stake my life on it. But cryptocybernetics is my field. Get me into that vessel and I can take their computers, get into them, rip them apart.” He paused, and his voice was hoarse. “Look the Zunshu right in the face for the first time in a thousand years. Or ever.” He lifted his chin. “Tor and I found the vessel and those computers are mine, ten seconds after we’re inside. But I can’t open it.”

                “And you can, Mark?” Marin asked as Dario began to wind down. The younger Resalq was just giving his e’quero a list of the attached data now, several terabytes of images, scan results, maps of the region and doubtlessly the expedition’s log, all compressed and encrypted using the newest codecs to which Dendra Shemiji had access. None of this was anywhere near to Marin’s field of expertise. All too frequently, Dario, Mark and others of their race with whom he came into contact made him aware of how narrow his own field was. “You can open a — a Zunshu stasis chamber? Christ, Mark, I don’t even know what a stasis chamber is, Zunshu or otherwise!”

                “Ancient technology,” Mark said thoughtfully as he reached over and turned off the access, “which nonetheless remains at least a century, perhaps two, in front of anything human technology could hope to duplicate. Resalq technology itself was a little behind, and in the years after we were assaulted we regressed fast.” His brow creased as he straightened and stood, both hands on his hips, still frowning at the access though it was turned off now. “A stasis vessel is exactly what it sounds like. A capsule or pod, a chamber even, held in perfect stasis. Not like the hibernation capsules of the sleeper ships which brought your colonists out into Elar’ne. The Deep Sky. Not at all like that.” 

                His eyes were golden and bright as a fox’s as he looked at Curtis, took him by the hands and drew him away from the terminal. “Imagine a vessel in which time itself has been ... turned off. A vessel inside which the very molecules of air today are in the same place as they were eight hundred years ago. Imagine that Dario has indeed found himself a Zunshu stasis chamber, hidden away on an inhopitable world on the edge of the Shackleton Void, not far from Hellgate, which we called the Vast. The Resalq would never have given Ulrand a second glance. We had no need to colonize, our population was never large. And then the Zunshu came out of the Vast, and like that —” he snapped his fingers “— we were gone, world by world, outpost by outpost, almost faster than we could scatter ourselves across the heavens.” 

                Every nerve in Marin’s body wanted to protest that it was impossible, yet he knew it was an empty protest. Two centuries, or five, or ten, changed the face of science. He was numb as he let Mark draw him to the side of the vast bed. The sheets were gray satin, the bedspread dark, dusty rose. 

                “Imagine,” Mark was saying in the hypnotic tone Curtis knew so well, as those long fingered hands took the clothes from Marin’s body, laid him bare and left him physically trembling while his mind was still reeling, “imagine that Dario is right, and he has found a Zunshu stasis vessel. We knew the Zunshu had infiltrated us, they were moving among us, hiding behind our own faces. We never knew how they did it or where they came from until it was too late to save our culture, our civilization, but Dendra Shemiji was formed then, hatched in the smoldering ashes, born in battle.”

                “Can you open it?” Marin asked, hoarse, soundless. “He said it’s dangerous.”

                “It is. Very.” Mark stooped and kissed Marin’s throat moistly. His own slacks and the loud, oversized shirt puddled around his feet and he kicked them away. 

                It had been a long time. Three months. Curtis moaned softly and closed his eyes. “Can you open the stasis vessel?” He caught Mark’s wrists tightly. “Stop trying to divert me. Tell me the truth. It’s dangerous? All right. But can you open it? Without getting blown into a million pieces.”

                “I don’t know.” Mark’s hands spanned the curves of Curtis’s muscular chest and for a moment he looked down into the smaller man’s human eyes. “But I won’t put my neck on any chopping block for this. There are specialists ... demolition, molecular locks, temporal and gravitic research, Zunshu ‘studies,’ if there can be any such thing. Of course I’ll bring the specialists, but it may take weeks.” He smiled. “Dario is impatient with the impetuosity of youth. He has found a priceless and incalculably dangerous piece of antiquity that might be the key to how we were broken.”

                “The key,” Marin whispered, “to any future humans might have in the Deep Sky.”

                “Perhaps.” Mark’s large hands swept over Curtis from the nape of his neck to his buttocks and back. “Trust me. I don’t intend to be the latest casualty of a war that ended eight centuries before you were born. And Dario,” he added, “can learn a little patience! At least your DeepSky Fleet won’t be breathing down our necks. Which is, of course, the reason the Zunshu would have hidden their vessel in that very region in the first place. I sometimes think Dario is more than a little psychic. The vessel could have gone undiscovered for another millennium.”

                “But —” Marin began.

                “Hush now.” Mark leaned down and silenced the human with his mouth. “I wanted you to see Dario’s message. You’ve seen it. This ship is bound for Ulrand, and all your misgivings won’t shorten the flight. Relax now ... it’s been a long time.”

                “Three months,” Curtis  whispered as he  sank back onto the bed and opened his arms.

                Three months since Mark Sherratt had been in  the old city of Geneva on Jagreth, ostensibly touring like any of the colonies’ obscenely rich, of whom there were too many, and in reality visiting one Dendra Shemiji house after another. Looking at research results which were too sensitive to be transmitted, making the acquaintance of colleagues, friends and family scattered among the human worlds where they lived, worked and played among humans, as humans. Dendra Shemiji business, covert, shadowy, unknown and unknowable.

                Mark’s mouth was hot and soft, his hands big, hard, gentle, skilled with the experience of unspeakable centuries. Familiar, welcome, like a homecoming. Curtis found himself pressed into the wide mattress, his legs spread wide, the breath panting in his throat as Mark slowly, deliberately rediscovered him, charted his body like half-forgotten territory and staked claim. 

                A pulse beat in Curtis’s ears and he felt the old, familiar churning begin in his belly, his balls. A fire igniting in the middle of him and reaching out swiftly to every extremity. Blood throbbed into his cock, fetched him up like a cudgel that battered blindly against Mark’s hip as the Resalq moved against him, unhurried, powerful, unyielding and yet infinitely malleable like all his people, the ancient Resalq to whom gender as humans understood it meant less than nothing. 

                Marin threaded his fingers into the mane of dark gold hair and felt that oddness, the slight elongation of Mark’s skull. His hands slipped down over the broad back and clenched into the fine flesh of Mark’s hips. Bare like this, the breadth of those hips was more obvious and Marin remembered the Resalq truth. Dario was born out of this body, and if the time was right he would pass on Mark Sherratt’s genes. The word was e’quero. Not father, not mother. No human language offered a direct translation because human language had molded itself to the often paranoid necessities of human gender. The Resalq were not the same, and Curtis gave thanks for their difference.    

                Phantom images raced behind his closed eyes: a kid called Verne Hale on the carrier Outbound Pioneer, fresh faced and eager for his first furlough. A beach on Jagreth, twenty kilometers from the heart of Geneva and a tangle of lithe young limbs in the surf, how many years ago? A sense of dizzying wonder as two male bodies collided in union, and then a dozen years later the same bodies, the same union, a penthouse apartment in Sanmarco, overlooking the whole horizon of Jagreth from an apogee of two hundred kilometers ... but the wonder, the magic was dulled by time and repetition. 

                He seemed to shake himself awake as Mark Sherratt’s mouth began to move over his breast, his belly. The tip of Mark’s tongue left a prickling swathe of moistness from hipbone to hipbone, and then he blew across the dampness, making Curtis shiver and cry out. Slender fingers folded around him, worked him deftly, and Curtis arched his head into the rumpled bed. He could easily have surrendered that way, just let the surge of easy pleasure take him, rush over his head like a warm cascade, but instead he caught Mark by the shoulders, tugged him over, around and down, and pinned him to the bed in a mock wrestle that made Sherratt chuckle.

                Curtis sat up astride the long, golden legs and studied the Resalq’s carefully-designed body. His shoulders were wide, his muscles as well toned as ever, his belly flat. There was just the slightest roundness about  his  chest, the merest hint of something not-quite-male. Something more, not less. The ancestral Resalq were much different, but in these later centuries the need to pass as human among humans had forced the survivors’ hand. Not a hair showed anywhere on Mark’s body; he was smooth as gold satin, making Curtis feel like a bear, with his fine dusting of human body hair. Mark looked up at him from beneath lowered lashes and Curtis shrugged as his hands traced the path his eyes had already taken, from shoulders to belly to groin. 

                He was big, hard, with an astonishing maleness, and something more, something indefinable, which Curtis had nonetheless been trying vainly to define since the episode on Lushiar, the incident which changed Marin’s life in a night, and changed it forever. Perhaps it was the subtle scent of the Resalq, who looked so human but smelt slightly different when the heat of desire was on him. Or the flush of his skin, more dusky, less ruddy than the human. For another moment Curtis wrestled with the tiny differences in the nuances between them before his thoughts fragmented and fled. 

                He bent his head to Mark Sherratt’s broad chest, bestowed a moist kiss on each rucked nipple, bit him gently there and slid on down to the blood-hot shaft that lay waiting on Mark’s flat belly. Hotter than the human, since the Resalq body temperature was a couple of degrees higher, alive with the slow, heavy pulse of the immense heart which beat in a chest cavity with a different number of ribs. Up close Mark was sweeter than the human scent, since the tang of fresh Resalq sweat was sweeter and the Resalq pheromones were so powerful, a human was actually aware of them even if he did not respond to them.

                What was it Mark often said? Foolish humans, who fell in love with their eyes and their noses. Resalq pheromones did not stimulate any response in humans, but skin like hot gold satin, eyes like liquid amber and hair like the mane of a snow lion seduced many humans, Marin among them. Mark’s people were once again flourishing throughout the Deep Sky colonies, though their truths were guarded jealously, and rightly. The secrecy of Dendra Shemiji had nothing to do with paranoia.

                Big hands molded around Curtis’s head as he browsed over smooth skin and taut muscle. Mark held him to the task, encouraged him, and Curtis’s fingers clenched tightly into the softness of buttocks, almost the only part of Mark Sherratt that would yield to his grip. He felt himself enveloped by heat and sharp sweetness, seduced, even mesmerized by the slow, heavy beat of Mark’s pulses, the bass groans which purred from the Resalq’s deep chest, the taut, steel-and-velvet shaft, like the blade of a new sword not long out of the forge, that lay across his cheek.

                Neither of them was aware of the moment when the Carina passed the orbit of Kathleen and the Weimann Drive kicked in. Unseen, the stars streaked in the armorglass panes of the viewports and the clipper slipped into e-space like a silver fish. In an instant she was gone, out of the Mawson system and streaking across the Shackleton Void toward the bright, busy, rich colonies of Velcastra and Borushek. And this flight would stop briefly at a tiny, inhospitable world, dust-dredged and a law unto itself: Ulrand.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Vazyabinsk, Cimarosa

 

The system’s G3 sun was already two hours under the horizon but the distant, grinding machine roar continued unabated. The Stevenage Company had been systematically dismembering Cimarosa for thirty years, and the project would continue for fifty more before Stevenage was finished here. When the thunder of the demolition tractors was silenced and the mass drivers were idle at last, not much would remain of the planet. 

                The colony was born with the mine and would die when Stevenage pulled out to destroy another world, fulfilling a ravenous DeepSky Fleet contract that could never be assuaged. Carriers, super-carriers, every kind of warship, their tenders and couriers were coming out of construction yards between Callisto Station in the Jupiter subsystem and the massive Equinox Industries yards over Zeus, almost faster than the Confederacy’s mining combines could deliver raw materials. 

                In the thirty years since Fleet had begun to bloom like a raft of staghorn fungi in the tropical night, many worlds like Cimarosa had been laid waste. Fortunes were built, the like of which were unknown since the age of Alexander. More warships were commissioned, delivered, than were built even in the era of pioneer sleeper ships and blind, hell-bent colonization.

                Like a statue, Neil Travers stood in the deep mauve and cinder-red shadows, out of the white glare of the floodlights that spilled out of Montefiore Stadium, the aeroball arena. In the hours after twilight, when at last the temperature began to fall by a few precious degrees and the sky would no longer quite burn the eyes out of a man’s head, Vazyabinsk came alive.

                Eighty thousand people lived and worked along this perimeter of Bridgeman North Quarry. Over the horizon were Montecute, Bonython and Yokosuka, each a planetoid-size pit gnawing into the south side of the same enormous crater, ever widening it, deepening it. 

                The hot, dust-dense atmosphere was oxygen poor, and many locals wore masks even when they were not working. Without a breathmask, Travers was conscious of panting lightly to get enough oxygen even to walk slowly. Telltale fatigue had begun to drag at his limbs in the half hour since he left his hotel on the Harbinger Rink, the perimeter of the docks.

                The day’s stored heat still struck up off the plascrete under Travers’s boots like a furnace blast. The heavy concussion of another sonic shockwave rolled over the stadium but the crowd lining up for tickets to the game ignored it. Travers had been here only ten hours, and already he had grown almost accustomed to those chest-shaking booms. They went on every hour, day and night, as the mass driver on the far side of Barnham Quarry fired load after load into low orbit. A small fleet of tugs plucked them out of space in the grip of powerful tractors and pitched them into the cavernous holds of the bulk freighters. The industrial freight wing of Cygnus Logistics controlled the contract for the run between Cimarosa and Borushek, and its ships departed every few days.

                Like some unhappy cross between a cathedral and a prison, the stadium towered over Travers, its pennants and floodlights blotting out  what  few stars made it through the haze of city lights. The doughnut-ring of parking lots was a hemispherical wilderness of blazing halogen, winking reflection in a half million surfaces, and a crush of hurrying pedestrians and gyrobikes.

                The air was desiccated, like the stony desert that encompassed Vazyabinsk. Travers was still unpleasantly breathless after the short walk from the rink, and he took the opportunity to let the crowd hide him as he pressed back against the smooth metal wall of a closed, locked-up speed shop. He had taken every care and was almost sure he had not been followed, but the price of any risk was his liberty; perhaps even his life. His first problem was the damned Fleet uniform he was wearing. At the sight of it, most people were nervous and some swiftly became dangerous. 

                Stevenage security patrols were rarely pleased to see a Fleet Master Sergeant on the streets of their town. The uniform probably signaled the presence of a ship in orbit, which could mean an official investigation with homeworld scrutineers. Boundless inconvenience for a company that made its own laws out here, where the furthest reaches of the Shackleton Void met the meandering Rabelais Track, and a good  backyard telescope could pick Hellgate out of the ocean of uncharted space.

                Cimarosa was not the frontier, but it was damn close, and Stevenage never let Fleet forget it. They provided their own security, planet-wide, Vazyabinsk scrip was recognized as legal tender as far afield as Borushek; but even here, on a thirty year old colony with fifty years left to live, when ‘draft time’ came around Stevenage security made sure Fleet shipped out its living cargoes of miserable, angry draftees.

                Understandably, civilians grew nervous at a mere glimpse of Fleet uniforms or insignia. The sight of a uniform could easily mean they were about to find themselves in the midst of a battlefield. Privateers, black marketeers and mercenaries were everywhere, and every colony in the Deep Sky was simmering with insurrection. Even Cimarosa — young-old and doomed to imminent extinction — was not immune to the politics. Colonial republicanism. Any world, any city could become a combat zone without warning, and the insurrectionists themselves were likely to become violent if they recognized a uniform. 

                The wind off the mined-out desert was still hot. Travers took off his jacket and the Fleet-issue shirt, roped them together and tied them about his waist. Bare skin was much less conspicuous, and far more in line with the local fashion for sweat-streaked body paint, platinum piercings, chains and deliberately ambiguous sexuality. 

                Like so many sentries, a rank of pay phones stood along the curb opposite the entry gates where the ticket lines had formed up for the game. Vazyabinsk was excited; they were halfway through the playoffs and the local team was on top of the competition. As the aeroball crowd eddied fluidly around him, Travers pushed away from the wall and ducked into the hooded booth at the end.

                By some miracle the ancient gray plastex vidphone was in working order. It ingested his card, flashed him a standby message, and Travers punched numbers. The code he was calling had probably been superseded long ago, but as far as he knew it was still safe. By now he was due a measure of luck, but a thousand random factors could be against him. In the end he was down to blind chance.

                Astonishing him, the connection went through on the first attempt, though voice-only was selected. The screen blanked before Travers and he ducked his head into the booth, out of the street noise, as a man’s voice said, “Who the hell is this — what are you doing on this line?”

                “Richard gave the code to me a year ago,” Travers said tersely. “I need to talk to him, fast. Is he there?”

                A taut, very pregnant pause, and then the voice demanded loudly, “Who in the name of God is this?”

                “Travers. Richard knows me. Look, I’ll leave a message. Just tell him I’m staying at the Orlando Hotel, portside, by the mass driver.”

                “That place is a stinking rat hole.”

                “And it’s cheap as a rat hole,” Travers snapped acidly. “Will you just tell Richard Vaurien that Travers has to talk to him, and I can’t hang around long. Or go ahead and give the message to Jazinsky, I’d be glad to talk to her instead.” He paused then, praying that dropping names would get him through a door that had barely creaked open. “They both ought to be on Cimarosa right now unless there’s been a change of plans. This is the high end of October, even on this godforsaken ball of rock. You got my name?”

                Another pause, perplexed this time, and then, “Wait,” the voice barked, and the line deadened.

                Travers’s fingers drummed a tattoo on the cracked and scratched vidscreen as he waited, counting minutes. The screen was graffitied: ‘If the system is the answer, it must have been a goddamned stupid question.’ So the insurrectionists, the republicans, were here too. Travers was very conscious of the uniform he half-wore, and glanced about quickly, looking for Stevenage security. Nothing moved other than the crowds around the high stadium gates.

                The endless delay was swiftly consuming the credit on his card, and if Richard’s man took much longer the phone would disconnect itself. Travers had begun to swear lividly in several languages when, with a minute’s credit left on the card, he heard a whistle of static, a breath over the mic at the other end, and the man was back.

                “Are you in Vazyabinsk?”

                “Yes. I’m calling from the public booths dead opposite the Montefiore Stadium gates.”

                “Good for you. There’s a place called Gemini, twenty kilometers from where you’re standing. Be there at midnight.”

                “Gemini? All right, I’ll find it. Will someone meet me? Is Richard —”

                With a click, the phone died. The credit had expired and the line lapsed back into silence as the machine regurgitated Travers’s card. With a grunt of disgust he dropped it into the waste chute beneath the screen.

                What the hell was Gemini? He had set his wrist chrono for local time as the inbound shuttle Carolina docked at the transit terminal, two hundred k’s above Vazyabinsk. It was 25:04 as he stepped away from the booth and stood on the curb, fists on hips, surveying the hopeless snarl of traffic, aircars, groundies and pedestrians. 

                He had just under an hour to find something called Gemini.

                A moment of indecision caught him unawares and he glared furiously at the crowd until an aircab scudded down from the rooftops of Stadium Row, right over his head. It hovered on its hot, blustering repulsion field while its sole passenger clambered out, and on a whim Travers waved to the cabbie before he could get away. 

               The left gullwing remained up and the blood-scarlet cab lane-hopped toward him through  a gap in the endless traffic. The  game was about  to begin; music blared from within the stadium and voices roared. The road was a little less congested, with the crowd settled in the six grandstands. 

                Travers strapped into the cab’s padded rear seat and the vehicle jetted back up to rooftop level, away from the dangerous commotion of the street. The cabbie was a young man with unkempt blond hair straggling back from his receding forehead. He did not even look back at Travers as he rotated the Chevrolet and let it drift aimlessly south, roughly in the direction of downtown, and citybottom. 

                “Where we headed, bud?”

                “Capshaw Mall,” Travers decided, with a glance at his twisted fatigues. “Tell me, exactly what — and where — is Gemini?”

                “It’s an executive club, other end of Capshaw. You gotta cross the bridge and swing around by the park. The club’s tucked in, right in back of the firehouse.” The cabbie nudged the Chev around the massive flank of the VazyabinskTradeTower, one of the tallest buildings in the city skyline. “Dance, gambling, booze and sex, gryphon, angel, whatever’s your fancy, midnight to midday. They don’t even open their doors before midnight.”

                “Executive, you say. Formal?” Travers wondered.

                The young driver twisted around and gave him an amused look, or perhaps it was just mocking. “You haven’t been on Cimarosa long.”

                “I just got in, maybe ten hours ago.” Travers watched the canyon of the street go by below. Signs in the mishmash of a dozen languages, rainbow hued and animated, glared from buildings which reared against the sky; a laser show danced from the crown of the AtransaBank building. 

                “Gemini wears a pretty face, but it can be rough in the back rooms,” the cabbie warned him. “We’re a mining town, y’understand? You watch yourself, soldier.”

                Travers’s whole body tensed, his fists clenched, wanting to reach for a weapon that was not there. “Soldier?”

                “Uniform pants, boots, and that damned crop-head haircut.” The cabbie gave him a grin. “You’re still in, aren’t you? At your age — goddamn!” As if re-enlistment were the worst perversion. “You re-upped, right? Well, I guess it takes all kinds. Bud, I been out of Fleet two years now, and wild horses wouldn’t drag me back into the service.”

                “You know what they say,” Travers said dryly, starting to relax though he was conscious of the sudden prickle of sweat in his palms. “You don’t have to be mad, but it helps.”

                The flight was not long and the Chev had already begun to feather down toward the street. The whole length of Capshaw Mall appeared to be closed to ground traffic but licensed cabs could touch down in specific zones, long enough to discharge one fare and pick up another. Travers dug out a few crumpled notes, the local garish currency — company scrip, guaranteed by Stevenage and drawn on their own bank. 

                The cabbie grunted and did not even offer him change. Moments later Travers was back on the street, standing in the hot jetwash as the gullwing locked and the Chev bobbed back up to rooftop level. The Mall was in full cry, restaurants, danceshops, sexshops blaring out of basement-level caverns while traders of every description were still open for business above. 

                Eyes turned toward Travers; suspicious faces peered at him and then  quickly  away.  More  than  once  he  saw  people  move  aside  to  stay  well clear of him. His priority was to get rid of the fatigues before they got him into real trouble, and he cast  about for a store he could afford. Vazyabinsk prices were ridiculously inflated.

                The local vogue was either skin and tattoos or desert camouflage patterns and leather, skin tight and cut away across the back and shoulders to display the physique. Cimarosa was one enormous open pit where ‘tough’ had become chic. The sophisticated home colonies might have been scornful, but Travers found the locals’ guileless, even pigheaded naiveté refreshing.

                A hole-in-the-wall store half hidden in a dusty side alley off the mall had what he wanted. A handful of red and blue Stevenage scrip bought him the clothes that should give him anonymity on the street. He bundled up the Fleet uniform, shoved it into a backpack and slung it over one shoulder. 

                When he walked out of the red-lit, overcrowded store only the military haircut remained to betray him, and who could say for sure that he had not received his ‘civvy ticket’ from the service so recently, the hallmarks of the DeepSky Fleet were still all over him? He surveyed his reflection in the store’s window glass and was satisfied. He was tall, wide shouldered, with direct, piercing eyes and clear cut, regular features that more than once had been called handsome. His hair was black and his eyes dark blue, like his Irish ancestors, though Travers had never been to Earth and felt no desire to go there.

                Bass-heavy music, sharp, intoxicated laughter and the rich smell of food wafted out of the danceshops and restaurants, and he picked up a meal as he made his way down the mall. The taco was so hot, it blistered the skin off his mouth and he washed it down with the lemon lager for which Cimarosa was almost as famous for as its high-grade ores. At a public service kiosk in the chaotic heart of the mall he paid a few scrip dollars for a breathmask and a pack of spare gas capsules. 

                The light, transparent plastic covered his mouth and nose, and he gratefully took a deep breath of oxygen-rich air. Most of the locals wore the masks; only the kids, born here and still under conscription age, seemed to be able to do without them, and then not for more than a couple of hours, nor under any kind of exertion. 

                In minutes of normal breathing the fatigue and faint headache that had dogged him for hours began to abate and he picked up his stride. Ten minutes before midnight he hailed another cab from a zone a hundred meters from the last cabstop. He was on the corner of Easy Street, directly under the towering StevenageBuilding, and he was down to ten minutes. 

                As the gullwing locked the blue and white Weiss Hunter jetted up fast and Travers said simply, “Gemini.”


                His eye was on the time as the cab turned south toward the bridge. A monstrous cantilevered structure spanned not a river or lake, but a canyon gouged out of the planet’s surface in the first decade of mining. The ground seemed to fall out from under the cab and Travers looked down with a faint sense of dizziness, unable to actually see the bottom, though lights burned in the very depths. Were they still mining there?   

                A siren howled across the city and he started, turning sharply to the wail. Sound echoed weirdly between the buildings and the Hunter’s canopy muffled everything. It took a few moments for him to realize it was an ambulance, and relax. 

                He was unarmed. Carrying weapons on the street in Vazyabinsk was not wise — they were easy to detect, and since the planet-wide ban of sidearms had been enforced since the colony was formed, he could find himself spending most of his furlough in a cell, trying to explain to the  Stevenage Security Corps why he was deliberately looking for trouble while ostensibly on vacation. 


                If they learned the truth, he would be in more trouble than he could talk his way out of in a year, and if the Fleet Justice Division bailed him out, they would only deliver him directly to their own Intelligence officers. Stevenage security had a nasty reputation and Travers did not care for the risks.

                The Weiss cab was fast, agile, and the driver sent it bolting through the air traffic like a gazelle. By Travers’s chrono is was still five minutes before midnight when the Hunter touched down in the gold brick forecourt before a mock-Greek, pink marble facade. The doors were still locked but music bellowed from within, banners fluttered from the capstones of the fluted columns and near-naked touts were already in the street, luring potential customers toward the club.

                Without a word Travers paid off the cabbie and stood in the floodlights, openly displaying himself — deliberately showing his face. He must have been picked up by a dozen security cameras already, and he was expected. Someone must be watching.

                Richard Vaurien had never been a man to take chances, which was the only reason he was still alive after more than two decades in a profession said to have a life expectancy usually measured in months.

                Still, no one approached him, and at length Travers gave his attention to the sexy little nymph who had been trying to coax him into Gemini for several minutes. One looked closely to see if it was a boy or girl. This one was a boy, way under conscription age, and probably of that Lushi gene stock. All his life, those re-engineered genes would keep him small and slight, girl-smooth and confusingly androgynous. What the hell was he doing on Cimarosa? And then again, perhaps he had been born here. Stevenage hired the best of everything for its workers; the Lushi might have been designed for the entertainment or hospitality trades, and this one’s parents probably arrived in Vazyabinsk on a Company contract twenty years ago.

                “Come on in and take a taste of Gemini,” he cajoled in the local accent, with its nasal vowels and short, clipped consonants. “It’ll be the night of your life.” His hips bumped and ground, drawing attention to the scrap of wet fabric he almost wore. “You’ll not regret a dollar you spend here.”

                “Okay, you’ve convinced me,”
Travers said dryly, mocking himself, and allowed himself to be tugged by the hand into the white marble doorway and physically shoved inside. The Lushi boy was stronger than he looked. He caught the kid by the elbow before he could get away. “Does the name of Richard Vaurien mean anything to you?”

                For just a second the boy’s green eyes widened. Oh yes, he knew the name. Then he was a wriggling, squirming eel in Travers’s grip, and Travers let him go. 

                “Hey, man, I just tout for the house,” the kid muttered. He batted long, painted eyelashes at Travers; one of those green-gold eyes winked, and he drew both hands across the scarlet and black mock-Maori patterns painted on his chest. “You want to talk, we can get together somewhere and have a little chat.” The tip of his tongue ran about his lips, wetting them as if they had been rouged.

                “Do your parents know where you work?” Travers asked acidly, wondering how old the boy was, and in that moment feeling as if he carried the weight of at least a century on his own shoulders. 

                But the boy snapped a quick glance to left and right of the pillar-flanked doors, behind Travers, and fled without a sound, back to the  forecourt where he practiced his peculiar kind of magic. Listening to his pulse, Travers turned slowly to look behind him.

                To his left and right, as if standing guard on the door, were a pair of monolithic bouncers — perhaps hybrid Pakrani stock, or even Kuchini, it was not easy to tell them apart in this light. Muscles and bones that had been designed to thrive in the punishing gravity of colonies where normal humans would wither and fail made them formidable here. But those big bodies demanded a lot of oxygen and if they lost the breathmasks which obscured the lower halves of their faces, these bouncers would be on their faces in under a minute. Travers dismissed them with the scorn they were probably due. 

                They looked him over and he raised his hands as if at gunpoint. “Hey, no offence. I was just asking your dancer if he knew somebody. I’m just here to look up an old friend, and I’m expected.” He arched his brows at the bouncers. “The name’s Travers. Did the management tell you to watch out for me?”

                The Kuchini waved him off. The man’s voice was like gravel rolling in the bottom of an empty steel drum. “I don’t know nothing about it. You want to buy a drink, or a piece of ass, or play poker, maybe smoke the brains out of your skull, you came to the right place. Anything else you got in mind, you’re on your own.”

                “So much for etiquette,” Travers muttered soundlessly, and followed the bouncer’s pointing finger, which directed him to ‘reception’ — a polished granite desk in a recess under a purple strobe.

                The door charge was a few dollars, and a glass of something green and explosive was slapped into his hand. He sniffed the contents and did not recognize the peculiar, fruit-sweet odor of the alcohol, though he felt his balance shift fractionally just on the inhalation, and in the interests of keeping a clear head he set it aside. 

                Minutes after the doors opened the dance floor was crowded. The bar was a solid crush of revelers who seemed to have arrived at Gemini already half drunk. Something mildly narcotic thickened the air and prickled his sinuses. The whole club was a cavern, half-lit in reds and greens, blue and mauve strobes dancing in the corners, synched to the beating music that made the building reverberate in its plascrete bones.

                To balance the dimness and noise, the a/c streamed chill, oxygen-rich air across the club floor, and Travers gratefully slipped the breathmask into the pocket of the flakjacket he had bought a half hour ago. He shifted the weight of the backpack on his shoulder and loitered on the fringe of the dance floor, watching the gyrations of sinuous young bodies. The beauties and the wannabe beauties gathered here. 

                They were Lushi, Pakrani and some ‘pure stock,’ humans whose genes had not been tampered with, re-designed, re-engineered in their parents’ day, to generate humans capable of colonizing worlds like Kuchinbai, Pakrenne, Haven, Ulrand. 

                And some of them were beautiful. Travers was watching a boy with ebony black skin, ‘clad’ in gold and fluorescent green paint, and fine, filamentary platinum chains that seemed to float around him from the rings in his ears, nipples and belly. He knew Travers was watching him; startlingly direct gold eyes checked Travers out from head to foot before the boy decided he liked what he saw and beckoned.

                It was tempting, Travers decided. He could hide in the crowd — but if he was ever going to find Richard Vaurien, he had to be seen. With a genuine regret he shook his head slightly and gestured at the door:  I’m  waiting for someone. The ebony beauty only shrugged and spun away, apparently dancing with himself. His back and buttocks were stenciled with gold Egyptian hieroglyphs which held Travers’s eyes until he noticed movement over the heads of the crowd.

                A drone hovered over the dancers, black lens-eye panning continuously through the full three-sixty — searching for what? For him? He looked the drone straight in the single lens-eye, showed it his face.

                And still no one approached him. His hackles were rising, some animal instinct was whispering in the back of his mind to get out, get moving. Something  was  wrong.

                Where the hell was Richard, why would the man be playing guessing games? Anger began to coil through Travers’s innards. And then the anger was supplanted by a prickle of cold sweat as the other possibility occurred to him. Vaurien could be dead, or in the Stevenage cells. In which case the camera drone currently imaging Travers’s face was feeding data directly to a security service whose reputation stank.

                Time to get out. There were other ways to contact Richard, not as direct as this — it would be months before he knew if Vaurien were alive or dead — but infinitely safer.

                He had taken a step back toward the thronging foyer when he felt a sharp prick in the back of his neck. His vision dimmed, his extremities numbed but he did not lose consciousness. He sagged at the knees, but before he could fall hands grasped both his arms.

                It must look like he was falling down drunk, he realized as he struggled to lift his head. He could not see the men carrying him, but he was being hustled along the edge of the dance floor as if he had passed out, more than likely stoned out of his mind. 

                His vision split and wandered, colors blurred, he saw twin images of everything, overlaid like a badly-matched mosaic. A pounding began behind his eyeballs and he forced in several deep breaths. The bouncers were manhandling his limp body behind the bar, and from there through a door with the usual ‘private’ sign.    

                The door opened directly into a service elevator, and before Travers could growl a protest the man holding him up by his numb right arm had stabbed a digit on the control panel. The lift went down fast. Travers blinked at the panel, able to see straight out of one eye while the other was screwed shut. He counted three basement levels before the car slowed, stopped and opened.

                A light blow in the middle of his back sent him sprawling to his knees, but the feeling had begun to return to his extremities. He felt the impact as he hit the ground and rolled. The pounding behind his eyes was dribbling into a background, white-noise buzz but his head was ringing with whatever drug had popped through his skin. He guessed it was something bland because his vision had already begun to clear when he heard the elevator close and whine back up toward the bar. 

                As he found enough strength to lift his head he saw containers, tagged crates, the flickering blue holodisplay of a computer terminal, and a portaflood behind it, angled directly into his face. Behind the light was a shadow that might have been a figure.

                This was a warehouse, buried three levels under the club? Travers hoisted himself clumsily to his feet and lifted a hand to shield his protesting eyes from the light. The shape behind the portaflood did not move.  Travers  let the backpack slide off his shoulder and fall. 

                “Hey man, enough’s enough,” he rasped. “Why don’t you just tell Vaurien or Jazinsky I’m here? Get Richard, get him right now, or I’m walking out. This is business, it’s goddamned important, and I didn’t come here to be abused!”

                Behind the light the figure moved at last and Travers heard the plastic rasp of a weapon priming. His mouth dried to dust and his heart leapt into his throat. 

                And then the compressed air sound of a freight door and a gust of laughter from behind him, before a large body stepped between Travers and the light, effectively blocking it. Big arms were outstretched, hands offered, and a voice he knew so well said, 

                “Travers. It is you — we had to be sure. I didn’t believe it when Moody told me you’d called in on the old line, and the Orlando is such a fleapit, their access is down, so I couldn’t check you out. Neil Travers! What the hell are you doing in this sandbox?”

                Richard Vaurien was on the wrong side of forty, but looked much nearer twenty. His red-gold hair was long, loose about his shoulders in a style he referred to as ‘anti-Fleet.’ He wore brown moleskin and ivory silk, and the gold bracelets and earrings that suited his flamboyant style and enormous wealth. Passing time had done nothing to detract from his rich good looks; in fact, for Richard time did not seem to be passing at all. His facial bone structure would look good in another forty years, and he was tall, lean, hard as an athlete and proud of it. The accent was still French, though to Travers’s knowledge he had not set foot on any of the home colonies, much less Earth, since he was seventeen.

                At that tender age — like every other youth, regardless of gender or social status — he was routinely inducted into Fleet and found himself looking down the gunbarrel of the five-year hitch. At eighteen he subtracted himself from the service on his first furlough, and never looked back.

                It was impossible to imagine Richard in the sludge-colored fatigues, crop-headed, jumping to attention and saying ‘sir’ every other syllable. Fleet was not his style, and his instructors probably groaned their relief when he failed to return from furlough.

                Large arms embraced Travers tightly before Vaurien stepped back and frowned into his face. “You look like hell,” he observed. “What have you been doing, Travers?”

                “You know damned well what I’ve been doing,” Travers said ruefully. “Same as every other poor sod on that ship. We’ve been in the Drift for over two years, and Hellgate would drive a saint to drink.”

                Richard shrugged expansively. “My crews have been in and out of the Drift for four years. It’s no problem.”

                “No problem for you, maybe,” Travers said tersely as he looked Vaurien up and down and approved of what he saw. “You’ve got the anomaly prediction software to dance rings around Fleet.”

                “And we do. Regularly.” Vaurien shrugged. “Fleet can always pull out of the Rabelais space. They should have better things to do than chase a crew of privateers for years on end, when more than a dozen colonies are teetering on the verge of civil war. They’re rioting, Travers. Omaru is not the only one. Governments and the people are demanding autonomy, freedom from the taxation that paupers them to line pockets in the homeworlds.”

                “You sound like a political broadcast,” Travers accused ruefully.

                “I do?” Vaurien mocked himself with a grin. “Well, maybe I do. It’s tax time in some of the colonies right now, and they’re chafing. They hate the tax that is ripped out of their worlds and spent in the construction yards, building the Fleet. Always bigger, always stronger, always more ships, on and on.” He paused. “And Fleet conscription,” he added darkly. “Never forget or underestimate the righteous indignation generated by the military service levy.” Now Richard’s hazel eyes sparkled with brittle humor. “So it’s hazardous in the Rabelais Drift. None of us invited Fleet to follow us into Hellgate, and into such danger.”

                “True,” Travers agreed. “In fact, everything you’ve said is true. There are riots even here on Cimarosa, I saw the newsvid on the way in. But everything the wreckers do keeps my ship in Hellgate — you think Fleet gives a toss for what the man on the street in the colonies thinks? So he doesn’t like paying taxes to the homeworlds, and he doesn’t like being conscripted. Tough. What’s he going to do about it? Start a civil war?”

                “Very possibly,” Vaurien said quietly. “Yes, very possibly. You’ve been in the Drift too long, Travers. You’re out of touch with current affairs. The colonies are already smoldering and it would take little to ignite them, to send them up in flames. On Borushek, under the nose of Fleet Sector Control, more than a thousand young people refused to be conscripted a few months ago, and ... vanished. Did you see that story?”

                “Vanished?” Travers echoed. “What do you mean, vanished? You mean they bugged out of Borushek to dodge the draft? Then, they didn’t get off-planet by any legal means. Nothing that needed papers, travel permits, licenses, or they’d have been picked up. Kids under draft age don’t get those papers by any means fair or foul.”

                Richard’s smile was smug. “It wasn’t done by legal means at all,” he agreed. “But they’re out and safe, with fresh ID implanted into a thousand computers, all the way back as far as Earth itself.”

                “Your work, or Jazinsky’s?” Travers laughed heartily. “I might have known. That’s your style.”


                “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Vaurien took a theatrical bow. “Call it ‘people smuggling,’ if you will. Most of the parents of these ‘vanished’ kids are well heeled, as Borushek understands it. Translates into stinking rich on Velcastra or Jagreth. No way their children were going to be conscripted. Figure I overcharged the rich parents and did discount deals for the not-so-well-greased, and we managed to whisk just under eleven hundred kids out of harm’s way.”

                “To where?” Travers wanted to know.

                “Everywhere.” Richard gestured vaguely in several directions. “They’re on almost every colony you can name, and we just logged them back into the Civil Registry and changed a few items. Their birth dates. We set them back six years. The kids show up in the database as twenty-three years old and finished their hitch. Then we just tagged their names into the personnel lists of the carriers and tenders, and added a bundle of bogus information, randomly generated by the computer. Backstories, service records, that kind of thing.” He smiled. “You want to know how it was done, ask Jazinsky. It was her work. I only made the deal fly and made sure the kids got where they were going.”


                “Neat.” Travers cocked his head at his old friend. “About a month ago Cygnus Freight lost a bulk cargo hauler loaded with engine parts. Also your handiwork?”

                In answer, Vaurien gestured at the crates stacked in the corner. “That’s what brings me to this godforsaken sandpit. You see, Travers? After all these years, at last you have stumbled over part of my secret! This is one of the places where I do business. There are many others just like it. I don’t see enough of you. Now, why did you re-enlist in Fleet when you could have flown with me?”

                “Maybe,” Travers said bitterly, “I had a certain desire to stay alive, and at the time it looked to me as if you maniacs were not going to make it. Privateers are riding the top of Fleet’s priority shit-list.”

                His bitterness wiped the smile off Vaurien’s face. “You are having second thoughts, Travers?” He slung one big arm around Travers’s shoulder and steered him across the warehouse, into a closet-sized office.  It was just big enough to hold a desk terminal access and a couple of chairs. On the corner of the littered desk surface were a bottle of wine and tray of glasses. 

                The wine was white, crackling dry, one of the Velcastran labels. Vaurien touched the rim of his glass to Travers’s and frowned into his face. “Second thoughts?”

                “Of course I’m having second thoughts.” Travers perched on the edge of the desk and glanced at the misty sphere of the terminal’s display. An endless stock list marched through the rotating threedee, but to him it was only code numbers. “Two years in Hellgate, and every living soul aboard that ship is dancing right on the edge, Richard.”

                “And yet —” Vaurien brought his brimmed glass of effervescent white wine to his lips, but did not drink. “And yet the bold Intrepid and her dauntless commander, the indomitable Colonel Falk, are no closer to finding our fleet or our stronghold than they were the first day when you entered the Rabelais Drift.”

                “Cheers,” Travers said sourly, and swallowed half the contents of the glass without tasting it. He studied Richard’s face in the harsh light of the portaflood and saw the other man’s genuine self-confidence. Vaurien knew he was right. He had always known. Travers felt the old, familiar tug. “So where’s Jazinsky?”

                “She’ll be here. She’s working.” Richard took a sip, savoring the fine wine, where Travers had simply swallowed it.

                “Navigation software?”
Travers guessed.

                “What else?” Vaurien put down his glass and folded his arms. “Yamazake himself could take class under that girl. But what brings you here, Travers?” His brows arched. “Or have you missed the icon and hero of your childhood?”


                Travers made a face. “You like to flatter yourself, Richard.”

                “I also know you, better than you think I do.” Vaurien reached over with a light caress for Travers’s cheek. “What’s chewing on you?”

                “I need your help,” Travers said bluntly. “You owe me a few favors —”

                “More than a few,” Vaurien agreed. “Ten years ago you helped me stay one jump ahead of Fleet, and you could have been executed for it. I’ve never forgotten that, nor will I.”

                “I should have had my brains examined,” Travers grumbled good naturedly. “But like you said, I worshipped you about the time my face was breaking out.” He drained his glass and held it out for a refill.

                “So tell me. What can I do for you?”


                “Can you get a message out for me?” Travers licked his lips. “Just a transmission, on a private subscriber tachyon band, to Velcastra.”

                “Is that all you want? Of course I can send a message, it’s a simple matter.” Richard brimmed their glasses. “What’s the content? Do you have it on a datacube?”

                “In the bag.” Travers gestured at the backpack he had dumped on the concrete by the elevator. “It’s just a message for a man called Liang. I worked for him a few years ago, out on Velcastra. This is something he has to know. And,” he added ruefully, “the contents of that cube is enough to get me lynched, if Fleet got hold of it I’ve been watching over my shoulder for security uniforms since I got off the Carolina.”

                “The data ... business?” Richard’s brows quirked.

                “Personal ... nothing you can steal.” Travers forced a smile. “Fleet’s getting away with murder, literally, and I’m sick and tired of it. Now, there’s not one damn thing I can do from the inside, not with the Intrepid buried so deep in Hellgate we can’t even get a signal out. But this man, Liang, might be able to wring a little justice out of Borushek Sector Command.”

                The privateer’s brow creased. “This is serious?”

                “I think so.” Travers shrugged, suddenly tired right through to the bone marrow. He wanted to sleep. He wanted to wake up and know he was not headed right back to the Intrepid in five days. The invitation in Richard’s face was daunting. “You’re looking at the tip of the iceberg on this datacube. We’ve got a crew that’s riding the knife’s edge, Richard, in a hotzone that would test the mettle of a saint, with a captain who’s about as sensitive as a ten-meter block of plascrete. 

                “I’m not saying Liang can work magic, but if he can get the Intrepid recalled for a formal investigation into a certain fatal incident, at least it’ll get us out of the Drift, and if we’re assigned a new boss, maybe even a whole new command corps, well, just maybe we can get back to doing what we’re paid for instead of spending twenty hours out of every twenty-four in a cold sweat.”

                Richard heard him out with a grave expression, and when Travers fell silent, closed a hand on his shoulder. “Are you sure you want to go back? You don’t have to. There’s always been a place for you with my crew, you know that. The Wastrel could be your home, and Jazinsky is the finest dimensional anomaly navigator working today — I promise you, a day will come, after the colonial wars, when Yamazake himself will take her tuition.” Vaurien paused. “And of course, you would soon be richer than your wildest dreams of avarice.”

                The temptation was terrible, and Travers groaned audibly. “I wish I could, Richard. But people are depending on me.”

                “Conscripts.” The privateer turned up his nose.

                “Some of them are caught up in the draft yes. And some career specialists, like myself, whose enlistment predates the present command regime and this bloody-minded, lunatic mission in Hellgate. This duty isn’t what we signed on for.” Travers shook his head sadly. “Now, we’re just trying to survive, Richard. It can’t go on much longer.”

                “You mean,” Vaurien said acidly, “if it does, Hellgate will claim another victim?”

                “Or Lorenzo Falk’s crew will self-detonate,” Travers added bitterly. He held up his hands to forestall Richard’s questions. “You don’t need or want to know the details. At least, not yet. It’s a hell of a mess, and it’s getting worse.”

                “And mostly because of us,” Vaurien added. “The main reason the Intrepid is in the Drift is because we are able to use that region as if it were our own back yard. Fleet will never stop us, and the commercial carriers who risk sending cargoes through that appalling hole in space can damned well afford to lose them, Neil. Hellgate claims more hulls and loads than we do — in a vast majority of cases, all we do is salvage the wreckage after a ship has been ripped into red-hot confetti! We get blamed for a number of wrecks we are not responsible for.”

                “And every one of them is richly insured, I know.” Travers reached for the wine bottle. “Still, Fleet must flex its muscles. Justice must be seen to be done, and similar crap.”

                They were silent as he drank, and then Richard said quietly, “Then you’ll be going back.”


                Travers nodded gloomily. “If I don’t, people could die.”

                “Heroics? That’s not your style.”

                “But survival is.” Travers drained the glass quickly. “And I’ve got friends on that flying asylum.”

                “I suppose you know best.” With an exasperated sigh, Vaurien gestured at the backpack, still abandoned on the warehouse floor where Travers had dropped it. “Give me the datacube and I’ll see to it. Velcastra, you say?”

                “Personal transmission.” Travers got his feet under him, pleased to find that his balance was stable again and his legs obeyed orders. He stooped for the pack, fetched it back to the tiny office and thrust his hand into it. Vaurien watched shrewdly as he rummaged through the pockets of the bundled-up Fleet fatigues jacket and extracted the white metal cube. “The frequency and coordinates are on that, send it as-is.” He paused, regarding the cube bleakly. “And then, if you know how to pray, say one for us.”

                “No gods watch over soldiers, Neil,” Richard said soberly. “The day a man picks up a weapon, he forfeits his right to divine protection. From that moment, he’s on his own.” He took the datacube and slipped it into the breast pocket of his ivory silk shirt. “I’ll send this as soon as I rejoin the Wastrel and we are clear of the Cimarosa system. Fleet won’t trace it.”

                “It could be my neck if they do,” Travers warned softly. “Tight in a Fleet noose. Lorenzo Falk would find some way to bury the whole situation, and me along with it.”

                “You know you can trust me,” Richard assured him, but his frown deepened. “Neil, what’s going on?”

                But Travers was too tired to explain. “It’s all on the cube. Look at the data before you send it, if you like. And for Christ’s sake, Richard, be careful when you do send it, or I could be dead under interrogation before I even got the chance to face a Fleet Justice Division court.”

                “I’ll look at it.” Richard took the empty glass out of Travers’s hand, and then grasped the hand firmly. “And if necessary, I’ll take it personally to this man Liang, on Velcastra.”


                “You’d do that?” Even now, Travers was taken aback.

                “For you.” Vaurien gestured at the warehouse and, by extension, his entire covert operation. “I could have been dead ten years ago, Neil. I’m alive, I’m free, and my crew is stronger than we’ve ever been, and the debt we owe for that, we owe to you.” He tugged Travers to his feet. “How long before you have to meet the courier, back to your ship?”

                “I have five more days,” Travers said. “It took two days to get here.”

                “Then, spend the rest of them with me,” Vaurien invited.

                “On this chunk of rock?” Travers demanded scornfully. “You’ll have to forgive me if Cimarosa doesn’t quite come up to the standards I expect of a vacation spot.”

                Richard chuckled. “I don’t intend to be here! You were lucky to catch us, we’re packing up, we’ll be out of here in a matter of hours.”

                “Christ.” Travers raked his fingers through his hair. “All right, I’ll take that as an omen! Where are you headed?”

                “A series of business meetings.” Richard shrugged off his work. “Velcastra, Haven, maybe even Halfway ... and eventually, Omaru, though you’ll be back on your ship by then. Where do you meet the Fleet courier for the ride back to Hellgate?”

                “Louverne will do.” Travers gestured vaguely over his shoulder. In fact he had no idea where Louverne was, relative to Cimarosa. “If you’re in the area.”

                “We can contrive to be. And until then, make the Wastrel your home.” Richard regarded Travers with a curious look and shook his head. “We’ll have you on Louverne with half a day to spare. Unless you reconsider, and chose to stay the hell out.”

                “The way you did, when you were eighteen.” Travers could hardly say he was not tempted. Not a single nerve in his body wanted to return to the Intrepid, nor to any other part of Hellgate. Vaurien said nothing; he was waiting. “I’ll ... think about it,” Travers promised. “Oh, I don’t know, Richard. Maybe I’m a bloody fool for going back, but there’s a crew of kids on that ship and they’re hanging on by their fingernails.”

                Vaurien only nodded, silent for a long time. “You always had a strong sense of ... what, is it honor?”

                “Something similar.” Travers was uncomfortable even addressing the question.

                “Yes. Well, try to make sure that sense of honor is not your undoing. And for the next few days at least make the Wastrel your home. Perhaps —” Vaurien smiled. “Perhaps our hospitality will help to change your mind about making your rendezvous with the courier.” He looked up over Travers’s shoulder in the direction of the elevator then, and his smile broadened. “Ah, I believe we have company.”

                The elevator had just begun to whine down the three levels from the club. “You want me to vanish?” Travers gestured at the warehouse. “I’ve probably already seen a whole lot more than I should have.”

                But Richard made negative noises. “It can only be Jazinsky. I left a message, that I was meeting you here. It’s got to be years since the two of you enjoyed the pleasure of civil company, a little wine, good food, solving the problems of the Confederation in the small hours of the morning over cognac and cigars.”

                The lift opened with a discreet growl of servomotors, and from it stepped a figure Travers knew. She was third generation Pakrani, whiteblond, statuesque, broad shouldered and long limbed, taller even than Travers, and probably equally as strong. The white mane fell past her shoulders, held back by black ivory clasps. She was as different from Gemini’s beauties as chalk is from cheese but she was still beautiful, and she knew it. The knowledge was apparent in the way she carried herself, the tilt of her head, the confidence with which she approached the world. Jazinsky was dressed in blue and white, something iridescent and skin tight that showed off the line of every bone and muscle, as only the Pakrani seemed to possess them, men and women alike. 


                They were designed for a world of high gravity and low light, high mountains and scouring winds. Their night vision was amazing and their physical strength was legend. Beyond that, they were as human as anyone else, though Travers had often thought their re-engineered genes stacked the deck in their favor no matter where they went. Barb Jazinsky was extraordinary in every way Travers could imagine.

                And she had never served with Fleet at all. She was just sixteen years old when Richard Vaurien found her, arguing with the stubborn, resentful elder faculty at the Winslow-Mao Academy of Space Sciences, the campus on Velcastra. She was right, and she knew it, but her determination to stand her ground only got her expelled, and the black eye she gave one abusive faculty member got her on the local vidcasts, where Vaurien saw her. He plucked her out of college a few months before she could expect to receive her conscription notice, and for the past ten years she had designed software and hardware for him

                It was two years since they had met, but she knew Travers at once, and held out her hand to him. “Neil Travers — they told me you were here but I didn’t believe it. And my gods, you’re out of uniform, man!” Her dark blue eyes flicked to Vaurien for a moment. “Have you finally acquired some common sense, and quit the service?” Her accent was long-vowelled, with soft consonants, lush with the sound of Santorini, her old home.

                “Not quite.” Travers took her hands and brushed her cheek with a kiss. She grasped his shoulders and stood back to study him at arm’s length, looking down at him from the advantage of a hand’s span. “Before you say it, Barb, I know. I look like shit. It’s been a rough year. I already told Richard most of the  story ... I came here begging for a favor.”

                Vaurien produced the white metal cube, held it between thumb and forefinger and said simply, “A classified transmission we can make for him.” He leaned over and kissed Jazinsky’s mouth. “Where were you?”

                She nodded at the pile of crates nearest the desk. “Arranging safe delivery for those. Stevenage are buying. Their representative will be at the loading bay, back of Gemini, with their own skytruck, in about a quarter hour.”

                For a second Travers was speechless. “You mean, you deal with the Stevenage Company?”

                “Put it another way,” the woman said dryly, “Stevenage do business with privateers when the fancy takes them. They haven’t a scruple, Travers. They want cyber components for the big industrial drones, we can supply at half the cost and in half the time. They’d be fools to go elsewhere.”

                “Except for the small fact that you’re wreckers,” Travers said amusedly.

                “Salvage operators,” Vaurien corrected in a seductive purr. “Most often we don’t wreck the ships we salvage. There’s no need. Cygnus Logistics slingshot through Rabelais Space to save ten or fifteen days off their shipping times. One ship in a hundred gets chewed up and spat out by Hellgate ... we pick up the pieces.”

                “Your point,” Travers conceded.

                Jazinsky stirred. “That reminds me, Richard. The news is full of something which may be profitable to us all. There’s a small war beginning on the other side of Hellgate. They’re ready to blow the lid right off on Omaru. The Outbound Pioneer’s been there for days. They’re talking about a blockade, most likely to stop weapons getting in.”

                “Already?” Vaurien seemed mildly surprised. “I thought we had a month at least.”

                But Travers was less surprised. “The newsvids have been full of  Omaru for the last week. They’ve been rioting, all they need is the weapons and they’ll fight. God knows, every man and woman between twenty-five and fifty has done military service, they didn’t have any choice about it!”

                “He’s right,” Jazinsky agreed. “They don’t need to be taught how to handle weapons, and they’re fit to kill, to keep their kids out of Hellgate.”


                “The same as the folks on Borushek you did business with a while ago,” Travers added. “The Intrepid was there four years ago. The government of Earth was squealing for help even then to quell a local insurrection.”

                “You mean,” Jazinsky said acidly, “the population of Omaru was trying to sever connections with the Confederacy, to get away from taxation and the Fleet levy, and the whip-hand cracked down on them so hard, it’s taken them another four years to drag themselves back to their feet and try again!” Her brows twitched at Travers. “You were there?”

                “We go where we’re sent,” he said philosophically.

                “Barb,” Vaurien remonstrated. “Of what possible interest is Omaru?”

                “Weapons,” she said succinctly. “The buyers on Omaru are in the market, right now. The scuttlebutt is, and I’m quoting, several major manufacturers and a corps of smugglers are already supplying various private armies between here and Omaru. One of the suppliers is Regan de la Court, though they deny it publicly. There’s going to be a full-scale conflagration. The story as I heard it is, the Omaru colonial government is going to refuse to be audited for taxation, no Confederate arguments tolerated. They’ll declare their sovereignty and protect their autonomy the hard way.”

                “The Confederacy won’t take this lying down,” Vaurien mused. “Fleet and the Army will both be on alert by now, which means Omaru will be engaging mercenaries sometime in the next year.”


                “And that,” Jazinsky finished, “is profitable for anyone who has the goods to trade.”

                “Goods?” Travers echoed.

                “Weapons systems, guidance, tracking, explosives, that sort of merchandise.” Vaurien slipped Travers’s datacube back into his pocket and gave his old friend a cajoling look. “You’re missing a golden opportunity. You could be rich and retire in two or three flights. Someone somewhere once said, in chaos there is profit.”

                “Damn it, I know.” Travers shoved his hands into the pockets of the tight camo pattern pants. “You think I’d go back to the Intrepid if I thought I had a choice?”

                Vaurien reached over again and took his hand. “Then we’ll get you back to Louverne on time to meet the Fleet courier, Neil. Four days from now. We’ve business to conduct, and I’ll ask you to stay out of sight for the moment —
Stevenage’s man will be here at any time, and they get understandably restless if they see strangers. We’ll be leaving Cimarosa in the morning, as you know. Loading overnight.”

                “And you’ll be back here on Cimarosa in a month,” Travers added. “Not the same location; other side of the planet, maybe. Unfortunately, all the leave I could get was three weeks, and it took two thirds of that time to arrange the transfers to get here. By the time you return, I’ll be back aboard.” He tightened his grip on Vaurien’s hand. “I owe you one.”

                “For delivering a message for you?” Vaurien emphatically denied any debt. “This is nothing. And you have me curious to see what’s so important you invest your furlough in it. What’s so dangerous, Colonel Lorenzo Falk would ensure that you died under interrogation, if he knew you had the data.” His eyes glittered as he looked at Jazinsky. “This one has a history of heroics, though he’ll tell you I’m exaggerating. You know what he did for me, when he was just a fourth year conscript?”

                She chuckled quietly. “Richard tells this story way too often, Travers. He loves to tell it ... and I believe it. You gave him Fleet Intelligence that let him get his operation on Velcastra shut down and out of there before the manacles snapped around his wrists.”

                “Like I said, I need my brains examined.” Travers shared a grin with Jazinsky that mocked himself a little, and then picked up his bag as he heard the platform of a massive service elevator begin to grind down, somewhere behind the stacks of crates. “Sounds like your business partners just got in. I better get out of here. Where do you want me till the Stevenage people have gone?”

                “Go up to the club. Dance, have a drink, skull out,” Richard invited. “Make yourself at home in Gemini, feel free to take what you want.”

                “We bought it six months ago,” Jazinsky explained when Travers’s face blanked. “It’s a legitimate enterprise. Believe it or not, we have several.”

                “One day, Neil,” Vaurien called over his shoulder as he stepped away toward the service lift, “you’re going to turn your back on Fleet and come with us.”

                “One day,” Travers agreed. “Maybe soon ... but not quite yet.”

                Not when people whom he called his friends were depending on him in the midst of a world which was rapidly going mad, and where the survival of a whole squad might depend on the quick wits of a single man. Travers felt the terrible, guilty weight of the responsibility. He did not relish it, but he would carry it as long as he thought he saw a glimmer of optimism. 

                As he stepped into the club elevator, Vaurien and Jazinsky were greeting the representative from Stevenage. He caught the barest glimpse of gray suits,  and moments later he was back in the club, his head still reeling, and not from the shot that had been popped into his neck.

                An hour into the morning, Gemini was already getting boisterous, vulgar and violent. The big Kuchini bouncers were busy, the music blared louder to cover the commotion of three different fights. Behind the facade of such turmoil and inebriation, no one would notice the dubious business transactions taking place. The club’s air was cool enough, but it was laced with something that made the senses spin, and the music was loud enough to perforate his eardrums. 

                Four days before he had to make the courier. Four days to cram in a lifetime’s worth of living.  Just inside the door, Travers slipped the breathmask onto his face and took a deep draft of oxygen. The hot, dry night wind off the mines hit him as he stepped out onto the street to take a taste of Cimarosa. People of every race and every variety of gene recombination milled about him, with only one thing in common. Vazyabinsk was their home, they worked for Stevenage, they were here to earn big and stash their money, because every one of them planned to make good his or her escape to the bright lights of the rich colonies. And the richest of them all was, or at least had been, Omaru.

                Right across the Deep Sky, Cimarosa was popularly disparaged as a place to be escaped from, but a man who had just shipped out of the Rabelais Drift, and was due to return so soon, saw vistas of opportunity. 

                That tachyon band transmission would be received on Velcastra in a few days. And then, Travers thought as he dove into the crowd, determined to immerse himself in humanity while he had the chance, perhaps  Robert Chandra Liang had the resources to take the DeepSky Fleet by the throat and squeeze until justice was forthcoming.

                It was a long shot, but for the troops aboard the Intrepid, it was probably the only shot left.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Wastrel, Cimarosa

 

The Wastrel was parked in the asteroid debris in the lee of the tug dry-dock on Riga, Cimarosa’s third moon. She was so thoroughly concealed, even Vaurien’s own instruments could not pick her out of the refuse from the smelters until the Yamazake Eclipse had arced around the city-sized, radiomarked boulder of PL4892, and by that time Travers picked her up with his naked eyes in the same instant the scanners had her.

                She was a salvage tug, but not from the same litter as the pug-ugly, deformed monstrosities working the mines. The Wastrel had more the look of a warship, with an elongated body and the massive engines demanded by her trade. But in between the Weimann modules in her high stern and the small section of the ship that was shielded and armored for humans, she was largely empty. Holds yawned open like the empty maw of a vast, dormant animal; robot cranes like crustacean life forms worked in and around them, and a squadron of light cargo modules scudded to and fro on autopilot, loading her.

                The Eclipse approached from the starboard stern quarter and Vaurien took the plane in close, nuzzling the ten year old and space-scarred hull like a remora on a whaleshark. He called in, identifying himself with the Wastrel’s own codes on a band so narrow and low power, the signal would never cut through the radiation flare off Riga’s four Prometheus generators..

                In the rear seats of the Eclipse’s cockpit, Travers and Jazinsky were intent on the latest newsvids from Omaru. The Fleet blockade was taking shape, forming up behind and around the old carrier Outbound Pioneer, and the colonial government was digging in. cns reported that every member of that government had been officially marked as a criminal by the Confederation. The crime was either mutiny or treason; cns seemed uncertain which, but the penalties would be severe, if the ‘action’ on Omaru failed.

                The Yamazake sportplane braked back, approaching its landing bay with engines shut down and thrusters spitting plumes of white exhaust. The bay was lit in blue-white, winking red running lights marked out the pad, and Vaurien had only to slide the Eclipse home, like holstering a sidearm. 

                With a life of its own, the pad  took hold of her with the heavy metal sound of magnetic clamps, and as the bay doors closed to space the plane was lowered down into the deck. Beneath the landing bay was the crew hanger, pressurized, warm, dimly lit, inviting, and busy with a half dozen of Vaurien’s staff working six different projects.

                “Welcome aboard,” Richard said over his shoulder to Travers as he popped the Eclipse’s canopy. “This is the first time you’ve seen her from the inside, isn’t it?”

                “It is. And before you ask, I’m impressed.” Travers said as he lifted himself out of the molded, human-shaped couch. 

                What impressed him the most was the quiet efficiency with which things were being done aboard the ship. The civilian garb, sometimes casual, often elegant, the indulgence in color, unshorn hair, jewelry, none of which made a job proceed any more slowly or be completed any less efficiently. Fleet was a million light years away, and he felt the tug of Vaurien’s invitation.

                “You’ve actually met some of my crew,” Richard was saying. “Sol Malik, my hanger crew chief, over there in the scarlet shirt so red, it blisters your eyes. Tully Ingersol, working on the hydraulics there. He’s actually my Weimann Drive specialist, just tinkering with the machinery here for the fun of it. Claudia Chan, used to work for Arago Technologies till I made her a better offer. Now she wrangles my shields, repulsion and tractors. Do you know Kel Carnaby?”

                “We’ve met,” Travers told him. “He was on the Chicago. Not in my unit, but we were aboard together on my first trip out. What the hell is Carnaby doing with you?”

                “Something similar to yourself, perhaps?” Vaurien suggested gently. “He’s still a weapons systems specialist. Before I accept a consignment from any dealer out of Halfway, with a pedigree so new the ink is still wet, I look it over.” He tapped the side of his nose. “The truth? I bought garbage. Once. You only make that mistake once. As it happened, Carnaby was in Halfway at the time, and he tried to warn me. I didn’t know him from the proverbial hole in the ground, so didn’t listen. I was back three days later, after an extremely pissed customer had tried to beat the price of his wasted time out of my hide. I ...” He smiled. “Moody and Angioro took the supplier to pieces. You met them at Gemini.”

                “The bouncers,” Travers concluded. “Less brains between the pair of them than it takes to light up a porch lamp, but enough muscles to pull the whole porch down.”

                “Exactly.” Vaurien was amused. “Carnaby was still in Halfway. Seems he’d dropped a fortune in some game or other —”

                “He always had a gambling problem,” Travers said with an odd sense of nostalgia as he recalled night-long sessions at the poker table, scenes he had not even thought of in years.

                “As you say. He still gambles, and just as often loses.” Vaurien waved across the hanger to Carnaby and Ingersol. “He was stranded on Halfway, waiting for a face he knew to show up so he could bum a ride out, and working at Enigme to keep food in his belly.”

                “Some kind of a watering hole?” Travers guessed.

                “Of a kind.” Vaurien seemed indifferent. “A sexshop on the rink, right by the docks. Rough by anyone’s standards, off limits to kids, and the medics stop by there four times a night to treat the hookers and tricks alike.”

                “Carnaby was working there?” Now Travers was surprised.

                “He likes to eat, and Enigme was all he could get,” Vaurien said dryly. “Come this way, Travers. For a few days at least try to forget Fleet owns a piece of you! And,” he added, “I confess you have me curious. I want to run your data. Barb?”

                Jazinsky had wandered away toward the test bench where Tully Ingersol was working with what seemed to be a model engine. She gave Vaurien a wave and shouted over the sudden bellow of a cutting torch, “I’ll catch you up, Richard. I want Tully’s numbers, the tests were finished this morning.”

                “Tests?” Travers echoed as he followed Vaurien into the service lift.

                “Some sort of field generator.” Richard only shrugged, as if he had  no interest in their work. “Something like an Arago generator, but small enough to fit in a thimble.” His eyes flickered then. “I have no idea what they imagine they’ll do with it, but it amuses Tully. As for Barb, her passion is for the numbers. She plotted his field equations, now she just wants to check her arithmetic.”

                A repulsion generator that would lift the Yamazake Eclipse, small enough to hold in the palm of his hand? Travers could think of a dozen uses for the device, none of them peaceful. In the hands of Fleet’s Research and Development division, Ingersol’s toy would immediately be perverted into a weapon.

                The service elevator opened into a darkened machine shop. To one side was an equipment store, to the other a vacant compartment. Vaurien cut a line through the machine shop and led Travers into a dimly-lit passage that fed into the tug’s ops room in one direction and the crew quarters in the other. Travers glimpsed a mission status board in the rear of the ops room, behind the hollow, glowing navigation tank and the positions from which the Wastrel was piloted. She was still loading; departure from Cimarosa was set for four hours. 

                “I sometimes think,” Vaurien was saying as he strolled toward his own quarters, and in through a double door which stood wide open, “I wouldn’t like to live inside Jazinsky’s head. Her brain, her mind. Perhaps even her soul. To her, the whole Cosmos is numbers. She doesn’t see the stars, she sees the chemistry of their atmospheres, their gravity wells, their orbits. When she looks into the face of Hellgate she doesn’t seen a nightmare, she sees the wormhole honeycomb of Elar’ne.”

                “That’s a Resalq word.” Travers dumped his backpack just inside the door and cast a glance around Vaurien’s private space. 

                Four viewports offered a vista of the dark side of PL4892, a blaze of stars and the red-brown haze of Cimarosa which was at that moment behind the asteroid. The deck under his feet was thick with fur-like carpet, the bed was circular, wide, strewn with satin sheets the color of chocolate. One wall was given over to electronics, the only concession to the fact the Wastrel was a working ship and not a luxury yacht.

                “It’s a Resalq word,” Vaurien agreed as he folded out a lavish wet bar and turned back to Travers with a bottle in each hand. “Real, genuine Kentucky bourbon, all the way from, well, from Kentucky I suppose, or Sambari, three years old, out of the Marconi distilleries on Velcastra.”

                “Bourbon,” Travers decided without hesitation. He had not tasted the real thing in years. It was more rare out here than gelemeralds. He took a glass from Richard and looked around for somewhere to sit; the bed was the only place, other than the one chair drawn up before the circuit access, and Vaurien had already taken that. Travers tried the bed, found it firm and yet yielding, and he gave Richard’s back a speculative look.

                The terminal had just logged onto the circuit and the display began to glow a rich, soft blue. The access was keyless, and Vaurien was saying to the system as he dropped the cube into the deck, “Open and list.” He looked over his shoulder, saw the other man on the foot of the bed and smiled faintly as he asked, “Is your work encrypted?”

                “Mildly,” Travers told him. “Nothing a good system can’t get through in a few minutes, but you’ll appreciate, I don’t want every man and his dog to see the contents.”

                As he fell silent the blue shimmer of the display showed a short list of files, just a few terabytes of material, stored in a corner of the cube. Richard thrust a fingertip into one file listing and sat back. 

                The encryption Travers had used was a third generation Fleet standard, a year old and still in use. He had expected Richard’s system to take at least two minutes to chew through it, but the file opened at once.

                “You got hold of the Fleet codes,” he said quietly.

                “We didn’t need to.” Vaurien was reading. “I told you, the whole Cosmos is no more than numbers in the labyrinth of Jazinsky’s mind. She broke these encryption codes in an hour over breakfast coffee, the day after they were first used. As I said, I wouldn’t want to live inside that skull with her, but I’ll admit, Neil, I couldn’t do five percent of what I do without her. Rabelais Space is our backyard, our playground. Fleet knows that. We play in Elar’ne like dolphins and orca weaving through a living reef, while you people smash your heads against the coral fortress and are so surprised when the ramparts and turrets tear your ships to pieces.”

                “Elar’ne,” Travers whispered. “I’ve heard that word before. I don’t remember where.”

                “From me, probably.” Vaurien was engrossed in the data, but he spared a moment to give Travers a smile. “It’s the Resalq term for Hellgate. I’m not sure of the exact translation, but I think it’s something like ‘realm of storms’ — don’t quote me. I’m not a linguist.”

                Realm of storms. The Resalq had quite a turn of phrase, and this one was accurate. Hellgate was like a hundred storms in collision, all boiling and frothing in a sky that was made of incandescent gas, gravity run wild and time gone mad. The mere mention of the word Hellgate raised prickles of gooseflesh along Travers’s arms, and he subsided into the yielding surface of the bed, nursed the double shot of bourbon, and gave Vaurien a chance to get through the data. Text, images, visuals, audio tracks. Everything Travers had been able to winkle out of the circuit aboard the Intrepid without betraying himself to the command corps. He had not been able to do it without help, and several other heads would roll with his own, if they were caught. MacLean, Fujioka, Inosanto, Fargo and others, some of them barely into their twenties, all willing to take terrible risks to get the data out.

                Wearing an expression like a thundercloud, Vaurien read it all once and then rechecked parts of the package, examining the details. Silent now, he helped himself to a shot of Sambari and swiveled the chair to face Travers. The chair molded to his form and weight and he gazed into the glass of green-gold Velcastran rum as if it were a crystal ball. Travers waited.

                Richard’s voice was very deep, very grave. “These are extremely serious charges, Neil.”

                “They are.” Travers rolled the bourbon on his tongue. “I would be expecting a full Fleet Justice Division investigation, a court martial and, frankly, a firing squad.”

                “Yes.” Vaurien took a sip of the Sambari. “Do you ...” He hesitated and gave Travers a hard, piercing look. “You want me to send this to a man called Robert Chandra Liang.”

                “Correct.” Travers was still waiting, with the uncomfortable sensation of waiting for the other boot to fall.

                “Do you have any idea,” Vaurien wondered, “who Robert Chandra Liang is?”

                “Not really. I worked for him for a handful of weeks, a lot of years ago, but how the hell do you get to know somebody who’s so stinking rich, they don’t even breathe the same air?” Travers said brashly. “Anyway, I  know about his kid. That’s enough.”

                But Vaurien shook his head. “You’re about to smash the lid right off Pandora’s Box. Know what you’re getting into, Neil.”

                “I’m listening.” Travers leaned back, took his weight on one elbow and frowned up at Vaurien. “It won’t make any difference. Liang could be the president elect of Omaru, and it wouldn’t change anything.”

                “Close,” Vaurien gave him an odd look. “Chandra Liang is an industrialist. He owns one half of Velcastra and he’s thinking about buying the other half. He has fingers in industry, commerce, transport, military technology, and he has government connections in the colony.”

                “All of which didn’t do a damn thing for his kid,” Travers said sourly. 

                “It wouldn’t.” Vaurien looked into his glass again. “Fleet is the great leveler. Who you were in private life means nothing after you’ve taken the first step through the door. The induction center. Which in this sector means Borushek.”

                “I know. I was there,” Travers growled. Richard was stirring up a morass of old memories, none of them pleasant, and he forced himself to concentrate as Vaurien went on.

                “Robert Chandra Liang has been married eight times that I know of, and a lot of his connections in industry, commerce and government come from those marriages. His own personal business is import-export, and Velcastra is probably still the best place in the Deep Sky to prosper in that line of business. Maybe he was too busy getting rich, or richer, but in all those marriages he produced only one son.”

                “Karl,” Travers said quietly. “I met him once or twice, Christ, what do I remember? Short little squab with a potbelly and three double-chins. Like I said, rich man’s kid.”

                “Karl.” Vaurien sighed. “You recognized him, when he showed up on the Intrepid?” 

                Travers sighed. “Not at first. He’d grown up a lot, as you’d expect. I saw his name on the roster, took a good look at him. He pretended not to know me, and I didn’t force the issue. God knows, maybe he was embarrassed about the way he’d acted when he was a fat little squab. He wasn’t the most likable brat if you were just hired help, if you take my meaning. Then suddenly he’s in the uniform, and he’s the lowest form of life, just a helpless rookie trooper fresh out of the simulation tanks, green as grass and shoved headfirst into Hellgate. He knew he needed good friends, so he changed his tune, fast.”

                “You got to know him well?”

                “Well enough.” Travers drained the bourbon and held out the glass, not actually prompting for a refill but not about to turn it down when Richard gave it to him. The whisky had taken the edge off, and he was grateful for it. “What can I tell you? Karl was just a kid. Soft and spoiled, a real rich daddy’s boy, but despite all that, little more than a child.” 

                “Unsurprising,” Vaurien said darkly. “His mother was Sonja Mei-Ming Deuel.” He lifted his brows at Travers, waiting for a response, as if he expected the name to mean something.

                In fact Travers’s memory was stirring, but it had been years since he heard the name, and he had never heard it at all outside of Velcastra. “I should know that.”

                “You should,” Vaurien said wryly. “Sonja Mei-Ming Deuel is the only daughter of Lin Ford Deuel, and he was Colonial Governor of Velcastra for twelve years. Karl, your one-time obnoxious brat turned grass-green  rookie trooper is Lin Ford Deuel’s grandson.”

                “Jesus,” Travers breathed, and knuckled his eyes as the dry, recycled ship’s air began to irritate them.

                “That’s clout,” Richard said thoughtfully. “Serious clout. And what you have here —” he nodded at the shimmering blue display, which had lapsed into idle “— should be enough to light a large fire under Fleet.”

                “Then you’ll make sure it gets through to Liang,” Travers whispered. “And you’ll make doubly sure Fleet doesn’t intercept it.”

                Vaurien turned off the access and moved to the bed. His weight compressed the mattress at Travers’s side, and he drew a one-fingered caress the length of Travers’s nose. “I’ll do better. I’ll take it there personally. As it happens I have business soon on Velcastra in any case, and I’ve actually done business with Liang once or twice. I don’t know the man in any social sense, but I’ve no doubt he’d recognize me across a crowded bar.”

                “All right.” At last Travers felt as if he could relax. Perhaps it was setting the weight of responsibility for the data into another pair of hands; perhaps it was the bourbon. “Thanks, Richard. By the time anything comes of this I’ll be right back on the Intrepid, buried in Hellgate, but when Fleet Justice Division comes to drag Lorenzo Falk away, kicking and screaming, I’ll know from where the blade fell even if he doesn’t.” He yawned in Vaurien’s face, and Richard chuckled.

                “You want to get some sleep, Neil?” He took the empty glass out of Travers’s hand. “I have things to do anyway. We’re quitting the system in a few hours —”

                “I saw the status board.” Travers tried to sit up and found Vaurien’s hand in the middle of his chest, holding him down.

                “Stay where you are,” Vaurien suggested. His eyes crinkled at the corners with subtle good humor.

                “You ... inviting?” Travers asked.

                “I’m inviting.” Vaurien toyed with the lobe of Travers’s ear, tugging it gently. “It’s been a long, long time, Neil.” 

                “I’m accepting,” Travers said easily. 

                Now Vaurien laughed. “I told you, make yourself at home. We’re headed out of the system, a series of business meets, one after the other, but that doesn’t mean you won’t see a white beach here, a glacier there. Four days, Neil. Make the most of them.”

                “I intend to.” Travers mocked himself with a grin. “I might not get aother chance.”

                “I didn’t say that.” Vaurien leaned over and kissed Travers’s brow lightly. His tongue tasted the salt-sweet skin there for a moment and then he stood. “Get some sleep, take a shower, order up some clothes, whatever you want. I’ll meet you later for dinner.” He looked at the terminal, where shiptime was shown below the dormant access display. “Five hours?”

                “Which would be more sleep than I’ve had out of any twenty-four in the last six months,” Travers informed him. 

                Vaurien paused at the door and frowned at him. “It’s that bad aboard the Intrepid? No exaggeration?”  

                “It’s that bad,” Travers said gruffly, and dragged his shirt over his head.

                The cabin lights dimmed and the door closed behind Vaurien with a soft sound of well-tuned servos. Travers was alone. He could not even remember the last time he had enjoyed the luxury of being alone; there was precious little privacy on a carrier. And if he told the truth, the lure of the Wastrel, the freedom, the simple luxuries of a wide bed, satin sheets, a cabin larger than a broom closet, were almost more than his resolve to go back would tolerate.

                And then, as he began to spiral down into sleep and the bourbon loosened his mind as well as his body, he saw faces. Fargo, Inosanto, Fujioka, MacLean, Szabo, Choi, Kravitz, Perlman. All of them were trapped, none expected to live long enough to get out of Hellgate. All of them had helped, in some way, to gather the data on that cube. They survived by standing together, working as a unit, and inside such a unit everyone depended on everyone else. Take Travers out of the equation, and it did not balance. He knew this. 

                So he would go back. There had never been any serious doubt in his mind, but all the same he mocked himself for a madman as he rolled over, pressed his face into the chocolate colored silk sheets of Richard’s bed and fell dead asleep. 

                His dreams, as always, were a confusion of fight and flight, from enemies he could neither see nor hear, in a darkness punctuated only by jets of white-hot plasma which scorched the hide off him, and pits which opened at his feet, not in the ground or the floor, but in the fabric of space itself. The plasma surged out of the hearts of massive stars, roiling and colliding without regard for the laws of physics and nature. At one moment he was clenched over the controls of a gunship, the next he was adrift in the vacuum, burned up in the flares from supergiant stars in collision. The pits yawned like jaws in the ground, in walls he had not even realized were there, and in the air or vacuum over his head. They were not ‘bottomless’ at all — they went places, they swallowed men, ships and whole planetoids — the shrapnel left over from the smashed solar systems of self-destructing stars — which spun through the chaos of Rabelais Space. The pits swallowed anything they could get their jaws around; sometimes mangled wreckage was spat out a light year away, or a light hour, within the stormy precincts of Rabelais Space; sometimes the victim simply disappeared from Hellgate, to be spat out God knew where, or when. For the pits were wormholes, a shifting, writhing, tangling mass of eels or snakes, a medusa-head knotting and unknotting just beneath the distorted and smashed veneer of ‘normal’ space that existed between Hellgate’s terrible maelstroms and awesome vortexes. Burned alive, broken on the rack of unpredictable hurricanes of gravity and time, Travers threshed through his dreams. 

                His sleep was always like this, until sheer exhaustion plunged him into an abyss so deep, his mind shut off for a few hours. Waking again to the reality of the Intrepid left him emptied out, bereft of coherent thought and emotion, moving stiffly through his duties on autopilot, closer to machine than human being.

                A soft light seeped through his closed eyelids; his ears began to pick up sounds not generated by the curious mechanism of dreams, and he cracked open his eyes, far enough to see Vaurien at the terminal opposite the bed. How long Richard had been back in the cabin, Travers could not know, but the chrono told him it was six hours since he had closed his eyes. Six hours. He sat up, struggling for orientation for a moment. Richard did not even notice he was awake, and Travers took the precious time to force oxygen into his lungs and kickstart his brain synapses. 

                Richard was talking in quiet undertones to a man framed in the access’s display, and as Travers’s vision cleared he glanced incuriously  at  the threedee image. The man seemed to be an associate or business partner of Richard’s, and they were discussing funding, goods, a specific market-place. Omaru. Richard made several alternative suggestions, citing the Fleet blockade as an excellent reason for staying away from Omaru this season, but his associate swiftly vetoed every suggestion, albeit pleasantly. Whatever shipment they were talking about was for the ‘criminal government’ in Hydralis. Travers peered more closely at the other man, wondering who he was, to call the shots in a deal with Vaurien.

                He was framed against the background of a room, possibly a hotel; the light was blue-white, daylight, streaming from his left, but the blue hues could not override the dark gold of his skin. His hair seemed a paler shade of his skin tone, and there was something about him, something odd, or special, which Travers could not quite define, but which he knew he would remember. 

                They reached an agreement as Travers swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood. He noticed only now, the viewports were filled with blue and mauve streaks where stars should have been: the Wastrel was underway, Cimarosa was far behind. And Travers felt that he must shrug himself awake.

                The bathroom was a silver cavern to the left of the bed. Steam was heavy on the air, filling his head, and scalding water streamed over him as if it sluiced away an accumulation of rust and corrosion. He felt invigorated as he stepped out of the shower stall, and helped himself to a pale blue robe. 

                 Shiptime, it was after nine, and Travers discovered himself hungry. Vaurien seemed to know. “They’re eating in the forward lounge,” he offered as he shut down the access, left the system to monitor itself, and turned toward Travers. He looked Neil up and down and nodded. “Now, that’s an improvement.”

                “I look like a human being again?” Travers guessed.

                “You look a little more like the man I remember, a little less like a fugitive,” Vaurien told him honestly. 

                “I felt like a fugitive. Shit, I was a fugitive, all the way to Gemini.” Travers cast about for his clothes. “Christ! I’m wearing a Fleet uniform with furlough passes in my pocket, I just got off a courier, and I’m carrying data that’ll bury Lorenzo Falk’s command corps, have the Intrepid recalled from Hellgate, and put a man called Neville in front of a Fleet firing squad — how am I supposed to feel?”

                “Under the gun,” Vaurien guessed as he palmed open a closet and tossed Travers a clean shirt. 

                The garment was gray silk, probably from Jagreth, which was known for the finer things in civilian life. It was a Middle Heavens colony, far enough out from Earth to be autonomous, not so far out that it suffered any of the hardships of the isolated Deep Sky colonies. Easy street.

                “Nice,” Travers approved as he slipped the shirt on, liking the sensuous whisper of silk against his skin. 

                “Get your ass out of Fleet,” Vaurien said quietly, “and good things, fine things, can be routine. You don’t have to go back.”

                “I do.” Travers looked away. 

                “Your damned sense of duty will be the end of you one day,” Vaurien said, half amused, half admonishing. Then he relented with a sigh and captured Travers with an arm about his shoulders. “On that day, I’ll mourn.”

                “But, please God, not soon,” Travers prayed, and turned into Richard’s embrace. 

                Richard’s arms around him would always remind Travers of crackling winter days, the sun sparkling on ice sculpture, the wind screaming down off the Wulff Glacier with an edge like a katana. Fall colors, red, gold and every shade between, scattered through the SternhagenForest where birch, aspen and cottonwood mingled with spruce and pine. The plant species were all native to Earth, and four or five centuries of growth in the gentle climates of  the northern hemisphere of Darwin’s World had dressed the landscape of the terraformed world in forests so familiar, it might almost have been Earth. The stars of the Middle Heavens glittered over the mountains by night, constellations Travers would have recognized anywhere after seventeen years there. Darwin’s was an old colony, long ago settled into middle-aged complacency. Travers would always remember it as home, but in fact he had never returned there after he received his manumission, the so-called ‘certificate of civilian status’ at the end of his conscripted service. 

                One day, he told himself, he would go back, perhaps even to settle. 

                First, he had to survive. Thoughts of Hellgate encroached like shadows around the periphery of his mind, and as Richard invited kisses, Travers opened his mouth to them, grateful for the sensuality, the affection of old friends long separated. Richard’s hands explored him, not racing over him but rediscovering the hard curves and bony hollows of his body as if he had more than half forgotten them. Travers was lean, but he had the genes to build muscle and the service had filled out his frame. He was in his early thirties now, and while something of the boy still endured about him, he was far from the youth Richard Vaurien had seduced to bed all those years ago, in a cabin in the shadow of the Wulff Glacier.

                He had changed. They both had — times changed, people changed, and times changed people. Richard’s life had been comparatively easy, vastly successful and seldom dangerous. He had the air of affluence about him, self-confident and self-possessed, whereas Travers knew exactly what he himself looked like. Even now, he had the hungry look of the predator and the tense alertness, the pricked ears and sharp eyes of the prey. From one moment to the next he was likely to be either, switching roles, back and forth, as Hellgate demanded.

                Vaurien kissed him deeply, with a lapping, velvet tongue trying to recapture some magic from yesteryear, but Travers knew it was impossible. Instead, he took Richard in a tight, even punishing embrace and nurtured some new kind of magic. He heard Richard’s quiet murmur of surprise, and the man’s hands, at that moment palming the globes of Travers’s ass, clenched hard. His lips slid down to Travers’s neck and nipped a fold of skin there sharply.

                Leaving his brand? Travers gave a throaty laugh, deliberately bumped his hips against Richard’s, and then gave him a push. “I’m hungry.”

                “Then I’d better feed you.” Richard’s eyes were dark, warm, laughing and at the same time filled with curious challenge. “If I want you to see the best of you later.” He indicated the bed with a sidelong nod. “Yes? And not for old time’s sake, Neil. You’re not the kid I seduced where you were still struggling to grow hair on your lip. I’ve no desire for you to be that kid.”

                “You’ve changed too,” Travers said thoughtfully. 

                “It’s been almost twelve years.”

                “And you’ve cut your own trail through the Deep Sky,” Travers added.

                Vaurien only shrugged. “I made my decisions early, took some harebrained risks and was just plain lucky once or twice. I could just as easily have been dead, but I made good friends among the privateers and  mercenaries, and when I came to put my own crew together I had the cream of a generation to choose from.” He made a gesture, like picking a flower. “Pluck the bloom in college, before Fleet can get hold of them. In many ways the Confederation played into my hands, and it’s ironic. They’ve spent thirty years bleeding the colonies white with taxes and pumping the money into construction yards to build a Fleet that your grandfather and mine could never even have even dreamed of, and — look at the colonies now! By the time they reach an actual confrontation with the enemy out of Hellgate they dread so much, they won’t be in any position to fight.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “The colonial wars are coming. Fleet will deploy the super-carriers out here in the colonies, it’ll be kids in uniform against kids in civvies, Travers. Your kids, your company from the Intrepid, knee deep in it, on the streets of Hydralis or Elstrom or Geneva.” He paused. “How do you feel about that?”
                The question did not catch Travers unawares, since he had faced it down in the privacy of his own thoughts more than once. “Ambivalent,” he admitted. “On the one hand, I didn’t sign on to crush civilians. It wasn’t any part of the deal I put my name to when I re-upped, and it makes my flesh crawl, knowing I’ll be doing that. On the other hand, Richard, I’m not going to turn down anything
—anything at all — that gets that ship out of Rabelais Space. Okay, my blood runs cold at the idea of firing pulse-cannons in the street, but I remind myself that people like you are arming the civilian populations of those cities, and bloody-damned Fleet itself trained them, in the field, in the sim tank, every scenario they could throw at them and then the real thing, between seventeen and twenty-two.”

                “They’re an army,” Richard said quietly. “Don’t underestimate them. If you do, they will surely cut you down, Fleet uniforms, Fleet equipment or not. The colonial militias are well trained, well armed, and I warn you, well funded from sources you can’t imagine.”
                “You were making a call when I woke up. A republican ... benefactor?” Travers prompted.

                “Yes.” Richard laid a warning finger on his lips. “And don’t ask any more, Neil, unless you’re joining the Wastrel.”

                “All right. I won’t ask.” Travers took a step toward the door. “Food?”

                “Dinner.” Vaurien led the way out of the cabin and pointed him in the direction of the crew’s forward lounge. 

                At this hour dinner was over and only two remained in the lounge, thrashing through a skein of calculus Travers could not even pretend to understand. Barb Jazinsky and Tully Ingersol were drinking wine, smoking the best cigars out of Borushek and cross-checking each other’s figures. Travers caught a glimpse of the tangle of symbols and numbers, like a weird foreign language shimmering in the display of a shared terminal. Vaurien introduced him to Ingersol in an offhand manner, as if Travers were already part of the Wastrel’s complement, and Travers seated himself opposite Jazinsky, trying not to look at her work — not because he thought she might resent the intrusion, but because the calculus made him dizzy. 

                The food was better than anything he had tasted in many months; in fact, since the last time he had been able to get off the Intrepid. Jazinsky and Ingersol were mellow, arguing in undertones, and Vaurien seemed content to pick around the outside of his meal and watch Travers eat like a starved bear. For himself, Travers listened passively to the case Jazinsky was making for a new navigation system. Ingersol seemed filled with doubts that it was of any value; Jazinsky swore by her calculations — and there, Travers lost the thread of their argument, because the nav system she described charted and monitored veneers of space several layers under the ‘normal’ space, which Travers understood. They were talking about monitoring ‘emergent wormholes,’ and at last Jazinsky closed the discussion by throwing out a challenge. Ingersol was a Weimann Drive specialist. He should build an engine sled and she would equip it with a body shell designed to hold nothing more than the proposed navigation system. They would launch it into an emergent wormhole and test their theories the hard way.      

                The suggestion pulled Ingersol up short. He was a thickset little man with black hair shot through with silver, and his heavy-featured face showed a lot of wear and tear. Travers could not even begin to estimate his age. As someone once rightly said, the distance a man had come, and through what difficulties, meant more than the calendar. Ingersol had thick, strong fingers. The sleeves of his pale blue shirt were pushed up around ebony-tanned forearms, and his face was just as dark, making his eyes look incongruously pale. He licked his lips. “That’s going to cost a lot of money, Barb. If I was on a Fleet R&D contract, I’d have to lobby for three months to get the funding for this.”

                Jazinsky turned cool blue eyes on Vaurien. “Richard?”

                “You see?” Vaurien angled an amused look at Travers. “When they break their toys they invariably turn to me for new ones.”

                “Nothing’s been broken, Richard,” Jazinsky remonstrated. “We haven’t even built it yet. And in any case, it won’t cost a fraction of what Tully thinks. There’s a spaceplane chassis in the workshop, Tully can salvage the Weimann module from a wreck, maybe something we pull out of Hellgate next week. I have three navigation deck testbeds and I’d be glad to sacrifice one. Not,” she added, “that I believe it’ll be lost. I’ll have it back soon enough. If I’m right — and I know I am — we’ll have a new generation of software, so far in advance of anything Fleet has, they haven’t even glimpsed the possibilities of what I’m exploring.”

                “If you’re right,” Ingersol added darkly.

                “I am, Tully.” Jazinsky had dismissed any other concept. 

                “And the fallout, in terms of benefits, from your project?” Vaurien prompted with a shrewd look at the woman.

                She folded her elbows on the table and leaned forward on them, closer to Vaurien. “We will be able to transit Hellgate with  more safety, and more speed, than ever before. In fact —” and her eyes burned with a zealot light Travers had rarely seen “— we might be able to use Hellgate, Richard, rather than living and working with it in an unhappy kind of compromise. Use Hellgate in something, and I stress something of the same way the Zunshu use it.”

                The suggestion made Vaurien’s eyes widen. “Possible?” He flicked a glance at Ingersol.

                “Zunshu?” Travers echoed. The word was unfamiliar. “Sounds like a racing team.”

                “Hardly.” Vaurien took a glass of wine from the carafe of Jagreth dry ruby Jazinsky and Ingersol had almost finished. “The Zunshu, whoever, whatever the bastards are, or may have been, were the force which destroyed the Resalq.”

                “The Resalq have been gone for almost a thousand years,” Travers said quietly, with a sense of something turning over painfully in his chest.           “As a civilization, they have,” Jazinsky agreed, cool and dispassionate, as if she were talking about an extinct insect. “In fact, the survivors —”

                “Are of little importance,” Vaurien said quickly, as if cutting her off.

                Before she could say too much? Travers picked up on this in an instant. He looked from Jazinsky to Vaurien and back, saw the silent dialog which passed between them, and sat back with his own wine. “There’s a body of data I’m not supposed to possess,” he guessed.

                “A body of data which remains ... classified,” Vaurien said carefully, ruefully, “until or unless you join us, Neil, at which time no secrets will remain between us. However, you’re on your way back to Fleet in a few days, and there is a good deal of data we don’t want them to be privy to, in the regrettable event you find yourself under interrogation.” He clasped his hands on the table before him and seemed to study his knuckles. “Fleet Intelligence is in possession of a part of the truth, and has been for just over three decades, since the loss of the Tarascon colony.” He frowned sidelong at Travers. “You would have been little more than a baby, you won’t have any personal memories of the event, nor of the loss of nine other colonies over the next seven years.” He gave Travers a hard look. “There’s another reason the Intrepid is in Hellgate. The so-called wreckers are a good excuse, but we’re not the reason for President Mayhew’s ‘Strong Fleet’ policy. Nor are we the reason the Confederacy bleeds the colonies white for the funding to build that fleet, and hijacks its crews by conscription.” He held up his hands to stall any question Travers could frame. “In your position, the less you know, the better. What are you, a Master Sergeant?”

                “Not quite the lowest form of life on a super-carrier,” Travers said in sour tones.

                “Perhaps not,” Richard agreed, “but ... suffice to say, we’re a couple of jumps ahead of Fleet and we don’t intend to get caught.” 

                “They’re plodding through their own research,” Jazinsky added, “stolid and meticulous. Let them do their own research. If we offered to share ours, there’s nothing waiting for us but prison cells and firing squads.”

                Travers had no idea what they were talking about, and surrendered without a fight. “I don’t have any use for your secrets, Richard. It’s tough enough on that ship just surviving. I look after a company of kids who are so young, they’re still wet behind the ears. They should still be in class. If they’re good enough, or lucky enough, they come out of the simulation tanks with their skin intact and all their marbles still more or less in place.” He shook his head slowly. “A lot of kids don’t have what it takes.”

                “Karl David Liang,” Vaurien said soberly.

                “Yes.” Travers looked up over the table at Jazinsky, whose face had darkened. “He told you?”

                The woman’s white-maned head nodded. “We’re going to swing out to Chandra Liang’s place with your data. Hey, Travers.” She reached across the table with one hand and took his wrist. “What you’re doing takes a lot of courage. I hope it works out for you.”

                “So do I,” Travers muttered, and pushed back his chair. “All we want is to get the Intrepid out of Hellgate long enough to bring in the Fleet Justice Department.”

                “I hope you get what you’re looking for,” Tully Ingersol said thoughtfully, in a tone that said he thought Travers would be disappointed.

                There was no space in Travers’s mind for such negativity. With a dismissive gesture he set the whole subject aside as if it were unimportant. “If you don’t mind, Richard, I’d like to take a look at the ship.”

                Vaurien followed him out of the lounge. As they stepped out, Jazinsky and Ingersol began to thrash through the difficulties surrounding their project. They took Vaurien’s approval for granted. Travers glanced back at them and then at Richard. 

                “You’ll fund the research, then.”

                “Are you a gambling man?” Vaurien’s eyes sparkled. “Barb has never been wrong yet. If this was a horse race my money would be on her. If she says she can peer into emergent wormholes and chart Hellgate from the inside out, I believe her. Besides,” he added with a spark of mischief very like the spirit of the boy who had walked out of Fleet service on his first furlough, “there’s only one way to know for sure. Send a damn probe.” And then a change of tack so abrupt, Travers struggled to follow. “Which part of the Wastrel do you want to see?”

                He showed off most of the habitable section of the tug, and Travers could only admit that he had never seen a working vessel appointed like a clipper. The Wastrel was Richard’s home as well as his flag-carrier, his workhorse. He lived aboard, and over the space of years he had invested a vast fortune in her fittings. A luxury hotel offered little more, and Vaurien was justifiably smug.

                They arrived back at his quarters almost an hour later, when Travers had seen the ops room, the flight deck, hangars, engine bays, looked into cavernous holds, examined the labs where Jazinsky and Ingersol worked, amused himself in the holotheater, tried the water in a pool-sized spa, and duly admired the colonial labels in Richard’s well-stocked cellar.

                Soft music beat out of the system. He recognized Olu Kailua and gave Vaurien a curious look as Vaurien set the lights low and stepped into the bathroom. “You like Pakrani music, Richard?”

                 “Not all of it, but I learned to like this.” His head reappeared through the door. “Jazinsky’s roots are Pakrani, she’s proud of them, and she won’t let you forget it.”

                “Feisty people,” Travers agreed. 

                Olu Kailua was an odd, seductive sound, difficult to define, easy to listen to. Travers sprawled across the middle of the bed and closed his eyes, comfortable, relaxed at last, mellow after the wine and good food. He listened to the sounds of industry in the bathroom, then soft footfalls, the rustle of satin sheets. The mattress dipped at his side. He pried open one eye, saw Vaurien in a black silk kimono that gaped to display more of him than he knew, and looked up into Richard’s amused face. A large, warm hand rested on his chest, caressed him there, slipped inside his shirt. Richard palmed the hard curve of his breast, found the nipple and thumbed it, squeezed it. Teasing. Travers set his own hand over Richard’s and held it still.

                “It’s been a long time,” he said quietly.

                “And neither of us is the footloose young hellraiser he used to be,” Vaurien agreed. 

                “You and Jazinsky ...?” Travers asked carefully.

                “Are intimate from time to time, but neither of us owns the other,” Richard said with complete honesty. “She won’t bear grudges, if that’s what’s worrying you. If you don’t want this, Neil —”

                “Did I say I was worried? Do I look worried?” Travers reached up, captured Vaurien’s head with both hands and pulled him down into a tangle of limbs and sheets. He slid this thigh between Richard’s legs, caressing him there, making him laugh and take a quick breath. Vaurien was up and hard already; the kimono concealed nothing.

                Black silk floated onto the floor, and Richard’s weight settled on Travers, welcome and long-familiar. He felt the borrowed clothes stripped from him by deft, practiced hands while the wine went to his head and he began to feel weightless in the dim cabin light. His cock throbbed alive, lifting as if it were hunting, and thought spun away. Coherence fled, and he seemed to be the sum of his nerve endings as Vaurien laid him bare, caressed him everywhere with an oil that tingled in the sinuses, and teased wantonness out of him when the burden of responsibility might have forbidden it.

                Eager to respond, hungry for it, he plunged himself into Vaurien’s easy, heady sensuality, lost himself in a realm of heated skin and wine-sweet breath, the tang of fresh male sweat, the heat and hardness of desire between men. And he tried to forget that in a week he would be back aboard the warship, buried in the Rabelais Drift.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Elstrom
City, Velcastra

 

The sun-bright sternflares of a departing freighter lit up the night sky. As he checked his baggage into the locker beside the cab rank serving the exit gate, Curtis Marin paused to watch the massive Cygnus Logistics heavy lifter make its way up over the wilderness of Elstrom field. He waited for its thunderous roar to dwindle, and for the reeking draft of its engine exhaust to dissipate. Sound and smell always lagged behind the visual contact by a few seconds or a minute, depending on distance and launch trajectory. 

                The wind was hot, the air heavy with humidity and the sky thick with a deep overcast promising rain before morning, which Marin expected of the equatorial climate. Spaceports were built on the equator to afford departing craft the maximum kick off the planet’s rotation, not for the comfort of the men and women who had to work there.

                Shackleton Mere bordered the spaceport to the south. To east and west were the warehouses and canals, busy with trade, humming with business, and to the north was the city itself, well away from the unavoidable hazards of the spaceport. 

                Elstrom was an old city. Many of the buildings had been raised two centuries before, and everywhere the architecture was charming with the colonial quaintness that had begun to attract as many tourists as businessmen to Velcastra. All over the Shackleton Void working people dreamed of retiring here, and Marin was not surprised to see a great number of elderly faces in the terminal. The clipper was boarding, and the Aurora Napoli was bound for Borushek, Jagreth, then on into the Near Sky to Avalon, Rethan and, eventually, Darwin’s World, before it turned back for the Middle Heavens and the Deep Sky.

                The spaceport tower reared above Elstrom Field like a column of bluewhite light. From the three passenger and cargo terminal buildings, spread about it like the arms of a starfish, came the sounds of music, revelry and laughter. A domestic shuttle had just touched down and an impromptu party seemed to be starting in the arrivals lounge. 

                As he palm-sealed his locker, Marin checked the local time on the chrono recessed into the fascia of the terminal building. It was just after 21:40 as he turned his back on the long armorglass windows and hailed the cabbie on the head of the rank.

                The vehicle was an aged, slightly battered Volvo Contessa. The driver was an ebony-skinned woman in the same green and yellow company colors as the cab wore. To Marin’s eyes she seemed as weather-beaten as her vehicle, but like the Contessa she was still working. The transparent gullwing whined down and locked, and the engines ignited with a howl of badly-adjusted turbines. 

                The woman twisted around in the front seat. “Where to, chief?”

                Marin had visited Velcastra many times, and every layover began this way. A chill breeze wafted into his face from the air vents and he settled back into the deep padding of the seat. “Do you know the Sandokan Hotel, on Brooke Boulevard?”

                “God help me if I don’t,” the cabbie said dryly as she kicked the Arago field into high and swung out toward the west exit gate.

                Angled like a racetrack oval, the road looped high and fast around the edge of the spaceport. In the speed-lanes limousines whispered by the much slower cab like a flock of gray ghosts. Their darkened canopies gave no suggestion of the occupants, but these were million-dollar vehicles, long, low aerodynes with overpowered engines and bulletproof bodies. Marin thought of the Rand sports roadster parked in the garage of his own home, and smiled faintly. How one came by a fortune was frequently less astonishing than the fact one did indeed find it.

                He regarded his distorted reflection in the curvature of the canopy with a frown. Did he look like a professional assassin? What did a contract executioner look like? Or would two of them pass in the street and not even recognize each other as members of the same time-honored trade? The Mawson job was on his mind as the cab threaded through even slower traffic, commercial trade headed for the warehouses and canals. 

                Velcastra reminded him fleetingly of Greg Brand, who wanted to retire here when he finished out his working life, and of the Gorodin and Sanchez houses in Turin, which would be able to retire here en masse very soon, when Dendra Shemiji’s specialists had manipulated some numbers in bank accounts as far afield as Cimarosa. Mark Sherratt knew exactly where Reece Clyma’s ‘blood money’ was, and a generous slice of it had already been routed to suppliers outside of Omaru. 

                There, Marin’s information stopped, and he had no desire to know more. The situation on Omaru had escalated swiftly in the last ten days, since he boarded the Carina at Turin field. In the few days he and Mark spent on Ulrand, making their way through a chalk-white and inhospitable wilderness, Hydralis city seemed to have exploded. The Confederacy had handed down the inevitable ruling, and cns buzzed with indignation. An entire colonial government had been declared ‘criminal,’ and if the Omaru insurrection failed, every congressperson from the colonial governor down would be a fugitive with Fleet right behind them.

                Yet their problems were insignificant by comparison with those of the Confederacy itself, and Marin was conscious of a deep, troubled sensation in the pit of his belly. He felt his hackles rising; if he were a wolf, his lips would be back, his fangs would be bare. And the prudent little voice at the back of his mind was telling him to get out. 

                Get right out of the Deep Sky worlds before it started. 

                Leave Mark and Dario — Dendra Shemiji itself — to thrash through the same nightmare scene as before? Marin closed his eyes, let the movement of the cab rock him as he forced his mind to grapple with information he did not want.

                Dario Sherratt and his partner, Tor, who was his lover and soon to be his handfasted spouse, if they could pry themselves away from their work long enough to sign the papers, had definitely found a Zunshu stasis vessel. No doubt remained in Mark’s mind after he took his own suite of readings, made acoustic probes of the chalk cliff where the pod was hidden, and excavated down, under the base of it, to lay bare the locks. It was around a thousand years old, in human terms. It had been buried in chalkstone for all that time, on the last world to be colonized in a region so rarely traveled, its builders must have believed it would never be found. It was still sealed, containing a bubble of time so perfectly preserved, even the molecules of air inside had not moved by so much as a millimeter in a millennium.

                And it was rigged with so many devices, the vessel was almost as selfaware as an AI system. Opening it was not on Mark’s agenda, and from a hotel in Xavier Darrow, the only population center in the outlying region which actually boasted a public access uplink, he messaged four Dendra Shemiji specialists. Dario’s field was cryptocybernetics, and he could only begin his work when, or even if, the vessel was opened. He was naturally eager to crack the locks and get inside. Mark specifically forbade it, and charged Tor with the responsibility of keeping Dario’s overeager hands away from the seals. Time enough to open the vessel when a team of specialists in temporo-gravitics had examined it, molecule by molecule. Then, perhaps those locks might be cracked, and Ulrand would not lose half a continent in an explosion so immense, it would seem as if a Weimann Drive unit had imploded there. Dario was furious; Tor was resigned. Marin simply wrestled with information he found difficult to grasp.

                Inside that stasis vessel was a Zunshu outpost, a company or unit; it was an observation post, mostly automated, where probes and drones were assembled. 

                This was the sum of Mark’s information, and he was not much more clear about the details than Marin. Fact: no Zunshu stasis vessel had ever been successfully opened before. Fact: all information about them had been destroyed with the Resalq colonies. Fact: Resalq technology had perished for centuries of darkness, and slowly rebuilt itself as brilliant minds among the survivors reverse-engineered what devices they had been able to save. The Resalq technologists, today, were ahead of their human counterparts by less than a century, even though their predecessors developed star flight when human beings had not yet invented gunpowder. 


                Ground traffic slowed as they approached the city limits, and the cabbie’s fingers drummed impatiently on the wheel as she waited at a detour sign. Red and blue hazard spinners marked the site of an accident, a multiple-vehicle collision, and Marin caught a glimpse of wreckage, a shape twitching under a foil sheet and a dark smear on the road that could have been oil or paint, or blood.

                At last the Tactical squad covering for the municipal accident crew allowed the traffic to move, and the cabbie pulled out around the cordon zone. “Look at that — it’s a damned shame. The crazies are out tonight. You always get more of them than usual at this time of year.”

                “Because the moons are full?” Marin wondered dryly. “Forgive me, I’ve visited Velcastra several times before, but I’ve never been caught behind a road wreck.”

                “Full moon? No. It’s end of term. End of the quarter’s Fleet enlistment. The shuttle came in last week,” she explained. “The kids hit the streets and go crazy for a while. I don’t blame them. I did the same thing myself — after five years of Fleet discipline, you need some freedom. But it’s tragic. They survive the training and serve in some of the worst hotzones between the Earth and the Deep Sky, then these kids come home, hit the road and wrap themselves around a lighting tower.”

                That five-year hitch was the one immutable fact of life. It was the bridge that connected the rich with the poor, the brilliant with the cretin. No one was exempt. A few days after his or her seventeenth birthday, everyone received the conscription documents. And until they were granted the ticket of manumission, the certificate of civilian status, freedom, they belonged to Fleet, body and soul. 

                It was a curious sensation to know that one was owned like a slave. Even now, six years after he had received his own ticket to walk, Marin’s skin could still prickle and his belly still crawl at the rush of unbidden, unwelcome memories. Five years was a long, long time. 

                He was a boy when he left the family home in Geneva and stepped aboard the shuttle for Jagreth Prime, the system’s largest moon. It had been honeycombed to build the transit base for Fleet conscripts heading out, passengers and cargo heading in. And Marin was a man, five years later, when he stepped off the inbound short-haul ferry. Taller, broader, older and perhaps wiser. Certainly more bitter. Few of his friends even recognized him.

                He stirred back to the present as the cab rocked on its repulsion cushion. The Arago generator under the cab powered down as the car cut speed. The driver was threading through the late evening ground traffic now, and turned right onto Takahashi, which ran straight as an arrow for five kilometers, to the junction with Brooke. 

                The central business district hummed with life. To left and right were holotheaters, danceshops, sexshops, clubs where any pleasure was for sale, from the most innocent to the most corrupt. Every city was the same. No long-time traveler needed a guide. The moment his feet hit the pavement in citybottom, he knew exactly where he was.

                One major thoroughfare was closed to traffic, and as the cab cruised by Marin glimpsed a sea of people, banners and placards. A raucous public address blared over the noise of vehicles and multiple danceshops, but the local dialect was so thick and the audio distortion so bad, he could not make out a word.

                He leaned forward toward the driver. “Do you know what the crowd’s shouting about?”

                “Demonstration,” she told him. “The public and the local government are pulling in the same direction for the first time since God knows when.”

                “And what direction is that?” But Marin could guess. It was the same in most colonies now. “The demonstration looked political.”

                “Republican,” she agreed, and looked back with a broad grin. “The Republic of Velcastra. It’s got a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

                He twisted in his seat to see the milling ocean of humanity. “They just want to finish with being taxed from Earth, and forcibly levied for the military. They’d accept any kind of a government that put some money back in their pockets and got their kids out of Hellgate.”

                “Got it in one. And they’re prepared to fight. Jesus, haven’t you seen the newsvids? The fight’s been seething over on Omaru for months.”

                “I saw the stories.” Marin sat back. “They’re getting arms from privateer suppliers. Fleet's blockading them now, and according to the last CNS vid I saw, a squadron off the Outbound Pioneer got its tail feathers scorched ... and Fleet don’t like it.”

                “Damned right!” The cabbie snorted with laughter. “Same thing could happen here, man. Things can only get better.”


                She put the wheel over, and just around the corner hit the brakes and pulled the geriatric Volvo in under an awning, beneath the immense red halogen logo of the Hotel Sandokan.

                With the ubiquitous slip of plastex, Marin paid his fare as the gullwing whined up, and stepped out. The cab pulled on around to the Sandokan’s taxi rank, where the driver might pick up a lucrative ride downtown. The heat and humidity of the street hit him in the face and he swiftly headed for the hotel’s inviting foyer.

                The doorman was a Mazjeet, tall and slender in the white silk house livery. His genetically engineered body was poorly suited to this hot, damp equatorial climate. His pearl-white skin, triple-lidded eyes and the apparent absence of sweat glands were far better suited to the arctic world his forefathers had been designed to tame.

                The genetic engineering which produced colonists for specific worlds and specific jobs, had a definite down side. A century after the consolidation of the new world, the pioneer genes lived on, and these humans did not travel well. As natural as they were in their own environments, they often seemed bizarre elsewhere. When a world was outgrown or a project completed, the descendants of the original re-engineered humans might be compelled to migrate. Resettlement was frequently a compromise.

                The Mazjeet blocked Marin’s path before he stepped into the foyer, but clasped his hands and bowed politely. “May I assist you, sir?”

                From his breast pocket, Marin produced the business card which had been forwarded to him a week before, courtesy of his agency. “I’m here to see Mr. Chandra Liang. Strictly business.”

                The doorman slid the card into his handy and consulted the palm-sized display. Hands in the pockets of his white cloth jacket, Marin stood on the curb, watching the ground traffic go by. Limousines and commercial vehicles jostled between the stop and go lights while air traffic whined and roared overhead, where in-building and rooftop parking were available to individuals known to the Sandokan. 

                The costly jacket and gray slacks were as poorly suited to this climate as the Mazjeet’s whole biology, and Marin’s ribs prickled uncomfortably as he watched the departing sternflare of a big ship. The south wind carried the bittersweet reek of the spaceport. The olfactory sense was the keenest inspiration to memory. One whiff of that peculiar smell and Marin was years and parsecs away — 

                Lying on his belly in a bed of reeds with a squad from Sierra Company, the 245th Marines, from the carrier Outbound Pioneer. His hands caressed the hot barrel of a Chiyoda machine pistol as he listened to the dense radio jumble. The heavy air was filled with a confusion of callsigns and invective. To the east, the Sierra gunship patrolled along the designated perimeter, flying topcover while a sporadic flak barrage still lit up the sky, a few kilometers from Sierra’s position —

                “You’re expected, sir.” The Mazjeet’s soft voice returned Curtis to the present with a start. “You’re to join Mr. Liang in The Singapore Room.”

                “Which is?” Marin glanced up at the immense hotel building which reared over a hundred storeys above his head.

                “The Singapore Room is the best restaurant in the building,” the doorman told him smoothly as he ushered the visitor toward the vast armor-glass foyer. 

                He touched a key and bowed once more as Marin stepped into a world of opulent elegance. Forest-green carpets, cool air, soft music, the scent of sandalwood and jasmine. Marin gave the Mazjeet a wry glance over his shoulder as the man returned to work. On the wages for that job, the doorman could not even afford a meal in the Singapore Room, let alone buy himself a night’s accommodation in the Empress Suite.

                The receptionist was refreshingly human. She was probably of homeworld stock, no one had redesigned her genes — yet, Marin thought as he approached the desk. No one could be perfectly sure of where the next generation was headed. Redesign was more about fashion now, since the colonies were grown up and growing old.

                “Mr. Liang is expecting you, sir,” she told him politely. “Please use elevator 7, just there. You’ll be escorted. Enjoy your stay at the Sandokan.”


                The last four of the rank of nine lifts were security elevators, guarded from public access. Marin found the paranoia amusing. As he stepped into the car he was automatically body scanned for weapons or illegal substances. Most civilians would not even be aware the scan had taken place, and some would have counted it an invasion of their privacy.

                His escort, or more properly his guard, was a young man just out of Fleet — the cropped hair and rigid posture betrayed him. His squared shoulders and artificial smile said, without a sound being uttered, ‘Yessir, very good, sir.’ He wore the elegant white silk house livery, but the fabric which hugged his supple young body so seductively also clearly showed the line of his ‘concealed’ sidearm. Marin gave the young man a faintly amused glance as the elevator began to rise.

                As it left the lobby area the shaft opened to afford a view out over the city, back toward Shackleton Mere and the spaceport. The Sandokan was the tallest building in the sector; no other structure came close to it in either stature or opulence. From this vantage point the whole metropolis of Elstrom stretched into the north, garish and trivial as a carnival in the night.

                As he felt that sensation of falling in the pit of the stomach, Marin turned back to his escort. At the touch of a key the guard released him, and he stepped out of the car into the kind of boundless luxury that had touched off more than a few revolutions.

                Music tinkled discreetly in the background, nothing recognizable. It could have been Johanne Bach or Bevan Daku, or a computer-generated porridge of the more melodious strains of both. Nothing disharmonic would be permitted in these realms of synthesized perfection. Potted banana palms, two meters tall, nodded in the breeze from the silent air vents; the floor was polished parquet, the walls adorned with the original art of several centuries, several planets.

                “You’re Mister Curtis Marin? Reception informed us that you were on your way up, sir. Would you step this way, sir?” The waiter was a boy in his middle twenties, with flawless skin and dark brown hair. Returned from Fleet service for long enough for the military veneer to have eroded completely away. More than likely, he was only working here until he caught the eye of a sugar mommy, or daddy. He had the looks for it, and he seemed to be prowling, even hunting.

                Marin found himself ushered to the restaurant’s most secluded corner. To one side was a long stone planter in which green ferns rioted, to the other the vast armorglass windows which afforded a breathtaking view over the rooftops of other buildings. Floodlit gardens, pools, observatories, ‘star parties’ and the omnipresent landing zones for sportplanes made the night at altitude as busy as the street. Marin spared the spectacle an appreciative glance and then turned his complete attention to the man who sat at the table before him, cradling an aperitif.

                Before he accepted the job, even though Mark had verified the application, Curtis  had investigated his client, personally and thoroughly. At the outset there was no difference between this assignment and the Reece Clyma job for the Gorodin and Sanchez houses in Turin, Mawson. In Marin’s precarious trade, investigation was often a synonym for survival. 

                The most recent file on Robert Chandra Liang was a year-old tax audit, but Mark apparently knew a good deal about the man and pulled up a rich supply of newsvids, most drawn from the CNS archives. Chandra Liang was much-married, and the majority of his fortune was derived from the import-export trade. If his last audit was anything to be judged from, he was obscenely rich and getting richer. But there, the official files on Liang expired and all that remained was the newsvids, which showed his public face. Marriages, divorces, a funeral, the opening of a new building, the naming of a starclipper launching out of the Kotaro-Fuente yards, in orbit over Velcastra, a rare appearance at a gala in support of some local charity.

                The man did not rise, but when Marin offered his hand Liang took it. His shake was firm, cool, his hand not soft but certainly not callused. He was still well on the right side of fifty, with clear, frank gray eyes and an attractive, unforgettable face which was not handsome in any classical way. His race was best described as indeterminate; from research, Marin knew Liang spoke primarily Japanese and English, and a curious mixture of the two, the languages of commerce and science out here in the Deep Sky. He wore oyster gray robes, platinum bracelets and priceless Resalq gelemerald rings on both hands. His hair hung below his shoulder blades, raven black, just beginning to silver at the temples and brushed straight back from his face, baring his ears, which were also heavily ringed — the Velcastran statement of affluence. 

                According to the archival newsvids, Liang had married eight times, every one a good political match as much as the agreeable social marriage, but he produced only one child. The son’s name was Karl David. The boy would be nineteen by now, Marin thought, routinely serving in Fleet, with three years left to endure before he could return to the Liang nest and the outrageous fortune.

                “Mister Marin.” Liang gestured at the chair opposite. “I’m most grateful for your presence. An aperitif?”

                The waiter was still hovering. Marin flicked a glance at the young man. “Sherzaki, if you know it.”

                “Sherry and sake over crushed ice, with black olives.” The waiter accorded him a stiff nod and withdrew.                               

                “You see, Mister Marin,” Liang said darkly, “culture has arrived even on Velcastra.”

                “Meaning?” Marin looked out over the Elstrom cityscape.

                “In our early years we were ignored or even ridiculed as a population of rustics or barbarians,” Liang said tersely. “That changed when we began to trade with the homeworlds, and there are times when I wish we had not. For two centuries the Confederacy has taxed this colony, and for the last thirty of those years we have paid massive taxes, the equal of Borushek and Omaru; and we have been liable for the Fleet levy. In my youth I was conscripted. So were all my spouses.”

                “So were we all. I was on a carrier, like your son,” Marin added.

                To his surprise, a shutter seemed to close over Liang’s face. The lines about his eyes and mouth etched themselves so deeply, they might have been scars, and he breathed steadily for some moments, struggling to regain his iron control.

                “I have no son,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

                “Forgive me, but you understand I accessed all the data I could find before I came here,” Marin said quietly. “Your son is Karl David Liang, his mother is Sonja Mei Ming Deuel. The boy was born in August, 2646, conscripted for Fleet service, December, ’63, assigned aboard the carrier Intrepid, Colonel Lorenzo Falk commanding.”

                The crystal aperitif glass in Liang’s right hand shattered under the pressure of his fingers. A drop of blood welled and spilled onto the white linen tablecloth, but Liang seemed to feel nothing. Marin reached for a napkin, wadded it, placed it against the gash and pressed Liang’s fingers into a fist around it. Still Liang did not notice what he had done.

                “My son,” he said softly, “is dead.”

                And so it began. Like this, always like this. Pain, loss, anger. Appeal, injustice, a fruitless struggle ... a call to a society which, technically, did not even exist.

                A long-familiar knot began to ravel up in Marin’s belly. He smelt the truth, the gist of the man’s business, somewhere close at hand. “Your son was killed on active service? I’m sorry. Your records didn’t show that, which means it must be quite recent.”

                “He was murdered,” Liang corrected in a voice as thin and sharp as the broken glass, “in training.”

                Genuine surprise made Marin blink. This was unusual, but by no means unknown. “Fleet has an allowable casualty rate among conscripts under training, Mister Liang, and accidents do happen,” he said cautiously.

                Statistically, one in twenty recruits and trainees could be listed as fatalities before any investigation was proposed, any question asked. Live ammunition and realistic simulations were a dangerous mix, but conscripts could be trained no other way, and the service and public alike accepted that the casualty rate would be far higher if ‘newboys’ were sent into a hotzone with no real experience.

                Liang cocked his head at Marin. “Fleet’s acceptable casualty rate is in the order of five percent. Correct?”

                “Quite correct.” Anyone in the service knew this much. 

                “Aboard the super-carrier Intrepid, Mister Marin, the casualty rate among first year conscripts is just short of fifteen percent.”

                The raveling-up sensation in the pit of Marin’s belly intensified another notch, and he leaned closer, both hands clasped loosely on the table. His voice was deliberately level. “That’s a very serious allegation. I imagine you have the proof?”

                “I have spent the last half year gathering information!” Liang’s own voice rose sharply. Heads turned but he ignored them. “It was bought at considerable risk, to myself and others, and for a high price. If I had no proof, why would I have contacted your agency?”

                The waiter padded up on soundless feet, and Marin paused as he took the sherzaki. When the boy had withdrawn he gave Liang a shrewd, even calculating look. “You have an agent, an operative of some kind, aboard the Intrepid?”

                “An ... associate.”

                “Reliable?”

                “Completely.” Liang seemed to become aware of the wound on his hand and peered curiously at it.

                “Name,” Marin prompted.

                “Travers, Neil. Thirty years old, a career man, a Master Sergeant commanding Bravo Company, the 176th Airborne, and he is still aboard the Intrepid.”

                “Still a sergeant?” Marin sampled the sherzaki and found it to his taste. “At that age, and with that much experience, he should be an officer, polishing a chair on the main ship and calling the shots to conscript sergeants in the field.”

                Liang shrugged indifferently. “After his conscription hitch was up he used his experience to gain some career enhancement, but Neil Travers has never seen eye to eye with his superiors. The paranoia among the officer corps, the tradition of promotion through the assassination of a man’s character and reputation ... you know how it is. You were in the service yourself.”

                “Wasn’t everyone?” Marin sat back. “So your son was killed in first year training. I imagine your man informed you of the circumstances.”

                “Oh, yes.” Liang’s face was gray. “Karl was assigned to Delta Company, the 278th Marines, under the tutorship of a Sergeant Instructor named Roy Neville. The 176th Airborne provides the 278th’s transportation and top cover. They often train in concert. It makes for harmony in a live firefight.”

                “Then your man would probably have been a witness to the incident where Karl lost his life.” Marin rubbed his palms together thoughtfully. They were near the truth now; he scented it the way a hungry dog scents his prey. “Mister Liang, combat simulations are very dangerous. People do get killed, regularly and frequently. But the squad must be prepared before being committed to battle or the casualties would be horrific.”

                The older man’s eyes were wide, dark with dilated pupils. They flayed Marin bare to the bone. “Every one of us was there. Every one of us went through it, and knows how the system works and why it works.”

                Marin was not about to apologize for the observation. “Then I assume there are special circumstances surrounding Karl’s death.”

                “My son,” Liang said hoarsely, “was beaten to death.”

                Now surprise flourished into astonishment and for some moments Marin looked into his glass as if it were a threedee gamebox. “Your son was under punishment? You realize, Fleet discipline is notorious.”

                Pain was branded into every line of Liang’s face. “Karl had committed some minor transgression —”

                “Be specific,” Marin said sharply. “Mister Liang, I don’t need to be especially clairvoyant to know you desire restitution in kind from this Sergeant Instructor Roy Neville. But if you want me to kill a man for you, you must be absolutely specific. I am not a contract killer. Dendra Shemiji is not an assassination bureau, murder for hire.”

                Liang’s voice was deceptively mild, his eyes distant. “Contrary to what you may believe, young man, it’s not every day I contract a professional assassin, and I don’t take a man’s death lightly. Not even when that man is vermin like Neville.”

                A waiter drifted to the table, and as she dew into earshot Marin held up his hand for silence. “Do you mind if I order? It was a long flight and your Customs department was both very slow and very thorough.”   

                “Go ahead.” Liang leaned back, with a shake of his head refusing the offer of a menu. “Forgive me if I don’t join you. I’ve no appetite tonight.”

                “Understandable. In that case ...” Marin swiftly scanned the English language part of the menu. “I’ll have the crab salad, chicken Marietta, the white Cabri ’57 Moselle, Turkish coffee, Swiss chocolate and Mirabelle cognac.” He closed the menu and passed it back. The waiter padded away, lithe and slender in the body-hugging white silk, and when he judged it safe to speak Marin returned his attention to Liang. “Of what ‘minor transgression’ was your son guilty?”

                “Misloading a grenade launcher,” Liang told him sourly. 

                “The mistake would have been dangerous in the field,” Marin mused. “People could have died and the Instructor was probably right to issue some kind of penalty. Did your agent on the carrier describe the conditions under which the mistake was made?”

                “Battlefield exercise, in a simulation tank, on-ship. The grenade was live,” Liang said quietly. “And yes, I suppose it was a bad mistake. It is exactly the kind of mistake a frightened first-year conscript would make, under pressure, observed by people who despise him and wish him ill.”

                Marin finished his Sherzaki and toyed with the empty glass. “You’re right, of course. Sergeant Travers was a witness to the whole incident?”

                “Yes.” Liang’s face was a pale shade of gray, but for two bright spots of color in his cheeks that gave him an unhealthy look. “Karl was censured in the field, sent for disciplinary action, and sentence was passed, to be carried out immediately.”

                “And the sentence was?” Marin prompted very quietly.

                “Forty lashes.” Liang’s eyes closed. 

                Every nerve in Marin’s body gave a spontaneous spasm and his fingers tightened on the glass. Before he could break it as Liang had done he set it down, clasped his hands and studied his thumbs. 

                No Fleet recruit was a stranger to discipline, and most conscripts had not only observed a flogging, they had also felt one. But routine discipline was ten or fifteen lashes, perhaps twenty. As a punishment it was extremely painful but not dangerous, and very quick. In much less than an hour the errant conscript would proceed from the censure to the flogging to the Infirmary, where the wounds were sealed by a battlefield surgeon. They would not even scar, but he would remember the pain forever.

                For Karl David Liang to die under punishment was so rare, Marin had never before heard of such a thing. Forty lashes was a savagely heavy sentence. Half that number could flay a man’s back, and if some were dealt low, around the kidneys, the impacts would probably rupture the organs. 

                But every Fleet officer who handled a lash knew that he must keep the blows high, around the shoulders. Technique was part of the job. The object was to frighten and hurt, to provide enough deterrent to keep young hardcases in line. Discipline in the ranks was almost impossible to establish and maintain without some kind of deterrent, when those ranks were full of Kushini and Pakrani, some over two meters tall at the age of eighteen, their genetically redesigned bodies so thick with muscle, they dwarfed their instructors and superiors, their redesigned brains so agile, they could often outthink their unaugmented officers too. So flogging was a fact of life in the service. It served a purpose and the officers who meted out the discipline were trained the hard way: they learned how to do it right, and then as their course graduation they stood like statues and voluntarily accepted a ‘bad’ flogging, felt it go wrong at first hand. Those officers took their work seriously.

                It was safe to conclude, Marin decided, the officer dealing this particular flogging deliberately intended to badly injure the boy. Even so, prompt treatment would rule out permanent injury, much less a fatality. So it was also a safe assumption that Karl David Liang was denied treatment.

                When he looked up into the older man’s face, Liang nodded soberly. “Yes, Mister Marin. The officer who administered the flogging was Sergeant Instructor Roy Neville, and it was nine hours before my son received medical care other than the routine first aid provided by the medic with the Company, undergoing the same simulation. 

                “By the time the Company left the sim tank, Karl had lost a great deal of blood and both his kidneys were destroyed. He died on the operating table as Surgeon MacLean was attempting to undo Neville’s handiwork.”

                Marin held up his hands as if Liang had him at gunpoint. “Wait. This is impossible. Discipline is conducted under strict scrutiny, and the moment the sentence is complete, the conscript is the responsibility of the observing medical officer.”

                “You will find,” Liang said bitterly, “on the Intrepid the elastic nature of DeepSky Fleet regulations is exploited to the utmost, and the command corps is not noted for its observance of the clause which pledges an individual ‘impartial compassion.’ Also, for the last three years the Intrepid has been assigned to the Rabelais Drift. Its only contact with Borushek Sector Control is a tender which services its reactors, carries replacement machine parts, mail and of course serves as a shuttle for the rotation of conscripts. 

                “In that location, Colonel Lorenzo Falk, captaining this hellship, is acting under battlefield conditions. The carrier is frequently under fire and his rule, therefore, is as absolute as the divine right of kings.” Liang’s voice was a dry whisper, dehydrated, like autumn leaves. “Few questions are asked, Mister Marin. When answers are not forthcoming little pressure is brought to bear. The casualty rate aboard the Intrepid is ascribed to the hazardous nature of the warzone in which she operates.

                “My associate aboard the ship advised me that during the administration of my son’s ‘disciplinary action’ a battle alert was called. The ship suffered multiple hits, heavy damage was sustained on the engine decks, there was some considerable concern for the Weimann Drive. One of the Intrepid’s three main reactors auto-scrammed and a general power failure affected more than half the ship. 

                “The simulation tank where Delta and Bravo Companies were training in tandem was automatically shut down and sealed to prevent an explosive decompression and contamination, since the adjacent compartment had been ruptured by a Comanche nuclear warhead launched by the privateer vessel  which  had   been  the  carrier’s  quarry. The  troops  on  the  simulation deck had only minimal life support and emergency lighting.”

                Liang paused, eyes fixed on the middle distance, witnessing a scene he must have pictured in his mind’s eye a thousand times. “Sergeant Neville continued with the flogging even while the battle alert was being called. He completed the forty lashes after the computer reported the scram and the sealing of the simulation tanks.”

                There, he fell silent, and the full impact of his story hit Marin in every nerve. “In other words,” he whispered, “Roy Neville flayed your son and ruptured his kidneys when he knew there was no chance of medical treatment for an indefinite time.” He licked his lips. “Your son was murdered.”

                Liang nodded slowly. The spots of color flushed brightly beneath his cheekbones. “My associate aboard the Intrepid reported the whole scene. He was powerless to stop it. In fact, Neil Travers was on the other side of the sim tank throughout most of the incident and arrived at the scene only at the end. It was almost over.

                “It was months before he had the safe opportunity to get his information off the ship. If he compromised himself, let a transmission be intercepted, he would have been the next casualty.” Liang took a deep breath and held it. “Instead, Travers contacted trusted individuals on the outside and asked them to hand-deliver a datacube to me.

                “A month after his death, Karl was sent home in a cryogen casket, to be interred with his family, and Fleet reported to me that he had died under fire. What Fleet overlooked when they repatriated his body, was local Velcastran law.” Liang’s dark eyes met Marin’s, burning with fury. “Before a citizen of this world can be interred, a post mortem examination must be performed so that our own Medical Examiner can confirm the foreign death certificate.”

                “And when your computer scanned the body,” Marin went on, “it discovered your son’s injuries to be grievous, fatal, but inconsistent with a battlefield wounding.”

                “Correct.” Liang lifted his hand, studying the gash, which was still bleeding sluggishly. “The cause of death stated on the Fleet certificate was ‘killed in action,’ as you would expect. Velcastra’s Medical Office issued its own formal certificate the day before Karl was cremated. Cause of death, ‘excessive disciplinary measures’.” He shivered visibly and clasped his hands to still their trembling. “I made my own inquiries, of course. I took the shuttle over to Borushek and sat in the outer office of a certain Colonel Francois Jurgens for almost a week.”

               “You showed him the Velcastran death certificate?” Curtis was caught up in the case now. He felt the father’s outrage, the acid-burn pain of grief. This was how an assassin was lured, caught like a fish on a baited hook. No assassin was a cold-blooded murderer; every contract they undertook was a personal matter. Often it was observed that they struck with the speed and fury of an avenging angel. How accurate this was. By the time a contract was signed, every case had become a personal affair.

                The bitterness on Liang’s face would have soured a jug of milk. “Colonel Jurgens attributed the findings of our Medical Office to a computer malfunction and recommended we have our equipment inspected by the manufacturer.”

                “Convenient.” Marin had heard it all before.  

                “Predictable,” Liang snapped. “To be sure, I asked the Elstrom Chief Medical Examiner to have the machines serviced.”

                “And they check out fine?” Marin guessed.                            

                “Flawless.” Liang knuckled his eyes tiredly. “The computers were shut down and sealed to prevent contamination, and a crew from IntelScan was brought out on the next flight. From Borushek, I might add.”

                “They would be the same technicians who install and service Fleet’s own equipment.” Marin lifted a brow at Liang. “What was your next move?”

                But Liang lifted a hand for quiet, and Marin paused as he heard the discreet rattle of a trolley. His appetite was gone but with the ease of long practice he pasted a pleasant mask over his face as the waiter delivered his meal in a series of covered hot and cold containers. The wine was poured, offered for his approval, and at his nod the young woman withdrew.

                The first glass of wine went down quickly, and Curtis toyed with the crab salad. “Your next move, Mister Liang?”

                “I tried to contact the Intrepid directly. I signaled the ship with an urgent message for Captain Falk and Chief Medical Officer James MacLean, but I was warned several times, the Rabelais Drift would garble the transmission and may block it entirely.”

                This was quite true. The Drift was a tremendously unstable area of space. Directly to galactic east was Nova 2631C. The super-dense pulsar remnant was still active, still emitting energetically after thirteen years, a powerful source of x-rays and positrons on the fringe of the subspace transmission bands. To galactic north was Naiobe, a modest black hole, gradually ingesting 2631C’s immense halo of gasses. The accretion disk generated a barrage of broad-spectrum emissions, and Naiobe’s eccentric orbit produced perpetual, unpredictable gravity tides which eddied around the area of 2631C and the massive ‘supergiant’ stars which had been its sisters.       Deep Sky navigators had for centuries known the Drift by its not so affectionate pet name. They called it Hellgate with good reason. A hundred years before, Ernst Rabelais spent half his life trying to chart the region, which was filled with planetoids, wrecked ships and 2631C’s outer planets, but in his eighties Rabelais reported that the whole zone was unchartable. Radio beacons placed ‘here’ would suddenly be ‘there’ — a half million kilometers from their original benchmarks. Rabelais’s conclusion was that the area was either temporally unstable or stitched-through with wormholes, the result of the gravity tides between Naiobe and the star which became 2631C, possibly both.

                The zone — Hellgate — was officially tagged as the ‘Rabelais Drift’ and captains were warned graphically about the hazards of entering it. None of this stopped privateers using the region. Its suite of terrible dangers was offset by just as many advantages. 

                Once inside, a ship was invisible to instruments and both long and short range communications were almost completely shut down. Marin had served there, had flown there. He had to believe that only a maniac would transit Hellgate of his own volition, but he also knew that the most brilliant pilots had proved it could be done, and not merely as a one-off freak of luck. The privateers, the so-called ‘wreckers’, made the transit routinely. 

                Since the days of Ernst Rabelais the charting work had continued, with finer apparatus than Rabelais ever possessed. The Drift was still far from charted, but it had given up a few of its secrets. The legendary race pilot, Yamazake, had developed an analysis program which could make the continual recalculations necessary to whisk a ship from object to object, on the fringes of the swirls and eddies of Naiobe’s lethal gravity tides.

                Ships were often crushed like empty beer cans, but several freight companies considered the risks acceptable, and hurled their robot-piloted, bulk cargo carriers between Naiobe and 2631C, a calculated gamble which saved fifteen or twenty days’ transit time. Where the freighters flew, the privateers were sure to follow, and for two decades, since the development of Yamazake’s ingenious software, the Drift had provided impenetrable cover for a squadron of wreckers which had become notorious.

                “So, Fleet assigned the Intrepid to Hellgate,” Marin’s brows rose. “Now, that is something I didn’t know.”

                “It’s not a well-publicized fact.” Liang helped himself to a glass of the Cabri Moselle and a dry cracker. “The risks involved are astounding. The Drift could crush a warship the size of the Intrepid like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Oh, I know that freighters routinely fly through it these days, but remember, it takes five days to go through at the velocity of a freighter, with perhaps one chance in a thousand of becoming a casualty of that hellhole. The Intrepid is in the Drift almost continually, and has been there for nearly three years. She comes out only to rendezvous with the tender, take on supplies, conscripts and personal mail ... and to send out the dead.”

                “Oh, I know a good deal about Hellgate.” Marin looked away. “I’ve served there, Mister Liang. I’ve looked Hellgate in the face, seen the witchfires burning in her eyes, watched her hint at the secrets she keeps half-veiled, luring a pilot into dead-calm space which suddenly becomes the eye of a storm that breaks over him as if space itself is tearing itself apart.” He heard the rasp of his own voice, and cleared his throat. 

                “Temporal storms. Gravity storms. Your instruments gone berserk, your chronometers stopped, navigation beacons vanishing from your sensors while you watch, your ship caught up in eddies and riptides of gravity that come out of nowhere and accelerate you in meaningless, unpredictable directions, and you struggle to pull yourself out on raw engine thrust, and if you can’t, if you don’t have the power...” He closed his eyes for a moment, haunted by scenes he wished to God he could forget. He took a breath. “All of which explains why you were unable to contact the ship directly,” he finished. “And why your man had to wait for his chance to get out.” He chewed on a piece of white crab. “How did he get the transmission out to his associates without interception? The Intrepid would be monitoring every band, and the power necessary to fire a signal as far as Velcastra from a source zone as hostile as the Drift would be enormous.”

                Liang’s mouth twisted. “He brought the data out by hand. Travers was due furlough, and instead of trading it for pay credits, he took it.”

                “Very enterprising.” Marin was impressed. “And the associates to whom he gave the datacube, and who delivered it to you?”

                “A freight crew flying out of Cimarosa,” Liang said smoothly, “where Travers had taken his furlough, apparently. You know it?”

                “The place is a mining colony — fifty degrees in the shade, assuming you can find a patch of shade, forty degrees at night, not enough oxygen in the atmosphere to survive for ten consecutive minutes without a breathmask, nothing but iron oxide red, as far as every horizon.” He paused, tilting his head at Liang. “But at least it got him out of Hellgate for a while, and he knew he would eventually be well paid. You owe him one.” He patted his lips, set aside the glass salad bowl and reached for the chicken Marietta. “How long have you known your man, where did you meet him?”

                “Seven years ago, I hired him.” Liang looked out over the Elstrom cityscape. “His Fleet hitch was up and he had not yet re-enlisted. Like most young men he was eager for a taste of life after the confinement and discipline, and he found himself on Velcastra. This is a developing world, Mister Marin. Perhaps not exactly a land of golden opportunity, but for the industrious youth, opportunity does indeed exist.” He took a sip of wine. “I needed a specialist to install a security system. I didn’t want to use a local contractor ... suffice to say, their integrity had recently been impeached! I designed the system myself and needed only a specialist, preferably an offworlder to install it, someone who would soon be leaving and in no position to auction my secrets. I asked around and was referred to one Sergeant Neil Andrew Travers.

                “He had exhausted his financial resources and stranded himself here. Gambling and, shall we say, agreeable companionship, accounted for his ill fortune. It’s a young man’s mistake and nothing to hold against him. Travers had recruited agency services to solicit employment in Elstrom. After Fleet service he had the right to work anywhere he chose, in any colony. It’s one of the very few benefits afforded by conscription. He had already done good work for an acquaintance of mine. Bodyguard duties, fairly hazardous, I believe. So I hired Travers, watched him work, found him other local contracts when my own was complete.”

                “He could have stayed on Velcastra,” Marin mused, “if he had the employment.”

                “He could have. But he found this place stultifying,” Liang admitted. “He regarded Velcastra as an urban wilderness. Nothing very much ever happens here, and I regret, Travers was desirous of excitement.”

                “So he re-enlisted.” Marin chewed methodically, all the while making mental notes. “And he found himself on the Intrepid. Four years later the ship was assigned to the Drift, and the redoubtable Master Sergeant Travers is still there.”

                “The state of chaos, the hostilities and risk, probably amuse him,” Liang said acidly without taking his eyes off the city beneath them. “Or, years ago when I knew him, they would have. There was ... an element of madness in Travers, as I believe there is in all professional soldiers who re-enlist in a time of war, fully expecting to be under fire. It’s counter productive to the survival instinct, don’t you think?”

                “Indeed.” Marin studied Liang with a frown. “And yet civilians should be grateful professional soldiers exist. They’re a necessary evil. And your man Travers is one of them. Interesting. Obviously you trust Neil Travers implicitly. But you were unable to research the report you received from him.”

                Liang settled back in his chair and regarded Marin soberly. “Travers’s report is the only thing that makes sense of the findings of the Velcastran Medical Office.”

                “Have you approached Fleet with your information? There are legal channels, you know.”

                Now Liang gave him a withering look. “You said some time ago, Mister Marin, it is a very serious allegation, that a Fleet Sergeant Instructor is guilty of murder. Were I to make this allegation I would be compelled to name my source. Travers would not live long enough to be arraigned to give evidence, and then Fleet would mask the facts so expertly, it would be difficult to prove my son was ever assigned to that ship at all, while Sergeant Neville would be characterized as a paragon of human compassion and a military genius. Fleet must, at all costs, protect itself.” He shook his head emphatically. “According to Travers, my son had tried to  lodge a formal service protest, a complaint about the treatment meted out to conscripts ... he lived less than seventy-two hours after attempting to lodge the protest.

                “I’ve no wish to sign Travers’s death warrant and at the same time bolster Neville’s ego and career!” Liang leaned over the table, fists clenched until their knuckles were white. “There is no doubt of Neville’s guilt. Travers was a witness to the entire scene. I desire only the fair, just execution of a murderer, and this is why I contacted your agency. Dendra Shemiji informed me that they would send the best agent they have in this sector.”

                For the first time since the scene began, Marin smiled faintly. “That’s an understatement, Mister Liang. I’m the best they have, in any sector.”

                The older man’s eyes did not so much as flicker. “You’re very sure of yourself.”

                “I had better be.” Marin flaked a piece of chicken off the bone and chewed it thoughtfully. “You want me to re-enlist, don’t you? You want to put me back into Fleet. It’s the only way I’m going to get onto the carrier.”

                “I can pull strings,” Liang said quickly. “I can get you onto the right ship and into the right company. Bravo Company, the 176th Airborne. You’ll connect with Travers automatically when you go through retraining.”

                “Retraining,” Marin echoed sourly. “In the same theater which was the death of your son. You want to send me into the Rabelais Drift, aboard a ship that has been there, pushing its luck, for three years, assigned to a frontline combat squad, under the sole authority of the man who flogged your son to death.”

                For a moment Liang’s mouth compressed and his eyes misted. “I’m offering more money than you could ever have earned before, Mister Marin, because I know the risk.”

                “I’ll set the price,” Marin said tersely. “I’ll do what research I can this side of Hellgate, and when I’m ready to go in, you’ll get the account for my services in advance.”

                “Of course.” Liang leaned closer and licked his lips, a tiny nervous expression which was incongruous. “You wouldn’t be in the same jeopardy as Karl. You’re years older, you’re a professional at your trade. Karl was ... a boy.” He took a breath, let it out slowly. “A rich boy. Spoiled by his parents. Unfit, soft, accustomed to a life of leisure and excess. The most exercise he took was a lap or two in the pool before breakfast, which he ordered when he rose at midmorning. The most danger he ever saw was the random fall of a card at the gaming table. He never knew what it was to be disciplined at home. I don’t recall an occasion when he was ever verbally castigated, much less...”

                “Much less thrust into uniform, a barracks, with a succession of drill sergeants screaming at him eighteen hours out of twenty-four. Up at 05:00, communal shower and latrine. Four minutes dead to eat breakfast, and then hit the deck for a twenty kilometer run and a battlefield simulation, before lunch.” Marin shook his head over Liang. “If you can pull strings with Fleet, why didn’t you get your kid a safe little job on the Fleet base, Borushek?”

                Not quite to his surprise, Liang’s face crumpled. Marin was fully expecting the answer. “I thought Fleet would be good for Karl,” Liang whispered hoarsely. “I thought it would toughen him, put a backbone into him. He was going to hell here in Elstrom. All he had to do was snap his fingers and he had anything, anyone, he wanted. The boy was ...”

                “Debauched, profligate, unproductive, conceited, vain?” Curtis sighed. “Still, he was your son.”

                “I thought the training, a firsthand experience of what hardship is like, the comradeship of people of his own age, ordinary kids whom he must learn to respect, would mature him.” Liang forced the words between clenched teeth. “A few years on a warship would make a man of him, he’d come home as ...”

                “As the son you’d always hoped he would grow up into.” Marin set aside his plate and poured another glass of wine. “You blame yourself, don’t you?”

                “Of course I do!” Liang scrubbed his eyes viciously, leaving the whites ruddy. “I could have got him onto the Borushek base. One of my ex-wives and two of my more distant cousins work in Fleet Carrier Operations. All it will take to get you aboard the Intrepid is a rewritten duty roster and a slight adjustment in the travel orders. I could have done it for Karl. I would have, if I had known where he would be assigned.”

                But Marin shook his head slowly. “You were no more privy than me to where the current mission was being flown by the Intrepid. Even if you’d known the ship he was being assigned to, the information would have meant nothing to you until he was taken out by tender and literally vanished into the Drift. Even then, under normal circumstances no outsider is privy to what goes on aboard a warship. Fleet is more prudish about its private business than a virgin in a brothel.” He leaned over and set one hand lightly on Liang’s arm. “None of it was your fault. You meant the boy well.”

                “Yet, he is dead.” Liang seemed frozen. “I may have overestimated his potential. Under duress, in the simulation, Travers said he panicked badly more than once.”

                “Some kids do,” Marin said sadly. “And good sergeants nurse them along, perhaps even coddle them, get them through it. This man, Neville, has the hallmarks of a career sadist in his natural environment, given a free rein by a command corps that’s negligent right up to the captaincy. Colonel Lorenzo Falk himself.”

                “Then you’ll accept the contract,” Liang said eagerly.

                Marin reached for the chocolate, cognac and coffee. “I’ll take my own time to assess it and serve you the terms. This job entails a great deal more risk than I like.”

                “The fee is no object, Mister Marin.”

                “I dare say it’s not,” Marin agreed levelly. “However, my personal safety and the skin of my back most certainly are.” He sipped cognac and coffee together. “Let me appraise the situation and the risk factor, and I’ll estimate the fee. I’ll forewarn you right now, if I come to personal harm, penalty fees are incurred, not by me but by my agency.”

                “Mister Marin,” Liang said gravely, “I would not care if you charged by the hour, so long as you can eventually report that Roy Neville has been executed.”

                The significance of what he was undertaking had just begun to impact on Marin. On the one hand, this would be the highest individual fee he had ever earned. He might not work again for years, if ever. But the personal risks could not be overestimated, and his belly clenched as he thought of the cost in personal inconvenience.

                Life in the service was an aggravation. The uniform, the discipline and the hours drove a priest to distraction. But Liang was right, for a professional such as himself the ‘fear factor’ was minimal. There was not one skill Sergeant Instructor Neville would be able to teach him; he was already more physically fit than the assault course trainers, and Neville would find himself browbeating not a frightened eighteen year old first-year conscript, but a thirty year old re-enlister who returned to the service with more  qualifications than he had left it.

                “The 176th Airborne,” he mused as he studied Liang over the rim of his cup. “Can you pull enough strings to have me listed as a specialist? Specifically, put me in as an evac pilot.”

                “I can.” Again Liang licked his lips. “I assume you’re pilot qualified.”

                Marin gave him a withering look and forewent any retort. “You realize, there’ll be no way for you to check up on my progress. The first you’ll know of my success or failure will be when your ex-wife or your cousin or whomever, over on Borushek, informs you that Sergeant Neville has been shipped out in cryogen.”

                “Of course I realize that.” Liang finished his wine in one gulp. “Will you be my guest while you assess the contract? You can use my system access.”

                “I have my own, but I’d be grateful for your hospitality.” Marin crumpled the gold foil which had wrapped the chocolate and patted his lips with a napkin. “On one condition.”

                “Name it.” Liang stood.

                “You’ve already made a powerful emotional appeal to my better nature,” Curtis said dryly. “Now you let it rest right there. I’m in possession of the salient facts and from here, to me it’s an academic commitment and a business venture. Further emotional appeals will only cloud the issue, and could even cost me my life.”

                “I quite see your point.” Liang straightened his robes and drew both palms back over his hair to smooth it. “I’m parked on the roof. Did you leave your luggage at the spaceport?”

                “Yes. Is it far out of your way?”

                “A few minutes.” Liang ushered him toward the security elevator, and paused for a scant moment at the service desk.

                He barely glanced at the account displayed on the screen, and touched his palm to the ident pad. Billing was automatic, and Liang was a regular client. Marin cast a glance at the restaurant’s polished wood, rioting plants and art treasures. The Singapore Room was probably the most exclusive and expensive facility in Elstrom, and Liang had not chosen it at random.

                Their escort to the roof was a tall, large-boned woman with the look of the Pakrani. She towered over Marin, and the hand which operated the elevator’s control panel was much bigger than his own. Her ancestors were redesigned to cope with high gravity and an inhospitable, mountainous environment. Under Velcastra’s slightly low gravity she would be amazingly swift, bemusingly strong — far faster and stronger than the average male bred and born here.

                The night air was still as hot and humid as it had been when Marin walked out of the terminal building on the west side of Elstrom Field, but at the considerable altitude of the Sandokan’s roof a breeze stirred. It was bittersweet with the effluvium of the spaceport, and tonight Curtis groaned soundlessly as the odor conjured so many memories.

                “Can your contacts here on Velcastra provide the current entry codes to the Fleet archive computers on Borushek?” he asked thoughtfully as Liang pointed out the slender, graceful aerodyne shape of the Rand Constellation parked in the corner, by the floodlit parapet. “Dendra Shemiji can supply them, but this close to Borushek itself, Fleet comm monitoring makes it risky to transmit them on the subscriber tachyon band. I don’t want to have to shuttle over to Borushek, if you can get the codes here, without risk. Without risk,” he repeated. 

                “I believe I can get what you need overnight, and no, there’s no risk to me. My connections are ... more than secure.” Liang angled a glance at him. “What do you have in mind?”          

                “I’ll need to adjust my service record.” Marin turned his face to the hot night wind as Liang aimed the infrabeam key and sent up the canopy of the sportplane. “I had one or two disagreements with senior officers which it would be wise to expunge. I left Fleet with the rank of lieutenant, and while I’m qualified to fly four different spacecraft, my specialty was actually in weapons systems. Pilot or no, I was with a carrier tac-team, rather than assigned to an Airborne unit. This time, I’ll have to be in the field if I’m going to make an easy connection with your agent, and my rank must be no higher than Master Sergeant.”

                The Constellation was electric blue, with twin ramjets in the tail and a needle-sharp nose. Pilot and passenger sat side by side, with space in the back for two more passengers or a decent mass of luggage. Marin secured his straps as Liang brought the instruments alive and pulled on a headset. The canopy whined down, locked. The jets ignited with a bellow of thunder and a dragon’s breath of heat, ran up to test-peak and shut back to idling.

                “This is Civilair-XG105 to Sandokan Flight Control. I am ready to launch,” Liang said quietly.

                Marin could not hear the building’s air traffic director but a moment later Liang shunted up his vertical lifters, folded the stubby, afterthought struts of the landing gear and nosed south across the glittering carnival of the city.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six 

 

Elstrom StarCity

 

From altitude the city could almost have been Geneva. As Liang took the car up and away from the Hotel Sandokan, Marin watched the loops and arcs of halogen and neon extend below into complex patterns, the whorls and starbursts of light created by the intricacies of human occupation. He frowned at the gold-lined freeways, monolithic structures and glaring blue-white spaceport with a peculiar sensation of dislocation. 

                Ten days ago he had been at home, watching midwinter rain fall in unbroken sheets across the Geneva hills, under skies as gray as the hull of a warship. The capital of Jagreth could be wild and festive in summer but with fall came the inevitable downslide into introspection. The whole of Geneva seemed to be caught up in soul searching, too self-absorbed to notice the swift encroachment of winter until the frosts, the mist and long hours of darkness unfurled across North Argent like a many-layered cocoon.

                Five days ago he had been on Ulrand with Mark and Dario, and Dario’s friend Tor, soon to be his handfasted spouse, breathing air so hot it burned his nostrils, wearing shades lest the eyeballs be scorched out of his head by the merciless sun of the chalkstone wilderness where Dario and Tor had made the archeological find of a lifetime. They had hit the mother lode and they knew it. Mark also knew it instinctively, but still he gathered his own data, crunched the numbers according to his own methods — before he told Dario and Tor to back off, be patient, wait for people who knew what the hell they were doing. 

                Four days from now, Curtis Marin could be aboard a warship — and not any warship, but a super-carrier on an assignment that took it into a region through which Marin firmly believed only lunatics flew. He had been there. Hellgate. Been there, come back, and vowed never, never to go there again, supposing he lived to be three hundred years old.

                But the Intrepid was there, and this man, Neil Travers, who’d had the guts and integrity to gather data, assemble it into a coherent form, protect it from discovery, get it off the ship and through Cimarosa security into the hands of a freight crew who hand delivered it. The achievement was not small. Marin had never personally run the gauntlet of Stevenage Company security, but his colleagues had. Cimarosa was not a ‘normal’ colony at all; it had no Tactical department, only Company security squads, and they made their own rules. Months in a Stevenage detention cell, and even a man trained by Dendra Shemiji was worn to a nub.

                Down below the car now, as Liang threaded into the traffic lanes and leveled out, was the racetrack-angled South City Clearway, and before the car the glittering city lights petered out into the almost unbroken black velvet of Shackleton Mere. The spaceport was a blaze of light, from the massive radars to the spire of the control tower and the neon-flagged nuke bunkers, the ‘safe areas’ to which staff and public alike scurried in the event of an incident over the port. 

                Big ships were rarely known to ‘land hard’ — no port authority would use the word crash
— but the occasional incident still took place. On approach to Velcastra the inflight travelogues ran the story of the ‘Horizon disaster’ of almost ninety years ago. Marin had seen the vid several times; admittedly, it was the worst aerospace disaster in the history of the Deep Sky, and Velcastra rightly traded on it. The Cygnus Logistics freighter Cygnus Horizon was on final approach, way past her point of landing abort, when her reactors scrammed. The ‘hard landing’ poisoned most of Elstrom Field and half of Shackleton Mere.

                The near quadrants of ElstromCity were evacuated and the spaceport shut down while winter settled in with the usual tropical storms, heavy seas and high winds. The population of Velcastra waited for months for disaster relief from the Confederation. Too little arrived, much too late, and the locals had to find their own ways to cope with the help of sister colonies on the far side of the Void. They never forgot, nor forgave, the Confederacy’s slow, parsimonious response, and the old wounds reopened afresh every time taxes were due. And the military service levy.

                The Rand rocked and bucketed, bringing him back to the present with a start. Marin hung in the straps as Liang brought the vehicle around a swarm of congested traffic. The instruments were alive with blips, hazard indicators, ID callsigns and at least one Tactical marker. It seemed there had been an accident, and Liang settled a headset.           

                Braking down gently on the cushion of an Arago field that would have buoyed up a truck with five times its mass, the Constellation rode to a halt along with the rest of the traffic stream. Liang ran up the power to hold her there while he peered ahead at the snarl of a midair collision. A number of vehicles, one of them a skytruck, was holding altitude on repulsion though they were badly mangled. At least one pilot was still alive and conscious, jockeying the whole mass while they waited for Tactical and several towtrucks.

                Tactical and Medevac had arrived just seconds before. Red spinners on four Tac cars marked out the scene of the accident, and while Marin watched two blue spinners kicked in and a Tac control vehicle pulled up above the mess to re-route traffic. The towtrucks were coming in fast, directly below, and without a word of comment Liang threaded his way into the new traffic stream.

                “Where are we headed, Mister Marin?”

                “I checked my bags into a locker near the west exit gate,” Marin said as the Rand dipped in over the boundary fence into the public vehicle park. “Just wait in the stop-and-drop. I’m traveling light.”

                Without comment, as if he were consumed by his thoughts, Liang feathered the car in between the orderly ranks of less prestigious vehicles, some of them ground cars, some of them rusted and battered. As the canopy lifted a few drops of warm rain fell on Curtis’s face, and Liang lowered the gullwing again quickly.

                He hurried toward the terminal through thick, soupy air, dodging drizzle, ground cabs and gyrobikes. A shuttle was leaving on a shallow angle, headed southwest, and a bevy of young people of both genders and several genetic designs bounced toward him, clad in little more than smiles. They flaunted their wares, clearly soliciting, but he declined with a polite smile and a shake of the head. He stood aside as they passed on in search of more promising trade.

                In the garish white light of the public foyer he palmed open the locker. One case, one bag and his handy comprised the total contents. He shouldered them and jogged back out to the car as the rain began to patter steadily. Liang had left the jets at idling, and as soon as Marin was in, the Rand bobbed up off the asphalt, rotated over the exit gate and headed northwest with enough acceleration to shove pilot and passenger firmly into the seat padding.

                While Liang concentrated on his airsearch instruments Marin watched the autonav display. They crossed the city sectors of Winslow, Ely and Gael before Liang pivoted in midair, made altitude on repulsion, straight up over the Schiskard district, and took the car directly up between traffic lanes. 

                The Rand continued to rise long after they had left behind the marked airlanes, and Marin frowned. Where the hell was Liang going? According to Velcastra’s public records he lived in a hillside mansion with a view of Schiskard and Ely which put five million dollars on the price of the house. Liang seemed to have been waiting for Marin’s frown.

                “I just acquired a house on StarCity,” he said with elliptical, intuitive logic. “The papers are signed, filed, but the system updates only at the end of every ten-day. You could have run my records and not seen it, but ... look.”

                Up ahead, riding against the blue-black night sky, marked out by its running lights, was a kilometer wide, high-dome platform. Marin was reminded of Sanmarco space city, but only because the lights of homes, parks and malls glittered from the platform. Sanmarco was an abandoned and rebuilt defense platform, actually in orbit. Elstrom StarCity was a fantasy, even a folly, of civilian engineering. 

                They had taken the Arago field generators off eight heavy lifters and mated them to a thousand-meter diameter saucer, built a billionaires’ ghetto on it, domed and pressurized the whole thing, neutralizing the mass as they worked to take the stress off the saucer, and at last StarCity wafted up like a feather to a ceiling of fifteen thousand meters, where it was permanently on station-keeping. 

                The platform was certainly not among the stars, but seemed so close to them, Marin felt he could reach out and touch the bright constellations of Velcastra. Liang spun the Rand around on its axis and drifted slowly toward the lock-in, lock-out docking bay at the periphery of his own property. StarCity shimmered under its dome. 

                Outside, the temperature was ten below and the air was too thin to breathe. Inside, the air was ambient, warm, fragrant with the million flowering shrubs and trees which gave the miniature city a long-settled look, as if StarCity had stood for a century. Colonial architecture had a quaint look about it, even when the buildings were new. The lights of mansions winked and beckoned right across the platform, until Marin lost sight of them in the glare of floods and strobes from Liang’s personal docking bay.

                The Rand’s jets continued to howl as the outer doors closed and locked. The bay pressurized in seconds, and Liang took the Rand inside, handling it delicately. He swung it around to fit the rectangle of floodlit plascrete between the white-walled mansion and a lake-sized, blue-green swimming pool.

                Not long ago Curtis Marin would have envied most of what he saw, but not now.  Dendra Shemiji’s business was too well paid. A large fortune was swiftly earned, if one could accept the element of risk. Always there existed the real possibility that Marin would never live to collect the fee. He could be picked up by corporate security, apprehended by Tactical — or by Fleet. 

                Normally, he worked three or four times in any year, chose his contracts with extreme discretion and prided himself on complete professionalism. The situation was a little different at this moment, with Dario’s find drawing Dendra Shemiji specialists like flies around a honey pot. And then, the very nature of Liang’s assignment made it a task for a human. Specifically, a special kind of human: an extremely fit and highly skilled individual within the acceptable conscription age.

               Such humans were not exactly in abundance on Mark’s lists, and at the same time Mark wanted badly to take this job. Marin had begun to understand why. Men like Roy Neville were far beyond the reach of the law. They might destroy a hundred lives before they were called to account for their actions, and sometimes — more frequently than Marin liked to contemplate — they were never censured at all. 

                The truth was, more butchers walked free than were ever imprisoned. Tactical in any city, anywhere, was usually undermanned, underfunded and overworked; resources were stretched past breaking and only a percentage of reported cases could be pursued. More lives were destroyed than would ever be legally avenged. Finite resources and ingenious lawyers conspired to make a farce of the legal system, colonial and home-world alike.

                When the law fell far short of requirement, one recourse remained. Marin had long ago ceased to ponder the morality of his trade. It was enough for him to be convinced of its necessity. If Dendra Shemiji had not already existed in the indigo shadows under Hellgate, some other society would have been born. Not a body of fugitives struggling to survive and preserve the half-forgotten, born-in-battle tradition of a race that had been erased from the Deep Sky, but a body of humans, renegades, who filled the niche which Dendra Shemiji had chiseled for itself out of the bedrock of the new human colonies.

                A Lushi servant stepped unobtrusively from a doorway to collect his baggage, and Marin gave the white stone and gold slate mansion an  appreciative look. The colonial architecture reminded him a little of Jagreth, Geneva and home, but this evening the reminder only served to underscore the length of time he might be away, and the danger he was embracing.

                He looked up, wondering if he would see any suggestion of StarCity’s dome against the stars, but no. It was as if he stood in the open air on the edge of a wide lawn laid by some lunatic inside a navigation tank. The stars at fifteen thousand meters were so fierce, they seemed to burn at arm’s length, while the breeze in his face was warm and smelt of frangipani. 

                Music wafted out of the house. Marin recognized the strains of  Bevan Daku. The man was a musician in his youth, a composer in his later years; his ‘sound’ was often called the ‘voice’ of the early colonial period on Velcastra, though his
connection with the Daku sect made Bevan unpopular on his homeworld, Earth. Marin cocked an ear to the music and gave Chandra Liang a sidelong glance. He did not have the look of an anarchist or an insurrectionist, but then again, who would wear that face publicly?

                And if Marin bothered to notice the house’s details he saw the blue and gold Daku colors in a Pakrani fan painting on the library wall, the openheaded ankh, their symbol, worked into the beading of the vertical blinds at the dining room window. The Daku were a sect, neither political nor religious, but an unlikely hybrid between the two. They sprang up like mushrooms in the colonies across the Shackleton Void in the first decades of colonization. Where they sprang from was an almost unanswerable question, but most colonial archivists held to the opinion that the Daku began with Armande de Courte. 

                The man was dangerous. A separatist, an intellectual, a fugitive and in the end a soldier of necessity, always hunted for his published writings, which forewarned of the taxation and conscription to come. He urged the colonies toward republicanism over a century before the bushfire wars began to crackle. In the odd, elliptical, clipped-consonant accent of the Void colonies, from Mawson right across to Velcastra, ‘de Courte’ was pronounced ‘day-koo’, and even Chandra Liang, a billionaire with a mansion on StarCity, seemed to speak deliberately with the accent.

                Was he a sect member? Marin doubted it. Devotees referred to themselves as siblings, and every one of them took the name Daku. The sect had almost vanished by now, and only the works of such composers as Bevan Daku remained to continue the tradition. Yet the blue and gold sect colors were repeated in the Pakrani fan, with its flamingo and bamboo motif, the Lushi glassware in the cabinet flanking the front door, and the rails guarding the mezzanine balcony. The windchimes hanging in the library window were not simple bells but open-headed ankhs.

                Liang was well aware of Marin’s attention, and though he wore a faint smile he said only, “Take any room you like in the east wing.” He sounded tired as they stepped into a white-walled hallway with dressed redwood floors and some of the most incomprehensible abstract art Curtis had ever seen. “Use my access. You’ll find terminals in the library or my study.

                “I have my own.” Marin gestured at the black briefcase carried by the silent, attentive servant. “All I’ll need will be access to your ground station.”

                “You’ll see jacks in almost every room.” Liang rubbed his neck as if he were painfully tense. “And if you should need anything further I’m sure the indispensable Mister Puttusk can find one.” He gestured at the discreet, attentive little Lushi steward, and Puttusk acknowledged with an amused expression and a small bow.

                “I doubt I’ll need anything, but I’ll let you know.” Marin extended his hand, took the case from the servant and drummed his fingers on the black leather. “In fact, I’d like to get to work. I have a great deal to do. On the sleep cycle I’m accustomed to, I’ll be retiring about the time you rise, Mister Liang. The only thing I need from you is the archive access code to get into the systems on Borushek, and I need it as soon as possible. After that, there’s no more you can do to assist me.”

                “Then you will accept the commission,” Liang whispered.

                “Almost certainly.” Marin held up his hand. “I’ll tell you better tomorrow, when I’ve done a little research. Good night, Mr Liang.”

                The house was silent, many of the rooms almost empty. Liang was apparently still in the process of moving in here, and he seemed to live alone save for a handful of servants and security people. Puttusk showed Marin three rooms with a view of the city and Shackleton Mere, as if the house stood on the slopes of a monstrous mountain. Marin chose the suite with the desk and the enormous holovision.

                The lights flicked on, a restful pink and amber on ambient walls and artworks from many colonies. Marin listened to the soft-soled footfalls as Puttusk padded away, and with deliberate caution he set the room’s locks. With his baggage still sealed beside the bed he unpacked his handy and logged directly onto the circuit via the ground station; the tiny wireless jack was almost invisible beside a glass door onto the decked verandah.

                The handy folded open on the bronze comforter of a wide bed and the screen came alive as he stripped to the skin. The paper-thin keypad yielded under his fingertips as he input a series of data access requests which would take several minutes to process. While the machine worked he stepped into the adjacent bathroom.

                Most of the software he used was classified — illegal on the street, commonplace in military departments. From this bedroom, via the ground station transceiver on the roof, it would tap first into Elstrom’s high-security data network, interrogate the matrix, discover which areas required coded access and then systematically investigate every possible code solution until it found the keys. This much was routine.

                He had requested entry to the Velcastran Medical Records Office. Next he would talk to a computer at the Fleet archival office on Borushek, and this was not so easy. He could message Mark and ask for the current key codes, but the risk of Fleet intercepting the transmission, though minor, was troubling. He could wait for Liang to provide what he needed; or he could take the next shuttle to Borushek, get what he wanted from Dendra Shemiji in person and finish his research there. 

                Marin was unconcerned as to the method. Karl David Liang had been dead for months; there was no reason to rush Sergeant Roy Neville to the block at the risk of Marin’s own life or personal safety, despite the thirst for swift justice which obviously tortured the boy’s father. Marin would go to Borushek if necessary ... and Neville would live a few days longer. What of it? Liang might not actually be aware of how the executioner worked — how he would sometimes stake out his quarry, mark the prey, watch, wait and study, while weeks or even months passed by, until the perfect moment arrived. Justice was final, inevitable, and the sword which dealt it was rarely suspected.

                But first came the research without which Marin would not make any decision. He wanted to see it with his own eyes, compare the two conflicting death certificates issued for Karl. Next, he would review the service records of two Fleet sergeants. Roy Neville, painted as the villain in this drama, and Neil Travers, Liang’s avenging angel. 

                Thirdly and lastly, Marin wanted every scrap of current research that could be exhumed on the Rabelais Drift, including an evaluation of the latest version of the Yamazake software which permitted a ship to navigate safely through hell. If he was going to go back there, he wanted to evaluate his chances of coming out alive. 

                What use, he asked himself as he stepped under the scalding water, was a fortune waiting for him in a numbered account on Jagreth, if he was shipped out of Hellgate in a bodybag?

                The handy was still running when he turned off the water. He watched the screen as he toweled down, threw open his baggage and slipped into the gold silk robe. In the corner of the bedroom was an autochef, and he had punched for coffee and crackers just as the first of the data began to display.

                The death certificates were exactly as Liang had described them. Fleet claimed that ‘978694M/Liang-K’ died due to unspecific injuries sustained in an unspecified action. His carrier was on classified duty which the commander of the Borushek base was not at liberty to publicly disclose. 

                Meanwhile, the Elstrom Medical Examiner was under no such vow of silence and was much more specific. The nineteen year old conscript died due to loss of blood, toxemia, renal and heart failure, resulting from ‘massive dorsal visceral trauma, consistent with a heavy and medically unremedied flogging’.

                So Liang had a solid case. Marin sat cross legged on the foot of the broad bed, sipping the acrid local coffee and frowning at his reflection in the window. He saw himself in the glass as if he were a ghost super-imposed on a field of stars, and in that moment he felt a little like a ghost. A social nonentity, a figure which existed only in the shadowed places. Liang’s case was solid ... a boy was dead. 

                A nineteen year old rookie trooper, green as grass and scared out of his wits, had screwed up the job, probably a third or fifth or tenth time ... and he been killed for his mistakes. Executed? Even Fleet had no regulations to sentence a goofball to execution. The act was no more than cold blooded murder, of a particularly cruel kind. For merciless hours, Karl would have been in agony ameliorated only by whatever drugs the Company medic could pump into him. 

                How in hell had Roy Neville glossed over this one, in the report that had to go up to the command corps? Marin stretched to grasp the enormity of the incident and felt himself tugged deeper into the maelstrom. He felt a fair measure of Robert Chandra Liang’s pain; and his skin crawled at the mere thought of Karl David’s.

                A soft chime from the handy interrupted his thoughts and he blinked down at the screen. A message was waiting. “Marin,” he said quietly to the machine.

                It was Liang. In the palm-sized screen he looked shadowed with fatigue and Marin heard a knife’s edge in his voice which had not been there before. “I have your access codes, Mister Marin,” he said in a sharp tone, hinting at some price he had paid to get them. “You should be receiving them now. Forgive me if I remark that a vast amount of data has already downloaded ... have you reached any early conclusions?”

                Normally, Marin would have told his client to stop eavesdropping because this stage of the job was none of his business. But Liang had already provided information so sensitive, so classified, it was worth twenty years on the wrong side of the bars. And Chandra Liang’s plight cut right through his fortune, cut him so far down to size that in the end he was just a father tormented by grief.

                “I’ve simply verified your information regarding the death certificates,” Marin told him quietly. “You must understand, this is part of the assignment. Carelessness at this stage could easily open the door to Dendra Shemiji being used for common murder. We’re no manner of assassination bureau.”


                “Of course.” Liang took a breath. “You have the codes?”

                “Yes.” The handy was signaling data received.

                “Then I’ll let you get back to work.” Liang dragged both hands through his hair. “We’re going to have company in the morning, Mister Marin, for which I apologize.”

                “We?” Marin echoed.

                Liang looked away, and then back into the lens. “The codes to get you into the Fleet archives on Borushek came from the Governor’s office,” he admitted. “In fact, they come from my ex-wife’s office, specifically.” He paused. “Sondra is ... was Karl’s mother. Sondra is also Lin Ford Deuel’s daughter.” His brows arched. “The name means nothing to you?”

                “I’ve not spent much time here,” Marin admitted. “The name is familiar, but I’d be lying if I said I know enough about the colony to place him.”

                “No matter.” Liang smiled tiredly. “Lin was the colonial governor for almost twelve years. He passed away two years ago, but the name of Ford Deuel still carries a lot of weight here. I ... tried to use it, when I discovered what had happened to Karl.”

                “And found that Fleet out-massed you?” Marin guessed. He sighed. “Fleet is a machine, a monster with its head out there in Rabelais Space and its claws clutched tightly into the soil of Mother Earth. You can’t out-muscle Fleet. Not legally. You found this out the hard way. And I think you did the right thing, Mister Liang, when you called Dendra Shemiji. I can tell you, Mark Sherratt was very eager to take this assignment.”

                “Then you won’t be too aggravated,” Liang said dryly, “when I tell you, Sondra Mei Ming Deuel is coming up in the morning.”

                Now, Marin skipped a beat. “You told her who you called, and why?”

                “I had to.” Liang lifted his chin almost defiantly. “How else was I going to explain to her why I needed the key codes to hack my way into Fleet Archives, Borushek?  She’s a highly intelligent woman, Mister Marin, and guessed the better part of  our business.”  

                “I ... see.” Marin sat back and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Of course, if you can’t trust the lady, or if she or her office is under any kind of surveillance, all three of us can expect to be looking down the barrels of a Fleet security squad shortly after she arrives here in the morning. We won’t see daylight for decades.”

                “Don’t be concerned.” Liang smiled, an odd, feverish kind of expression. “In the colonies, it’s Fleet Intelligence themselves who have been under close surveillance for a considerable length of time. We  watch the watchers, if you like. They don’t sneeze without us hearing. Trust me.”

                “All right.” Marin was far from pleased, but short of leaving StarCity right now he was out of options. Even if he did quit StarCity in a big hurry, if Fleet Intelligence had pricked up its ears, swiveled its antennae, he would only be tailed back to ElstromCity and picked up later at some hotel. “I’ll have to trust you, Mister Liang, just as you clearly trust Miss Deuel.”


                And trust Mark Sherratt to pull whatever strings, crack the gates open for long enough, blind the guards, shut off the camera drones and get at least one prisoner the hell out of whatever hole Fleet had shoved him into. Such thoughts were self-destructive and Marin blocked them out. The access key to the Fleet archive was waiting online, and moments after Liang retired, the handy cut into the subscriber tachyon band and began to talk in encrypted, microsecond subspace bursts with a mainframe three parsecs away. 

                Even with access to the tachyon communications band, this was going to take at least an hour, possibly two. Marin cultivated patience. He stretched out on the floor by the bed, flexed his back, worked his body gradually, thoroughly, until every muscle and tendon had been warmed, worked and extended. Time blurred away as his mind settled into age-old routines, Resalq disciplines, ancient when humans had still lived in caves. 

                When the data came in he keyed for a hard copy and spread the micron-thin flimsies on the bed. The mattress dipped invitingly as he sprawled beside the pages synopsizing the lives and careers of two men. 

                First, the villain. Roy Austin Neville was thirty-four years old, born on Haven of an American father and a full-blood Kuchini mother. The image transmitted with his file showed a thin-featured face, narrow nosed, with a high forehead. According to his vital statistics, from his genetically reengineered mother he had inherited height, girth, enormous lung capacity and the blond-haired, pale-eyed complexion common to those people. And according to his personal record, from his father, he had inherited very little. The Nevilles as a clan were flat broke, and young Roy’s routine conscription must have come as a gift from the gods.

                Most youths dreaded the arrival of their conscription papers, but to the seventeen year old R.A. Neville, it would have been his ticket out of a citybottom tenement. Haven was not a place to be caught for a lifetime. His rookie assignment was to the carrier Ranger, and he came through his first five-year hitch more or less unscathed. Two light floggings were on record, one for gambling, the other for insubordination. He had taken a lover among the junior officers and apparently presumed on the relationship once too often. Lieutenant Barry Zahn was also disciplined in the same incident, though as an officer he suffered only fines and a stiff reprimand while Roy Neville received ‘fifteen lashes, heavy’ for what was, essentially, an arrogant young fool’s mistake. 

                The man’s service record also showed three service medals for ‘efficiency’. Those, Curtis regarded sceptically. ‘Efficiency’ could just as easily be read to mean ruthlessness, remorselessness. When his conscription hitch was up, Neville was one of a meager handful of people who re-enlisted, and after furlough he was assigned aboard the Musashi as a weapons systems specialist. Two years later he transferred to the ill fated and notorious Kiev, and then to the Intrepid.

                As he saw the name of the Kiev, Marin’s pulse quickened and he turned his full attention to the material concerning the officer commanding the super-carrier. 

                His name was Lorenzo Falk, and his record aboard the Intrepid was sparse. For the three years of his tenure the ship had been almost out of touch, and yet Marin would have expected the routine duty logs to have  been transmitted, batched together when the warship left Rabelais Space however briefly to rendezvous with its tender. 

                Few such transmissions occurred. Puzzled, Marin keyed in a request to access the Medical Officer’s log, and while he waited for this to download he took a preliminary look at service record of Liang’s avenging angel.

                Neil Andrew Travers was thirty years old, born on Darwin’s, of an average family in an average city. Perhaps conscription had been something of a gift to him, also. From his family details, by the age of seventeen the boy was headed for a lifetime of complete, tedious mediocrity. Average marriage, routine job, ordinary wage, the usual spouse or series of spouses, and if one or more of them happened to be female, another generation of predictable children to come after them and perpetuate the cycle. 

               When Travers cut loose from that rat-race, he never allowed himself to be lured back into it. No spouse was on record, but he had enjoyed a couple of close relationships with other servicemen. A photograph accompanied the file, and Marin studied it closely. 

                The image was grainy after the tachyon transmission, marred by a few zones of dropout, but enough of Travers’s face remained for Curtis to see the man’s handsome bone structure, his generous mouth and brilliant blue eyes. In the flesh, Neil Travers must be every bit as attractive as Neville was not, and Marin felt a hot little flame of interest ignite in his belly, like an itch demanding his attention.

                According to the file, Travers was a demolition specialist with the 176th Airborne and had been with the same unit for the entire six years of his current enlistment. The 176th had been assigned aboard the carrier Chicago until just a year before the Intrepid was sent into Hellgate. Routine replacement of essential personnel took the 176th, and Travers, aboard the super-carrier for what must have assumed the aspect of a hell-voyage. But even Travers’s record became obscure and patchy, the moment the Intrepid was assigned to the Drift. 

                Prior details were plentiful: he had been flogged only once, at the age of eighteen, for an adolescent prank. Ten lashes, a mere tickle, just enough to inspire reliability in a promising boy. He was wounded in action three times, though nothing serious enough to leave a scar, and he was five times decorated. He was the carrier’s most senior Master Sergeant, placing him just below the command corps and at the head of the crew deck. It was an odd point to consider, Marin thought, that if the entire officer corps was eliminated in some disaster, the Intrepid was Travers’s command by default.

                And then the details almost petered out with Lorenzo Falk’s arrival, and Marin frowned deeply. If this was a typical sampling of the data return from the Intrepid, right across the board, then Fleet was not in possession of enough hard facts to know what was going on aboard that ship. Not that they would be bothered, so long as Falk was getting positive results.

                A discreet chime from the handy signaled his incoming data, and Marin swiveled the machine to read the summary of the CMO’s log right off the screen. 

                Chief Surgeon Major James MacLean was approaching retirement, with excellent qualifications and a solid service record. He had served on the Ariel and the Nanking
before he transferred to the Intrepid ten years before, when the carrier was under the command of Colonel Miriam Wong. Again, coinciding with Falk’s arrival and the ship’s assignment to the Rabelais Drift, details became scarce. Marin keyed in another request for specific data.                        

                On exactly what date had Falk assumed command? This information would have to come from Borushek, and would take some time, but the research on the Rabelais Drift and the Yamazake navigation software was readily accessible on Velcastra. Most was unclassified and available from public sources.

                The handy had located everything he needed at the Winslow-Mao Academy of Space Sciences, and Marin reviewed the seemingly endless stream of data with a groan. Neither physics nor astronavigation was his forte. Even given his firsthand experience of the Drift as a pilot, this one was going to be a bitch.

                He punched up another coffee from the autochef, strong and black, and grasped the bull by the horns.

                It was almost dawn when he was satisfied, and the information on Colonel Falk had been on hold for an hour. Marin was not in the least surprised to read that the man gifted with command of the notorious ship had assumed the captaincy just three weeks before the Intrepid entered the Rabelais Drift for the first time.

                The new regime on the carrier was Falk’s responsibility. The scarcity of records did not automatically mean a negligent officer corps, but Marin was prepared to wager on it. The report by Liang’s angel of doom, Neil Travers — physically carried out of Cimarosa by a freight crew — could easily be read as a cry for help. Travers seemed to be asking for a Fleet inquiry tribunal, an investigation into the warship’s command corps. 

                The closer Marin looked, the more Sergeant Roy Neville began to assume the characteristics of the tip of the iceberg. He shut down the handy, placed it and the hard copies in the case and palmed the lock.

                Dawn was rising, the sky was a pale shade of pink, but though he was tired he knew he would not sleep. Instead of sliding into the luxurious bed he changed into track pants and athletic shoes and stepped out through the sliding glass door, directly onto the deck.

                The mansion stood in its own enormous grounds, as high above the city, the spaceport and the marshes as if it clung to the shoulder of a mountain.  As the sun appeared Curtis Marin was jogging steadily around the perimeter of Liang’s estate, consumed by his thoughts. He headed out of Liang’s private domain, took a wooded trail and found himself on a service path, just inside the pressure skin of the dome itself, where only a robot service crew and a dozen squirrels challenged his passage and the mansions of the unspeakably rich were still silent and dark.  

                As the sun rose, seemingly right beside StarCity, he connected with other trails which wound between mansions and through wooded glades. In an hour his body was limber, supple, his lungs, heart, muscles and joints working in supreme symmetry. Marin was as fit as a professional athlete. Nothing Fleet in general and Roy Neville in particular asked of him would tax him, and he was better acquainted with high-tech weapons, electronics, flight and tracking apparatus than a man like Neville, an instructor, would ever be.

                A few weeks or months in uniform, living the barracks life; perhaps a dozen battlefield simulations. Soon enough he would have the opportunity to do his job. Just enough danger to put the spice into life? Travers would say so. The problem facing Marin now was how to legally get off the carrier ... and out of Fleet, without having to finish his enlistment.

                Oddly enough, the solution to that puzzle was simple, and he would lay the foundations for his escape before he signed the induction form.

                As he jogged back up toward the house he saw Liang in the garden, breakfasting by the pool. The older man raised his cup in greeting and Marin turned toward him.

                This morning Liang was in white slacks and a conservative pale blue shirt. The raven black hair was caught back in a severe ponytail, fastened with a silver clasp. He looked as if he had not slept more than an hour. 

                “Tea? I have jasmine, bergamot or strawberry breakfast.”

                “Thank you.” Marin was only a fraction breathless as he drew a chair up to the antique wrought iron table and helped himself. 

                “I checked the system logs an hour ago,” Liang remarked. 

                “And saw the volume of my downloads,” Marin guessed.

                “You almost emptied out the Fleet archive.”


                “Hardly.” Marin took his cup and sat back to savor the aroma of bergamot. “I didn’t download enough to be noticed by the monitors.”

                “My own system monitored the data which came in through my aerials  ... you were interrogating the Fleet records bureau.” Liang’s brows arched.

                “But not yet interfering with it,” Marin added. “This morning, when I’ve slept a little, I must overwrite several archival files. To do that, I’ll need a particular clearance code, or I’ll trip a dozen failsafes — and you and I wouldn’t be able to quit this system fast enough to stop them nailing us. We’d both be in trouble.”

                “Ah.” Liang poured fresh tea. “Using the codes I secured, you should be able to get the clearance you need.”


                Marin smiled faintly. “That’s not an issue.”

                Liang took a deep breath. “Then, I assume this means you have accepted the commission?”

                “You assume correctly.” Marin sipped the tea.

                “And your fee?” Liang inquired politely. 

                Lips pursed, Marin reckoned up a multitude of variables and miscellaneous expenses, and gave Liang a thoughtful look. “I’m not accustomed to being in personal jeopardy, under the authority of any organization, much less one as insular and as potentially dangerous as the DeepSky Fleet, in a location classified as a battle zone, in what is probably the most hazardous sector of space. You understand, this influences the fee.”

                “Naturally.” Liang seemed unconcerned.

                “My fee will be twelve million dollars,” Marin said mildly. “Payable in advance, to my agency. When Dendra Shemiji confirms they have received the sum, I am ... at your disposal.”

                No flicker of expression crossed Liang’s face. “And what guarantee have I that you will complete the commission?”

                Again Marin smiled faintly. “My agency’s guarantee.” He lifted his cup as if in toast. “It’s my life which is forfeit, Mister Liang, if I defraud a client. Dendra Shemiji will act on your behalf, and deliver you my head on a silver plate, if you want it.” Liang’s eyes widened, and Marin nodded as he clattered the cup down into his saucer. “Now, if you’ll forgive me I’d like a shower and some sleep, and then I have work to do. I’ll adjust my service record without delay. The sooner you transfer my fee to the agency’s banking facility, the sooner I can go to work.”

                “Mister Marin.” Liang offered his hand on the contract. “Consider it done.” And then he looked up as his eyes were drawn to the flash of morning sun on glass, and swore in an undertone. “Shit. She’s early.”

                “Who?” Marin followed the line of his eyes and saw the dart shape of a sportplane closing swiftly with Liang’s private docking port.

                “Sonja.” Liang set down his cup, steepled his fingers on the table and studied Marin over them with a frown.

                “I can disappear,” Curtis offered as the nail polish scarlet dart slid into the lock-in, lock-out bay.

                “It’s you she’s come here to see,” Liang said darkly. 

                “Then I’ll try your jasmine tea,” Marin decided. 

                Unseen machinery growled as the docking bay pressurized, and a chill breeze stirred the oleanders surrounding the pool. “She prefers to be called Madame Deuel,” Liang said quietly. “She’s been married as often as I have, has had a great many more affairs than I ever aspired to, and never dreamed of changing her name even when she spent a few years handfasted with that actor. And,” he added on an even darker note, “Karl was her only child.” His eyes were wide, silver-gray in the morning light, and the wounds of his soul were like shadows there. “Sonja is quite naturally as eager for justice as I am.”

                Sonja Mei Ming Deuel was older than her ex-husband but looked younger. In the early morning light she was in flimsy cream silk and blue jeans, barefoot, and seemed to still be wearing makeup from the night before. The dark tones were at odds with the casual dress as she came prowling up from the Chev plane, which stood shimmering in a halo of its own heat on the other side of a thicket of oleander and orange bushes.

                With curiously old world courtesy Liang stood to make the introductions. “Sonja, the matter is well under control. There was no need to come, but since you’re here —” a gesture at Marin “— Curtis Marin, Dendra Shemiji’s operative in this sector.”

                Eyes like ice-green gimlets raked Marin from head to foot. He had no idea what he expected but her first words, uttered in perfect, accentless English, took him by surprise. Any kind of English was unusual in the colonies. Marin himself spoke it slowly, with the thick accent of Jagreth. 

                “Whatever you’ve been offered, Marin, I’ll double it.”

                “Sonja, for God’s sake,” Liang began, following her into English. His own accent lilted with Elstrom’s elongated vowels.

                “Madame Deuel,” Curtis said with deceptive quiet, “there’s no need. I’ve already decided to accept the commission ... and I assure you, ma’am, the fee for an assignment like this is not left for my patron to set.”

                The odd, pale green eyes flickered. The woman froze in mid-stride for a moment and then continued smoothly. She pulled up a chair, sat and helped herself to the strawberry tea. “Good enough, Robert.”

                Liang sighed soundlessly and returned to his own place. “Please, Mister Marin, sit. Have breakfast with us.”

                “And chat? No.” Marin sat back and regarded the couple with a frown. “If I’m not mistaken, Madame Deuel will want information from me regarding Dendra Shemiji business, and that’s one thing we don’t offer.”

                The chill breeze from the docking port was still wafting across the gardens as Deuel studied him critically over the rim of the cup. “And you make no exceptions to the rule? You know who I am?”

                “I do, and I’m flattered to command your attention this morning.” Marin permitted a faint smile. “If you’ve any genuine interest in Dendra Shemiji I can ask an associate within the society to contact you and answer whatever questions. You understand, if I make the request you’re certain to be investigated before you receive any contact from us.”

                “You’re cautious to the point of paranoia,”  Deuel observed coolly.

                “Dendra Shemiji has survived against the odds, and against enemies whose intention was simply genocide. If you want to call their methods paranoia, I’m sure you’re far from alone.” Marin chuckled. “Many inside the society would probably agree! But extreme methods are effective, ma’am.”

                “You’re not one of them.” She leaned closer across the table and her eyes narrowed. “You’re human.”

                A muscle in Marin’s belly tightened. So Deuel knew at least a little about Dendra Shemiji. She was in a position of privilege, her office had access to very sensitive data and Fleet had few secrets. Marin crooked one brow at her. “I’m human. A number of us are ... and I’ll not answer implied questions either, Madame Deuel. I sympathize deeply with regard to the murder of your son, and I’ll accept your commission, an assignment to Hellgate.” He stood and looked down into Liang’s troubled face. “I’ll be leaving on the first available shuttle to Borushek, and the next you’ll hear of Sergeant Roy Neville will be a death notice, an obituary, posted throughout Fleet. I’m sure your military contacts will be able to provide you with a copy.”

                “I have contacts at the public relations level.” Liang stood and once again offered his hand to Marin. “A deal, then.”

                This time Marin took the offered hand and shook it. “As I said, consider it done. Now, I need to do a little meddling with the Fleet archives.” He smiled at Liang, and then at Deuel. “And the less you know about the work, the better.” He gave the woman a challenging look. “Do you trust me? You must. Because when I re-enlist in Fleet I take with me knowledge that could put all three of us in front of a military firing squad.”

                She rose to the challenge with a face like ice crusted over volcanic fury. The face of a politician, Marin thought. “Oh, I trust you,” Deuel said evenly. “Mister Marin, I have to trust you. You’re the last chance for justice we’re going to get.”

                “Then we’re all on the same team.” Satisfied, Marin stepped back from the table. His mind was already racing, constructing the new service record files. He gave Robert Chandra Liang a courteous nod. “I’ll be in touch.”

                And then he left them to the incredible view from StarCity, the fragrant breeze on the warm air and breakfast carried out to the poolside by a servant in house livery. 

                It was time to go to work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Ulkur, Rabelais Drift 

 

The merciless wind from the nova had scorched away the whole surface of the world and gravity tides had been warping it for several millennia, since the eccentric orbit of the black hole Naiobe brought it into the outer reaches of the 2631C system. The pulsing nova remnant wobbled as Naiobe tugged at it as if it were a boat on a line, but the collapsar was just passing through on its way to wreak havoc elsewhere. In a thousand years it would return. The last time it plunged through the outer system, 2631C had been a cool, long-lived orange K-class star with eleven planets. Naiobe rearranged the whole solar system. The three outer worlds were ripped out of orbit, trashed and sent wandering into interstellar space where they were radio-marked in Ernst Rabelais’s day, charted as navigation hazards. One of the planets had been ingested whole, swallowed without trace.

                No planet circling 2631C was ever inhabited — no indigenous life form was destroyed in the nova — but meticulous records were kept by the Resalq. The ancient race became extinct in what on Earth would be the midtwentieth century. Seven centuries later, the Resalq were known only by their archaeological remains, but their painstaking account of this region was so invaluable, human cities, colonies and charted worlds were named after their scientists, pioneers and heroes.

                Ulkur was one of these. 

                Who the individual by that name had been, Travers did not know. He did not even know the person’s gender. To him, Ulkur meant only the most inhospitable globe he had ever seen. At the equator its diameter was just short of fourteen thousand kilometers, which put it in the size category of Darwin’s World and Earth, while its density was comparable to Mars. There, all similarities between this barren rock and the homeworlds ended.

                Neil Travers stood on the summit of a low hill above the tangled, blasted ruins of a Resalq mining operation. Instruments indicated that no work had been done on Ulkur in seven centuries. Traces of bauxite, tungsten and titanium still remained in the deep strata, far below the surface, where the mean temperature was something like that of liquid ammonia. These mines would have been worked for a decade at a time, while Ulkur’s long orbit carried it away around its sun, far from the gravity storms generated by small black holes like Naiobe. When the planet swung back toward the intense gravity tides, the mines were wisely abandoned, and the Resalq abandoned them forever about the time a human called Armstrong was taking mankind’s first cautious steps upon another world.

    So why, Travers wondered as he reviewed the columns of raw data marching through the helmet display, a hand’s span from his nose, why was he reading the unmistakable traces of a big nuclear generator which had been operating here less than a week ago, and the exhaust ‘signature’ of a ship scored into the cracked, pitted surface of what had once been a landing bay?

                A Fleet Intelligence recommendation brought the Intrepid to Ulkur, but Travers was always wary of information that had been drugged or tortured out of prisoners. Two days before, a probe ship was intercepted bolting across the Drift. When its pilot refused to identify himself the flimsy craft was seized in tractors and hauled aboard. The Intelligence division found no proper documentation in the probe’s computer, nor did the pilot carry any authority, not even a basic license, let alone civilian registration for the Yamazake raceplane, which had been loaded with cutting-edge military sensors. 

                But the raceplane doing service as a probe had a maximum range of only two light years, and since the nearest system was three parsecs to galactic southwest, it was obvious the Yamazake Lightning had launched from a larger vessel somewhere near, or even inside the Drift. 

                What its mission was, Intelligence never learned. The pilot died before he divulged more than his name and a few trivial details. Several times the young man mumbled the word ‘Ulkur’, and a vague set of what could have been surface coordinates. Worse yet, the cockpit instrumentation had fused itself into a lump of pumice, melted down into dirty brown-black cinders, the moment the pilot was captured. 

                What Intelligence expected to find on Ulkur, Travers could not begin to guess. But it was a safe bet the raceplane had launched either from the Wastrel or one of her sister ships. Richard Vaurien was pushing his luck. If the navigation systems on that probe were loaded with data worth the bother of retrieving it ... if the instruments had failed to self-destruct, or if the pilot had lived longer under interrogation, the Intrepid would have primed every gun she had, and gone hunting privateers on a clear, pungent scent.

                Yet again Richard was lucky and Travers offered a prayer of thanks to any god who watched over privateers. He only hoped Vaurien and Jazinsky knew what they were doing. Richard was both crazy and complacent enough to be oblivious to danger, yet sane enough to be a formidable tactician. He was brilliant enough to dance rings around Colonel Lorenzo Falk. And Jazinsky was ... Jazinsky.

                From his position above the abandoned mine, the pulsar was a dim fourth magnitude point of light and the stars overhead were masked by the clouds of gas from the nova. A flock of superluminous suns shone through, big, bright B-class giants which made the nebula a glorious sight, but Ulkur itself was a scene of devastation. 

                Forty light hours inside the Rabelais Drift, no one in his right mind would remain in one place for long enough to plunder the ancient mine. And what of the state of mind of a man who deliberately, wittingly, left the ship and took his chances ‘naked’ on the surface of Ulkur? Travers’s skin crawled and perspiration prickled his ribs as he glanced at the realtime chronometer in his helmet.

                Virtual mode predictions promised a probability of fifty-five minutes of temporo-gravitic stability before the next anomalous gravity current. Elements of Bravo and Delta Companies had been down for twenty-four minutes already and Travers had begun to sweat. The lab boys had been wrong before, they were wrong with monotonous, lethal regularity and not lightly was the Rabelais Drift nicknamed Hellgate.

                The gunship was five kilometers downrange, holding up just a hundred meters over the confusion of ancient gantries and splintered launch complexes. Below Travers, fanned out in a wide line-search pattern, were a dozen troops from Delta Company, scanning on instruments. Every one of them would be watching the chrono, and over the open comm loop Travers heard a continual stream of undertone cursing. This was maniac’s duty. Short-straw patrol. Travers agreed with every word the kids were saying, but if the observers heard the grumbling crosstalk several backs would be very sore tonight.

                “Quiet it down!”
he barked over the loop. “Kravitz, Fargo, Johnson, get your tails in gear and get moving. We’re pushing our luck already!”

                “I hear you, Sarge,” Reuben Kravitz bawled angrily. “But Jesus God, it would help if we knew what we were looking for.”

                “We’ll know when we find it, Roo,” Judith Fargo snapped. Then, “Sergeant, there’s crap-all down here. Whoever they were, they pulled out a week, maybe ten days ago.”

                “And we knew that from orbit,” Kravitz growled. “God knows what we’re doing, kicking rocks down here.”

                Travers panned his helmet floods and cameras, making a full circuit for the recorders. Telemetry was patchy. Punching an audio signal through the intense background interference was difficult enough. Video and sensors broke up, distorted. No data gleaned by instruments alone was trustworthy. 

                He swore as he listened to Kravitz and Fargo, and looked at the time. Twenty-eight minutes. He was about to pull the plug, take it on his own initiative to prematurely abort the lunatic recce, when Fargo called  sharply, “Hey, what’s this? Roo, get over here, what d’you make of this?”    

                A note in her voice made Travers’s ears prick. She was a fourth-year conscript, overqualified, highly experienced, and what Fargo did not know yet was, she was about to be given the option of officer selection. The fact she would reject the proposal would surprise Command, but it should not have. The example set by the officers aboard the Intrepid did not inspire anyone to ‘go over’ and join them.

                “What you got, Fargo?” Travers called with a glance at the chrono. Twenty-nine minutes. Interference sheeted out the whole area and he swore lividly. “Fargo! Groundhound to gunship, are you reading me?”

                Another blast of static white noise, and the gunship’s pilot, Gillian Perlman, answered, “Reading you, Travers, but can you boost your signal? We’re hardly getting you at all.”

                Travers adjusted his transmission, kicked in all the spare power he had. “Better?”

                Perlman: “Better. What the hell are you doing down there? Thirty minutes — you’re cutting it fine.”

                “Tell me about it. Fargo thinks she’s found something.” Travers turned up the floods which glared blindingly from the crown of his helmet, and moved down off the hillside, toward the tangle of twisted metal and oxidized junk. The armor made his movements clumsy and the three hundred kilo weight of the suit sank his booted feet into the loose, drifted dust. “Fargo! Fargo, where the hell are you?”


                “Here, boss!” her voice yelled from what seemed to be the mouth of a tunnel or bunker.

                “Paydirt,” Kravitz was crowing. “Now, can we get the hell out of here? This place is creeping me out.”

                The floods cut a laser-bright arc into the dark, maw-like interior, and as Travers drew closer he saw that it was indeed a bunker. Probably an equipment store, built by the Resalq to protect machinery during the decade when it was unsafe for the mine to be manned.

                He stepped carefully over and around fallen steel spars that must once have been part of a roof, and peered over Johansen’s shoulder. Fargo and Kravitz were kneeling to examine a long, slender cylindrical object. Its whole length was emblazoned with sharp blue-and-white chevrons, which denoted radioactive contents. At one end was stamped a serial number which would make the thing simple to trace. At a glance, he recognized the ‘090’ prefix. It was as good as a designer’s label reading, ‘Made in Jackson.’ The plant producing most of the nuclear fuel used by the military was in Jackson, in the EurekaValley. Borushek was not a place Travers would have visited by choice, but business had taken him there more than once.

                “You want we should take it?” Johnson twisted and looked back at Travers in the blazing halogen wash of the floods.

                “Is it hot?” Travers aimed the sensor array on his left forearm at the fuel casing, and grunted. “Hot as hell. Groundhound to Bravo Gunship, Perlman, are you getting this?”

                “Every other word, Travers,” she shouted over the white nose. “What you got?”

                “Drop me a containment tank,” he shouted, “and for godsakes make it fast, lady.” He had noticed the chrono, and a cold sweat beaded his face behind the featureless black visor. Thirty-two minutes. Say, two more to get the tank down here and load it, another minute to get the kids back to  the gunship, three to get the gunship back aboard the Intrepid, give or take a minute’s error factor. “Perlman!” he barked as she did not respond for a moment.

                “I heard you, Travers. Your tank’s on its way. Where do you want it?”

                “Right on top of us,” he said tersely as he backed out of the bunker and stood aside to watch Johnson and Fargo manhandling the spent fuel casing. Typically, Kravitz was not helping, but fidgeting on the sidelines and grasping every opportunity to grumble.

                Out of the haze of swirling iron oxide dust appeared a group of ghostlike shapes. The other seven members of Delta had been fanned out around the mine, keeping each other in visual and getting intermittent voice contact when the swirls and eddies of interference momentarily subsided. 

                Inosanto pointed up toward the gunship, angled his floods, and Travers augmented them with his own. The hot-tank was feathering down on an anti-grav sled, maneuvering sharply as its compressed liquid nitrogen jets fired. 

                “Get out there and grab it,” Travers barked over an ear-splitting burst of white noise. “Villaret, Nash, move your asses!”

                The fuel case was heavier than it looked. Fargo and Johnson were swearing fluently as they coaxed it out of the bunker and into the open — all the more so because their sensors were blinking warnings at them. They were now as hot as the case. They were due for major decontamination, which meant an hour in isolation before they could de-suit.

                Before the repulsion sled touched down Villaret and Nash had seized it and Inosanto was releasing the seals. Travers clapped his hands to hurry them, and looked around for the gunship. Bless her soul, Perlman had brought it in low overhead. The whole desolate, eerie landscape flickered with strobes and spinners, and red dust swirled into a storm under the ship’s powerful main lifters.

                With a grunting and heaving, Johnson slammed the fuel case into the tank while Fargo handled the lid. The case fell heavily and the lid slammed down tight. 

                “Got it — in and secure,”
Fargo reported as she engaged the magnetic seals. “Take it away.”

                “Go, Perlman!” Travers looked back at the chrono and took a breath. Thirty-five minutes. How time flew when you had none to spare. 

                The sled lifted off as Perlman keyed up the repulsion by remote. She jockeyed the thrusters to take it up into the open cargo bay, and Travers hustled the squad into the air.

                Over their heads, the slab-like, ugly shape of the gunship was like a siren beckoning the way home. Three hatches were open in the belly and blue-white light blazed a welcome from within. The cargo hatch was forward, the jump bay amidships, the hot-room in the tail, just forward of the engine deck and right under the reactors. 

                He panned his instruments over the squad, but only Fargo, Kravitz and Johnson were registering contamination of the outer skin of their armor, and they needed no instructions to head for the rear hatch. Already they were going up on gravity resist, rising like feathers in the wind toward the open bay, less than a hundred meters above.

                The downdraft of the gunship’s powerful main lifters filled the air with a storm of sand. Travers hit his repulsion and went up fast, eyes on the chrono. “Perlman!”

                “Yo,” she sang from the cockpit.

                “You getting anything from the Intrepid?” he asked as he went into the halo of light and grasped the bars to guide himself aboard.

                “Not a squeak,” she reported tersely. “Body count!”

                Swiftly, Travers counted heads before his fist slapped the hatch release. “Fargo!”

                “We’re all safe,” she called from the hot-room. “Get us the hell out of here while we still got the chance!”

                “Perlman, go!” Travers bawled, but he could already feel the yaw of the deck, the heavy vibration through the airframe as the engines fired. As the bay’s status board registered full air-pressure and ten degrees, he lifted off his helmet, raked his fingers over his prickling scalp and resettled the headset. “How long till we dock?”

                “Three minutes, Travers. Relax,” Perlman promised. “I’m reading clear skies, nothing anomalous on instruments.”

                But a gunship’s onboard nav-deck was designed to monitor and control a battlefield, not perform nanosecond scans and recalculations in a dozen dimensions, and even if Perlman’s equipment could pinpoint what the specialists termed, in their usual desiccated manner, an ‘anomalous gravity event,’ the gunship did not have the power to predict the event with enough time left to get out of its way. 

                Swearing in a hoarse, bass whisper, Travers gritted his teeth as he stamped across the chilly, black steel deck to the suiting room and began to shed the armor, piece by piece.

                The engineers collected the hot-tank and took it aft for decontamination. That morsel of hard evidence would put the smile back on the face of Lieutenant Fiorelli, but to Travers it represented one more scrap of little value in the paper chase. They were no nearer to the privateers now than they were a year ago, or three years. 

                Nor would the Intrepid ever be any closer, but perhaps only Travers knew this, and more importantly, knew why. He glared at the chrono in the wall over the lockers where he and the pale-faced youngsters from Bravo and Delta stored their armor. One more minute and the gunship would dock. For some reason Travers had never been able to fathom, the last minute was always the longest.

                He was out of the armor and tugging straight his sweat-damp fatigues when he heard the dull metallic impacts of the massive electromagnetic clamps which physically took hold of the gunship and tucked it away into a tidy corner of the 176th’s  flight deck. A cheer erupted among the squad, but fear had a way of creating exhaustion and it was half-hearted. Travers looked at the ‘men’ who were under his command, and for the hundredth time wished Lorenzo Falk and the majority of the command corps in hell.

                Fargo, Villaret, Choi, Gianelli and Dawson were not ‘men’ of any description. Female body lines were revealed as they stacked their armor into the lockers with a clatter of metal on metal. The other members of Bravo and Delta Companies would categorize as men in a few years, when time and experience had put whiskers and a few worry lines on their faces. Inosanto and Kravitz were still short of their eighteenth birthdays. Nash, Johnson and Yip were eighteen; Choi, Landon and Okawa were nineteen. There were times when Travers  felt old.

                The Intrepid was a DeepSky Fleet super-carrier, officially listed as a Pioneer Class warship. Her crew numbered between eight and nine hundred when she was fully staffed, the crew being divided among the engineers, technicians and specialists who kept her running, the field companies at the boot-end of the service, who did most of the dirty work and drew the least pay for it, and the command corps at the summit of the hierarchy, the top-end of the food chain, who did not seem to do anything, aside from finding new and ever more absurd ways to get the rest of the crew into hazard.

                Such as the harebrained scheme of sending a field squad to Ulkur. Being aboard a warship in Rabelais space was one thing, and bad enough. Being ‘naked’ on the surface of a nova-scorched planet that was slowly being taken to pieces by anomalous gravity storms from a transient black hole was something else. Hellgate was no place to be without a solid hull around you, and a peerless computer running cutting-edge software thinking for you, a billion times faster than the human brain would ever think.

               The squad was breaking up as Travers swung down out of the gunship’s side hatch. They were all on shift-break now, with a dangerous job behind them. Many more jaunts like that, and these kids would be old before they were ever allowed to be young. Travers wondered at the logic of a service that plucked teenagers out the bosom of their families and thrust them not merely onto a warship but into a zone so hot it defied imagination.

                The hangar was vast, windy, cold, with black steel deck plates, armorglass terminals recessed into the walls, suiting bays and machine shops on all sides. This was 176th country. On this deck, Travers answered only to his direct superior, the company lieutenant, and unless he deliberately went looking for a more highly-ranked officer, he might never see one. Most sergeants had long ago relegated formal dispute to the list of forbidden fruits. Unless the command corps got off its collective ass and put in an appearance on the flight decks and in the simulation tanks, they might as well not exist at all. Travers had not seen an officer other than Bravo’s own lieutenant in two months.

                The flight deck housed five gunships, two engineers’ tractors and several space-to-surface shuttles. Forward of this hangar were two other hangars, from which flew the carrier’s four intercept squadrons, forty Murchison Apogee fighters. Aft and above were the engine decks, three hundred-megaton fusion reactors and the immense Weimann Drive engines themselves. From bow to stern the carrier was a little over a kilometer long, and Travers was familiar with almost all of her.

                A hand fell on his shoulder and he turned quickly to see Gill Perlman’s grimly smiling face. She was a tall, big-boned, handsome woman with buzz-cut red hair. At twenty-five years old she was a re-enlister like Travers himself, and she wore the identical uniform fatigues, a clinging jumpsuit in some unspecified color that had once been described as ‘ooze’. Her mother was Pakrani, her father a homeworlder, and the mix of gene types created something unique. She was tall as Travers and as strong, yet every element about her was woman, as if in defiance of her genes and the uniform.

                “Fiorelli wants you.” Perlman jerked a thumb over her shoulder, past the massive, grav-assisted engineer’s tractor, in the direction of the service elevators.

                “She can think again,” Travers said dryly. “She’s not my type. Females with moustaches and tattooed-on unit badges put me right off my stride.”

                “She wants,” Perlman corrected glibly, “to debrief you. The boss wants facts, figures, specifics, and he wants them yesterday.”

                “Falk is getting itchy?” Travers’s brows arched. 

                “Like, maybe Sector Control just audited this operation,” Perlman speculated with an irreverent grin, “noticed the amount of money we’re wasting for damn-all results, and put Falk on a deadline?”             

                “Get results, quick, or get out?” Travers pursed his lips and swatted the pilot’s backside to move her out of his path. “You better hope they haven’t, lady, or our asses could be in hot water.”
He stabbed a finger at the deck, in the rough direction of Ulkur. “They could hand us jobs like that twice every shift.”

                “Sweet Christ.” The words were more prayer than blasphemy. Perlman fumbled a cigarette out of her pack and into her mouth, and flicked a gold lighter. She studied Travers through a fog of mauve smoke that smelt of kipgrass and roses as she waited for the mild narcotic to hit her blood and settle the nerves of her stomach after the mission. “When you draw a furlough off this flying insane asylum, do you ever get the urge to just vanish into the blue and keep going?”

                Images of Cimarosa danced before Travers’s mind’s eye. Other images of the Wastrel, and Richard. Three systems in three days, a blue-green ocean, a sparkling snow field, a domed tea garden on the crown of a spire rearing over a horizon-spanning city.  He rubbed the back of his neck. No one would ever know how much it had cost him to turn down the invitation to freedom issued by Vaurien, Jazinsky and the crew of the Wastrel. Only comradeship brought him back here. 

                Stress stiffened his spine till he ached. Too much tension racked this ship lately. Too much fear. If Falk could not literally smell it, something was wrong. Or did he smell it, and he just did not care, the way the government of the Confederacy knew it had forced the colonies to the brink of war, and now seemed determined to shove them over the edge into a dozen bloody, spontaneous civil insurrections.

                “I almost didn’t come back last time,” Travers said quietly, and mocked himself for the way he dropped his voice. All decks were audio monitored, and paranoia was catching aboard this ship, like a disease. “I’d better go debrief.” He forcibly stirred and clasped the woman’s shoulder, which wore sergeant’s insignia very like his own.  Perlman was one rung down the rank ladder at Flight Sergeant, answerable to Travers. With the rank of Master Sergeant, Travers was technically responsible for the whole crew deck, with a motley assortment of seven Company Sergeants and nine Flight Sergeants under him.

                “See if you can winkle a little Intelligence out of Fiorelli,” Perlman called softly after him. 

                He thumbed for the elevator. “Like what?”

                “Like, when the Christ are we going to pull out of Hellgate? When is Falk going to get it through his bastard skull, this is the wreckers’ backyard, and we’ll chase our tails in this godforsaken hole in space till the computer screws up one microcalculation and the Drift rips this ship wide open.” She paused, dragged deeply on the cigarette and then ground the butt out under her heel. “Good gods, Travers, it’d be bad enough to be dragged out of Rabelais space and sent to some place like Omaru to help the government squash a colony trying to turn republic, but you wanna know the truth? I’m so tired and ... so damned scared, I’d even take that assignment over this one. I’d crush civilians like bugs and do it with a smile.” She paused. “Well, maybe not with a smile. Maybe I’d hate it, and hate myself for doing it. But you know what I mean.” She jerked a thumb over her  shoulder, back into the flight deck. “Most of these conscript kids are so scared, they need diapers. Lately, I’m thinking we’re sitting right on top of the bomb. It’s not going to take a hell of a lot to light the fuse. One spark. It’s just a matter of time.”

                “Damn, you noticed,” Travers said acidly.

                “I’m not blind,” Perlman retorted.

                The elevator opened and he stepped inside. “I’ll see what the L-T knows,” he promised as the door slid over.

                The lift car hopped up and shot forward. Fiorelli’s office was on the crew deck, tucked in between the barracks and the gym. Travers was longing for a shower as he strode toward an open door which was tagged with the Lieutenant’s name, but personal needs would have to wait. Gina Fiorelli was in a difficult position, with long-time professional soldiers on one side, intimately in touch with the realities of their situation, and on the other side the carrier’s command corps, which seemed to be getting more out of touch as time went by.

                The door was open, the office lights were on but he knocked and waited for her invitation to enter. The room was a clutter of machines, unfiled hard copies, scattered and forgotten datacubes and spent coffee cups. In the midst of it all, in a smog bank of cigarette smoke, Fiorelli sat behind the desk, intent on the shimmering threedee display of the nearest access. 

                Looking at the threedee from the wrong side as he pushed into the office, Travers glimpsed an auto-edit, performed by the computer, of his own visuals and Fargo’s, captured by the helmet cameras. The quality was lousy but the image had been cleaned up and enhanced, and it was better than Travers would have predicted. Fiorelli seemed satisfied.

                One finger intruded into the threedee, disrupting the delicate field of a virtual control, and she froze the playback on a closeup of the nuclear fuel case. Fiorelli was a big woman, Travers’s height and weight, muscular and at the same time fleshy, four years his junior, and not long out of the Academy. She had the rank but little in the way of experience, and she was wise enough to know it. Unit badges were tattooed on both her bare arms, and a definite moustache darkened her upper lip. Incongruously, her voice was light, though it had the dry, steely quality of a ripsaw.

                “It’s the casing off a fuel element,” Travers said dryly.

                She angled a glare at him. “Thank you, Sergeant, that much I can see. Now tell me how it got there, partially underground on a planet that’s supposed to have been abandoned for eight or nine centuries.”

                He took a deep breath and passed a hand before his eyes for patience, then leaned over the desk, moved deliberately around the threedee sphere and waggled a fingertip in the display to jiggle the pan and zoom controls. The image advanced through a few frames, froze again, and he zoomed on the right quadrant. “There’s the serial code, ma’am. 090/528/221BJT. Now, what the rest of this crap means is anyone’s guess, but I do know the ‘090’
prefix is the manufacturer’s licence number. ‘090’ means the Jackson plant in the EurekaValley.” The lieutenant’s baffled look amused him. “That’s Borushek, ma’am.”

                Fiorelli’s accent was thick with the oblate vowels and spat-out consonants of Lithgow. She had probably never been near the homeworlds in her life, and cut the geography class when she was in school. “Borushek,” she mused as she leaned back, arms folded on her muscular chest, studying the screen. “This baby’s a long way from home.”

                “Stolen from a freighter,” Travers speculated. On the corner of the desk the voice recorder was running. “These fuel elements come expensive. You can use that serial code to find out exactly which cargo hauler it was lifted from.” He hesitated, cast a sidelong glance at the recorder and pinned on a smile. “Of course, that’ll mean ducking out of the Drift so we can access public records.”


                She glanced at him with a frown. “I’ll make the recommendation.”

                “Yes, ma’am.” Travers studied the threedee. “Chances are it was taken out of a wreck. Freight companies are sending cargo haulers through Hellgate all the time these days.” He paused. “Since Cygnus Logistics got their hands on the first generation Yamazake software.”

                She stood abruptly. “I’m aware of all that, Travers. You found nothing else on Ulkur?”

                “Not in the time available, L-T. We performed a line-search, about a kilometer wide on all sides of the mine, right on top of the coordinates Intelligence gave us. It was just dumb-ass luck we registered a few residual traces left by a generator, then Fargo picked up on this bit of junk, located by its radioactive signature.” He stood stiffly, all too aware of the voice recorder. 

                One misplaced syllable about the growing twitchiness of the conscripts would invite a formal investigation, and the prospect made his pulse quicken. The last time a conscript tried to log a formal service protest, he died within a matter of days.

                Karl David Liang had the makings of a good kid, once the conceit and arrogance were abraded away, the fear factor was put back into perspective and his native intelligence was allowed to blossom. That intelligence was his worst enemy. With a glance, a curl of his lip, an unguarded word, he let Roy Neville see what he thought of him, and Neville was ready to pounce.

                The stress was explosive on this ship. It coursed like electricity through the very deck plates. Paranoia was rampant, fear was a smell that hung in the air like stale cologne. It was eighteen months since Falk had placed the responsibility for discipline in the ranks directly into the hands of the Company Sergeants. To a man like Neville, the order was a license to do as he pleased and concoct the necessary paperwork later. 

                For the duration of an exercise the senior instructor was the sole authority in the simulation tank, with jurisdiction even over his fellow sergeants. There was nothing Travers, Perlman, Strahler, Fujioka or any of the others could do to stop him without buying themselves a ticket to self-destruction. 

                Soon after the Intrepid entered the Drift, the conscripts grew obviously restless. Discipline was tightened and dissenters were severely punished. If Travers or Jim Fujioka, or any of them had come between Neville and his duty, the situation would have been referred to a higher authority; and if the decision went against the dissenter, disciplinary measures would have been automatic. 

                It was a long time indeed since Travers had endured the pain and humiliation of a flogging, and all he had received a decade ago was a very light ‘tickle.’ Given the slightest reason, Neville would make sure that this time Travers received everything Karl David Liang had taken, and more. 

                Still, the boy’s death haunted him, and he castigated himself every day. He should have stopped Neville, should have made it his business to take the whole case up before Falk himself. And yet, could he have saved Karl Liang’s life, or would he simply have jeopardized his own? That decision was Falk’s, and Travers knew as well as any man or woman on this ship — Falk would back Roy Neville to the hilt in this instance, in any instance, because Neville personified discipline. And lately, the fear of discipline was the only thing keeping the ranks in line.

                The rage was impotent and he swallowed it fast. The face of young Liang tormented him again, and he thought of the boy’s father. It was months since he had smuggled the datacube to Cimarosa. If Liang was going to demand action of Fleet, it must be brewing by now. 

                He cleared his throat and Fiorelli looked at him through the deep blue shimmer of the threedee sphere. “Some of the kids are waiting for mail, ma’am. Do you have any idea when we’re expecting a tender rendezvous?”

                She regarded him curiously for a moment and then relented. “As a matter of fact, Sergeant, I do. We’ll be pulling out of Rabelais space for a few days, a week from now. There’ll be a new in-draft of conscripts.”

                “We need ’em,” Travers said cheerfully. “Some of the kids in Bravo and Delta are starting to chew on the furniture.” He took a step toward the door. “There’s no more I can tell you, ma’am.” He gestured at the screen. “That’s a definite sign of privateer activity. They’ve been here lately. Have the engineers examine the fuel cell, see when the seals were broken, and you’ll have a good idea of how long since the privateer crew bugged out.”

                Fiorelli waved him away. “Get out of here, Travers. You look like you could use a shower and a belt of something hard.”

                He gave her an impudent grin as he stepped out. “The thought occurred to me, Lieutenant.”

                The Bravo Company barracks was fifty meters forward of the office. Twenty bunks lined the room, and only sergeants were gifted with the illusion of privacy. The insignia on Travers’s shoulder won him private quarters, a cabin with its own tiny bathroom cubicle, his own access and the privilege of a closed door.

                The others made the best of communal facilities, without regard to gender or modesty, and heaven help anyone who was shy. Timidity did not usually last longer than the rigors of induction week, by which time the conscript had seen it all and done most of it. 

                Brittle laughter called out of the shower area. Travers glanced along to see Fargo and Kravitz playing some juvenile game. He approved. Let them be kids while they had the chance. Tim Inosanto was unconcernedly enthroned on the latrine, naked, engrossed in a lurid magazine on an oversized handy, a beer in one hand, a cigarette in the other, ignoring the whole company.

                Travers strode into his quarters, closed the door and palm-locked it. The lights were dim. The access was still on, monitoring the status of Bravo and Delta. He peeled out of his fatigues as he read down the columns of data, and as he reached the name of Max Gorshin he swore lividly.

                “The fool shot off his mouth to Lieutenant Rosenbloom on a spot inspection. We were in the air at the time.” Perlman’s voice spoke from the dense shadows in the recess where the cot stood. 

                Gooseflesh prickled down Travers’s spine. He had not even realized she was there. He was getting slow, stressed out and careless. Once, he would have felt the presence of an intruder the instant the door opened. He was tired, and the exhaustion was lethal. 

                He exhaled through his teeth, a serpentine hiss. “Rosenbloom wants his pound of flesh. What a surprise.”


                “The kid did beg for it.” Perlman was sitting cross legged on the cot. He saw her now, and watched as she swung her legs off, sat on the side and pressed her face into her hands. “You talked to Fiorelli?”

                “We have a tender rendezvous in a week. We’ll be out of the Drift for a few days.” Long enough to service the high-band transmitters that overloaded and burned out in the storms of Hellgate. “The command corps will signal Borushek Sector Control with an edited version of what’s actually happening on this flying madhouse, and we’ll take aboard another bunch of grass-green conscripts.”

                “Sweet Jesus,” Perlman knuckled her eyes. “Every time they come aboard they’re nothing but trouble. Two years, I’ve been asking, begging the boss for a good, certified relief pilot with plenty of real, genuine experience, and what does Falk send me? Garbage! Conscripts with a few dozen hours in simulators. Then he expects me to make pilots of them, the kind of master pilots who can take on Hellgate without wetting themselves!”

                “Kids,” Travers said sourly as he stripped to the skin and set the shower to scalding. “Every time I close my eyes at night, I see the Liang boy. Screaming his life out.” He turned his face to the water. “One of us should have done something.”

                “Like, put ourselves in front of a firing squad?” Perlman gestured at the ship around them. “Time of war, Travers. You buck the system, it kicks back, and man, it kicks harder than you do. What were you going to do, drag Neville off bodily? You’d have pushed the baboon into a fist fight. I realize you’d probably have plastered him, those bloody damned Kush genes of his notwithstanding, but that wouldn’t stop him. You know Roy Neville. He grabs the nearest weapon and turns it on you. So you drop him to save your hide, and suddenly it’s a murder charge, you’re looking at a Tribunal.” She shook her head emphatically and stood. “You want to fight the system, you play the game by its own rule book, or it eats you alive.”


                His fist slammed the tap to turn off the water and he snatched up a towel. “Play it by the book — forty light hours inside Hellgate, out of touch with Fleet Sector Command, with a command corps that’s got this crew by the throat?”

                “We can’t stay in the Drift forever,” Perlman said reasonably. “You and I both know, anybody with half a brain knows, we’re never going to get the wreckers this way. Fleet won’t let Falk waste his time and their money much longer. The last newsvids I saw three months ago were full of stories from a dozen colonies. Omaru, Velcastra, Jagreth. They were starting to fight even then, Travers. They want autonomy. Pretty soon, against a bundle of merciless civil wars the mischief privateers make is going to look like small potatoes, and we’ll be back on Borushek. And then
—” She made a swift throat-cutting gesture.

                Travers scrubbed his back and draped the towel over his shoulders. “That’s what I keep telling myself. But it’s a long time, now, since Neville killed the Liang kid. He must be so sure he’s going to get away with it. Falk has probably forgotten it ever happened.”

                “With a casualty list like ours,” Perlman said sourly, “he wouldn’t have given Liang more than a few minutes of his busy schedule anyway. He’d hardly be aware it ever happened.” She stepped to the door, and in the dimness her lighter flicked, a point of brightness.

                “You’re smoking too many,” Travers observed tersely.

                “I also drink way too much.” Perlman dragged deeply. “I’m tired, I’m angry and I’m scared spitless. The last three months, I’ve flown every combat flight this Company’s pulled, because I don’t trust a single one of the bloody conscript rookies they sent me on the last tender. They’re rank amateurs, begging to get themselves killed and take the whole lot of you with them.”

                Ten weeks before, a recce flight into Rannach, another of the scorched outer worlds still orbiting the pulsar remnant of 2631C, went tragically wrong. The gravitic anomaly predictions were off by a few minutes and the pilot panicked. He pulled the gunship out before the squad had been retrieved, and over the open comm loop his garbled transmission reported that his instruments were picking up a gravity storm, wild flux in the magnetosphere of Rannach.

                The surface of the planet, he screamed, was rippling like a sail in the wind — he was moving out to high orbit to save the gunship and its runing crew, and he would go back in to extract the squad when the anomaly passed by. He never made it. Space seemed to twist on itself like a corkscrew, curved back into eight or ten dimensions. And by the time the sensors aboard the Intrepid could override the blanket of intense interference, the gunship was gone. 

                On the surface of Rannach, the fourteen men from Tango and Kilo were almost unrecognizable, a terrible, inside-out jumble of twisted armor pieces and vacuum-dismembered human tissue.

                Since then Perlman had flown every mission, and she was showing the strain. Travers did not blame her for the growing reliance on kipgrass and booze. She was dancing right on the edge, and the day must come when she went over. 

                The pilot thumbed the door release. “You going to be there to see Rosenbloom’s Revenge? 08:40, in the gym, all welcome, light refreshments provided.”

                “With Max Gorshin providing the entertainment? No thanks.”
Travers punched for black coffee, whisky and chocolate. “Not my idea of a party. Besides, Roy Neville will be there, and — him and me in the same place? Bad medicine, lady.”

                “Good point.” Perlman gave him a deeply critical look as he swallowed the whisky too fast and punched for another. “You know what you need, don’t you?”

                He angled a glance at her over his shoulder. “I’m sure you think you know.”

                “This bed of yours has been empty far too long. Unhealthy, Travers. Next psyche evaluation, your skullologist isn’t going to let that small fact slide by.”

                “You making me an offer?” Travers asked dryly. He had never been intimate with Perlman, and they had been friends for too long for him to seriously consider it.

                “Me? No, Master Sergeant, not me. You’re not my type. But think about it. You need it. Bad. Not just a quick one, but someone to have, someone to hold. You know your trouble?”  

                “Why don’t you tell me?” Travers demanded acidly.

                “You’re just an old romantic.”

                “Maybe I am, at that,” he admitted brashly. 

                “There’s worse things to be.” With a dry chuckle, Perlman stepped out as the door slid open. “Sweet dreams, Travers,” she sang as it closed again.

                Sweet? It was months since Travers had been aware of his dreams. To get any sleep at all he resorted to artificial means, and when you woke out of electrosleep your dreams were never accessible. 

                Booze, caffeine and sugar hit his bloodstream and he stretched his big frame out on the bed. Where the situation was headed, he did not know, but of one thing was he sure. The present state of affairs aboard the Intrepid was finite, it must end, and soon. Would it be a computer malfunction that caused the whole warship to go the way of Tango Company, or would it be a blazing inferno of fury from the crew? 

                Ultimately, to Falk and most of the command corps it would make no difference, because they would be dead. The only question in Travers’s mind was, would anyone survive at all?

                The combination of scalding water and alcohol started the unwinding process and he closed his eyes. Perlman was right. This bed had been empty for so long, he had begun to forget what it was like to have company in it. But his options were meager, and since Ingende was rotated home a year early, injured, there had been no one. Big as a bear, with ebony skin and a fire in his eyes, Ingende had always been ready with his razor-sharp wit, his stinging cynicisms and vital, energetic sex that exhausted Travers and reminded him he was alive. 

                Since then Travers could have had his pick of the conscripts, but they were a bunch of kids. Some still worried about their zits and not one of them should have been in a uniform, much less on any ship, and definitely not on a carrier in a hotzone. What they needed was a father figure or an uncle, and Travers found something vaguely incestuous about the prospect of inviting one of them to bed. Maybe, he told himself as he settled, maybe when they grew up. One of them might become a mature adult he could relate to, and desire.

                His fancy was for someone a little smaller than himself, perhaps even a Lushi. Lighter boned, more slender. Soft skinned, with luxurious hair, blond or red or rich brown; long legged, with a graceful way of moving, good muscles, a nice voice. It was difficult to be motivated when every young body on the crew deck was packed in identical sludge-ooze toned fatigues, crop-haired, hard-muscled and stone-faced. 

                In the communal showers, girls like Fargo, Perlman and Choi were so muscular and flat-chested on the high-protein, super-exercise regimen, until he took the trouble to notice what was not there, it was difficult to remember they were female. Correspondingly, the seventeen year old boys were so smooth-faced, so round-limbed with youth and soft-skinned, until they turned around and displayed what was there, they exhibited as many female characteristics as male. Half of them were from re-engineered gene stock — Pakrani girls who towered over Travers and outmuscled him, and Lushi boys who barely came up to his shoulder and were so slender, they might almost have been children. The androgyny was eerie. The gender confusion would drive a priest to drink.

                He studied his own body in the room’s dim lighting. He was tall, fairskinned, still as smooth as most of the first-year conscripts. He looked after his body, worked it hard, fed it well and got it all the rest he could manage. But Perlman was right, a healthy young body needed more. Travers wondered how much of his stress lately could be the product of frustration which he had been too preoccupied to notice. 

                He drained his coffee to the dregs, rolled over on his side and punched the pillow. Okay, so Perlman was right, and in six months, when the Psyche evaluators examined the inside of his skull they would discover that the squirrels had made off with his nuts.

                He would worry about it tomorrow.

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Sark, Borushek

 

Curtis Marin placed his palm on the ident platen for a moment before he stood back from the desk. He had a reasonable view of the computer’s shimmering blue display, and in any event he knew exactly what it would show. The Archive could reveal only what he had left in his file.

                An exemplary record under conscription. Perfect health, merit points for physical excellence in training. Certificates of specialist qualification in weapons systems and pilot skills. Hundreds of hours’ experience, flying everything from the Apogee fighter-interceptor to a gunship, and a nodding acquaintance with the flight systems of the carrier itself. Four times decorated for valor and ingenuity in the field; only one flogging, ‘ten lashes light’ as a first-year conscript for irresponsible behavior, a prank gone wrong. De-mobilization with the rank of Sergeant Pilot, July 2637.

                Behind the desk, Lt. D.K. Chin looked up from the screen with a frown. “Reason for re-enlisting, Mister Marin?” His voice was as west coast American as his looks were homogenized Asian.

                The answer was pat. “Boredom, Lieutenant.” Marin gestured at the computer. “Some people are meant to be civilians, some aren’t. I’m starting to suffocate on the boredom of civvy street. Is something wrong?”

                “No, Mister Marin, nothing at all.” Chin sat back and regarded Marin with an affable smile. “Fleet welcomes and encourages re-enlistment. You’ll rejoin the service as a Specialist. Conscripts consume time, effort and money, and most of the time the truth is, we’re carrying passengers, as I’m sure you’re aware. Every specialist who returns to the service is worth fifty conscripts.”

                “We all had to start somewhere.” Marin picked up the only bag he had brought with him and slung it over his shoulder. “Is there something you want me to sign?”

                “One moment.” Chin consulted the threedee. The system had already verified that Marin, Curtis, was who he claimed to be and was not wanted by any city Tactical department in the Deep Sky. Chin fingered a virtual key in the shimmering holodisplay and the standard form rolled out of the machine. “You can use the facilities in the office here to call home while I arrange your induction. Unfortunately, after you are admitted to the base you forfeit your right to unmonitored communications.” He offered Marin a pen and turned the form toward him.

                Without hesitation, Marin scrawled his name at the foot of the paper. It was the standard registration for a seven-year enlistment, easy to sign, impossible to cancel as soon as the induction officer had taken hold of it. “That’s all right, Lieutenant, there’s no one to call and no home waiting for me.” He threw down the pen and straightened his back. “Where do I go?”

                Chin fed the paper back into the machine, and with the formality of the hard copy attended to his whole manner changed. “That door, Marin, and follow the signs to the Medical Examiner. You’ll have the physical while I arrange for your documents, and you’ll be assigned to your unit before you ship out. From Borushek, you’ll go directly for retraining, which will probably take place in a warship. You understand?”


                “Yes, sir.” Marin’s smile remained in place.  “I’m glad to be back, sir.”

                “Good luck, and good flight.” Chin offered his hand briefly, and as Marin shook it the door marked Induction slid open in welcome.

                Or in entrapment. As Marin stepped through he felt the cage close around him and swore beneath his breath. 

                Borushek Sector Command was the same as any base, and he had seen scores of them. The walls were white, the air smelt antiseptic, he heard the squeak of rubber-soled shoes and the whisper of the fans cooling the endless batteries of computers that made the system tick.

                In the plate glass of an office window he caught sight of himself and hid a grimace. His hair had been shorn that morning, at an expensive salon. Gone were the luxurious curls he had been gifted by Nature. It would take time for him to become accustomed to the cropped hair, but with luck he would be able to complete the job and get out before he needed the services of a ‘butcher knife’ barber. He was dressed in plain denim and leather, close in style if not in color and texture to the fatigues he would be issued. The often physically and mentally disturbing process of induction could be softened with a little forethought.

                The signs led him past a dozen forgettable offices, and at a desk outside the MO’s door a bullet-headed orderly relieved him of his belongings, right down to the chrono on his wrist and his underwear. 

                A records officer was waiting, and Marin’s face was swiftly photographed for the ID before, naked and prickling in air that suddenly seemed chill, he stepped through into the examination room. The MO was an elderly man. No visible insignia indicated his rank. He patted the couch, and Marin hopped up onto it. He settled flat on his back and the couch fed him sideways into the Intelscan machine. His body was scanned repeatedly with different imaging systems. A few terse commands were issued, for him to hold his breath, breath in, out, spread his legs, turn, clench this or that muscle. 

                The whole process took fifteen tedious minutes, and Marin was pleased to be released. The machine was already collating his results as he got to his feet, and a whole kit awaited him, so fresh that the fabric still smelt of its dressing. Every item from underwear to a new service-issue wrist chrono had been provided, plus a complete change of clothes, shaving tackle and a wad of Fleet scrip, which would pass for currency on any Fleet base. 

                On the shoulders of both his shirt and jacket were the insignia of a Sergeant Pilot; all he was waiting for now was the unit badges. “I’m healthy?” Curtis asked as he dressed, watching the columns of data file endlessly through the screen.

                “As a horse,” the examiner said dryly. “Any more healthy, and I’d be assigning you to a research lab to find out how the hell you do it. Drop your pants again.”

                The shot was just the standard contraceptive, and he would get another every four weeks until his enlistment was up. In his case it was absurdly unnecessary, but he forewent the tedious explanations. Everyone received the shot, from the lowliest conscript to the pilots who jockeyed the fighter interceptors and even the colonels who commanded the massive warships, with the traditional rank of captain. Pregnancy was not a risk factor, and it was certainly not permitted as an easy get-out for female conscripts who wanted a free ticket home. 

                Smarting a little, Marin pulled up his pants, shouldered the kit bag and checked the time setting on the chrono. “Where to now, Doc?”

                But almost as he asked, a young man rapped at the door and he turned toward the sound. “Sergeant Marin? Your assignment just came through. You’re with the 176th Airborne, you’ll be aboard the carrier Intrepid, serving with Bravo Company. I can get you aboard a courier in three hours, and you’ll rendezvous with the tender that’s headed out to meet the Intrepid. Your ID, Sergeant.” The young man offered him a green leather wallet, stamped on the front with the Fleet crest.

                Jackpot. Marin took the wallet and surveyed the documentation within. The new face-shot had been assembled with the signature he had put on the hardcopy of the enlistment form and the new records he had left in the Archive. His old service number had been reactivated: 897783M/Marin-CJ, Sergeant Pilot. His decorations were noted, and listed with them was his current assignment.

                Bravo, The 176th Airborne. He pocketed the wallet and lifted a brow at the young man. “Where exactly is the Intrepid?”

                “That’s classified. I’m not permitted to disclose the information, even if I had it, which I don’t. You’ll be informed of your destination when the courier has left Borushek orbit.”

                When it was too late to have a screaming fit and turn back. Marin continued to smile, and walked with his amiable escort, out of the MO’s office and toward the transit lounge. “Three hours, you said?”

                “That is correct. Take a seat, watch a newsvid. They’ll buzz you when your ride’s prepped. I was lucky to get you a flight out so soon.”

                As the young man left him, Marin allowed his smile to slip. “Lucky me,” he murmured as he dumped his kit bag and sat in the chair opposite the big vidscreens. The transit lounge was green and beige. Through the vast west windows the morning sky of Borushek taunted the prisoner with its illusion of freedom, and Marin relived a memory he had not entertained in years.

                This was the feeling of captivity that tortured the new conscript. At seventeen, grass-green, half-educated and scared out of his wits, the world had seemed a hostile, terrible place. To Marin, now, it all seemed merely bleak and faintly ridiculous, but he was careful not to allow his contempt to show. Sergeants and re-enlisters were as liable to disciplinary action as the rawest new conscript, and it could be painful.

                The base lay on the west side of the city of Sark, beyond the spaceport and on the perimeter of its own exclusion zone. Inside the security fences, the concrete wilderness contained gantries, docking bays and freight bunkers which civilians never saw. Fallout shelters, the nuclear stockpile and an infectious diseases isolation hospital were buried a hundred meters under the stained concrete of the parking lot. 

                The less the public knew, the better. Marin spent the last six months of his conscripted hitch here, recovering from the injuries which almost killed him, working with Fleet’s R&D division, and his memories of the base were neither warm nor rosy. On the other hand, he admitted, if a man had the choice between a base posting and a carrier, much less a warship in Rabelais Space, Borushek started to look a lot more attractive.

                On the vidscreen, an endless news broadcast seemed to be playing on open loop. He watched an edited version of an action fought on Omaru. In the past few weeks the city of Hydralis had become a battleground. Civil war was bloody, merciless. The colonial government had formally declared itself an autonomous republic, refused to be taxed, denied Fleet its routine levy of new blood. The Confederacy responded predictably. Violently.

                A politician in air conditioned security, parsecs from Omaru, had assigned both Fleet and the Army to the hotzone almost six months ago. But though Earth had expected a quick victory, the people of that troubled world were giving them a run for their money. They were fighting back with blackmarket arms, seemingly limitless supplies of high-tech weapons systems which could be coming from only once source.

                Wreckers. Privateers would materialize anywhere there was a profit to be made, and sometimes they served a humanitarian purpose, though altruism was the last thing on their agenda. At the end of the day, did it matter where freedom fighters came by their tools? Fleet should have better sense and firmer ethics than to get drawn into community infighting, and when they found themselves being beaten by a desperate, determined street army, they had no one to blame but themselves. Fleet should never have been used as a hammer to crush a colonial government. Obviously, the weight of the Confederacy could crush a wayward colony. It was happening too often as the bushfire wars blazed up, sudden and vicious.

                Even here on Borushek the scenes of turmoil were inescapable. The media in Sark was filled with angry statements challenging the Confederacy, and on the street garish graffiti damned the colonial government for not declaring Borushek autonomous and using its new powers to seize the Fleet base and deport its personnel. Anger was everywhere, at every level from gutter to penthouse office. The cab which had brought Marin out from the city had a rough time getting in through the base’s gateway, with a demonstration turning into a riot, blocking every access road. Sark was already simmering, not quite ready to ignite, but not far from that point.

                Tired after the long flight over to Borushek, Marin ignored the endless, trite newsvids, put his head back and courted rest. He did not expect to sleep, but years ago he had learned the knack of catnapping, and the next he knew his shoulder was being shaken. He pried open his eyes.

                A crop-haired kid with pimples and a scared look — a typical first-year conscript — was peering into his face. “Sergeant Marin? They’re calling your flight, sir. The courier’s in Bay 14.”

                He hauled himself out of the chair, stiff-backed and furious with himself for the lapse of concentration. “Where the hell is 14?”

                “That way. There’s a buggy waiting for you, sir.”

                “Thanks.” Still grumbling soundlessly, Marin shouldered his bag and strode toward the vast armorglass gate. Beyond it was a runabout, rocking on a sloppy Arago field which needed tuning. A middle-aged driver with a shape like a potato squeezed into uniform fatigues was smoking as he lounged by the vehicle. Deep and blue-gray, ranks of late afternoon shadows marched across the concrete wasteland. In the distance, even through the finger-thick sheet of armorglass, Marin heard the rumble of big engines under test-fire. It could only be the courier on pre-launch procedures.

                The gate slid open and he stepped out into humid heat, tropical air, and that omnipresent, evocative reek of heavy lift engines. With a faint shiver he glanced at the Sark skyline and permitted himself a moment’s horror, reminiscent of the conscript. This seemed, physically, to be the point of no return, though he knew it was an illusion. His heart and soul were signed away the second his name was on the enlistment contract.

                Then he banished the thought and dumped his bag into the rear of the buggy. His driver dragged on the cigarette as the vehicle swung out across the field in a wide arc. The Arago generator sputtered and spat as the vehicle scurried past bays 16 and 15, and at last it rocked to a halt on the hot, gusting gravity resist cushion.

                Marin swung his bag out and gave the driver a sour look. From the malicious grin on the man’s thick face, he knew where this particular reenlister was going. He had probably been talking to the courier pilots, or the techs who loaded her. And he thought the destination was hilarious. Perhaps it was, Marin admitted as he turned his back on the man and strode through the open blast-shielded doors into the concrete cradle in which the courier lay like a sheathed weapon.

                The long, sleek dart shimmered with heat and the air in the bay was both stinking and hot enough to scorch the sinuses after the engines had been rammed up on test. Marin held his breath and hurried in through the hatch in the side of the gorgeous gull-gray hull. 

                The crew were already on launch standby, and almost before Marin had run up his straps the courier was off. Comfort was the last priority the designers had considered. The ship bucked violently through Borushek’s dense atmosphere, and Marin gritted his teeth, swearing passionately until the ride leveled out in low orbit.

                Three other gloom-faced passengers were aboard, and as the pilot corrected course to rendezvous with the hyperflight engine module, Marin took stock of his companions. Grant, a medic; Karoda, a combat engineer; Goldman, a systems analyst. All replacement specialists for the Intrepid.

                “What about you?”
Ira Goldman asked as Marin helped himself to coffee. “What’s your specialty?” The accent sounded Canadian, overlaid with a lot of Borushek. 

                It was a safe guess that Goldman’s parents had come out from Earth, probably looking for a better deal than they could get in the homeworlds. “Weapons systems and anything that flies,” he told Goldman, and gestured at the man’s shoulder patches. “What are you worried about? You’re a systems analyst. How hazardous can it get, sitting on your ass in front of a threedee on a gunship?”

                “You know where we’re going?” Goldman asked gloomily.

                “Not until the inflight briefing,” Marin lied. “All I know is, we’re aboard the Intrepid. They didn’t say where she is or what she’s doing.”

                Goldman’s kicked-bloodhound eyes turned to the heavens. “I heard a rumor, man. I heard we’re headed for Hellgate. The Drift. Oh, Jesus, I just knew it would be something like this.”

                “Guess you shouldn’t have re-enlisted, then.” Marin sampled the coffee. Dishwater. He looked the man up and down with a dubious expression. Goldman was forty if he was a day, and he looked five years older. “What brought you back to the service at your age?”

                “Debt,” Goldman said sourly. “We got a deal on Borushek. You re-up for the service, sell your soul to Fleet, they cancel your debt. I was in it this deep.” He waved a hand about a half meter over his head. “It was re-enlist or sit looking at the wrong side of the cage for the next eight to ten.”

                The other re-enlisters looked equally melancholy, and Curtis deliberately fended them off. They would be better company when they had come to terms with their predicament. Everyone did, it just took time. He had finished the coffee when the vidscreen in the front of the compartment flickered to life and a prerecorded face appeared for the briefing.

                “My name is Major Sergei Gilmartin, I have your assignment data. As you know, you’ll be serving with various elements of the Airborne and Marines aboard the super-carrier Intrepid. What you may now know is that the ship is patrolling the Rabelais Drift between Naiobe and the nova remnant, 2631C. This unstable area of space is believed to be the stronghold of a company of privateering wreckers who prey on commercial freighters using the Drift to shortcut their transit time through the region, to the port of Omaru on the far side ...”

                Marin closed his ears, put his head back against the padded rest and tried to shut out the drone of Gilmartin’s dust-dry voice. More than this, he did not need to know. The courier would deliver the gloomy replacement specialists to the tender Fremantle in two days, and the tender would make the run into the very fringes of Rabelais Space. Upon arrival aboard the carrier he would report directly to the simulation facilities for several days, perhaps a week, of intensive retraining before he commenced regular duties, serving with Bravo Company of the 176th. 

                In command of the simulation facility, buried far below the crew deck, forward of the hangars and in the very keel of the carrier, was a man called Roy Neville. Beyond that, most other data Gilmartin had to offer was, to Marin’s purposes, totally superfluous.

                His first priority was to connect with Robert Chandra Liang’s associate on the carrier. This man, Neil Travers, would be his chief source of data, and his principal reference as to whom he could trust: which of his fellows were toadies of the command corps — and who was simply downright dangerous. Marin could take care of himself physically, but brawling in the ranks was an offence which automatically rated discipline, and he had become attached to the skin of his back. 

                He was not concerned about the antics of his fellows among the crew. The majority of them would be years younger, mostly promoted conscripts. A high percentage of the rest would be depressives like the hapless Goldman, who wished they were light years away and would probably spend every off-duty minute stoned as a means of escape. Aside from these unfortunates there would be a small number of career professionals who were actually aboard by choice. Marin’s sole concern was for the specifics of his contract. Travers could provide him with the data which would expedite the job, and then Curtis Marin would be off that ship by the fastest, surest route he had been able to devise. 

                Robert Chandra Liang trusted his associate implicitly, and Marin had quickly come to know Liang as a congenitally suspicious man whose business operated in gray areas on the fringe of the law. He chose his friends and business connections with great care, and in the case of the people who performed his more delicate work, or secured his home, family and self, his agents were chosen with the greatest caution.

                All of this augured well for 919763M/Travers-NA, and Marin was prepared to accept Liang’s recommendation on face value, at least for the moment.

                Even on Velcastra, he had been unarmed. It was an offence in most cities to carry weapons, and a bad mistake to be picked up by the authorities. Foreigners were always held under suspicion, and habitual travelers like Marin doubly so. But the lack of a weapon did not trouble him. As soon as he signed aboard the Intrepid he would draw the full kit due to a specialist of his qualifications.

                Chiyoda-50 assault rifle, machine pistol, sidearms, and a brace of both long and short bladed knives. Of all weapons, Marin preferred the knives. They extinguished life as quickly and as humanely as firearms, they did it in total silence and they struck with complete selectivity. Automatic weapons — or worse, energy weapons — were annoyingly random, infuriatingly inexact. Mistakes were easy and too often the wrong target, the bystander, paid for a soldier’s error. But a blade was surgically selective, clean, quiet.

                The exact means of Roy Neville’s execution might have to be decided in a split second, but the parameters for the scene were already clear in Marin’s professional, analytical mind. There would be no observers. No sound loud enough to be picked up by an audio surveillance system. No sign left on Neville’s remains to indicate who had deliberately subtracted him from the complement of the Intrepid. Most importantly, there would be no motive to link his execution with Sergeant Curtis Marin.

                The challenge of the job was always stimulating, but Marin still found his bone marrow congealed. He had never undertaken a contract quite like this. In the past he had always struck silently, swiftly, and melted into the shadows before there was the slightest chance of him being seen.

    This time, the termination Roy Neville had so richly earned must be so clean, so immaculate an act, the executioner could stand beside his quarry and remain unknown. The price for error was Marin’s own life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Nirgal, Rabelais Drift

 

Docking clamps took hold with a hollow ringing sound that vibrated through the hull of the courier, and Marin felt a familiar old shiver. Some sounds imprinted in the neurons at the very root of the brain and memory lurked like a phantom, resonating forever. To his unconscious mind, that hollow ring of electromagnetic clamps attaching meant Radley Station...

                A transit platform, the halfway-house between Thasos and Maglan, where the big ships resupplied and serviced their reactors. The Argos had docked in low orbit for emergency repair work that must have been botched, because one of her three reactors scrammed during the hyperflight out from Thasos. The scram left her running with no safety margin at all. Engine techs shut everything down on the fringe of the Radley system and tugs brought her in. Docking was safely achieved, but in the half-second as the hatch clamps locked on, the defective reactor spilled, flooding sixty percent of the ship with hard radiation. 

                Fifteen engine techs died instantly; another twelve died later, horribly, in Radley’s RadiotoxicContainmentHospital. Just twenty-one years old, Curtis Marin fought through the crush of threshing bodies to get out as the klaxons bellowed a nuclear hazard warning. He was halfway between the docking port and the control doors, which had already begun to slam and lock with a sound like lids slamming on coffins. 

                He thought he could feel the skin of his back burning, peeling, blackening, but the rational part of his mind told him it was imagination. The control door fifty meters behind him was blocked by the milling crowd and closed slowly, shutting screaming people into the already flooded compartment. They were dead, and they knew it. Crushed among the escaping pack, Marin was suffocated, bruised, wrenched, but he was one of those who tumbled through the half-open docking port and made it out. Still, he was  hospitalized as the engineers began to clean up the ‘excursion’ aboard the Argos. 

                The sickness began later. He retched blood, his skin did peel, though he was given every drug, every decontamination procedure. The weeks after the reactor spill were a living nightmare, yet he lived, and suffered no permanent physical injury. His chromosomes were so badly mangled, it was almost impossible to repair them — certainly, the work was too consuming of time and money for Fleet to cover it. 

                Like almost two hundred other conscripts, Marin was made sterile to prevent any chance of those smashed chromosomes being shared in a sexual encounter. If or when he wanted a child, his offspring would be deliberately designed to his exact specifications, engineered, compiled like software, and to its credit, Fleet did formally pledge to underwrite the costs.

                All this rushed back into his conscious mind like a body blow as the electromagnetic clamps seized tight to the docking port, welding the courier to the dorsal surface of the Fleet tender, and the status board over the hatch winked on green. He shook himself hard, forcibly shoved the past back into its proper place, and tucked his kit bag under his arm.

                The tender Fremantle was a big ship, designed to handle difficult, dangerous conditions. A slender, flimsy vessel like the courier, built for speed in a hyperflight envelope, could safely make no closer approach to the Drift. The gravity tides from Naiobe reached out surprisingly far, enough to tug and squeeze a ship until the whole airframe gave the occasional shudder, or a bass, overstressed groan. The courier pilots were anxious to leave, yet Marin knew of raceplane pilots who skipped through the Drift as if they were chasing death itself, dancing on the edge of the abyss and literally daring Hellgate to pluck them like ripe fruit. To them it was a game; or a kind of madness. Marin was unsure which.

                According to the status board over the hatch, the Fremantle was holding station by the Cyclops sensor arrays on the planetoid called Nirgal. The immense battery of instruments was unmanned, and the planetoid itself was no more than a barren rock massive enough to withstand the unpredictable temporo-gravitic anomalies indefinitely. 

                Cyclops was installed twenty years before, and aimed into the heart of the Drift. Its purpose was to gather data, in the hope that a way would be found to plot the unplottable. Space seemed to curve and fold inside Hellgate. ‘Here’ did not remain ‘here’ for very long, but somehow became ‘there’ with a warning of only a few seconds. Sometimes less.

                No sooner had the replacement specialists stepped into the transit lounge of the Fremantle than the courier disengaged. Goldman pressed his fleshy cheek to the chill armorglass of an observation port to watch as the fast little ship came about. It turned its dart nose for the bright stream of stars, the Deep Sky, where it belonged. White-gold brilliance erupted from the stern as the engines fired. With twenty thousand kilometers’ safe distance between it and the shielded tender, they would ignite the Weimann Drive and skip back into hyper.

                The tender was also underway, maneuvering around the dark, rocky bulk of Nirgal, and Marin stood, hands in pockets, watching the slow aerial ballet as the planetoid rotated against the stars, black against black. He was waiting for it. Holding his breath, though he was not aware of the tension in his chest, the burn in his lungs. It was always like this, waiting for the first glimpse.

                And then, there was the Drift itself. Superluminous blue giants glared through the  ghostly tendrils of gas which had once been the atmosphere of 2631C, and at the epicenter of the filaments and eddies he half-saw a dim point of light. The pulsar was almost unnoticeable, while the eye was drawn toward the brighter area where Naiobe, like a great black spider in an immense web, had spun itself a massive, energetic accretion disk. It had caught Nirgal, dragged it out of orbit around the distant pulsar and slung it into an immense, elliptical orbit that plunged through the very edge of the accretion disk at right angles every thirty years. On the next pass through, due in another decade, the Cyclops arrays would collect invaluable data on the black hole in the hours before they were pulverized.

                Several light minutes closer to Hellgate was the Intrepid herself, and as the tender approached from astern of the carrier Marin saw that two of the three massive sterntubes were dark, which meant two out of three reactors were shut down for service. She was still capable of maneuvering, but not of generating transoptic velocities. The Weimann Drive would not ignite on one reactor. Most of the carrier’s available resources must be concentrated on monitoring the zone of Rabelais space. A ship this size was in no immediate danger so long as it remained on the very fringe of the Drift, but with two rectors down she was vulnerable. 

                Naiobe was not the problem. The wreckers were. 

                The super-carrier was visibly battle scarred and her spine was cratered by multiple warhead strikes, wounds which had recently been patched by combat engineers in the field. She had fought often, and not long ago, and as he saw this Marin frowned. 

                His job was difficult enough under civilian circumstances, but in a hotzone it became much more complex. For the first time in years he felt the stimulation of a real challenge. While he did not actually relish the contract, he admitted to himself, it was probably the encounter he needed to sharpen him, put him back on his toes after a series of too-easy, clockwork commissions. Easy work blunted a man’s skills the way good tools were ruined by bad handling.

                The tender wallowed down, came about and settled on the belly of the massive ship like a remora on a tiger shark. Again came that ringing sound of docking clamps, making Marin’s marrow curdle, and then the status board flashed a green ‘go ahead’ signal and the hatches opened. He shouldered his bag and stepped out a pace ahead of Goldman, a pace behind Grant, the gorgeous, androgynous little Lushi battlefield medic with the Australian accent. The fourth replacement specialist, the engineer, Karoda, lagged reluctantly behind. 

                The transit lounge was cool, pale blue. On the wall opposite the docking port were a bright constellation of unit insignia, a shiptime chronometer and the carrier’s own status board. Marin adjusted his chrono and scanned the board. 

                Reactors One and Two were down for routine maintenance; Two would be back online in thirty minutes. Echo Company was in simulation, Bravo and Tango were on combat standby, on the flight deck — that symbiotic partnership between Airborne and Marines. The operations room watch was headed by the carrier’s executive officer, Major Kruger, and the ship was holding yellow alert status, with nothing on instruments save for Hellgate itself.

                Satisfied, Marin turned his back on the board and examined faces instead. An Induction officer was already glaring at Goldman’s and Grant’s ID, as if he was likely to turn them back if Borushek had screwed up their travel papers. Behind him were five assorted sergeants. Two of them, Marin recognized. 

                He could not mistake the big, blond, pale eyed and thin featured man. Roy Austin Neville would routinely take charge of the newcomers right here, right now, and he would put them through their paces, discover their areas of weakness and repair them fast, before the new blood was listed on the duty roster. Or he would eliminate them in his own pitiless fashion and call them allowable casualties. Statistics could be made to say anything.

                Marin’s eyes skimmed the man from crop-head to dull-finish uniform boots. His half-Kushini physique was formidable, but those pumped-up, pneumatic muscles were like waving a flag. To Marin they said three things. One, the man was nursing a vast ego. Two, he had the physical strength to be very dangerous. And three, that body would cost him fifteen hours a week in the gym, a habitual schedule. Which meant, for fifteen hours each week no one had to worry about where he might unexpectedly turn up, because everyone, friends and enemies alike, knew exactly where he was. When Neville was busy pumping iron, free time was for the taking. Marin smothered a faint smile. Predictability could be the most lethal enemy of all.

                The expression on Neville’s heavy-boned face was shrewd. He regarded the newcomers as if they were prey. Or perhaps clay, which he could mold and beat at will into any shape he desired, and if it broke, throw it away and tell the command corps it had been inferior material from the beginning. His hands were big, habitually clenched into fists. His legs were long, his hips narrow, typical of second-generation Kuchini re-engineering. Those genes were designed to cope with a world with slightly higher gravity, in a politically unstable zone. The Kuchini were all born warriors, men and women alike. The powerful ego was born in them along with the self-reliance ... but the cruel streak was not. And Marin was immediately aware of an acid vein of cruelty that threaded through Neville like a major artery. Neville was a man who liked to test, to push until it hurt, then push some more and see who screamed first, and how loud. He poised on the balls of his feet, not like a dancer, not with the flight reflex of one who was frightened, but like a hunter, always on the alert for an opportunity to pounce. His body language was aggressive, his mouth truculent. 

                The prospect of the challenge took on a new dimension as Marin saw the man in the flesh for the first time. He knew in an instant, this one was going to be interesting. It could also be dangerous, and beyond the slightest doubt, it was going to hurt.

                Behind Neville was another face Marin knew, and at the sight of this one his pulse quickened. Neil Travers was that increasingly rare breed, original homeworld stock. He was tall, broad, dark, handsome, with vivid blue eyes suggesting genuine intelligence and skin as pale as the hide of most professional spacers. His hands were relaxed but his shoulders were stiff. Travers was tense, and he was tired. His eyes were a little smudged, his mouth compressed as if he were worried. Marin had been taught to see all these things by a mentor who read body language the way another person might read a book.

                As he waited for the newcomers, Travers was talking to a fellow Sergeant, a big, red-haired woman who wore the same unit badges as himself. Bravo Company. So they had come to look over the new blood, see what they were getting? Marin did not blame them. He drew himself up to his full height and pinned on a smile as he approached the Induction officer. Goldman had already been apprehended by a Tech Sergeant, and Grant, the Lushi boy, was being welcomed by a smiling Medic Sergeant in a crisp white lab coat. 

                The Induction officer was waiting for Marin now, and he gave the man a pleasant smile. “Curtis Marin, Flight Sergeant,” he said as he handed over his ID. “Where do you want me, sir?”

                The Lieutenant barely glanced at him. The short edge of the ID swiped through a handy before the wallet was slapped back into his palm. “Report to Sergeant Neville for seven days’ retraining, then you’ll be flying with Bravo. That there is Sergeant Travers, and Sergeant Perlman. They’ll show you to the Bravo barracks. Dump your gear and then get your butt onto the simulation deck.”

                “Yes, sir, I’ll do that, sir,” Marin said dryly, faintly amused by the emptiness of the age-old ritual. 

                Pocketing his ID, he turned away from the officer to find the big shape of Roy Neville in his path. Up close, the man was dauntingly large. He must tip the scales at double Marin’s weight, and Marin was in no way puny. 

                “Sergeant Neville, I’m Flight Sergeant Marin, I’ll be with Bravo.” With a practised smile on his face, he thrust out his hand. “They tell me you’ll be taking the whetstones to me, put the edge back on me before I go up on the line.”

                Neville’s eyes were pale blue, almost mauve, the color of Vegal garnets. His hand covered Marin’s and squeezed down — even that was a test. Marin’s grip firmed for a moment before he shook vigorously, deliberately throwing the force of the momentum against the man’s wrist joint. Neville’s grasp broke automatically, and his eyes first widened, then narrowed.

                “I read your service record, Marin.” The voice was low and even, with the short, hard consonants of Haven, and something else beneath, something from the homeworld gutters. Mars? “You were good six years ago.”

                “I’m still good,” Marin said cheerfully. Deliberately, he thrust his hands into his pockets. “I’m better now than I was then, Neville. That’s what I’m doing back in the service. Good Christ, I was suffocating on the street.”

                “What you been doing?” Neville looked him up and down rudely.

                Marin looked sidelong at him and winked. “Bit of this, bit of that. And a lot of the other. Nothing legal, if you catch my drift.”

                “You have no criminal record,” Neville observed.

                “Just lucky, I guess.” Marin chuckled. “Seriously, Nev— do they call you Nev? — I could use a good workout. I’m counting on you. I don’t want to go back on the line while I’m under par. Let me stow this gear, and I’ll be right with you. Which simmo tank are you in, what are you running?”

                The cheerfully masochistic monologue temporarily sucked the wind out of Neville’s sails. “Nine,” he said tersely. “You’re starting from scratch, it’s the safest way to go.”

                “And I wouldn’t go any other way. I’m counting on you, man.” Marin slapped Neville’s arm and strode past him, cutting a line through the transit lounge toward Travers and the big redhead, Perlman. They were waiting for him with a flicker of interest, and once again he offered his hand. “I’m Curtis Marin, your new pilot.”

                “Thank God,” Perlman breathed. “Command sent me your record. You’re just what I’ve been praying for, Marin.”

                “Call me Curtis.” He shook her hand warmly and turned to Travers. “You’re in command of Bravo?” he prompted with a nod at the man’s shoulder flashes. “Then we’ll be working together, and I want to make it a pleasant ride. What do I call you?”

                Watchful blue eyes looked him over and then cleared, and Travers took his hand, shook it firmly but not violently, and let it go. “Neil. I’ll show you where you’re bunking, and then ... a word of warning. Don’t take your eyes off Neville. He’s at his most dangerous when he scents fresh meat. And friend, that’s you.”

                “Fresh meat?” Marin echoed. He angled a glance over his shoulder at the Instructor, who was by now terrorizing a pack of first-year conscripts by the docking port. “Meaning?”

                “You’ll find out,” Travers said darkly. “Just stay on your toes and try to open the eyes in the back of your head.” He stood aside, ushering Marin toward the nearest service elevator. 

                Perlman parted company from them with a slap for Travers’s back. “You’re on standby, remember. Don’t get lost.”

                The elevator was closing on Travers, Marin and several others. “You expecting trouble?” Marin asked with a pointed glance after Perlman. 

                “Around here, you always expect trouble,” Travers said in a resigned, tired voice. “If it’s not the wrecker crews, it’s the Drift.”

                “You mean if the wreckers don’t get you, Hellgate will?” Marin’s brows rose. “You been here long?”

                “Three years too long,” Travers said sourly. He studied Curtis, eyes smoldering. “They’ve stuck you with the worst assignment in the service. You’ll find that out, too.”

                So this was Neil Travers: born on Darwin’s World, a re-enlister, professional soldier, Master Sergeant. Forthright, intelligent and lucid. Marin had been prepared to take Chandra Liang’s man as he found him, and he was impressed. He perceived a strength about Travers that transcended simple sinew and bone. In a contest, muscle for muscle, Roy Neville could probably have broken Travers like a wishbone with one hand and Marin with the other. But Travers had something more, something different. Marin was aware of the quality at once, and his interest piqued. 

                The last thing he had expected was the chemistry which almost immediately began to work between them. He felt a thread of physical response, down under the conscious level, where intuition and inspiration flourish. They would be friends, he knew this already, and it was a rare, precious feeling. There could be more. He looked into Travers’s eyes and saw the same flicker of surprise, a mirroring of astonished pleasure — just as quickly guarded as the man’s defense mechanisms kicked in. 

                For the time being Marin said nothing, and a moment later the elevator slowed, stopped, and Travers stepped out. 

                “That’s Lieutenant Fiorelli’s office. You won’t see a lot of her. She doesn’t work in the field much, but she’s our liaison with the command corps. First thing to grasp is, if it gets done on this ship, the grunts do it. That’s you, me and the conscript kids. God knows how the seat-polishers spend their time.”

                “Polishing seats?” Marin suggested.

                At last Travers smiled, a boyish and charming expression. “On your right is the gym. Use it whenever you want, unlimited free access to all. Up two decks and forward to the Infirmary. Down one deck and aft to the flight decks. Down one deck and forward to the simulation tanks — which is where you’re going for the next week. And this,” he finished as he step ped aside to permit Marin to walk ahead of him, “is the Bravo barracks.”

                The company was on duty, so the long, narrow hall was empty at the moment, but Marin scanned the names tagged to bunks and lockers. Gianelli, Choi, Fargo, Inosanto, the usual mishmash of race, faith, nationality, color, gender, language, genetic redesign. Once a body was fed into service fatigues, its origin was of no consequence.

                “You’re one of the lucky few,” Travers was saying glibly. “Your rank entitles you to a cabin. About twenty-two cubic meters of privacy. Make the most of them.”


                He palmed the release and the door slid open on a room the size of a large cupboard. The lights flickered on automatically and Marin leaned in far enough to dump his bag on the end of the bunk. To the left were a shower stall and toilet; at the end of the bed was a desk with threedee access, and a chair. An Autochef outlet was built in by the desk and he saw a locker under the bed.

                “Good thing I’m not claustrophobic,” he said dryly. The last time he had served aboard a warship he had enjoyed the privileges of an officer’s quarters, and he realized he had begun to forget the realities of barracks life. As he turned back he took a quick glance around the hall. He and Travers were alone. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Are we audio monitored?”

                “What?” Travers’s brow knitted.

                “I said, are we bugged?” Marin gestured at the empty barracks. “Come on, Travers! We don’t have long. Robert Chandra Liang sent me.”

                The mention of that name was like magic. Travers stepped closer. One hand on Marin’s back propelled him into the tiny private cabin and the door closed behind them. He flicked on the air conditioning and the terminal, and turned up the sound. The jumble of background noise would cover their voices.

                “I guess that means the barracks is audio monitored,” Marin said acidly.

                “The whole ship is monitored,” Travers whispered. “This crew is like a whole pack of feral cats on hot bricks, and those bricks are starting to scorch. The kids are restless and panicky. Liang sent you?”

                “About his son, and about Roy Neville.” Marin leaned on the door, the only available space to rest his shoulders. “He told me you saw it happen.”

                “It?” Travers’s eyes were wide in the soft lightning.

                “Don’t play games with me, I don’t have time!” Marin snapped. “Karl David Liang was beaten to death during a travesty of disciplinary action. Were you there, or weren’t you?”

                “The kid literally died in my arms,” Travers said tersely. “I was soaked in his blood. He died on the operating table, it was already too late for him when the medic crew got to him.” Both his hands clenched tightly. “Are you from Fleet Internal Affairs?”

                “Not ... exactly,” Marin murmured. 

                “Then where are you from, exactly?” Travers hissed. “Come on! You want my help? You’re asking me to stick my neck in a noose — I’ll not do that till I know exactly who you are. It could be my life, not just my career.”

                He was absolutely serious, and Marin hesitated only for a moment before making the decision to invest his trust in Travers. “All right, listen. Chandra Liang got your message and took the case to Fleet Sector Control, the office of a Colonel Jurgens, on Borushek.”

                “Fleet Justice Division?” Travers demanded. “He was wasting his time.”

                “As he soon discovered,” Marin said sourly. “Fleet doesn’t want anything to do with a case like this. You may not be aware of it —
you’ve been in Rabelais Space so long, you’re probably way out of touch — but fourteen of the colonies are pressuring for changes in government, and some have gone ahead and declared their autonomy. In the last half year I’ve been on Jagreth, Mawson, Ulrand, Velcastra and Borushek. Everywhere, the news-vids are full of the trouble.

                “Everywhere you look, between the rim colonies and the Near Sky itself, it’s starting to turn ugly. It’s like the chorus line effect, one colony inspiring the next. Even in Sark, on Borushek, people were picketing the gates of the Fleet base, demanding an end to conscription and better legal representation for the bootend ranks on these ships, so the carriers will be crewed by highly-qualified, volunteer mission specialists, not shanghaied, pimple-faced, adolescent conscripts who mostly turn out to be useless. Passengers.

                “Now, if Fleet was to let the story of Karl David Liang escape on open broadcast at this time, it would be all the inspiration the public needed. The service will do anything it can to cover up this stink. Chandra Liang explored every avenue open to him. He soon realized that if justice was going to be done, Fleet’s legal division notwithstanding, only one option remained.”

                Travers’s brows arched. “Then, you sure as hell are not from FIA. Where did Liang find you?”

                “He called my agency in Geneva, on Jagreth.” Marin
took a breath, let it out slowly and whispered, “I accepted an assignment to come here, to investigate the death of 978694M/Liang-KD to my personal satisfaction, eliminate the malefactor in the absence of any possibility of proper legal proceedings, and report back to the man who engaged my services. I’m a contract executioner, Travers.”

                For a moment Travers did not react, and when he did he could barely find his voice. “Liang hired himself a professional shooter? Well, you have to hand it to the man. He doesn’t know how to take no for an answer.” His eyes glittered with something very like mischief. “You’ve come here, into a hotzone, under the gun, literally in the middle of the Rabelais Drift, under the nose of Fleet, to investigate, try, sentence and execute Roy Neville?”

                “That,” Marin said acidly, “is what I’m being paid for.”

                A grin quirked Travers’s mobile, expressive mouth. “Man,” he said delightedly, “you must be crazy.”

                “And Neville,” Marin added, “is going to be dead, and then I’ll be out of here and gone.” He leaned over and hit the door release. “Excuse me, Travers, I have an appointment with a simulation.”

                “And you don’t want to rub Neville the wrong way,” Travers added quietly as Curtis passed him, mindful of the audio monitors

                On his way through the barracks, Marin turned back and regarded Travers levelly. “On the contrary. I do. I’m going to pull the tomcat’s tail and see which way he jumps.” He gave Travers a wink, turned swiftly and strode back toward the service elevators.

                Travers watched him go and for a moment was speechless. Then he began to laugh, and was still chuckling when he had returned to the Bravo flight deck, where Perlman and Jim Fujioka were whiling away their watch in the cockpit of the company gunship. 

                In a word, the man was nuts. He was also brilliant, or Robert Chandra Liang would never have contracted him. Liang was fussy, picky and unforgiving of ineptitude and error. And Curtis Marin was physically the most delicious specimen Travers had seen aboard this flying insane asylum. He had the long legged, lean, wide shouldered body of an athlete and the poise of a dancer. And a face, Travers thought, like the most wicked angel who ever snuck out through the pearly gates of Paradise for a dirty night in the citybottom sexshops.

                For the first time in so long that he had begun to forget what it felt like, Travers’s reluctant body stirred. He felt his own pulse, a tiny jet of energy cutting like a white-hot knife through the fatigue, and he welcomed it. He was alive. And it felt good to be alive and know it.   

                Cards and chips scattered the console and streamers blew back from the cold a/c grille over their heads. Fujioka was a combat engineer, cynical, hard-bitten, a re-enlister of necessity. A failed business enterprise left him in debt. His only recourse was a return to the service. Seven years on a Fleet engine deck. Travers liked him, respected him for his skill and his humanity.

                For a long time Fujioka and Perlman had been the only two people on this ship whom Travers fully trusted. The engineer glanced up as Travers entered the cockpit. “The new pilot got in,” he commented superfluously.

                “Neville’s got him.” Travers gestured vaguely toward the simulation bays.

                “Oh, great.” Fujioka threw down his cards. “That means he has maybe one chance in four of getting out of the simmo tank in working order.” He gave Perlman a cautionary look. “You ain’t outta the woods yet, kid.”

                “Don’t write him off.” Travers swiveled a chair out at the weapons systems console and sat. “Put your money on the new boy. I got the feeling he’s a pro. A real pro.

                Fujioka and Perlman shared a sidelong look. “You know him from somewhere, don’t you? You served with him before?” Perlman speculated.

                “No.” Travers hesitated, wondering how much he should tell them. Even here it was far from impossible that they might be monitored. “Let’s say, I know a little bit about the man, and Neville’s going to have his hands full for the next week.”

                “I hope you’re right.” Perlman gathered the cards, shuffled and cut them, and dealt Travers in for the next hand. “Because if I don’t get some backup soon, I’m about to take a spacewalk without benefit of a hardsuit. And this Flight Sergeant Curtis Marin is the nearest thing to a relief I’ve had in ten weeks, since that little altercation with the Drift, over Rannach.”

                “I know.” Travers fanned his cards in his left palm and studied the rubbish he had drawn. “But believe me, Marin is a professional in more ways than one.” He forced a smile. “It takes one to know one. You got a beer there, Jim?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Holdfast, Maltepe

 

The mud stank and the mosquitoes ate a man alive, anywhere his skin was exposed. The sky was dull red, like the few minutes right after sunset, but this was mid-afternoon. Maltepe’s K8 primary was small, dim and distant, and only the planet’s catastrophic greenhouse mechanism made the conditions hot. Constant volcanic activity in the southern hemisphere filled the atmosphere with carbon dioxide, and the world’s basalt-black surface also acted as a vast battery of stored heat energy. The planet’s core was metal and so dense, the gravity was close to one standard ‘G’ even though the planet was little larger than Mars or Lushiar. In the northern hemisphere the winds swirled east to west, the polar icecap was almost nonexistent and it seemed to rain fifty percent of the time.

                Curtis Marin had not seen this particular purgatory in seven years, and though the rational part of his mind knew it was a simulation, another part was so convinced of the reality of the torrential rain, sucking mud and the omnipresent sulfurous smell of the geysers, he sometimes forgot for minutes at a stretch that he was aboard a super-carrier, by now forty light hours deep in the Rabelais Drift.

                On the near horizon of this small world, perhaps ten kilometers away, was the fortress of Holdfast, on the shore of LakeAlexis. The blinding flashes of energy weapons lit up the sky, reflected off the dark, sullen overcast, and the muffled thuds of heavy stun discharges were like thunder over the high valleys. To the west was MountOberon, an extinct volcano; to the east, the BlenheimRanges. Behind the squad drawn from Oscar Company was the tangle of the Musgrave swamp, and before the six bedraggled soldiers, a barren hillside littered with razor-sharp volcanic debris.

                At the top of that hill, hidden in a crevice in the rock, was a light, armored Cherokee, a nimble little skytruck capable of making low orbit. It would drag the squad out of this hell of hot brine springs, with their yellow crusts of stinking sulfur dioxide. 

                The snag was, the hillside was a deathtrap. It was a hundred meters high, on an incline of forty degrees, strewn with rocks as sharp as scalpels, and snipers from Holdfast could get a laser-lock on any target that stood in one place for more than one second. 

                Sweat streamed down Marin’s face and his body was soaked. Half an hour before, a torrential downpour had drenched the whole region. The rain was so heavy, it was almost impossible to stand up in it. On the edge of the Musgrave they had taken cover beneath the rank, dense trees. Now the brown mud clung to their legs and smelt vile.

                A pace to Marin’s rear, Goldman was still whining, as he had been sniveling for the last eight hours. More than anything else, the man’s endless complaining got under Marin’s skin like slivers of broken glass, and with an effort he tuned Goldman out. The squad medic was not so patient.

                “Will you just shut your goddamned yap, Ira?” Grant snarled. The Lushi was small in stature but imbued with all the pugnacity of his Australian mother. The genetic recombination was three generations past in his family history and Grant was Lushi to the bone marrow. He had never set foot on Earth, much less seen the shores of Australia, but the accent and attitude learned in his childhood were impossible to dislodge. “Shut your bloody yap, or I swear I’m gonna tape that mouth of yours,” he hissed at Goldman, and as if to prove his words he was reaching for his surgical kit.

                Marin smiled thinly as he unhooked the field glasses from his belt and visually scanned the hillside. This abbreviated version of Oscar Company was six men — more specifically, four men and two women. Marin himself, Goldman, Grant and Karoda, who had come over from Borushek together, plus the kids, Szabo and Yuan, two first year conscripts who had been injured in training a month before and never completed this course.

                Of them all, Marin liked Grant and Karoda, deplored Goldman and simply pitied Szabo and Yuan. The kids were so scared, they were useless. Both had fouled up a second time, and Marin and Karoda were carrying them now, to get them through. This was an extremely dangerous exercise. The simulation tank was set up with such realism, the mud was toxic, the saltwater geysers were boiling, the leeches, lizards, snakes and mosquitoes were live and painful, the basalt shale was sharp as knives, and the shots coming in from Holdfast were lethal.

                It took an army of industrial robots a week to assemble this simulation, and a week to put it back into storage. While it was set up, the tank would be used over and over, until Roy Neville was satisfied the conscripts and re-enlisters under his tutorship were finished. Whatever ‘finished’ meant. Marin was uncertain, but he knew two things. Szabo and Yuan would be doing this again, since they were failing badly again this time out; and Goldman might not be aware of it yet, but he had at least a dozen lashes coming when they were out of this mess. They were the price of his continual whining, which disturbed and distracted the rest of the squad.

                A swarm of camera drones buzzed over the scene constantly, like huge carnivorous insects. Watching his screens in the safety and comfort of the observation bay was Roy Neville. He could see and hear everything, every syllable. Goldman should have known, and yet he never guarded his words. He would pay for them later, when Neville formally charged him with defamation, insolence and deliberately interfering with the smooth running of his unit with the constant grumbling. In this instance at least, the charges were warranted — Goldman was guilty.

                The field glasses panned slowly up the shale, and as the lenses reached the summit Marin grunted. Grant and Karoda shuffled closer. Marin pointed to the dark space in the rock, the crevice where the Cherokee was hidden.

                “There it is, see?”


                “Let me take a look.” Karoda took the glasses and followed the line of his arm. She searched for a moment and then whistled. “Christ, Curt, you reckon you can get it out of there?”

                “I don’t know.” Marin chewed his lip in thought as he weighed the task in front of him. “There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?”

                The slope was dangerous enough. If he fell, he would cut himself to ribbons on the razor-edged basalt. If he stopped to rest or get his balance in the mad scramble up, the simulated snipers from Holdfast would laser-brand him. If he tumbled down the hill from any height, he could kill himself. Marin’s belly churned as he gazed up at the crevice. When, or if, he made it to the top, he must get the Cherokee out of that fissure in the rock, prep it for flight and fetch it down safely. The snipers would keep up their fire, but the armored skin of the skytruck was proof against their weapons.

                As Karoda lowered the glasses Marin began to unsling his nonessential equipment and hand it, piece by piece, to Grant. “You’re going up?” Karoda was angry. “Curt, it’s too dangerous!”

                “Dangerous?” Marin glanced back at the engineer. “This is the job I reenlisted for.”

                “The light’s too bad,” Grant added.

                “And it’s getting darker all the time,” Marin reminded him. “Another thirty minutes and the sun’s going to be down behind Oberon. You want to pitch camp here till dawn?” He slapped an equipment belt into Grant’s hands. “We were too slow getting here, and you have to remember, we’re on a time budget,” he added with a pointed glance at Yuan and Szabo, who had made heavy work of even the lighter terrain.

                “Poor, useless bloody kids,” Karoda grumbled. “Look, we can at least get you some light. We can angle the portafloods onto the hill.”

                Marin was pulling on his gloves, the thick gauntlets from a suit of space armor. They sealed at the wrists and at least he could be sure he would keep his hands intact. Swearing lividly, Grant snapped open his kit and took out a roll of bandaging tape. He handed Marin’s discarded jacket and a kaybar to Karoda.

                “Cut the jacket up, thick pieces, quick as you can. Move! He can’t do this in the dark.”


                As Karoda slashed the combat jacket to shreds, Grant caught the pieces and taped them over Marin’s knees, elbows, shins, forearms, shoulders — the areas where he would take the worst punishment if he fell. They worked fast. Goldman and the conscripts sat watching numbly until Karoda snarled at them,

                “You three useless sods, get the portafloods! Angle them on that hillside, at least let the man see where he’s going! Move your goddamned asses!”

                They scrambled to obey as Grant exhausted a whole roll of tape, fastening down Marin’s shirt and reinforcing it across his back and chest. It was the best protection he was going to get, and still Grant was worried.

                Throwing the scissors back into the kit, he gave Marin a hard look. “Stop, and the snipers are going to burn you. Fall, and you’ll flay yourself.” He dropped his voice to a mere murmur. “And Sergeant Neville won’t terminate the simulation until you go down and can’t get up again.”

                “Or maybe,”
Karoda added in an even softer whisper, “not even then. You heard the story about the Liang kid? Neville beat him to death, so they told me.”

                “I heard,” Marin said soundlessly. Over Karoda’s head he was watching the camera drone. He looked right into the velvet soft eye of the lens and knew that through it he was looking directly at Neville. His pulse hammered and he took several deep breaths.

               The hillside loomed above him and fell away below. This was a simulated exercise, but he could die. Conscripts did die. Aboard this ship, the fatality rate was high, way above normal, and the command corps never bothered to question it. 

                Fear was a healthy emotion. Once, Marin had hated being afraid as much as anyone, and then a man called Mark Sherratt walked into his life, and fear became Marin’s unlikely ally. 

                The portafloods kicked in and he crouched on the edge of the swamp. The snipers from Holdfast would try for the lights, but Goldman and the kids kept them moving. The laser-lock would not fix a target unless it stopped for a full second, but shots ripped into the tangled undergrowth, making Karoda and Grant dive into the cover of the trees. 

                The sun was close to Oberon now. It would be gone behind the mountain in fifteen minutes at most, and Marin’s muscles began to bunch for effort. A camera drone hovered over his head as he ducked out onto the edge of the shale hillside. Grant caught his thickly-taped arm, held him back for a second.

                “You be bloody careful, mate,” the lithe, brown skinned little medic insisted. “I’ve had a gut full of this simmo, same as you, and I know you’re doing this to get us the hell out of this mess. But if you get hurt, the bloody management’s getting a very nasty memo from me!”

                “Thanks.” Marin grinned brashly and flexed his hands in the thick metal-mesh gauntlets. He looked up into the eye of the camera drone and waved. “Okay, Nev!” He shouted into the audio pickups. “Put your stopwatch on this — it’ll be one of the fastest uphill hundreds you ever saw, old son!”

                The casual familiarity, the apparent zest with which Marin launched himself into the physical hazard, and the dexterity, the aplomb with which he worked, would infuriate a man like Neville, who enjoyed designing the most arduous, demanding routines. Success was bought at great physical cost. Failure was repaid with fines and punishments. 

                For five days Marin had been one step ahead of the Instructor. The camera drones had come to personify Roy Neville as the squad was moved from one simulation to the next, exercise to exercise, without time to rest or think. Every one of them was weary, hurt, on the thin edge, with two days remaining before they would be released from this sim-tank madhouse in which Neville was the ringmaster and warden, judge, jury and executioner.

                Five days could have been five years. Marin felt a decade older than when he came aboard, but he gave the drone a grin and a wave and deliberately let loose a war whoop as he made a dive up the treacherous incline. Neville would be lashed by frustration as he witnessed the newcomer’s crazy lust for risk, cheerful disregard for injury, easy tolerance of pain and apparently endless fascination to see how far he could push his body before it reached the end of its endurance. Marin looked to be loving it, relishing it. He was suffering — the way a man agonized on the cliff-climbing vacation for which he had waited all year.

                Behind the mask-like smile, Marin panted, swore, cursed himself, Travers, Neville, Liang and his useless son, Fleet, the Confederacy — anything and anyone he could remember, who might be responsible for his presence here as he scrambled up the slope. The gloves and taped-on padding saved his skin but his lungs burned and the snipers’ laser was uncomfortably close.

                A shot burned through his sleeve, another sliced through the equipment pouch on his thigh. He picked up his pace, felt his muscles extend to maximum. Day-old hurts ached, sinews and joints protested and he gasped in a painful breath. Down below the slope, the snipers found one of the portafloods and the light before him dimmed. Someone screamed — Szabo? The screams continued, one long wail of pain and fright. Neville would be loving it. This was what he wanted.

                Yesterday they had been one tank back, ostensibly en route to Maltepe to do this job. Their objective: from orbit, destroy the fortress at Holdfast with a single Bloodhound self-guiding warhead. Simple. Marin had been in the cockpit of a flight simulator while the squad drawn from Oscar spent four hours in the crew compartment, dismantling and reassembling their entire kit, while Neville watched via the camera drones. He was awarding points at every stage. If a man failed badly, he would be back to do this again with another squad. Goldman scraped through by the skin of his teeth, all the while whining. The growling was only his way, but it was going to get him into hot water. Yuan failed miserably. 

                Up front, Marin plotted a course from the dockyard at Pilgrim 797 to Maltepe and negotiated a difficult hyper light transition. He dropped back into normal space in high orbit over the planet in time to meet Neville’s idea of fun and games. There was never any chance of making their objective. Their security was blown, Holdfast was waiting for them. Multiple weapons hits all over the ‘ship’ rocked it violently on its pitch-jacks, and the simulation was lethally realistic. Red lights peppered the consoles, signaling a hull breach, and right on cue the kids panicked. 

                The flight simulator was a sealed hull segment sitting in the middle of a hangar-sized tank, and the tank had been depressurized. The simulator was ruptured and spilling fast. It took an average of forty seconds for a professional to get into a pressure suit. Marin was locking down his wrist and neck seals in thirty-seven, and his head felt like a melon. His nose and ears bled, his skin felt burned, his joints were almost too painful for him to move, but he forced himself aft into the crew compartment and slammed equipment cases, seating, anything he could lay his hands on, into the hull rupture to decelerate the rate of decompression, give Yuan and Szabo a chance. Goldman was down, howling about his ears and his head. Grant was trying to help him and Karoda was desperately prepping the escape module. 

                Pain screamed through Curtis’s joints, ears, eyes, as he shoved Szabo into the suit, crammed on his helmet and then dragged him and Yuan bodily toward the pod. Karoda had got it prepped and open. Somehow they were all inside before the simulator’s hull tore open like a beer can, and the side of Marin’s clenched fist hit the extract key. The capsule punched out high and fell with an impact that stunned them all into dim semi-consciousness, as if they had made a disastrous re-entry and landed hard.

                When they woke the instruments read heat outside the pod: pressure, oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere that was breathable if you didn’t mind the sulfurous stench ... Maltepe. Karoda cracked the hatch and they clambered out into a fetid swamp. Grant was worth his weight in gold in the first few hours. He was hurting as much as any of them, but he was a natural, born combat medic. He was better at his trade now than he had been ten years before, as a conscript. He had spent the last decade in a general hospital in a big city, treating crash jobs, and the work was easily the equal of a war zone. Karoda’s shoulder had dislocated when the capsule plowed in. Grant put it in and gave her a shot. 

                Marin was just aching, sore and angry. The ever-present camera drone watched him as he struggled out of the pressure suit and shrugged off his stiffness and bruises. He molded his face into a cheeky grin and gave the camera a thumbs-up sign as he dragged his kit together and marshaled the squad. With the disastrous flight behind them, they still had a job to do.

                All of which brought him to this shale hillside in the failing light, with the promise of escape in the form of a skytruck hidden in a rock cleft above him. The snipers were getting too close, and Marin was slowing down. Since this trial by endurance began he had not slept more than three hours at a stretch and he had not eaten more than once in twenty hours. His muscles were burned out and his mind was overstressed. He cursed himself as he went to hands and knees. He dove, rolled and came up fast behind a boulder as shots arced into the basalt where he had been less than a second before. A dozen old injuries ached and new bruises punished him.

                Three meters over his head was the camera drone, unobtrusive, difficult to see unless he deliberately looked for it. Fury simmered in his belly. He pulled his face into a savage grin and waved at the lens. Roy Neville’s frustration would be immeasurable.

                A dozen panted breaths, and Marin
was up again. The slope angled away above him toward the crevice, and in the last thirty meters, where exhaustion was his enemy, the gradient became steepest and the shale was sharper than ever. Save for Grant’s quick thinking and the makeshift body armor, he would have been cut to pieces.


                He scrambled, fell and rolled, and felt a razor edge go through the tape covering his back. A long, stinging smart marked the line of a cut, and the inside of his shirt was suddenly wet. Swearing viciously, he was up fast, but not quickly enough. A shot licked the side of his boot, just cutting through the tough synthetic compound and caressing the skin inside. The burn was white-hot, like a spur in his side. His heart thundered in his ears as he flung himself on and up. Overstressed knee joints stabbed, muscles spasmed, but the fissure in the rock opened up before him and he was inside, under cover, when the blue-white shafts speared after him.

                Now he could afford a few minutes to get his breath, but not too long. The dim, orange-red little primary was almost down behind Oberon, and when it was gone he would be working in the dark. This crack between the black volcanic boulders was already so dim, he could barely see at all, but he could pick out the gunmetal gray hull of the Cherokee. It was ten meters long, snub-nosed, standing on stout landing struts, with Arago repulsion pods in the belly and a single main engine in the tail. 

                As he whooped for air and nursed his hurts, Marin struggled to remember that this was not really Maltepe. Down below the slope, Goldman was screaming in pain and Grant was shouting hoarsely. Then, suddenly, silence. Goldman could be dead. If the sniper fire had hit something vital, something beyond Grant’s patch-and-go capabilities, it would be Neville’s prerogative to stop the simulation, but no one labored under the delusion he would actually do it.

                As the sun touched the upper crown of Oberon, Marin dragged himself to his feet and limped toward the Cherokee. The drone was hovering at the mouth of the fissure, following his every move. He pasted on a careless grin, twisted and gave Neville a thumbs-up over his shoulder, and wished the man in hell.

                The Cherokee was locked with a numerical combination, set on the keypad which was recessed in the depression under the pilot’s hatch. Marin stooped, flipped up the cover and fought his wilful mind to remember the combination. 

                Three days before, when the whole nightmare mission began, the squad had been given a video briefing, and he had taken notes. The Cherokee had ostensibly been left here two years before, by an element of the 244th Airborne who were stranded on Maltepe when hostilities began. Survivors of that doomed mission had reported the last combination set, and Marin had jotted it down at the briefing.

                His memory blacked out, yet another part of his mind knew Neville would be awarding demerit points for every second of delay he observed. This was crucial to the test. Pain lashed Marin from a half dozen wounds and thinking at all was difficult.

                He took a breath and summoned the ancient discipline he had mastered years before. Mark Sherratt knew every trick. 

                A cool wind rushed through Marin’s mind, sweeping the chaos of his thoughts before it. A color between rose and amber settled like a cloud and a high pitched sound, like the ringing of a crystal bell, cut through his confusion like a silent knife. The jumble of pain and distress shattered away, leaving perfect rationale and calm.

                4466789000. 

                His thickly-gauntleted index finger carefully punched the keypad. An indicator winked from red to green and the pilot’s hatch popped open with a soft rasp of equalizing air pressure. Curtis hissed through his teeth as he limped around, grasped the hand holds and pulled himself in. 

                It was more than five years since he had even seen a Cherokee, let alone flown one, but now his mind had settled to an ice-cold calm, and when he summoned the memories he had easy access to them. He ripped the velcro, slipped off the gloves and thumbed a switch for the cockpit lights. They came on, flickered, failed and restabilized, but they were not as bright as he might have hoped, which meant power was very low.

                The console came alive and he called up a quick, cursory auto-diagnostic of the truck. If she was not in flying condition, then Neville should terminate the simulation right here. Under no circumstances was Marin about to risk a takeoff in an ailing skytruck, supposing it cost him a flogging. He could die here, he could kill the others in the crash, and the whole exercise, his very purpose for being on this ship, would be a ridiculous waste.

                The power cells were so low that even igniting the repulsion motors would be difficult. With eight percent capacity, if the igniters failed three times, he would not have enough juice left for a fourth try. 

                Lip caught between his teeth, Marin turned off all nonessential systems, including cockpit lighting, and hit the ignition sequence. The motors fired, whimpered and died. One down. A tiny LED indicator showed the level in the cells had dwindled to five percent. As soon as the motors were running they would recharge the cells, but they must run for several minutes at least before he dared lift off. 

                He hit the igniter a second time and held his breath. A roar, a splutter ... silence. Outside the dirty windscreen hovered the camera drone. Neville was his silent partner, intimate witness to his efforts and his frustration. Marin dragged both hands across his face and flicked on the diagnostic system again. If the Cherokee had not started in two attempts, the chances of it starting on the third were one in ten. He did not dare risk it.

                On the screen now appeared a much more complex analysis of the truck’s electronics, its hardware, software, engine alignment. Marin forced himself to see the details and comprehend what they meant. 

                Some peripheral systems were not working at all; the computer was in fair condition, the sealed electronics were pretty good and four percent power remained in the cells. “So why the hell won’t you start, you bitch?” He muttered as his fingertip traced the diagnostic charts.

                Then, there it was. Corrosion in the relays between the power cells and the repulsion igniters. He thumped the console with both fists and cursed aloud. Below his seat was stored a comprehensive toolkit, but he was going to be working under the belly of the Cherokee, and it was dark now. He needed worklights — and that was the problem. With four percent power left, if he ran the lights longer than ten minutes he would be down below the amount of juice he needed to hit the igniters.

                So the job would have to be done in under ten minutes. Marin let himself down from the cockpit, rummaged under the seat for the kit, wrestled it out and opened it by the yellow-white illumination of a flashlight. Only then did he flick on the floodlights. They should have been white and brilliant, and instead were a weak gray-gold, their levels fluttering as the cells began to flatten fast.

                The drone hovered closer, looking over his shoulder as he crouched and searched the kit. Half the tools were missing, the remainder were dumped into the case in any order. Marin uptipped the whole collection, spread them out and snatched up what he needed before he wormed in under the belly of the truck.

                His back scrubbed on the rock, inspiring a wince. He would be infected and the gash was going to need treatment. Always supposing Neville allowed him  to  get  out of  this simulation alive.  No  rule said he must. He could let the exercise run, monitor the squad until he was satisfied that he had gathered enough data, and if two or three of the lab-rats were killed, Lorenzo Falk would hardly lift an eyebrow. Neville was allowed a high casualty rate. The Rabelais Drift was a warzone.

                Ignoring his hurts, Marin juggled a tool into position. It buzzed as it ran out the four screws and the inspection plate fell onto his chest. The camera drone was on the ground at his elbow, and he threw a tool at it. 

                “Get that damn thing out of my light, Nev! I can’t see in your shadow, man — give me at least half a chance!”

                The drone shifted a meter and set down again. Marin peered into the inspection hatch, and at once he saw the corroded relay. The igniters would never have fired. A tech had been in here, deliberately dirtying everything to make it seem as if the Cherokee had been standing here for years, neglected and atrophying. 

                Marin’s fingertips scrabbled for a tool, and he looked at his chrono. Five minutes. He scratched and chipped at the corrosion and it began to come away, but it was stubborn. Precious minutes were wasted, and as time began to run against him he dug the tool in deep to finish the job fast. It was a risky thing to do, and he was far from surprised when a jolt of electricity lashed through him. Anger eclipsed his pain, and he wrenched his hand away from the tool. His whole body reverberated like a rack of tubular bells.

                Nerve fibres jangled as his muscles cramped, and he forced his vision into focus. He peered first at the relays and then at his chrono. He had a spare minute, and the relays looked clear enough. He would never get the inspection hatch back on in time, and if Neville awarded a demerit for that, so be it.

                He wormed out from beneath the low belly and hauled himself back to the cockpit. First he flicked off the lights, and then, blind as a cave frog, he felt for the repulsion igniter, primed it and held his breath once more as he hit it with the pad of his thumb.

                A reluctant growl, a banshee scream, and then the low, steady whine of the Arago generators. Sweat sprang from his pores, smarting in his cuts and burns, and he scrubbed his face hard. The power cells would recharge now, and when he saw fifteen percent it would be safe to lift off. 

                The recharge time gave him five, possibly ten minutes in which to rest, and Marin took every second of that time. He sealed the cockpit, tried the a/c ducts and found them working. He breathed deeply. For the moment Neville could not touch him, nor ask anything of him until he had enough reserve power to move the Cherokee. The slender freedom was close to euphoria. 

                He was playing, now, by a rule book written not by Roy Neville but by Chevrolet Aerospace, a century before Neville was born. Muscles and nerves soaked up the few minutes’ respite and Marin’s youth and strength were his best allies. 

                For five days Neville had devised scores of ways to physically and mentally beat the six squad members into submission, and in the cases of Goldman and the kids, Szabo and Yuan, he had won. But Karoda and Grant were professionals, skilled, cool and too stubborn to give up without one hell of a fight. And Marin himself was playing a different game entirely.

                The drone hovered outside the windscreen. Curtis stretched and rubbed the back of his neck, gave the camera a wave and stabbed a finger at the digital that indicated  the level in the cells. He held up eight fingers and grinned. Neville would know he was hurting, weary, too exhausted to feel hunger any longer, both mind and body protesting the continuous abuse. But Marin was playing, and his opponent in this game was Neville himself. 

                Every impetuous grin, every impulsive wave told the man, ‘Got you again, Neville — you’re good, but you haven’t taken me yet!’


                How many conscripts and re-enlisters had run this particular, nasty gauntlet? The simulation was complex and expensive to stage. Hundreds, perhaps thousands would have run this course. How many failed, and how many died?

                Anger made Marin’s pulse quicken. In his time he had run countless simulations, but never one like this. Good instructors nursed and nurtured the conscripts in their charge. When someone got hurt the scene was terminated, medical help was immediate and a lecture was arranged, to point out the conscripts’ weaknesses and repair them. People learned by doing, but the quality of their education was proportional to their fear, which governed their ability to learn at all.

                With twelve percent on the gauges, Marin hopped down out of the cockpit. He took a moment to replace the service hatch in the belly, then collected the scattered tools, slammed them back into the kit, and threw it into the rear of the Cherokee. When he climbed back into the padded seat and ran up the straps he saw the gauge turn over to fifteen percent, and gave his attention to the main engine igniters.

                The switches clicked over and a bellow of thunder in the tail confirmed the blink of green on the console. Now, Marin needed every skill he possessed. As he lifted the stout hydraulic landing assembly, stubby wings extruded from the sides of the truck, and he swore as he saw that the wingtips were less than a meter off the rock faces. Predictably, the autopilot was not working and this must be done on manual.

                His palms were slick with anxious sweat and the right was slightly burned after his altercation with the corroded relays. He grasped the flight controls delicately and braced himself as he set the old Cherokee in forward motion. One mistake and he was dead. Worse, the fireball would roll down the slope and envelope the others. Neville would doubtlessly relish the scene and put in a report to the command corps about a tragic mishap in the simulation tank. Shit happened. Lorenzo Falk might spare a minute to grieve and sign Neville’s report, which would be filed away since it could not be transmitted from inside the Drift. There, it would be forgotten, the way Karl David Liang had been forgotten, as if he had never existed at all.

                The Cherokee crept forward and out, and as it showed its snub nose to the blood-red sky Marin turned on the canopy’s flare shielding. In the second it appeared, it became a target for the snipers, and until he was clear of the crevice he was going to collect a lot of hits. The truck would absorb them, and the flare shields held down the blinding glare, protecting Marin’s eyes as shots stitched across the armorglass before him. 

                Intent on the console, he watched the attitude and proximity indicators until the wings were clear and the tail of the truck slid out into free air. The navigation deck had come alive, and he saw it had been pre-programmed with a lot of simulated data. According to the computer, the horizon was six miles away, the fortress of Holdfast was to his northeast and he was at an altitude of eight hundred meters above sea level, just over a hundred meters above the shale hillside. 

                From here, the squad’s objective was simple: to get out. They must secure their position and use the Cherokee’s transmitter to call for backup and extraction. To run the subspace transmitter required forty percent power in the cells, and as he coaxed the skytruck clear of the craggy cliff Marin flicked a glance at the gauges.

                “What the hell?” he growled. “Bloody Neville!”

                He should have been reading at least twenty percent by now, and instead the indicators were back down to eight. As he watched, the level in the cells dropped to seven and a red ‘critical’ light came on below the gauge. If he suffered a repulsion failure, the truck’s glide ratio was not enough to keep it in the air and there was insufficient power left to keep it aloft on the main engines alone.

                He had to get the Cherokee down, and fast, then find out what the problem was and fix it. Neville had planned this whole simulation, and as he jockeyed the truck down the hillside Marin began to wonder seriously if the instructor had designed a no-win situation. A test of sheer endurance, to see how far the newboys could go before they eventually, inevitably broke.

                The gauge dropped through seven to six percent while he watched. The power system was going out so fast, he did not have the time to hug the ground all the way down. He had to land the truck with at least the cover of the fringe of the Musgrave swamp, or the snipers would cut him and Karoda to pieces as they worked on the machine — and he had to get it down while there was still at least three percent in the cells, or too little power would remain to ignite the motors and recharge to the forty percent they must have to run the subspace transmitter.

                Cursing fluently in several languages, Marin pulled back the cyclic stick and threw the truck up in a controlled parabolic arc. He glimpsed the faces of Karoda and Grant down below as he dropped the landing struts, and then he shut down the forward drive engines and overran the repulsion to keep him in the air while momentum carried him out over the treetops.

                He was still airborne when the gauge dropped to four percent, and he played the only card he had left. He cut the repulsion too, and let the trees catch the Cherokee.

                Branches snagged, groaned and snapped, and the impact jarred every bone in his body. He felt his spine wrench and knew he was due a painful case of whiplash. But the truck was down, they had the cover of the swamp and the gauge still read four percent. When he went for a restart, if the motors fired first time and he could nurse them along, they were out of here. The tachyon transmitter would do the rest.

                Unless Neville had sabotaged that too. A sudden storm of anger and pain ushered Marin perilously close to the edge and only his professionalism, Mark Sherratt’s training, brought him back. This was the point where even a man like Neil Travers might lose control, seize a weapon and begin to shoot at everything that moved in a blind attempt to hit something vital and cripple the simulation tank.

                Marin was not even sure where the airlock was. He had been unconscious when the escape pod was brought in and dumped on the far side of the mud lakes and scalding geysers. He forced in several deep breaths and summoned Sherratt’s ancient mental disciplines.  

                If he lost it, Karoda and Grant would never hold the others together, and Neville could have any kind of nightmare in store for them. Many conscripts died on this ship, in just this kind of situation, and the command corps deemed their deaths the acceptable cost of legitimate retraining. The danger was shockingly real.

                Ancient disciplines, Resalq routines, took over. His stormy thoughts calmed again. The pain receded and he released the hatch. The stink of the swamp and volcanic mud greeted him as he slithered out, found his feet and leaned against the side of the truck. A faint hum from overhead alerted him to the presence of the camera drone just behind him, and he put on that crazy smile before he turned and gave Neville a double thumbs-up sign.

                “Curt! Curtis! Are you all right? Curtis!” Karoda was hacking through the trees with a machete, and behind her came Grant and Szabo. “Christ, you’re alive,” Karoda shouted, hoarse with relief as she saw Marin on his feet. “What happened?”

                “I lost power. They had it rigged to crash.” Marin gestured at the belly of the Cherokee. “We’ve got four percent power left. If we don’t get this bugger fixed, run the motors and charge those cells, we can forget the tachyon transmitter.”

                “You’re hurt,” Grant said breathlessly as he drew closer. “What happened to you up there?” He was working even then, a scanner probe playing over Marin’s spine, hands, back, leg. 

                “You name it, it happened,” Marin said tiredly as he extended his scorched right hand for a quick application of mediskin. “Drag the kit out of the back and run a diagnostic on the whole generating system,” he told Karoda. “Oi, kid. Szabo!” The boy flinched, wide eyed and panting with terror. Marin deliberately gentled his tone. Szabo was right on the edge too, and he was not a professional. Raw conscripts died this way. Marin beckoned him closer. 

                The boy swallowed repeatedly “Sergeant? Tell me what to do.” Szabo was so terrified, he was not acting now, he was reacting like the most primitive machine.

                “Get up on top of the truck, take a hand scanner and keep your eyes skinned,” Marin told him. “If anything moves, you yell.”

                The kid was climbing when Karoda said softly, “What do you mean, if anything moves?”

                “I don’t know,” Marin admitted. “But Neville designed this little game, and I don’t trust the bastard.”

                Karoda unslung her HK assault rifle and knocked off the safety. “Well, if it moves, it gets blown the hell out of here, and if this is how this madhouse in space racks up some of its in-training kill ratio, that’s just too bad.”

                “What happened to Goldman and Yuan?” Marin asked, wincing as Grant worked on his back.

                “Goldman’s out. I gave him a shot to stop him screaming,” Grant said sourly. “He took a lick of sniper fire through the kneecap. The surgeon’ll fix that as soon as we can get this simulation stopped. But Yuan’s dead.”

                Marin’s heart skipped. “What happened?”

                “She just blanked out, stood there like a rabbit in a searchlight, took a sniper round straight through the left eyeball. She was gone in half a second.” Grant taped up Marin’s shirt. “I’ll have to go back and carry Goldman out. Right now I’ve got him wedged in between a couple of trees where the snipers can’t hit him.”

                “You — you’re going to carry Goldman?” Marin looked the Lushi’s small, slender body up and down.

                “If you’ve got any better ideas, mate,” Grant snarled, “I’m all ears!” He slammed his medical kit shut. “For Christ’s sake get that transmitter working before somebody else dies! I’m scared spitless, Curtis. I mean, I’ve done a lot of bloody screwball simulations in my time, but nothing like this. I’ve had enough of it.”

                “I know what you mean.” Marin examined his hands and peered up at Szabo. “Anything moving, kid?”

                Like an automaton, the boy was panning a hand scanner in all directions. “Something’s out there, Sergeant.” He faltered and his voice was shrill, sharp. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s big ... or it’s a bunch of smaller things, close together. Oh, sweet Jesus —”

                “Get up there, and lay me down a suppressing fire,” Marin barked at Karoda. “Grant, get Goldman back here if you can, but don’t endanger yourself for that jackass. Move!”

                Up on the back of the truck, Karoda shouldered the HK 9mm and triggered off a dozen rounds. As his ears protested the punishment and set up a dull throb through his skull, Marin grabbed the tool kit in both sore hands and dove into the fetid mud under the belly of the Cherokee.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Intrepid, Rabelais Drift

 

“That’s enough, Neville. There’s not one damn thing more you can learn. Let them out of there.”

                The simulation deck’s observation bay was for the moment running mostly on automatic. Often, up to five officers would be working in here, collating data, monitoring every aspect of the performance of the men in the tank, but right on shift change only two junior recorders and the deck’s commander were present. Travers had chosen the time with care.

                And at that exact moment Roy Neville’s left hand hovered over the console. The bark in Travers’s voice had made him pause before he could cue the next sequence. Four robot drones were already in the tank. At the touch of a key they would begin a whole new phase of the living nightmare, simulating a strike force from Holdfast. Travers’s hand fell heavily on Neville’s wrist.

                “You’ve already seen enough,” he said harshly. “The jewel of a whole year’s recruitment is Marin. Aside from me, he’s very probably the best individual on this ship, and we lucked out when he was assigned to us. You already have one trooper dead and one badly injured. You know right now, so long as someone else is doing the logistical thinking, giving the orders and taking the responsibility, Grant and Karoda are pretty good. I’d have them in Bravo, no questions asked. Goldman and Szabo are passengers. You take what you can get when you’re stuck with conscripts.”


                Four screens, fed by four remote cameras, showed an overview of the hotzone. Almost every off-duty moment for days, Travers had been in here, and he had seen an edited version of every consequential event taking place during his absence. He knew every intimate second of the hell-trek Marin was struggling to finish, and he mourned. 

                Joyce Yuan’s death was a tragedy. A pretty young kid, every day of seventeen years old, was headed home to Borushek in a cryogen casket. Neville did not even blink. Goldman’s injury was just bad luck, damned painful, frightening, but the man was such a whining son of a bitch, Travers could hardly find him a moment’s sympathy. And Jon Szabo was nothing short of pitiful. He was seventeen, and doing this exercise for the second time after an injury took him out on the last round. He was so frightened, he was incapable of even thinking. His highest priority was holding onto his bladder long enough to find a bush. 

                Curtis Marin was holding the squad together single handed. Bill Grant was extremely good, but he was a medic, not a soldier, pilot or engineer. On the other end of the scale, Bev Karoda was an old hand, but she was hurting. That shoulder had been badly dislocated, and the shots Grant was giving her to keep her going were also making her slow. 

                Every step of the way, it was Marin making the decisions, keeping them moving — while he himself was nursing so many minor injuries, Travers knew the man was operating at only seventy percent of his true capacities. Less. Most men would have folded hours ago, and Neville seemed determined to test Marin to destruction. What purpose the exercise served escaped Travers.

                Unless it was for Neville’s personal pleasure. Watching a man hurt, watching him bleed and struggle while he was punished until he went down at last in a heap, defeated physically and mentally, was the greatest pleasure in Neville’s life. His hand was still near the keyboard, and Travers’s grip tightened.

                “Neville, goddamn it, that’s my relief pilot you’re playing Cowboys and Indians with! You break him, and I swear I’ll cut you up for dogmeat!”

                The bald threat reached Neville more surely than any logical argument. He twisted in his seat and thin lips smiled. “Well, well, so you fancy your chances, Travers.”

                “I’m better than you are, Roy, and you’ve always known it.” Travers glared into the pale mauve Kushini eyes. “Any time you’re ready, I’ll get in the simulation tank with you. And I swear to God, they’ll carry you out. The reason you’ve never taken me on is, you know you’re not good enough.”

                The Instructor’s lips pursed and his eyes narrowed. Neville was furious. “One day, Travers.”

                “One day,” Travers snapped. “But today, you’ll let my pilot out of that goddamned tank before you do him any more harm. What’s the matter with you? Are you frightened there’s a man coming aboard who might be better than you are?” He stabbed a finger at the screen by his elbow. On it, Curtis Marin was stripped to the waist while Grant patched the gashes on his back. Both his hands were busy with a delicate wiring harness; a visor shielded his face while a microtool spat magnesium-bright sparks. Under maximum duress Marin was doing a difficult, painstaking job. “When’s the last time you got in that tank yourself, and ran one of your own simulations, Neville?” Travers growled.

                “I’m not accountable to you, Travers,” Neville rasped. “On the simulation deck, I’m in command. I design the exercises.”

                “You’ve never been asked to perform in conditions anything remotely like that, have you?” Travers sneered. “All you do is sit on your ass and observe, and get your fun watching other people sweat and hurt. And die.” He straightened and looked down into Neville’s pale face. “And when’s the last time any squad pushed your simulation this far? To the best of my knowledge, in the last six months only one pilot ever got that damn Cherokee into the air, and he slammed it  down  on  the  shale  slope.  Snipers cut  him  to pieces while he was trying to make enough repairs to get it flying again.”

                Neville’s lip curled. “All that demonstrates, Travers, is the uselessness of the conscripts we’ve been getting.”

                “Does it?” Travers shoved his hands into the pockets of his fatigues trousers and looked bitterly at the screen. “This whole simulation is designed as a no-win scenario. Some of the pilots hang it up in the hyperlight transition. Some squads panic at the start and don’t even get into the escape pod. In the last three months you’ve had two dead in the depressurization, four crippled.”

                “There is no other way to stage battlefield exercises,” Neville snapped. “You want to do it VR and throw paper airplanes at the little kiddies? Shit, Travers, nobody takes any VR sim seriously because you know nothing hurts, nobody dies, you can always pull the plug and do it again tomorrow.”

                “Save me the lecture, we’ve all heard it before. Battlefield simulations have their casualties, you can expect it, but this —” Travers stabbed a finger at the screen “— this has gone far enough. To begin with, you’ve seen enough to weed the men from the boys. You know the gems from the dross. You’ve found the passengers. Marin’s carrying them. You’re not pushing them now, you’re pushing him, and you’re going to break him.”

                “Marin?” Neville gave a sharp bark of laughter. “You must be joking. The bastard’s loving it in there. He’s loved every second. The challenge turns him on. Or maybe it’s the pain.”


                Travers admitted, if Marin had not forewarned him in the Bravo barracks that he was going to ‘pull the tomcat’s tail and see which way he jumped,’ the ruse would have convinced him too. Taken at face value, Curtis Marin had all the watermarks of a career masochist. The more it hurt, the more he liked it. The harder he punished his body, the greater the fun. 

                For hours Travers had been intent on the screens. Neville had never been able to read men well enough to understand body language, interpret tension from the immobility of facial muscles and the knit of eyebrows, or see a man’s distress in the way his empty hands clenched and he shifted constantly from foot to foot, kept his aching body moving to ease it. Marin had been driving himself for a long time. His smile was a mask. He was still yanking the cat’s tail, and he had almost pulled it too hard.

                He might be dead soon. It could easily have happened if Travers had not come directly to the observation bay after his shift. As he walked into the obs-bay, Neville was poised to cue up the final sequence, an air assault from Holdfast. Karoda and Marin would fire until they were out of ammunition, but even at optimum there was a one in three chance of a fatality in such an encounter. Under this kind of duress, it was closer to one in two. The odds were bad.

                “I want my pilot,” Travers rasped. “You damned well give him to me, Neville, or I’ll have Fiorelli in here so fast, your head will spin, and she will pull the plug on this playroom of yours.”

                With a muttered curse Neville sat back. The chair squeaked beneath his weight as he reached for a styrene cup of coffee and the cigarette that had been smoldering beside it. “All right Travers, you can have your boy.”


                The cold sweat of relief prickled Travers’s ribs. “Thanks a bunch.”

                He lowered himself back into the chair beside Neville’s and watched intently as Marin repaired the deliberately sabotaged electronics. On top of the truck, Karoda was still firing intermittently at the half-seen drones, and as Travers watched one of the screens went dead-feed. She had potted a camera, probably deliberately. He chuckled humorlessly and sat back to watch the end of this ritual of endurance.

                Stiff with pain, Marin took off the visor, got down on his patched back and replaced the wiring harness in the service hatch under the Cherokee. Rarely had Travers seen stubbornness matched with skill, tenacity matched with cool rationale. If he had not known Marin was who and what he was, he would have found the performance difficult to credit. But Marin was a professional player in a game that made Neville’s perverse little pleasures look like amateur league.

                “Will the engines fire?” Travers asked as Marin wriggled out from under the Cherokee.

                “Unless he’s fucked up the electronics, they should.” Neville sounded careless.

                “If they don’t, you terminate the sim, right here,” Travers said tersely.

                “If I do that,” Neville warned, “I’ll award demerits and your boy comes out of there busted down to private soldier. I’ll load him with so many demerits for wrecking that truck and then junking the electronics, he’ll draw a flogging, thirty, as hard as I know how to lay them on, an hour after he walks out of that tank.”

                A pulse beat in Travers’s temple.  Ice cold fury seethed through him and the palms of his hands were sweating. “You’re a bastard.”

                “So my ma always told me,” Neville said acidly.

                And there was not one thing Travers could do to stop it happening. Despite Marin’s extraordinary performance, he had put the truck down hard, and if anyone was held responsible for scrambling the wiring, it must be him. Neville could contort the exercise summary to say anything he wanted it to say. Anything necessary to cost Curtis his rank and the skin of his back, because Travers had stopped the game.

                So the engines had better fire.

                “You fancy his kind?”
Neville lit a cigarette. He dragged smoke to the bottom of his lungs and regarded Travers though a gray haze.

                “His kind?” Travers was intent on a monitor. So intent on Marin’s face, the muscular, sweat-sheened torso, he almost did not hear Neville and then felt a jolt in every nerve as the instructor said,

                “His kind. The ones who thrive on sweat, turn on to pain.” Neville frowned over the image framed in the monitor. “Find this one in a sexshop in citybottom. Skulled out, angel or gryphon up to the eyeballs, stretched out like prime meat on somebody’s rack and begging for it.” He almost licked his lips.

                And Travers could have killed him where he sat. The fury was white hot in a heartbeat, his hands curled into fists, and Neville would never know how close he came to the blow across the juncture of skull and spine that wreaked Robert Chandra Liang’s justice without Marin having to lift a finger. And then — no. Marin was good, let him take care of Neville himself. 

                “Do I fancy his kind?” Travers took a deep, calming breath. “You have no idea who and what he is. All you’ve seen is a rough, bloody game, which he won. He beat you, and you can’t stand losing. Do I fancy a guy who’s tall and lean, with that body and the guts to take you on? Give me a break, Neville.”

                “I know you,” Neville said darkly. “You’re one bastard son of a bitch, Travers.”

                “Because I bounced you on your ass,”  Travers  snarled. “You forgotten that night?” In fact, Neville was flushed with rage. “You never could stand it when somebody beat you,” Travers observed. “I should think that night’s branded into your microscopic little brain.”

                The dark side of the rank of engineers’ tractors. Change of shift on the flight deck, under the deafening whine of an Arago unit on test. Shadows like spilled ink, a cold wind out of the a/c, and a curious message bringing Travers to a rendezvous with the crew deck’s other senior sergeant. Neville had been aboard the Intrepid for a matter of weeks when he made his move: clumsy seduction, paw-like hands in places they had no right to be, breath that smelt of stale beer, and then anger, fast as an ice storm off the Wulff Glacier. 

                Did Neville try it on with any guy he felt offered him a challenge? Was he attracted to Curtis Marin, and for the same reason? Travers did not know whether to be flattered or not. The night Neville’s cryptic message took him to the flight deck at shift change, Travers was involved with Ingende, but even if he had not been, nothing about Neville appealed to him, even then, when he barely knew the man. He had seized an opportunity to physically bounce Neville like a rubber ball, off the side of a tractor and in, under it, leaving him stunned and bleeding on the deck. And Neville had nursed a venomous hatred for him, from that moment on.

                Tonight the same old hate was simmering close to the surface. He was in a taunting mood because he had just recognized a weapon he thought he could use to bludgeon Travers. The weapon was Curtis Marin — and Neville was right. Travers was vulnerable.

                With an intense effort of will he turned deaf ears and blind eyes to Neville, and focused on the monitor. He rubbed his face hard as he waited. He was sweating as heavily as Neville’s victims, his breath a harsh rasp as he watched Marin climb into the cockpit of the crippled Cherokee. The audio was thin, but Travers heard clearly as  Marin barked at Karoda and Szabo,

                “Okay, get down here, I’m going to fire it, and she might not be too stable.”

                Stiff, one-handed, Karoda slid down and reached up to help the boy. The camera drone scudded in and zoomed for a close angle on Marin as he prepped the systems. Travers held his breath. He had endured the whole exercise with Marin, step by step. There was not one line of the man’s face and body he did not know better than his own, not one word Marin could speak which was foreign to Travers. 

                He seemed to have known Curtis for days, as if he had been in the tank with him. He had watched the man sleep, heard him laugh at Karoda’s crude humor, heard him catch his breath in pain. Seen him make obscene gestures at the camera drone that followed him when he found a bush and irrigated it.

                How long, Travers thought, how long was it since respect and physical attraction had fused together into searing, blinding lust? It was so long, he could not even remember. It was different with Richard. Vaurien was a friend, even a playmate, older than Travers,  almost like a distant cousin. But that lust blazed tracks along the nerves now, as Travers watched the screen. And he wanted Curtis Marin out of the tank while he was more or less in one piece.

                He was so intent on Marin, for a moment he was oblivious to Neville. The camera drone was close, and zoomed in even closer as Marin’s fineboned hands keyed up a diagnostic display, and Curtis knuckled his eyes as he studied it closely, line by line. Not until he was satisfied that the electronics were dead right would he hit the igniters. There was only enough power left in those cells for one attempt, and when she was dead — so was the squad.

                “Curtis?” Karoda called in, “what’s wrong?”

                “Nothing,” Marin said in a voice that rasped with dryness. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It looks okay. All right, stand back ... and if you know how to pray, do it.”

                Before he hit the igniter he turned off the lights and every nonessential system and waited a few seconds for the level in the cells to stabilize. Travers’s skin prickled and his mouth was dust-dry as the camera drone switched to vision intensification. The displayed image shifted into a weird lime green, but every detail was clear as Marin hit the igniter.

                The repulsion motors fired, spluttered, re-fired and then began to howl with that distinctive Arago wolf-whine. As soon as they were online, they would run the generators and the level in the cells must rise. Neville leaned forward in his seat, adjusted the camera and zoomed on the Cherokee’s instruments.

                At the same moment, both Travers and Karoda gave a war whoop. “She’s charging, you bastard!” Travers yelled. His fist thumped Neville’s back hard enough to bruise. “The boy’s first class. Why don’t you give him his due?”

                “He’ll do,” Neville said sourly.

                “Game over. Game ruined, is it?” Travers mocked. “You don’t get to tear the sergeant’s badges off him, you don’t get to lay a whip on him. Well, you’ll survive. You can always give Goldman the odd ten lashes, as soon as the medics have fixed his knee.”


                “Twenty.” Neville pointed to the terminal at his left. “Goldman’s a pain in the ass. He’s got twenty coming, heavy. He’s earned every one of ’em.”

                “And you’re going to cut him up for his own good,” Travers said quietly. “There’s something wrong with you, Neville.”

                “I guess I’m sick,” Neville said indifferently.

                “Out of the mouths of babes and loonies,” Travers growled as, on the screen, Marin grinned brazenly at the camera, gave Neville a triumphant thumbs up and yelled, 

                “Hey, Nev! Got you, man, game, set and match! The tachyon transmitter should kick on in about ten minutes. It’s been a fun run — thanks!”

                Travers shot a look sidelong at Neville and saw the man’s mouth compress. Fury? Disappointment? The game was over now. The pickup of the squad’s survivors was just a formality. The tachyon transmitter would activate, Marin’s crew would sit there in the sulfur-stink and humidity for another half an hour, then an engineer’s sled would drop into the simulation tank through a darkened hatch in the ceiling, which was also the deck of one of the machine shops, and extract them.

                From there, they would go directly to the Infirmary. As Travers watched, Marin turned on the transmitter. He saw an indicator flicker alive on Neville’s console, and he reached over to touch a switch.

                “Simulation Control to Flight Deck 3. Terminate exercise, extract Oscar squad, transfer survivors to the Infirmary. You’ve got one for the morgue.” He looked at Neville. “You don’t mind if I give the order, do you?”

                “You don’t trust me.” Neville’s pale brows arched.

                “Give me one good reason why I should.” Travers withdrew to the door of the darkened room. “If you want me, I’ll be in the Infirmary.”

                “Now, what the hell would I want you for?” Neville sneered. His eyes transferred to Travers’s buttocks for a moment.

                Another lick of coal-hot anger took Travers by surprise and he castigated himself. He should not let Neville aggravate him. Uncontrolled fury was too dangerous. “Come out and say it, damn you,” he invited, teeth clenched.

                “You want him.” Neville nodded at the screen. “You think I’m blind? Wait till you try Marin out. Him? He’ll eat your balls for breakfast.”

                “We’ll see,” Travers said tersely as he got his temper back on a short, tight rein. “Brief MacLean, let him know he’s got casualties coming in, and an autopsy to perform.”  

                The instructor flicked his lighter and held it to the tip of a fifth cigarette in the last hour. “I’ll be watching you and Marin,” he taunted.

                “Yeah?” Travers refused the bait. “Well, if the voyeur trip is the best deal you can get — enjoy.”

    The Infirmary was quiet but the CMO, James MacLean, had received the brief by the time Travers arrived, and was preparing to scrub. One of the small OR’s was set up but he would not need to seal and decontaminate it. Most of the injuries he was about to treat were relatively minor. From what Travers had observed, Grant had made a good job of immobilizing Goldman’s knee, and until the sedative wore off the patient could not be committed to reconstructive surgery. 

                The look on MacLean’s face told its own story. He was sorting his equipment while a nurse checked the diagnostic bank in OR4. Travers perched on the edge of the desk, alternately watching the Medical Officer and the few patients in the adjacent ward. One was a technician who had been injured in a bad accident on the flight deck, but of the other four, three were simulation tank casualties and the last was still groggy after his back had been mended following the morning’s flogging.

                Of all the duties Jaimie MacLean performed, patching up after a flogging was the one he hated most. His face was a bitter mask as he looked up at Travers over the array of tools and machines. He was homeworld stock, from Earth itself, with one of the American accents. Travers was not sure which. At fifty-five, his blond hair was beginning to silver out in earnest and his body, which had always been rangy, had started to run to seed. It was time to take matters in hand before the rot set in with a vengeance, but MacLean was so overworked and stressed out, Travers doubted he had the inclination to hit the gym, much less the energy. Time to worry about cosmetic matters when the Rabelais Drift was ten parsecs astern.

                “What can I do you for, Travers?” he asked, hands still busy with the tools of his trade.

                “My new pilot’s being brought in for some patch-up work. I thought I’d come and get half a debriefing.”

                “Perlman?” MacLean was surprised. “I didn’t know Bravo was flying today. What happened?”

                “We’re not flying. I’m talking about Curtis Marin, my new pilot, Perlman’s relief, got in on the Fremantle.”
Travers jerked his thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of the elevators. “Neville’s had him in the tank for the last five days, running him ragged.”

                The surgeon’s face darkened. “Neville keeps me busy. If I was making a fortune in private practice, he’d be my favorite human being. But this?” He gestured into the ward. “That’s Samuelson. Fifteen lashes this morning, for screwing up an arms exercise and disrupting procedure. The kid was so witless with fear, he says he froze, couldn’t think or move. I believe him.” MacLean paused, fists on hips as he frowned at the boy. “I’m recommending a psycho discharge, trying to get Samuelson out on the next tender, before Neville kills him.”

                Travers’s belly churned. “Which means you’ve informed the boss?”

                “That Neville’s hand is a hundred times too heavy, his casualty list is a light year too long, his methods are counter productive and his mind is in another dimension?” MacLean raked his fingers through his hair and massaged his scalp, a sure sign of tension. “I’ve been sending memos upstairs for years, Travers, you know that. I sometimes get a vague acknowledgment, sometimes nothing at all.”

                “Then, this place is safe to talk?” Travers gestured at the Infirmary, surprised MacLean was so forthright.

                “You mean, are we audio bugged?” MacLean shook his head. “It’s just about the one place on this ship that isn’t! I wouldn’t have it. They did bug the Infirmary but I located and removed every device. Good Christ, you’ve got men under drugs and anesthesia, too groggy to guard their words. They mumble the wrong thing in a stupor, and they could be flogged and sent right back!” His fists clenched till the knuckles whitened to bone. “I tried to signal Fleet again a week ago when we rendezvoused with the tender at Nirgal, but I’m sure the transmission was intercepted and stopped.”

                “By the command corps, or do you mean Neville has something to do with this?” Travers asked sharply.

               “I honestly don’t know. I wish to God I did.” MacLean rubbed his palms together and his face drew into worried lines. “The thing is, Travers, since I sent that message — or tried to send it — I’m being monitored.”

                Travers stepped closer. “Are you sure?”

                The surgeon dropped his voice. “My computers seemed to have developed a flutter, and when I ran the diagnostic to find the fault I stumbled over the bug. Every word I record, either as a voice track or keyed input, is routed somewhere for observation. So I went back over old entries, checked my logs, my own personal journals. Whole sections are missing, Travers, as if they’ve been deliberately, systematically edited. The missing text is in the form of case summaries, treatment records — specifically, men injured in simulation and discipline, and my personal reactions. Right now, if you asked me to, I couldn’t prove anything ever happened on this ship at all.”

                “I see.” Travers rubbed the back of his neck, where the tension was tightest. “We won’t be in the Drift forever, Mac. You can make a full report when we get back to Borushek.”

                “If we do get back,” MacLean said bitterly. “If I do. And that’s not something I’m complacent about.” He popped open a drawer and produced a sheaf of papers. “I’ve started keeping my journals longhand. I key in just enough to make the surveillance team happy. If I quit complaining all at once they’d be sure to smell the rat. They’re not stupid. But the real records are locked in this drawer. 

                “The thing that worries me most, Travers, is that the command corps, or Neville, or both, must know they’ll be up to the neck in boiling water when we dock at Borushek and I file this report.” His brows arched. “You follow me? Jesus God, Neil, I’m on for retirement, and I’m as piss-scared as one of your grass-green first-year recruits.”

                The super-carrier’s Chief Medical Officer was telling the truth. Even his voice shook. Travers took a breath, let it out slowly and forced his mind back into gear. “My guess is, the source is Neville. The chances are you’ve accidentally put your finger on the main reason why both your complaints to the command corps and mine are hardly ever even acknowledged. We can’t march up to officer country, bang on doors, thump tables and shout. We go through the proper channels.” He patted the ivory plastex projector of the threedee display. 

                “Half the time, the boss never receives what we send,” MacLean said quietly. “And in the other half, we’ve been edited.” He closed his eyes and exhaled through his teeth, a serpentine hiss reminiscent of an expletive. “Neville must have known we’d wake up to him sometime.”

                “I imagine he knows,” Travers agreed, “but he’s a seventeen-year professional, Mac. He’ll have thought way past this. He’ll have contingency plans for all occasions.” He clasped the surgeon’s shoulder. “Look, let me see what I can find out. Jim Fujioka is quite the magician. We might even be able to use the computer on the Bravo gunship to monitor the carrier’s mainbrain, find out what’s being routed where, and why, and by whom.”

                “That’s damned dangerous,” MacLean warned.

                “You’re not wrong,” Travers said dryly, and then held up a hand to caution the surgeon as a commotion at the elevator bay heralded the arrival of the surviving members of Marin’s sim tank squad. “Save it, Mac. Let me get back to you about this. I want to ask Jim Fujioka if it’s even possible.”

                Yuan was already zipped into a bodybag, and she was whisked straight into cryogen. MacLean would get around to the autopsy when he had time. Goldman was on a gurney, still dead to the world as he was guided into the ward and deposited on a vacant bed. Karoda and Grant had Szabo between them, and the boy was shocky, white as a sheet, green around the mouth. He had got out of there alive a second time, but he knew he had failed so badly, he would draw disciplinary action and then another simulation run. 

                Lagging a little behind them, Curtis Marin was filthy, limping, with his hands bandaged, his tattered shirt by now torn off and the rags tied around his waist. His torso was mottled with bruises and the gash on his back was a mess, despite Grant’s best efforts. Beneath the layer of grime he was drawn with fatigue and lightly bearded. He was too dirty to be treated first. 

                “Scrub,”
MacLean told him tersely, with a gesture at the Infirmary’s sterile bathroom facility, which was set up for difficult patients, who might be forcibly horizontal in a spinal brace, pending major surgery. “Travers, help him, he’s out on his feet.”

                Travers held out his hand. “Come on, sunshine. Let yourself sag — you’re not fooling me. I watched the whole simulation.”

                “With Neville?” Curtis limped stubbornly into the adjoining bathroom and Travers keyed the door shut. Marin leaned heavily on the pale blue tiles, eyes closed, every muscle drooping now he was unobserved. “Are we safe to talk here?”

                “There’s two safe places to talk,” Travers told him. “One’s the middle of the flight deck, which is so big they can’t bug it effectively. If they could, they would. The other’s the Infirmary, which MacLean deliberately debugged.” He tore the ruined shirt from around Marin’s waist and threw it into the disposal chute. “Boots.”

                Carefully, Curtis sat on the bench against the wall and eased off the left. The laser burn had rubbed raw, it was infected and inflamed. Travers swore as he saw it. Marin looked up at him as he fumbled with his belt. “Tell me about my opponent in that game.”

                “You make it sound like you were playing chess.” Travers threw the mud-filthy, sulphurous boots into the disposal.

                “I was. And Neville was one hell of an opponent. There were times when I really started to wonder if I’d made a mistake. The kind of mistake where you don’t get the chance to make another.”

                “You did.” Travers caught him by the forearms and pulled him to his feet. Clumsy with fatigue, Marin dropped his grimy pants. “You actually pushed Neville too hard, made him want to grind you out of existence before he’d let you walk out of there the winner. He was going to continue the simulation. After you got the transmitter working, you had a few hours to wait for extraction and you were going to be hit, an airborne assault from Holdfast. Industrial drones. You could have expected fifty percent casualties and at least one more fatality.”

                “Christ.” Marin’s fatigues pants puddled around his ankles but for a moment he was too exhausted to kick them off. He closed his eyes and rubbed his face hard enough to leave his cheeks ruddy. “Now, that wasn’t fair. Maltepe wasn’t a simulation, it was a survival run — last man alive wins. What changed the bastard’s mind?”

                “I did.” Travers stooped and peered at Marin’s injured calf. He reeked of Maltepe, oil, smoke and stale sweat, but hot water and soap would mend that. He carefully lifted Marin’s injured calf out of the ruined fabric. His nearness to the man, the semblance of intimacy, were making him dizzy, making heat rise in his face. Marin smelt strong, he reeked of a battlefield, but the man himself was beautiful. Every part of him was beautiful. 

                A hand’s span from Travers’s face, Marin’s groin unavoidably drew the eye. His cock was sturdy, thick and yet still elegant, nested in crisp auburn curls. His balls were high and taut, firm and smooth, almost hairless. He was cut, which Travers had always preferred, and his legs were long, slender and yet still muscular. Dancer’s legs. This close, Travers saw every detail, every vein in the length of that beautiful cock, and the slit at the blunt tip which would surely weep when he was excited. The illusion of intimacy was tormenting, and Travers swallowed hard. 

                “I owe you,” Marin was saying hoarsely. “We already had one dead and one injured.”

                “Two injured.” Travers made vain attempts to disguise his erotic confusion. He slapped Marin’s thigh in friendly admonition as he swept up the filthy trousers and threw them into the disposal. “You’re not exactly pretty as a picture yourself. Mac wants you in the OR, soon as you’re clean.”

                Marin’s eyes were heavy as the water began to gush. He stepped gratefully under it and regarded Travers with a frowning, speculative look. “I wasn’t sure the engines would fire at all,” he admitted as he turned his face to the stream.

                “You’re lucky they did,” Travers told him quietly. “Neville planned to have you on report for culpable negligence if you screwed up both the landing and the wiring. If the igniters had failed, you had twenty lashes waiting for you as soon as Mac patched you up.”

                Marin spun, his eyes wild and wide. “You’re kidding me.”

                But Travers shook his head. “You were the mission commander; when your mission fails you carry the responsibility.”

                “It was rigged to fail!” Marin’s voice rose, bouncing back off the tiles. “It was a no-win situation, all he had to do was keep throwing another sequence, and another, at us until simple atrophy accounted for us. We didn’t even have to make a mistake, and the simulation would mop us up one by one on the law of averages!”

                “I know. It was a shooting gallery. I saw the whole thing.” Travers plucked a capsule of liquid soap from the dispenser, cracked it open and squeezed it out over Marin’s sweat-matted hair. “The work you did in there was first class. I’ve never seen better. Neither had Neville, and that was what infuriated him the most. You pulled the tomcat’s tail too hard.”

              Working the soap into his hair with furious jabs of his fingers, Marin closed his eyes against the hot water. “Too hard? No. I just made the bastard show his hand. His pleasure is derived from inflicting suffering, destruction-testing people as if they’re machines. He doesn’t own a scruple or a shred of remorse. He has no respect for men who perform beyond expectations. In fact, his ego can’t bear the competition. When he feels threatened by the skills of a fellow professional, he sets out deliberately to either break the man, physically or mentally, or else eliminate him altogether. It’s the herd bull mentality, older than time.”

                “You’ve seen his kind before,” Travers concluded, taking the rare opportunity to study Marin’s warm, wet body while Curtis had his eyes shut in the stream of the water. The stink of Maltepe, the reek of the battlefield, were gone, leaving him tantalizing. Inviting. Beguiling. Travers had been watching him for so long, he had come to know every line of Marin’s face better than he knew his own. It seemed he had known Marin all his life, and the illusion was dangerous. He pulled himself up short, made himself step back and remember, to Curtis he was still a stranger. 

                “In my job I see Neville’s kind all the time,” Marin was saying sourly. “This is the kind of work I do. When vermin is running around loose on the street, above or outside the law, the injured party — and it’s usually the survivors of the deceased — exhaust every legal option they have before they call the agency.”

                Fascination quickened Travers’s pulse. “What agency?”

                Dark, thoughtful eyes looked sidelong at him as Curtis turned to let the water massage his back. “Elite, circumspect, not quite legal. More than legal, not less. Dendra Shemiji.”

                “I don’t recognize the language.”

                “You probably wouldn’t, unless you were an archaeologist. It’s the ancestral Resalq, a well and truly dead language. Their civilization was extinct a couple of centuries before human beings got off the Earth, and most people these days believe the Resalq are as dead as their language.”

                Travers lifted a brow at him. “I take it, they’re not.”

                “Almost. A handful of Resalq did survive. They hid themselves away in backwoods systems where their enemies couldn’t find them. They knew they would never be able to resurrect the heritage of their society, their culture, or even their genetically pure species, but living creatures have a way of surviving against the odds. The Resalq are not quite as dead as most archaeologists in this century are led to believe.”

                It took a moment for the sense of what he had said to strike Travers. “Led to believe?”

                “The Resalq,” Marin said quietly, “have no desire to be found. They’re here and there, not quite hiding but certainly not making their presence known. Of course, their genes are not as pure as they once were. When human colonists began to proliferate through this region of space, it soon became necessary for the Resalq who were left to apply their science to the problem of long-term survival. They re-engineered themselves into something very similar to human. Certainly human enough to pass in the street unnoticed, though they’d never get through a routine bio-scan and keep their secrets intact.” He leaned on the tiles and groaned as the water eased his aching back. 

                “This agency of yours, with the Resalq name,” Travers began slowly.

                “Dendra Shemiji. It means ‘Knife-Silent’,” Marin said softly. “Or, a better translation would be ‘The Silence Of Knives’.” He smiled into the hot cascade of the water. “Quite a fitting name for an elite society of assassins, don’t you think?”

                Travers’s eyes were on his companion’s shapely backside, which was tilted, angled to let the water play over his spine. “So, the agency with the Resalq name,” Travers mused, “belongs to a Resalq survivor?”

                Now Marin turned toward him and let the water massage his chest. “You’re asking way too many questions.”

                “Not if I’m going to do Dendra Shemiji’s work for it,” Travers countered. “You came to investigate, judge, condemn and execute Roy Neville?”

                “You know I did.”

                “Then you could be in trouble. We all could.” Even though the place was not audio bugged, Travers dropped his voice under the constant splash of the water and leaned closer. “MacLean, the surgeon who’s about to patch you up, stumbled over some unauthorized computer monitoring. For quite some time company sergeants, me included, the medics and Mac himself, have been trying to file reports, bringing Neville to the attention of Fleet Sector Command, or at least our own command corps. We’ve never had more than a cursory acknowledgment of a slight problem with standards, protocols and procedures. A week ago, when we met your tender at Nirgal, Mac tried to signal Fleet direct —”

                “That was either dumb or crazy,” Marin said sharply. “If the signal was intercepted by the ship’s communications arrays, he could be dead.”

                “The thought occurred to him,” Travers said bitterly. “He figured it was worth the risk, and he had the courage to do it. And the signal was intercepted ... but probably not by the command corps.”

                Marin’s brow creased. He turned off the water, stepped into the adjoining turbo dryer and turned it on. Hot air blasted at him from every angle. He spread his arms and legs to maximize the effect and drew his fingers through his streaming hair to help it dry. “There have been no ramifications,” he guessed. “No censure from high places?”

                “Not a word from upstairs,” Travers affirmed, “which means, either the command corps never saw Mac’s signal, or else they saw it all right, and they’re party to a cover-up. I don’t know which, but there might be a way to find out.” He paused, for the moment intent on Marin’s magnificent body. “If I’m going to investigate Neville myself, which I just told Mac I will,” he continued quietly, “there’s no point in us working independently. If we duplicate each other’s efforts all we’ll do is double the risk, maybe even get in each other’s way, which could be dangerous. But if we’re working together, then in a real sense, I’m on a Dendra Shemiji contract, same as you are. I want to know what I’m getting myself into.”

                “You mean, how much do I get paid, and if I’ll cut you in for a percentage?” Marin grinned brashly. “I might. The truth is, Travers, occasionally I bite off more than I can chew, and a few times I’ve been just plain lucky to get out alive with the job done.”     

                “Money’s not an issue,” Travers said tersely. “I’m not asking to be paid, but this situation could blow up in our faces. Curtis, we could die. Understand that. What kind of backup can you get from your agency?”

                The man’s eyes were gimlet-sharp as Marin said coolly, “None. I’m on my own. The agency doesn’t provide backup. And even if they did, what chance would I have of punching a transmission out of the Rabelais Drift? Hellgate is a total comm blackout zone, all bands.”

                Slivers of ice pierced Travers’s gut like hot needles. “Let me get this straight. You went to Borushek and enlisted, you had yourself assigned to this goddamned ship, this company, knowing you’re totally alone?” He shook his head. “You got be crazy, Marin. Absolutely, bloody stone-crazy.”

                “Crazy?” Marin’s mouth quirked into the impish grin which was growing familiar. “I’m this nuts, Travers. Karl David Liang’s father is paying me handsomely, and I’ll take Roy Neville, you can count on that. As for Hellgate, I thoroughly researched the Yamazake navigation software that’s piloting this ship through the Drift, and it’s good enough that the odds are with me in the short term. I also know that companies like Cygnus and Orion are sending bulk freight carriers through Rabelais space every day, using the same temporo-gravitic analysis program ... and then there’s the wreckers, the privateers. And they seem to have found a way to chart the unchartable, because they use the Drift like their backyard.”

                “All right, so you did your homework before you got into this,” Travers allowed, looking Marin up and down as he turned off the dryer and stepped out. He made no hurry to leave the bathroom, and his ruined clothes had gone into the disposal. He was comfortably naked, unselfconscious, and damned distracting. Travers forced his mind back to the facts. “You’re almost right. The privateers do use Hellgate with impunity, but they haven’t plotted it. It can’t be charted, the wormholes are too unstable. Space curves and twists on itself, corkscrew fashion, through something like eight dimensions. It’s like a hundred spiral staircases bent into closed loops and intersecting with each other at every angle, and then the whole assembly gets up and dances to a beat you can’t hear or predict.” He paused, struggling to put into words what he knew on an instinctual level, and at last shrugged. “All I can tell you is what I’ve seen.” He looked into the other man’s intent face. Marin was listening with every erg of his attention, his eyes dark, direct, probing. The effect was deeply disturbing to Travers’s peace of mind and he forced himself back to the facts. “I’ve seen the Drift do its magic tricks too often. A stationary subspace marker beacon you drop in one place at 08:00 hours will be fifty light hours away by 09:00. A gunship will disappear off your screens one second and reappear five million kilometers away the next, and more often than not it reappears as wreckage fit for radiotoxic quarantine.” He shook his head slowly, deliberately. “Fleet’s wasting its time trying to plot Hellgate, it can’t be done.”


                He had Marin’s complete and undivided attention, and basked in it. Marin was dry now, all but his hair, which he rubbed absently through his fingers, so that as it dried it settled into feathered waves. Travers’s own fingers itched to touch. “We use a development of Yamazake’s original nav’ware,” he went on. “It’s fairly good — we’re still alive because of it. You know how it works?”

                “I’ve worked with these systems before.” Marin leaned his unhurt shoulder against the wall and studied Travers with a frown, as if weighing him up, gram for gram. Perhaps making some decision. “Yamazake’s best model is a system of long-range sensors keyed to temporo-gravitic anomalies.” The dark eyes closed for a moment. “You may not believe this, but in the last six months of my hitch I worked with the R&D division on Borushek, testing all kinds of systems. I know a little about them. Enough to know that in a microsecond after the anomaly begins, the Yamazake program plots a one or two light minute skip and drops the ship back into normal space, say, fifty million kilometers away from the epicenter of the gravity event. Then it realigns sensors and maneuvers the ship to continue with whatever work was being done at the time the anomaly occurred, at the same time as continuing to scan for the next gravity storm.”

                “You win the cigar,” Travers said dryly. “The Yamazake system is good up to a point. Once it sees a gravity storm coming it’ll get you out of there fast enough to save your ass. But the system breaks down when you come to the reliable prediction of where and when the next anomalous gravity event will occur, how long it will last and how severe it will be. The fact the system fails means there is always an element of risk every time we launch a gunship to chase phantom sensor tracks. 

                “Every time we put a crew on the surface of Rannach or Ulkur we could lose them. We lost the Kilo gunship last time. And most of Kilo Company was trashed along with it. It was ... bad.” He shook himself as the ghosts encroached. “The privateers have got us beaten here. They’re not running the version of the program we’re using. They’re about ten versions in advance of us, which is why they’re dancing rings around Fleet, and they always will.”

                Marin regarded him now with a shrewd expression. “You know a hell of a lot about the privateers, Travers. Is this Fleet Intelligence? And if it is, how come the fools are still trying to plot the Drift instead of just installing the new nav’ware?”

                “Ah.” Travers gave him a smile, more than faintly smug. “Now, this is the delicate part. Fleet doesn’t know a whole hell of a lot about what goes on in the privateer crews.”

                “But you do?” Marin’s eyes glittered with some unholy amusement. “You devil. You know them personally.”

                Travers nodded. “Who do you think delivered the message for me, to Liang on Velcastra? The whole reason you’re here is because I have some unlikely friends in this hellhole in space.” He held up a cautionary hand. “Don’t ask, Curtis. I can’t tell you any more. What you don’t know can’t be drugged or flogged out of you, in the event Neville or the command corps of this ship get their talons into you.” He paused as Marin visibly winced. “And I still say you’re crazy for being here. Neville would have killed you in the simulation tank, and enjoyed doing it.”

                But Marin shook his head slowly, emphatically. “Not a chance in hell, Travers. If he’d pulled that stunt, an airborne assault, I’d have got the message. I may be a bit slow but I catch on eventually. As soon as I realized he was deliberately trying to kill me, I’d have been out of there.”

                “How?” Travers demanded, as if calling his bluff and eager to see Marin’s wicked abilities at work.

                Marin fingered his face, which still wore its four day beard, and looked around for a means to shave.

                “Here, beautiful.” Travers flicked open the cabinet recessed into the white tiled wall, plucked out a razor and dropped it into his hand. It buzzed like a large, angry insect. “So, how would you have got out of the tank?”

                “I’d have done the same damn thing you would have, when your  back was up against the wall. I’d have shot out the camera drones, one by one,” Marin said acidly. “When the last one went blind, Neville’s game was over by default, and I would have systematically shot out every drone he sent into the tank until it got too expensive to keep on replacing them. They cost over fifty thousand dollars a pop.”

                “You’d have been under an aerial assault,” Travers reminded dubiously.

                Again, Marin made negative gestures. “I’d have put the whole company in the Cherokee and just sat there, inviting Neville to destroy it. There’s two things says he wouldn’t do it. One, shooting sitting ducks is no fun. Two, and it’s the better argument, the Cherokee is an expensive piece of hardware. That’s two million bucks’ worth of Fleet property. No way would he shoot it to pieces. He’d have to ask for a new one, and he’d be audited. The shit would hit the fan, big time.”


                “And while the assault was targeted on the Cherokee, and the robot guns were holding up on hiatus waiting for a command override to trash two million bucks’ worth of Fleet property,” Travers went on, “you’d be pot-shotting at camera drones. Which is against the rules, incidentally.”

                “Who gives a crap about Fleet regulations?” Marin’s lip curled. “And the Cherokee’s instruments were working, remember. I’d have used them to backtrack the way we’d come into the tank. Somewhere back there I’d have to find the airlocked hatch where they brought the escape pod in by crane. When I found it, I’d have blown a hole in it.”

                “With what?” Travers was outraged.

                “Come on, man, think!” Marin challenged as he worked the razor about his jaw, leaving his face boyishly smooth. “The escape module has two hatches, one on either side, both blown by pyro charges, right? We only blew one side to get out of it —”

                “So the pyros would still be intact in the other side.” Travers groaned. “You’d have dismantled them and used them to physically blow your way out of the simulation tank.”
He closed his eyes for a moment and puffed out his cheeks. “Neville would have flogged you within an inch of your life.”

                “Not for a while,” Marin said sourly. “Not until after the court martial I would have insisted on when I marched into the office of the FIA liaison on this barge, and accused Neville of the attempted murder of a fellow non-commissioned officer. Under their own regulations, Fleet Internal Affairs can’t ignore that. In a worst case scenario, Neville would have been found innocent and I would have been flogged and dishonorably discharged in about six months’ time ... except I wouldn’t have been here.”

                Travers was chilled, amused, frightened, all at once. “You think you can get off this ship?”

                Marin’s brows arched. “What do you think?”

                “I think,” Travers said slowly, “you scare the willies out of me, Sergeant. And you are more than a little insane.”


                “A moment ago you said I was beautiful.”

                “You are. In the extreme.” Travers smiled despite his misgivings. “You are also certifiable ... which makes two of us. Are we working together?”

                “Oh, yes,” Marin said easily as he turned off the razor and slid it back into the cabinet. “I think we’d better.” He stretched his aching body in all axes. “God, I hurt.”


                “And MacLean will be looking for you about now.” Travers stirred, looking his companion, his new partner, up and down. Naked, warm, clean and fresh, deceptively slender, deliciously muscular, refreshingly male in this world of genetic redesign and hopeless gender confusion, Curtis Marin was a fantasy come to life. A fantasy Travers had entertained so often, the reality was shocking. He cleared his throat. “You don’t mind?” he asked carefully. “That I find you beautiful?”

                “Mind?” Marin’s scorched right hand touched Travers’s cheek. “I’m flattered. But I’m so tired, Travers, I’m not up to a decent seduction scene. Don’t be insulted if I put you on hold for about twenty-four hours.”

                “I won’t.” Travers took the small intimacy, Marin’s hand on his face, as his invitation to step closer. He passed his palms over Marin’s chest, touched both nipples with his thumbs. “And, later?”

                “Later, soldier,” Marin promised, “we’ll get down to brass tacks.” He managed a cheeky, lopsided grin. “It’s a long time since I lusted after someone at first glance.”

                “You —” Travers was taken aback and vastly gratified. “When?”

                “The glance? In the transit lounge when I came aboard,” Marin confessed. “I saw you right after I saw Neville.”

                “Speaking of whom, you better get yourself patched up before you take him on,” Travers advised.

                The mention of Neville’s name spoiled Curtis’s mood and his expressive face seemed to clench. “The man’s on borrowed time. How many people has he killed or crippled, or just scared to death?”

                “I don’t know,” Travers said quietly. “But I’d say, it must run into scores. Perhaps a hundred. There’s nothing to touch him in regulations. This is a war zone and his casualty figures are perfectly acceptable. Take Szabo.”

                “What about him?” Marin was at the door, and hesitated before he hit the release. “The boy was numb with fright.”

                “Doesn’t matter what he was numb with,” Travers said sourly. “He was a passenger, and he fouled up in any number of ways. He’ll have to do it all again, do another simulation exercise in a week or so.”

                “If he does,” Marin said sharply, “his performance will be even worse because he’s carrying the burden of fear from this suicide run.”

                “I know it,” Travers agreed. “Neville is a leech. He feeds on fear. He’ll get Szabo ten or fifteen for some of the worst of his gaffs today.”

                Marin’s fists clenched. “He intends to flog the boy? Not if I have a word to say about it! That was my company in there.”


                He hit the door release hard and stalked out, leaving Travers blinking bemusedly after him. Naked and furious, bruised and gashed, golden brown and tempting, Curtis Marin was magnificent as a Greek warrior from the mythic days of Alexander. The lust that had been simmering in Travers’s chest and belly for days was suddenly blazing white hot.

                Before Marin could even touch a computer, MacLean called him into the OR. Travers sent an orderly to the Bravo barracks to fetch a clean uniform while the surgeon began to examine and patch. He watched from the door as the running repairs were done, and Marin summoned the first decent meal he had eaten in five days.

                The surgeon was adamant. “What you need, Sergeant, is sixteen hours’ sleep. And that’s what your getting, as soon as you’ve eaten. Consider it doctor’s orders.”

                “Right after I make arrangements about one of my men,” Marin insisted.

                “You mean Jon Szabo?” MacLean guessed. “I sedated him, he’ll be out till morning.”

                “At which time he’ll be hauled out of his bunk, flogged bloody and sent back to you in tatters!” Marin snarled.

                MacLean’s brows rose and he looked over Marin’s bowed head at Travers. “Neville’s coming down way too hard on the kid.”

                “That’s one of the reasons Szabo’s so frightened he’s screwing the job up every time he even attempts to make a run.” Travers watched the ripple and prickle of Marin’s fair skin as his anaesthetized back was patched, the flesh literally welded. By the time he woke it would be merely tender, and he would not scar. MacLean was very good. Then, Mac got  a lot of practice. This was how ‘disciplinary action’ was repaired, save that it would be ten or twenty gashes, not one. “Look, Curtis, hit the sack,” Travers said quietly. “The only recourse for protest we have is our command corps liaison, the L-T. I’ll go get ahold of Fiorelli right now, before Neville can get his report in.”

                “But it’s my squad,” Marin protested.

                “And you’re on doctor’s orders to rest,” Travers reminded him. “You just made one hell of a run. Simulations make the real thing look like a walk in the park. Now, just eat your meal and get some rest. I’ll talk to Fiorelli, find out what we can do about Szabo. I’m sure Mac will see if he can get him a psycho discharge.” The surgeon nodded readily, and Travers turned back to Marin. “Deal? It better be.” He gave Marin a beatific smile. “In addition to all of the above, you’re on my crewdeck. I’m wearing the Master Sergeant’s chevrons around here, and if I told you to jump —”

                “I’d tell you where to shove your chevrons,” Marin retorted. “Leave out the rank crap, Travers. Neither of us has any time for it.”

                “You got that right.” As Travers watched, Marin’s whole body began to relax. The ‘crisis energy’ which had been keeping him going was spent. Now he would go down fast and hard, and stay down for twelve hours at least. How well Travers knew the feeling, as an aftermath of both horrific simulations and the real field of battle. 

                At last Marin agreed, and Travers touched his shoulder for a moment before he stepped out of the Infirmary. Goldman was still asleep and Szabo was dead to the world. Sleep was his only escape from the living nightmare of his conscription. Karoda and Grant were sitting in the doctor’s lounge, drinking coffee and talking in hoarse undertones. And a cyrogen casket containing the body of Yuan was being maneuvered into a vacant slot in the morgue. Travers gave the gray gunmetal cylinder a bitter look and picked up his pace toward the elevators.

                To his surprise, Fiorelli was in the office. Threedees flickered to left and right of the cluttered desk, and Travers waited ten exasperating minutes for an audience. Looking hassled and ill tempered, Fiorelli sat back, lit a cigarette and massaged her temples. The chair squealed ominously under her considerable mass as she glared up at Travers.

    “What do you want? Make it short and fast. I’ve got a year’s work to do and two hours to do it in.”

                “Okay, I’ll cut to the chase.” Travers gestured at the terminals. “Bravo just inherited a new pilot, probably the best thing that ever happened to this broken-down outfit.”

                “Good for you. Curtis Marin, I know. What about him?” Fiorelli seemed to be dividing her attention between Travers and the threedee at her elbow, which was streaming raw data. Marin’s face appeared in the threedee sphere, along with the summary of his service record. 

                “You’ll soon be reviewing the report on his simulated joyride to  Maltepe,” Travers told her. Fiorelli’s dark brows twitched. “I watched most of it from the tank’s obbo room.”

                “He’s no good?” Fiorelli wondered, obviously surprised. “You want to unload the guy?”

                “No way, ma’am. He was brilliant. Best I ever saw. He was carrying three passengers,” Travers went on. “Assign Goldman to some other unit. Bravo could use a systems analyst, but not that one. I won’t have him.”

                “Your prerogative.” Fiorelli made a note. “And?”

                “The kid, Szabo. Mac’s going to recommend a discharge on psychomedical grounds. I’m seconding that, but it needs your signature.”

                The lieutenant sat back, regarding him speculatively. “Normally, I’d say, what the hell does a dumb grunt sergeant think he knows about the skullologist’s trade, but — okay Travers, I know you better. The kid’s over the edge?”

                “He’s cuckoo. He’s way out left in loopy land,” Travers affirmed. “Neville’s driven him so far, the kid’s head isn’t even in this dimension. He’s a danger to himself and everyone else in his squad. If he gets assigned to a combat unit, somebody’s going to die, and if he just kills himself and doesn’t take someone else with him we’ll be lucky. Now, Neville’s enjoying this, as you damned well expect, and he wants the boy disciplined tomorrow. I’m asking you to do what they pay you the big bucks for, L-T. Liaise, and get it stopped.”

                Fiorelli dragged deeply on the cigarette. “I’ll look into it, Travers.”

                Anger raced through him. “Now, what does that mean?”

                “It means I’ll bloody look into it,” she snapped. “I’ll conference with Neville and I’ll talk to Chief Medical Officer MacLean, make a recommendation and shoot it up the pipeline to Major Hoeper. That’s the best I can do, Travers. Regulations.”

                There were times, and this was one of them, when Travers was sure the red tape would strangle him, and he wished fervently that he had grasped the opportunity to cut loose from what Perlman called this flying insane asylum, and joined Richard Vaurien’s crew.

                Given the time and the date, Vaurien and Jazinsky would be somewhere between Rabelais space and Cimarosa. In two weeks they would be on their way back to the Drift to rendezvous with the other ships that formed the privateer squadron. The Wastrel would make the run in a single day, with just two simple hyperflight transitions. As soon as they slid back into the Drift they were so secure, they might have been inside a fortress. Barb Jazinsky’s work, expanding on the basic Yamazake principles, was that good.

                “Look, Travers, leave it with me.” Fiorelli offered him a smoke, which he refused. “I’ll refer it to Hoeper. I don’t have the clout to override the Chief Instructor. Maybe you forget, I’m just a humble lieutenant, two years out of the Academy.”

                A smile quirked one corner of Travers’s mouth. “No, ma’am, that’s one thing I don’t forget, not at all.”

                She took it as it was intended, a tongue-in-cheek insult, and jabbed a finger at the door. “Get out of here. I’ll see what I can do. No promises.”

                With a sigh Travers left the office and punched for the elevator. The Infirmary was quiet once more and most lights were off. Karoda and Grant were already gone, probably assigned to their units by now, barracked and sound asleep. Beyond the wide glass observation window which afforded a view into the OR, Travers saw MacLean, scrubbed and gowned, beginning the delicate rebuild of Goldman’s knee. Szabo was in a drugged sleep, and sprawled on top of the last bed, nearest to the door, Curtis Marin was also sound, though he was simply exhausted, not drugged.

                Clean, patched, fed, dressed in fresh fatigues, he still looked smudged with tiredness. In sleep he seemed boyishly vulnerable, but Travers was not fooled. Marin was the consummate professional, and Travers would gamble on him in any situation.

                Some tiny sound, perhaps the kick of Travers’s boot against the deck, stirred him and he woke with a start. He must always be a light sleeper, Travers observed, even when he was exhausted. Curtis sat up on the edge of the bed and knuckled his eyes.

                “You talked to the officer?”

                “Gave her all the details. She’ll do what she can,” Travers told him.

                “Is she any good?” Marin hoisted himself to his feet.

                Travers pursed his lips. “So-so. I’ve known better. Then again, I’ve known worse.”

                “Damn.” Marin worked his shoulders, trying the repairs.

                “You’ve done all you can for Szabo,” Travers said quietly. “You push it, Curtis, you get yourself on Neville’s shit-list, and he’ll find a way to take it out of your hide. Literally.”

                “Maybe.” Marin plodded stubbornly to the door and out. “But I’d take the disciplinary action a hell of a lot better than that boy. You want to see Neville claim another victim, Travers?” he called back over his shoulder as he stepped into the corridor.

                In a few quick strides Travers had caught him up. In a scant whisper he said, “Can it. From here on, you’re audio monitored.”

                “Christ.” With the side of his fist Marin hit the key to summon the elevator. “Was this always a hellship?”

                “No.” They were whispering, down under the lower tolerance of the surveillance pickups. “It started when we got a new boss and this assignment to the Drift.”

                “I thought it might have. Have you ever met Colonel Falk personally?”

                “Never. I’ve seen the boss on a threedee, giving the usual jackass briefing or a public address,” Travers mused. 

                “What was your impression of him?”

                “As a man or as a commanding officer?”

                “Both,” Marin prompted. The elevator opened and he stepped in. Travers was a pace behind him, and the doors closed over with a quiet hum of servos. “Are the elevators monitored?” Marin asked softly.

                In answer, Travers pressed a finger to his lips, and they were silent until the car slowed and stopped. It opened onto the crew deck, and he ushered Marin into the Bravo barracks, which lay directly opposite. 

                “Falk ...?” Marin prompted in a bare murmur, in the middle of the barracks where they were covered by the constant shushing sound of the air vents, the chatter of the others, the splash of a running shower.

                “As a man,” Travers mused, “he always impressed me as a human ferret. Put it this way. I wouldn’t buy a used spaceplane from him. I wouldn’t buy a new spaceplane from him.”

                A tired chuckle rewarded the humor. “And as an officer with the responsibility of a captaincy?” Marin speculated.

                “He worries me,” Travers admitted. “He’s out of touch with the crew. From what I know, he delegates responsibility, lets other people make the running. He doesn’t act, he reacts, and that only rarely. Everything that happens on this ship is the result of a junior officer’s best-guess reaction to data or intelligence received. They keep us hopping around the Drift like fleas on a hotplate, yet we never achieve anything. In three years, we’re nowhere near the wreckers. All we ever see is the refuse the privateers leave behind after a salvage.

                “There’s around nine hundred people on this ship. The meat in the sandwich — the people who make it go and keep it going — are the engineers, the technicians, and the boot-end grunts, like you and me. We have twenty companies like Bravo. Able through Tango. Twenty-five men to each company, including pilots, techs, the medics and the engineers who keep us in the air. That’s five hundred marines and support crews. The next echelon up is the carrier’s technical staff, without whom she’d fall into a million bits of scrap metal inside of a month. Takes two hundred techs and engineers to keep this spaceborne madhouse functional. On top of that, you’ve got the medics and surgeons, programmers and operators. Navigation, communications, every specialty, plus department liaisons, administration staffers — the order-followers and chair polishers. Three shifts around the clock, sixty per shift.” He smiled grimly. “And then, like the cherry sitting on the pinnacle of the whipped cream, bright red and grabbing all the attention, you have the command corps. Just eight officers. Lorenzo Falk captaining the ship, and a flock of misfits.”

                “Misfits?” Marin frowned deeply.

                Travers gestured vaguely at the barracks’ prefabricated ceiling, in the direction loosely tagged as ‘upstairs.’ “One half of them are geriatrics, contemplating their pensions. They’ll do anything to safeguard their gratuity. Rock the boat at their time of life? Not a chance. The other half are Academy chickens, keen for a promotion to command rank, so they’ll lick boots and kiss ass, anything to stay on the right side of the old duffers so they’ll inherit a promotion when someone slightly more elevated retires.”

                “Which gives Falk a relatively free hand to do whatever he wants,” Marin mused. “And this ship went to perdition as soon as he transferred over and you entered Hellgate. I guessed as much, but it’s nice to have it confirmed. I pulled your files from the Borushek archive before I re-enlisted.”

                “You hacked Fleet Sector Control?” Travers was vaguely shocked, though he knew he should not have been.

                Marin gave him a hard look. “Just how crazy do you think I am? Would you knowingly sign aboard this ship, on this assignment, without researching the whole situation?”

                “No,” Travers admitted. “I guess a little audacity goes a long way. As you probably discovered, we drew the new boss and the new assignment at the same time, and this ship was never the same. It used to be a good place to work.”

                “Neville came aboard in the in-draft with Falk’s staff,” Marin murmured. “Before this job he was on the Kiev.” He looked sidelong at Travers, saw Travers’s astonished look and nodded. “You haven’t investigated Neville?”

                “It’d be stupid to attempt it from here. We’re monitored,” Travers reminded him, “and the penalty for being caught is —”

                “Painful,” Marin finished. “And obviously you haven’t been friendly enough with Neville to get his case history in the way of gossip.”

                “Friendly?” Travers echoed, “with Neville?”

                “Right.” Weariness was rapidly beginning to win out over Marin’s will to stay on his feet, and he cracked an enormous yawn. The barracks was only sparsely populated. Inosanto, Choi and Fargo were reading, Perlman and Fujioka were as usual cutting a deck of cards on the briefing table. Gianelli and Yip were showering, approximating something like a courtship display. Dismissing the whole company, Marin headed directly for the privacy of his closet-sized quarters. 

                Travers stepped into the dim closeness behind him and shut the door. “Curtis —”

                “Later. Let me sleep,” Marin groaned as he fell face down on the bunk. 

                “All right.” An electric thrill caught Travers unawares. Sheer animal magnetism was a solid way to start a relationship and hazard was a marvelous catalyst. Friendships sprang up like mushrooms in the most rank of soil. Travers moved closer, speaking in a bare whisper. “Curtis, Lorenzo Falk was on the Kiev.”

                “I thought I just said that.” Marin turned onto his side and pulled his knees into his belly. Too tired to even undress, he tugged the pillow under his cheek and did not even open his eyes as he said, “What do you know about the Kiev incident? The ship suffered major structural damage. Falk had to abandon her, according to safety regulations, and sixteen crew fatalities were logged. They were all cyber-specialists, technicians attached to the command corps.”

                The story was not public knowledge, but a few details percolated down to the ranks throughout the service. Travers had heard a version of it, six months before Falk took command of the Intrepid. “The story I heard said there was an accident, a serious hull breach,” he whispered. “As I understand it, they suffered an explosive decompression. The compartment sealed automatically but of forty men in there, twenty-four got out. I never saw the investigators’ report. What was given as the official cause of the explosion?”

                Blue-green eyes cracked open and Marin looked wearily at him. “Sabotage. Colonial terrorists. Privateer agents on the inside, trying to wreck a warship either for salvage or to hinder the ship’s efforts to frustrate the wreckers. Republicans. Pick one, pick them all. Who knows? Basically, the explosion trashed the Kiev’s whole mainframe, the programmers who monitored it and the entire archive. The ship’s logs, and the crew logs, were irretrievable.”

                Stunned, Travers was silent for a full minute. Details of the incident on the Kiev had always been sketchy. So it was no accident at all, but a deliberate act of sabotage that destroyed the carrier’s logs. Little would be known of what had happened aboard the ship in the previous day, since the last telemetry transmission, save for what could be reconstructed from the personal reports of individual officers. The omissions would by abyssal. 

                Shortly afterward, following an official inquiry court, Colonel Lorenzo Falk was given the worst command Fleet could find for him, short of giving him the captaincy of a desk. Was Falk on probation? Were the circumstances of the explosion suspicious? What could have been destroyed along with the ship’s logs? 

                In a blinding flash of intuition, part logic, part sheer imagination, Travers made connections that might or might not exist. Falk, Neville, the Kiev and a lot of irretrievable data; an explosion under suspicion ... this hellship, Falk and Neville together again ... Neville’s apparent liberty to act with impunity.

                “Curtis —” he began.

                “Go away, Travers, I have to sleep,” Marin groaned.

                “But Curtis,” Travers  murmured, “Falk and Neville were on the Kiev, and now Neville behaves as if he’s exempt from every regulation Fleet ever wrote! To be so sure of his immunity from regulations he’d need sanction from the command corps —”

                “Or from the boss,” Marin agreed. “Which connects our man directly to Falk. Then you look for the common denominator. The Kiev. And then you look for the negative quantity.”

                “The what?”

                “What’s not there.” Marin forced open his eyes and stabbed a finger at the door. “Travers, go!” Then he smiled faintly and reached up to touch Travers’s face. “Please. All this can wait. It’s waited this long, it’s not going to fly away.”

                “In that case, sleep well.” Travers withdrew to the door and turned off the lights as he stepped out. Find the common denominator, Marin said, and then look for the negative quantity. What was not there?

                Then he had it. The data. The logs and archives that had been destroyed in a deliberately rigged explosion. Travers took a breath and rubbed his face hard. His belly turned over, sweat beaded his forehead and he was aware of adrenaline-shakes in his legs. Damn, was Marin right? Did that agency of his teach the skills of the detective as well as the assassin? Travers shivered.

                Dendra Shemiji, established and operated by a member of the Resalq race, which was supposedly extinct ... yet, not quite. The Silence of Knives.

                Fascination bit Travers sharply and his pulse quickened as he began to suspect that for the first time he had caught a glimmer of a terrible truth which lay like the shadow of a funeral shroud over this ship. Heart beating heavily, he strode away from Marin’s door and raised his voice so the audio monitors would pick him up clearly.

                “Perlman, Fujioka.”

                “Yo,” Jim Fujioka called without taking his eyes from the handy on which he was studying schematics while Perlman dealt cards. “What’s cooking, Travers?”

                “That bitch of a gunship is acting up again,” Travers said deliberately.

                Perlman’s head rose, her mouth opened to protest that it wasn’t, but Travers’s eyes issued a silent warning and he pressed a finger to his lips. It was a long familiar signal, and both the pilot and engineer nodded at once.

                “The gunship’s been a little bitch all week,” Fujioka said blithely as he threw down the handy and set aside the cards Perlman had just dealt him. “That hand was garbage anyway.”

                “Then let’s get the hardware fixed,” Perlman said tersely. “What do you reckon it is this time, Travers?”


                “Felt like a shimmy in the number two engine to me,” Travers replied to the loaded question. Examining the engine would place the three of them in one of the very few places on the carrier where they could talk without fear of being overheard, and both Perlman and Fujioka grasped his intention at once.

                “After you,” Fujioka invited, stepping aside to allow Travers to precede him. As Travers went by he whispered, “Trouble?”

                “I think so,” Travers murmured. “Not here, Jim.”

                The flight deck was always cold. It was often open to space, and though the cycling machines flooded the hangars with air at furnace temperature to compensate, it was never much above freezing. The warmest place was under the engine deck of a gunship, where the stern tubes would still be glowing with heat after a flight or test-firing.

                The hangar was so vast, so filled with the din of engines and machinery, it was impractical to monitor audio. As they stepped onto the black steel deck plates, Travers relaxed and beckoned Perlman and Fujioka into the warmer lee of Bravo’s ride. 

                There, Fujioka removed an inspection hatch, and under the pretence of tinkering Travers told them what he could. MacLean knew he was under surveillance, his logs were edited or erased; Curtis Marin was privy to information which seemed to link Neville and Falk, and the Kiev incident. 

                “Intuition, Travers?” Perlman demanded. “What you’ve got there is a pile of guesswork and supposition.”

                “Facts,” Travers argued. “They were both on the Kiev—”

                “So were a thousand others,” Fujioka added.

                “But how many of them transferred to the Intrepid along with Falk? And how many of them behave as if they’re exempt from any service regulation, as if they’ve got friends in exalted places, buddies who owe them a whole bunch of favors?”

                Perlman’s brow ceased. “You’re saying the boss is covering for Neville? Or at least just looking the other way every time some poor sod down here on the crew deck tries to complain to the command corps?”

                “Yeah.” Travers chafed his cold hands. “Marin told me what he knew about the explosion on Falk’s last ship. Turns out it was sabotage. The blast was a clever pyrotechnic, specifically designed to obliterate the ship’s mainframe, archive, logs, the lot, including the tech team.” He blew on his fingers as they began to numb. “They tell me, you look for the common denominator, then you look for the negative quantity.”


                Perlman and Fujioka shared a sidelong glance. “Where did Marin get his data? Was he aboard the Kiev?” the pilot speculated.

                “No.” Travers hesitated. “Marin interrogated the Fleet computers at the base on Borushek —”

                “Sweet Jesus Christ,” Fujioka murmured, “he’s got to be from FIA. If he’s an agent with Internal Affairs, he could be setting the lot of us up, and you fell for it.”

                “No, he’s not from FIA,” Travers snapped, short tempered as even his bone marrow began to chill. “He’s just smart with computers, and he wanted to stack the deck before he enlisted.”


                The pilot gaped at Travers. “You mean, the crazy son of a bitch wanted to be sent here?”

                “Here,” Travers said darkly, “is where Neville is.” He drew one finger, knifelike, across his gullet. 

                “Damn.” Perlman tucked her hands under her arms for warmth. “Personal thing, is it? Revenge for a buddy?”

                “Something like that,” Travers said evasively. “The thing is, his business serves our purpose.”

                “We’d all like to see the back of Neville,” Fujioka agreed, “legally if possible. Marin needs help?”

                “No, not with that,” Travers said quickly. “But if Neville has MacLean under surveillance, and if he’s short circuiting our communications with both our own command corps and Fleet, it’s no damned wonder we’re beating our brains out on a bulkhead. I’ll grant you, Fleet discipline was never lenient, the regulations were never tolerant and the life was always hard. But it wasn’t as bad as this when the three of us were conscripted, and something’s so wrong here, now, a blind man could see it.”

                Perlman stepped closer to the hot engine exhaust. She held her hands to it as if it were a heater. “So what do you want us to do, Travers?”

                He frowned thoughtfully at Fujioka. “Jim, can you use the computers on the gunship to eavesdrop on the carrier’s main systems?”

                The question made Fujioka blink. He opened his mouth to protest that it was impossible, then closed it again and thought a moment before he nodded reluctantly. “I should be able to rig it. If I understand you, you want to run surveillance on Neville, while he’s running surveillance on Mac, and possibly also on all of us?”

                “You got it.” Travers pushed his hands into his jacket. “Just set up a robot circuit to run on auto, record everything, hide it in locked files with a coded access, we can review it day by day when we’re off-shift.”

               Head cocked at him, Perlman said tersely, “Are you trying to build a case against Neville? A case you can take to Fleet, get him courtmartialed, executed?”

                For a moment Travers gave the suggestion the consideration it was due, and then made negative gestures. “The service would sweep it under the rug, lose it any way they can. At this point in time, with so many of the colonies blazing, demanding autonomy, freedom from the Fleet levy, they would never dare let any part of this become public knowledge. They might censure Neville privately, but it would be a fraction of what he’s earned.” He paused and looked levelly at them. “In any case, Neville won’t live long enough to see Borushek again.”

                “You’re damned sure about that,” Fujioka observed.

                “Yeah.” Travers fidgeted as the cold began to strike to his core. “I am. Right now, we need the same data Marin needs, and it’d be the height of stupidity to duplicate our efforts, doubling every risk.” He looked from Perlman to Fujioka and back. “And I realize, there is a risk. Are you game?”

                Pilot and engineer glanced at one another, and Fujioka’s normally poker face cracked into a wry grin. “Hell, Travers, things can’t get any worse than they’ve been the last three years. I’ll set it up it now. I’ll need a couple of spare pairs of hands.”

                “We can consider ourselves conscripted,” Perlman said dryly as she followed Fujioka to the gunship’s side hatch, and in.

                A pace behind them, Travers acknowledged the tight clench of his belly. The risk they were undertaking was enormous but the possible reward was enormous, too. Justice. Or if justice proved impossible, revenge would have to do. The last-resort brand of justice provided by Dendra Shemiji.

                The Silence Of Knives.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Travers was dreaming, and he knew he was dreaming, and it made no shred of difference. He was on the shoulder of the Wulff Glacier. The blue-green sky of Darwin’s World was a wide dome, cloudswept and cold, and the Brabanzon Flats spread out like a perfect miniature landscape below the ice field. He could see to DelawareCity, where the sun sparkled on a hundred chrome and armorglass towers, casting bright rainbows over the dark greens and browns of the plane. 

                A pace behind him on the trail,  Curtis  Marin  stirred. Pebbles skittered away down the slope into the stream of meltwater under the blue ice. With every nerve Travers felt the man’s nearness, felt the moist warmth of an exhaled breath on his neck, and then Marin’s arms slid around him.  

                He turned back from the landscape and found Marin wearing a familiar, cheeky grin that challenged and teased at once. Travers closed his own arms around the man, felt spare, solid muscle and bone, and smelt the tang of the expensive cologne he always wore. He took Marin’s face between his hands, wanting to commit those features to memory, as if he were somehow afraid of losing what he had never even possessed yet.

                Long arms went around him, pulled him in hard, and Marin’s narrow hips deliberately bumped and ground against him in a pagan rhythm, a wanton invitation which turned the heat up fast in Travers’s belly. Hot and wet, Marin’s agile tongue flickered around Travers’s ear, captured the lobe, and teeth raked him there, fetching a bass groan to Travers’s throat.

                Down below their slope, on the shales where the glacier had been receding for the last five decades, Delaware Search and Rescue had built a hutch, a survival cabin for the use of hikers who routinely came to grief, caught in the capricious elements on the Wulff’s meandering trails. Travers caught Marin by the wrist and gave him a deliberate tug toward the hutch. His brows arched in mute question. 

                Marin nodded, winked at him, and then was gone, slithering down the pebble-dashed trail between the thickets of mountain ash and aspen which had thrived here in the centuries since Darwin’s World was settled. A glimpse of faded blue denim and green flannel between the briar and berry bushes tracked his progress around the hillside toward the hutch, and Travers needed no further encouragement.

                Heart beating like a drum, he dove down the slope, pebbles and small boulders fleeing from his boots. A briar snatched the sleeve of his wind breaker and tore it but he barely noticed, and he caught up to Marin just as Curtis palmed open the hutch’s door.

                They fell inside together, into a single thermally insulated room with a transmitter and medical kit, an air mattress, an autochef, a john and basin, and bare walls. Travers knew the hutch well. One fall he was holed up here for two days while an ice storm drove like a threshing machine across the glacier. Was he sixteen that year? Before Fleet got its hooks into him.

                The air mattress squealed under the combined weight of two grown men as he tumbled Marin onto it and pressed him into the yielding surface, held him down with his own weight until Marin oofed and began to wrestle. Fabric strained, a seam split as they rolled this way and that, each of them determined, with greedy hands eager for bare skin and nipping teeth leaving transient bite-brands. 

                Travers was hungry for him, starved for the taste of his mouth, the soft-hard press of his lean body, even the rich male scent of him, as his lips traced a path already charted by hands which had burrowed into the warm denim and laid bare a rose-gold and rigid lance. 

               A chime insinuated into his right ear. It might have been old ice fracturing under the mid-afternoon sun, but it wasn’t, and Travers’s conscious brain knew it wasn’t. The dream tore apart, leaving him sweated, breathless and frustrated, nursing a hardon which seemed only to mock him. He rolled over, sat up and swore lividly at the shimmering blue of the computer access. The machines never slept, and they owned no concept of compassion. 

                At 06:25 a gunship was placed on alert. It launched fifteen minutes later. It was Kilo Company’s rostered watch but Echo was flying for them. Since Kilo’s gunship was destroyed all units had been standing extra duty to compensate. The death of friends could never be made up for.

                Travers rubbed the sleep from his eyes as the realities of time and place reasserted, suffocating the remnants of runaway passion until all that remained was the very real desire for Curtis Marin. The need to have, to taste, feel, even to belong, if only for a short time. He clung to the last unraveled threads of the dream for a precious moment as he peered at the access, and then let it go.

                According to accessible data, against the odds a solid trace had been picked up on instruments. It looked like a big ship and the engines were still hot. It might be a wreck, or it might be a privateer vessel, tucked in behind a irregular, potato-shaped planetoid, a tumbling ball of rock called Iole. 

                This corner of the Drift was almost completely sensor-blind due to the gravity flux and emission tides from the accretion disk of Naiobe, but if a gunship could investigate the trace visually and pinpoint coordinates, it was possible the privateers might suffer their first major defeat of the campaign.

                It was a damned dangerous assignment for the gunship. Echo Company would not relish the mission, and Travers felt a guilty pang of gratitude. By sheer good fortune, Bravo and Delta were on off-shift when the alert was called. But Echo was one of the best squads on the carrier, if anyone could pull it off, Travers’s money was on them. Their leader was Juanita Bryant, their pilot was Eddie Kwei, their combat engineer was Gene Hammerstein. A better unit, Travers could not imagine, and he had known each of them personally for years. If they could pull off this mission it would be a real accolade. Perhaps they would draw extra leave, which anyone craved.        

                A double shift had tired Travers until he slept soundly for the first time in months. He had enjoyed six unbroken hours, and felt the better for it, even if the computer had woken him just a little too soon. 

                He had spent his downtime with Jim Fujioka on the gunship’s communications arrays, then grabbed a meal and a handful of peps before Bravo’s duty watch began. The problem with peps started when they wore off. The subsequent physical crash was hard and unavoidable.

                But Travers felt refreshed as he swung his legs off the bed and checked the chrono. He had two hours of more or less free time before he would be called for an update briefing. Twenty stultifying minutes in Fiorelli’s electrifying company. He punched for coffee and stood in the shower stall under a scalding cascade until he was fully awake. 

                Drinking with one hand, shaving with the other, he let the turbo dryer blast hot air over him as he reviewed the morning’s data. Three members of Bravo had called in sick. MacLean reported a mild gastrointestinal virus and was preparing shots for the whole crew deck. Two members of Echo were on report, following a fist fight in the gym, and both had been fined a month’s pay. The engine techs reported that Number Three reactor would be shut down for maintenance; the cyber techs who worked with the construction robots detailed a series of minor malfunctions in the simulation tanks. Four men were up for disciplinary action. Wu and Buckminster had been caught setting up a practical joke and were due eight lashes each. Goldman was due twenty for his poor performance and endless whining ... and Szabo, twelve, for critical bungling during the same sim.

                “Ah, shit,” Travers groaned as he read the boy’s name, and at once he leaned over and thumbed the comm, paging Fiorelli. It was several minutes before she answered. His temper had blossomed into a flashfire. “I just read this morning’s data,” he barked. “I thought you said you were going to —”

                “To conference with that badass Instructor and send a memo upstairs,” she snapped. “I did. I got twenty lashes heavy shortened to twelve light, and I’ve halfway talked Major Hoeper into getting that useless kid out of a combat unit and into a cushy little desk assignment. Cool off, Travers. I did the best I could. I saw some of Neville’s data, and Szabo’s got a dozen coming. He’s a pain in the ass.”

                “He’s a scared child,” Travers hissed, “who doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing half the time.” He cut the line and buzzed Neville instead, but as two minutes became five he realized, Neville was either out of reach of his comm or was ignoring it. He called MacLean then, and the surgeon answered almost at once.

                “Travers,” he began bitterly. “If it’s about Szabo, you’re too late. They brought him and Goldman in here ten minutes ago. I sedated Goldman to stop him screaming.”

                “And Szabo?” Travers asked bleakly.

                “He fainted at the end, hasn’t come to yet. I’m hoping to get him patched before he does.” MacLean sighed. “I logged an official protest, but ...” he said no more. No more was necessary. “I thought you talked to Fiorelli.”

                “I did. The best she could do was to get the discipline whittled down.” Travers rubbed his eyes. “I’ll tell Marin, it’s his business to know. Then I’ll have a few quiet words with Neville.”

                A pause, before MacLean said quietly, “Be careful, Travers. You know what I mean.”

                “Oh, I know what you mean. I’ll get back to you, Mac.” Travers thumbed off the comm and snatched up his fatigues. 

                At this hour the barracks was almost deserted. Choi and Fargo were cleaning their kit and reading in the far corner, but the bulk of Bravo would be in the gym, and three of them were in the Infirmary with the virus MacLean had isolated. Travers glanced at the chrono, saw 07:20 and wondered if Marin was awake by now.

                From the ’chef he drew coffee, croissants and eggs for two, and knocked discreetly on Marin’s door.

                “Yo,” Marin’s voice called from within, and the door released. 

                Travers stepped inside, found the cabin dimly lit, warm and quiet, with a faint humidity lingering through the shower was off. Curtis was dry, shaved, sitting cross-legged on the foot of his bunk in a meditational posture, but as he saw Travers he sat back and propped himself on one elbow. He was naked, totally relaxed, warm, clean and bewitching. Travers put down the food and looked him over from the regulation haircut, which he suspected was much shorter than Marin preferred, to the long, bony toes. Marin had runner’s feet, angular, roped with veins and telltale, overdeveloped tendons. Soft, pudgy feet betrayed the indolent person. Memories of his own dream made him smile, and he could almost hear the wind on the shoulder of the glacier as he said,

                “I brought you some breakfast.” He gestured at the tray and was grateful for the dim lighting, which covered the rush of quick color in his cheeks. Marin was a dozen frustrated fantasies rolled into one and come to life all of a piece, and though Travers knew he should drag his eyes away from the curves and crevices of the man’s flat belly, thinly pelted chest and enticing groin, he could not. As he watched, the long, elegant cock stirred and  Marin’s balls twitched slightly with a life of their own. Travers swallowed hard, seeming to swallow his heart, and looked into the man’s face. “Curtis?”

                Marin held out his hand. “Come here, for Christ’s sake. You look like a kid in a candy store. How long since you let your hair down — or do I mean your pants?”

                “Long enough,” Travers admitted, with a fleeting thought for Richard Vaurien. For a split second he wondered if Richard might be aboard the ship which was being hunted even now. Echo would be out there, providing the carrier with eyes and ears. In fact, the Echo gunship could be running under the Wastrel’s powerful weapons. Vaurien could blow Eddie and Gene and the rest right out of space as easily as swatting a bug. The Wastrel was nearer warship than salvage tug, and a gunship was ridiculously outclassed.

                “Hey.” Marin caught his wrist. “What’s wrong?”

                “Nothing,” Travers lied. “Things are pretty fraught right now. You wanted to know how long since I had anybody aboard?” He thought of Ingende then, felt the old pang of regret, and banished it firmly. The past belonged to those who lived in it; a man could afford to vacation there, but not live, or not for long. “That is,” he said cuttingly, “I’m not into pedophilia.” He gestured at the barracks. “There’s not one of those kids over twenty years old. I feel like their father.”

                “What about Perlman and Fujioka?” Marin was teasing as his fingers meshed into Travers’s.

                “Friends. They’re not my type, not when I’m looking for lovers,” Travers told him.

                “And you find dry-mouthed dread a passion killer,” Marin added. “You’ve been running scared too long, Travers.”

                “Like everyone on this ship.” Travers’s belly performed a back flip and his heart jumped into his throat as Curtis used the captive hand to pull him closer. “And then,” he whispered, “here you are.”

                “And I’m irresistible,” Marin observed, mocking himself. His hand cupped around Travers’s neck and pulled him down, and he laid his lips against Travers’s ear. “Are we audio monitored?”

                “Yes. Just keep your voice to a whisper, they won’t get much. Maybe one word in three, if you don’t speak up.” Travers took his weight on his palms, on either side of Marin’s body and lowered himself until he was lying on a bony pillow.

                “They don’t care if people pair off?” Marin’s teeth closed on a fold of Travers’s skin at his shoulder and bit gently.

                “They approve.” Travers gasped as his cock came up, hard as a poker, trapped by the fatigues trousers and chafing. “Sex is healthy, it keeps young people sane. Perlman’s been telling me I need it.”

                “She’s right,” Marin told him. “You’re tense as a coiled spring. Relax!”

                “I can’t.” Travers pushed his hot face into the curve of Marin’s shoulder. “How come you’re so relaxed?”

                “I’ve only been aboard this ship a week,” Marin reminded him. “I haven’t been living in this hell of yours for years, I’m getting well paid for being here. And I’ve been meditating for the last half hour,” he added. “I can teach you how.”

                Travers lifted his head. In this light Marin’s eyes were some odd shade between indigo and malachite. “Resalq techniques?”

                “They work, Travers. And you need something.”

                “Then by all means teach me,” Travers agreed hoarsely. “But not now. Now ... Jesus, you know what I need.”

                “I know what you need.” Marin wriggled down, flat on the bunk, and ran his fingertips through Travers’s short-cropped hair, massaging his scalp, finding the reflex points, applying a tiny pressure here, a soft tap there. 

                The sensation was like being wreathed in a cloud of static electricity. Shivers raced the length of Travers’s body, he felt every bone and joint as if they shimmered with blue-white light. He closed his eyes, felt his fingers and toes curl spontaneously, and groaned. A pressure from Marin’s hands on the back of his head ushered him down, and closer, and he groaned again as he opened his mouth to Marin’s tongue.

                He was ravenous, but Curtis was so relaxed, so calm about the serious business of desire that Travers felt a little of his own frenzied urgency dissipate. Perhaps he would have devoured Curtis, but the slow stroking at the back of his neck and the even more languid stroking inside his mouth, where Marin’s tongue played, soothed him. Instead of wrestling he let most of his weight go down and rested heavily along Marin’s whole body, let his ardor cool by a few degrees while he learned the new territory.

                When he lifted his head again, Marin was smiling. The breakfast was forgotten as nimble fingers flicked open Travers’s shirt and pushed the pale blue fabric back off his shoulders. Marin’s flat palms covered his chest and midriff, searched out every muscle, his nipples, and Curtis purred like a cat, deep in his chest.

                “This is nice,” he whispered. “Just the way I like it.”

                “I could say the same.” With his shirt on the floor and his hands free to roam where they would, Travers was exploring the curves of Marin’s chest, soft and hard at once, with well defined pectoral slabs, pale gold skin, nipples that swiftly firmed to brown pebbles, a thin dusting of silky hair. “I’ve been fantasizing about someone like you for a long time,” he confessed.

                “Nine hundred souls aboard this ship, Travers,” Marin chided as he kissed around the side of Travers’s neck. “You should have looked around. The odds were with you.”

                “Maybe. Probably.” Travers lowered his head, put his mouth on Marin’s right nipple and began to suckle as his right hand felt its way down over the flat, hard belly, searching for the prize. “But like you said a moment ago, dry-mouthed dread is a passion killer.”

                A soft gasp escaped Marin’s lips as Travers’s hand closed about him. And as for Travers, he was suddenly blazing like a wildfire. Marin’s cock seemed to brand his palm like a poker just lifted out of the fire. He felt the steady throb of blood through distended veins, felt the velvet-smooth skin, the steel-hardness of a demanding erection, smelt the sharp, prickling musk of real, genuine desire which could not be faked and had nothing to do with kipgrass or gryphon or angel. 

                The mown-hay smell told Travers more clearly than words, Curtis wanted him. His taut, gorgeously high-hung and smooth balls were already swollen and tender. Curtis really desired him, was eager for his touch, hungry for his body. Travers looked down into his companion’s eyes and saw them darkened yet glittering, even now, with Marin’s customary wry amusement.

                “What?” he asked thickly as he sat up and fumbled with his belt. “Something amuses you?”

                “Hm?” Marin arched his back to stretch luxuriously. “Me. I amuse me.” He cupped his hands under his head to watch as Travers heeled off his boots and dropped the drab uniform pants. 

                “I don’t follow you,” Travers admitted breathlessly, with some part of his mind that was still vaguely capable of rational thought and speech. His eyes roved between Marin’s fine-boned face and the thick, risen shaft which was up now, arched like a sword over his belly. Coherence was elusive. “Enlighten me?”

                “Me,” Marin repeated. “Do you know — how could you? — how long it’s been since I was so attracted to someone that I’ve gotten intimate with them almost at once?”

                “I can’t imagine.” Travers stepped out of the fatigues pants and turned back to the bed. He was intent on Marin’s face. This was a moment of truth. Marin’s reaction as he set eyes on the Travers clan jewels for the first time was crucial.

                His lips parted, his eyes half closed. A rich flush stole across his cheeks and a groan escaped. Curtis reached out with his right hand, first to touch, and then to grasp. Travers’s balls churned as he stepped closer and consigned himself to —

                To the hand of a master assassin. The thought chilled him for a split second, but Marin was faultlessly gentle as he grasped Travers. His fingers were firm enough to let Travers know without a shadow of doubt, he was captive, yet they were also so sensitive that Travers never endured a pang of concern, let alone pain. One thumb flicked over the snub tip of the lance and the nail outlined the eye, pressed there, collected the tiny drop of moisture and worked it around in slow, minute circles and spirals on the swatch of skin that was possibly the most delicate and responsive in Travers’s whole body.

                His knees weakened ridiculously and he slid down onto the bunk. Once again he pressed them tight together and his tongue was a welcome invader, deep in Marin’s pliant mouth. Marin’s lips traced down along his neck, across his chest, toyed with his nipples for an endless, infuriating, enrapturing minute, and then slid on, down, lower.

                Travers turned over onto his back to make it easy for Curtis to straddle him. His knees shuffled into the pillows on either side of Travers’s head. The scent of him filled every part of Travers’s mind and in the dimness he was almost blind. Marin’s balls rested softly on his shoulder, which made him smile. 

                Minutes elongated into years; years twisted and molded into the illusion of shared lifetimes, which should have been absurd but was not. Travers lost track of reality and imagination. It might have been the dimness of a tiny sergeant’s quarters on a carrier, it might have been the same dimness in a survival hutch on the shoulder of a glacier. Nothing mattered. The dream and the reality fused into one and he embraced both.

                As Marin’s lips settled on him he almost jumped out of his skin. High voltage current could have cascaded through him from a live wire, and Curtis chuckled thickly as he began to lap and suck, touching here, there, never letting Travers guess where he would touch down next. At the same time the fingers of his deft right hand began to gently manipulate Travers in patterns, rhythms that must have been as familiar to men when the mammoth and the cave lion roamed the Earth. He played Travers like an instrument, producing silent music which nonetheless filled the tiny cabin, until the sinews roped in Travers’s thighs and he was sure he would lose his mind.

                Clinging blindly to sanity, Travers pulled Marin hard against him, crushed him with the astonishing strength Curtis must have guessed at. He turned Marin physically, moving him as if Curtis were a rag doll until he could swallow whole the rose-gold shaft of him. Fresh musk prickled his nostrils, sharp as a stinging bite, and fanned desire like a bellows blowing on a brazier of live coals. 

                In the blind midst of it, Travers realized he was feeling, as if he had not genuinely felt in years. He had not realized how ravenous he had been for this. Not for simple sex — on a warship there was always an abundance of mating games, in every permutation, every tradition, from the Deep Sky right back to the home colonies, but for Travers it had always been empty, like going through the motions. It was feeling he was ravenous for, the storm in the mind and blood that would banish every thought from his head and free his body to be wanton.

                Marin had already driven him to the ends of his reserve of sanity and some wild melange of madness and orgasm sizzled in the frayed ends of his nerves. Travers surged up, time after time, only to groan as those knowing hands found the reflex points, pressing or pulling, stalling him. He was close to sobbing when Curtis lifted his head away and turned around. In a clash of knees and elbows they were suddenly face to face again. Marin’s slightly smaller body was in Travers’s arms, and Travers hunted for his mouth as his hips began to buck with a will of their own. 

               He spent himself with a cry, high and wild, and he was sure the life poured out of him along with the blood-hot fluids. His balls gave a sharp pang, inspiring a wince: it was too long since he had permitted himself the luxury. Far too long since he had enjoyed the priceless comfort of a soul-mate who inspired him to lust. He was not a kid with the hair-trigger libido of Kravitz and Inosanto; and he felt the weight of responsibility keenly, a burden the kids under his command never carried. For young conscripts, libido often overrode the fear of the job and the situation, but Travers had long ago reached the stage where the opposite was true.

                Almost always true, he corrected as he began to gather his scattered wits and looked down into Marin’s flushed, drowsy face. “You,” he said breathlessly, “are incredible.”

                “I could say the same,” Marin said, mocking the both of them. “I just shocked myself, Travers.”

                “How? You mean, you never did it with a man?” Travers let his weight settle into the narrow bunk beside Curtis, laid his head on the pillow and went limp.

                “No. I’ve had a few men. But I don’t usually go off like a pyrotechnic display with someone I hardly know,” Marin said in a thoughtful tone. “I’m not that kind of guy. Or, I thought I wasn’t.”

                “What kind of guy?” Travers wondered.

                “Profligate. Promiscuous.” Marin stretched and turned onto his side, to fit onto the bunk. One hand splayed over Travers’s chest. “You have a terrible effect on me.”

                “Not quite the adjective I would have used,” Travers said with a selfsatisfied smirk.

                “You know what I mean.” Marin mock-punched his shoulder. “I’m from Geneva. Jagreth, that is. The upbringing is a little more strict than citybottom in the homeworlds, or the wilds out here in the Deep Sky.”

                “Old fashioned,” Travers observed.

                “Whatever,” Marin said easily.

                “I make you want to behave like a wild, fast-and-loose, hard-boy citybottom hustler who’s maybe half your age?” Travers guessed.

                “And you want  to know what’s worse?” 

                “Tell me.” Travers was content to nuzzle now.

                “I like it,” Marin confessed.

                “Then we’ll do it again,” Travers said hopefully.

                “Count on it, soldier.” Marin sat up and stroked one flat hand across Travers’s smooth, muscular torso. 

                “Until you leave this ship,” he added darkly and looked away. “Not, mind you, that you’ll find that trick quite as easy as you imagine. You ought to know we’re forty or fifty hours deep in Rabelais space ... or is it some magic of Dendra Shemiji you have tucked up your sleeve?”

                Marin accorded him a wink. “Yes,” he said simply, and at this time refused to elaborate. “But first things first. Neville.”



                Bloody Neville. The mention of the name was like a pail of ice water poured over Travers’s head. He sat up, turned toward the threedee access and said quietly, “I’ve got some news you’re not going to want to hear. If you’d had the access turned on you’d have seen it.”

                “What kind of news?” Marin stretched and yawned, flaunting his enviable relaxation as he examined the cold and congealed breakfast.

                “The kid you feel so responsible for. Jon Szabo. I did the best I could with Fiorelli yesterday, but Neville was ... persuasive.”

                Every line in Marin’s body became rigid and his face set into bleak lines. “Szabo drew discipline?”

                “Twelve lashes, this morning,” Travers said quietly. “A light flogging.”

                “I’ve seen twelve lashes kill a man,” Marin rasped. He abandoned the unappetizing breakfast and turned the shower on, a mere trickle.

                Travers watched him wash with a deep frown. “Where?”


                “A city called Fairview. You might have heard of it.” Marin snatched up his clothes. 

                “I know it,” Travers mused. “I’ve been there several times. They don’t have either corporal or capital punishment in that colony.”

                “I didn’t say it was anything to do with the law,” Marin said sharply. “I saw it done, in a dark little room behind a gambling house.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “A good friend of mine died that night, and I exacted his revenge before dawn. That ... was the first time I ever assassinated a man, Travers, off the battlefield. Not in a combat zone, but one to one, personally, for a reason.” His eyes were wide, dark and haunted. “I didn’t know it, but a man called Mark Sherratt saw the whole thing.”

                Some intuition made Travers ask, “Sherratt was from Dendra Shemiji?”

                “No.” Marin shoved his feet into his boots and stamped them. “Mark is Dendra Shemiji.”

                “Then, he’s a Resalq,” Travers said very quietly.

                “He is.” Marin held up one finger. “No more questions. The answers are not mine to give. If ever you hear them, they’ll be from Mark’s lips, not mine. Now, get your pants on, soldier, and come with me. I want at least one witness when I confront Neville, or it’ll be his word against mine as to what happened, and I could be the next one drawing disciplinary action.”

                In fact, Marin had four witnesses. Fiorelli was on the simulation deck, closing the files on Joyce L. Yuan, Oscar Company’s deceased, and two of Neville’s own staff were present, monitoring the cleanup and reset of the simulation tank. A flying crane was lifting the Cherokee back to the top of the shale slope and the escape pod was already off ‘Maltepe’. Neville’s men, Hoy and Moreau, had come aboard with him at the time Colonel Falk took command, and Travers deemed it a safe bet that they were both Kiev veterans too.

                As Marin appeared, Fiorelli’s heavy-boned face set into hard lines. She folded her big, tattooed arms and aimed her chin at him challengingly. “I wondered how long it’d take you to show up. What do you want, Curtis?”

                “To register a formal protest,” he said icily. “Nev, old buddy, you punished my man, Szabo, this morning. I’m telling you, in front of your own L-T, out loud and in your face, you were out of line. Way out.”

                “The kid had it coming.” Neville was chain smoking as usual. He seemed to smoke, morning till night. “He’s useless.”

                “And he’s always going to be useless in a combat squad,” Marin agreed. “The kid belongs in a tech unit, polishing a chair with his ass. Or else ship him right back to Borushek to count paperclips till he gets his ticket to go home.”


                “Wait one minute,” Fiorelli said loudly. “That’s not your decision, Curtis. It’s Neville’s.”

                Neville smirked through his pall of smoke.

                “I know it is,” Marin said in a voice as sharp as shattered ice. “I’m not saying Neville isn’t a damned fine instructor, L-T. Good Christ, he put me through my paces, and if you reviewed the simulation report, you know it takes a lot to extend me. I was grateful for the exercise. I haven’t worked that hard in years, and I needed it before I get back up on the line and put my neck in a real noose.” He paused and looked at Travers, sharing a second’s silent communication: whatever bullshit it takes to get a job done!
“I’m saying,” Marin continued to Fiorelli, “that even Nev is not perfect. Every now and then he goofs up. We all do. Nine times out of ten, he’s dead right. The tenth, he misreads a boy, and someone gets hurt. That’s par for the course, any course. We all accept the odds. But what kind of a brain-dead moron would I be if I could see that Nev’s about to step right in it, ankle deep, and I didn’t come down here and say my piece?” He paused, assumed a brilliant smile and thumped Neville’s burly shoulder. “And what kind of a moron would old Nev be, if he ignored me when there’s a damned good chance I’m right?”

                Thoroughly diverted by diplomatic warm oil, Fiorelli arched a brow at the instructor. “He’s got you by the short and curlies there, Roy. Your call.”

                Blue-gray smoke plumed from Neville’s nostrils before he ground out the cigarette. “I say the kid’ll come into line. A few more simulations —”

                “You’ve got him so scared,” Travers said quietly, “he won’t even be able to attempt the next one. He’ll screw up in the flight simulator. If you throw a hull breach at him he may not even get into the pressure suit. You’ll have to scrape him off the walls.”

                “What the hell do you know about this, Travers?” Fiorelli demanded. “You weren’t on the simulation.”

                “He watched most of it.”
Neville gestured at the monitor screens. “Couldn’t take his eyes off the fresh meat.” He flicked a glance at Marin. “They’re an item, in case you haven’t noticed. And like you said, ma’am, it’s my call.” He flicked his lighter at the tip of another smoke. “And I want Szabo back in there.”

                Perhaps only Travers was aware of the tension coiling through Marin’s whole body. “You’re wrong, Neville. I’d say you’re dead wrong, but it’s Jon Szabo who’ll be dead. Now, I kind of like the kid, so if I can’t get the L-T to listen to me, I’m going to take this on up the ladder, a higher authority.”

                Fiorelli’s cheeks flushed. “You’re going to do what?”

                “Take the appeal upstairs.” Marin shoved his hands into his pockets and shrugged. “I have the right, ma’am — God knows, I’ve got service regulations working for me! I’ll just buzz Major Hoeper and get CMO MacLean and Sergeant Travers to back me up. That’s me, who commanded the sim, MacLean who’s picked up the bits of Szabo and pasted them back together twice now, plus Travers, who was an independent observer, and who’s got more years in Fleet fatigues than you have, ma’am, no offence intended.”

                Not one word could Fiorelli say to legally protest, and both she and Neville fumed in silence for a moment before she said, as if between clenched teeth, “Roy, would it hurt to give the kid a break? Give him a week’s rest-’n-test. Shove him into therapy. Let the skull doctors take him apart and then give him a heavy physical training program.”

                “You have to get back on the horse,” Neville argued. “If he doesn’t get straight back in the tank, he’ll never pull his weight with a line company.”

                “Then,” Marin said darkly, “he never will. Because you’ll be sending him right after the Yuan girl. To the morgue. That’s your final word, Nev?”

                “My final word.” Neville exhaled smoke. “And, you call me ‘Nev’ one more time, Marin, and I’m going to crack you in the teeth.”

                Marin grinned brashly. “Hey, man, I duck way too fast for you to lay a glove on me. Okay, Roy, I’ll go talk to Major Hoeper and see what I can do. Nothing personal, but I feel like that boy’s my responsibility. You understand.” He nodded to Fiorelli. “Ma’am.”

                They were in the corridor, heading toward the elevators, when Travers murmured, “You really going to take it to Hoeper?”

                “Damned right,” Marin said bitterly. “I’m here to do a job, but there’s no reason why I should turn my back on a kid. Szabo’s this close.” He held up thumb and forefinger, not a centimeter apart. “What do you know about Hoeper? Brief me.”

                “Chicken officer, Academy trash. Your weight, my height, world-class ass-kisser. He’ll go far ... if we ever get out of the Drift. Back to Borushek, promotion to colonel and given command of a ship, in which case you’ll be calling him Captain Hoeper, if you’re unlucky enough to be assigned to a hull under his dominion.”

                “And the rest of the command corps?” Marin prompted.

                They were in the middle of the corridor, their voices covered by the rumble of machinery from the simulation bays and the chatter of voices from the observation rooms flanking them. Safe to talk, Travers told him,

                “Kruger is Falk’s right-hand man. I’ve never even seen him to know what he looks like, but some of the standing orders carry his signature.”

                “Another Kiev veteran,” Marin whispered as a knot of assorted techs went by. “Reassigned after the investigation.”

                “Predictable enough,” Travers said acidly. “Then you’ve got Malloy. Administration, the ship’s Fleet liaison. She’s halfway decent.”

                “If she’s with Internal Affairs, she’d better be,” Marin added. “And?”

                “Hodaka,” Travers went on. “Heads off the whole tech crew. I’ve seen him a few times. He looks more like an engine tech than an officer. Doesn’t seem to take any interest in the crew, only the machines that keep us all alive. Tomanova, head of the engineering division, same story as Hodaka. Pietrosul, head of Carrier Strategic Operations — God help us, we go where she sends us. Human computer, not a nerve in her body. Used to be a gunship pilot, then she went for officer selection, probably hopes for her own ship one day. Pity her crew if she makes it, because they’ll have to perform like machines to please her.” Travers shrugged. “The rest, you can forget about. They’re too young or too old to be any concern ... or any help, for that matter. One half of them are guarding their pensions, the other half are licking boots, too eager to get a promotion to have a single original word of their own to say.”

                Marin’s mouth quirked in a rueful smile. “Thanks. There’s no substitute for firsthand experience.”


                “We’re working together,” Travers speculated.

                “Looks that way, doesn’t it?” Marin stepped away toward the elevators and paused in the din from a machine shop to give Travers a thoughtful look. “When I get off this ship, why don’t you come with me? You’ve pushed your luck far enough. Three years in Hellgate is too much, and three years with this crew is way too much.”

                The temptation to agree in an instant was powerful. The lift opened then, and they were silent as they rode up with a company of junior engineers, but as they returned to the Bravo barracks Travers whispered deliberately, “What have you got in mind?”

                “You mean, to get off this lousy ship?” Marin paused in the barracks doorway and turned toward him. 

                “It won’t be easy,” Travers warned.

                “I didn’t say it would be. For me to get off this ship, first the ship has to leave the Drift. Then, there are two ways to exit.” His eyes sparkled. “Legally and illegally.”

                Travers felt a lick of amusement. “Damn, you worked this out before you came aboard.”

                “The night before I re-enlisted,” Marin said quietly, “I didn’t sleep. By dawn I’d worked out the whole thing, or I would’ve turned down Liang’s contract. Now, turning down a twelve million dollar contract —”

                “Twelve million!” Travers’s voice rose sharply.

                “Shh,” Curtis hissed. “The whole ship heard you.”

                “That’s what Robert Chandra Liang is paying you?” Travers’s mind reeled. “Jesus. I wouldn’t earn that kind of money in an entire career.”

                Marin pocketed his hands and leaned on the wall by the door, where the constant muted roar of the a/c would cover his voice. “I admit, the fee for this one is high. Under normal circumstances my own life is not in jeopardy. Every commission is different, every fee is separately negotiable. One thing Mark Sherratt taught me was never, never to take this job lightly.

                “Never enjoy taking a life. Never forget that all life is sacred. The life you take is unique, and so is your own. But so is the life of the person who was violated, abused or killed by your target, the contract subject.” He gestured back toward the simulation deck. “Neville, for example. How much pain and death has he wreaked? Yet he’s too clever for the law to touch him, and if no one stops him he’ll go on inflicting suffering and costing lives for years, perhaps decades. It has to stop somewhere.”

                “Execution,” Travers mused. “Some people would say there’s a fine line between execution and murder. Don’t be offended.”

                But Marin was in no way annoyed. “These are questions I asked myself, many times. Execution, assassination, murder, death in battle, fatal accident. The bottom line is always the same. A life is lost. Mark Sherratt taught me that life is sacred and unique ... and perpetual. The Resalq still believe that life can neither be created nor destroyed. Every one of us must die sooner or later. But what becomes of us after death? Now you’re down to philosophy and sheer faith. All your science and technology won’t answer this one. The Resalq believe we return to the place where we existed before we were born. They believe in selective reincarnation.”

                “Selective?” Travers was intrigued.

                Marin smiled at him. “You’re quite the philosopher yourself. Mark believes rebirth is not everyone’s right. It’s a privilege earned by what we do in life, and then a choice each of us makes — to be born again, or not. Why would anyone bother, when personality, memory, all our living experiences, are lost? Nothing gets past the cusps of death and birth. The Resalq predicted mathematically, only a comparatively small handful of their people ever chose to be reincarnated.”

                “What happened to the others?” Travers asked. “Fire and brimstone?”

                “You mean, is Roy Neville going to roast over hot coals for the next several millennia?” Marin laughed quietly. “I wouldn’t know what’s in store for humans! Neither would Mark, him being a Reslq. But I do know, Travers, it is not possible for me to destroy Neville’s life. I can only stop him causing pain and taking lives here, and I can place him in a situation where he’ll answer to the very people for whose deaths he was responsible.” As Travers’s brows rose, Curtis nodded emphatically. “The Resalq have no belief in gods or celestial judges. None whatever. They believe deities are the creations of primitive minds who invent props to lean on in bad times. And then, sometimes primitive people see things they can’t understand and ascribe magical powers to them.

               “The ancestral Resalq outgrew their gods, and very early in their history came to believe in the perpetuity of life itself. The man you kill today will be waiting for you in the ‘Ocean outside of Time.’ It doesn’t translate well, I’m sorry. But what it means is, when the day of your own death comes, your victims will be waiting for you, so be careful whom you hurt. That’s where you’ll be judged, and how! In Neville’s case —” Marin chuckled wickedly. “Well, he’ll pay his price one way and another.”

                Travers puffed out his cheeks. “That’s quite profound. I’ve read a little about the Resalq. Basically magazine stuff, every time they uncover a new archaeological site. I’ve always thought of them as, well, a dead race. I’ve always been told they were all gone, and I certainly haven’t read anything about their religion. I had no idea anything was known about that aspect of their culture.”

                “They erased all personal records before they faded out,” Marin said mildly. “They wanted to leave nothing behind to point after them like a signpost, or interfere with the development of the races who would discover them through archaeology.” He paused, wearing an introspective look. “I think you’d like Mark. His name is M’hak-chyr’tt, in the old language. That’s a little ... uncomfortable on the human tongue, so he took the name of Mark Sherratt. You’d like him a lot.”

                “I expect to,” Travers agreed. “When you introduce me to him. The day you tell him I helped you fulfil a Dendra Shemiji contract.”

                Marin cocked his head amusedly at Travers. “You angling for a job?”

                “If I’m going to get off this barge before it kills me, I’ll have to find alternative employment,” Travers said wryly.

                “Then, you want to leave with me.”

                “That depends.” Travers hesitated. “As I asked before, what did you have in mind? Whether I get involved depends entirely on what kind of risk it sounds like.”

                “You’re a bright boy,” Marin observed. 

                “Take a good look. You notice, I’m still alive.”

                “I ... noticed.” Marin’s eyes glittered in amusement, and he dropped his voice as Fargo and Choi jogged into the barracks, still panting after a heavy session in the gym. As they stripped and hit the showers he said, “When I interrogated the base computers on Borushek, I obtained this ship’s command override code. It was difficult to get hold of, but one of Liang’s ex-wives is a big-wheel in high places. A colonial governor’s daughter — in fact, what nobody on this ship, Neville included, knows is that Karl David Liang was an ex-colonial governor’s grandson. That whole family, who are like Velcastra’s Founding Fathers, are so pissed, if you could wish the Confederacy in hell, it’d burst into flames. I saw enough in Liang’s house to make me assume he’s republican. As in, he could easily be backing the colonial militias right across the Deep Sky. Now, Chandra Liang’s ex has Fleet connections. She provided me with General Shapiro’s clearance code. I told the computer I was Shapiro’s private secretary, and after that it was easy.”

                The coded override was the command system with which a remote computer, perhaps right across the quadrant, could remote pilot a ship by subspace comm, basically bring it home in the event that a major disaster struck the crew, or if the ship itself should be captured in battle. Travers was speechless.

                “If you know the override for the remote pilot, you could tell this ship to go anywhere, do anything you wanted it to do. You could take her right back to Borushek orbit.”

                Curtis Marin closed his eyes and breathed deeply, six, seven breaths. “0101-909-070-456-345-234-1010. Lock in the override with the flight systems master-arm code: 895/929/376, and prohibit further command circuit access with the master access denial code: 575-310-00/99/00.”

                Breath catching in his throat Travers whispered, “That was a pre-loaded memory discipline.”

                With another deep breath, Marin opened his eyes. “One more skill Mark Sherratt taught me. I can hotwire the access in my quarters and input the codes from there. This ship will certainly leave Rabelais space, I promise you that. The engineers will run about like decapitated chickens, trying to rig a way around the system, and they’ll find one eventually, it’s not impossible. But by the time they do manage to regain control of the carrier we’ll be halfway home, and I’ll have my legal ticket of leave. In fact, they’ll throw me off this ship to get rid of me.”

                “I’m listening,” Travers prompted, by now merely amused.

                Eyes sparkling with mischief, Curtis whispered, “How much do you know about the diagnostic scanners in the Infirmary?”

                “Not a lot,” Travers admitted. “You lie on the couch, it rolls into the machine, they scan you all of a piece.”

                “Right. The first thing the machine does is a DNA-print, which establishes your identity according to the machine’s criteria. This is used to access your service medical record, and then used as a logon flag for the following whole-body scan. From the terminal in my room, I’ll tell MacLean’s computer that the next time it reads my DNA signature, it switches to preloaded data and coughs up the stats for Hamlin-Gibb Disease. Then I wait a couple of days, call in sick and go to the Infirmary complaining and growling. I don’t feel well. Mac runs a body scan, accesses my file to compare the current scan with the time-of-enlistment scan, and I’m already halfway home.”

                “You lost me,” Travers admitted. “I’ve never even heard of Hamlin-Gibb Disease. Catching — dangerous?”

                “It’s obscure,” Marin mused as he watched Fargo and Choi relaxing under the storm of scalding water. “Difficult to detect in the early stages. It’s a chronic degenerative brain disorder, still impossible to treat or cure. Something relatively new in humans. It seems to have crossed the species barrier from the fourth or fifth generation Resalq. It’s harmless as ’flu to them. In humans, a patient shows symptoms about three months after infection, dementia in six or eight, and natural death occurs in about two years, unless the subject is euthanased earlier, which they almost always are, when they become violent and suicidal.” He gave Travers the familiar impish grin. “And the best news of all is, it’s sexually transmitted.”

                For a second Travers was blank, and then choked back a laugh. “Then, if MacLean was told you and I are sex partners?”

                “We will be off this ship so fast, you’ll be dizzy,” Marin affirmed, “hoofed out of Fleet before they have to pay for our hospitalization, and before we could infect anyone else. We’ll be referred to a civilian clinic for ‘care’.” He made a face. “Meaning sedation, mild at first, progressively stronger, until they give the patient the final shot that puts him out of their misery.” He grinned brashly. “There’s always got to be a first magical, mystery cure for the record books.”

                “That’s wicked,” Travers accused. In fact, it was brilliant, and he shared Marin’s ribald chuckle. “We could do it.”

                “I intend to.” Marin gave the Bravo barracks a bleak look. “You don’t really think I’m about to sit out the next seven years of my life, chasing sensor phantoms around Hellgate, do you?” He checked his chrono and stirred deliberately. “Let me see if I can track down Hoeper.”

                From the access in his quarters he paged the major repeatedly, but Hoeper was not answering. At last, growing annoyed, Marin left a message with a harassed lieutenant. “It’s Flight Sergeant Curtis Marin, ma’am, and I need to talk to Major Hoeper, as soon as he’s got a few free minutes. I believe Sergeant Neville is making a big mistake with one of the conscripts, and I’d like the major to intervene before Trooper Jon Szabo gets badly hurt. You’ll see he gets the message?”

                “I will, Sergeant,” she assured him. “The reason you’re not reaching Major Hoeper right now is, Carrier Operations is on standby. Echo Company is still in the air, we’re tracking a privateer vessel around a planetoid. The command corps is tied up.”

                “Thank you, ma’am.” Marin appreciated the free information. As he closed down the terminal he glanced at Travers, who stood framed in the doorway, looking on. “Do they often launch gunships into the Drift?”

                “Too often,” Travers told him sourly. “And yes, they know they can lose the gunship, crushed like a beer can. This whole region is like a game of blind-man’s-bluff. The computers make a prediction, they promise us ‘clear air’ for thirty minutes, and the gunship crew tries to get home in twenty, or fifteen, to keep on the shiny side of their luck.” He closed his eyes. “It’s a nightmare. You’ll find out. It’s our duty watch in a couple of hours, and if the ops room picks up a sensor ghost that just might be a privateer, they’ll launch us into the next ‘clear air window’ they think they see coming.”

                “Think they see?” Curtis studied Travers’s face with a frown. “The odds will soon be stacked up against you.”   

                “The odds,” Travers corrected, “have been against us all for most of the past year. We’re on borrowed time. The whole ship is on borrowed time.” He  glanced at the chrono and gestured at the tray of cold, stale breakfast, abandoned when Marin stalked out to tackle Neville. “You want to eat?”

                “Yeah.” Marin’s fingers drummed on the hood of the terminal. “We can eat in the Infirmary. I want to talk to Szabo.”

                He was moving as he spoke, and Travers caught his shoulder to hold him back for a moment. “You did everything you could, Curtis. You’re not blaming yourself for what happened?”

                “No. But Neville owes me, and he owes that kid.”

                Bitterness infused the words and Travers tightened his grip on Marin’s shoulder. “Do you often get so involved in your work? So emotionally caught up in it.”

                The blue-green eyes probed Travers to the bone. “Every time. If I don’t, I can’t take a life. I have to feel it, the outrage, the anger, the sense of injustice. If you don’t feel that, Travers, you have no right taking a life, and the day will come when you just get addicted to the thrill of danger. Men like Neville enjoy killing because they see no value in life. The state executioners on worlds that resort to capital punishment are so indifferent to the sanctity of life, they snuff out whomever they’re ordered to.” He shook his head slowly. “Mark Sherratt has personally taken over two hundred lives, and he felt every single one of them in here.” He rubbed his chest, over his heart. “Each assassination was unique, different, and as deeply personal as a love affair. The Resalq will kill, but not the way humans kill, Travers, indiscriminately and carelessly.”

                Oddly moved, Travers released his shoulder. “And you?”

                “How many lives have I taken?” Marin asked. Travers nodded, and he drew a deep, calming breath. “Off the battlefield, just twenty. And Neville might be the last. I’ve ... had enough of the work. Mark will understand. It’s not the risk factor that troubles me. It’s not that I can’t handle the investigation before the time comes to take the subject’s life. But —”

                “But every time you become so deeply involved with a man’s pain, and it bruises you,” Travers finished. Curtis nodded mutely. “First you absorbed Robert Chandra Liang’s grief. Then, the horror of his son’s death. Then you volunteer to walk into hell. You’re surrounded by the pain of others, in addition to what you’ve been put through yourself. You don’t belong here, Curt, and this is not your kind of work.”

                Marin produced an odd, reluctant smile. “How come you know me so well, when we only just met?”

                “I’m not blind,” Travers said bluffly. “I’ve been in charge of men so long, I’ve learned to read them.” He touched Marin’s face lightly. “Breakfast? I’m buying.”

                “You got a deal.” Marin stepped out of the tiny cabin ahead of him.

                The mission status board beside the elevators reported that the carrier’s reactors were all online, the operations room was on standby and the Echo Company gunship had relaunched for a second recce around Iole. As he saw the news, Travers felt a fist tighten on his insides. Marin shot a glance at him, but said nothing. What need was there to state the painfully obvious? The longer Echo was in the air, the greater the risk. 

                On the way to the Infirmary they stopped at the crew mess to pick up a high-carbo, high-protein meal. Most of Bravo, Delta, Able and Oscar were there, and Fujioka had set up a comm unit to monitor the ship-to-ship band. Communications were badly broken up, but more than fifty people from the four units were crammed around the table, hanging on every word as if it were the final match of the aeroball series. They had friends on that gunship, just as they had had friends on the Kilo gunship, and Travers felt the current of their electric tension.

                Silent, watchful, Marin punched up ham and eggs, doughnuts and black coffee from the ’chef, loaded a tray and stood aside for Travers to select his own meal. Travers might have stayed to listen to the comm. Perlman was there, so engrossed, she had not even noticed when Travers and Marin appeared. But Marin’s personal trouble weighed heavily on his mind, and he was on his way to the Infirmary. Travers followed.

                Jon Szabo was still stripped to the waist, dressed in shorts and pale as a wraith. He was sitting on a bed with his arms clasped about his knees, and his back was pink and tender with delicate new skin. Marin looked quickly at the patch-up work, and could not find a quarrel with MacLean’s skill. He sat on the side of the bed while Travers pulled up a chair and balanced the tray of food on his knees.

                “Jon?” Marin looked into Szabo’s face. “Jon, can you hear me? Jon!”

                “Sedated?” Travers guessed.

                “Maybe.” Marin peered into the boy’s eyes. “But he looks more blank than tranked-out.”

                His eyes was hollow pits, bottomlessly deep. Unfathomably ancient. Jon Szabo was still seventeen, yet he looked a thousand years old. Travers had seen this before, and he shivered. “It’s looks like Braemar’s Syndrome.”

                “Hysterical blackout, total withdrawal?” Marin sighed. “The kid can’t take any more, so he turns off. He could stay turned off in a warm, dark, safe place for thirty years, or for the rest of his life.” He angled a glance at Travers. “You’ve seen this before?”

                “A few times.” Travers pressed a cup into Marin’s hands. “There’s no more you can do for him. He’s not your responsibility anymore. He just subtracted himself from the whole world. Right now, he’s in a place where Neville can’t touch him anymore, and if you were asking me, I’d say it was the safest place on this ship.” His voice was a hoarse whisper, betraying genuine horror.

                “When Hoeper calls me upstairs for a chat,” Marin said acidly, “I’ll hit him with MacLean’s report. This one’s down to Neville, but it’s Fleet that’ll be paying out a service pension for the next three or five wasted decades! Look at the kid — he’s certifiably brain-dead!”

                Soft footsteps alerted them to MacLean’s presence, and Travers looked up at the surgeon with a bitter expression. MacLean sighed over the boy, and with a pencil light peered into his eyes. The pupils were contracted. There was no flicker of intelligent response.

                “He was unconscious when they brought him in. He didn’t wake until I was almost finished patching him up, and then ... he was like this.” MacLean was angry. Behind his bitterness was an effervescent rage which could have struck out like a snake. “I’ve sent reports to the bastards, Falk, Hoeper, Kruger and Malloy.”

                “But you know they’ll be intercepted and edited,” Travers remonstrated with a contemptuous gesture at the access.

                “Not this time.” MacLean was carefully, gently, checking the new tissue across Szabo’s back. “I sent paper, Travers. Good, old fashioned paper, a longhand copy Neville and his friends on the simulation deck will not even know was written.”

                “Which just leaves you contending with a bundle of Kiev veterans at command  level,” Marin added, “some  or all of whom may be covering for the others, and for Neville.” He looked speculatively at Travers. 

                “You’re thinking Neville might have something on them — something so damning, he can pull strings in the command corps.” Travers whistled.

                “Christ, I don’t know,” Marin admitted. “Maybe I’m just clutching at straws. But right now, I’d be willing to believe it.” He looked into Szabo’s blank face. “How long has this sort of crap being going on?”

                “The discipline in Fleet has been especially fierce since the heavy conscription routine started,” MacLean mused, “and it’s thirty years since the first levy. I was in the service even then. A combat medic on a warship, what else? It was always tough, even before conscription started. Cast iron discipline goes back to the early colonial days, when ships were slow as tired snails and they could be in transit between worlds for eight or ten months. A firm hand with the men was frequently the only way to maintain order, or the whole system would have broken down. Sentences of five and ten lashes have always been commonplace. Dealt lightly, it’s not dangerous, just damned painful. Painful enough to make a troublemaker think twice before he starts something. But this?” He smoothed down Szabo’s dark, unruly hair. “Even on the tightest ships in Fleet, in the hottest battle zones, this kind of stupidity is rare. Three years, Sergeant Marin. The madness been going on aboard this ship for three years. Or to put it another way, since the change of command.”

                Marin leaned back, eating as he listened to MacLean and divided his attention between Travers and Szabo. “This bullshit all started when you were assigned to Hellgate, and Lorenzo Falk came aboard with a group of officers and men who transferred from the Kiev with him. Before that you had a fine captain for five years. Colonel Miriam Wong, if memory serves me. She was promoted to a desk on Borushek and you discovered you’d drawn a horrible assignment in the worst hole in space, under a bastard colonel who was being given this command as a punishment, since he left his last command under a cloud.”

                The surgeon shrugged expressively. “I’d be lying if I said I followed your reasoning. I only patch the kids up. And I’m seeing far too many of them, far too often.”

                “We did what we could to stop this,” Travers said sadly with a gesture at Szabo. “But you know Fiorelli as well as I do. She’s only got twenty watts between the ears.”

                “I know Fiorelli,” MacLean agreed. “The command corps should have my reports by now. I’m keeping Szabo here till we get our next tender rendezvous, and then this poor kid can go home.”

                “Any chance he’ll wake?” Marin asked softly.

                “I hope so, eventually.” MacLean looked into Szabo’s empty, ancient eyes. “It’ll need something special to rouse him. A sound, a smell, even a word. I’ve run a couple of brain scans, and behind that blank face his mind is working at light speed. From his scans, you’d swear he was engaged in a chess tournament, but nothing reaches the surface. He’s waiting for a trigger, a wake-up call, if you like, and ... I’d sooner not try to find it. Not here. If he wakes, he could find himself back in a uniform and right back in the simulation tank. Next time he won’t be blacked out, he’ll be dead. The trigger to wake him may be something that tells him he’s safe. Say, the click of the back door at home. The sound of his dog barking in the yard, the smell of his mother’s perfume, or the taste of something he only ever eats at home. When he hears or smells or tastes something like that, he may come out of it. Then again, he might not.”

                “I hope he does.” Marin was still eating mechanically, but though he had said he was hungry he hardly seemed to notice the food. Travers topped up his coffee cup and set the empty tray on the floor. “I buzzed Hoeper for a meeting,” Marin added with a glance at MacLean.

                “Too little, too late,” Mac said bleakly. 

                “Yeah.” Travers pushed up to his feet, both hands cradled about his cup. “Curt, Bravo goes on standby in a half hour and we have a briefing to attend.”

                “You mean, you’re relieving Echo?” MacLean rolled his eyes to the heavens. “They’re still in the air?”

                “Still,” Marin said tersely. “And every second they’re out there, they’re just using up our luck.” He stood, finished his coffee and looked at his wrist for the time. “Where do you —”

                A red bar flashed on in MacLean’s threedee and a soft alarm began to chime for attention, even in the Infirmary. Elsewhere on the carrier klaxons would be blaring as a full all-stations standby was called.

                Heart in his mouth, Travers took Marin by the shoulder, but Curtis was already moving. “Sweet Christ, what’s happening?” Travers hissed as they dove out of the medical bay toward Bravo’s flight deck. “The whole ship just went on alert!”

                “It sounds like an all-decks battle standby,” Marin said tersely.  “You ever had a stand-up fight with a privateer crew?”

                “Never,” Travers told him. “We’ve never even been able to find them.”

                “There is,” Marin said as his fist hit the switch to summon the elevator, “a first time for everything.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

The Bravo Company flight deck was aft, just before and below the engine deck. Every entry was airlocked and radiation shielded, and as Travers and Marin skidded to a halt they were not surprised to see the whole hangar was already sealed. Perlman and Fujioka had arrived seconds before and were peering through the long armorglass observation windows. 

                The story told by the mission status board set Travers’s heart hammering and his body prickled with cold sweat. The Echo gunship was still in the air. Or, what was left of it. Six minutes before, a small temporo-gravitic event had rippled through the region around Iole. Computers had failed to predict the gravity storm. Multiple mini-wormholes perforated the fabric of space, spiraling out from the violent event horizon of Naiobe and knotting into the gravity wells of supergiant stars to leave space-time itself in tatters.

                The Intrepid skipped on the very edge of the effect. Her engines flung her two light minutes away, instruments realigned on Iole, and when the wormholes coiled back into nothingness and the white-hot, hard radiation flux from the accretion disc dissipated, the carrier skipped back to the planetoid to retrieve the gunship.

                The Echo gunship was not so lucky. Its engines were sublight only, and though its electronics were sensitive, no comparison could be made between its instruments and those of the carrier. Bryant, Kwei and Hammerstein were among the finest crews on the line, but they were not magicians. Evading a gravity riptide in a gunship was as impossible as predicting one. 

                “We’re tracking Echo on long range sensors,” Perlman whispered as she watched the mission status board. A screen in the corner displayed data, relayed from the main carrier operation room.

                “You mean, they’re tracking the wreckage,” Fujioka corrected hoarsely. 

                Travers and Marin shared a glance, and Travers licked his lips as the color-coded blip on the screen drew closer to the carrier’s threshold approach markers. “Wreckage?” he murmured. 

               But before Fujioka could answer a flag appeared in the corner of the board and Marin read, “Voice contact established. Christ, someone’s alive in that hulk.”

                “Come on.” Travers seized him by the arm, urged him physically to the airlock’s inner hatch and prepped the mechanism. 

                “Where are we going?” Marin demanded, though he followed without hesitation, deferring instinctively to Travers’s experience.

                “I want to hear this. We can eavesdrop on the ship-to-ship comm from our own gunship.”

                The flight deck was still pressurized and despite the ‘anomalous gravity event’ no radiation hazard had yet been signaled. Perlman and Fujioka were right behind them as Travers jogged to the big, ugly Bravo gunship, and up the ramp into the side hatch. 

                Armory techs were hurrying back and forth across the dark steel deck, loading the pods and tubes with everything they would carry, as if the possibility of a battle remained real, but even now the plot boards showed only the positions of the Intrepid, the Echo gunship and Iole.

                As they boarded, Fujioka sealed the hatch. Marin was on Travers’s heels as he shouldered into the cockpit. The a/c came on and systems began to hum as he powered up the onboard deck. The comm crackled, whited-out with the brutal interference from the Drift, and then Travers swore softly as he made out Eddie Kwei’s voice.

                The pilot was screaming. “Flight systems have burned out! I can’t control it, there’s nothing left.”

                Then, from the carrier’s operations room, the voice of Tanaka, the Intrepid’s chief pilot: “Break off, Kwei, break off, you’re on a collision vector! Pull it up, man — good Christ, get off this trajectory!”

                “Nothing’s working,” Kwei bawled, and dread cut a razor’s gash through every word. “Engines are out, everyone’s dead, I’m the last one, the repulsion’s out, I’m not maneuvering —” White noise blanketed the whole frequency, dense as an ice blizzard.

                At Travers’s elbow, Perlman had tied into the ops room’s tracking screens. Kwei’s trajectory and speed were displayed, and she took a quick, sharp breath. “He’s coming home like an unguided missile, Travers.”

                “He’s going to hit?” Marin frowned at the screen. “Jesus, the numbers say he’s going to hit us in the engine deck.”

                Fujioka had pulled on a headset and was listening to the intership channels. “They just cleared a gun crew. They’re going to shoot him down.”

                “If they can connect,” Travers added. “Look at his speed. He must have been picked up by a gravity-rip and spat out, like a rock out of a slingshot. He’s coming in so fast, and he’s so hot I’m seeing ten different kinds of radiation signatures off him ... they’ll never maintain a target lock-on. They’d be better to move the carrier, and fast.”

                “They know. The main engines are online,” Fujioka murmured as he listened intently to the ops room loop. “They’re trying to maneuver now.”

                “Trying to?” Marin’s head came up sharply. “What in hell do you mean, trying to?”

                “We’ve ... sustained some damage,” Fujioka reported tersely, assimilating data as fast as he could. “The event took us all by surprise. Carrier flight systems are not answering at optimum.”

                Heart in his mouth, Travers watched the screens as Kwei’s voice screamed hoarsely from the speaker, almost incoherent now. Travers’s own voice was a scant whisper. “How bad are we? Don’t tell me they’ve got a navigation deck shut down?”

                “It’s worse than that.” Fujioka licked his lips. “Ops room reports, two nav-decks are down. We’re running on the backup.”

                “Oh, Jesus, no.” Perlman’s fists clenched on the headrest of Travers’s seat. “They have to get us out of the Drift. You can’t maneuver on one backup. You can’t!”

                “They know that too,” Travers whispered as he looked up and back into Curtis Marin’s wide, dark eyes.

                “Gunners are firing,” Fujioka barked as he concentrated on the comm loop. “Target acquisition is fritzed. Too much hard radiation from the event. No lock-on yet ... techs have initiated an engine ignition sequence.”

                “Maneuvering or main drive?” Perlman asked bleakly.

                “Weimann ignition sequence. They’re trying to shortcut procedure and jump us out of here.” Fujioka wet his lips. “Trouble in the ops room. Glitches everywhere, heavy interference on all sensors ... computers are fluttering ... we’re flying on two reactors. The third auto-scrammed during the event.” He closed his eyes. “Weimann engine ignition just aborted. They’re trying to restart.”

                “Time?” Marin looked from Travers to the plot screen and back. “The numbers say Echo is going to come home the hard way in forty seconds.”

                “They’ll never get a main engine ignition in a half minute.” Perlman’s voice rose sharply. “It takes eighty seconds, minimum, doesn’t matter if Armageddon’s happening. Out! Move it!”

                The bark of command roused even Marin. He was halfway out of the cockpit before shouting over his shoulder, “Where the hell are we going?”

                “Safe area,” Travers panted as he shoved Marin down the ramp and pointed him to the right, along the gray metal belly of the gunship. Engineers and technicians were still working right across the hangar floor, and he cupped his hands to his mouth. “Safe areas! Safe areas! She’s going to hit! Could be a collision in the engine deck!”

                Almost as he spoke a blue and white hazard spinner kicked in and an ear-splitting siren wailed across the flight deck. A dozen men and women dove into a tiny, cramped space the size of a tool locker, and the hatch slammed. To Travers’s ears, it sounded like the lid slamming on a coffin.

                Red emergency lighting came on, cold air filtered from the cycling machines, but the smell of fear made the air rank. Fujioka plugged his headset into the nearest socket and was still intent on the comm loop from the ops room as Marin got the wall-recessed access working.

                “How safe are we here?” Marin asked quietly.

                “Very.” Travers’s knuckles rapped the nearest wall. “That’ll stop almost anything.”

                “Almost?” Marin’s brow creased.

                “Don’t worry, Curtis,” Perlman said quietly, “if three reactors and a Weimann Drive module detonate we aren’t gonna know a thing about it ... or anything else, ever again.”

                “Comforting.” Marin sounded as breathless as if he had run a race. His fingers caressed the screen. “Ten seconds.”

                “Vector?” a man in tech’s coveralls asked from the back.

                “She’s coming in high,” Marin told him. “I don’t think she’s going to hit us in the stern tubes ... but she is going to hit us.”

                “Grab something!” Travers barked, bracing himself in the corner as the screen counted down. 

                Travers, Perlman and Marin jammed together. The fresh sweat of terror stung the nostrils and someone was praying in a whisper.

                The impact was stunning. Every bone in Travers’s body jarred and he squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for the white-hot flash that would be the end of everything. For three years they had waited for this, dreamed about it. Had nightmares about it.

                A boy screamed, the emergency lights dimmed, flickered and stabilized. The access darkened, fluttered, and its data became a confusion of gibberish for long, petrified seconds. And then the gibberish reorganized itself into coherent data and Travers forced his mind to see and understand.

                “Impact,” Perlman read off in a dry rasp. “Dorsal section, above and forward of the engine deck, thank gods ... but we’ve got major damage. Hull breach. Ten — twelve compartments are blown.”

                “Sixteen,” Marin corrected. “The hull is sound but the deck is blown, here and here, see? The next compartments right below are open to space too.” A schematic of the carrier had appeared. Whole areas were flashing red. “Containment doors are closing. She’s starting to repressurize herself.”

               “What do you know about the reactors?” Travers’s mouth was dry, his throat hoarse. Marin was closest to the screen, in the best position to read it, while Travers himself could barely see it at all for the crush of bodies jammed into the ‘safe box’ like fish in a can.

                “No data yet,” Marin said tersely.

                But Fujioka was still listening to the techs’ loop via the combug buried in his ear. “I’m getting nothing from the ops room, but I can hear the engine deck. Two reactors are still online, hull integrity back there has not been compromised. They’re still attempting main engine ignition, from the engineers’ control room.”

                “What about those bloody navigation decks?” Perlman exploded.

                “Two still down, we’re running on the backup,” Fujioka reported. “I think ... we ought to be safe to get out of this sardine can. They’ve sealed off the blown compartments.”

                “You sure? Be sure!” Travers’s hand hovered over the door release. 

                Fujioka listened a moment longer, teeth clenched into his lower lip, and then nodded. “She’s pressurizing, we’re safe enough on the belly decks. Flight deck, simulation and crew decks are viable. All the damage is up on her back. Upstairs. Officer country.”

                “The operations room?” Marin’s brows arched.

                “Took a lot of damage,” Fujioka told him grimly. “They’re off the air. Not a squeak out of them. They could be gone.” He paused and took a deep breath. “Go, Travers. This place is creeping me out with claustrophobia.”

                Even Travers was feeling the closeness, the press of bodies, the tangible aura of fear. The flight deck was murky with blood-red emergency lighting, and other ‘safe boxes’ were disgorging knots of frightened people. With Marin on his  heels, Travers jogged into the Bravo gunship and picked up the first headsets he could find. He handed one to Marin, settled the earpiece of his own and listened to the wild confusion of the loop.

                No one was answering from the ops room, though both the Infirmary and the engine deck were calling repeatedly. At last Travers cut in, shouting across the voices of others.

                “MacLean! Mac! It’s Travers, answer me!”

                The surgeon responded at once. “Where the hell are you Travers? Who’s with you? Are you safe?”

                “We’re on the flight deck, half of Bravo’s here, we’re okay,” Travers told him briefly. “I can’t pull up a damage report. You getting casualties?”

                “By the scores,” MacLean said sourly. “Flight system techs mostly. The carrier pilots are dead, Travers. I can’t raise any of the command corps. Nobody’s there.” He paused, and his breath rasped across the pickup. “They told me the mainbrains are jacking around, we’ve got two navigation decks offline, a reactor on auto-scram, and the Weimanns keep aborting every time they try for ignition. Who in God’s name is flying this ship?”

                “I don’t know.” Travers looked at Marin. “You hearing this?”

                Marin nodded, but was beckoning Perlman, who was also listening in with a headset held loosely against one ear. “Lady, how high up are you qualified?”

                She recoiled: she knew exactly what he meant. “You want to know if I ever flew a carrier.”

                “Well?” Travers caught her arm. “You’re the best damned gunship pilot I ever flew with.”

                “Travers, a carrier is not a gunship.” Perlman’s eyes were bright with fear or anger, or both. “I know the flight systems in theory, but  — two navdecks offline, a reactor down, main engine ignition failure? Shit! I’m not a magician. I could hang us up, drive us bows-first into that planetoid.”

                With no option but to accept the truth of all she said, Travers dragged in a breath and turned his attention to Fujioka. “What chance you can get us drive ignition?”

                Jim Fujioka was the best in the business, with twenty years’ experience in Fleet carriers and super-carriers. Still, he was pale and tight-lipped as Travers threw the terrible weight of responsibility onto his shoulders. “I’ll make you no promises, Travers, but I’ll try. God knows, it’s my ass I’d be saving as well.”

                With that he was hurrying away to the aft elevators, shouting for the engineers from Sierra and Oscar, other Airborne units, as he went. Travers touched his headset. “Operations room!” Nothing. “Major Kruger, can you hear me?” Again, nothing. “Mac?”

                “Here, Travers,” MacLean panted, as if he was on the run.

                “Have you got Kruger or Hodaka in the Infirmary?”

                “Kruger, yes. Badly concussed, out cold, severe head injuries, could be a massive haemorrhage ... a rescue squad just told me the ops room is open to space, depressurized. It tore open like a beer can. Hodaka’s suited up and working somewhere around the mainframe housings, and you better let him work, Travers. If those nav-decks don’t come back online pretty damned soon, we could all be confetti.”

                It was an understatement. But even with only one nav-deck running and the ops room in wreckage, the ship was still in one piece, still more or less mobile. Travers looked from Marin to Perlman and back again. “Curtis, goddamn it, you know what I’m thinking.”

                “It’s a long shot, but I can try,” Marin whispered. “I need quiet, and a working access tied into the carrier’s mainbrains.”

                “Use the gunship,” Travers suggested. 

                Perlman stepped in between them. “What are you two planning? If you don’t brief me, how am I supposed to help? What long shot?”

                “Probably the only shot we’ve got left,” Marin said grimly, and touched the headset. “Fujioka?”

                The engineer’s voice cut over the loop. “Not now, Curtis. These systems have turned themselves into linguini.”

                “Will they fix or won’t they?” Marin demanded.

                “They’ll fix,” Fujioka shouted. 

                “How long?”

                “An hour. Less, if you let me bloody get on with it!”

                “Then stay on the loop,” Travers yelled over the mess of frightened crosstalk, “and as soon as you can attempt to ignite the drive, call. We’ll be waiting for you.”

                A second’s pause, and Fujioka demanded, “I heard Mac a minute ago. The ops room is gone, the carrier pilots are dead and the pilot interface doesn’t exist. You know a way to handle this bucket?”

                “Maybe,” Marin told him. “Let me run with what I know, and I’ll get back to you.”

                The hatch sealed for quiet and Travers shushed Perlman with a gesture as Marin flicked on an access and stabbed virtual keys suspended in the threedee globe. In moments he was tied into the carrier’s own computers, and before he attempted anything he ran several diagnostic routines. His tongue clacked as he saw the mess.

                “Bad?” Travers guessed.

                “Appalling.” Marin did not look up. “Horrifying. Some of these circuits don’t even exist anymore. I’ve had to find a route around the mess to get any data at all.” He sat back and studied the screen as information began to pull up at a fraction of its normal speed. “The standby navigation deck looks creaky, but it’s still online. What bothers me is the power supply. According to this, the dorsal decks went onto emergency cells when the operations room was destroyed and the mains marshmallowed themselves. If auxiliary power goes out on us too —”

                “Then we’re adrift like a derelict, at the mercy of Hellgate. I know,” Travers agreed. “Do what you can.”

                “Then give me some quiet.” Marin closed his eyes and took those long, slow breaths which Travers recognized as part of the ritual technique. A Resalq memory discipline...

                0101-909-070-456-345-234-1010. Logon, invoke the AI with the flight systems master-arm code: 895/929/376, prohibit further command circuit access with the override lockout: 575-310-00/99/00.

                The remote command codes were slowly, carefully entered one digit at a time, and then Marin opened his eyes and blinked at the access. “It’s waiting for instructions. Waiting to be told where to go,” he said softly. 

                “Borushek?” Travers suggested.

                “Too far,” Perlman argued. “We’re hurt. This ship has suffered major structural damage. I wouldn’t like to go anywhere at all before we check the integrity of entire hull, but if we don’t get out of the Drift —” she snapped her fingers sharply. “We can go the same way as Eddie Kwei so easily. Hellgate makes no difference between the big boys and the shrimps.”

                “Then, just tell it to get us out of Rabelais Space.” Travers dropped both hands onto Curtis’s tense shoulders. “If it could pull us out as far as Nirgal, we should be safe there.”

                “Unless the privateers jump us,” Perlman said darkly.

                “Privateers are the last thing you need to worry about,” Travers murmured as he watched Marin key in the instructions, but when Perlman began to demand explanations he stalled her with a gesture. “Are we maneuvering?”

                “Sublight only, at fractional engine power. We’re not going to make much distance till Fujioka gets that drive ignited,” Marin said tersely. “Jim!”

                “I heard that,” Fujioka called across the loop. “How the hell have you got this barge maneuvering? The flight systems are shot, the whole command deck is vacuum, the pilots are dogmeat!”

                Marin looked up and back at Travers. “She’s being remote piloted from a gunship, but we’re so slow it’s hardly any better than standing still and waiting for Hellgate to tear us apart. Any joy?”

                “I’m working on it, Curtis,” Fujioka snapped. “Didn’t your daddy ever tell you, patience is a virtue.”

                “Not when you’re clinging onto a cliff-edge by your fingernails,” Marin said acidly.

                “I’ll get back to you,” Fujioka bawled, and shut down.

                Now there was nothing to do but wait. Travers slid into the copilot’s seat and activated the screens. They were tied into the carrier’s instrumentation, and the paucity of the available data was a good indication of the condition of the big ship. No matter how Travers and Perlman calibrated, they could get nothing from the main sensor arrays.

                “They may not even be there,” Perlman warned. “They’re up on the dorsal section. If the impact peeled us open like a can of tomatoes, tonnesized chunks of our own hull would have scythed through those sensor arrays like a chain saw.”


                “Then we’re flying almost blind.” Travers swallowed his heart and his voice was a hoarse whisper. “This is suicide. Hellgate’s going to take us.”

                “Put a flight of gunships in the air,” Marin suggested. “They can relay sensory data, can’t they? Perlman, you’d better find me an analyst who might be able to organize the incoming data using the flight deck computers, and then feed it to the carrier’s navigation deck.”

                Travers and Perlman looked once at each other, and spontaneously moved. Travers plugged into the loop. “Michatz, Berglund, Tognetti, is anyone on the circuit?”

                “Who are they?” Marin’s hands wove a complex pattern through the virtual keys.

                “Gunship pilots. Able, Oscar and Charlie Companies. I don’t even know who’s still alive. We had ten airborne squads. We’ve lost Kilo and Echo altogether, and —” he broke off as Michatz spoke in his ear. “Liz, it’s Travers. What do you know about our dorsal damage?”

                The Able Company pilot was five years Travers’s senior, and one of the best. “Not a lot,” she admitted. “There’s no response from the command corps. I can’t find anything on the sensor deck that’s still working.”    

                “Right.” Travers watched Marin’s quick, deft hands. “Do you know where Berglund and Tognetti are?”

                “Tognetti’s dead,” she said painfully. “He was upstairs when Kwei punched into us.”

                “Christ.” Travers closed his eyes for a second. He had played cards with the man not two days ago. “Berglund?”

                “I heard him on the loop a while ago, trying to round up his crew.”

                “Then raise him, get him in the air, and launch yourself,” Travers said urgently. “You’ll have to deploy your instruments, above and below the carrier, relay them to Bravo Flight Deck Control for processing, or we’re so blind, we’re not going to make it out of here.”

                “My gods,” Michatz whispered, momentarily stunned. Then she was shouting, “Berglund? Come on, Drew, I heard you, I know you’re alive!”

                Travers turned his attention to Perlman and Marin. On Marin’s screen was a plot of the carrier’s position. The ship was angling away from both 2631C and Naiobe, on a vector that took her into the most stable part of the Drift, but she was moving with all the speed of an exhausted slug. 

                “Something’s still working up there,” Marin said quietly.

                “Or we’d be dead by now,” Perlman added. “You don’t just blunder around in Hellgate, Curtis. Try it, and you die.” She was listening intently to her headset, and now held up her hand for quiet. “Yes! Yes, you’ll do. Get yourself down to Bravo Flight Deck Control, plug in and stand by to organize data incoming from Able and Charlie gunships ... yes, you jackass, we’re sensor blind. Move it!” She tore off the headset and knuckled her eyes. “The man’s a jerk. I just hope he knows his job.”

                “Ira Goldman?” Marin guessed.

                “You must be clairvoyant. He was still in the Infirmary after getting some patch-up work. He’s just about the last data analyst on this heap of wreckage. Most of the others were in the lounge, upstairs, using the access to eavesdrop on the ops room.”

                “Dorsal section.” A wave of nausea gripped Travers’s insides. “They took the entire impact.”

                “Right.” Perlman pulled her headset back on. “Michatz? Come on, Liz, it’s getting hot around here, kid.”

                The Able Company pilot’s voice was taut. “We’ll launch in two minutes. I’ve got Charlie gunship with me. For godsakes clear the hangar, or we’re not going to get out!”

                Travers dragged his eyes away from the monitor and looked through the contoured forward canopy toward the Able and Charlie flight bays. The whole enormous hangar was a confusion of panicked kids not knowing which way to run. No one seemed to be in charge, and though Marin had tried repeatedly to elicit a response, Hangar Control was not answering.

                “Damn,” Travers growled. “Perlman, get up into Control and clear the flight deck, let those gunships get out. Come with me, Curtis.”

                They were moving as he spoke. As Travers stepped out through the side hatch, the last to leave the gunship, he sealed it behind him. The immense overhead gantries were grinding out of the way. Able and Charlie were already powered up, flooding the hangar with a hot gale of gravity resist.

                Up above the flight deck was Control, a series of observation bays, heavily blast and radiation-shielded. Perlman was shouting over the loop, trying to raise the duty crew, but they did not seem to be there. She punched for the elevator, and Travers and Marin stepped into it with her.

                “Fujioka?” Travers called sharply. “Report, Jim.”

                “It’s coming, Travers,” Fujioka grunted, hard at work and investing enormous effort in the job. 

                “How long?” Marin demanded as the lift whisked them up to Control. 

                “Twenty minutes,” Fujioka guessed, breathless as he wrestled physically with some piece of equipment. “We’re  tangled  like the Gordian knot here, Curtis. If I cut the wrong piece of string, it’s goodnight, sweetheart.”

                The elevator opened onto the Control bay itself, and Travers swore as he saw the absence of any duty crew. Scared conscripts had simply fled, probably in search of their officers, who were impossible to find. Screens flickered the length of the room, but the only people present were three terrified kids, huddled near the open hatch of a safe box.

                Without hesitation Travers cued the automatic sequence, and spinners and sirens began to blink and scream across the hangar. He settled the headset and called, “Able, Charlie, launch as soon as you’re clear. Stand by to redock fast. As soon as Fujioka can get two out of three engines online, we’re out of here.”

                Michatz: “We’re not about to get left behind, Travers, stop worrying. I am on launch procedures. Berglund?”

                From the Charlie gunship Drew Berglund shouted, “I’ve been ready to launch for the last five minutes! Somebody get those first-year dickheads out of the way, or you’re going to be scraping them off the ceiling!”

                Even as he spoke a senior tech was on the run, hands cupped to his mouth, bawling at the conscripts. He drove them ahead of him like sheep, and before they were out of the hangar the air cycling system reversed. 

                They were at twenty-five percent partial pressure when Travers opened the flight deck’s hatch, in the belly of the carrier, exposing the whole bay to space. Michatz and Berglund were already off, riding repulsion, and the gunships dropped out fast. They would hug the hull, stick tight, ready to slide back in at a moment’s notice.

                As Liz Michatz bobbed up toward the carrier’s back her cameras were running, and one screen among the many Control terminals displayed her visual telemetry. Seeing the damage, Marin swore. If Eddie Kwei had deliberately turned his guns and missiles on the Intrepid, it was doubtful he could have done as much damage. It was a miracle he had missed the gaping, glowing stern tubes, but the headlong plummet of the wrecked Echo gunship had ripped away the main dorsal sensor arrays, peeled open the hull, before the gunship’s own engines detonated and her entire missile load followed.

                “We’re hotter than hell,” Marin
said quietly. One finger tapped the screen, indicating Liz Michatz’s data. “Heavy contamination.”

                “Kwei’s reactor would blow with fifteen megatons,” Travers reminded.

                “And on top of that,” Marin added, “you’ve got his weapons too. If he thought he was chasing privateers he’d have gone out loaded.”

                “He did.” Perlman gestured at Michatz’s horrifying pictures. “Half of this mess would have happened when his warload detonated.”

                “Christ.” Travers drew both hands over his face. “The fact is, it’s amazing we’re still here at all.”

                Before he could go on the elevator opened and two shapes he recognized stepped out. Goldman was still limping, white faced, and for almost the first time he was silent. Right behind him was Karoda, and both of them looked at Marin, who had commanded them on the Maltepe run, for a swift, sketchy briefing.

                Without a word of preamble he shoved Goldman into an operator’s chair. “Wrangle this data and pipe it where it’s supposed to be,” he told the wild-eyed Goldman, “the fastest way you know how.”

                Goldman’s face lost color, and had already been pale. “There’s nobody flying the ship?”

                “The pilots are dead,” Marin said icily, as if daring Goldman to whine. “We’re playing with one nav-deck, remote piloting on sublight, passing commands from a gunship computer, and Able and Charlie are in the air as our eyes and ears. Consider yourself briefed, Goldman. You’ve got your assignment — get busy.”

                Tension snapped like a live cable. For a moment Travers watched Goldman work, but it seemed he knew his job. So long as he kept his mouth shut he was an adequate data wrangler, and at this moment any halfway competent analyst would do.

                “Have you heard anything like a damage report?” Karoda was asking Marin as Travers scanned the terminals.

                “We know a little. The command deck is gone,” Marin told her. “The best we’ve been able to do is interrogate the computer — carefully. Most of the hull is sound, we’re contaminated, five different kinds of hard radiation on the upper decks. We’ve lost sixteen dorsal compartments and most of the sensor arrays. Main engines won’t ignite and two out of three nav-decks are bitching us around. Hodaka is working on them. Fujioka keeps promising us the Weimann online. And now you know as much as we do.”

                “But what we need is a damage and casualty report,” Travers added. “You want to get on it, Karoda?”

                The woman’s thick, dark brows rose and she puffed out her cheeks. “Give me an access, I’ll do the best I can.”

                Perlman was intent on three screens at once. She did not look up, but pointed Karoda to the access at the end of the console. “All yours. There’s a couple of combugs and a headset on that chair. Hey, now ... Travers, I’ve got Hodaka.”

                A steel fist seized Travers’s throat and squeezed. “Is he finished?”

                “Talk to him yourself. Switch up to 858, he’s on one of the restricted access channels.” Perlman rubbed her palms together as she watched Michatz’s continuing telemetry. “My gods, look at this,” she murmured as Marin joined her. “Kwei missed the engine deck by about ten or fifteen meters. You call that a miracle?”

                “No, I don’t,” Marin said quietly. “I call it a damned good pilot fighting to the last half second to try and keep the whole carrier from going up. If he’d hit us in the stern tubes, the blowback through the engines would have hit our own reactors.”

                “And like the man said, goodnight, sweetheart.” Perlman touched her headset as Michatz called in. “Yes, we’re getting everything, Liz. We’ve found an analyst. Your data is in the pipeline.”

                “Are we navigating, Goldman?” Marin leaned on the back of Goldman’s chair and peered at the screen. To him, the columns of figures made precious little sense.

                “We’re maneuvering,” Goldman said hoarsely, “but we’re so slow, we might as well be standing still.” He looked up and back. “We’ll never make it out of Hellgate at this speed. You know the statistical probability of getting a temporo-gravitic anomaly? They come up, on average, every fortyfive minutes.”

                Marin licked dry lips and looked at the chrono. “Then, purely statistically, we’ve got about fifteen minutes left before we either get ignition on the main engines, or Hellgate crushes us like a bug. Travers?”

                “I heard.” Travers was rubbing gritty eyes as he listening to the chill, brittle-as-icicles voice of David Hodaka. The man was the head of the Technics crew, and accustomed to speaking fluently in mathematics. To Travers it was so much gibberish. At length he broke in, “Major, woah, stop! I’m not a tech specialist. Just tell me straight, plain English, are those damned computers online or aren’t they?”

                For a moment Hodaka paused and then said curtly, “I have achieved a minor miracle, Sergeant. Two navigation decks are running.”

                “In good shape?” Marin cut into the line.

                “Who is this?” Hodaka demanded.            

                “Does it matter?” Marin barked. “Hodaka!”

                “They are good enough,” the Technics Chief said levelly. “Not that we are navigating, since we are instrument-blind.”

                “We are navigating,”
Travers told him, “and we’re not quite blind. Any chance of getting the third computer up?”

                Hodaka gave a snort of laughter. “It does not even exist, Sergeant Travers. Not even a master magician could —”


                “All right, that’ll do,” Marin broke in, and switched down into the loop. “Fujioka? Jim, are you there?”

                The intership comm band had begun to quiet down at last. The cries for help had either been answered, or people had simply died. Most conscripts were tucked away safely by now, and the surviving sergeants had taken charge of the confusion. Fujioka had the loop almost to himself as he said,

                “Five minutes. I can get us ignition on two engines. Forget the third.”

                “Fine,” Travers growled. “Able gunship, Charlie gunship, are you getting this?”

                A blast of white noise sheeted out the whole band, and then Michatz yelled, “We heard most of it, Travers. Five minutes, so the man said. Where do you want us?”

                “Stand by to redock,” Perlman told her. “Goldman, where are you feeding their data?”

                The analyst glared at her. “Major Hodaka should be getting it, if the conduits didn’t melt down ...  and if they did fry, there isn’t squat I can do about it, lady.”

                Travers adjusted his headset. “Hodaka, are you getting sensor data?”


                “Some,” Hodaka’s voice said guardedly. “There’s a lot of dropout. Looks like we’ve burned out a lot of circuitry.”

                “Are you getting enough to navigate?” Marin said sharply. “The analyst tells me we’re sitting on the probability of another gravity storm from Naiobe, in the next ten minutes.”

                “He’s right,” Hodaka said acerbically. “In fact, it’s overdue. Somebody somewhere is saying the right prayer.”

                Perlman stabbed keys with vicious fingers. “Hodaka, are you sure you’re not reading anomalous space? I’ve got your feedback on screens down here, and it looks like —”

                “Able, Charlie, get back in here!” Marin shouted sharply. He was looking over Perlman’s shoulder, and what he saw in the threedee punched him like a body blow. “There’s a ripple, a gravity tide coming this way like a wave hitting a beach!”

                Tension was electric, crackling in the air. Travers’s palms prickled with sweat and his heart pounded his ribs. The age-old adrenaline reflex still produced the tendency to pant and sweat and palpitate, though no one was about to run. There was nowhere to run to.

                “How long?” Drew Berglund called, over a thickening blanket of radio interference. 

                “One minute,” Hodaka told him. “Less.”

                Hands white knuckled on the back of Perlman’s chair, Marin took a breath and said with deceptive calm, “Fujioka, if you don’t get us a Weimann ignition in the next thirty seconds, it’s all going to be academic.”

                He was still speaking when several of the Hangar Control threedees flickered with the announcement that two out of the three drive engines were online, and Marin’s hand hovered over the remote control surface. 

                “Able, Charlie, where the hell are you!”

                “They’re aboard!” Travers pointed out through the long armorglass observation window.

                Nose to tail, the squat, ugly and yet surprisingly agile gunships scudded into the hangar. They had not even extended landing pylons to touch down when Travers punched the sequence to seal the hangar, and Marin’s fingers flew over the key pad. 

                “Twenty seconds,” Hodaka warned. “A wide rift of anomalous space, expanding ... almost on top of us. Ten seconds. Christ, I read a wormhole complex opening.”


                Never before had Travers heard a note of panic in Hodaka’s voice. The man was a block of sculpted ice. More than anything else, the sound of Hodaka’s imminent panic convinced him of the criticality of the situation. His hands clenched into the headrest on Curtis’s seat and he held his breath as he watched Marin’s fingers complete the command input. 

                The hangar hatches had ground shut and the flight deck was automatically repressurizing. Michatz and Berglund were yelling for information but Travers ignored them. His chest burned as he waited —

               And there it was, a curious little shudder through the entire frame of the massive ship, a momentary falling sensation, like the moments at the end of an elevator ride. Instruments went wild for a split second and then recalibrated themselves, and the access displaying the plotboard shifted to a two dimensional representation of the normally threedee navigation tank.

                “We’re out,” Marin whispered. “Goldman?”

                “Don’t ask me, Sergeant, I’ve got nothing,” the analyst panted. “As soon as the gunships redocked, every sensor, every feed I had went blind.”

                “Hodaka?” Marin prompted hoarsely.

                “The nav-decks are stable. Auxiliary power is steady. We’re at minimal hyperlight maneuvering speed. At this velocity we’ll exit Rabelais space in three minutes.”

                “And Hellgate can’t catch us.” Travers slipped off his headset and pressed his face into his hands for a moment. “Karoda, how long before you can get us a damage report?”

                She looked up dubiously at him. “I’m piecing it together like a jigsaw. Give me a couple or three hours, if you want this to make sense.”

                Marin swiveled out his chair and looked at his chrono. “It’s just short of 09:40. Do the best you can. We’ll call a general briefing in the crew deck gym at 12:00 hours, and you can give us everything you have by then.”

                “You got it, Curt,” Karoda promised, and was already working as Marin and Travers drew together by the elevator.

                “We’re out.” Perlman called sharply. “Clear air. Negative hyperlight transition ... I’ve got minimal instruments with the gunships in the hangar, but I can pinpoint Nirgal by the transmissions from the Cyclops arrays. The planetoid is ninety million kilometers off the bow. I can use Cyclops as a navigation reference.” 

                “Not bad, for dead reckoning. I told the navigation deck to put us in the shadow of the planetoid,” Marin said softly. “We can use it as a hide.”

                “You thinking about privateers?” Travers speculated. Marin nodded. “Privateers are the least of our worries,” Travers assured him.

                “We’re the proverbial sitting duck,” Marin said tersely. “We’re the answer to a wrecker’s prayer.” He cocked his head at Travers and digested the other man’s expression of certainty. “And I think,” he added quietly, “it’s about time you told me as much about these ... extra-legal  associates of yours as I’ve told you about Dendra Shemiji. Yes?”

                “All right, Travers agreed. “But not here.” He thumbed for the elevator and ushered Marin into the empty car.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

The crewdeck corridors were a clutter of wounded men, some of them grievously injured. In the midst of them Marin found the little Lushi medic who had run Neville’s nightmare simulated mission to Maltepe with him. 

                Harassed, spattered with the blood of others, Grant was working with rudimentary equipment, trying to run a triage with one hand and treat the worst of the minor injuries with the other. Men and women who had already been patched-up were doing what they could to help, but when moans became screams the only recourse Grant had was to administer sedatives.

                In this corridor alone, stretched out on the deck along both walls with just enough space in the middle to permit a man to walk through, Travers counted eighty wounded still awaiting treatment. Inside the Infirmary, the OR was sterile and the do not enter light was on. Every bed was filled and extra bunks had been set up. They had been brought in from the barracks and shoved into every spare nook, and the orderlies wore pale faces lined with stress. As Travers watched they carried a heavy bodybag to the morgue, which opened off the surgeon’s office, just beyond the cryogen store. Travers glimpsed into the half-lit cavern inside as the harassed team put the sagging bodybag on top of a stack already twenty wide and four deep. Then they hurried away to fetch the next.

                Travers looked sidelong at Marin, and Marin shook his head minutely. “Grant? Do you have a minute?” he asked quietly.

                The Australian accent was thick with strain. “Mate, I haven’t even got a second ... unless you’re hurt,” the little Lushi amended.

                “No, we’re okay,” Marin said quickly. “We’re trying to assemble a damage report. Can you estimate casualties?”

                Grant glared over his shoulder and then relented. “Can’t be any less than three hundred dead that I know of. We lost the whole duty shift when the hull breached.” He straightened, pressed a hand to his spine and dropped his voice as he gestured at the wounded at his feet. “There’s not a hell of a lot anyone can do for these poor sods. Radiation poisoning needs a lot of intensive care, specialized drugs. We’re running out of everything, and these kids are too bad. If we spend too much time on them we’re going to lose the ones with conventional injuries, who could be saved.” He gestured toward the OR. “MacLean’s doing some of the best work I’ve ever seen, in the field or out. He handed me the responsibility of deciding who gets treatment, who gets the tranks. God, I love this job,” he finished sourly.

                “So that’s three hundred dead, how many injured and irradiated?” Travers asked very quietly.

                “About the same,” Grant told him. “The command corps is toast. They can’t even find Falk or Hoeper or Malloy. Kruger is out, comatose. We put him in the Tango barracks. He’ll wake when he wakes, if he ever does, and he probably won’t, not with head injuries like those. Technics Major Hodaka made it. The rest have got to be dead. The gunship plowed straight into them with a full missile load on board.” He rubbed the back of his neck tiredly. “Now, unless you’re going to get your sleeves rolled up and help, you blokes’ll have to shove off and let me get some work done.”

                “Thanks.” Curtis clasped the medic’s slender shoulder for a moment, and let Travers usher him toward the elevator.

                The Bravo barracks was dim and quiet. Fargo, Choi, Kravitz and Inosanto were in a knot in one corner, smoking kipgrass and sharing a bottle. They leapt up as Travers appeared, trying to hide the booze and dope, and he held up his hands for quiet.

                “You might be glad to know we’re out of the Drift, parked in the shadow of Nirgal. We’re badly hurt, but we’re safe for the moment. Now, since all of you seem to be enjoying whole skins, you can do what they pay you for, and work.” The kids fidgeted from foot to foot, literally waiting to be told where to go, what to do. Travers sighed, passed a hand before his eyes and said, “Fargo, get out there and find me a tech crew. Sections of the ship are Swiss cheese, we have to be structurally unsound. If we blow a pressure door, up near the ruptured compartments, we’ll lose even more breathing space, and it could start to get tight. Run, girl! 

                “Kravitz, go find me someone who’s communications qualified. We need help badly, and I’m betting we lost our main transmitters in the blast. Inosanto, find out if the public address is online, and if it isn’t, grab yourself a tech and get it working. Choi, you’ll be looking for officers, any survivors from the command corps, if not, lieutenants will do. They could be trapped in some sealed compartment, concussed, waiting for surgery. They could be anywhere, and they could all be dead. The only surviving officer I know of is Major Hodaka, and he’s a tech head, not command corps. See who you can find. Move!”

                “Your officers could,” Marin added when the kids had run, “be gone.”

                “I imagine they are,” Travers agreed, “and it turns out that with the entire command corps wiped out, I’m the senior Master Sergeant.”

                “There’s still Hodaka,” Marin said dubiously.

                “Scratch him. He’s a software technician. The rank of Major is honorary, because he’s a department head. There’s also Jaimie MacLean, our CMO. He’s also an officer, same deal. If you offered either one of them command of this pile of wreckage, he’d turn it down. Then again, so would I ... if I had the option.” Anger thinned Travers’s mouth, and he slammed the flat of his hand against the wall. “My first command?”

                His fury stormed through Marin as if he had delivered a physical blow. “Travers.” His hands closed on Travers’s shoulders, fingers digging between bones and sinews. “Neil, hold it together, man. You’ve done wonders this far, don’t let it get away from you now. There’s maybe three hundred frightened conscript kids depending on you.”

                “I ... have help,” Travers said dryly as he let the anger ebb. It flowed out of him, storm water through a conduit, leaving him visibly shaking,  sweated, in the aftermath of the ruthless adrenaline surge. “Back there in the tank you were the consummate pro. I knew you would be. I watched most of your sim run. You should have seen the look on Neville’s ugly face.”

                A little genuine pleasure licked through Curtis. “Thanks. You were going to tell me about your privateer associates.”

                “Yeah.” Travers rubbed his face hard as he tried to drag his thoughts back together. He led the way to his own tiny cabin at the side of the barracks, punched for coffee and handed a mug to Marin. “I was born on Darwin’s World, was there till the conscription papers came through. When I was a kid I had a hero, an icon, a few years older than me. His name is Richard Vaurien. 

                “Richard was always too clever for his own good or anyone else’s. You know the type. Handsome, flamboyant, brilliant.” He paused. “Just a little bit like you, actually. Not in looks, but in a bundle of other ways.”

                “And like you, if it comes to that,” Curtis added as he tried the coffee. He sealed the door behind him, and as Travers set his rump on the edge of his bunk, he took the chair by the access. In the cramped space their knees touched and the small contact, the suggestion of intimacy, was precious in a world gone mad.

                The coffee was scalding, black and sweet. Travers sipped and waited for the caffeine to hit his bloodstream. His hands were still shaking slightly, which seemed to surprised him, and he clenched them about the cup to still the faint tremble.

                “Then the day came,” he went on, “when Richard, inevitably, was seventeen. And he was conscripted. Like you, like me. But Richard was never going to endure that. The first time he came up for a planetside furlough, he just walked and kept walking. He’d met someone in the service, aboard the tender Aricia, who gave him a name, a contact. The next time he shipped out, it was not on a warship but aboard a privateer. And the rest, as they say, is history.”

                “I assume he’s running his own crew now?” Marin asked shrewdly.

                “Four ships fly his banner,” Travers affirmed. “His own command is the Wastrel. She was a salvage tug working on a Fleet contract four or five years ago, and she blundered into Rabelais space in convoy with a couple of warships, hunting privateers.”

                Marin’s brows arched. “The privateers wrecked her?”


                But Travers made negative noises. “They salvaged her after Hellgate almost destroyed her. Something happened, no one’s totally sure what. A temporal anomaly caught her. The damage was minor but she had a Fleet crew aboard rather than a professional merchant astra crew. The officers panicked like the rank amateurs most of them are, and the whole crew ejected in escape pods.”

                Horror was etched into Marin’s features. “The idiots ejected into the Drift? Did any survive?”

                “Not for long. A few made it to a place called Ulkur, and they died there. How much do you know about the Drift?”

                “Enough.” Marin sipped his coffee. “I served here once or twice when I had no choice about wearing the uniform. Then Mark Sherratt told me a lot more. Remember, the Resalq were charting Hellgate before our people had even dragged themselves out of Earth’s own solar system. I didn’t pay too much attention to his data at the time. I never imagined I would be anywhere near this armpit of the universe again as long as I lived. If I’d listened, anything I’d wanted to know about the Drift, Mark could have told me in a lot more detail than we possess today.”


                He paused, thinking back, trying to stir his memory. “I seem to recall Ulkur was one of the outer planets. When 2631C blew off its outer gas shells in the nova, it burned the planet’s atmosphere away and reduced the world to a cinder, but this also had the effect of denuding a lot of the deep strata, which made it an attractive archaeological proposition. 

                “The scientists got in twenty years ago. About the time humans were learning to fly, the Resalq did mine Ulkur. Even though the planet was incinerated by the nova a number of the mines are still marked. By all accounts, a hell world.”

                Travers smiled ruefully. “You know the place. Some of those mines are still in use, albeit not as mines. The privateers seem to use them as warehouses now and then. They run so deep underground, the gravity storms from Naiobe are almost totally screened out by the mass of the planet itself. It’s safe to offload and store inert cargoes which can be retrieved later.”

                “What kind of cargoes?” Marin drained his cup and tossed it into the nearest disposal. 

                “Well, right now,” Travers mused as he recalled the last time he had seen Richard Vaurien and Barb Jazinsky, on Cimarosa, “at a guess I would say they’re doing their best business dealing in arms. They’ll be running guns through the Fleet blockade — in this sector, specifically, to Omaru. I haven’t had the dubious pleasure of watching a public news vidcast in months, but the civil war there had already begun when I got our data out to Chandra Liang. You would have much more up to date information.”

                “I saw the videos on Borushek before I came over on the courier,” Marin told him. “There’s already been some terrible fighting and no sign of it easing. So Vaurien’s ships run guns to the freedom fighters.”

                “Among other things,” Travers said indifferently. “Richard runs almost any load that turns a profit, to almost any customer who names an attractive price. Most of what he delivers are cargoes salvaged off wrecked ships.”

                “And most of those ships,” Marin speculated, “are casualties of his own wrecking crews?”

                “No. Only a few,” Travers allowed. “Not all, nor even most.” He gestured vaguely toward the Drift. “Hellgate was well named, but a lot of the big freight carriers — companies like Cygnus, Orion, Willhausen-Gough, Neuquen and Chugoku, to name a few — are willing to risk sending cargoes through. They’re robot piloted, they run the same Yamazake navigation software that’s kept us more or less out of trouble for three years ... and better, they’re well insured. Many times, the Drift just catches them and rips them apart. All a privateer crew has to do is grab the wreckage in tractors, haul it aboard and see what they’ve caught. Fish in a barrel. 

                “Now, the law insists that salvaged cargoes are to be returned to the owner, who’ll pay a bounty on them, something in the order of ten percent. When the salvage was made in Rabelais Space, that’s a joke. It wouldn’t be bad money if the conditions of salvage were easy and safe, but not here. No salvage master in his right mind would run the gauntlet of Hellgate to make someone else rich! So the alternative becomes much more handsome: retain the cargo and send it to market. 

                “And then, admittedly, sometimes the privateers will give a specific ship a little nudge. Wreck it deliberately. Say, they know what cargo it’s carrying and they have a market waiting for it.”

                “How do they wreck them?” Marin wondered. “Are the ships destroyed, and cargo fished out of space?”

                “Nothing so crude and violent,” Travers said glibly. “It’s basically the same technique as you used to get this bucket out of the Drift. By subspace comm they get into the freighter’s navigation deck, on the company’s private, coded frequency, and use its remote command code to install a new instruction set.”

                “Which means,” Marin mused, “they buy, borrow or steal the command codes from the company before the freighter ships out.”

                Travers grinned brashly. “It’s even easier than that. When an unmanned, AI-piloted cargo hauler launches, for every flight they change the codes — probably in the hopes of being able to prevent the wreckers doing what they do. It’s a good idea, but in fact it just makes the privateers’ job a whole lot easier, because of the way the local government flight safety regulations work. You know the routine? Before the launch date, the command override codes must be logged with the quadrant’s emergency services, in the event a robot freighter goes maverick and has to be remote piloted by a local rescue squadron. It’s happened a couple of times. Hellgate fries their brains. Deep Space Rescue might be dealing with a dangerous cargo or just a big hulk on a collision course that’ll wreak havoc. If you want that ship, all you need is a friend in the right office, who hasn’t got a scruple in his or her entire body, and is receptive to the offer of the odd million dollars here and there ... the codes are yours for the asking.”

                “Then, after the fact, the company claims on the insurance,” Marin finished. “The Drift is sensor blind, the underwriter won’t ever know for certain if the ships and cargoes were deliberately wrecked rather than falling foul of Hellgate itself, so they have to pay.” He nodded, impressed. “Few lives are lost, if any, and the only people getting hurt are the underwriters.”

                “They can afford the payout,” Travers observed. “Only one ship in hundreds is lost in Rabelais Space these days, yet the insurers charge a fee so high, it ought to be illegal. And I don’t know of any live crew that was harmed by the wreckers. Certainly, Richard Vaurien would deny it to the end, and I choose to believe him. 

                “As I told you before, he was my icon. I worshipped him when I was a kid. Since he deserted from Fleet he’s done nothing to make me change my opinion of him, and in many ways I envy him. He’s gathered a crew around him that any service captain would envy. In particular, a woman called Barb Jazinsky. The best nav software designer working today.”

                Marin regarded him with a shrewd frown. “It’ll be this Jazinsky who wrote the new versions of the old Yamazake system which is making monkeys out of Fleet. She’s that good?”

                “She’s the best,” Travers said flatly. “Richard found her in college and plucked her at sixteen, before she could be conscripted, shoved into fatigues, handed a gun and put into the middle of a battlefield where she’d probably have been a statistic.” He made a face. “You know the service. They’re not interested in your brain. All they want is another body to fill a uniform, go out and be the eyes, ears and limbs of a command corps that sits on its collective ass and issues the most ludicrous orders it can think of.”

                “Oh, I know the service,” Marin said bitterly. He was thinking of Jon Szabo. Fate worked in odd ways. Szabo had been in the Infirmary and would have survived, and yet he was in a state of hysterical withdrawal. He had no idea what was going on, while the ship came to pieces around him. Meanwhile, the officers who were responsible for putting him there were dead, but that would not bring Szabo back from a living grave. “Where would Richard Vaurien be, right now?” Marin asked cautiously, with a frown at Travers.        

                The man’s eyes glittered. “Great minds think alike, do they?”

                “As I understand our position, we have two options,” Marin said, licking dry lips. “This ship is badly damaged on every level. We have to get help and there are only two sources. Fleet would dispatch a tender. They’d take the crew off the Intrepid, shut down the reactors and take her in tow. In three days we’ll be back on Borushek for debriefing, and in another three days this crew will be rotated to forty different ships to fulfil our enlistment contracts.” He shook his head slowly. “I didn’t sign on for the thrill of suicidal adventure, and I’m not here out of any burning sense of patriotism. The idea of working out a seven-year enlistment aboard various warships, where the command corps seems determined to get me killed, doesn’t appeal to me.”

                “Then again,” Travers said dryly, “you can arrange your ticket out. All you need to know is the ship they’re assigning  you to, and Robert Chandra Liang would provide the remote command codes you need, courtesy of his ex-wife and her contact in the office of some Fleet General on Borushek.”

                Marin echoed his dry humor. “True. And I can take you out with me ... or we can do this another way, Travers.”

                “Signal Richard Vaurien for the help we need.” Travers rested both shoulders against the wall and closed his eyes. “I’ve had enough of the service. Richard’s been saying for years, I’m certifiable for coming back at the end of every furlough. I’m starting to believe he’s right.”

                “Then, the hell with Fleet,” Curtis said quietly. “Is your wrecker friend anywhere in the region?”

                “No,” Travers admitted, “but one of his ships will be — they’ll know where he is. They’ll reroute the signal as soon as they know who it’s from.”

                All this, Marin digested thoroughly as he studied Travers levelly, candidly. “Do it,” he said at last. “Vaurien’s people will treat our survivors well?”

                “I have every reason to believe so,” Travers told him. “I’m willing to give my personal guarantee, for what it’s worth. I told you, I’ve known Vaurien since I was a skinny little squab and he was a gangling adolescent. He’s not the kind to abuse a bunch of desperate kids who’ve already been through hell and are lucky to be alive.”

                “Then, I look forward to making the man’s acquaintance,” Marin said honestly as he leaned closer and covered Travers’s mouth with his own. The kiss was nearer to bruising bite than kiss, an expression of the well-concealed fear they shared, and Marin tasted blood. He clenched his fingers into Travers’s hair, pushed his knee between the bigger man’s legs and pressed his long, hard thigh into his lover’s groin.

                His lover. The thought had haunted Marin since Travers had stepped into his quarters. A thrill of pleasure liberally spiced with fear and seasoned with doubt filled Curtis Marin with healthy trepidation. How many times had Mark Sherratt told him, in his line of work it was a vast mistake to become personally involved with anyone. The morning, the furious wrangling, seemed a lifetime in the past. Over Travers’s shoulder Marin could see the chrono on the barracks wall and was shocked to realize it was still only 10:40. So much had happened so quickly, time seemed to stretch like one of the Drift’s anomalies. With a glance at Travers, he knew the other man was aware of the same distortion of time and perception. 

                He leaned back from the kiss and released his hold on Travers. A  thrill of fear took Marin
unawares, as if he could smell danger, like an acid sweet vapor in the air. Every instinct he possessed clamored that he should not be here, he should never have become involved with this contract, much less with Travers.

                Yet Chandra Liang’s fee was so rich, this job was so hazardous, Marin might never work again. He was already wealthy. His home on Geneva was secure. And he was not blind to the risks he had been taking for too long. The moment Robert Chandra Liang outlined the commission to him, Marin had seen the dangers and the advantages of this contract. One last risk, perhaps even the ultimate risk. And then no more. 

                He nuzzled Travers’s ear with tongue and teeth, then leaned back and regarded him with a frown. “Will you come with me?”

                “I did, this morning,” Travers growled. One arm hooked about Marin’s shoulders to hold him.

                “I mean, will you come home with me? Do you need work, or a place to go? I live in Geneva.” He permitted himself one quiet, self-mocking chuckle. “You said you wanted to know more about Dendra Shemiji.”

                Travers drew back to look at him, and to Marin’s intense gratification he was flushed and a little breathless.  “Seems I’ve been working for this man, Sherratt, for some time. The least I can do is make his acquaintance.”


                “Before we split the fee,” Marin added. “You won’t need to sign another Fleet contract.”

                “But I’ll be wanted,” Travers reminded him. “Every survivor off this ship will be expected to return to Borushek. When we don’t, they’ll list us as deserters.”

                “They’ll list you as dead,” Curtis argued. “The Intrepid might never be found. Consider the possibilities.”

                “I have. I am,” Travers said softly. “But we have several hundred survivors who’ll mostly want to go home. What about them? They won’t get travel vouchers without identifying themselves to the authorities, and as soon as they do, Fleet will pick them up. They’ll also know what happened to this ship.”

                “It’s easy enough to get into the archives and compose a whole set of new IDs. Each of us could become someone new, as easily as that.” Marin snapped his fingers. “But it doesn’t help the kids like Szabo, who just want to go home.” He sighed in exasperation. “We’ll work it out.”

                “I’ve no doubt,” Travers admitted. “But first, we’ve got the problem of getting a message to Richard Vaurien, and it may not be as simple as we hope.” He indicated the ceiling with a jerk of his thumb. “The tachyon transmitters were up on her back. And they’re gone. We’re not just blind and deaf, we’re mute.”

                Marin swore fluently in several languages. “We could send a tech crew out there to take a look. We might use the transmitters on a gunship. You’re sure Vaurien will at least have a vessel in this quadrant?”

                “Yes.” Travers stirred as movement at the open door alerted him to company. “He’ll be somewhere between Cimarosa and Omaru.”

                “Which lie almost equidistant on either side of the Drift,” Marin mused. 

                “On the main trade route through the Deep Sky,” Travers said tersely. “Yes, Fargo, what have you got for me?”

                She was breathless, angry. “Two engineers, four techs, no officers. I rounded ’em up for you. They told me to go screw myself, but I said it’s your call. That is,” she hesitated, “I mean, you’re the senior Master Sergeant, aren’t you?”                      

                “God help me,” Travers said sourly. “I am. Where are they?”

                She nodded over her shoulder. “Infirmary. Doc MacLean was begging for a tech team to uncouple the cryogen tanks and move them out to make space for extra beds. That’ll take maybe fifteen, twenty minutes. I told them you’d know where to find them.”

                “Good girl.” Travers tousled her shorn hair. “Get yourself a coffee, grab a smoke. Briefing in the gym, 12:00 sharp. Be there. Have you seen Kravitz or Choi?”

                “I saw Choi,” she told him as she punched for coffee and collected a styrene cup from the ’chef. “He yelled something about survivors in an escape module, somewhere upstairs, officer country.”

                Travers and Marin shared a surprised look. “Some halfwit actually got into a pod?” Curtis demanded. “He really had the intention of ejecting into the Drift? Christ, now I know why Perlman calls this a flying madhouse!”

                “Is Kravitz trying to get them out?” Travers asked as Fargo subsided into a chair and looked into her cup.

                She was so young, Marin thought. She should still be at home, playing games, attending class. Yet when Fargo looked up at Travers she wore the veneer of a soldier, and she wore it well. “He needs a squad in space armor to reach them and that means, first he’s got to find the armor. Last I saw, he was heading for the flight deck to borrow a couple of hardsuits and techs to fill them. Then he’ll need a laser torch, because the pod jammed in its cradle when the bozos inside tried to punch out. The compartment depressurized around it but the capsule itself is sound. Kravitz got all this on instruments. Thank God some of the computers are still online.”

                “As you say.” Travers hovered in the barracks door. “Leave Kravitz to it, he seems to have the situation in hand. It’s Karoda I want to see. Where’s that bloody damage report?”

                “Give her time,” Marin said tersely. “She’s trying to put together a threedee jigsaw puzzle, and half the pieces are missing.” He took Travers’s arm, steered him into the corridor and dropped his voice. “You work out a way to hail Vaurien. I’d give that priority.” He cast a suspicious glance at the walls around them. “I don’t trust this bucket not to start springing leaks at every weld.”

                “All right.” Travers rubbed his palms together. “And where will you be?”

                Marin hesitated and then said very quietly, “I’ve got some unfinished business to take care of. If we’re going to be abandoning this ship soon — and God knows, she’s hardly worth the bother of a salvage operation — then I have to attend to it now, before I’m suddenly out of time.”

                “Roy Neville,” Travers guessed.

                “It’s the reason I came here.” Curtis sighed.

                “He may be dead already.”


                “The devil takes care of his own.” Marin shoved his hands into the back pockets of his fatigues pants. “Neville would have been in the belly decks as usual, the safest part of the ship. He’ll be alive, and he’ll be looking out for number one, also as usual. I’ll need a weapon. You have an armory key?”

                The rectangle of code-stamped white metal was in Travers’s quarters, stored with his service ID, his decorations and the few sentimental souvenirs he had gathered. He fingered the decorations almost curiously, then slammed shut the drawer and slapped the key into Curtis’s palm. 

                “You watch your ass,” he said acidly. “Neville will be at his most dangerous. Before this, at least the system kept him halfway in line. He’ll be in his natural environment now. Anarchy.”

                “I did manage to think that through all on my own,” Marin told him. “When are you going to start trusting me? You’re a professional at what you do. So am I. Dendra Shemiji isn’t a thing, or an organization, or a person. It’s a state of mind, as old as the ancestral Resalq.”

                Travers seemed to shiver visibly and stood aside to allow Marin to pass out of the cramped sergeant’s quarters. Marin glanced back at him. “I’ll meet you in the gym at 12:00.”

                “If you’re not there,” Travers said quietly, “I’ll make you one promise. I’ll skin Neville alive for you.” Marin
opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it again and Travers went on in the same soft tone, “Who’s your next of kin? Just in case.”

                Pain lanced through Marin’s chest and he looked away. “There’s no one. But if you’re in Geneva, on Jagreth, you’ll find an office that’ll put you in contact with Mark Sherratt. He doesn’t have to hide, he has homes everywhere, a dozen worlds. Tell him ... just tell him what became of me, and have him close Chandra Liang’s business.”

                “I will.” Travers’s face was stony as a mask but he did not move to stop Marin. “You sure you don’t need backup?”

                With a supreme effort Marin forced a smile to his lips. “I could find that remark insulting if I didn’t appreciate the sentiment behind it.” He gestured with the key. “Get busy, Travers. Get us out of this mess before this ship makes a permanent job of us. Can’t you hear that?”

                “What?” Travers’s brows rose. 

               For minutes Marin had been listening to an intermittent sound pitched almost too low for human ears to hear it at all. He knew what it was, and the next time it came he pointed to the deck. “That. She’s flexing. The whole airframe is moving around its own center of gravity. She could last a year, a week or an hour, but sooner or later she’s going to rupture. And I don’t want to be within a thousand kilometers of her when she does.”

                Then he stepped out toward the armory, leaving Travers behind him, stunned mute and paler than ever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

The monitors were still working in the simulation deck’s observation bay, camera drones still in operation in the tanks, but Roy Neville’s crew was gone. The room was darkened when Marin stepped in. He placed the HK-88 he had taken from the armory on one chair and pulled another up to the nearest access. 

                Two of the simulation tanks were still operating, and in all probability the unfortunate occupants did not even know there had been a crisis. Marin pulled on a headset and touched a key, but no one in sim tech-support answered, which did not surprise him. 

                Instead, Marin called up the tank control system, shut down both current training operations — Maltepe and the gunship flight simulator. He released the airlocked hatches and keyed in the public address.

                On the screens, young faces became puzzled and fright redoubled as they wondered what the bastard Instructor was throwing at them now. “It’s finished, kids.” Marin’s voice boomed over the public address.  “You’ve  missed quite a show. Bug out, come up to the crewdeck and find yourselves a sergeant. Report to Doctor MacLean if you need a patch-up, then grab your junk, whatever you want to take off this ship, repeat off this ship, and find a way to make yourselves useful. Hustle!”


                They were frozen like rabbits before a cobra. To get them moving he tripped the emergency sirens and spinners, and with their preconditioned reflexes they dropped everything and ran. Marin watched them out of the tanks, sealed the hatches behind them and then input a new command set.

                Compartment by compartment along the entire simulation deck, sensors keyed to body heat and movement did his hunting for him. When they picked up the presence of a man, a lens panned to investigate. Here and there techs were working, dismembering machines, making running repairs. Marin could have told them they were wasting their time, but in fact being occupied would keep their minds off the deep, bass rumbles which were now constantly growling through the frame of the ship. 

                Even here, just above the keel, ostensibly the strongest part of her, Marin was aware of the sonorous groans. Any technician worth his salt would be feeling them as a vibration through the soles of his feet. It would raise the hairs on his nape and panic must be just a whisker away. 

                Most of the escape modules were functional, but it would be madness to eject into this region of space. Sooner or later the long-armed reach of the black hole must catch the pods, unless they hard-landed on Nirgal, and even there they were not safe for long.

                Listening to the ship’s grumbles, Marin moved systematically from one surveillance system to the next, watching intently until the sensors pinpointed what he had waited to see. 

                According to heat traces, someone with exactly the size and mass Marin was hunting for was on the cargo deck. The small freight loading bay was tucked under the chin of the carrier. Incoming cargo docked there; massive elevators, handling machines and an alpine range of crates cluttered the sides of the bay, and on one of the four landing platforms was a small spaceplane, either a probe or a scout. 

                The Yamazake raceplane would accommodate three or four passengers and make a fair speed, though it only had a range of less than a parsec. As he tracked the loading bay’s cameras to find the source of the thermo-scan, at last Marin saw Roy Neville. He was working on the plane.

                The service hatches were all wide open, and a tool kit was scattered around his feet. The raceplane was white and scarlet, and the decals flaring back from its sharp nose read Dawn Wind. Not a Fleet vessel, then — a service scout would have been gunmetal, or gull-gray, and would have carried only a serial number. 

                No planet lay less than a parsec from the Drift, so it was a safe bet this spaceplane had launched from a big ship; and the only large, manned vessels that ventured near Rabelais space and did not belong to Fleet were the robot piloted freighters, which would not have carried anything like the Dawn Wind ... and the privateer ships, which almost certainly did.

                This little one must have been taken captive, and Marin guessed it had sustained minor damage in the tractor acquisition. True to form, Neville was looking out for himself. If his face was seen on the crewdeck, in this state of anarchy, his life expectancy would be short. He also could not remain on a ship which was sure to break up. He had one chance of escape.

                The camera zoomed in closer and Marin saw a look of grim optimism on the man’s face. Neville was clearly making progress with whatever work the raceplane required, and he might be out and gone before Travers managed to summon any help for the carrier. Neville would be officially listed as dead, presumed killed in the event, and he would never be called to account for the lives he had taken, the pain he had caused. 

                He was probably planning to signal Cimarosa Space Rescue, cut his life support to minimum, let the plane drift, just sublight, run the beacons and wait for a pickup. The situation was very much to Marin’s purpose. In every hypothetical model of the assignment, Marin had imagined he must conceal his involvement in Neville’s demise, even make the event appear the result of an accident. But when anarchy broke out the authority figures were most often the first cut down. The need for stealth was gone.

                Very quietly, Marin picked up the light, black plastex HK-88 and stepped out of the observation bay. The corridors were almost deserted and only half-lit. Hodaka or Fujioka must have gone onto power conservation routines, which probably meant they had shut down another reactor. More than anything, that sealed the carrier’s fate: Weimann ignition required two operational reactors. The Intrepid was not going anywhere now.

                A few techs were hurriedly packing up their belongings, locking down and dismantling their equipment. The public address was still out but news of the imminent evacuation had raced along by word of mouth. Marin passed by unseen, and took the service elevator to the bow.

                It deposited him opposite the airlocked inner hatch of the cargo hangar. There, he primed the weapon. It was molded in plastex around a wire frame, and easy to use one-handed. Behind the pistol-grip was a full magazine, fifty rounds of armor-piercing incendiaries that would have carved through the hangar door. 

                A single round would account for Neville. The ammunition allowed no chance of a simple wounding. The problem was that as soon as Marin hit the hatch release to open the hangar, Neville would be aware of his presence. And Roy Neville would surely be armed. He knew he was fighting, now, just to get off this ship alive.


                Marin took a quick breath, shifted his grip on the assault rifle and hit the release. An asthmatic shush of equalizing air pressures, a growl of heavy motors as the armored door began to grind open, and Marin dove, flat on the deck. Before the door was more than a hand’s span open he caught a glimpse of Neville, not fifty meters away. The instructor had grabbed his own weapon and was diving into the grudging cover of the raceplane, which was broadside to the door.

                Two rounds triggered from the HK-88, but both were wide by a fraction, and Neville was safe by a split second. Marin swore silently, shifted his aim a couple of degrees and triggered ten rounds in quick succession, targeted on the Yamazake’s open service hatch. 

                A magnesium-bright eruption assured him he had done considerable damage. That plane was not flying today. As Neville heard the rounds, the explosion of fat sparks, and saw the gushing pall of gray smoke, he knew he had lost his advantage. Marin heard a bellow from behind the plane, but it was rage, not pain.

                The a/c was out, like so many systems on this ship. The smoke accumulated swiftly, caught in Marin’s throat, and he coughed harshly as he sought his voice. 

                “You won’t get out that way, Neville.” 

                “Is that Marin?” The instructor was smoke-hoarse. “In God’s name, why? Is this about that piece of trash, Szabo?”

                “Perhaps.” Marin flicked on the HK’s target acquisition and began to scan for any movement. The service hatch continued to belch and the smoke was so thick, it was difficult to see through the pall with the naked eye. “I wonder if you even remember the name of Karl David Liang.”

                For a moment Neville did not answer, and then his voice rose sharply. “How in hell do you know about Liang? Damn, are you from Fleet Internal Affairs?”

                With a red LED blip, the HK indicated movement. Marin targeted fast and squeezed off two rounds. One ripped through the belly of the plane, the other skipped underneath and tore open a crate in the stack behind. But he heard no scream from Neville, and his mouth compressed as he began to scan again.

                “No, I’m not from Internal Affairs,” he rasped as the smoke stung his sinuses. “Though I should have been if there was a lick of justice in the service. Liang’s old man sent me.”

                “His father sent you?” Neville panted. “What do you mean, sent you?”

                His voice was coming from a slightly different direction, echoing off the forklifts at the tail of the plane. Neville was coming around and without a doubt would try a shot in another moment. Marin rolled and dove to the opposite side of the doorway, went down flat on the deck and drew aim on the exhaust cowlings. 

                “Robert Chandra Liang hired me,” he said as he waited. “I came here on his commission. To eliminate you.”

                The LED signaled movement in the last tenth of a second and both Marin and Neville fired at once. Neville had no real idea of where he was firing, and merely peppered the whole doorway with a full magazine. Marin fired two shots, so close to Neville that Neville’s hands jerked and most of his magazine was wasted in a wild, undirected scatter of rounds.

                Silence then, as Neville dove back into cover to reload.  Marin moved fast. Going by the ‘voice’ of Neville’s weapon, it was a Gault AR-50. Fast and light to use, capable of cycling almost any kind of ammunition — but they had one drawback. They were clumsy on the unload/reload. Marin guessed he had a clear eight seconds before Neville could re-prime the Gault, and in that time he was through the door and down behind the massive yellow forklift. 

                The snub barrel of the HK tracked to and fro and he watched the motion sensor. The smoke was thick, burning his throat and nostrils, but Neville was just as blind. His voice bawled out of the pall of chemical fog. 

                “Liang always said he had a rich daddy. Swore his old man would get me. Dumb-assed kid. I never believed him.”

                “You should have,” Marin rasped. “It’s Chandra Liang who delivered justice to your door, but it should have been a service firing squad.”

                “You’re shitting me,” Neville barked, as if the remark vastly amused him.  “No chance, Marin, no chance at all.”

                “Because you have Colonel Falk covering for you?” Marin guessed. The motion sensor was picking up nothing, yet from the sound of Neville’s voice he was definitely on the move. Marin tracked left and right, covering the tail, belly and nose of the spaceplane, and then some sixth sense made him pan up toward its back.

                “You know about Falk, then?” Neville panted.  

                Was he climbing? Marin swallowed and peered at the white and scarlet back of the plane. His eyes were watering and dizziness was gathering as the toxic effects of the smoke began to hit him. “You mean, the Kiev incident?” he said acidly, as if he knew everything, when in fact he was still digging. 

                “You gotta hand it to me,” Neville said breathlessly. “It was one sweet job. I was a demolition specialist a few years ago.”

                “You blew the mainframes, destroyed the archive, records.” Marin’s eyes slitted on the plane. “You got rid of the evidence that would have damned Falk, and after that he didn’t dare make a move against you, no matter what you did. You had him over a barrel, your own puppet colonel.”

                “Damned right,” Neville said brashly. “Falk was dead in the water, Marin, and he knew it. Fleet would have hung him out to dry. Instead, I rigged an ‘event’ and then he did me a whole bunch of favors, and we called it an even trade. Did he make it?”

                “None of the command corps survived.” Marin’s voice was harsh. He stalled a racking cough as the motion sensor gave him a split second’s warning, and stroked the trigger for three shots. 

                They tore through the back of the plane, ripped up razor-sharp splinters of scarlet metal, and a crate beyond exploded. Neville’s Gault was aimed loosely in the direction of Marin’s voice, but the forklift absorbed the dozen rounds and Neville was gone again, like a rabbit popping into its burrow.

                Marin choked off a groan and leaned both shoulders against the cold, sunflare-yellow steel of the forklift. He had an abundance of ammunition — thirty in the magazine and a spare clip in each pocket — but this was becoming a shooting gallery where luck played as big a part as accuracy. Marin had never cared to live or work where luck was a real factor. Too often in this kind of situation, fools and amateurs scored and it was the professional who was carried out in a bodybag.

                He cast about for inspiration but the cargo bay was a warren. Neville still believed he had the tiger by the tail, as if he thought he could repair the damage done to the raceplane if only Marin were accounted for. On hands and knees, Marin crept along behind the forklift and a stack of crates. If he could get closer to the plane’s nose, with a better angle of view, Neville would not be able to hide so easily. One shot was all he needed.

                At the end of the mountain range of crates, he stopped to breathe. The air was so rank, he could not keep his coughs at bay for long and the sound would betray him. He swallowed, came up hard against the last crate and extended the barrel of the HK. The target acquisition peered through the silver-gray smoke, picked up movement under the belly of the plane, between the rear landing pylons, and Marin held his breath to steady his hands as he burned off a dozen rounds on full automatic.

                Splinters of metal ripped out of the skin of the plane, a hydraulic line severed and began to gush, and out of the welter of confusion Neville triggered a whole magazine. Marin dove back into what cover he could find and, above him, the shattering crates pelted him with debris. Plastex components half buried him, his ears rang with the barking roar as Neville emptied the entire clip, and Marin flung his hands over his head to save his skull as wreckage pummeled him.

                In the midst of it all, right at the end, he heard one shot that was out of place, from a different direction and issued from a different weapon. Then, a thin gasping grunt from somewhere near the stubby port wing of the plane, and the sound of a body impacting with the deck.

                Silence.

                Marin rolled over, kicked the broken shards of crates and components off his legs and body, and snatched up the HK. His eyes were watering and half blind, his ears were ringing as he got to his knees. The chemical soup in the air burned his lungs and he coughed rackingly. 

                Footsteps pattered into the hangar and he peered along the back of the crates, past the forklift, toward the door. He did not recognize the figure for a moment, then he swore lividly, desperately forcing himself to his feet.

                “Get down, you fool!”

                “I put one in him,” Jon Szabo said dully. “He was shooting at you, I saw him but he didn’t see me. I put a bullet in him.”

                Marin was on the run, and grabbed the boy by one arm to haul him in behind the forklift. “But you might not have killed him! Give him a chance, he’ll take you with him!” He pushed Szabo against the yellow steel and looked into the kid’s gaunt, shadowed face. “When did you wake up?”

                “I heard ...” Szabo took a breath. “Someone screaming, and screaming, on and on. I thought it was me, but then I realized it wasn’t. It was someone else, and I thought Neville was hurting them. I had to help them. Nobody stopped him when he was hurting me, but I had to stop him hurting ... but I was in the Infirmary, it’s full of wounded people. He’s hurt them all. And I wanted to kill him for hurting everyone.” His fists tightened on the light Chiyoda machine pistol. “Kill Neville, for what he did to everybody.”

                The boy was awake but he was not sane yet, and Marin felt an odd, cold shiver as he listened to the soft litany of madness. “You knew where to find him?” he coughed.

                “No. But I guessed he’d be down here. He always is. I watched the screens till I saw ... this.” He gestured at the hangar. “You and him. You came to kill him too? I thought you would. You were good on the planet. I knew you hated Neville. You were playing with him, weren’t you? Mocking him. I liked it when you mocked him.”

                “Yes.” Marin cocked at ear to the raceplane and heard only a low, continual groaning, as rhythmic as a heartbeat. “Well, you certainly put a round in him, kid,” he mused. “If you’d been using something with a little more kick than a Chiyoda, you might have done my job for me.” He took a grip on the HK and his heart skipped wildly as he stepped out into the open.

                The fire in the plane’s service hatch had almost doused itself by now, and the chemical smog had begun to settle. Marin blinked repeatedly on it and coughed his throat clear as he circuited the graceful nose of the Yamazake. He pulled the HK into his shoulder and his finger hovered on the trigger, but as he sidled cautiously into the lee of the plane he saw Neville.

                He was down, lying in a lake of hydraulic fluid and blood, and Szabo’s one shot had been fairly accurate. Not a kill shot by any means, but good enough to damage Neville’s right arm so severely, it was useless. An artery was wide open, Marin saw at once. Blood pumped away in a steady stream. He was bleeding to death, and racked by pain. The explosivetipped round had completely shattered his arm and shoulder. Exposed splinters of bone gave the limb a porcupine look. Still, if he was delivered to MacLean he would be on his feet again in a few days or a week. Welded bones and tissues, a transfusion. Old fashioned ‘cut and stick’ techniques.

                A pace behind Marin, Szabo shouldered his weapon and drew aim, but Marin caught the end of the barrel and tugged it down. Szabo was still much nearer zombie than live human being, and simply did as he was told. Marin slung the HK over his shoulder by its strap and stood, fists on hips, over Neville.

                “Not so much fun now, is it?” he guessed. Neville spat at him, but the gesture was weak and his mouth was dry. “Tell me,” Marin prompted, “what data was in the archives aboard the Kiev? What did you destroy, that left Lorenzo Falk so beholden to you that he’d cover for everything you did, keep your record clean with Fleet and let you run wild aboard this ship?”

                Neville’s eyes were glassy and dark. “You don’t know?” He coughed, laughed harshly, coughed again. “That’s rich.” He hugged his shattered arm against him, shifted on the deck and winced in agony that was past even his bearing. Shards of steel which had been torn from the hull of the spaceplane by Marin’s ammunition had speared into his hip and belly like daggers. No matter which way he moved or lay, he was in torment.

                “I don’t have to know,” Marin said mildly. “I came here to finish out a contract. You’re dying, and that’s my job done. But I would have liked to know Lorenzo Falk’s little secret.”

                Pain caught Neville, tossed him around like a rag doll, buffeted him in a storm Marin could not feel but could imagine. The man’s teeth were clenched, his face waxen, sweated, gray, but his life was ebbing only slowly. He was strong, he had minutes yet. Marin sighed and leaned closer to him.

                “If the Resalq are right in everything they believe, you’re soon going to be facing a lot of very angry people,” he said slowly, wondering if Neville could understand him. “One of them will be a boy called Karl David Liang. I hope you have a good story prepared, Neville, because you’re going to need it.”  

                He held out his hand for Szabo’s machine pistol. A round from the HK at this range would have made a hideous mess. Szabo passed the Chiyoda to him, and Neville’s eyes widened as he looked into the barrel. 

                But it was Szabo who shouted, “No! Let him die like this, slowly, the way he killed the others!”

                “Don’t put yourself in his world,” Marin said hoarsely. “You were never like him, you never will be. Isn’t death enough for you, boy? Does it have to be like this too, ugly and agonizing?”

                Curious, calm, slightly sad, Marin stroked the trigger once. He felt a rush that could have been catharsis or relief, or might have been the gush of radiant energy as a man’s life spent itself. Mark Sherratt would have said it was the latter, and his people knew more about death than any species should have to learn. The Resalq were a brilliant people, but in the end they were as mortal as any other species, and as vulnerable to their enemies.

                As Neville died, Szabo sagged to his knees and began to sob. Marin slung the Chiyoda over his shoulder with the HK and with both hands lifted the boy to his feet. Szabo clung to him like a child. “Come on, kid. I owe you one.” He looked into Szabo’s twisted face. “Jon?”

                “I’m ... all right,” Szabo said shakily. “Sergeant, what happened?”

                “To the ship?” Marin urged the boy out of the hangar. “Hellgate finally claimed its due. They’ve been pushing their luck for too long. It had to break sooner or later.” He gave Szabo a shove, out of the cargo bay, and sealed it up behind him. “You think you’re going to make it now?”

                The boy swallowed repeatedly and struggled to find his voice. “I think so.” He hugged himself as he began to shiver. “Where will they send us next, Sergeant? Are they going to send another ship into the Drift?”

                “Probably,”Marin said sourly as he propelled Szabo back toward the service elevator. “But you can be sure of one thing, kid. You won’t be aboard. You’re going home.”

                “Home?” Szabo’s eyes widened, but he could barely take in what Marin had said.

                “Trust me,” Marin told him as the elevator closed, and he punched for the crewdeck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

The Bravo Company gunship looped up around the side of the carrier, and as he saw the damage Travers swore softly. Only now that he had seen it with his own eyes did he realize how lucky they were. Twenty major pressure doors had sealed automatically when the hull breached, but still eighteen compartments were open to space, and many hundreds of people had died in them. Around the rent in the dorsal surface of the Intrepid were multiple gaping holes, where loose missiles had hit. 

                If Eddie Kwei had been able to, he would have jettisoned his ordnance load on the way in, but Travers guessed the Echo gunship was so twisted, so smashed, nothing was working. His crew was dead, his engines were fried, the control surface were lifeless and he was coming home like a red-hot, radioactive cannonball. How he had managed to pull the gunship up a vital few degrees to miss the carrier’s sterntubes, Travers would never know. Perhaps he found a little pressure left in a solid fuel emergency maneuvering thruster; or had Kwei detonated a warhead against his own hull to nudge his crippled ship off the trajectory that would have turned the Intrepid into a nova? Whatever the pilot’s last trick, everyone who survived ‘the Intrepid event’, as history would call this, owed their lives to Eddie Kwei.

                At the comm station, aft of the cockpit, Judith Fargo was struggling with the tachyon transmitters while Perlman took a navigation fix on the loud, blaring accretion disk of the black hole. Naiobe was comfortably distant, but the stormy, sun-bright disk was so vast now, as it ingested the nebula, it made a spectacular display. Five superluminous giants, hot, bright and short lived, glared through the filaments of gas, and the beauty of the cosmic display chilled Travers to the bone every time he saw it with his naked eyes.

                “Go back and give the kid a hand,” he said quietly to Perlman as Fargo began to curse beneath her breath. “It sounds like the transmitters are bitching us about.”

                “There’s a lot of local interference,” Perlman muttered as she locked down the nav-deck and went aft.

                Alone in the cockpit, Travers frowned at the stars. His skin prickled with foreboding. Roy Neville made a very nasty adversary. Curtis Marin was a complete professional, but Travers was far from complacent. He looked at his chrono, saw 11:48 and called over his shoulder,

                “Make it quick, will you, we’re going to be late for our own briefing!”

                “Still trying to punch through this interference,” Perlman shouted. “It’s like shining a flashlight through an ocean of tissue ... ah. There.”

                “You got it?” Travers twisted in his seat to look aft.

                “Clear air, it just went through.” Perlman gave him a suspicious look. “This is not a routine frequency, and those are not normal transmission coordinates.” 

                “No.” Travers gave her a brash grin. “They’re not.”

                “You got friends around here?”
Fargo guessed.

                Travers’s right hand nestled about the remote camera controls and his eyes skimmed the instruments. The cameras had been running since they looped up around the carrier, but the reconnaissance videos would be superfluous if the strategy germinating in his mind took root. Still, they should cover all bases, and he performed a full sensor sweep over the back of the ship as Perlman settled in the pilot seat and tugged on a headset.

                “Bravo to Flight Control,” she called.

                In the hangar, Goldman was still on duty. “Reading you. You’re clear to dock, any time, Perlman.”

                “Travers?” Perlman prompted with a gesture at the instruments.

                “Go ahead,” he invited. “I’ve got all the video we need. Mother of heaven, will you look at this mess.”

                “We,” Perlman said as the engines fired, “are the luckiest sons and daughters of bitches in the universe. And we’ve got Eddie Kwei to thank for it, bless his soul.”

                She took the gunship down fast, and Travers had only to sit back and watch as she tucked it neatly into the hangar. Goldman closed the enormous hatch, and instruments read the rising pressure and temperature as hot air blasted across the compartment.

                Before they had full pressure Travers had his headset off and was on his way to the hatch. A pace on his heels was Fargo. 

                “What’s wrong, Sergeant? You want a spare pair of hands?”

                He appreciated her concern and touched her shoulder. “I have to find Curtis Marin.”

                “Before we launched I saw him on an obbo monitor,” she called after him as he stepped down out of the warmth of the ship and into the comparatively freezing hangar air. “He was somewhere on the simulation deck, heading forward.”

                Which meant he had located Neville. Travers’s stomach clenched and his ribs prickled with a cold sweat as he jogged toward the inner hatches. A hundred nightmare images haunted him — and then were dispelled in a second as a shape detached itself from the shadows by the cargo elevators.

                His eyes skimmed Marin from head to foot but he saw no drop of blood on him, and Curtis wore the calm, self-satisfied expression which spoke volumes. It was over. It had to be. He smiled faintly as Travers approached, and nodded conspiratorially.

                “Done,” Travers whispered. “You’re all right. Neville?”

                “If the Resalq scientific philosophers were right, he’s gone to answer for his sins,” Marin told him as he clasped both of Travers’s wrists for a moment’s celebration of one small victory. “You managed to get a signal out?”

                “We tried to transmit from inside the hangar, but even here the interference from the Drift is so bad, if you add the dead-mass of the carrier to it, and we might as well have shouted for help. We had to take the gunship out. I shot a lot of video in case the techs need to view her injuries.”

                “What could they do, even if they can investigate the extent of the damage? This is a major job, way beyond the capabilities of local repair. And I don’t think she’s going to hold together long enough for them to get her home.” Marin cocked an ear to the ship and shook his head slowly. “Don’t you hear her groaning? I was talking to a gang of technicians just a few minutes ago. You can pick them out of a crowd. They’re the scared looking guys with the pale faces.” He paused and licked his lips. “How long till we can expect a response from your unorthodox friends?”

                “Soon,” Travers promised. “I gave them the whole story, told them who I am, where we are, invited them to scan us from a safe distance. I dropped every name I could think of. They’ll be here. For the moment, we asked what’s left of this crew to be in the gym for a briefing at 12:00, and the least we can do is be there.”

                Marin’s brow creased as he stepped back to give Travers access to the elevator. “You’re hatching some kind of a plot.”

                The observation made Travers smile lopsidedly. “Astute. This whole crew must get out of this mess. Right out. We could be back on Borushek in a week, waiting to be assigned to new ships, and some of us can expect to be sent right back to the Drift.” He closed his eyes for a second. “I don’t intend to come back. My luck’s stretched way past breaking point.”

                “You got that right.” Curtis thumbed for the elevator. “So what’s —”

                A bass grumble from the ship cut him off, something heavy and metallic rumbled like thunder, a sound which ended with a great, shuddering impact. Travers’s heart jumped into his throat, hammering like pagan tomtoms. Sweat sprang from every pore. “What in Christ’s name was that?”

                “I think we just lost another compartment upstairs,” Marin guessed. “A pressure door must have blown. Chances are they’re not sealing as securely as they should — in fact, they can’t. The whole hull is out of alignment and twisting even further every hour we stand around here listening to it.”

                “Escape capsules?” Travers said dubiously.

                Marin raked his hands through his close-cropped hair, an expression betraying otherwise well concealed anxiety. “We dare use the pods only if we put them down on the planetoid, or else Naiobe will reel them in like fish on a line. They could hard-land beside the Cyclops arrays. Nirgal must have something like one eighth gravity, so it would hold them.”

                “One tenth,”
Travers corrected quietly as they stepped into the elevator, “but it’s enough.”

                Hardly had the elevator begun to rise when they heard the wail of a klaxon, and Jim Fujioka’s voice boomed through the ship, over the public address which could only just have come online.

                “All hands, all hands, evacuate levels ten through twelve! Clear ten through twelve and secure behind you! Pressure doors 880 and 890 have blown. Infirmary, stand by: I am shutting down number three reactor in five minutes. Repeat, all reactors will be offline in five. All decks, deactivate nonessential machinery. Emergency power will be routed to the Infirmary and life support. Techs and engineers among the walking wounded, if you’re in any condition to assist, we need every hand we can get on deck nine. We are welding all pressure doors and bulkheads.”

                He was repeating the whole message when Travers and Marin stepped out of the elevator. The car opened opposite the crewdeck gym, where Inosanto and a group of pale-faced kids even younger than himself were rigging a piecemeal audio system. To one side of the gym Karoda and Grant were sitting on the floor, smoking kipgrass and overtly passing a bottle. They looked gray with exhaustion.

                Travers had expected to see the area crowded, but a quick head count revealed less than a hundred and fifty present. “Inosanto,” he called as quietly as he might.

                The boy had just finished with the speakers and mics, and shouldered toward him. “I rigged the sound system into what’s left of the ship’s intercom, boss,” he said bleakly. “You can talk to the whole crew from here.”

                Travers gestured at the pitiful assembly. “Where the hell are they all?”

                “This is it, everyone who can get here,” Grant said tiredly. The Australian ‘strine’ accent was thick with weariness. “Travers, old son, we lost three hundred in the impact, blown clear into space. Since then almost two hundred more have died of their injuries. Another hundred are so badly radiocontaminated, MacLean’s treating them as a radiation hazard. We can’t even approach them to nurse them without wearing NBC suits. Don’t get your hopes up, they’re going to die. We’ve got about three hundred alive, and of them, something like eighty are immobilized in the Infirmary, injured. Fujioka commandeered forty or fifty techs who’re ambulatory. They’re welding as fast as they can go up on deck nine before we blow any more pressure doors. Mac’s got thirty, forty, working with the casualties. The rest ... you’re looking at them. Us.”

                Mouth dry, Travers gave Marin a grim look, and beckoned Karoda and Grant with him as he entered the gym. The hum of subdued conversation died and the assembly pushed in around the makeshift rostrum. He cleared his throat and checked the double mics. He had green lights on all connectors.

                The faces looking up at him were dirty, strained, smudged. So young, Travers felt a shiver. “We’re holding together,” he began, “but I guess you all know we’re in so much trouble, we’re not going to be able to pull ourselves out. We’ve lost most of the crew, the dorsal decks, the transmitters and sensor arrays, and you just heard Fujioka say he’s shutting down the last of the reactors. From here on we’re on emergency power.

                “That’s the bad news out of the way, let’s look at the good. First, we’re out of Rabelais Space. We’re just on the edge of the gravity well of the black hole, Naiobe, and we’re parked in the lee of the planetoid, Nirgal, which you should know is being used by Fleet as a science platform. Nirgal has enough mass and enough velocity, that for the next few decades at least it’ll skip across Naiobe’s gravity well at right angles, while Naiobe’s busy eating the nebula.

                “We have plenty of escape pods and we can put them down on the lee side of Nirgal. We’re soon going to abandon the ship. You’ve heard her groaning, she’s not safe. Now, we can’t signal Fleet. Borushek is too far, the interference from the Drift is too heavy and we don’t have the power to punch a tachyon signal that far. Also, we’re not going to last long enough for Fleet to get us a tender.

                “But we have been able to use the tachyon transmitters aboard a gunship to punch a signal through to a local civilian operation, and we believe we can expect a pickup in maybe six or ten hours.”

                It was Karoda who interrupted. “Begging your pardon, Travers, but what kind of private enterprise crew would be working in this part of space?” Her face was hard-lined with suspicion.

                Travers pursed his lips and chose his words with care. “Well, I could tell you they’re a completely legit salvage contractor, and that would be marginally accurate, but you’re right. They’re also privateers. I just happen to be slightly acquainted with them.” He shot a rueful glance at Curtis. “And it’s damned lucky I am, or right now we’d be reduced to prayer.

                “Yes, they’re privateers, but they’re still a merchant astra crew, professional spacers like all of us. If you’ll accept it, you have my word you can trust them. If you can’t accept my guarantees on that, the only option you have left is to remain aboard the Intrepid and wait for a pickup from Borushek in four or five days.” He looked around at the bulkheads and ceilings. “You might make it. I hope you do. But I won’t be staying with you to find out how long she holds together.”

                He paused and surveyed the small sea of watchful faces. “Now, the questions. Those of us who are going to abandon the ship — and that should be all of us — have two choices. I happen to know the salvage captain on his way here always has opportunities for people with ambition and a certain disregard for a few finer points of the law. If you wanted to contract with the salvage vessel that’ll be plucking you out of this cosmic armpit, they’d welcome you.

                “But I know most of you want to go home. And you have two ways to get there. This ship is a wreck, she’ll soon be abandoned, and under the law she’s scrap, junk, anyone’s for salvage. You might be surprised to learn, the majority of hulks salvaged by the privateers who run the Drift are legally acquired. Hellgate chews them up and salvage operators generally don’t have to deliberately wreck a vessel. 

                “The ship taking us out of here can deliver you to Cimarosa, and you can signal Fleet from there.” He paused, watching the impact of what he had said ripple through the assembly. “Of course, on Borushek you’ll be debriefed, given a medical and reassigned. Most of you will be aboard another warship inside of a month. Some of you are coming right back to the Rabelais Drift, to hunt down the very crew that saved your hides today.”

                A groan sighed among the crowd. Travers looked down into Curtis’s watchful face. “There’s a way to avoid coming back, but it’ll need the cooperation of us all.” They were waiting. The gym was eerily silent. “One of the key members of that salvage crew,” Travers told them, “is a cross between a cyberneticist and a magician. When you’re officially listed as ‘missing’ by Fleet, our magician can access this quadrant’s civilian registries and re-enter you into the databanks. A new ID, cards, the lot ... and,” he added tersely, “your manumission. The ticket of leave granting you full civilian status, at the end of your tour. You can go home on a new ID.”

                He paused again and looked into individual faces. “Open your mouths and say one word about what happened here, betray your fellows, and you’ll indict yourselves. Understand this: the head of the traitor is the first one in the basket! Fleet doesn’t make immunity deals, though they may be offered. Think it through carefully, because when you make your decision you burn your boats behind you. 

                “If you go home legally, with your own name and ID, you’ll be back in fatigues like that.” He snapped his fingers. “If you contract with the salvage crew, in a year or two you can retire with a fat bank account. Or, you can go home with a new ID and civvy-ticket, and you’re out, free, for good.”


                He glared at them now. “Those of you who decide to stay with the service are the dangerous ones. You can betray your friends ... and you’ll hang them all. Think about it. Work it out amongst yourselves. You’ve come through hell together, and if you can’t trust each other, who are you ever going to trust? We’ll have to thrash this out before we reach Cimarosa, so get it worked out, and let me know what you decide.”

                There, he stepped back and beckoned Karoda and Grant. “Right now we’re going to give you a damage report and medical summary, and then I want all you couch potatoes to get busy. The wounded have to be moved into escape modules. Get the critical cases into the gunships. Pack up your  junk, whatever you want to take — limit, one person, one kit bag. Try to take too much, and you’ll forfeit the lot, no exceptions. All right, Karoda, Grant, let’s have it.”

                The catalog of disaster made the blood run cold. Many major systems were shorted out or melted down. Technician Major Hodaka had coaxed two nav-decks online, then turned his attention to basic life support when air cycling failed on most decks. He was working constantly to keep even the most rudimentary systems operating. Meanwhile, Jim Fujioka had struggled to keep just one reactor up and was at the moment locking down all three to prevent contamination. Two were unsound, one had auto-scrammed; the third was deactivated to stop a coolant ‘excursion’ which would have flooded scalding vapors into the last inhabitable parts of the ship.

                Worse was the hull integrity. A crew of techs had walked the length and breadth of decks seven and eight, and had seen the first signs of a major structural failure. When Echo’s gunship plowed in, the full missile warload had discharged into the dorsal plates before the fifteen megaton power plant detonated. Fujioka’s best guess was that the carrier’s massive frame had flexed and rippled from the stern toward the bow, like a wave on the surface of the sea. Seals and welds had weakened, and the stress of the hyperlight transition, while it skipped her out of the Drift, had greatly worsened the damage. Fissures registered on scanners, down as low as deck six, but if they were patched and buttressed up on decks eight and nine they should hold a while longer. All this bought them hours, Karoda stressed, repeating Fujioka’s warnings, not days.

                Four gunships were useless, because they were locked into their docking cradles and the unlocking mechanisms had fused. The rest were sound, and all escape pods below deck nine appeared to be operational.

                With that Karoda handed the briefing over to Grant, who approached the mic with another catalog of grief. The casualty list was endless, and already obsolete. The gravely wounded and irradiated were expiring so swiftly that between MacLean making up the report and Grant reading it, many more lives were lost. The Lushi stepped away from the mic with an apologetic shrug of his slender shoulders. Travers took his place on the rostrum. 

                “All right, get your stuff together, dump it beside an ejection pod and for godsakes write your name and number on the pod. If I see scrambling and fighting over who gets which capsule a minute before we bug out, I’ll crack heads together and jettison your junk. Understand? All right. When you’re packed, report to the Infirmary. CMO MacLean is going to need every pair of hands he can get. Hustle!”

                They shuffled out in disorderly ranks that would have won a reprimand if an officer had been present. Abruptly, protocol seemed an absurd waste of time and energy. Karoda and Grant hurried away, back to work, and Marin joined Travers under the rostrum.

                “The Bravo gunship’s still prepped,” Travers said quietly. “Get your things and put them aboard. There’s not a hell of a lot more we can do.” He paused as the fabric of the ship gave a deep, tortured groan. “Sweet Christ, let it hold together a couple more hours.”

                “Yeah,” Marin said grimly. “I’ll grab your stuff too. What do you want me to pick up? Decorations, photos?”

                “Nothing,” Travers said sourly. “When we get off this bucket, I have no plans for returning to the service, and I don’t want one damned thing to remind me of it.”

                In the gym’s lighting Marin’s eyes were as gold-green as any cat’s, glittering in reluctant amusement. “Then, do you want to see if we can help Fujioka’s crew?”

                But Travers wore a dubious look. “Frankly, no. They’re still weld-sealing upstairs. It’s the most dangerous part of the ship. Those compartments can’t last forever.”

                “Yet Jim’s tech-gang is up there,” Marin said pointedly.

                “And it’s the last place we should be. We’re the nearest thing this motley crew has to a command corps.”

                “And you’re the nearest thing they have to a commander,” Marin agreed wryly. “You make a good point. I don’t know that I’d like to see you jeopardized.”

                “Thanks.” Travers took the mocking compliment in the spirit it was meant. “And since I’m the commander of this useless pile of scrap iron, I’m going to give you an order, Flight Sergeant.”

                Marin tilted his head curiously. “An order?”

                “Get down to the gunship, relieve Perlman, let her pack her gear. Prep the life support systems for a long-duration flight.”

                “Long duration?” Marin almost recoiled. “I thought you said we could expect a salvage in a matter of hours.”

                “There’s an old saying,” Travers said acidly. “Better safe than sorry.” He swatted Curtis’s shapely ass to get him moving. “Go.”

                  They were a step through the door when they saw Choi and Kravitz coming up from the service elevators. Both were filthy, heavily sweated, with bandaged hands and torn fatigues, and they looked furious enough to spit. They were both only boys, seventeen and eighteen years old, just first-year conscripts, but they had done a man’s job today and Travers felt a flicker of pride in them.

                “You look like hell,” he observed. Kravitz gave him a murderous look. “You heard the briefing?”

                “We heard,” Kravitz dragged both hands over his face. “If it’s all the same to you, Sergeant, we reckon we’ll try a contract for a tour with the privateers. Get some dollars in our pockets before we hit civvy street, give ourselves something to start with. We’re coming out of this with shit-all.” He looked up at Travers with a native shrewdness, astonishing and disquieting in one so young. “The work’s mostly clean, legit salvage, you said?”

                “Mostly,” Travers assured him. “And when they wreck a hull it’s always a heavily insured, AI-pilot freighter. They’re not murderers, just —”

                “Commercial pirates,” Choi said glibly. 

                “You got that right,” Travers agreed as he thought of Richard Vaurien and Barb Jazinsky. Being called ‘pirates’ would amuse them enormously.

                “Uh, boss, we got something for you,” Kravitz was saying. “I don’t know what you want done with the bastards. We put ’em in the Echo barracks.”

                “Them?” Marin looked from Kravitz to Travers and back. 

                “The SOB’s were in an escape pod, up on deck nine,” Choi told him as he led the way aft. “They tried to eject — which is as dickheaded as you can get, since we were hip-deep in Hellgate at the time. But it’s about what you expect of these mothers.” He paused as he turned into the barracks. “If you want them shot, I could bring you half a hundred volunteers who’d have a kick-fight to decide who’ll do the honors. Let me know, I’d be glad to arrange it. And compete.”

                The boy’s vitriolic monologue might have made Travers chuckle, but at that moment he was speechless. 

                Sitting on one of the only bunks remaining in the barracks, under armed guard — Fargo and Inosanto, with leveled Chiyoda machine pistols — were two men Travers recognized. One face, he had rarely seen in the three years since it had been assigned to this ship. The other, he had never seen at all, save on a vidscreen.

                Lorenzo Falk held the DeepSky Fleet rank of colonel, and almost as a punishment he had been assigned the captaincy of the Intrepid. During his conscripted service as a youth he was a combat pilot, later a medivac pilot, before he applied for officer selection and returned to the Academy to retrain. He emerged as a ‘chicken lieutenant’ aboard a warship. Now, he was forty-eight years old, brunette and gray around the temples, thickened around the middle, and fear made him seem much older. He had been passably handsome twenty years before but his looks had spoiled now, along with his figure. His complexion was olive; his genes were slightly re-engineered, which gave him a certain look of the Haldians. 

                No fatigues for the command corps. The uniform was elegant, dove gray, without gender, race or cultural heritage. Everything about it was purely Fleet. But Falk was rumpled and dirty, he was bleeding from a gash on his cheek, and he was held captive by two conscripts whose ages, added together, did not come close to his own. Fargo and Inosanto were flushed and bright eyed with such anger, they could barely stand still. The safeties were off the machine pistols, Travers noticed. Those Chiyodas were primed and loaded, probably with armor-piercing incendiaries. The barrels never wavered from Falk’s head, and that of his companion.

                Major Dirk Hoeper was responsible for the carrier’s administration. Aboard ship he was the liaison between the crew and the command corps, and then again, between the command corps and Fleet Internal Affairs. Thirty years old, brown haired, pale skinned, lightly built and slightly round shouldered, he was the archetype of the homeworld gene stock. His chromosomes could not have been adjusted through the last ten generations, and he wore his genetic ‘purity’ like a flag, as if he thought it made him somehow better than his fellows. 

                This was the elitist mentality that ignited wars. Earth’s conviction that its natural superiority granted it the divine right of rule over the colonies had already touched off more than a dozen blazing civil wars across the Deep Sky. Omaru was only one. Men like Dirk Hoeper, safe in the homeworlds, turned up their delicate noses at the colonials, with their re-engineered genes, bodies designed to contend with difficult, dangerous or simply alien environments. Yet they taxed the colonies without mercy, and the draft was a fact of life for rich and poor colonials alike.

                Fear raised a beading of sweat on Hoeper’s upper lip, and Travers reminded himself, the man was also a veteran of the Kiev. He had come aboard the Intrepid with Falk, under the same cloud. Now these two were the last survivors of the command corps, and this time their ship was trash. 

                Hands in his pockets, Marin strode forward and stood between Fargo and Inosanto. “We meet at last, Captain,” he said to Falk. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

                Falk was showing the whites of his eyes like a frightened horse. “I don’t know you, Sergeant,” he said hoarsely.

                “My name is Marin. Curtis Marin.” He did not offer his hand or a salute. “Don’t call me ‘sergeant,’ I don’t belong to Fleet.” He glanced at the fatigues he  wore. “Don’t be duped by the plumage. I only came aboard for a short time to do a job. I work for a man on Velcastra. Do you know the name of Robert Chandra Liang? You should.”

                “Should I? I don’t.” Falk shifted anxiously on the side of the bunk and clasped his hands so tightly, the knuckles were white as bone.

                The muzzle of a machine pistol edged nearer and Fargo snarled, “Give me a reason, man, I’ll put the magazine in you.” She was almost feral.

                “Fargo,” Travers remonstrated.

                She whirled, and the fangs were bare. “This swine was in an ejection module! He’s had us in the Drift for three years, till we lost Kilo and Echo, and others even before I came aboard. Now the whole ship’s flying apart, and he dives for the nearest escape module. He’d be the first one off her!”

                “I know.” Travers touched her arm. “Calm down.”

                “But, Sergeant —”


                “Judith.” He took her shoulders in both hands. “You don’t know the half of what’s going on here. Why don’t you listen, and learn?”

                She backed up fast and an odd, crooked smile appeared on her smudged face. “You never used my name before.”

                He gave her shoulders a companionable squeeze and released her. “Are you going home?”

                “You bet your ass, I’m going home,” she rasped.

                “Without calling Fleet and saying, ‘Hey, here I am, pick me up, put me back on a warship’?”

                “Not on your life, Sergeant.”

                “Then you’re out of the service,” Travers said reasonably. “Fleet doesn’t own you any longer ... so, don’t call me ‘Sergeant’ either. Now hush up, kid, listen and learn. Curtis?”

                Marin was still intent on Falk. As Travers fell silent he said quietly, “Sergeant Roy Austin Neville died an hour or so ago.”

                The shock of his words flickered in Falk’s pale brown eyes. “He was caught in a decompression?”

                “He was trying to repair the raceplane on your cargo deck, so he could leave the ship without being seen by the crew he’s terrorized and hurt. A boy called Jon Szabo put a bullet in him. Neville was dying in agony, and I finished him off cleanly.” He looked sidelong at Travers. “Before he died, Neville told me half of a story, the story of what happened on the Kiev. I’d like to hear the other half.”

                For a moment Falk’s face blanked and paled, and then his cheeks flushed and his mouth compressed. “I don’t know —”

                “What I’m talking about?” Marin shook his head slowly. “Neville told me too much for me to buy that. He set the pyro charges, destroyed the mainframe and archive aboard your old ship. The explosion also killed sixteen of your crew, and was officially attributed to terrorism. Colonial republicans or privateers took the blame, but in fact you paid Neville to set the pyro device, to destroy materials that would have cost you your commission, possibly your life ... and you’ve been paying Neville ever since. Haven’t you?”

                Falk’s mouth flapped helplessly like a stranded fish. “He told you?”

                “He told me enough,” Marin said shrewdly. “I know the how, the when and where. I just don’t know the why, and I’d like to. You’ve been covering for Neville for years. He’s been playing hard, too hard, with your crew. And every time his casualty figures turned up sour, you’d edit the statistics and average them over several months so they became ... un-remarkable, especially for a warzone.” 

                Both Fargo and Inosanto were mute with outrage. Travers came to Marin’s side and looked down into Falk’s mask-like face. “What the hell were you hiding? What was so bad, it was worth the lives of sixteen crewmen who died in Neville’s explosion? Did they have to die because of something they knew, something they’d seen?”

                Now Falk sealed his mouth, averted his eyes. Hoeper swallowed audibly and regarded Travers with defiance. “We don’t answer to you, Sergeant.”

                “You heard me tell Judith,” Travers said with spurious blandness. “I’m out of the service, Dirk, and I’m never coming back. You call me Mister Travers. And you’ll tell me why you and Falk have been in Neville’s pocket since the Kiev incident.” He gestured at Fargo and Inosanto, Kravitz and Choi. “They want to know too, and I know they’ll take a great delight in beating it out of you.”

                “Just give me the word,” Kravitz breathed. “When I’m finished with these bastards, their own mamas won’t recognize them.”               

                Travers quirked a brow at Falk. “We’re waiting.”

                Inosanto took a step forward and the muzzle of the Chiyoda leveled on Falk’s left kneecap. “And some of us don’t have a whole lot of patience left,” he said in a harsh, dangerous voice that was much older than his face. “Knees first, then the elbows, the shoulders.”

                “All right — Jesus Christ, all right,” Falk whispered. “Devil take you!”

                “More likely,” Marin said mildly, “he’ll take you. What were you doing on the Kiev?”

                “It was just —” Falk began grudgingly.

                “No!” Hoeper’s voice rose from bark to roar as he twisted on the bunk and seized Falk. “Say nothing, you old fool! Do you want to put us both in front of a firing squad?” His fists were white-knuckled on Falk’s arms.

                “Do you want to die right now, right here?” Falk demanded. “What difference does it make?” With an effort he shook off Hoeper’s hands and glared at Travers and Marin. “Call your dogs off, Travers. The Kiev was just a simple scam, electronic embezzlement, computer fraud. I’d been poaching on Fleet for a decade, adjusting the disbursement statements. You know how Fleet works on funding allocation for government and civil contracts. It’s easy, child’s play, to falsify quotes by a fraction of a percent. When construction or maintenance or victualling contracts regularly run into billions of dollars, a tenth of a percent can be a lot of dollars, all it takes is a little aggressive book keeping. A typographical error that swings the balance by a million dollars and relocates the funds.”

                “Into your account,” Travers finished. “Well, it’s a fine old tradition. Captains and quartermasters have been doing this since the days of tallships and keelhauling. How much did you purloin?”

                Falk glared at him. “A little over four billion.”

                “Billion?”
Fargo was breathless. “You jiggled Fleet to the tune of four billion and let that swine, Neville —”  

                “Fargo.” Travers caught her around the waist and tugged her firmly into his side, where she remained. “I said, keep quiet for a while.”

                “You were discovered?” Marin guessed.

                “Eventually.” Falk looked at Hoeper, who wore a face like a thunder cloud. “The information was restricted to a small group on the Kiev. I’d known Neville for years, since I was a pilot myself and he was a snot-nosed first-year recruit. It was easy.”

                “Easy to kill sixteen people!” Marin exploded. 

                “But not so easy,” Travers went on, “to talk your way out of it when you got back to Borushek. The official explanation for the event was terrorism. Let me guess: behind the scenes, the specialists were ambivalent on that point. It might have been terrorism, or might not — and if it wasn’t, then you were covering for a saboteur, or you might be a saboteur yourself. If it was, then you’d allowed your crew to become so lax, you could have terrorists aboard and not know about it.”

                “So,” Marin continued as Travers fell silent, “not being able to prove it one way or another, they swept it, and you, under the rug. They gave you the worst assignment in space. You kept your rank of colonel and were given this command. Captaincy of a carrier in the Rabelais Drift. A commission any sane man I know would break a leg to avoid.”

                From the bleak look on Falk’s face, their speculations were absolutely accurate. From the look on Hoeper’s, he could have strangled Falk on the spot. Marin turned his back on them and withdrew to the door. “I’ve heard enough. I’m done here, Travers. I believe you asked me to relieve Perlman and prep the gunship. I’ll do that now.”

                Restless, anxious, Kravitz flicked a lighter and dragged deeply on kipgrass smoke. “What do you want done with these bastards?”

                It was a fair question, and Travers looked at Marin in mute conference. “They can’t go back,” Travers said quietly. “If they do, they’ll betray the very crew that salvages us in a heartbeat, to buy their way back into favor with Fleet. I won’t jeopardize my associates to save the lives of these two.”

                “You want them dead?” Inosanto was hoarse with rage. “Three times, Neville flogged me, and for nothing. I had sixty lashes, and every one laid on as heavy as he knew how to hit me. Are you telling me this pig, Falk, was letting Neville do as he liked on the crewdeck, abuse me, all of us, for his own entertainment?”

                “That’s about the size and shape of it.” Marin studied the officers with a deep frown. “There’s an old tradition, Santo, as old as ships. The Captain is the last off the vessel, and when she sinks with many, many dead aboard, the Captain goes down with her. Look around you. This ship is finished, and the whole situation is the responsibility of a command corps I wouldn’t trust to walk a dog. Let the tradition of the service take care of the Captain and his toady. They tried to be the first ones off the Intrepid. They’ll be the last aboard alive, and they’ll die with her.”

                The irony was sweet. Travers stepped out into the corridor and his hand palmed the pad that would close and seal the barracks. As Marin, Fargo and Inosanto, Kravitz and Choi joined him he keyed in the lock code, and the door rumbled into place. It would never open again.

                The last he saw of Falk and Hoeper, they were ash gray, frozen as statues in the middle of the barracks as if they could not comprehend what was happening. Then the door closed and sealed, and with the butt of his machine pistol Inosanto smashed the keypad. Nothing short of a torch would open it now.

                As it locked, a deep bass grumble trembled through the deck beneath their feet, like the aftershocks following a big quake. Choi gasped and ducked, an absurd reflex reaction, and Fargo drew her sleeve across her face. 

                “We don’t have long, Sergeant — Travers. Neil,” she warned. “This bucket of bolts sounds awful sick.”

                “I’ll prep the gunship,” Marin said quickly. “Travers, you’d better see if MacLean needs help, and alert Fujioka to the small fact we’re leaving. The rest of you,  pack whatever you want to take and get down to the flight deck. We’ll sound a two minute warning just before we launch, but after that you’re on your own. Don’t get left behind.”

                “Don’t you worry, Mister Marin,”
Fargo said grimly, “I’ll be on that gunship before you.”

                He gave her a brash grin. “Call me Curtis.”

                With that Marin was gone, jogging along the corridor toward the service elevator. Travers looked after him with a rueful grin. Marin was one of a kind. Almost echoing Travers’s thoughts, Fargo whispered exasperatedly,

                “Who the hell is he? Did you know him before he came aboard? Is he from Fleet?”

                “He works for a civilian agency,” Travers told her wryly. “And like he said, he’s on contract to a man called Liang.”

                “What, Dave Liang’s father?”
Fargo guessed. “I saw Jonny Szabo in the barracks. He said Marin killed Neville.”

                Travers angled a glance at her. “And if he did?”

                She gestured with the machine pistol. “The only thing that amazes me is that he didn’t have to stand in line for the privilege!”

                The whole ship gave a groan, as if it shuddered in agony, and both Travers and Fargo flinched.

                “Get moving, kiddo,” Travers said tersely. “You heard what he said. The best we can do is a two minute warning, after that you’re on your own.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Chief Medical Officer James MacLean looked haggard. He stood in a corner of his office, a coffee cup in one hand, a palm full of peps in the other, and as Travers watched he swallowed the lot. The Infirmary was empty of the living. Only the dead remained and it felt like a morgue. Travers’s flesh crawled as he looked into the cryogen store and saw a mound of bodies as high as his shoulder.

                The lights were low, the machines were off, a/c had shut down, and the air was starting to get old, stale, as MacLean gathered a few personal oddments and his logs. His stores of drugs were in a freezer case, his surgical instruments were packed. The tools of his trade, the photos of his family, a few datacubes, a handy and a sheaf of papers. As Travers stepped into the office he slapped his possessions down on the corner of the desk and gave them a sour look.

                “Not much to show for half my life. That’s how long I’ve been in Fleet, Travers. My enlistment is up next year.”

                “Were you going to sign on again?” Travers picked up the cases of drugs and instruments. 

                “No. I’ve had a crop full of this, Neil. The whole Confederacy couldn’t pay me enough to sign for another tour.” Out of force of habit, Mac turned off the office lights. He stood in the grim, deserted Infirmary and shook his head over the scene. “What a terrible place this became. A place of death.”

                “Mac,” Travers coaxed, “we don’t have time to stroll hand in hand down memory lane. Marin’s already prepped the gunship. You hear that deep grumble through the decks? We don’t want to be here.”

                He had barely finished speaking when another pressure door blew somewhere far overhead, causing a shiver through the decks and walls. By now the structural formers, the titanium whalebones supporting the hull, were stressed to the utmost, twisting, some stretching while others were compacting. How the ship had lasted this long, Travers did not know. She was a credit to the expertise of the construction engineers in Mitsubishi’s yards on Yaku-Shima.

                “Mac, for godsakes,” Travers whispered urgently, but MacLean was already moving. 

                The flight deck was still closed to space, but only two of the gunships remained open. Charlie Company were locking up as Travers and MacLean stepped out of the elevator, and as they crossed the deck toward the side hatch of the Bravo gunship, a figure Travers recognized bolted past them like a startled hare. Ira Goldman was up the ramp and pressed into a corner, fumbling with a seat harness, by the time Travers boarded. For the first time Travers gave the data analyst a nod of acknowledgment. Goldman had stayed at his post until the last feasible moment.

                “I set the system on auto,” he panted as Travers sealed the hatch. “She’ll run herself now, even long after the hull breaches. So long as she’s got current in the emergency cells she’ll monitor herself, and I activated her marker beacons. Perlman said the hulk is going to drift, but Fleet’ll be able to find her by radio when they come to salvage her.”

                “She’ll fall into a long orbit around the black hole,” Travers mused as he surveyed the chaos of the gunship. The seriously injured survivors were secured in every seat and on every spare centimeter of the deck. The gunship was badly overloaded, and Travers looked anxiously at his chrono. Life support was going to be critical. 

                Clambering over the injured, he made his way forward into the darkened cockpit. Marin and Perlman were already strapped in, lit by the weird patterns of instrument lights, combugs in, and Travers leaned on the back of Marin’s seat. Ahead of them, the hangar doors were opening, and as he read twenty percent pressure Marin shunted up the gravity resist, folded the struts and throttled forward.

                Just six gunships nosed out into space, but as the shape of the carrier dropped away astern the monitors showed a flock of smaller traces. Perlman was intent on the screen.

                “Escape capsules are launching. I read sixty in flight.”

                “Maneuvering?” Marin asked quietly.

                The capsules had a limited ability to control their trajectory, roll, pitch and yaw, and the rudimentary navigation decks aboard each had been preloaded with the coordinates of the Cyclops installation on Nirgal. Travers peered at the screen, held his breath until he saw the pods begin to swarm like bees, and then relaxed. 

                “You better put Nirgal between us and the Intrepid,” he said quietly as Marin coaxed the gunship around.

                Marin looked back over his shoulder. “The engines and reactors are offline. She’s not going to detonate. Thank Jim Fujioka for that small mercy. He was almost the last off.”

                “Which gunship is he on?” Travers was watching the screens which flickered across the forward console.


    “He didn’t make it to a gunship. He’s in Pod 48.” The tip of Perlman’s finger traced a blip across the screen. It, and many others, hit Nirgal lightly, and a chatter of signals murmured across the comm loop. “They’re safe,” Perlman said with a sigh of profound relief. “One or two came close to missing the  planetoid, I was ready to go fishing. But for once we’re in luck, they’re all down.” She pulled the combug off her ear, released her straps and hoisted herself out of the pilot seat. “She’s all yours, Curt. I’ve got some friends back there, hurt.”

                As she made her way aft, Travers settled in her seat, swiveled it out from the console and regarded Marin in the strange, varicolored illumination of the instrument surfaces. Marin had almost completed a thorough post-launch diagnostic, and moments later he put the gunship onto auto station keeping and sat back. 

                “You did good,” he told Travers quietly. “A lot of us are alive right now thanks to you. God knows, you could have purged the flight deck, launched a gunship, signaled your friends and just left the ship to peel itself open.”

                “Could you have done that?” Travers frowned. “I know you better.”

                “You don’t know me at all.”

                “I was with you through every godawful meter of the way through the Maltepe simulation,” Travers reminded him. “I know you as well as if I’d fought a full tour with you. You’re no stranger to me.” He dropped his voice. “And I’ve been your lover.”

                “Once,” Curtis whispered, though he smiled.

                “Only the first of many, many times,” Travers argued.

                By the chrono it was 13:45. They had been intimate for a half hour, just seven hours ago, and it seemed like several lifetimes. The cockpit was dim, quiet, the only part of the gunship that was private. Travers touched a key on the console and the pressure door behind the pilot seats slid over and locked. Doubtlessly Perlman would notice. She might guess why the door was sealed, and what they were doing. Travers did not care. It was Perlman who had told him not long before, his bed had been empty for far too long.

               He leaned over out of his seat, caught Marin’s head between his hands and laid his lips on Curtis’s soft, willing mouth. Curtis’s tongue slipped easily, readily about Travers’s, a gesture of welcome, of acceptance, and his right arm circled Travers’s shoulders. The kiss was more about relief than passion. A celebration of survival.

                Travers released him with a tired smile, parted from him with a lick for Marin’s lips and said ruefully, “I think the time has come for a little straight talking, don’t you? That door’s sealed, we don’t have  an audience. So tell me ... if I don’t know who you are, who the hell are you?”

                “Who I am? Or do you mean, what I am?” Marin sat back and worked his spine to and fro as if he were stiff or weary. He was tense, Travers guessed, like all of them. “I was born on Jagreth, in the city of Westminster. My mother was a musician, my father was an architect. I wanted to be a musician but I didn’t have the talent, and I wasn’t interested in my father’s business. The truth is, I was drifting by the time I got my conscription papers. Oh, I graduated school, but I was like a boat without a rudder. Three lovers in any one week, no aim in life except — what do they call it? The idle pursuit of leisure.”

                “Sounds like any ten kids I know,” Travers observed with a gentleness that surprised himself. “You were just young. There’s nothing wrong with spinning your wheels for a while. We all do it. It’s natural.”

                “Maybe.” Marin settled and looked at him in the instrument lights. “Five years in Fleet changed everything.”

                “It was rough for you?” Travers guessed.

                “It’s rough for everyone,” Marin said dryly. “I took badly to the discipline.  I  was  just  lucky,  numerous  times. I could have been flogged over and over. I was disciplined ... a little. One light flogging. It was enough. I pulled myself into line, went to work. Then I was badly injured and it shook me, right to the core. I almost died and I realized, like waking up out of a stupor, if I had died, who would have bothered to remember me? What mark had I made on the world, to be memorable? Was I the kind of person it’d be worth remembering, or would I be a crass waste of brain cells?”

                “You were injured in combat?” Travers wondered.

                But Marin shook his head slowly, caught up in the memory and apparently less aware of Travers than of scenes which would haunt him all his life. “Have you heard of the Argos incident?”

                “Hasn’t everyone? A reactor excursion at the orbital dock on Radley.” Travers’s mouth dried. “My gods, you were there?”

                “I was on the Argos,” Curtis said hoarsely. 

                “Contaminated?” Travers’s heart squeezed.

                “Badly.” Marin seemed to jerk back to the present and rubbed his eyes. “It was the usual round of hospital, drugs, surgery. After they scanned my chromosome damage, sterility. I was sick for months. Like a skeleton for months more.”

                “At risk of being redundant, you survived,” Travers observed. “They reassigned you?”

                Marin forced himself to concentrate on the instruments and his companion. “For the last leg of my hitch. I spent months with the R&D labs on Borushek, flying simulators. Crash testing software models ... they were trying to get the measure of Hellgate, develop a flight training simulator for pilots before they just toss people in at the deep end, sink or swim. 

                “Then, four months before I received my civilian ticket, I was on Lushiar for R&R, just a few days’ furlough with a friend. You know what the Lushi are like. Small, slender, gorgeous. They spring from all nations on earth — I’ve known French, Russian, Chinese, and then there’s our own Grant, who’s an Australian, and one of the best field medics I’ve ever seen. Have you ever been to Lushiar?”

                “Twice.” Travers clasped his hands about his knee, fingers knitted. “The colony was settled three centuries ago, by sleeper ship. The first colonists were genetically re-engineered for the climate and conditions. Much lighter gravity, slightly thinner atmosphere, relatively high temperatures. Their grown men are as small and smooth and slender as boys or women, and their women are doll-tiny, doll-perfect.” He smiled wryly. “Can be quite a smorgasbord for the sexual carnivore.”

                “You know the place.” Marin’s mouth compressed as memory lacerated him. “My friend, Vassily Osmenov, was carnivorous, and not exactly prudent. He was never out of someone’s bed, and it was only a matter of time before he suffered for it. He had no idea his latest one-night romp was married, and that the husband owned the gambling house where we’d been wasting a month’s pay.” He hesitated and licked his lips. 

                “Don’t go on,” Travers said quietly, “not if it’s going to distress you. I don’t have to know.”

                But Marin did not even seem to hear him. “Vassily was due a slap or two,” he said, clearly haunted by the past. “It all happened in the city of Fairview ... a casino tavern called La Reveuse. It was night when they caught up with us. Vassily had been drinking and he was abusive, but nothing he did was enough to earn that.”

                All at once Travers remembered what Marin had said once before. I’ve seen twelve lashes kill a man. He was about to speak, to dispel Marin’s bitter memories when his companion went on,

                “Vassily was a big guy. Young, strong. It took four Lushi to drag him into a small room at the back. They chained him to the floor, and the bolts were set into the concrete in exactly the right places, so I knew they’d done this before. This was their punishment place, where they meted out ‘discipline’ to people who offended them. They tore the uniform off his back. I was held against the wall and I felt a stab, a needle in the side of my neck. They popped some kind of drug into me. I couldn’t move, I was numb, but gods help me, I could watch.”

                “Curtis,” Travers began.

                “They used a whip, three meters long, made of leather strands plaited together, and then the braids plaited again, until it was thick as three fingers and heavy as a steel cable. I’d never seen anything like it.” His eyes closed. “Four lashes flayed his back, I saw the white of the bones. Four more flayed his haunches. The last four beat his kidneys to a pulp. He didn’t stand a chance.

                “They unchained him but he couldn’t get up, and they just walked out of the room and left us. By then I could move. I dragged myself toward him. I saw a man at the door. He’d been passing, heard Vassily screaming.”

                Intuition was an itch under Travers’s skin. “Mark Sherratt?”

                “Oh, yes.” Marin seemed to shake himself out of the grasp of the terrible memories. “Mark helped me move Vassily, and he called for the ambulance from FairviewMercyHospital, but that night there was a big hotel fire on the south side and we waited over two hours. Vassily was dead on arrival. Loss of blood, renal failure, heart failure, take your pick.” Marin looked blindly at his hands. “I was covered in his blood. I felt as if I’d never be able to wash it off me.”

                Travers leaned over and caught his wrists tightly, hoping to snap him back to the present. “Sherratt helped you?”


                “He told me who the man was, the one who had given the order to kill Vassily, had me drugged and then stood by and watched it done with a smile on his face.” Marin drew a deep breath, held it and let it out slowly. “The man owned La Reveuse. His name was Elia Cavarno, he lived in a villa in the woods on the hill, up behind the chancery tavern, and Mark’s information was that he had killed scores of people, the way Vassily died. He murdered his wife’s lovers ... they were one-night affairs, she never wanted to see them again and never knew they vanished. Cavarno murdered his competitors in the gambling trades, and he never hesitated to kill anyone who lost big in La Reveuse and couldn’t pay up before the clipper shipped out. Fairview Tactical didn’t want to touch him; Cavarno seemed to own a half dozen senior officers.”


                He was back in the present now. His fingers gripped Travers’s forearms tightly as he went on. “I was combat trained, Neil, and even then I was good. Going over the wall was child’s play. I knew the place would be security wired, but Mark lent me a little handscanner. I could see the beams and the control box. After I shut it down the most difficult thing to contend with was the dogs. You’d be surprised, but it’s as easy to knock out a dog as a man. Several beautiful mutts woke next morning with a headache. 

                “It was bright moonlight when I just walked into the villa. Inside all that security the buggers were so complacent they hadn’t even bothered to lock the doors. The thing I never knew till later was, Mark had launched a camera drone after me. He was watching me. Maybe he intended to pull me out by the scruff of the neck if I got myself into trouble, or maybe he was scouting for talent. I never asked. 

                “But it was ... easy. A human dies so easily, Neil, when death is dealt humanely. In a tenth of a second, too fast to allow more than a vague hint of pain, life is over.

                “I broke his neck. He was Lushi, small and slender, only Grant’s height and weight, but he was forty-five or fifty years old, obscenely rich. And he was vicious. I wondered how many others he’d killed the way he killed Vassily. That room behind the gaming house, the bolts in the floor, it was set up just for killing. 

                “I expected to feel better when I saw Cavarno dead, but instead I felt numb. It was dawn by then. I climbed out the window and went around the shrubbery, back to the wall. No one saw me. It would be midmorning before they discovered the body. I’d left no mark on it to betray me. I’d worn a pair of skinthins, there wasn’t even a fingerprint on anything.

                “Mark was waiting for me outside the tavern, with a car. An hour later we were six hundred kilometers away in Hobart, on the other side of the mountains. By then I was starting to think again, and I was scared spitless. 

                “It would be so goddamned easy for Fairview Tactical to connect me with the murder! I’d been seen with Vass for days, people everywhere knew we were on furlough together. Then Vass was DOA at Fairview Mercy, after being picked up at that gaming house, and suddenly the ‘local crime lord’ as they dubbed him, who owned the chancery was dead, and I vanished.

                “It was Mark who stopped me panicking. The truth was, Neil, the murder was never even reported. Later that day I heard on a newsvid how Elia Cavarno had died of a heart attack! His son took over the reins of the ‘family business’ and Fairview Tac was never close to the case. A falsified death certificate, a quick cremation, and the whole pack of mongrels was safe. I suppose, if they’d reported the murder, Tactical would have been in the house, in the casino,  which was the last thing the Cavarnos wanted.”

                He paused and shrugged. “So I got away with murder, literally. Mark disagreed. It was not murder, he said, it was execution. It was the swiftest, surest and most humane form of justice. If I had attempted to charge Elia Cavarno for Vassily Osmenov’s murder, his lawyers would have ripped me to shreds and the real victim would have been the law itself. 

                “The rest of my furlough, I spent with Mark. He helped me get through the trauma of losing Vassily. It was the first time I had lost a really close friend. Then, when I returned to Borushek he gave me a contact number in Geneva, on Jagreth. My homeworld. Geneva is a few thousand kilometers from Westminster, where I was born. My family moved over to Geneva when I was little kid, when my mother got work there. Jagreth has a big population; you tend to go where the work is. Mark told me, when I was given back my civilian status, call that number. He promised me there was so much he could teach me.

                “I knew what he meant. For days he’d talked to me, slept with me, taught me mental rituals that kept me from jumping my track completely. I knew there was something different about Mark. The way he moved, spoke, everything. But he wouldn’t explain it then, and I was too confused by everything that’d happened to concentrate properly. He saw me off at the spaceport when I boarded the courier, and said he’d be waiting for me, when I was free.”

               Marin looked into Travers’s intent face and smiled faintly. “It was six months before I got home. My parents had gone. They’d followed the work again, moved to the homeworlds, Earth or Mars ... I lost track of them. Never bothered to go looking for them. They’d been happy enough to sever connections with me when Fleet abducted me for five years. 

                “After so long my friends were scattered on the four winds. Some didn’t make it home from Fleet ... there are always casualties. Geneva and Westminster seemed almost alien. It’s weird how much a place can change in five years. It seemed smaller and dirtier and colder than when I left.

                “I checked into a hotel and called the number Mark had given me, but I realized it must have been an office. All I got was a secretary. I thought she was giving me the polite brush off, and I was feeling very blue, very lonely. I assumed Mark had just been polite when he told me to call. 

                “I couldn’t see as far ahead as tomorrow morning. I sent out for a bottle. Blue Mountains whiskey. I emptied it and went dead asleep. When I woke, I could hardly believe it. Mark had hotwired the lock on my door, poured himself a drink and just waited for me to come to.

                “That morning was where my training began, right there in that hotel room. Fleet had made me a soldier, but Mark made me an artist. He taught me secrets, Neil. Resalq secrets.”

                Travers was captivated, intrigued. “He was your lover?” he asked softly.

                With complete honesty Curtis said, “Of course. Occasionally, he still is, but we rarely get together in the social sense. His work takes him in very different directions. We were close for months, years, but in time we drifted apart. We’ll always be something like family, but we don’t live in each other’s pockets. He has his work, I have mine.” Marin lifted a brow at Travers. “You’re resentful? Even if we were still close, it’s none of your business.”

                “I know. And I don’t resent Sherratt. How could I?” Travers smiled lopsidedly. “I never met him, and I owe him a lot.”

                “Maybe you do.” Marin  wore a rueful expression. “The Resalq are very different from humans, sexually speaking. Did you know they have only one gender? They’re completely, naturally hermaphrodite as a species, and they live a lot longer than humans do! But Mark’s physical differences weren’t the reason we drifted apart. I didn’t care about that. The agency takes him all over the colonies, and my work sends me away constantly. The Liang job alone took me to Velcastra, Borushek, the Rabelais Drift, and it’s not over yet. It’s not possible for us to have any kind of relationship. If we tried, it would only turn to grief.”

                “Not if your lover is your partner,” Travers argued.

                Now Marin’s eyes glittered with some unholy humor. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

                “I think I do.” He caught Curtis’s wrist, turned his hand over and kissed the open palm. “I think I know exactly what I’m saying.” Then he released Curtis’s hand and scanned the instruments with narrowed eyes. All indicators were in the green but he double-checked the life support, and Marin was not unaware of what he was doing.

                “We’ll get out of this. My personal guarantee.” Travers said quietly. “But having said that, we’re overloaded and unless Vaurien’s crew breaks records getting here, it’s going to be tight. These gunships are designed to accommodate a squad of fifteen for a maximum duration of about two days. We loaded forty aboard. That gives us something like eighteen hours.” He set a chrono as he spoke, and it began to count down. 

                “You’re sure your friends will come through.” Not a question.

                “Dead sure,” Travers said emphatically. “But we’ll send my original transmission again, and activate the emergency beacons.”

                At the touch of a key, the recorded message broadcast with the gunship’s full power and Travers let it play, over and over. Deliberately, he settled to rest. “Grab some sleep. It could be a few hours before we get help.”

                It could be many hours, he admitted silently, but he prayed it would not be. The injured would begin to panic as time dragged, and having too many frightened people crammed into a small space was a recipe for disaster. Someone could be hurt, even die in an accident directly attributable to panic, and the tragedy would be incalculable. 

                He had signaled the privateers directly. Even though the Wastrel was probably not in the region, the tachyon transmission should have been intercepted by either the Wings of Freedom or the Earthlight in less than an hour, and the signal would be relayed directly to the Wastrel. Travers had racked his memory, trying to remember where Richard would be at this time, but he had lost track of the days and weeks. 

                The Wastrel could be as far away as Cimarosa, on one side of the drift, perhaps picking up a cargo from the stronghold behind the legitimate facade of the club, Gemini. Or she might be running a Fleet blockade with a cargo of illegal arms for Omaru, on the other side of Hellgate. Travers honestly did not know which.

    Marin’s breathing pattern was slow and deep, gradually shallowing, and as Travers listened further he realized Marin was hardly breathing at all. In the dim cabin lights he was pale and motionless, eyes closed, hands spread on his knees. Travers knew a mental relaxation discipline when he saw one. This was how Curtis would use otherwise wasted hours to cast off stress, calm his mind, conserve his energy. 

                A Resalq technique? Had Mark Sherratt taught him this too? He must have. At twenty-three, Curtis Marin had walked out of Fleet, as hard and brash as any other cocky survivor of a tough, notorious service. He found himself alone, almost an alien on his own homeworld. Everything he had learned, everything he had made of himself since that day, was the result of his own ambition and Sherratt’s teaching. Fleet could take no credit.

                Borrowing a leaf from his book, Travers settled back, closed his eyes and left the gunship to monitor itself. He courted sleep and for a time he drifted in a doze, only to be woken by a fit of hoarse screaming from the crew compartment. His eyes sprang open, his ribs prickled with cold sweat, but Curtis said softly, without stirring,

                “Someone’s dying back there, Neil. There’s nothing you can do to help, much less prevent it. Let MacLean do his job. One less living soul aboard stretches the life support out a few hours.”

                “Mac’s the best I ever worked with.” Travers rubbed his face as his heart slowed once more. He blinked his eyes to focus on the instruments and whistled as he read off the screen by his elbow. “Give me the aft cameras, I want a visual of this.”

                Marin reached out, touched a key and stretched every muscle. “What?”

                “Look at your screen.” Travers tested the joystick that jockeyed the cameras, tracked them around and zoomed on the distant carrier. The leviathan shape filled the screen and Marin swore lividly. “Damn,” Travers murmured as he tripped the recorders, “what did I say about burning our boats?”

                “That,” Marin said with a gesture at the screen, “is the handiwork of Hellgate and Lorenzo Falk, in no particular order.”

                “Falk was on a Fleet commission,” Travers mused. “He was in the Drift till he got results, brought home a privateer crew that could be roasted in public for the sins of their fellows. Fleet carries its share of responsibility.”

                “There’s more ways than one to skin a cat,” Marin retorted. From the crew compartment behind them came a scream, and then a sudden silence. He closed his eyes and made a hand sign before his face which Travers did not recognize. When he spoke, his voice was filled with regret. “Blundering around in the Drift, chasing sensor phantoms, was slow, ritual suicide. If you want to catch the wreckers, there are ways to do it. Falk knew he was wasting time in there, and I’d give you odds, he was wasting it deliberately. The longer he strung out this commission, the better chance he had to work the scam that made him rich when he had command of the Kiev.”

                Framed by the monitor, zoomed into closeup, the Intrepid was cratered and pockmarked everywhere as her hull plates ruptured, and fogged by a haze of junk blown out through the breaches. With her reactors and engines dead she would not detonate, but she was completely inert now. A husk for salvage, her worth calculated as scrap.

                “You think Falk was running the scam again?” Travers whispered as he watched the carrier drift slowly against the ethereal backdrop of the stars.

                “Give me another reason why he kept his ship in Rabelais Space, out of communication for that length of time, when a few months would have done if you really wanted to capture a privateer crew,” Marin challenged.

                Intrigued, Travers glanced sidelong at him. “You could take the privateers?” Marin gave him a reproachful look, which made Travers hide a smile. “I’m sorry. Triple-think is your profession. I’m listening.”

                “You run a dummy cargo through the insurance office,” Marin said mildly. “Something too good to pass up, but not so flashy that it arouses suspicion. The wreckers are not fools. Their informant in the underwriter’s bureau will alert them. Unbeknown to the underwriter, you put a squadron of gunships in the freighter’s cargo bay, carrying a full ordnance load. Yes, you’ll have to fight, but hire on a professional crew, mercenaries, they do it for a living. 

                “When the wreckers jump you, you launch your gunships, disable the privateer with a shot in the engine deck that auto-scrams their reactors, then you knock out their gunnery defenses and escape pods with as many warheads as it takes. Restart your freighter’s engines, reload your guidance computers, take the disabled privateer in tractors and tow it out of Hellgate to a prearranged rendezvous point. Hand it to Fleet, who have been waiting for you, and let Intelligence interrogate the crew for everything they know. Use the information to fast-raid the privateers’ bases and disperse them, scatter them right back to Halfway. It would be ten years before they came creeping back.”

                Travers admitted a pang of disquiet. “Falk could have done that, as soon as he’d run a full patrol of the Drift, established his perimeters and parameters, two years ago. Damn.” He turned off the cameras and returned the screen to monitoring the gunship’s life support. “I think you’d better talk to Richard, as soon as possible.”

                “Tell him he’s skating on thin ice?” Marin’s brows arched. “Unless he’s a madman, he already knows.” He grinned impishly. “It’s also more than possible he has inside intelligence direct from some gifthorse’s mouth at Fleet. So long as Lorenzo Falk was in charge of Hellgate, Richard Vaurien knew he was safe! Falk wasn’t there to catch privateers, Neil, only to chase sensor phantoms.” He gave the screen a pensive look. “Where the hell are these friends of yours? It’s been six hours since your initial signal. By now, those escape modules on Nirgal will be starting to feel like coffins.” He paused. “And this ship is starting to feel like a hearse.”

                The same sensation had been crawling along Travers’s nerves for some time, even while he was half asleep. He reached over for a headset, tugged it on and settled it, and keyed in the tachyon band. He tuned both the send and gain to maximum, until the computer could barely filter out the constant hiss and crackle of interference from the black hole, and the steady pulse of 2631C. 

                “Mayday, mayday. Gunship 558937-Bravo, carrying injured survivors, requesting salvage.” A long pause while he listened intently, eyes closed. Then, “Mayday, 558937-Bravo, from the carrier Intrepid, we need medical assistance. Anyone on this band, please respond.” Someone had to be out there! Travers acknowledged a shocking bolt of anger and his voice was taut as he said to the mic, “Travers to Earthlight, Wings Of Freedom or Wastrel, with a mayday for Richard Vaurien or Barb Jazinsky.”

                “Travers,” Marin began. “If they’re not out there —”

                “They’re out there.” Travers checked his comm settings and cleared his throat. “Bravo Gunship hailing Commander Earthlight, priority signal. Request you respond at once. Situation is critical. We are overloaded with casualties and life support is low.” Perhaps it was time for a diplomatic lie. “Bravo Gunship to Commander Earthlight, Commander Wastrel, crucial you respond. Come on, goddamn it, you bloody know me!”

                He keyed in the auto repeat, which would continue to send the mayday so long as they had power. It would transmit long after they were dead, and in three weeks or a month the regular Fleet tender would arrive from Cimarosa or Borushek to collect a hulk filled with corpses.

                The pressure door behind them opened a crack and Perlman’s face appeared. “I had an access on, I couldn’t help noticing you’re transmitting. We’re in deep shit, Travers.”

                With a sinking feeling in the pit of his belly, Travers twisted in his seat. “How deep?”

                “Mac just lost two men. He’s got the rest on downs to keep them quiet. Some of them want to go back and take their chances on the carrier. This thing is starting to feel like a tin can.”

                “There’s zero chance of going back,” Marin told her quietly. “The hull ruptured a few minutes ago. The Intrepid is open to space on all decks.”

                “Oh, great.” Perlman dragged both hands back and forth through her short-cropped hair, which stood it on end. “Then, you’re going to love this. The air’s getting soupy back here. One of the a/c units has gone intermittent. We don’t seem to have a tech aboard, but I’ll see if I can fix it. Problem is, I’ll have to shut it down altogether to work on it, and if I screw it up, it’s not going to work again. It’ll be like breathing tepid coffee in a half hour. You want me to shut it down?”

                “You’ll have to,” Travers said tersely. “Chances are, it’ll shut itself down permanently if the fault isn’t fixed soon. Trying to catch it before it goes gives us at least half a chance. Give her a hand, Curtis. I’ll mind the store.”

                Without a word Marin unbuckled his flight harness and stepped out of the cockpit. Once again Travers’s eyes skimmed the instruments. Now Perlman had mentioned it, he was suddenly and uncomfortably aware that the air was warmer, more humid than it should be, and had a peculiar smell. Part of that odor was the crush of ailing bodies. Part of it was the rankness of fear.

                He looked out on the black-against-black body of Nirgal. He could see the immense sensor arrays towering on its rim like dragon’s teeth, gathering data on the Drift. Pointless data, he thought bitterly. What use was the intricate web-work of science and technology, when people were dying in its shadow?

                He took off his jacket, rolled up his sleeves and opened his shirt. With the a/c off it was abruptly very close, and a steel band seemed to tighten about his chest. Part of it was his imagination, but a large part was not.

                In the crew compartment someone panicked. Wails became shrill screams. MacLean shouted for Goldman to help, then for Marin. “Grab him! For godsakes hold him down while I get a shot into him. Goldman!”


                Impacts, other voices crying out, tumbling objects, a body falling against a bulkhead. Travers swallowed hard. It was beginning. Panic was more infectious than a plague. He felt the thin edge of it himself and clenched his fists, dragged in a breath to banish it.

                He was so intent on the sounds of struggle and the rise of his own heartbeat that he almost failed to notice the screen at his elbow. Long range scan reported the spatial disturbance of a ship making a negative hyperlight transition no more than five thousand kilometers from Nirgal.

                Panting, sweated, swearing, Marin shouldered into the cockpit and leaned on the back of the pilot’s seat to catch his breath, and in the same instant he and Travers both saw the red proximity alert. 

                “What the hell is that?” Marin jabbed a finger at the screen.

                “A ship coming in,” Travers said hoarsely. “They just went sublight.”

                “One of yours?” Marin rasped.

                “I don’t know,” Travers admitted. “They haven’t identified.”

                Marin lowered himself into the pilot seat and ran up his harness. “You’d better hope it’s one of yours, Travers. If that’s a Fleet courier we’ll be back on the Borushek base before you can turn ’round and spit.” He dragged on a headset, cut into the ship-to-ship band and took the gunship back onto manual flight control. “558937-Bravo to incoming ship. Mayday, mayday, can you stand by us? We are in need of assistance.”

                Eyes wide, Travers peered over the crescent curve of Nirgal, eager for a visual sighting. If it was a service hull he would recognize it in a moment. Marin called again, and again, as he brought the gunship up over the planetoid on a converging flightpath, but the comm remained silent.

                And then there it was, like a bat with its wings outstretched against the stars. As Travers made out the shape of it his heart beat at his ribs. Marin shot a look at him and Travers’s fists clenched as he fought in a deep breath of the thick, soupy air.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Red lights winked across the gunship’s consoles as the flight systems began to idle. The hangar was already sealed and coming swiftly up to tolerable pressure and temperature. MacLean hovered by the side hatch, eager to rush the injured out, and Perlman had replaced Marin in the cockpit.

                The hangar was large enough to handle four gunships at one time, and the other two were keeping station alongside the big ship. Aft of the modest flight deck was a cargo recovery bay, and one by one the ejection capsules were being plucked up from the surface of Nirgal by tractor, and unceremoniously hauled aboard.

                The side hatch opened with a hiss of equalizing pressure, and Travers urged Marin out ahead of him. MacLean, Goldman and Fargo were shouting for help to move the wounded, but many hands had already crowded in to assist. As Travers watched, all four gunships rapidly emptied.

                The powerful Arago generators were still running, hot and blustering, and he stood in the draft of the gravity resist to keep warm in the freezing hangar air. Beside him, Marin was wary, watchful, keeping silent and missing nothing.

                A service elevator opened, and MacLean was swiftly called inside with the most critical of his patients. In minutes they would be in a small but well equipped Infirmary, and Travers was confident they would receive good care. Support services aboard most merchant astra vessels was at least the equal of the military, and in many cases superior. They had to be, since a man could quit his job with a simple resignation, and no legal conscription levy guaranteed the ship another crew.

                A figure stepped out of the broad service lift as MacLean bundled his charges in, and Travers felt a knot in his belly unravel. Marin was aware at once of the shift in his mood. “Travers?” he queried, a bare whisper.

                “Remember to thank whatever you call your gods,” Travers told him. “It’s about time we lucked out, and we just did.” He strode forward as he spoke, beckoning Marin after him, but his hands were outstretched to the man who had just stepped out of the elevator.

                As tall, as wide shouldered and flamboyant as Travers remembered, Richard Vaurien opened his arms, embraced Travers and kissed both his cheeks. His elusive French accent thickened with emotion as he tossed back the long, red-gold hair, and he held Travers at arm’s length to look at him. 

                “You look like shit. What in hell are you doing here, Neil? The Wings picked up your signal. They told me they’ve been receiving maydays from you for eight hours. I overran my engines to get here. I was on my way to Cimarosa when I received the first of your transmissions. The carrier looks like so much wreckage, what did you do to it?”

                “Later, Richard,” Travers said, breathless with a mix of elation, relief and numbing fatigue. “It’s a long story, and not a particularly pleasant one.” He paused as the gunship’s spinners and sirens kicked in with a barrage of flickering light and wailing noise. “That’s my pilot, Perlman, trying to tell us to get the hell out of this hangar, so we can move two gunships out and get the last two in and offloaded. We’re in the way standing here.”

                “Your pilot is quite right,” Vaurien said acerbically. “Come and rest. How long since you ate? Tell me what in the name of God’s been happening here.”

                They were in a crew elevator a moment later, and Vaurien thumbed for the upper decks. “Do you remember, Richard,” Travers said carefully, “the last time I met you on Cimarosa.”

                The privateer was looking Curtis Marin over appraisingly. Travers was aware of Curtis’s slight tension as he felt himself evaluated, though no flicker of expression or body language betrayed him. Marin was too good. “Of course I remember,” Vaurien said easily. He pushed his hands into the pockets of russet red trousers and shrugged, which stretched the white silk shirt across his broad chest. “You asked me to take a datacube to Velcastra. To Rob Liang, specifically.”

               The little familiarity sent up a dozen red flags. Travers and Marin traded glances and Travers said carefully, “Damnit, you know the man.”

                Vaurien’s mobile face molded into a grin. “I should thank you for introducing us. Since I delivered your data, Liang and I have done several lucrative deals. Liang has contacts in low places.”

                “You’re gun running, through the Fleet blockades,” Marin guessed, “on Liang’s funding. I knew it! I saw the signs of the Daku all over his house.” He gave Travers an almost triumphant look. “You never saw the mansion on StarCity did you?”

                “Liang’s a Daku?” Travers was surprised. “I never saw any sign of the sect when I worked for him. Then again, it was seven years ago.”

                “And before his kid was killed,” Marin added darkly. “You’re gun running for him?” he asked of Vaurien. “Liang is funding the republicans?”
                Vaurien’s brows were up, and he looked from Travers to Marin and back again. “I’m supposed to trust him, Neil? You want to tell me who he is?” He cocked his head at Travers.   

                “You took the data to Liang, you know what it was about,” Travers said tersely.

                “I know Rob Liang’s kid was murdered in a criminal manipulation of Fleet regulations.” Vaurien shrugged. “He told me a lot of the story when he realized I could get a shipment through for him. No one else could, and we became business partners, not quite on a whim.” He paused, eyes bright. “Omaru, of course. Liang told me he petitioned Fleet, which was a complete waste of time, and then ... shall we say, he took matters into his own hands.”


                “He called a very select agency,” Travers affirmed, “and hired himself ...” he paused, wondering how the bald statement would sound. What other way was there to phrase it? “An assassin,” he said quietly. “This is Curtis Marin, who came into Hellgate to settle accounts with Sergeant Neville.”

                To his surprise Vaurien’s eyes narrowed on Marin, who was poised now, as if half convinced he must defend himself. The age-old fight or flight reflex. For a long, electric moment he and Vaurien seemed to square off like swordsmen about to draw weapons, and Travers had taken a breath to speak on Marin’s behalf when Vaurien said,

                “Well, well. So you’re Curtis Marin. But of course, I should have known.” He extended his hand and refused to withdraw it until Marin had clasped it. “Welcome aboard the Wastrel, Mister Marin. If I may say, it is an honor to be your host.”

                Astonishment rendered Travers mute for a second before he could find his voice once more. “You know him? Jesus God, that’s not possible!” he exploded.

                “I know of him, Neil,” Richard remonstrated as he shepherded his guests out of the elevator. “Mister Marin and I have a mutual friend.” He smiled courteously at the silent, wary Marin. “I imagine you’d like to bathe and put on some civilized clothes. Conscription into the service is difficult enough for the ordinary person, but to a gentleman it is an uncomfortable inconvenience.”

                “I would,” Marin admitted. “And this mutual friend?”

                Again Richard smiled that old, easy and genial smile. Laugh lines fanned about his eyes, hinting at his true age while his hair, his skin and body suggested someone much younger. Travers knew better. Vaurien had led them to the door of private quarters, and now ushered them inside. 

                The lighting was soft and the luxury on this ship had not diminished at all since the days, the nights Travers had spent here as a guest, after Cimarosa. This cabin was designed to accommodate two in luxury. Every amenity was on hand, from the genuine coffee percolating by the autochef to the soap and cologne waiting in the adjacent bathroom. No bilgewater coffee and raw solvents here. 

                A single massive bed with pale blue sheets flanked the door, and on one wall hung an original oil painting by the homeworlds artist Gainsborough, a portrait of a lady in an enormous, ridiculous hat. Opposite the bed were the doors of bathroom and closet.

                “I had a call a while ago.” Vaurien helped himself to coffee as Marin opened the closet and discovered it stocked with a bewildering assortment of clothing. “Take whatever you want Mister Marin,” Richard invited. “They are all salvage, no market value. These came from a freighter out of Pakrenne. She went up on the Bronowski Reef, on the Omaru side of Hellgate ... an asteroid field, in fact. We simply salvaged her, and retained a fraction of the cargo to sweeten the deal, since the percentage paid by the underwriters is laughable, when the salvage was performed in the Drift.”

                “Thanks.” Marin had already pulled out slacks and shirt and tossed them across the bed. “You said you had a call ...?”

                “Yes. An assignment to perform a series of passes through the Drift and collect data. More or less, to keep an eye on the Intrepid, since someone aboard might be in jeopardy, and would be sorely missed. Missed, that is, by Dendra Shemiji.” He lifted his cup as if in toast. “I didn’t expect to meet you in person, Mister Marin, but I know that if I had, Mark would have asked me to pass along his regards. I’ll take you to him directly, of course.”

                After the ordeal of the previous ten hours, confusion and astonishment dizzied Travers. He held up his hands for quiet and fixed Richard with a gimlet-like glare. “You know this man, Sherratt?”

                “Neil, it’s obvious, he does,” Marin said calmly. He pulled the crumpled uniform shirt over his head, discarded it with a grimace and leaned into the shower stall to set the faucets. Steam began to billow. “Captain Vaurien probably contracted the services of Dendra Shemiji a few years ago, and Mark took the commission. I can tell you, the agency is kept so busy, we’re often stretched thin. If Mark considers an assignment crucial, he’ll broker the deal himself and he may even do the job personally.”

                “I ... oh.” Travers looked from Marin’s wry face to Vaurien’s faint smile and back. “Ah, what the hell,” he groaned. “You’ve done business with Sherratt’s agency? Cool. Good for the both of  you. Get me a coffee, will you, Richard? Irish.”

                “I did business with Mark,” Vaurien affirmed as he fetched the coffee, “but not the kind you mean. I ran into him socially, when he and Jazinsky were researching the same zone of space. There’s one specific part of Hellgate where micro-wormholes burst open like popcorn and vanish again like soap bubbles. The Wastrel and Mark’s research ship, the Rainbow Voyager, were doing essentially the same work, we just lucked out to be there at the same time. It’s paranoid and stupid to duplicate research. Only governments do that. We pooled our resources, gathered twice the data in half the time, and in the end I paid him a lot of money for data he’d collected over the last couple of hundred years.”

                “Data?” Marin echoed as he stepped under the scalding water. “Let me guess. You wanted the finest data on the Drift the Resalq ever gathered. Perhaps data on the orbit of Naiobe, which causes the gravity tides? Cross gravitational currents between Naiobe and the supergiant stars, which trigger whirlpools and wormholes. Ten centuries ago that hole in space was almost as hot and just as dangerous as it is now.”

                “Correct.” Richard proffered a coffee in each hand. “Mark became interested in my work when I’d told him I was a scientist, observing the Rabelais Drift, and I’d heard on the grapevine that he had data. None of the story was true, of course. In my line of work you become quite adept at the bare-faced lie. The truth? I needed the data for the navigation software routines Jazinsky was developing, and the fact is, I’d heard a lot about Mark Sherratt ... from his enemies.”

                “Which enemies?” Marin leaned out of the steam and took a cup from Vaurien. “Mark has more than a few.”

                “As you’d expect,”
Richard said soberly. “In his line of work it’s an occupational hazard. Dendra Shemiji fills a contract; someone somewhere won’t be happy. It’s almost impossible to trace the execution back to the agency, but it can be done. Men who bear Mark a grudge had told me, warned me, he’s not what he seems. At the time I didn’t understand. After I’d worked with him a while, I began to notice differences that not even five generations of genetic re-engineering could completely erase.”

                “He’s Resalq,” Travers growled.

                “Yes.” Vaurien was untroubled. “Sherratt saw I’d stumbled on his secret, and we were honest with one another.

                “He is Resalq, a brilliant scientist, apolitical, a veteran of war and a master assassin. I am a privateer, a Fleet deserter, a self-proclaimed republican, and I run guns to colonial militias. Beyond that, we’re both extremely rich and far beyond the reach of the authorities.” He smiled indulgently at Travers. “We became friends. Much of Barb Jazinsky’s current work is based on Sherratt’s data, Resalq data. 

                “Through archaeological means he’s gradually recovering a lot of his people’s ancient observations and calculations. The Resalq developed a whole discipline of analytical math which Jazinsky tells me far exceeds anything we humans yet command. You probably know, Mister Marin, that Mark has been working for years to extrapolate upon what little the Resalq ever learned of Zunshu physics. Barb took his work and built on it. You see, Travers, Fleet is correct when they say we use Hellgate as our ‘backyard’.”

                Marin turned off the water and stepped out into the turbo dryer. “Then, Mark asked you to keep tabs on the carrier?”

                “He was concerned for you.” Richard seated himself on the side of the bed and looked up at Travers. “It was he who arranged for Mister Marin to travel to Velcastra to see Rob Liang; and then he attended to the transaction. Mister Marin signaled him regarding the commission — encrypted, of course. It wouldn’t do to make Fleet privy to it. 

                “Mark came over to Cimarosa at the same time Curtis Marin was boarding the Intrepid.” Vaurien regarded Marin with a frown as the dryer enveloped him in a hot gale. “You were never quite alone, though there was no way for Mark to aid you while you were aboard the carrier.”

                Still bemused but growing drowsy with relief, Travers stepped into the bathroom and peered at his reflection in the amber glass mirror. He was drawn with fatigue and beard-stubbled. He thought he looked ten years older, and what he wanted was food, sleep. An unlimited supply of both. The cabin’s autochef was one of the most recent models, and while Curtis and Richard idly discussed the fate of the carrier, the antics of Lorenzo Falk and the Dendra Shemiji contract, Travers punched up a meal. 

                Minutes later, they were eating. Clad in a voluminous black silk kimono, Marin was sitting cross-legged on the bed, listening intently to Vaurien. Travers was too tired to participate in the conversation, further than monosyllabic replies, and hungry enough to have assaulted the food before he had settled on the side of the bed. Vaurien had grasped the crucial business of the disposition of the crew: where they were going, what was to be done with them. By now, Marin’s main misgiving was Major Hodaka. 

                “The only surviving officer from the Intrepid is the chief of the technics division. He’s a career officer with a courtesy rank. He’ll be the hardest crew member to silence, if he decides to betray the rest of us.”

                “He’s a problem,” Vaurien agreed thoughtfully, “but it’s hardly insuperable. We can try honest bribery, and if all else fails his memory can be altered, or simply erased. I have the means aboard.” His eyes glittered with humor. “If worst comes to worst, Dendra Shemiji is full of tricks, not merely the skills of the assassin. Give your problematic Major Hodaka to Mark Sherratt for an hour.”

                “And he would emerge a new man,” Marin agreed wearily. “Mark could do that, and would, if I begged the favor.” He yawned deeply for the third time in as many minutes.

                At last Richard laughed quietly. “I think I’d better let you rest. Business will keep. You are almost asleep, and Travers is hardly his usual ebullient self. There is much to discuss, Curtis, but it’ll be better tackled when you are wide awake.”

                “Business?” Travers asked through a mouthful of food.

                “I want the wreck, everything salvageable on her,” Richard said as he withdrew to the door. “She’ll be marked with my beacons by now, and the Earthlight will take her somewhere safe.”

                “Into the Drift?” Marin guessed as he settled on the bed. 

                “Of course. I’ll cut her up, sell the engines, reactors and hull armor, piecemeal. Then we have her ordnance load and her squadron of fighter interceptors, which in this time of war will be the greatest of her treasures. Of course you are due shares in the salvage! She was technically your ship.”

                “Fleet’s,” Travers corrected.

                “You want me to reimburse the very service that wrecked her?” Richard made a face. “In the end, you were her senior Master Sergeant, she was your command. You’re going to turn down a small fortune?”

                “Not when you put it that way,” Travers admitted, still eating.

                “Then, there’s the matter of your crew,” Vaurien went on. “They won’t be allowed to jeopardize my security, you realize this.”

                Marin turned over and stretched with a rustling of black silk. “Most of these people will be so grateful to go home, Richard, one way and another, they’ll kiss the ground you walk on, not betray you. They’ve lived in fear for a long time.” He yawned animatedly. “Forgive me. You’re not seeing my best form.”

                “I can imagine.” Richard chuckled. “It’s not every day you have a carrier literally torn out from under you.” He thumbed the door switch. “Eat, rest, as long as you like, both of you. Your crew is safe, and you’re welcome aboard the Wastrel.” He winked one hazel eye at Travers. “Sleep well, mon ami. Later, we’ll discuss the future.”

                Much later, Travers thought blurrily. As the door closed and locked he let himself slither onto the mattress and found his head in Curtis’s lap. Curtis fetched a roll of sliced ham to his lips and Travers bit into it, taking half, leaving Curtis the rest. Marin’s fingers swept patterns about his chest, circled his nipples and caressed them, making him groan.

                “I wish I wasn’t so beat,” he said philosophically. 

                “And if you weren’t?” Marin teased.

                “I’d kiss you. Your mouth, your skin, your belly, and eventually I’d slide on ... down there.” Travers yawned, mocking himself outrageously.

                “And then?” Marin asked in a lush whisper as he stroked Travers’s face with gentle fingertips.

                “I’d bite your nipples, but carefully,” Travers swore. “I’d lick where it drove you insane.” His eyes were closed and he pressed his cheek to Curtis’s silk-covered belly. “I’d find some oil, and see if you liked my fingers ... put you on your back and lift your legs ... put you on your belly and burrow my hands under you.” 

                His voice was getting lower, the words slower, slurred and indistinct. Marin’s own voice seemed to come from a vast distance. “Would you do it to me? Would you fuck me?”

                That was enough to almost wake Travers. “Would you want me to? Do you like it?”

                “Sometimes. With the right person.” Marin stroked his brow. “Go to sleep.”

                “We have a lot to think about, but I’m too beat to even consider our options,” he confessed.

                The observation aroused a chuckle from Marin. “There’s a cure for what ails you. Temporary coma.”

                “Easier said than done.” Travers turned his face away and fumbled for the light, which was within arm’s reach of the bed. “Almost every time I close my eyes, the face of that boy haunts me. I feel Karl Liang’s blood on my hands. His eyes, dying eyes, looking at me as if he expects me to be able to do something for him.” He took a breath. “All I could do was hold him, help him die with what dignity he had left.” Memories caught him up, tight as a fist, and for some moments he did not even hear Curtis’s voice.

                “Travers? Neil?” Quiet repetitions of his name brought him back. He blinked into Curtis’s watchful face and heaved in a breath. “Let it go now,” Marin said softly. “You have to let go the pain, release the past before it wounds you too. Every job I do, Neil, every job, I deal with this kind of pain, and I have to let it go when it’s finished. But don’t ever forget the boy. Karl David Liang is part of who you are.”

                “And he’s been avenged,” Travers added. “Will you tell his father?”

                “Yes. I’ll go back to Velcastra with a full report. You might go with me. Chandra Liang would be pleased to see you, and you’ll be free to travel in a few days. By then Richard’s computer sorceress will have us listed among the carrier’s dead — God knows, there were hundreds. A new name, a new identity, and you’re free to go anywhere you choose.” 

                “A new name for you too, this time.” Travers mused. “You’ve pushed the name of ‘Marin’ as far as it’ll go.”

                “It doesn’t matter.” Marin sat up and reached for the bottle of whiskey Vaurien had set down on the night stand. “I’ve used dozens of names in the last five years. It just happens that ‘Marin’ is the name I was born with.

Give it a year or two, and ‘John Smith’ can change his name legally to ‘Curtis Marin’ on Mars or Rethan or Lushiar. Anywhere. All I have to do is sign the papers and pay a few hundred dollars to have it entered in someone’s civilian registry, and I’ll join the legions of people between the Deep Sky and the homeworlds who were named ‘Curtis Marin’ by their parents.”

                “Legions?” Travers asked, amused and going down fast into sleep.

                “Thousands of us,” Marin assured him. “Try consulting the phone code register for any major city, and there’ll be a hundred people listed as Marin, C., and a dozen will be called Curtis.”

                “But what about your home on Geneva? What about your things, your financial arrangements?”

                “That’s the simple part.” Marin settled to sleep, tucked in beside him. His eyes were closed. “In my line of work the first thing I did was make my will. The sole beneficiary is Mark Sherratt. When I’m listed as dead, killed in the Intrepid incident, Mark will inherit the lot. And later we shuffle documentation to show he has a nephew. With new ID, I’ll take another apartment in Geneva or Westminster while the dust settles, and in a year or two I inherit my own property. In fact, I come back as my own cousin.” He paused and smiled ruefully. “The magic of computers. Now, will you close your eyes and get some sleep!”

                Sleep. As if sleep was the reward of the righteous, the prize of the pure, forever denied to the likes of himself.  Gratefully accepting the command, Travers sagged limply onto the wide, yielding mattress.

                A long time later he woke. His sense of time had deserted him and he had no idea how long he had been out, but for the first time in months he had enjoyed that deep, dreamless sleep in which an hour can be more refreshing than a whole night’s tossing.

                He yawned, rolled over, and before his eyes were open his hands were blindly searching. He found the contour of an arm, the strong curve of a shoulder, the soft pelt of chest hair, the firm peaks of nipples. Marin’s body felt as gorgeous as it looked. He was fit as an athlete — Neville had been able to tax him close to his limits, but not to break him. Marin had never been anywhere near breakpoint, even at the height of the Maltepe simulation. Travers smiled pridefully as he cracked open his eyes to see what his hands had discovered.

                Dark irises the color of a stormy sea were looking drowsily at him, and Marin smiled, not the impish expression, but the gentle, pliable, affectionate smile of a lover. His hand covered Travers’s, where it had come to rest on his chest. He held it there, and Travers felt the slow, heavy cadence of his heart. “Better?” Marin asked as he wriggled down in the vast bed and invited himself into Travers’s arms.

                “Better,” Travers decided as he stretched, felt out every joint and sinew and heard most of them pop and crackle. “I feel human again.”

                “You certainly look human,” Marin told him, kicking back the sheets and looking down the length of Travers’s strong torso. 

                As Travers realized what he was looking at the heat came up fast. He was erect, and he had been for some time, in his sleep. He often woke with a hardon. Popular Fleet lore said it was the result of sex starvation, and Travers could believe it. His sex life had been a negative quantity in a world where sex happened almost by accident. Suitable partners were rare in the barracks; opportunities for privacy were even rarer. It might not bother a gang of seventeen and eighteen year old boys to engage in a ‘circle jerk’ after lights-out, but as the years passed a man developed a taste for something with a little more style. Finesse.

                Curtis had burrowed close to him and was licking his collar bone while one fine, long-fingered hand slid down over his belly and palmed the sturdy shaft of him. A purr left Curtis’s throat, and then an odd sound, half growl, half sigh.

                “Was that the sound of criticism or content?” Travers wondered as he began to wake fully.

                “Content,” Marin decided after due deliberation. He lifted his head and looked down into Travers’s face. His cheeks were flushed, his eyes bright. “You’re big.”

                “Well, thank you kindly,” Travers said smugly. “Does it bother you? I mean —”

                “I know what you mean. Is it going to hurt me?” Curtis sat up, straddled Travers’s middle and leaned back so the hot, silk-smooth lance tickled his lower spine. “Yes, it’ll hurt. No, it doesn’t bother me.”

                “You turn on to pain?” Travers was surprised, and, damn Neville, the instructor’s taunts whispered in his ears.

                “Guess again,” Curtis retorted, flicking Travers’s nipples.

                “You have a high pain threshold?” Travers wondered.

                “I know several mental disciplines,” Marin told him. “I can turn pain off till it’s not there anymore.”

                “Resalq techniques.” Travers was fascinated. His hands splayed over Marin’s beautiful body. “You’re the fantasy I’ve had all my life.”

                “Thank you — kindly,” Marin said, amused, pleased and affectionate at once. He leaned down and nuzzled Travers’s throat, kissed him deeply. “When the time is right, I’d like h’ere-zar with you.”

                The word was unfamiliar. “H’ere-zar,” Travers echoed.

                “It’s a little less ugly a word than ‘fucking’,” Marin said in acerbic tones, “and it’s not pre-loaded with the connotations of cursing. Why did humans take the verb ‘to copulate’, in a dead language, turn it into a profanity and then apply it to virtually everything? I never understood. And you can’t deny there’s nothing euphonious about the word. It sounds like ... exactly like the f’ck-f’ck-f’ck noise Chiyoda auto-canons make when they’re loading caseless ammunition.”

                The observation was so astute, Travers laughed. “H’ere-zar. Sounds exotic.”

                “No more exotic than what you’ve been doing all your life and sounding like a Chiyoda C-90 when you describe it.” Marin drew a caress about Travers’s face and throat. “I’d like it, with you. I haven’t felt it in over a year, and if I tell you the truth, I miss it.”

                A nerve in Travers’s insides came to life like a blue-white gas jet. The heat rose fast and he felt the beginning of a long, slow, superhot burn. “When the time is right, tell me.” Did he sound ridiculously hopeful? He knew he did.

                “Oh, I will, soldier.” Marin laid one finger on his nose. He was sitting against the muted cabin lights and they haloed him, gave him an almost madonna-like look of serenity, quiet, calm, tranquility. Only the big, rose-gold erection that speared up from the auburn nest at his groin gave the lie to his composure. Behind the serene face, Marin’s blood must be singing in his veins as surely as Travers’s own. 

                Travers reached up, took him by the shoulders and pulled him down. He spoke in a moist whisper against his ear. “Come to me. I won’t vandalize you.”

                “Vandalize —” Marin echoed as he slid down again. “You’re going to make love to me.”

                “Romantic,” Travers accused.

                “Maybe.” Curtis rubbed his cheek, catlike, over Travers’s shoulder. “Maybe I feel like being romantic because the Chandra Liang  job is over, and it’s the last. Maybe I can afford to be romantic for the first time in my life.”  He paused to nip Travers’s shoulder with sharp teeth. “Maybe I want to take my life in new directions, and perhaps I want you there with me. Times change. I’ve changed. I want things, now, that would be impossible if I go back to the way it all was.”

                “The only thing than never changes,” Travers quoted the ancient aphorism, “is that everything always changes.”

                “Dao De Jing,” Marin murmured. His hands were busy.

                “Is it? I never knew.” Travers buried his face in the soft tangled hair, wondering how long Curtis wore it when a tour with Fleet was not on the agenda. It had just begun to grow back; in a month it would be looking respectably civilian and he would be able to tangle his fingers in it. 

                Marin was deeply relaxed, pliable and drowsily affectionate. Travers put him on his back, kissed his chest, smelt the faint tang of fresh sweat, some last, lingering fragrance of cologne and the whiff of his musk, so male that Travers shivered. “You’re beautiful,” he ventured. 

                “I was about to say the same thing,” Marin murmured. “I saw you as soon as I boarded the carrier. Fatigues and a service haircut usually make the most gorgeous individual look like a potato, but not you. I thought you were magnificent, even then.”

                Flattered, flustered, gratified, optimistic, Travers slithered down Curtis’s belly, tongued his navel and greeted the salt-sweat shaft of him. He sucked, licked, explored every fold, every ridge, and then moved on to the soft-firm mass of his balls, so tight and smooth, and tucked up neatly. To Travers he was perfect, everywhere, right down to the strong, clean smell of him, the unmistakable scent that said youngman. Travers breathed a chuckle.

                “Something amuses you?” Marin wondered, spreading his legs wider, inviting.

                 “I’m just thinking. About luck,” Travers admitted. “I used to lie awake nights on that ship, thinking about this.”

                “About kissing my balls?” Marin was rightly disbelieving.

                “About having a lover the size and shape and image and smell of you,” Travers corrected.

                “Luck.” Marin threaded his fingers through Travers’s hair. “It’s an ill wind, as they say.”

                “An ill wind?” Travers tongued him, making him gasp.

                “For me to be here,” Marin reminded, “a boy had to die. The price of everything we have, especially love, was Karl David Liang’s life.”

                Twin spears lanced Travers at one instant. Love? His heart was a mile high, beating out of his chest, and yet in the same moment the boy’s face haunted him. For a split second he could see only Karl David Liang’s blood on his hands, the dark, dying eyes beseeching, begging for help no one could give. He caught his breath as the over-worn nightmare rolled through him, leaving little space for passion. 

                “Neil.” Gentle fingers combed through Travers’s hair, massaged his scalp, bringing him back. He blinked into Marin’s face and heaved in a difficult breath. “Let it go now,” Marin whispered. “I told you before, release the pain but don’t ever forget the boy. You can’t carry his death with you.” He paused, caught Travers’s hands and pulled him up, till they were side by side. “Will you let me help?”

                “Some ancient Resalq mental discipline?” Travers asked doubtfully. Scalding tears prickled his eyes. “It’d take so long to learn.”


                “No.  Just a few moments, if you trust me.”

                “I trust you,” Travers said thickly. He closed his eyes. “I love you.”


                “Then, let me help you.” Marin enfolded him, and the long, artist’s fingers wandered purposefully over Travers’s back and shoulders, seeking a pressure point here,  a reflex there. Travers was holding his breath, never knowing where Curtis would touch him next, or how his body would react to the sudden pressure on a sensitive point he had never known existed. For a second he was dizzy; he heard his own blood in his ears and his hands and feet were cold and tingling. He squeezed his eyes shut as all sensation seemed to draw into a knot in his chest, and he heard Marin’s voice, a soft, hypnotic whisper against his ear.

                The words were in no human language Travers had ever known; he was not even sure they were words. They might have been pure sound, like mantras. Or were mantras words in even older languages which had been lost utterly, and left behind only their magic? Travers did not know, and he clung to Curtis with fingers he could no longer feel as the sounds flooded his mind.

                Behind his sealed eyelids he saw white light from which burst many colors, and he felt himself weightless, as if he were swimming up into the glowing lake. Marin’s voice went on, soft as a sigh, and he was sure it was coming from the heart of the light. He reached for it, thrust his hand into it, seemed to break a meniscus as if the glow were a liquid, and suddenly he dove through.

                All at once he was warm, every extremity tingling with pure sensation. He felt every part of Marin’s body against him, the warmth of him, the solid strength of his bones, the soft-hard mass of rampant genitals, the curious gentleness of hands that caressed and coaxed when they might have clenched like talons and demanded.            

                He might have been swimming in warm liquid, an amniotic world where nothing could hurt and where fear was unknown. He rolled over like a seal, like a dolphin, wanting to frolic, and drew Curtis with him. 

                “There’s no pain now,” Marin’s voice whispered.

                “Hmm,” Travers rumbled. “Flying. Or is it swimming?”

                “It’s perfect freedom,” Marin told him as he molded against Travers’s body and began to work hard.  “You’re close.”

                “Close,” Travers echoed, feeling his breath coming in short, sharp inhalations, though his chest seemed to belong to someone else. All sensation was drawn to the heat, the needing in his belly. Groaning, he searched for his own hands in the sublime storm of sensation, and his shaking fingers closed around the velvet-over-steel root of Curtis. He thrust a thigh between Marin’s long legs, spread him wide and heard him gasp in a quick breath as urgency gripped them tight. Curtis clung to him now as every caress, every trick of grip and squeeze was lavished on him from the weeping crown to the swollen balls which pulled up tight.

                They moved together then, weightless in a sphere of many-colored light which seemed to permeate the flesh. The rhythm was fast, hard, driving, not at all like a dance but like the kata of some ancient and forgotten martial form. Marin’s hands closed on Travers’s shoulders, fingers digging into sinew and tendon as Travers worked, first under him, then on top, in the sublime, rainbow-hued freefall.

                Travers fought for every second he could make it go on, heard Marin groaning against his shoulder, and then the light seemed to shatter in a million splinters of brilliant, multicolored ice, and climax thundered through him. Curtis’s whole body stiffened against him; he was a second behind, as if it had been an absurd race to finish last. Curtis seemed to have held himself on the edge, kept himself there by some knack he had been taught, one of the last legacies of a forgotten race. At last he released himself, and his hands clenched into Travers’s shoulders, leaving bruises, the transient brands of possession. Belonging. Travers felt it keenly — not the quick, sharp smart of teeth in his flesh, but the sudden and unexpected joy of belonging.

                He gave the Resalq a grateful thought as he sagged into the luxury of the bed. His mind was still swimming in the memory of light while his senses filled with the heat of Curtis’s skin, the sharp, mown-hay scent of his coming, the soft voice whispering against his ear. He slithered down into a drifting half-doze, his hands still moving thoughtlessly to caress, wanting to prolong the moment.

                An eon later he felt Curtis moving away, but Travers could not move yet. He cracked open reluctant eyelids and watched Marin step into the bathroom. Water turned on, the air filled with warm humidity; the scent of cologne was light and sharp, and the steady, insect buzz of a razor betrayed his industries. 

                Resignedly, Travers forced himself awake and swung his legs off the bed. He felt out every bone and muscle and stretched both arms over his head. For the first time in months, years, he felt great. Reborn. He watched Marin for a moment, the play of light and shade across his back and buttocks, the ripple of muscles as he bent closer to the mirror. The sense of belonging pervaded every cell again as Travers stepped into the bathroom behind him, and into the shower stall.

                Hot water, liquid cologne soap and shameless luxury enfolded him. He lingered much longer than he had intended. Instead of starting the turbo, he picked up a preheated towel and was shrugging into a scarlet kimono as he returned to the room. “I feel like a large brandy, a small coffee ... and chocolate torte. Could you eat again? Finding myself unexpectedly alive and free makes me ravenous.”


                “Then, we better make it a large chocolate torte,” Marin decided as he padded to the autochef. 

                The aromas of coffee, brandy and chocolate tantalized the senses as Travers toweled down, swiftly shaved and changed into fresh clothes. The flimsy slacks and tunic were on the Rinaldi designer label, and brand new. The cut of the clothes was elegant, and so different from military fatigues, he felt odd.

                “I should make the journey to Velcastra soon,” Marin mused as they ate. “You could come along, or will you stay with Vaurien a while? Do you have a home somewhere? Family, someone waiting for you?”

                “No. No home, no one waiting,” Travers assured him. “I grew up on Darwin’s, but I never went back.”

                “I know that much. I read your service file when I interrogated Fleet archive,” Curtis told him. “But you could have a relationship that doesn’t show up in the computer files. Kids out there somewhere.” He lifted a speculative brow.

                Travers only shook his head and helped himself to more coffee. “No, there’s no partner, no kids. My parents were killed while I was on the Chicago. A car crash, midair collision. I have a sister and two brothers, all born when I was in my teens. When the parents were killed they scattered across the colonies to live with friends and family. I haven’t seen them since I was seventeen and received my conscription notice. They were at my farewell party, but they didn’t stay long. They were too young.”


                “Then unless you hunt down estranged siblings who probably wouldn’t recognize you, you’re alone,” Marin observed.

                “I always have been.” Travers looked up at him over the massive torte, wondering what Marin was driving at. “It gets to be a way of life. If you want the truth, I’ve never even worked with a partner before this.”

                Marin gave him a grin. “If you embroil yourself with Dendra Shemiji, you’ll have to get used to it. The agency is like ...” He paused to think. “Being part of an enormous family. Meeting Mark Sherratt the way I did was probably the best thing that ever happened to me. I was already drifting, and on my way to hell, no stops, no return tickets. My only regret is, Vassily had to die, to forge my connection with the agency. Like you, and the death of the Liang boy.”  And then he waited, watching Travers’s face.

                The mention of Liang’s name had always brought an onslaught of savage memories, and Travers had taken a breath, braced himself to ride them out, when he realized they did not come. He saw Karl’s face, heard his voice, remembered him perfectly, but the blood had faded, pain was muted, as if the scene had happened to someone else. Sadness remained, but not agony. Seconds passed, and Travers realized he was holding his breath. 

                “All right,” Marin said softly, as if a whole world had been decided in this moment. Then he visibly shook off the introspective mood. “Finish the food, then we’d best address the problem of your crew, and what’s to become of them.”

                The question had been in the back of Travers’s mind all along, but decisions were not his to make. Kids like Fargo, Kravitz and Choi must decide for themselves where they wanted to go, what they wanted to do. Their opportunities were almost limitless, but for a while at least they would probably be too stunned by what had happened to think clearly about the future and their place in it. 

                For himself, Travers was content to go where fortune took him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

The Wastrel had made so smooth a positive hypertransition after picking up the last escape modules, Marin was unaware of it. The tug had been in flight for six hours when he and Travers woke, and when they left the cabin in search of Richard Vaurien, she was only an hour short of Saraine.

                The operations room was dim, and the navigation tank was a mesmerizing threedee display of shifting stars and nebulae, orbits and ships. As he stepped into the dimness, Marin turned on the tags, and each celestial object and ship was visually labeled for reference. Lines of galactic latitude and longitude appeared, and Marin knew at once where the Wastrel was. The Rabelais Drift lay four parsecs astern; Cimarosa was fifteen hours’ flight time from this position, and the salvage ship had nosed her way into a sector of space which was dubbed by chart makers three centuries before as the Mare Resalq. The Resalq Sea. 

                There was something very oceanic about this quadrant. The stars were bright, dense, and seen from the perspective of a ship leaving the Near Sky, they did indeed seem like waves frothing on a beach. Beyond the Mare Resalq was the outer rim of the Deep Sky itself, while the colonies were like so many beads on a necklace, strung out into the darkness of the Carina-Cygnus arm of the galaxy.

                Not an hour ahead was a world called Saraine, and Marin was astonished. Richard Vaurien was lounging in a seat by the tug’s pilot. Not a handy but a genuine antique book lay open in his lap; he cradled a glass of amber liquor and a small cigar, and his long legs were crossed elegantly.

                “Saraine?” Marin asked with a gesture at the holograph shimmering in the nav-tank.

                “Mark insisted I promise, if I could assist you, I would,” Vaurien told him, “and if I brought you out of Hellgate I would take you directly to him.”

                “And he’s back on Saraine.” Marin turned off the tags, which deactivated longitude and latitude lines also, leaving the tank appearing like an entire miniature cosmos. 

                “The EternalCity,” Vaurien said idly. “I believe he has friends there, and Jazinsky has been conferring with him for the last several days. Mathematics. Some aspect of her work is troublesomely elusive, while the same problems she wrestles with today were solved long ago. By mathematicians,” he added, “whose brilliance was no guarantee against extinction.”

                “Resalq scientists,” Travers’s voice said. He had stepped into the ops room a moment before, following Marin. A glance at the tank, and he knew exactly where they were.

                “The great Resalq mathematicians were almost philosophers,” Marin mused. He swiveled a chair out from an unmanned station and sat. “How much about Sherratt’s people do you know, Travers?”

                “Not a hell of a lot,” Travers admitted. “They were ... are humanoid, about the same mass as humans, single gender, hermaphrodite. Their technology seemed to parallel ours but they had a long head start on us. Probably dragged themselves out of their primordial swamp a lot earlier. I’ve read that their biology was reasonably similar to ours, though their genetic code was so radically different, there could never have been any chance of them interbreeding with humans.  For one thing, their normal life span is several times longer than ours. It’s a safe guess, if their science is ahead of ours, which it is, if they wanted or needed to extend that life span, they could do it. They discovered hyperlight technology a couple centuries before Richard the Lionheart fought the Third Crusade on Earth. They were the dominant species in this region for about a thousand years and then suddenly they were gone, no one really knows how. They left behind archaeological treasures, art and mathematics, and a very few physical remains which were autopsied as relics.” Travers spread his hands. “I’ve seen the same documentaries, read the same magazine articles everyone has, and I know it’s dumbed-down for laymen.”

                “Most of what you know is accurate,” Curtis assured him. “But the Resalq didn’t vanish quite so suddenly, and there’s no mystery about how and why they vanished. They were systematically eliminated over the  space of about a century, and the last Resalq to leave their worlds deliberately erased the data they did not want future visitors to find.”   

                Travers’s brow had creased. “They were deliberately exterminated.”

                “They were.” Marin clasped his fingers at his middle. “They were never over-populous. Their religion never intruded into the bedroom! Sexual pleasure, procreation and the salvation of the soul were never confused by the Resalq. Reproduction is a personal decision among hermaphrodite species, whose sexuality can be — by human understanding — bloody damned ambiguous! The result of their biology was that even at the pinnacle of their age of expansion only a single billion Resalq ever inhabited all their homeworlds and colonies combined. They were, consequently, easy prey.”

                “Prey for whom — or what?” Travers wondered. “I’ve heard you mention the Zunshu, but it’s not a term I know.”

                “The Zunshu.” Marin studied his palms. “Who knows who they were, or are? ‘Zunshu’ is a Resalq word. All it means is ‘enemy’, they have no other term for the people who destroyed them, never having seen one face to face, or heard a Zunshu dialog, or seen a Zunshu document. The strikes came out of the regions around massive gravity wells of black holes, so the Resalq were fairly sure the Zunshu ride the gravity express, some kind of wormhole transit system. Our human scientists are still researching the possibility of the technology, eight centuries after Mark’s whole culture was destroyed by a race to whom it was routine.”

                He paused to take a glass from Vaurien, and Richard went on, “the Resalq did parallel human development, with minor differences. They suffered less wars amongst themselves and were never hindered by a dark age. They found themselves out here on the edge of Hellgate, and to them it was like looking into the face of the infinite. They recognized the boundaries of their own science, they glimpsed the possible, and they knew the answers were to be found in the dark heart of the Drift.”

                “As I understand it,” Marin said slowly, “they had just begun to work with a primitive form of wormhole technology when the Zunshu strikes began. Given two or five more centuries, Mark’s people would have been masters of the gravity express, they might have crossed the universe in a moment. But one colony after another vanished. Every Resalq colony within short-range reach of a black hole system was snuffed out as if the worlds had never existed at all.”

                “Later,” Vaurien continued when Marin fell silent, “the more distant colonies, those out of reach of the black hole transit points used by the Zunshu weapons, were targeted by some kind of hunter-killer probe. Those worlds were not snuffed out of space, but  cities were ravaged, and the small Resalq population almost vanished completely.” Richard’s face was dark. “They are long-lived, Travers, as you knew.  Some of the oldest Resalq alive today can remember the Zunshu assaults.”

                “That life span, and the fact they’re natural hermaphrodites, was the key to their survival.” Curtis sat back and gazed into the glittering interior of the nav-tank. “They dispersed, scattered and hid. And survived.”

                “Hid from what?” Travers asked very quietly, aware of the hackles rising on his nape.

                “This,” Marin said, “is the question Fleet and the Confederacy need to answer, and fast. And I think,” he added, “it’s a question Mark should answer. He knows every intimate detail of the Car’am-anha, what they call the ‘dying-time.’ It doesn’t translate well. What Richard and I know, Neil, we’ve heard at second hand from Resalq friends, and maybe read in a few historical works that have been translated into a form we can understand.”

                “And the Resalq mother tongue doesn’t translate well,” Vaurien added, “which makes the ‘facts’ as served to humans a little suspect.” He held up a hand to hold off Travers’s questions. “Ask Mark. He’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

                “All right. I’ve never even heard of the Zunshu,”
Travers admitted. “Is it a gap in my education? I admit, I didn’t spend much time in class. When my hitch was up with Fleet, instead of going back to school I bummed around from world to world, ran out of money on Velcastra ...” He gave Curtis a sidelong grin. “Worked a bit here and there, did a job for Chandra Liang, then bounced over to Borushek and signed on again.”

                “I know.” Marin shared his wry humor. “I’m glad you did, or we wouldn’t be where we are today.

                “And the Zunshu?” Travers prompted. 

                “You wouldn’t have learned about them in class,” Vaurien assured him. “Almost nothing is known about them. In fact, the only documentary materials on these people were left by the Resalq themselves, and they’re sketchy since the Zunshu obliterated Resalq culture.”

                Marin was still intent on the depths of the nav-tank, where the stars and markers denoting ships were imperceptibly mobile. “Archaeologists from Earth did discover a cache of materials around thirty years ago, while excavating sites on Saraine, but knowledge of the Zunshu was suppressed at the public level, for the obvious reasons.”

                “You mean,” Travers said sourly, “if the Confederacy allowed the humans who now inhabit these same worlds to know they’re living on the probable trade routes of the destructive species that wiped out their predecessors, you’d get blind panic. The colonies would empty out, the Confederacy would lose quadrillions of dollars invested out here. Some of the richest families in the homeworlds would be paupered overnight if there was an exodus out of the Deep Sky colonies. You think it’s about human lives being lost?” He shook his head. “They always used to say, ‘follow the money.’ The theory’s still true.” He took a breath. “The need to protect a monstrous investment keeps the lid on the truth, keeps the colonists out here ...  but, Jesus God, the destroyers could be back any year.”

                “Wrong.” Marin’s voice was just a rasp. “They are back, and they’ve been back for almost fifty years.”

                Lightning jolted through Travers’s nervous system, leaving his palms sweated. “The military threat they’ve been hinting at, in the Hellgate region. In the street everyone assumes it’s the colonial insurrections, the Daku, the republicans, even the wreckers. Threat from the humans out here.” He swallowed on a dust-dry throat. “God knows, that’s what I always assumed they meant.”

                “As you were intended to assume.” Vaurien inhaled smoke and blew it like dragon’s breath through both nostrils. “Thirty years ago, when the archaeological discovery of the Zunshu was made, it was decided that instead of alerting the Deep Sky colonists to the possibility of the Zunshu threat, Fleet and the Army would be strengthened and a system of sensor buoys would be seeded around the worlds the Zunshu devastated on their previous excursions into the Mare Resalq.”

                “Thirty years ago,” Travers said slowly. “Conscription became the plague of the colonies.”

                Vaurien nodded. “It’s been almost two generations of what was once called press-ganging, little better than legalized abduction. But none of the colonies has been permitted to know why Fleet must be so strong. Curtis?”

                “Of course Fleet was built up to counter the Zunshu threat,” Marin said bitterly, “and I’ve no doubt it looks like perfect strategy to a bunch of elder statesmen and senior generals, safely tucked away on Earth.” His eyes were bright with some odd emotion as he looked at Travers. “The truth? Ask Mark. Fleet couldn’t go up against the Zunshu even if the warships out here in the Deep Sky were in fighting trim — which they’re not.” His brows arched. “The corruption on the Intrepid, and before it the Kiev, is commonplace. A lot of the carriers the Confederacy thinks it can rely on would go down like dead wood before a gale, if they even stood up and tried to fight, which I doubt they would. It’s easier to just be somewhere else when the crisis comes ... and you know the irony of it, Travers?”

                “The irony,” Travers said slowly, “is that it doesn’t even matter. Strong fleet, corrupt, weak fleet, what does it matter when the enemy you’re up against is so powerful you’d only be crushed if you stood and fought.” He frowned. “Did the Resalq fight?”

                “That’s another one for Mark to answer,” Marin sighed. “They did try, in the later years of the Car’am-anha, when the survivors came to realize extinction was dangerously close.” His tone was dark with regret. “The truth is, we ought to be addressing human problems out here in the Deep Sky. The Resalq culture is gone. They’ve been redesigned, re-engineered, they look and sound so human these days, and the children of these later generations are starting to think human, too.” Marin finished the drink Vaurien had given him and stood. 

                He leaned both palms on the side of the nav-tank and stared into it as if it were a well of time and space where the future might be divined. “President Mayhew’s ‘Strong Fleet’ speech lit a lot of fires, Neil, about the time you and I were born. And back on Earth it probably still looks like the best shot we’ve got. You beef up the Fleet and drag conscripts off the street in the colonies. It’s what humans have always done. The truth is,  you can’t fight the Zunshu that way ... but the old generals and senators in the homeworlds don’t know it. I’m sure conscription is being used, now, to punish and intimidate the colonies, which are demanding autonomy in order to get away from the very taxes and conscription that were designed to buttress the damned Fleet for their protection.”   

                Travers held up his hand to stop Curtis for a moment. “This, I understand. But go back a way, fill in some of the gaps for me. Remember, you’re privy to a whole lot of data most people have never seen! How did the Zunshu hurt the Resalq so badly? A while ago you said the colonies vanished, worlds were snuffed out of space.” He knew his eyes must be wide. “Is that even possible?” Part of him was trying to reject the very information he had asked for.

                “Talk to Jazinsky,” Vaurien said in a sour tone which sounded odd coming from his lips. “She’s begging and demanding the ancient data from Sherratt, piece by piece, as fast as she can digest it, plugging it into a theoretical framework that makes Grand Unification look like a nursery rhyme.”


                He sounded ambivalent about the whole project. Still no more enlightened, Travers frowned at Marin and waited. “I wouldn’t say the Zunshu technology was very much more advanced than the tech the Resalq possessed at that time,” Marin told him carefully. “True, they were a few centuries ahead, which in cosmic terms is less than an eyeblink. The Resalq had been studying Hellgate, which they call Elar’ne, incidentally. They’d made their first forays into the systems of wormholes. Baby-steps, by all accounts. 

                “The same technology, in Zunshu hands, had been magnified by a couple of centuries, and converted to military purposes. The Zunshu don’t use any conventional hyperlight drive, like our Weimann Drive, which would mean their ships could be tracked. As I said, they ride some kind of gravity express, they just drop out into normal space without fanfare. You don’t see them coming. They’re on your doorstep without warning.”

                “They transit wormholes.” Travers grasped the concept with both hands. “I’ve read about it, a few dumbed-down articles in magazines. Jim Fujioka subscribes. I also read that it’s impossible.”

                “Scientists of our generation insist it can’t be done, but ... no.” Marin smiled faintly. “Eight centuries ago the ancestral Resalq were on the brink of having answers to these questions, and they’re certain the Zunshu travel this way.”

                “Jazinsky thinks we can we plot the courses of wormholes,” Richard said pointedly. “She’s close to a breakthrough right now. That’s what she’s doing on Saraine, bugging Mark for the pieces to finish off her ten-dimensional puzzle. She tells me, if the wormholes are stable enough we should be able to track a robot probe through them, but every time we’ve tried it, they render our instruments useless.”

                Travers was astonished. “You’ve launched probes into Hellgate?”

                “Into its wormholes,” Richard corrected. “And without success. Jazinsky argues that we’re trying to fly through unstable wormholes; we must find stable ones.” He shrugged. “Don’t ask me to explain. I just fund the research. However, we’re absolutely sure the Zunshu science discovered a Pandora’s box of tricks. A gravity express which probably extends through intergalactic space. “

                “And of course,”
Curtis added bleakly, “the technology can be used to make weapons using gravity as a means to destroy.”

                “Years ago, I saw a video,” Travers said thoughtfully. “A team of archaeologists uncovered a city on a Resalq colony world. The atmosphere had been torn away and the planet itself was misshapen. Half of it seemed to have been ... imploded.”

                “It must have been one of the outlying worlds,” Vaurien guessed. “Out of reach of a black hole system, which they seem to need for fast transit, the Zunshu would seed space with hunter-killer probes. Very fast, but sublight, Neil. The probes might take five or ten years to reach a colony, and the warheads they delivered, though still gravity weapons, were too small to destroy the planet. Whole hemispheres were reduced to craters, and you’d lose the atmosphere in the event.”

                “Sweet Christ,” Travers whispered. “It could happen in the colonies. Our colonies.”

                For a long, pregnant moment neither Richard nor Curtis would speak, and then Marin said quietly, “It’s already happened. The truth is, Neil, the Zunshu assaults on human colonies go back almost fifty years, but the early hits were so far apart, so infrequent, and so total — a hole in space where a planet used to be leaves no evidence! — they were put down to freak disasters. The first lost colony was believed to have been wiped out in a massive comet strike. The next one was put down to a meltdown in the power plant which started a chain reaction in the planet’s mantle, which was rich in fissile material. The colony was just one huge mine. ”

                Travers’s mouth was dry. “How many?” 

                “How many colonies have been lost?” Vaurien guessed. “I don’t know. Curtis?”
                “You can’t be really sure,” Marin admitted. “One or two of the disasters could have been a comet strike or a chain reaction. But it’s been seventeen colonies over a half century. All of them to date have been on the far side of Hellgate. That is, you’ve got Hellgate like an impenetrable sensor blind between the deepest of the Deep Sky worlds and the Confederacy.”

                Not one word of this had ever been published. Not a syllable was in any public vidcast. No doubt academics at college, government and military level knew, but they were bound by the law, and by the security contracts they had signed. Speaking aloud of what they knew would only put them in front of a military firing squad. The Confederacy considered this a time of war, and speaking out was treason. The dense mask of secrecy had been easy to set in place and even easier to maintain, and the difficulties of communicating across the Deep Sky had served the Confederacy well.

                Areas like the Rabelais Drift abounded, but all were small. Hellgate was set apart by its enormity, its violence, and its sheer inconvenience to humans. Rabelais Space was situated like a hub in a wheel, between seven major colonies where mining, engineering and aerospace development took place, feathering nests and lining pockets back in the homeworlds. Hellgate was the ultimate sensor blind; tachyon transmissions were swallowed whole. So signals were bounced from relay station to station, around the periphery of the Drift. Communications were slow in the Deep Sky; signal degradation and interference from Hellgate’s boiling storms made reception intermittent and untrustworthy, and the relay platforms themselves were targets for privateers and colonial insurrectionists alike. A great deal of Deep Sky messaging was done by courier, tiny ships, incredibly fast and often AI-piloted; and the couriers were also preyed on.  In the end, where messages were crucial, Fleet itself was the carrier. 

                And where Fleet served as the carrier, how easy it was to filter, censor, every erg of data. Travers felt bludgeoned by what he had heard, and sank into the seat Marin had vacated.  He cleared his throat. “If there’s no way to fight the Zunshu, the Deep Sky colonies should be shut down.”

                Marin gave him an odd look. “Do you know how much money the Confederacy has invested in them?” He shook his head. “It won’t happen.”

                “So ...?” Travers prompted.

                “So you find a way to fight the Zunshu,” Vaurien suggested. “You study Hellgate. You don’t fight it, you work with it, use it, and you develop the same technology, eventually even the same weapons, the Zunshu use.”

                “Fight fire with fire,” Marin said bitterly. “This is where the Confederacy should be working! But what are they doing? Blockading the colonies, fighting civil wars, sucking up conscripts, building bigger and stronger ships. More ships are coming out of the construction yards, right back as far as Earth, than ever before, and for what? We can’t go up against the Zunshu technology. Yet.”

                “And they may be capable of using their gravity-based technology to pluck ships out of space,” Vaurien reminded. “Large ships, warships — say, the Intrepid. She’d be just another pebble to be crushed. Those are the weapons the Confederacy needs to develop, and then turn them back on the Zunshu! And humans,” he said darkly, “are just the species to do it.”

                “You see, the Resalq were never a warlike people,” Marin said with an odd, ironic humor. “Their ships were never larger than the Wastrel, with a much smaller crew. Most often they used automated ships or robots, which are cheaper and safer. Today, the prey in this quadrant is human.”


                The concept was dizzying. Travers rubbed his face hard and forced himself to grapple with it. “I’m not surprised the Confederacy would never make any of this public knowledge. The panic would be uncontrollable. But surely it’s only a matter or time before there’s another Zunshu strike.”

                “I’d put money,” Vaurien said in bleak tones, “on the Zunshu being the real reason for the Intrepid being in the Drift. She’s chasing sensor phantoms, but she’s not after privateers. She was after anything Zunshu. Rabelais Space is like a crossroads to the Zunshu. Sure, it’s also full of privateers, and they’re the perfect cover for Fleet activity out here, but if we’re ever going to understand who the Zunshu are, what they want, how they do what they do, and how to stop them, we need to nail down a ship, a probe, a warhead, a living Zunshu crew, even an individual. Something, anything.”

                “They seeded the Drift with sensor buoys,” Travers mused. “Of course the buoys are useless, but you’ll never make a lot of geriatric senators on Earth understand. And as lousy as it might sound, putting a ship like the Intrepid into Hellgate is probably the only way to get what we need.”

               But Vaurien’s head shook slowly. “Jazinsky says no. And I’m gambling on her, Neil.” He nodded into threedee display, where Saraine’s star appeared as the brightest body in the tank’s tiny, captive universe. “She’s working right now. She’s on Saraine, getting in Mark Sherratt’s ear until he gives her more pieces of the puzzle and checks her sums. You don’t believe me? Talk it over with her. We’re almost there.”

                Marin stirred and his eyes scanned the instruments, absently absorbing the shifting readings as the Wastrel closed on Saraine. “This whole question has been the driving force of Mark’s life. He was literally born into a world poised on the brink of extinction,  and before he was fully grown the handful of survivors were hiding, living in holes and in fear.” He turned, leaned on the tank and regarded Travers with a frown. “When the Zunshu had obliterated every colony world within reach of their transit routes, and after their hunter-killers had smashed any other colony they could find, they were still hunting the Resalq. Outposts sprang up, sensor shielded and physically hidden in unlikely places on inhospitable worlds. Their automata worked out of these ‘hides.’ Their targets now were survival camps, Resalq ships, whatever had made it out of the killing grounds.” His brows arched at Travers; he was waiting for Travers to make the final connection.

                Light dawned blindingly. “Dendra Shemiji,” he whispered. “The agency was founded as a last line of defense against the Zunshu?”

                “You have it.” Marin looked tired. “Mark founded it, trained the first recruits, set it in motion. Hunting Zunshu automata was the original purpose of Dendra Shemiji. The rest came later, as a means to keep the society viable through dark, uncertain centuries when this whole region of space was dormant. The Resalq never came back to these parts; they didn’t dare! Centuries passed, and their culture began to flourish again in the deep, hidden places. Actually, they were in the Middle Heavens before humans came blundering out of the home colonies. Then the humans blundered on, right out into the Deep Sky, following the Rabelais Track, and right on cue, five decades ago, the Zunshu strikes began again.

                “Our colonies are still spread thinly, but there’s enough of us, and we make enough noise, that we’re starting to attract attention. The Zunshu have hit us already. No one knows why. No one ever knew why they assaulted the Resalq, and no one is sure if the Zunshu can tell the difference between Resalq and human. Or if they would care. There’s no reason to believe the strikes against us will stop, and every reason to find a way to defeat them. You see, Mark’s people share a dream. They want to come back to their own space. Their homeworlds are mostly gone, but some lovely planets survive, and as they put it, they want to sleep under their own stars again.”

                “They also want revenge,” Vaurien added. He gave Curtis a thoughtful look. “Sherratt might tell you the Resalq are not warlike, but he founded Dendra Shemiji, and it went on to become a society of assassins.”

                “A society dedicated to justice,” Marin argued.

                “The line between justice and revenge is often so thin, you can’t measure it at all,” Vaurien said indifferently.

                 Astonishment had rocked Travers back on his heels. He was still caught up in the whirl of his thoughts, trying to make sense out of all he had learned, when Vaurien swiveled his seat and consulted the screen at his elbow.

                “Ah, we’re on approach to Saraine. The Earthlight is already in orbit there, and I’ll deliver you to Mark, as I promised. I took the liberty of signaling from Nirgal, and informing him that your contract has been fulfilled.”

                “I appreciate it.” Marin watched passively as the pilot began the complex, meticulous business of braking from transoptic velocity and falling back into normal space. It was always hazardous, but good pilots adhered to a rule book laid down much more than a century before, and Weimann accidents were comparatively rare. Vaurien’s pilots were the best, as Travers had always known, and as Marin had expected.

                “I also signaled the Wings Of Freedom,” Vaurien said as the Wastrel went sublight and the instruments normalized. “She should have begun to salvage the carrier by now. The cargo we’re most interested in — the one for which we have the most immediate market — is the munitions. Missiles, guns, weapons and guidance systems, and the fighter interceptor squadron. Your armory stores should be completely salvageable, since they are on the belly decks and were well away from the area of worst damage, even when the hull ruptured.”

                “And your market?” Marin asked, though he could hazard a guess.

                “Omaru, of course.” Vaurien gestured vaguely to galactic west. “The civil war is bitter, and difficult. The republicans are under a Fleet blockade, but a clever assault will get through, and for a crew that can run that particular gauntlet the rewards are enormous.” He smiled over his shoulder at Marin and Travers. “Fleet has been taking a kicking in that system, and  Omaru is on the point of scoring a major victory. It’ll be the first time the Confederacy has been soundly defeated.”

                “And you see a fortune to be made.” Travers mirrored his old friend’s rakish grin. “What kind of mission did you have in mind?”

                The privateer’s red-gold head tilted at him. “Surely you’re not considering volunteering. Not when you just got out of Hellgate alive!”   

                “I might be persuaded,” Travers said cautiously, “if the fee was high enough. I find myself suddenly at liberty, with the rest of my life yawning before me like a chasm, and I’m only trained in one line of work.” He looked sidelong at Marin. “Curtis?”

                “You’re asking me?” Marin leaned back into his chair and regarded Travers passively. “You don’t need my approbation.”

                “But I might need your advice. It could be dangerous.”

                “It will be dangerous. Almost everything men ever do has an element of danger,” Marin countered.

                “I could be killed,” Travers said wryly.

                “Which probably means you’ll be dead.” Marin watched a monitor which was displaying the approach data. He was silent for a moment and then sighed heavily.  “Travers ... Neil. I love you, but I don’t own you. You want to make the run to Omaru? It’s your call. I know the prize is a high fee, and since I’ve done a number of dazzlingly stupid things in my time for the sake of  money, I can see why you very likely can’t turn it down. In all probability you need the money, or you’ll feel like a ‘toy boy’ when you come home with me. Nothing could be further from the truth, but I know what’s running through that convoluted mind of yours.”

                Heat rose in Travers’s face and he forced a smile. “All those arcane Resalq disciplines didn’t make you telepathic, did they?”

                “No.” Marin mirrored his humor. “But Mark did teach me to read body language and the most minute expressions on a person’s face. Add a good grounding in the what makes people ‘tick,’ shake and bake ... these tricks can sometimes look a lot like telepathy.” He gave Travers a mocking wink. “Richard would never risk his people in a harebrained scheme. If he’s going to run the Fleet gauntlet to deliver the warload off the Intrepid to Omaru, you can be certain he has a sound flightplan. I know you’re the best there is at your job, Neil. Your presence on the mission will be an asset. The chances of you turning into a casualty are about as slender as  the chances of me being totaled in a hit-and-run in ElstromCity on Velcastra. Speaking of which, I have to go there, give Chandra Liang his contract completion report. If you want to nail down the fortune that’ll make you wealthy for the rest of your — civilian — life, go do it. As soon as my new ID’s been logged into the civil registry I’ll take a clipper over to Velcastra. And from there I’ll go directly home, and supervise the dispersal of the late Curtis Marin’s property.”


                He paused, as if he were looking at a vista only he could see, while ahead of him, through the ops room’s wide, armorglass viewport, a blue-mauve planet with high, white clouds had swung into their field of vision. Saraine’s G2 primary was bright enough to activate the UV-shielding of the forward viewports. The stars dimmed but the gibbous face of the planet became easier on the eyes.

                “Curtis?” Travers prompted quietly.

                “It’s spring right now in Geneva,” Marin said distractedly. “A beautiful time of year in a beautiful city.”

                “And Dendra Shemiji is there,” Travers whispered, filled with ambivalence about the job he was accepting.

                “They have an office downtown, and a small number of agents like myself base ourselves there. Big population, nice city.” He looked back over his shoulder with a wistful smile at Travers.

                “Then, I’ll join you,” Travers said affably. “God knows, I’m at a loose end now. You’ve no idea how bizarre it’ll be for a while, not having a schedule to keep to, no one telling me where to go and what to do.”

                “You’ll get used to it.” Satisfied, Marin turned toward Vaurien. “You have a plan to beat the Fleet blockade on Omaru?”

                Vaurien chuckled. “I won’t bring your paramour back in a bodybag. Some of the work Jazinsky’s doing with Mark will produce the vector equations she needs to make various fundamental changes in the programming of the navigation  decks aboard the Earthlight. And this, as you  have guessed already, is the way we will beat the Fleet blockade. Omaru is on the far side of the Rabelais Drift and because of the nature of Hellgate, it is the one approach to Omaru that’s not covered by the blockade. We’ll make an extremely fast transit of Hellgate, using the gravity well of the pulsar, the nova remnant 2631C, for a hyperlight slingshot that will ... or, should ... place us inside the blockade when we shut down the Weimanns, and within quick-rendezvous range of the freighter fleet from Hydralis. When we’ve offloaded, we’ll dive back into Rabelais Space, where Fleet can’t follow.”

                Travers whistled softly. “Dangerous. Hellgate can be vicious.”

                “I know.” Vaurien nodded at the mauve and white, cloudswept surface of the planet around which they had just swung into high orbit. “But if Barb Jazinsky has managed to woo Sherratt of yet another particle of the mathematical legacy of the Resalq, we have our ways and means.” He stirred as one of his pilots gave him a nod. “They’ve prepped my plane. I’ll take you down. I signaled Mark hours ago, and he must be expecting us.”

                The last face Travers expected to see as he stepped out of the ops room belonged to Major David Hodaka, and he came up short as the officer blocked his path. The major’s good looking face was set in pleasant lines. He was tall, raven haired, colonial stock but only marginally redesigned, which gave him something of the Haldian look, characterized by the deeper ribcage, slender build and olive complexion of the colonists who had tried unsuccessfully to tame Haldis a century before. He was still dressed in the dove gray officer’s uniform, but Travers was quick to notice, the insignia of rank, unit and ship had been removed.

                “Hodaka,” he said in greeting, deliberately neglecting to address the man as ‘Major’, or ‘sir’. “You did good work, and we owe you.”

                “So did you, Travers.” Hodaka’s swarthy face creased pleasantly in an unexpected smile. “You have my gratitude.”

                “For what, specifically?” Travers shot a glance at Marin.

                “For accepting the responsibility of a doomed command,” Curtis guessed. “Correct, Mister Hodaka?”

                “Quite correct.” Hodaka looked Marin up and down. “I’ve heard a little about you from Captain Vaurien’s people. You were never a member of the Intrepid crew.”

                “Not even for a moment, the uniform notwithstanding.” Curtis smiled affably. “However, you were, and on a technicality, the Intrepid was your command.”

                “A technicality.” Hodaka’s lips compressed. “I was never part of the command corps, any more than Doctor MacLean was a genuine officer. Ours were merely courtesy ranks, you understand, Mister Marin, awarded to department heads in the interests of discipline. Medic, Tech, Science, whatever.”

                “Then you obviously don’t bear me a grudge,” Travers said slowly, “for usurping a command you didn’t want.” He looked back at Vaurien, who stood behind Marin, in the ops room’s doorway. “Have you decided where you’ll be going, and how?” Richard’s eyes narrowed as Travers shared a moment’s silent conference, but Vaurien seemed unperturbed. 

                “I shall be going nowhere for the present,” Hodaka said easily. “You are sweating on my account, Sergeant?”

                Travers resisted the urge to be annoyed. “Why should I sweat? And I’ll thank you not to call me Sergeant. You’re Captain Vaurien’s responsibility now, Hodaka, not mine. It’s his security that’s critical, and on that score you answer to him.” 

                Unexpectedly, Hodaka chuckled. “In fact, I already have. You imagine I found the Intrepid a pleasant and amusing place to live and work, because I was awarded a courtesy rank, as a department chief?” His dark head shook emphatically. “You never knew how often those navigation decks, hardware and software alike, were unpredictable and erratic. How many errors I corrected, how many major systems failures I worked around the clock to repair before Hellgate crushed us. You’ll never know, Travers, how close you were to oblivion for three years.” His eyes were shadowed. “Of all the slaves on that ship, my chains were the heaviest, I had the greatest cause to abhor Lorenzo Falk, and I have the greatest cause to cherish my freedom. I wasn’t aboard the Kiev, but I was assigned to the Intrepid, the Drift, to punish me.” He shrugged self-mockingly. “I had the temerity to romance General Tracey’s bored and lonely wife, and ... I was discovered. For my sins, I was sent to Hellgate. And now I am free.” He cocked his head at Travers and Marin. “You’re surprised.”

                “Very,” Travers admitted. “I always thought you were more machine than human being.”

                “Because I lick my wounds in private?” Hodaka’s mouth compressed. “We are not all as demonstrative as first-year conscripts. But,” he added aridly, “I celebrate my freedom with the most effusive cadet.”

                “He signed with me,” Richard said, quietly amused. “With my legitimate salvage company, of course. A new name, new ID, a two year contract. His skills will be invaluable. I can always use a man who played Hellgate at its own game and won.”

                A knot of tension inside Travers relaxed. He let go the breath he had been holding and offered his hand to Hodaka. “In that case, welcome aboard. And, belatedly, I guess I ought to be thanking you for holding that ship together as long as you did.”

                Hodaka clasped his hand firmly for a moment, and then took Curtis’s. “I had most talented help,” he said darkly. “Unfortunately, most of the specialists who worked with me are dead. They were in the operations room, or in the officers’ lounge nearby, watching the action on the monitors.” He closed his eyes and seemed to wrench himself out of the past with an enormous effort.

                “You need a drink, and some sleep,” Vaurien advised. “Go see your Doctor MacLean. He is still in our Infirmary, working with your casualties.”

                “Captain.” Hodaka inclined his head formally and stepped away toward the elevator.

                “A quite talented man,” Richard mused as the doors closed behind him. “As is MacLean. I offered the surgeon a contract also, but he wants to go home. He has a wife, a family waiting for him. In his case, and for the few others who also wish to return, we can make arrangements. Fleet will be given to understand that MacLean was almost the last off the ship, and he escaped in an ejection capsule. The salvage vessel Wings Of Freedom plucked him out of space when we laid claim to the wreck of the carrier, and he’ll be returned to Borushek in due course.”

                “Anyone who returns is going to be exhaustively debriefed about the Intrepid incident,” Marin warned.

                “And they’ll give Fleet a believable story, almost all of which is true.” Vaurien seemed unconcerned. “For the purpose of the deception, the Intrepid’s hull ruptured only minutes after the Echo gunship impacted. There was a mere handful of survivors, most  of whom died in the escape pods when their life support expired. The pods were too difficult to locate in the interference on the edge of the drift. The Wings picked up twenty capsules, carrying forty men in all. Ten died of their injuries, decompression sickness and radiation poisoning. These of course are the crewmen who expired aboard your gunships, and their remains will be returned to their families. 

                “The thirty members of your crew who wish to return to Fleet under their own names will take back this story, and it’s a good one. MacLean is almost due for retirement, and there’s no reason why his enlistment can’t finish early ... it seems his mental health is none too sound after the shock of it all. I’d be surprised if his days as a battlefield surgeon were not over.”

                All this, Curtis accepted without question. “So Mac can go home to his family. I’m glad. Those who want to go back are safe. Very neat, Richard.”

                “We thought so.” Vaurien dropped a hand on Travers’s shoulder. “You see? We have our ways and means. When are you going to trust me?”

                For the first time in what seemed a year, Travers permitted himself a sound of humor. “I’ve trusted you since I was six years old, and you haven’t let me down yet. If Mac and Hodaka are satisfied with the arrangements, I think we might be halfway home.”

                “We are,” Marin agreed. “And what loose ends Richard’s people can’t ravel up, Dendra Shemiji can. I’ll ask Mark for a few favors.”

                Vaurien stirred and pointed them toward the elevator. “He’ll know the Wastrel has arrived. He’ll be waiting for us even now. Shall we?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Chapter Twenty

 

Eternal City, Saraine

 

Aft of the ops room and down in the chin of the salvage ship was the small private hangar, just large enough to accommodate an executive spaceplane. Designed to fly as efficiently in atmosphere as in vacuum, the Yamazake Eclipse was graceful and gorgeous, with swept wings and a high tail. The hull was scarlet and white, reminding Curtis painfully of the plane Neville had been working on, in the cargo bay aboard the Intrepid.

                As Vaurien lifted the canopy and climbed up and in, Marin asked softly, “Is scarlet and white your company livery?”

                The privateer gave him an odd look. “If I had one, it would be. Several of my planes are this color Why do you ask?”

                “I believe I saw one of them, on the carrier.” Marin climbed up into the rear cockpit, which seated two, and as Travers settled into the seat beside him he ran up his straps. “You lost one in Hellgate?”

                Vaurien’s voice was grim as the transparent, curve-molded canopy lowered. “I lost a good friend. I never knew what became of him. I assumed he was a victim of the Drift, that Hellgate caught him and crushed him.”

                “No.” Travers took a breath, searching for words. There was no easy way to tell him. “The Intrepid caught him and Roy Neville interrogated him. Your friend lived about three days, and died without betraying you.”

                “Christ.” Vaurien pressed his face into his hands. “It was Dominic. Did you know him? No, perhaps not. If it were possible, I’d avenge him.”

                “Revenge,” Marin said softly, “has already been accomplished. I killed Roy Neville in the confusion after the impact. He was trying to repair your plane so he could get out before the crew he’d abused tore him limb from limb.”

                “Then I owe you, Curtis. Dominic was a good friend, and he’ll be missed.” Vaurien rubbed his face hard and was grimly silent as he ran the routine preflight diagnostic. He shunted power to the Arago generator, ignited the powerful engines in the tail and folded the struts. The plane was held tight by her parking tractors as he ran the engines up to maximum in test. After several seconds he shut them back to idling and called, “Wastrel 101 to flight deck, standing by to launch. Purge the hangar.”

                It was only a modest landing bay and they were out in moments. Vaurien’s touch on the flight controls was light as a feather. He shifted frequencies, tuned in a private band and called again,

                “Vaurien for Mark Sherratt, requesting a guidance beam. I am on final descent. Vaurien for Mark Sherratt.”

                A crackle, a burst of static swiftly damped by the comm system, and a voice Marin knew so well said, in that slightly strange, slightly exotic accent,    

                “I’m tracking you, Richard. I’ve been waiting for you. What news from Hellgate?”

                “The best,” Vaurien told him. “Your agent is out and safe, his job is done. Mind you, a Fleet super-carrier won’t be going back on the line. The Drift claims another victim.”

                “Damn,” Sherratt said bleakly. “Is Marin with you?”

                Marin had plugged into the comm loop minutes before. “Right here, Mark. I’m fine. And I appreciate your help. I had no idea I had any hope of backup, and I’m grateful.”

                A quiet laugh whispered in Marin’s ears. “You have a knack for getting yourself into trouble. Of course I came to Saraine, at once, as soon as I knew what kind of commission you had accepted ... Richard had already asked me to meet with him, so I was able to settle two birds with one stone. Richard, are you reading your landing beam?”

                “Riding it in,” Vaurien reported. “Champagne would be nice. We’ll touch down in ten minutes. Is Barb with you?”

                “She’s working. I’ll tell her you’re on your way down. She’s spent the whole night in the lab, since I gave her what she’s been coaxing and cajoling for.”

                “Ah.” Vaurien adjusted his flight angle a fraction. “You see, Travers? We hold all the aces. Dangers are minimal on the Omaru run and the prize is enormous, not merely in the salvage fee but also in the knowledge that with our help Fleet, the Confederacy, face their first defeat. When Fleet goes down at Omaru, other colonies will be inspired to demand autonomy.”

                “You,” Marin accused, “are an idealist.”

                “A revolutionary?” Vaurien was amused. “As my countrymen have always said, vive le revolution! I was born an anarchist. Everything, good and bad alike, even the universe itself, must begin with chaos. When the affairs of men have gone sour, most often the mess must be returned to the chaos of anarchy before anything new, and better, can be built.”

                “Neil told me a little about you,” Marin said wryly. “You made quite an impression on him.”

                The Yamazake raceplane bucked on the atmosphere as Vaurien rode down the landing beam. A fog bank of cloud and vapor misted the canopy for almost a minute before, all at once, the Eclipse burst from the underside of the mountain of cumulus into clear air. Below was a blue-green landscape beneath a pale mauve sky. The colors were cooler than those of a landscape on Velcastra or Jagreth, but the vista was no less beautiful.

                It was early morning here, and late summer. As the plane gave away altitude they saw forests, virgin hills, the sparkle of a lake and a river, and only the occasional scar in the land to indicate that a town had once stood here. Cities decayed, eroded and vanished, often in no more than a century, and no large population had ever lived here.

                Not that Saraine was uninhabited. Archaeologists had been working in the ruins for many decades, slowly gleaning a few details here and there. To Mark Sherratt it was all highly amusing, since he knew the lengths his people had gone to, in order to cover their retreating tracks. What was sifted out of the ground by those archaeologists was left for them to find. 

                Saraine had never been a major colony. The city sprang up beside a landing field, flourished for more than a century while Saraine was busy with scientists studying Elar’ne, and dwindled naturally over time. This was the first world to be abandoned when the Zunshu strikes began. It was too close to Elar’ne for comfort, and only its abandonment saved the planet from obliteration.

                Below them as Vaurien cut speed and rotated the nose a few degrees, Marin saw a green-and-white roof, golden stone walls, a field of flowers, an area of woodland out of which had been cut space for a single house. A rich man’s retreat on a world which was untroubled by the outward-rushing mass of humanity.

                “Have you ever been here?” Travers asked as Vaurien took the spaceplane in low and dropped it neatly, gently, into the open area behind the enormous house.

                “Several times.” Marin lifted off his headset and smoothed his hair with both palms. “Mark comes here when he wants to get away from people. Remember, he’s not human, and by our standards he’s incredibly old. Humans amuse him most of the time but now and then they begin to bore, and then to annoy him. At those times he takes what he calls a sabbatical.” He gestured at the sprawling mansion. “Very few people know this place exists ... except the archaeologists, of course!”

                Behind and around the house, stretching to the horizon in every direction, was a plain bordered by low hills, dotted here and there by bright flashes of color which marked out the scientists’ prefabricated structures. Under this whole plain was buried a short-lived and somewhat ramshackle town which the archaeologists had given the unlikely name of the EternalCity. They knew no better, and Mark wasn’t about to enlighten them about Saraine. The town was the largest Resalq ruin yet uncovered, and the oldest, yet it was in astonishingly good repair. Eight centuries of erosion, revegetation and the accumulation of earth had hidden all but the tallest spires, and they were so overgrown by Saraine’s abundant, creeping plant life that they seemed to be parts of the natural landscape. But beneath them, the city was nearly intact; hence its unlikely name, and in a way it was eternal. Entombed, cocooned by the earth, it would last a million years.

                The jets shut down and as the canopy rose the silence and peace of Saraine settled once more. Birds wheeled overhead — not the birds of Earth, but an odd marsupial species, feathered, warm blooded, brilliantly colored, totally alien. They settled in the woods as Marin climbed out of the plane. Clouds scudded across the sky, the sunlight was sporadic, the light muted. Insects buzzed and the forest rustled in the light southerly wind, but no other sound was heard; not the hint of a machine anywhere.  The air smelt of flowers, humus and life. 

                This world was ready to blossom again, and Marin hoped it would bloom for the survivors of the Resalq. Saraine had never been more than a staging base for them, but its skies glittered with familiar stars, and in lieu of the homeworlds they could never recover, Saraine would suffice — if the Zunshu were defeated, never to return. This was the dream of the oldest Resalq, whose memories of the century of destruction remained painfully sharp.

                A door opened in the house and he turned, expecting to see Mark Sherratt. Instead, a woman stepped out and after a cursory nod of greeting to Travers she waved at Vaurien. She cut a spectacular figure, taller than Curtis, white-blonde, with a mane like a male lion, strong, striking features and muscular, graceful limbs. She was in a pale blue jumpsuit which hugged her body so snugly, it might have been a second skin. She knew she was beautiful but did not flaunt her looks. As if, Curtis thought, the novelty of being beautiful had worn off and she was indifferent to her looks now.

                “Richard!” she called, “Richard, I have the equations, Mark gave them to me last night!”

                “He told me.” Vaurien opened his arms, caught and embraced her. “And I’ve news for you. We’ve caught ourselves quite a prize. Did you get my signal?”

                “You marked the carrier with subspace beacons and alerted the Wings of Freedom,” Barb Jazinsky said shrewdly. 

                “And by now the Wings will have taken the Intrepid on tractors, into a safe orbit around the Drift, where she’ll be stripped to her bones. We have most of the warload of a whole Fleet super-carrier. It’s the prize of the year.” He gestured at the sky. “We also have what remains of her crew on the Wastrel. They’ll need a small service of you. New identities for those who wish to return to the colonies and yet stay out of the clutches of Fleet.” He looked at Travers. “Thirty of your survivors want to go home under their own identities. They have less than six months to serve before they revert naturally to civilian status. Of the others, seven out of ten have applied for a contract to fly with us, and I’m pleased to be able to grant it. I have a new ship that’s desperately short handed, and I wondered where I was likely to get a dependable crew.”

                “Serendipity,” Travers observed. He gave his hand to the woman. “I’m out, Barb. The first new identity you can log into the civil registry is mine. The second is Curtis Marin’s.”

                “Curtis Marin,” she said, savoring the name, and offered her hand to him. “Mark told me a lot about you.”

                He clasped her hand. “Where is he now?”

                “Finishing a job that wouldn’t wait. Richard, let me show you the numbers. I’ve plotted the slingshot course through the Drift, but I want to test it theoretically. I want a thorough simulation before we commit to the flight, so I’ll need the nav-decks on the Wastrel. And then, I want those gunships.”

                “Gunships?” Marin echoed.

                “From the Intrepid,” Vaurien explained as he led the way up the crazypaved path, past luxurious shrubs and ferns, and in through the redwood door. “The Wings took them aboard before we left Nirgal. They’re standard salvage ... save that we can use them as they are, rather than trading them as junk. When we drop into Omaru space after the slingshot through Hellgate, we can expect Fleet to turn on us like a pack of ravening wolves before the Weimanns are properly shut down. A couple of gunships to back up the armory of the Wings will lessen our risks considerably. We calculate we have at least ten minutes’ margin before Fleet can be on us,  and in that time ships from Omaru will cover us ... but the gunships are going to be damned useful when we start transferring cargo. It’s a long job, and while we’re docked and offloading we’re vulnerable. We can’t maneuver while we’re docked to a cargo hauler out of Hydralis like — like a pair of mating albatross! Your gunships will be our teeth and claws. Pilots like Perlman will be invaluable.”

                The house was pleasantly familiar. Little had changed in the three years since Marin had last been here. The furniture had been reupholstered. The walls were a shade paler than he recalled, and a lot of artwork had been added. The Resalq figurines and bass reliefs were Mark’s preference. It was a bittersweet pleasure to fossick through the ruins alongside the archaeologists, retrieving a piece here, a piece there. 

                The intensively detailed bass reliefs depicted the Resalq as they had been, before they re-engineered their genes in order to appear human, for the sake of anonymity and survival. They were tall, slightly wide in the pelvis, which was offset by their broad shoulders; their skulls were elongated and hairless, and their fingers carried an extra knuckle to each digit, and an extra thumb opposed to the normal human thumb. Rewriting the genetic code book to curb the height, round the skull, redesign the hands and inspire the growth of hair on the head had been a long, difficult operation. The few Resalq scientists who escaped from their doomed homeworlds had worked for several centuries until they achieved a re-engineered model that would pass muster among the humans who had rushed out into this part of the galaxy in the decades following the development of the Weimann Drive.

                Individuals were still born who showed the ancestral Resalq traits, but their deficiencies were surgically corrected. The removal of a thumb or a knuckle was a small price to pay for anonymity. Only one major difference had been left unaltered. The Resalq remained hermaphrodites. Each individual was capable of bearing a child, or siring a child, or exercising the right of parthenogenesis, where the individual both sired and bore the offspring, producing a perfect clone. The breasts of all Resalq were small and flat until pregnancy began, and only then developed. Soon after the birth they dwindled, leaving the Resalq seemingly male, with only a slight flare of the hips, and an apparently superfluous sexual orifice, to betray them.

                The bass reliefs were wall-high and room-long, salvaged from the buried city. They depicted the Resalq at the pinnacle of their civilization. Their taste was for flamboyant robes, they admired extravagant headdresses, and they painted their faces and hands; they were masters of literature, poetry, art and music. Being true hermaphrodites, each individual felt the joys and woes of both human genders, and their art reflected perfect harmony between people. The sexual prejudices that had, centuries ago on Earth, given rise to movements such as feminism and gay liberation, were unknown in the Resalq worlds. 

                The ancient gods of the primitive race were depicted as animal and bird spirits; great shamans were portrayed as shifting-shape between humanoid and animal. Other reliefs dramatized the ascent of science, technology. Spirituality bloomed and hierarchical religion was left behind like an out-worn husk. The Resalq spirituality was predicated on an unbroken continuity between life and death, and their art reflected this too. Scenes of an emergence into a world filled with peace and beauty pervaded one large section of the relief panels, and when Curtis had realized what he was looking at, it became clear that these last images depicted death. 

                Here was the basis of the Resalq belief in the justice of assassination. Life could never be destroyed, but an individual could be removed from a world where he was causing pain, and sent into the world where those he had destroyed were waiting en masse to judge, even to punish. Perhaps predictably, injustice, cruelty and crime were almost unknown among the Resalq, who had no god, no devil, but a consuming conviction in the absolute immortality of the soul.

                As always, Marin was entranced by the artworks which had been lovingly salvaged from the ruins of the Eternal City, cleaned, repigmented where necessary, and now lined the walls of every room, every hall of Mark Sherratt’s home. He lost track of the others as he walked from piece to piece, reacquainting himself with the history of a race. 

                The reliefs had been painstakingly mounted in chronological sequence, beginning with the Resalq of antiquity, with their animal spirits and shamans, and ending with the Resalq of just ten centuries past, who had dispersed along the great trade routes of the Deep Sky and taken their first forays into the chaotic webwork of Elar’ne.


                Captivated, Marin did not hear the soft footsteps behind him and gave a small start when a hand fell on his shoulder and a voice said banteringly, “What have you done with yourself? Your hair!”

                He spun and found himself in Sherrat’s big arms. Little about Mark suggested anything humans would have called ‘feminine,’ yet he had borne three children in his immensely long life. He was middle-aged now. His hair had always been pale gold, like amber, but Curtis noticed for the first time that his forehead had recently begun to recede, and a few lines had appeared about his eyes. He was very slightly thicker about the middle, heavier in the chest, than he appeared in old images. These were the machinations of time, as the Resalq understood them. Time passed for them, but not with the breakneck speed of the human life span.

                Despite the bioengineers, Mark was still very tall for a human — well over Travers’s height — and his cranium was just a little more elongated than the human norm. The mane of his hair disguised it, and in public, on the street, he wore a hat, just as he often wore gloves to cover the faint scars which showed where his hands had been adjusted. He was born in the century after the Zunshu came, and the redesign work was less than perfect. His genes were re-engineered to remold the living body, and the redesign was never flawless. His children were much more human. 

                For that, somehow Curtis mourned as he studied Mark today, against the backdrop of a world which was, at least nominally, Resalq. Mark was very easy on the eye, with his almond skin, strange, golden eyes, large nose and full mouth. He wore his hair long on his shoulders to offset the Resalq cranium, which gave him the look of a figure from legend. If his people had the ability to wear a beard, he would probably have grown one. But no Resalq ever grew bristles, and Sherratt was as smooth as a girl. 

                Here on Saraine, where the human archaeologists knew him as a rich, eccentric recluse, he wore traditional Resalq robes, scarlet, gold and black, in some intricate pattern that was being copied on Earth this year, the new imported fashion. Someone was making a fortune from the fruits of an archaeological discovery ... or was a tenth-generation Resalq marketing their past in order to win a fortune for the preservation of their future? If so, Marin approved.

                “It’s good to see you, Mark,” he said ruefully. “And thank you for coming. I had no idea I had any backup.”

                “It was foolish to undertake that contract,” Sherratt told him. “If Chandra Liang had told me the full details when he contacted the office, I’d have vetoed it. From what he transmitted to me, I understood he wanted someone on Borushek targeted due to his responsibility for a murder!” He paused, laying one fingertip in the middle of Curtis’s forehead. “Still, you’re safe and the contract was fulfilled. The reputation and status of Dendra Shemiji grow a little more, and your personal wealth grows a great deal more.” He held Curtis at arm’s length to look at him. “You look good. The shorn hair suits you.”

                “Resalq,” Marin accused. “Your personal preference is for bald heads, or if not bald, then almost.” He gestured at the bass reliefs around them. “It’s born in you.”

                “I am what I am.” Sherratt’s eyes glittered. “What news?”

                “Of me?” Marin shrugged. “I’m a little richer and a lot wiser, and I think I’ll retire for a while. I’ve had too much of the risks and danger lately. I’ve also impaired the integrity of my name and identity again. I’ll need new ID before I’m at liberty on the street. The old documentary shuffle.”

                “The same as last time,” Sherratt said dryly. “Leave all that to me, I can do most of the work from here. You’ll be listed as dead, a casualty of the Intrepid incident?”   

                “Yes.” Marin hesitated. “Mark, while you’re doing that, would you arrange an identity for my new business partner, too?”


                Sherratt’s brows rose. “If you like. It’s as easy to do two as one. Is your partner on the ship?”

                “No.” Marin smiled and looked over his shoulder. “Travers?”


                Engrossed in the reliefs, Travers did not respond until Marin had called his name a third time. He approached Sherratt almost reluctantly and offered his hand. Mark took it, clasped it and overtly looked Travers up and down, appraising him. Travers shot a glance at Marin, and Curtis winked at him: you’re only being teased.

                Catching on, Travers stood back, struck a pose with his hands on his hips. “Will I do?” he growled. “Do I meet the requirements?”

                With a gust of laughter, Sherratt gave Curtis a hug with one arm. “You’ll do. Though you don’t look like a businessman.”

                “You didn’t ask what business,” Marin quipped.

                The Resalq cocked his head at the younger men. “I take it, you mean he desires to become one of us.”

                “If you’ll allow it,” Marin said carefully. “I made him no firm promises, but I believe I owe him my life.”    

                “And you’d like to fetch another wolf into the pack?”

                “If I can,” Marin admitted, “though Neil has one last mercenary commission in mind before he gives himself over to Dendra Shemiji.” He gestured deeper into the house, where they could hear Vaurien and Jazinsky talking over their work. “This jaunt of Richard Vaurien’s.”

                “Hardly a jaunt,” Sherratt argued. “Victory depends on those weapons reaching Hydralis. From what I hear, they’ll be fighting with their bare hands soon. A dozen colonies are watching, waiting to see if Omaru can get the better of Fleet. If they do, you’ll see the Deep Sky erupt.” He rubbed his palms together thoughtfully. “I should go to Hydralis myself.”

                Sheer astonishment made Curtis blink. “You? Why in the world would you enlist in Vaurien’s schemes?”

                “It is the only way to get into the Omaru system,” Sherratt told him mildly, “and I should go. Leon has been signaling me for months.”

                “Leon?” Travers echoed.

                “Mark’s first born,” Marin told him. “I had no idea Leon was on Omaru,” he admitted. “Which shows you how far we’ve drifted apart, Mark.”

                “He’s been there for ten months,” Mark said thoughtfully, “but what he’s doing, I have no idea. He and his associates are working in Hydralis, and whatever is going on has been too sensitive to transmit.” He gave Travers a thoughtful look. “Like the data for Chandra Liang. I don’t know what Leon has discovered, but the last transmission was urgent.”


                He turned slightly and frowned at the reliefs depicting the history of his people. The worst of the devastation was outside of the span of his own memory, since he had been born after the colony worlds were obliterated, in the decades when the hunter-killers were seeking out Resalq cities. His people matured slowly, and Mark’s first true adult memories were of the years when the Zunshu automata began to target individuals. The years when Dendra Shemiji was founded, the last line of defense.

                For several moments Mark seemed absorbed by the reliefs, or the past, or both, and Marin did not intrude on his thoughts. He stirred then, and turned his back on the bass panels. “Leon has probably fallen in with a republican crew and needs a patron,” he said tersely. “I’ll introduce him to Chandra Liang, and they should both be happy. You know the ways of war, Curtis.”

                “We all do,” Travers said darkly. He gestured at the reliefs. “You fought back. I’m seeing battle scenes. ”

                Sherratt frowned deeply at Travers. “You know a little of us.”

                Travers gestured at Marin. “Curtis told me some of your history. I know that after you scattered on the four winds, the hunter-killers came after you. Sublight drones, but they could lay waste to a whole hemisphere.” He looked back at the last of the reliefs. “If you didn’t fight back, what does this last scene show?”

                “We fought.” Sherratt took a breath and closed his eyes. He had suffered those years; pain was still there, deep down. “The means with which we fought back was woefully inadequate. We used industrial tools as weapons, they were the best we had. Tractors, geocannon, industrial plasma cannon, the kind of missiles we used for destroying incoming comets and planetoids before they could impact with our worlds and cause catastrophe. These tools make excellent weapons, but all require a good deal of early warning before they are effective. 

                “As you would imagine, the sublight drones did not announce themselves and we were a broken people. No space tracking network, very little early warning of an assault. We did fight back, and sometimes saved a world, which is more than we ever did in the systems closer to what we called Zunshu ceras, ‘Zunshu alley’, if you will. A chain of black hole systems around the Rabelais Drift. They ride the gravity express, an intragalactic, perhaps even intergalactic subway. Whether they manufacture the wormholes or simply bend existing ones to their requirements, no one really knows even now. But I’ve spent most of my life working in two fields. I have on one hand attempted to unlock the secrets of their gravity physics —”

                “And on the other hand,” Travers said quietly, “you founded and nurtured Dendra Shemiji, to hunt down the Zunshu automata who are probably still lying hidden like locusts in the Deep Sky, while geriatric senators in our homeworlds respond to a threat they don’t understand  with a fabulously expensive network of sensor buoys and a monstrous Fleet that’s become a blight on every world between here and Earth.”

                Sherratt nodded deeply, and regarded Travers with a sober look. “I like this new partner of yours,” he told Marin. “Forthright, intelligent and courageous. He’s quite handsome, too.”

                The last was spoken as a true hermaphrodite, and Travers found himself unaccountably flustered. “I — well, thank you.”

                “And,” Sherratt continued without skipping a beat, oblivious to Travers’s embarrassment, “I really should go to back to Ulrand, see what I can do to help Dario.”

                “Dario?” Travers echoed.

                “Mark’s last-born,” Marin told him. “He and his partner were working on Ulrand. On a Zunshu stasis chamber,” he added deliberately, “that’s been temporo-sealed for eight hundred years.”

                Travers was blank and still blinking at him when Mark mused, “I’m hoping, this time, to capture one or several automata. When they’re presented to those asinine old senators on Earth, I believe the whole picture must change.”

                “Service conscription can be stood down,” Marin speculated, “and if the government on Earth understands how pointless it is trying to guard against and fight off incoming Zunshu with the conventional means of a massive Fleet and legions of conscripted kids, then other strategies will be found. If,” he added, “the Deep Sky colonies are even still associated with the Confederacy when the Zunshu begin to hit us in earnest.”

                “I gave Jazinsky the keys to certain problematical components of her dimensional calculus,” Mark said, beckoning the humans toward the house’s lounge, “and she has almost solved those problems. For the first time, Hellgate will be our ally, not our enemy.” He chuckled richly. “A while ago I stumbled over a small quirk in the fundamental mathematics of what I assume is the foundation of Zunshu gravity physics. I’ve never believed they generate the wormholes through which they travel. The energy required to do that is cosmic, for want of a better term. I’m certain the Zunshu have a way of bending or warping an existing gravity line, but this depends wholly upon the proximity of an existing gravity source of exactly the right magnitude. Small enough to be manipulated, large enough to generate the immense warping of space required.”

                “Hellgate,” Travers said promptly. “Specifically, Naiobe.”

               “Yes,” Marin said sharply. “Before the Deep Sky was colonized, Ernst Rabelais charted all the pocket-sized black holes, since they’re such a damned nuisance to navigators.”

                “That was some of Rabelais’s best work.” Sherratt was preoccupied with his thoughts and began to pace between the incomparable display of art and the long windows, which admitted the morning sunlight. “Curtis, I sent several Dendra Shemiji agents on something of a quest, after a particular holy grail. The search took over a decade, and the results have become available to me in just the last twelve months. The data return was so enormous, it swamped my systems. I was still processing it while you were on Mawson, the Reece Clyma assignment.”

                Travers had settled on one end of a long white couch with a view into the gardens and to the hills beyond. “Which holy grail were you hunting?”

                “Just information.” Mark sat on a footstool by the windows and stretched his long legs out before him. His eyes closed and his brow creased deeply. “Why us? Were the Resalq the only people destroyed, and no one else? If the Zunshu are so intractable, so powerful and so vile, where else have they struck, who else have they obliterated? So I sent a crew out into dangerous waters, as it were; volunteers, all of them. They cut a track like old Ernst Rabelais, charted regions humans won’t venture into for decades yet — and it could be many decades, if the colonial wars nip the Confederacy in the bud! My crew traveled four years at speeds we take for granted at this time, but eventually they did discover another group of systems and colonies which had been devastated.”


                He looked up gravely at Marin, who was holding his breath. “Every one of them was within fifty parsecs of Orion-859. Every world they charted and imaged looked to have been ravaged by a hunter-killer probe, which is a sublight ‘suicide’ weapon, meaning it hunts for years for a target, then destroys itself in the assault, leaving no evidence. And from the data, I can tell you, every one of the dead worlds was destroyed within a period of twenty years, falling five thousand years ago. Of a Zunshu homeworld, there was no sign, ever, and the only common denominator between the dead worlds of Orion-859 and the Resalq worlds is the presence near each of a small black hole. Naiobe, and Orion-859.”

                The silence was so thick, Travers thought a knife blade would have cut it, and he struggled valiantly to comprehend the data. Curtis closed his eyes to exercise the peculiar Resalq memory discipline which Travers had begun to envy. “You’re saying ... the Zunshu always strike from the area of a relatively small black hole, with a gravity magnitude roughly comparable to Naiobe.”

                “Yes.” Sherratt regarded the younger men gravely. “The Rabelais Drift is the key to their travel in this part of the galaxy at least, and Naiobe is far from an atypical black hole. I have a glimmering of an understanding of how they travel, but full understanding of the mathematics is years away. In the meantime, humans have blundered into the same regions where we were destroyed, and by any accounts there have been at least several Zunshu strikes already.”

                “But those colonies were isolated on the blind side of Hellgate,” Travers said in a voice that rasped. “The early strikes were not even recognized as assaults! Then humans stumbled over Resalq documentation about the Zunshu, am I right, Mark?”

                The tawny lion’s mane nodded. “Quite right. We salted a site, put it right in their way, pushed them toward it and in the end pretended to discover it ourselves and handed it to them.” He gave Travers a wry smile. “When an archaeologist isn’t looking for something, he might not see what’s under his nose. And yes, we handed them a body of Zunshu data.”

                “Which they promptly suppressed at the public level,” Marin said acidly, “and used as an excuse to build a ridiculous Fleet and fill it with conscripts who should still be in school.”

                “Fleet may be an uncontrollable social tyrannosaurus,” Mark said with a certain native shrewdness, “but like the creature which bites the hand that feeds it, I’m sure Fleet is about to be the undoing of the Confederacy.” He looked from Marin to Travers and back. “Men like Chandra Liang, and Vaurien ... and myself ... might be able to bring about a social revolution.”

               “And find a way to defeat the Zunshu?” Travers wondered. “Damn! Fleet squanders its time and our lives and money, sending ships into Rabelais Space, hunting sensor ghosts. They tell the colonies, and us, they’re trying to catch privateers because certain rich underwriters in the homeworlds are tired of the few insurance claims, which are legit anyway.” He gave Sherratt a look that might have flayed the flesh off his bones. “Can we intercept the Zunshu like this? As they exit a wormhole, perhaps?”

                “It’s possible,” Mark admitted, “but it’s a long shot. Our homeworlds were devastated over the space of many years, but in as few as thirty separate strikes. It’s years between raids, and Hellgate is a big place. Put the whole DeepSky Fleet into Hellgate for ten years, and you’ll almost certainly intercept a Zunshu strike ... if Hellgate doesn’t sink your Fleet first. And even when you do make the interception, Travers, don’t imagine the weapon designed to destroy a planet won’t obliterate a fleet.”

                The weight of his words was a burden on Travers’s shoulders. He felt his back physically sag and for the first time in a long while, Sherratt chuckled softly. “We may yet be able to fight back properly. My work with the Zunshu physics is well progressed, and if I can capture their automata, their machinery, perhaps an engine, a nav-deck, in working order ... those geriatric senators of yours back on Earth must take note of what they are told. With the aid of a whole college of physicists we might discover the Zunshu secrets in a decade or less, whereas it would take me and Jazinsky, working more or less alone, another century or more.  

                “In that century, humans could have been eradicated from the Mare Resalq and the Deep Sky, and remember, each time a hospitable world is destroyed, it’s a world my people will never be able to come home to.” He looked out at the wide sky of Saraine. “By night, on this planet, I recognize the stars of my youth, my home.” His eyes burned as he looked back at Travers. “These are our skies, and we want them. We’re content to share them with humans, but we want to come home to what is ours. To make any of that possible, the Zunshu secrets must be unlocked, the Zunshu themselves must be found, and if they won’t negotiate, then ... well, justice will have to prevail, and I’ve no doubt there will be blood.”

                “You’re fighting a war.” Travers sat back and looked up at Marin, who stood framed against an abstract painting by an artist Travers did not know.

                “We’ve been looking for Zunshu automata since before Dario was born,” Mark told him. “These were the automata assigned to hunt individuals, when our worlds and colonies were gone. They are the most sophisticated machines, quite capable of appearing humanoid. And when they’re damaged, perhaps shot, they destroy themselves in a blast powerful enough to turn this building to ash.” He nodded. “A number of Dendra Shemiji agents were killed in the early days, though we destroyed a lot of automata, also. We paid a high price for learning.” Mark physically shrugged off the burden of his memories and forced himself to move on. “Decades became centuries, and the Resalq moved on, scattering further afield in ever-smaller groups until at last we were beyond the reach even of the automata. They disappeared.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “They deactivated, more than likely to lie dormant until something triggers them. Something like the presence of humans, a new colony, and doubtlessly a lot of sticky hands tampering with them! Don’t make the mistake of believing they’re gone. Once or twice we’ve found signs of them, but it’s never easy to make sense of what we find. Their stasis chambers —”

                “Like the one Dario just found on Ulrand?” Travers asked.

                “Exactly. The chambers are sealed more securely than vacuum welds. There is no seal, because the interior of the chamber is either eight hundred years in the past, or else it’s a temporal bubble that’s outside of time — and I can see, Travers, you have no idea what I’m  talking about.”  Lines fanned about Mark’s eyes as he smiled. “The question is, now you have a clear picture of what Dendra Shemiji is, do you still want to be one of us?”

                For some time they were silent. Marin and Travers studied each other, and at last Travers said quietly, reading Marin’s thoughts with uncanny accuracy, “Let me think on it. A few days. A week. I’ve just dragged my carcass out of Hellgate, remember. Suddenly I’m back on the battlefield.”

                “Take your time.” Marin rubbed his face ruefully. “There’s a hundred opportunities in front of you, but not a lot of choices that don’t include soldiering. If you just sit tight in the colonies, even retire here, when Omaru gives Fleet a run for its money you’ll be in the middle of a warzone. The whole of the Deep Sky will ignite.”

                “And these are precisely the conditions that’ll rouse Zunshu automata, wherever they’re hidden,” Sherratt added bitterly. “Dario has found a stasis chamber on Ulrand? Fine. There mould be a hundred more out there, waiting for the event that triggers their start-up cycle.” His eyes were fever bright. “A message sent back to wherever they come from, or perhaps to a stasis chamber the size of Jagreth Prime that’s been concealed in Hellgate for a thousand years.”


                “Sweet Christ,” Travers whispered.

                “I’ve spent my life trying to solve the Zunshu riddle,” Mark said softly. “How they travel, why they assaulted our worlds and not others, where they come from, where they go. I’m poised on the threshold, Travers, and Richard is right, Jazinsky is brilliant. She’s the protégé I’ve been searching for. Give us the funding and the research ships, the equipment, and there is every reason to believe we can unravel the Zunshu mysteries, and use the knowledge to win back our heritage. Our skies.” He mocked himself a little for the idealism, with a lopsided and attractive smile. “This is Dendra Shemiji. Will you join us? Take your time, Travers. Don’t race to the decision.”

                Yet only a moment’s hesitation delayed Travers’s reply. “I’ll join you,” he said quietly. “I was well trained by Fleet, but I’ve seen Curtis do things I hardly understand. I might never be able to understand the Zunshu mysteries, but there are enough Resalq puzzles to keep me busy.” He gestured at the bass reliefs. “This is incredible.”

                “Ah.” Sherratt nodded deeply and smiled up into Marin’s face. “You chose your partner well.”     

                “Then, you’ll teach him,” Marin concluded.

                “I’d be pleased to.” Mark’s face creased in a smile. “Did you know, Travers, our numbers are on the increase. There are forty thousand Resalq now. Enough to recolonize.” He studied the nearest reliefs with a sigh. “These were my people, the ancestral Resalq. Now, the youngest of our descendants are so nearly human, many of them don’t want to return to being who we were. A paradox, you see. It’s the aliens like yourself who desire to study the Resalq mysteries, while our own children hunger to move on, leave behind their heritage, and be more human. Our geneticists are still working; our next generation will be bi-gender. Resalq men and women. One of my generation can hardly imagine it.”

                He shook his head slowly, clearly amused and troubled at once, and then stirred. “Accept the hospitality of my house. Travers. As Curtis’s partner, this is your home when you’re on Saraine. Vaurien will be here for a few days at least, while Jazinsky finishes the nav equations. Curtis knows his way around. Be comfortable here.”    

                He was gone with a rustle of multicolored fabrics. Travers whistled softly after him, and with a chuckle Marin urged him onto the patio at the side of the house. “Impressed? You should be.”

                “If I wasn’t, I’d be dense.” Travers watched a flight of the odd, marsupial birds go over the roof.

                “Mark often has that effect on people,” Curtis said, enjoying the warm air. On all sides the shrubs were blooming; on a table made of curious metallic lace were a selection of bottles and carafes. “A drink, and a meal, I think,” Marin suggested. “Then I want to go out. Run. My legs are aching for exercise.”


                “Masochist.” Travers sniffed at several bottles.

                “My muscles need the work,” Marin retorted. “Run with me. I’ll show you the ruins, the dig where the archaeologists are working now.”

                “Eternal
City,” Travers mused, as he chose the emerald green liqueur and poured two shots. “There’ll be a grain of truth in the name if the Resalq are coming back. This place could be reborn.” He put a glass into Curtis’s hand. 

                “One day.” Marin sampled the liqueur. “When the Zunshu have gone. My gods, Travers — any one of our colonies could be next! Humans are going to make the same mistakes the Resalq made, but we’re going to make them with our eyes wide open, and it’s so stupid, I’m appalled.”

                “You,” Travers accused, “are as much an idealist as Sherratt.”

                “Perhaps.” Curtis finished his drink quickly, and his voice was a little rough as he said, “It seems we’ll be working together. It’s an odd path that brought us here. If anyone ‘s responsible for where we are it’s the boy. Karl David Liang.”

                “Regrets?” Travers guessed.

                “I could wish Chandra Liang’s son hadn’t died,” Marin said honestly as he wandered along the patio, in search of a meal.

                Somewhere inside the house they heard Vaurien and Jazinsky, alternately arguing through points of their work and laughing over shared memories. They were old lovers, Marin guessed. He was aware of the ghosts of the Resalq all around him — Saraine was still haunted, still uneasy, as if it were waiting both for its vengeance and for the return of its children. 

                He leaned both palms on the sun-hot steel railing at the edge of the patio, his narrowed eyes taking in the line of the forest, the clouds being ripped apart by a high wind, the contour of the hills, and behind them, the ramparts of blue mountains. His mind wandered, perhaps lured into haunted daydreams, and Vaurien’s voice took him by surprise.

                He turned back quickly from the view and saw Richard leaning out of the patio door. The look on his face was bleak and his voice was taut as he beckoned Travers and Marin inside.

                “Get in here, both of you. We’ve got trouble.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

Two gunships flanked the house; two more patrolled across the forest and the line of the buried city, and a shuttle from the Fleet cruiser Mercury had touched down on the lawn outside Mark Sherratt’s windows. The grass beneath it was scorched to straw by the Arago field; a pair of armed pilots lounged in the shade of the swept wings as the sun rose. In a dozen excavation camps across the buried city, archaeologists were producing their papers, their ID, for a Fleet security detail. And in orbit the Wastrel was on station keeping, under the guns of the Mercury. 

                The squadron of gunships had been on top of them almost before Sherratt’s instruments picked up any sign of the intrusion. It would have been possible to abandon the house, take to the woods, but a thorough thermoscan would soon have picked a human or Resalq out of the background of the forest, and the pointless manhunt would only have aggravated the security corps from the cruiser.

                With a heavy, sinking feeling Travers had watched the ships come in. He knew the sound of gunship engines, would have known that raucous, blasting growl anywhere, and he was unsurprised when they appeared from the high cirrus, came around in a wide, roaring arc and closed on the house like predators.

                For a moment he wondered if Sherratt had some ace up his sleeve, or if he would produce an arsenal out of the lockers and put up a fight, but with four gunships in the air resistance would have been token and the house, with all its artwork, would have been demolished. From the looks on their faces, Sherratt, Vaurien and Jazinsky were as stunned by the arrival of a Fleet squadron as Travers and Marin. Travers shut his mouth, stepped back to watch and listen, and behind a mask-like face his mind was racing.

                Three officers clambered out of the shuttle. The high tail carried the ship crest and unit badge of the Mercury, but the officers
were only passengers. No cruiser, no matter its assignment, numbered among its crew two generals and a colonel so senior, he must have been able to smell promotion.

                The three invited themselves into Mark Sherratt’s house on the heels of a security detail. The building had already been scanned from the air, and without a word five armored troopers from the gunships deliberately swept the house and would have herded everyone in it into the same room, if they had not already been there. In fact, Sherratt had called his guests together and settled to wait with a stony expression.

                Two men and a woman stepped into the lounge. The dove gray uniforms set Travers’s teeth on edge; the badges and insignia on the shoulders made his heart skip for a moment. And he knew the face of the elder of the two men. He had seen it on enough newsvids.

                General Harrison Shapiro was somewhere in his sixth decade, with piercing blue eyes, dark brown hair with a few flecks of white and a tall, wide shouldered frame that carried its age well. His assignment was Sector Command, Borushek. The entire quadrant was answerable to his office, and yet he was here, drawing off a pair of black suede gloves as he examined faces in Mark Sherratt’s living room. He was slightly re-engineered, Travers noticed: nothing as extreme as the Kushini or Pakrani, but if he did not have Haldian genes, Travers would be astonished.

                The woman, Travers did not know. She wore the insignia of a rank equal to Shapiro, but below the general’s crown on her shoulder was a blue-white globe with gold laurels. Whoever she was, she had come out from a Fleet office on Earth itself, and from the look on her face, her assignment was sitting in this room. She was almost as tall as Shapiro, a little younger, with homeworlds genes, elegant body lines, red-blonde hair in a conservative cut, and a shrewd, even handsome face.

                The colonel was the youngest, the tallest and broadest of the three. He was as ‘pure blood’ as the woman, but whereas she seemed to have forgotten the uncomfortable class distinction between homeworld and pioneer stock, the colonel wore his unadulterated genes like a banner. He flaunted them as if they were the ultimate status symbol. Out here in the Deep Sky, where even General Shapiro himself was of colonial stock, they probably were. Travers saw the globe of the Earth on his shoulder too, and swore beneath his breath. Who the hell were these people, and what did they want here? But the truth was painfully simple, and Travers traded a disgusted look with Vaurien.

                “Mister Sherratt, I believe?” Shapiro had examined every face in the room and dismissed them one by one until he reached Mark. He had the grace to incline his head in greeting. “I regret to inform you, your whole company, and the crew of the ship in orbit, are under Fleet arrest. I’m General Harrison Shapiro, Fleet Sector Command, Borushek. This is General Kristyn Bauer, on special assignment from Fleet Internal Affairs, Chicago office. And Colonel Wayne Mulholland, representing the Elite General Services Committee, which as I’m sure you know is the liaison office between Fleet and the government of the Confederation.”

                The lead weight Travers had been feeling in his chest settled in his belly. Marin was standing at his shoulder; they were in the corner of the room, against the relief panels depicting the few battles the Resalq had actually fought when they had detected Zunshu hunter-killers. Marin’s face was wary and his eyes were filled with surly questions. Travers dropped his voice to a whisper. “We’re in deep shit, Curtis. All of us.”

                The words might not have been intelligible, but the whisper carried, and Shapiro angled a glance at the younger men. “You already know how we come to be here.  Which of you is Sergeant Travers?”

                “I am,” Travers said, tight lipped and reluctant.

                “We received your mayday,” Shapiro told him quite affably, “and a tender was already well en route to stand by you when the merchant astra tug took command of the salvage. Under the law, we let her have it.”

                “We never had you on long range sensors,”
Vaurien said cautiously.

                Shapiro frowned at him. “You would be Captain Vaurien, I presume.”

                “You do indeed presume,” Vaurien said acidly, and then relented with a resigned sigh. He was sitting on one end of the long couch beside Jazinsky. Of all of them, she alone looked cool, unruffled, unperturbed. She was appraising one officer after another, as if trying to calculate what she could get from any one of them, and which was the most valuable to her. Richard shifted on the cushions and passed a hand before his eyes before he said, “Yes, I’m Vaurien. And we were scanning for any other ships, we always do. You weren’t there.”

                “We were,” Shapiro said in the same easy tone. “We used a planetoid a lot like Nirgal as a blind. In the sensor chaos of Hellgate you’d have to know we were there to see us.”

                “Damn.” Vaurien looked up at Travers. “You surrendered the salvage and just followed us all the way home to Saraine.”

                “That’s a crock,” Jazinsky said sharply, voice like a whiplash. “Pardon my French, General Shapiro. Do you know me?”

                The General actually smiled. “I should, Miss Jazinsky. I have a file on you so comprehensive, it fills a good four datacubes.”

                “You what—?” Vaurien sounded outraged.

                Her hand closed over his. “Be grateful they know us, Richard. Knowing us, they won’t treat us like trash. Knowing me, they won’t try any silly-ass hoodwink tactics, and knowing Mark they won’t try the usual paranoid Fleet triple-think.” Her eyes moved slowly, deliberately from Shapiro to Bauer to Mulholland, and they remained fixed on the colonel’s hard face as she said tersely to Shapiro, “If the Mercury was in the region of Hellgate, it wasn’t anything to do with the mayday. Two generals and a colonel, one out from Sector Command and two out from Earth? It’d take one hell of a special assignment to put brass like that on the Mercury, and they were already near Hellgate when Travers broadcast the mayday. So they were watching for something, or perhaps waiting for something. And it sure as hell wasn’t us, Richard, because we were six hours away. Maybe they followed us in to Saraine, but it had zip to do with the salvage.” She frowned up at Shapiro. “Was your assignment us?”

                The General indulged himself in a sound of humor. “I don’t intend to play chess with you, Miss Jazinsky. I don’t enjoy getting my nose bloodied. You’re both right and wrong. In fact, we were en route to Hellgate, waiting and watching. We were going to go aboard the Intrepid,  she had received an order to exit the Drift tomorrow, at Captain Falk’s discretion. The destruction of the carrier took us by surprise, and we did surrender the salvage to the civilian vessel. But the truth is, Intelligence has been monitoring several people in this room for some time, and one of them in particular.”

                As Shapiro moved closer, Travers’s teeth clenched. What the hell had he done to draw attention to himself? Had they followed him to Cimarosa? But Shapiro was looking at Curtis Marin as he said, 

                “You won’t have forgotten the name of Sonja Mei Ming Deuel.”

                For a second Marin’s eyes closed. “She’s your agent.”

                “No. But her contact, her ‘source’, if you will, from whom she borrowed the access codes you needed to interrogate the Fleet Archives, has been under surveillance for more than a year. Miss Deuel could not possibly have known.”

                Marin’s eyes widened. “She said she had a source in your office. I trusted her. Damn.”

                “She didn’t betray you, Sergeant,” Shapiro assured him. “Miss Deuel is every inch her father’s daughter, and in due course I learned how her family was fighting for justice for her son.”

                “Then —” Travers cleared his throat. “You know about the kid. Chandra Liang’s kid.”

                Shapiro looked him up and down thoughtfully and did not seem displeased with what he saw. “After Sergeant Marin ‘borrowed’ the access codes, I had him tagged. I could have arrested him that morning on StarCity, and Liang and even Deuel along with him. But I wouldn’t have learned a tenth of what I wanted to know. The three of them would have been silent as the grave and a bevy of million-dollar lawyers would have had them on the street in an hour. In six hours they would have vanished off the face of Velcastra. 

                “So I had you tagged, Sergeant Marin, I let you run. I wanted to see which way you’d head, and why.” Shapiro gave the two younger men a thoughtful smile. “You took an enormous risk, re-enlisting, going into the Drift. You could have been killed.”

                “You researched it?” Marin wondered. “Then you know why. You know what I am, who I am?” He glanced down at Mark, who sat in a wing chair in the opposite corner, in a bright wedge of sunlight, for the moment content to listen and watch. 

                “I know a good deal,” Shapiro said levelly, “but there’s a lot more I don’t, and won’t ever know if I sit on my ass in an office back on Borushek and wait for the answers to come to me.” He stepped back into the middle of the lounge and addressed the group as a whole. “You people have to realize, you’re all in a difficult position. Captain Vaurien is a Fleet deserter since the age of eighteen. By all accounts, today he should start a twenty-five year prison term. Miss Jazinsky is a draft dodger, she was never available for conscription at all and the same twenty-five year term applies. Sergeant Marin and Mister Sherratt are way on the wrong side of the law on almost every world in the Confederation, and for them it’s almost certainly a firing squad, though they’d face two different courts to get there. Sergeant Travers is the only one in this room who has not actually committed a crime with his own hands, but it wouldn’t take an instant for a court to convict him on around a thousand counts of conspiracy, including accessory to at least one murder. Again, that’s a firing squad.”

                He glared at each of them in turn as he spoke, and only Jazinsky looked unruffled. Sherratt’s face was tight as a bowstring and before the still young and notoriously blunt Jazinsky would speak he said quietly, “So you know us all, General, and as Barb has already said, it’s a good thing you do. If we were no more than strangers to you, we’d be in chains by now. If you didn’t know us, you wouldn’t be here on Saraine and we would simply have been arrested by a security squad.” He smiled faintly. “You’ve laid the cards on the table quite clearly. We all understand, we could die here, or be shuffled into the cells, never to be heard from again. Your point was eloquently made ... now, before Miss Jazinsky bursts with righteous curiosity, would you care to tell us why you’re here, General, and what you want from us?”

                For a moment Shapiro hesitated. He traded glances with Bauer and Mulholland. Bauer wore a look of wry humor. Only Mulholland was flushed with anger. Thank God, Travers thought, the junior officer was on a short leash in the hands of two generals. At length Shapiro permitted himself the luxury of a genuine chuckle. He beckoned one of the five guards who still stalked the house, boots almost silent on redwood floorboards. A chair was propelled into the middle of the room, where he could address them all.

                “My office on Borushek was contacted some months ago by the Elite General Services Committee. I was told Colonel Mulholland would be representing them in my sector, and General Bauer would be traveling out from Earth with him, on Fleet Internal Affairs business.” Shapiro’s brows rose, creasing his forehead. “It may surprise you, Sergeant Marin, to know that you and General Bauer are actually batting on the same team.”

                “I’m surprised and gratified, ma’am,” Marin said directly to Bauer, “but I’d be even more gratified if you wouldn’t call me Sergeant. If Mark Sherratt and I are going to be arrested, I’ll declare my affiliation to another service right here, and ... Dendra Shemiji doesn’t have the rank of sergeant.”

                “All right, Mister Marin.” Bauer was standing by Shapiro’s chair, hands clasped loosely at her back. For the moment Mulholland was muzzled, and he seemed to be fuming. He parked himself beside the windows as Bauer addressed Marin and Sherratt equally. “Dendra Shemiji exists in the shadows, but not so deep in those shadows that people don’t know who to call when they want to take justice into their own hands.” She gestured sharply to forestall Mark’s protests. “I’m not here to debate the workings of justice with you, Mister Sherratt! I’m quite well aware that there are times, and many of them, when Tactical is at a loss, and those million-dollar lawyers have worked their alchemy. The guilty live on while their victims are dead and buried. It’s a gray area in the ethics of the law; debate is almost futile. In any case, civil law is not my area. I’m with Fleet Internal Affairs.”

                “Then Fleet law should interest you,” Marin said levelly. “You should know the name of Roy Austin Neville.”

                Bauer’s red-blonde head inclined. “I’m well aware of him ... and of Colonel Falk, and the staff members who transferred with him to the Intrepid in the wake of the Kiev episode.”

                A second’s hesitation and then Marin exploded, “Then in the name of God why didn’t you have Neville in chains years ago?”

                “He was on our agenda,” she began.

                “Not high enough on your agenda,” Marin said icily. “People were dying on that ship.”

                “People die on every ship in the Fleet,” Bauer said with exaggerated patience. “What you don’t realize, Mister Marin, is that the DeepSky Fleet is spread so thinly across the colonies, we are barely at strength, despite its enormity. There are more colonies than we can guard against a faceless, nameless threat from this very region.”

                “The Zunshu,” Travers said quietly. “Yes, ma’am, we know about the Zunshu. We also know the Confederacy suppressed public knowledge of a Resalq document regarding them. It was discovered thirty years ago, which was twenty years after the first Zunshu strikes were made against human colonies.”

                A little color drained from her face. Her hands clenched tightly on the back of Shapiro’s chair, but she forced a smile. “The fact you’re so well informed makes my job so much easier, Sergeant. Or do you also wish to be addressed as Mister?”

                “Yes, ma’am.” Travers fought the ingrained impulse to stand to attention, and deliberately pocketed his hands.

                The small civilian display was not wasted either on Shapiro or Bauer, but only Mulholland snorted quietly in anger as Bauer went on, “The first assault was forty-eight years ago. Another came six years later, and both were in colonies so far from the Near Sky, they were gone, destroyed utterly, for almost a year before we knew it had happened. Hellgate is impenetrable, and the chain of subspace comm relay stations is useless when privateers out of Halfway scoop them up and cannibalize them.”


                She took a breath and seemed to marshal her thoughts. “Yes, we are in possession of Resalq data concerning the Zunshu. And yes, it was suppressed at the public level, for reasons deemed good. The suppression order was not my decision, gentlemen, Miss Jazinsky. It was issued from the office of President Jardine Mayhew back in ’34, about four days before the broadcast of his ‘Strong Fleet policy’. Much of this can be researched from a history cube, though I’ll grant, you may have to use a little imagination here and there.” She smiled wryly at Marin. “Conspiracy theorists can be a tad crazy, but they’re not always wrong.

                “Fifteen years ago we began to seed the carriers, and later the supercarriers, like the Kiev, the Chicago, the Intrepid, the Dauntless, into the most far-flung colonies on the blind side of Hellgate. They were, and are, months out from Earth at maximum Weimann speeds, and also effectively out of communication. The Intrepid itself, buried in the Rabelais Drift, is a good example of the island-universe such a ship becomes. It packs the firepower of an entire battle group, it outguns a whole colony, and the power of life and death decision is invested in the command corps. Decisions are going to be made every day which affect both the crew and the civilians who fall under the guns of this island-universe.”

                She paused again, and frowned deeply at Marin. “Are you familiar with the writings of Julius Caesar, Mister Marin?”

                He was a jump ahead of her. “Power corrupts, ma’am, and ultimate power corrupts ... ultimately. Colonel Lorenzo Falk?”

                “Was criminally corrupt,” she affirmed, “and also far too clever to be caught at the time of the explosion aboard his old ship. We never closed the file on the Kiev incident, and we gave him just enough rope to hang himself.” Bauer raised a brow at him, prompting, perhaps challenging.

                For a long moment Travers and Marin held silent conference, and then it was Travers who said, “Ma’am, we are in possession of information that would benefit your investigation. However, we’re also in a rather delicate predicament. I think —” He shot a glance sidelong at Curtis; Marin nodded. “A trade, ma’am,” Travers offered.

                For the first time Colonel Mulholland spoke up. “Fleet doesn’t make deals, Sergeant.”

                Jazinsky’s voice cracked like a whip again. “That’s another crock, and he’s full of it. Fleet wants something badly enough, they trade. It all comes down to how desperate they are to possess what you own. And Travers, before you say another word, think about the pot we’re playing for here. There’s a whole lot more in it than a bunch of data from a dead ship that’ll close an FIA file on a bastard colonel.”
Her remarkable eyes were blazing as she glared at Travers.

                “Jazinsky —” Mulholland began, voice rising.

                “Colonel.” Not quite a bark from Shapiro, and nor did the general move a muscle, but it was enough to silence Mulholland. “Go ahead,” he said then, over his shoulder to Kristyn Bauer.

                She cleared her throat. “Colonel Mulholland’s protests notwithstanding, Miss Jazinsky is quite right. Fleet is keenly aware that the ships I’ve called the ‘island-universes’ are answerable, essentially, to no authority. And I’m sorry to say Colonel Falk’s brand of corruption has become commonplace. The more the colonies dice with mutiny, treason and self-destruction, the more delicate the situation becomes. General?” She looked at Shapiro.

                He stood, frowning out through the wide windows at the gunships which squatted, ugly as black steel gargoyles, beyond the adobe garden walls. “The situation as we understand it is that we’ll soon be fighting on two fronts. The colonies will erupt into war eventually even if the rising on Omaru is put down, as it must be. CNS is calling them the ‘colonial wars,’ and nothing we can do out here in the Deep Sky will stop them. Decisions would have to come from Earth. Curtail taxation, and the draft ... but how do you do that, and at the same time buttress the DeepSky Fleet? And the Zunshu aren’t coming. They’re here.”

                “The DeepSky Fleet,” Mark said slowly, “won’t do you one Iota of good, General Shapiro.” He was comfortable in the wing chair, fingers laced at his middle, legs outstretched, crossed at the ankles, and he was frowning at Shapiro with something of Jazinsky’s brand of appraisal, which might have been unnerving. “Do you know who  I am?”

                Shapiro and Bauer shared a look. The woman beckoned a guard for a second chair and Shapiro considered Mark Sherratt with a rude directness which Mark had invited. “For some reason, most likely sheer convenience, you’re nominally a citizen of Lushiar, but you don’t live there more than a few weeks in the year. In fact you never seem to settle in any one place and you own houses or apartments on six worlds including Borushek and Jagreth, and not including this house, which we didn’t know existed until a few hours ago. From what I see, looking at your artworks and relics, I’d guess Saraine to be your real home. Your sanctuary, at least.” Shapiro did not have to consult notes, and Travers was both surprised and disquieted as he went on, “You have business interests on several worlds, contacts in the merchant astra, and you buy a lot of time on the most powerful computer systems in the Deep Sky, analyzing God alone knows what data, which you safeguard with impenetrable encryption.”

                “You had to try to hack our data to know that,” Jazinsky said sharply.

                “True. We tried and we failed.” Shapiro smiled faintly. “At ease, Miss Jazinsky. You’re right. We’ll cut a deal, if the price is right.”

                “You haven’t named a price.” Marin shifted to ease his spine. 

                “We’ll get to that.” Shapiro was unhurried. “I’ll tell you what we want, you tell us what you’ve got, and then I’ll tell you the price we’re prepared to pay. You accept our price. It’s not negotiable. Colonel Mulholland is right in this much: Fleet doesn’t haggle. But we know a bargain when we see it. Mister Sherratt?”

                A frown creased Mark’s brow. “What do you know of Dendra Shemiji?”

                “You front as a legitimate security service,” Bauer said, “and behind the scenes you’re an elite assassination bureau with an abstract name. It’s Resalq, I believe the translation is ‘The Soundless Blade’.”

                 A quiet laugh escaped Mark. “Not quite. The name is by no means abstract. I chose it deliberately when I founded the agency ... and now, could I ask you to confer with the young man in the hall? He bio-scanned everyone in the house when your people tromped in, but he assumes the scanner will have to be recalibrated, because every time he aims it at me it spits out gibberish.” He gave the trooper a calm smile. “Would you scan me one more time? For the benefit of your officers.” Mark held out both arms as if to make a wider target.

                The security squad from the Mercury were all conscripted kids. The boy Mark fetched into the lounge could be no more than twenty. Travers was reminded of Fargo and Choi as he watched the kid play the compact IntelScan handy over Mark not once but twice, and then turn it to show Shapiro and Bauer the apparent nonsense on the display.

                “The readings are quite accurate, I assure you,” Mark said as Shapiro’s eyes widened. “Those vital signs are completely normal.” He paused. “For a Resalq.”


                He stood, unfolding and rising out of the chair, and he towered over Shapiro and Bauer. Even Mulholland, himself no small man, was a full hand’s span under Mark’s height, and Sherratt was barefoot. Shapiro and Bauer wore the carefully blank faces of officers who had been trained for years to show nothing in times of duress. Mark Sherratt smiled with a certain benevolence he could afford.

                “And now,” he said, “perhaps you would care to make me this offer I can’t refuse. I assume you want to share data. It’s a reasonable request, which I’m actually delighted to meet. You’ll be here to buy data regarding the Zunshu, because the Confederation is, at this time, trying to conceal the loss of two mining colonies in the last year.”

                “How ...” Mulholland’s face suffused with purple color. “How the hell do you know that? It’s classified!”

                Mark looked down at him with a faint frown. “General Shapiro will confirm I own three ships. One is in dock undergoing conversion for a long-duration mission. One is still in regions of space you deem uncharted, but you may be sure, they’re thoroughly charted. The data return from its mission so far exceeded my own resources, I did have to buy time on the most powerful machines I could find. And yes, Colonel, I most certainly do use ‘impenetrable encryption’. 

                “The third vessel is the Rainbow Voyager,  a research platform working constantly in and around Rabelais Space, gathering another body of data you’ll want to access. The Rainbow Voyager chases sensor phantoms around Hellgate as frequently as did the Intrepid, and with a lot more success.” He paused, and his face darkened. “We were too late to observe the events in which your mining colonies were obliterated, Mulholland, but we returned the full spectrum of data from the scan platforms of a science vessel. We deeply regret the loss of your colonists, but I, for one, am grateful they were otherwise uninhabitable worlds.”

                Mulholland deflated visibly. “Your vessel was out there right after the events took place?”

                “We chased the sensor traces from Hellgate,” Jazinsky told him tersely. “I spend half my life on the Rainbow Voyager, Hellgate is where I work.  And I know what you really want, Mulholland.” She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, and cast a glance at the ceiling, and by extension, the sky. “Right about now, your ham-fisted goons are trying to access the nav systems on the Wastrel.”

                “Why do you say that?” Bauer asked, and she was suddenly on the balls of her feet, tense as a runner under the gun.

                “Because you came here for the nav’ware,” Jazinsky said evenly. “We’ve danced rings around you in Hellgate for years, and Fleet’s always known we do it with navigation decks that make yours look like toys. You’ve been trying to get your hands on one for three years at least, and you know the decks on the Wastrel are just what you want.”

                Vaurien passed a hand before his eyes. “Jesus, she’s right.” He looked up at Bauer and Shapiro, eyes wide and dark. “Call them off. If there’s time, General, call your people on the Wastrel and tell them to keep their sticky fingers to themselves.”

                “Because ...?” Shapiro prompted. He was looking at Jazinsky.

                “Because they’re logic-bombed,” she told him with deceptive calm. “Fiddle with them, and they’ll melt down. I guarantee it. I rigged them.”

                “Colonel.” Shapiro made a gesture in the direction of the gunships, and without a word Mulholland stepped out through the wide armorglass doors. Shapiro frowned intently at Jazinsky. “You’re not fooling.”

                “I have no reason to.” Jazinsky settled back against the overstuffed cushions. “I rigged the nav-decks a long time ago, when I found a lowlife called Sergei van Donne snooping around our operations room.”

                “Van Donne,” Shapiro mused. “I know the name.”

                “A privateer who works out of Halfway,” Marin told him. “Last time I heard of him, he’d short-changed both parties in an arms deal between a man called Clyma, from Regan de la Court on Mawson, and the new republican government of Omaru. Both sides in the deal are probably out to get him. You want to find him, search Halfway ... but you can’t. It’s beyond the frontier, in no-man’s-land.”

                “Indeed.” Shapiro wore a thoughtful look. “As you know, Fleet has a hard enough time covering the colonies inside the line of the so-called frontier. With the wreck of the Intrepid there are only five super-carriers left. A sixth is under construction, but the Avenger won’t launch  for some time yet.”
He sighed and fixed Sherratt with a curious look. “Forgive me, Mister Sherratt. You’re the first member of the Resalq I’ve had the honor to meet. I expected you to look more ... well, perhaps less human. No offence.”

                “None taken.” Mark was watching through the window as Mulholland strode out to the shuttle and used its transmitter. “If the data you’ll receive from us can convince the government of the Confederation it’s wasting its time with the Fleet buildup and the military service levy, and if your scientists would join us in the real work that must be done if we’re ever to be rid of the Zunshu threat, you’ll be meeting many more Resalq. We’ll be pleased to work alongside you.”

                “I can’t make any promises on behalf of the government,” Shapiro warned. “I know a lot of Earth’s oldest and bluest blood is getting rich beyond your imagination, riding on the back of ship construction. The industry is booming, and the home colonies are under zero threat, being too far from Hellgate. You won’t turn the industrial juggernaut around without some pretty amazing data.”

                “The data,” Marin said ruefully, “is the easy part. Getting it in front of the government, making them look, listen, understand, is something else.”

                “Leave that part of it to us,” Shapiro mused, and then shook his head. “I’m mystified, Mister Sherratt. You tell me the Fleet will do us no good. Yet we know the Zunshu strike out of Hellgate and have the power to obliterate entire worlds. If not a powerful Fleet that can be in a hundred places at once, what in any man’s world do we need out here?”

                Sherratt studied the human’s face closely. “You’ve not yet told us your deal. We’re happy to share data, but Miss Jazinsky is right. If this were a poker game, I’d want to see your hand before I gave you the pot.”

                “Simple.” Shapiro sat back. “I can offer you all immunity from prosecution for crimes committed in, and against, the Confederacy, which includes the military. However, there are strings attached.”

                “There always are,” Travers muttered. 

                “Always.”
Shapiro gave him an indulgent look. “Between Dendra Shemiji, the Resalq scientists, Captain Vaurien’s operation and any combination of the above, you people are the most potent force on the cutting edge in this research and the technology spinning off from it.” His voice and face hardened. “In future, you work for me. You work with Fleet, not against us. You answer to my office. You share your data when you’re done.” Then he relaxed and gave Travers and Marin a wry look. “You’ll find a warrant from my office will open a lot of otherwise locked doors ... and you people can also get into places, company, where Fleet Intelligence and Internal Affairs can’t.” He sat back. “There’s your deal, gentlemen, Miss Jazinsky. Think it over carefully before you turn it down, because you’ll find it’s the only offer on the table.”

                “And we know the alternative,” Marin added. “Neil?”

                “Show me the paper, tell me where to sign,” Travers said darkly. “Jesus! Was I out of Fleet for a day? A day and a half, maybe?”

                The general was looking at Mark, but before Sherratt could speak Colonel Mulholland stepped back into the room. Fury turned his face into a leather mask. “It’s too late,” he said quietly. “That bitch waited until she knew it was too late before she warned us.”

                “Colonel, please.” Shapiro was on his feet now, placing himself between Mulholland and Jazinsky, who wore a triumphant expression. “Of course she safeguarded her bargaining chip! And for your information, we’re romancing a done-deal here, which will put the Jazinsky nav’ware into every Fleet vessel.” Mulholland backed off, but not far. Shapiro accorded him a hot, dark glare and then turned deliberately toward Sherratt, Vaurien and Jazinsky. “So tell me, people. As Sergeant ... Mister Travers said, sign the paper, get the deal out of the way. Let me stand down the security squad, send back the gunships, and then I for one want at least a thousand straight answers to just as many straight questions, while we indulge ourselves in lunch.”

                Sherratt was the first to offer his hand. A long fingered hand, not quite the same as the human. The difference was so subtle, it was difficult to see, but still Shapiro looked at it, and looked a second time before he took it. “If I can be represented before the Confederacy, I’ll gladly sign your contract.” Mark looked down at Richard and Jazinsky. 

               “Like he said, it’s the only offer on the table,” Vaurien said tersely, and stood. “I fly three merchant astra vessels, Shapiro, with a fourth still under construction. Ninety percent of our trade is legit, but I’ll not lie to you. I’ve supported the colonial republicans, and I can’t change my politics.”

                “Just so long as you don’t personally run guns to them,” Shapiro told him, “I don’t care what your politics are. Are you in, Vaurien?”

                “I have a choice?” Richard dragged both hands through his unruly hair, which stood it on end. “All right. Deal. Barb?”

                She was still on the couch and wearing a thoughtful face. “The new Jazinsky nav’ware,” she mused. “I like the sound of that. Poor old man Yamazake will change color.” She rose in a lithe stretch, Pakrani, taller than any of them save Mark himself, and looked down into Shapiro’s face. “Deal. Now, I have to get up to the Wastrel and fix those nav-decks, or our ship is dead in space. If you’re going to pull the gunships out out of Mark’s backyard, can I get a ride up?”

                Shapiro seemed to relax. “You certainly can. Welcome aboard, Miss Jazinsky. I should tell you it’s good to meet you in person after the years of following your career through your work. For five years I’ve known almost exactly where you were and what you were doing. Your work, the nav’ware, is like a footprint in the snow. For a long time we had no idea who was behind the nav-decks that make monkeys out of us all, but some of your ‘lowlife’ associates from Halfway have few scruples about taking reimbursement for information. You see?” Shapiro seemed well pleased with himself. “We’re not entirely without our own ways and means.” He paused. “And now, the data?”

                “Of course.” Sherratt stood aside. “I’ll copy everything, but please, General, don’t have your own analysts labor through it. You’ll only be reinventing the square wheel. Our relationship must be based on trust, not paranoid triple-checking of each others’ numbers.” At the door he hesitated and turned back with a grim look. “The Zunshu won’t give us time to be so foolish.”

                “Done,” Shapiro agreed. “Kristyn?”

                “I came out here to try to make sense of the situation on the Intrepid, among other ships,” Bauer said  mildly. “There’s nothing to be done about Colonel Falk now save close the file with whatever data we can recover from the hulk, and the deposition of her final commander.” She accorded Travers a smile that stripped years from her. “Master Sergeant Travers.”

                “Oh, please.” Travers made a face. “She was a flying coffin. All I did was shout loudly enough to make people get off their asses and work to save themselves. If you want my report, I’ll draft it for you, but you should talk to Hodaka and MacLean, too. Their ranks may have been honorary, but they worked their tails off for that crew.”

                “I will,” Bauer promised.

                “Speaking of the hulk ...” Vaurien grinned and tugged at his ear lobe. “We hid it. Parked it in Hellgate. You won’t find it, Shapiro. I’ll have the Wings of Freedom pull her out to Nirgal.”

                “I might have you tow her back to Borushek,” Shapiro began.

                “Which would take two tugs, and  you’re on merchant  astra  rates,” Vaurien warned. “My ships don’t work for favors, even if I sometimes do.”

                “Transmit the salvage contract to my office,” Shapiro said in acerbic tones, fists on hips. “You people drive a hard bargain.”

                “But we have the goods you want,” Travers added.

                “Indeed. Is there anything else you need?” Shapiro was actually making a mild joke, but Mark said,

                “I could use a ride to Ulrand. My son and his partner are working there, and if you’re conscripting us all to your service, you’ll want to strike something like the same deal with Dario.” He gave Shapiro a hard look. “Dario has never committed a crime in his life. Dendra Shemiji is simply a tradition he grew up with. You’ll not make trouble for him.”

                Shapiro was agreeable. “I have a little in my files regarding Dario. He’s a student, I believe.”

                “No, he’s qualified. Cryptocybernetics,” Mark corrected. “It may sound a little odd, but it’s a crucial science, very difficult and exacting.”

                “Now, what’s a cryptocyberneticist doing on Ulrand?” Kristyn Bauer asked. “It’s a peculiar backwater, nothing but a dustbowl and a lot of yokels who barely even speak the same languages any of us do.”

                As he went on, Mark was leading the group through the midst of the security squad, to the basement room that served as a lab and library. A number of threedees were perpetually on; one display tracked communications into and out of the house, another plotted the positions of his ships. “Dario has spent half a lifetime hunting for traces of the Zunshu. You have a lot to learn, all of you, but the data is yours. The Zunshu did leave remains scattered through the more inhospitable worlds, hidden in the last places we would stumble over them.  Curtis and I were on Ulrand not long ago, and we saw Dario’s find, examined it with our own eyes. He’s quite the archaeologist, as well as a cryptocyberneticist, and you’ll forgive me if I’m proud of him.”

                The a/c began to blow, cold and dry, as they entered the basement room. The lights came up and Sherratt opened a case of datacubes. “Your son has unearthed Zunshu remains?” Shapiro was startled, and impressed. “Remains of what, if I might ask?”

                “It’s a stasis chamber.” Mark lifted out a set of twenty white metal cubes and set them on the bench before the access. “In perfect condition, still sealed. The integrity of the chamber is still one hundred percent, after eight centuries. Imagine, General: inside that chamber are molecules of air which have not moved since the mechanism was set!” His eyes were bright. “This is the Zunshu technology. These are the secrets we must unlock. The means to defeat the Zunshu are bound up in those very secrets.”

                “Stasis chamber?” It was Wayne Mulholland, too loud in the basement as he shoved in between Mark and Shapiro.

                A pace behind them, Travers groaned. “Where did Shapiro say this moron was from?”

                “I’m not deaf, Sergeant,”  Mulholland snarled. 

                “The Elite General Services Committee.” Marin did not bother to hold his voice down as he examined the threedee plotting Mark’s three ships. “The government liaison office.” 

                Mark was setting the cubes to clone. “I’ll make two copies, General. I understand you’ll need to forward the data to facilities on Earth, but I honestly believe the research is better performed out here in the Deep Sky.”

                “I’ll take the data personally.” Mulholland did not allow Shapiro an opportunity to speak. “This is my assignment, Sherratt. At last we’ve progressed to my area: I represent the government of the Confederacy. I speak with their voice, and I want the rest of the data. Nothing held back.”

                Some note in his voice made Travers take a quick breath and hold it. At his side, Curtis was a statue. Shapiro frowned at Bauer, and Mark turned back from the cubes, which had just begun to copy. “The rest of it?” He gestured at the cubes. “Everything we have is here, and you must understand, Colonel, without Resalq expertise, there’s so much data, human scientists will still be interpreting, collating and analyzing twenty years from now. You have it all here. As you said, nothing held back.”

                But Mulholland’s cropped head shook. “The stasis chamber is the most pivotal data you have. A Zunshu artifact. From their hands to ours.” He only glanced at Shapiro. “It’s a gift from the gods. I want it.”

                “Colonel,” Shapiro began, remonstrating with admirable calm.

                But Mulholland had the bit between his teeth. “This is my assignment, General. You’ve seen my warrant. I have the authority to requisition any and all data or hardware germane to the military threat out of Rabelais Space.” He gestured at Sherratt. “They have possession of the first, the only, piece of the Zunshu themselves in existence. There may never be another.” He rubbed his palms together thoughtfully. “I was given specific instructions to place utmost priority on exactly this situation. It will be going back along with the data.”

                 The senior officers were technically out of their depth; all they could do was refer to Sherratt, and Mark laughed softly as he changed one set of cubes to make the second copy. “You have no idea the mass of it, Colonel Mulholland, nor the delicacy, and you can be sure it’s booby trapped. The Zunshu are vicious, not stupid. If you move it, you will certainly trip the security devices.”

                For a second Mulholland hesitated, skipping a beat. “All right, then it’ll be opened. The devices can be deactivated from inside, or the chamber can be stripped of its contents, and the contents will go back to Earth.”

                “Colonel.” Mark moistened his lips and sought patience. “Do you have any idea what a stasis chamber is? The technology is more advanced than anything we Resalq fully understand. You couldn’t hope to open it.”

                “I can’t agree with that.” Mulholland was immovable. “One of the finest Fleet engineers is aboard the Mercury. With your permission, General Shapiro, I’ll message Dario Sherratt to expect us, commandeer the salvage vessel Wastrel, collect Major Eglund, and proceed to Ulrand.”

                Vaurien took a step forward. “Not without my permission, Shapiro. This was not part of any deal, and she’s a civilian vessel.”

                “A civilian vessel,” Mulholland said acidly, “with a checkered career and a crew who have routinely worked on both sides of the law. You’re still at liberty, Vaurien. Liberty is a privilege you can lose. If I were you, I’d consider myself fortunate and cooperate. The ship can be commandeered under special contingency regulations, and I have the warrant to do it.”

                “Colonel, please.” Shapiro raised both hands as if at gunpoint. “I’m sure the danger is very real. I’m as excited as you are at the prospect of getting our hands on a Zunshu artifact, but I urge you to caution.”

                “I appreciate your advice.” Mulholland was intent on Sherratt. “But I won’t trust a crew of privateers, deserters, aliens and assassins until they’ve proved themselves in the field, time and again. Trust must be earned. Until then,  I think it very likely the Dendra Shemiji organization would try to control the most crucial data, if only to retain the advantage; and I’d be failing in my duties to the General Services Committee if I went home with a box of datacubes and left the real, solid Zunshu artifacts in the Deep Sky.”

                The silence was thick as smoke. Travers heard the stalemate of a perfect argument ringing like a soundless bell, and watched faces. Marin was angry, and so was Sherratt. Vaurien was ready to fight it out, and was hunting for an argument airtight enough to put Mulholland back in his box. Jazinsky looked simply disgusted. 

                “All right.” Shapiro looked from Sherratt to Mulholland and back. “You both make excellent logic, but you’re so polarized, only experiment will settle this. Understand me, Mister Sherratt. I don’t condone rash behavior, but the Colonel’s authority comes from the General Services Committee, which I’m afraid supercedes Borushek in its sheer mass of red tape. You’re going to have to work this out in practical terms.”

                “What do you have in mind?” Mark was quiet, cautious.

                Shapiro and Bauer stood together, as if they perceived safety in numbers. At the sound of raised voices, the security squad had edged closer, and Travers was uncomfortably aware of the five armed and armored figures filling the passageway just outside. “Captain Vaurien, cooperate with us, call it an act of good faith. Mulholland has a point. Talk is cheap. Take Mulholland and Major Eglund, and whomever you choose, aboard the Wastrel. Investigate and evaluate the Zunshu artifact. If it can be moved or opened, go ahead. If it not, post a Fleet tech crew and leave it. Colonel?”

                “Very well.” Mulholland turned to Vaurien. “Your opportunity to earn a measure of trust, Vaurien.”

                “Oh, I trust Shapiro,” Richard said in an unexpectedly affable tone. “I could come to trust Bauer. But you?” He shook his head. “I don’t think there’s anything you could do to make me trust you.” He transferred his attention to Shapiro. “I’ll volunteer the services of my ship. I’ll need Mark. He knows more about the chamber’s technology than anyone, including Dario. Cryptocybernetics apply only to the hardware inside the chamber. Dario’s not a physicist.” He glared at Mulholland now. “I imagine you and Eglund will come aboard armed to the teeth and surrounded by guards?”

                “Consider yourself fortunate we don’t simply put a Fleet crew aboard,” Mulholland said acidly.

               “Really?” Vaurien’s brows rose. “The smell of blood must appeal to you.” He stopped, as if to consider the proposition. “I’ll allow you your guards, but I want Travers and Marin aboard.”

                “In what capacity?” Mulholland’s eyes narrowed.

                “Observers.” Vaurien lifted his chin and looked at Shapiro. “The deal you offered us was fair: we’re answerable to your office, we return our data to you. Correct?” Shapiro only nodded, waiting. “Then put Travers and Marin on the Wastrel as observers,” Vaurien advised, “to watchdog Mulholland. I don’t like him, I don’t trust him. Neither do you, Shapiro. And though I don’t want him on any one of my ships, I’ll meet you halfway. Show of faith. Neil and Curtis report to you, subject: Mulholland.”

                “Go ahead,” Shapiro barked before the colonel could utter a syllable, and he was moving, Bauer on his heels, pushing through the knot of security men, while Mulholland was still fuming.

                In the officers’ wake, Mark held out a set of datacubes. They dropped one by one into Mulholland’s open palm. “The other copy is for the general’s office, and you can mark my words, colonel: the research won’t pause for a second out here in the Deep Sky. If your parochial, paranoid employers on Earth refuse to liaise with Resalq scientists, the data in your hands will be twenty years obsolete by the time you’ve finished your analysis ... and there may be no colony worlds left for your precious Fleet to protect.”

                With that he stalked out, leaving Mulholland shadowed by one armed guard, and Travers and Marin themselves, standing in the chill breeze from the a/c. Anger issued in waves from the colonel. His eyes were dark with reined-in fury. He obviously disliked Bauer, and he despised Shapiro. 

                It was a question of authority, hierarchy, the pecking order not merely of Fleet itself but the human social ladder. Travers had forgotten how poisonous the cultural battlefield could be; since his youth on Darwin’s World, he had not been directly exposed to it. On the crewdecks of a carrier, the endless rancor between the blue bloods with the old money, and the re-engineered, often rustic colonials was never evident. You had to get up into senior officer country to see it. Mulholland was outranked within the service, but he clearly believed himself far above Harrison Shapiro, and it was a safe guess he disliked General Bauer because she rubbed shoulders with lesser mortals and, God forbid, had perhaps even married one of them.

                The datacubes rattled like dice in Mulholland’s palm as he swung to face the two younger men. If looks could kill, they would have dropped dead at his feet. “I’m leaving in a half hour. If Vaurien wants you on the Wastrel, I suggest you make tracks. I’ll not wait for you.”

                He was gone, a pace ahead of his guard, when Travers made an ancient and obscene gesture after him. Curtis hissed through his teeth and tipped back his head, glaring at the ceiling. “Jesus, I don’t believe this. I’m surprised Mark doesn’t flay me alive. He might, when he gets me in private.”

                “For what?” Travers draped both arms over Marin’s shoulders, laced his fingers loosely at the back of his neck.

                “This one’s my fault. I trusted Chandra Liang’s ex.” Marin was furious with himself. “I should have gone to Borushek and got the codes myself.”

                “You told me Liang’s ex is a colonial governor’s daughter,” Travers argued. “If you couldn’t trust her, you’d never trust anyone. It was a risk you ran. Sooner or later this kind of work blows up in your face. Always. Ask Mark. And in any case ... serendipity.” He leaned in and kissed Marin’s mouth lightly. “Not ten minutes before these idiots arrived, Mark was saying to me how he wanted to get his work in front of the government, get the funding, the facilities.” He looked into Marin’s wary eyes. “Except for this moron, Mulholland, the deal’s made in heaven.”

                “Still, I blew it,” Marin said uncertainly.

                “With some guardian angel pulling the strings,” Travers argued. He kissed Marin again, more deeply, with a flicker of his tongue promising much more, when they had the opportunity. “And the halfwit does have a point. The Wastrel will be pulling out soon, and I want to be aboard.” He released Marin with a grin. “I kind of like the idea of working with a warrant from Fleet Sector Command. It’ll take us places I never dreamed I’d go.”

                Marin made a face. “I’ve been there already. Damn! I thought I was retired. I thought it was just the document shuffle, then home to Geneva. I was ready to throw the whole thing over.”

                “You?” Travers headed out of the basement, and as Marin stepped out behind him the lights and a/c went off. “You’re not the kind to grow roses around the door and raise rottweilers.”

                “Thoroughbred horses and vineyarding,” Marin corrected tartly.

                “Whatever.” Travers glanced back at him. “Maybe one day, but not yet. You’re too young to retire. Besides, Wayne Mulholland got under your skin. You want to play him at his own game the way you played Roy Neville, don’t you? The man’s an elitist bastard.”

                “I just want to be on the Wastrel to look after Mark’s interests,” Marin said with deceptive mildness. “Mulholland’s right, goddamn him. The stasis chamber is probably the most crucial piece of hard evidence we ever had. It could tell us what the Zunshu are, what they can do, how they do it, even why they do it and where they come from. Let Mulholland confiscate it, and we’ll never see it again. It’ll disappear into a lab, and if they don’t blow away half the surface of the Earth by triggering a security device, maybe they’ll start to make sense of the technology in twenty years. You heard Mark. Two more decades? There won’t be much left of anything out here by then. Yes, I want to go home to Jagreth ... but Jagreth has to be there.”       

                He gave Travers a dark look, and Travers was still chewing doggedly on the broken-glass of reality when Marin stalked away.

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

El Khouri, Ulrand

 

A wind moaned out of the south, dry and dusty, fretful, raising dust-devils along the face of the chalk cliffs and scattering the few lizards that lay, gape-mouthed, in the morning sun. An hour after dawn the shadows were long and dark and the heat was just starting to rise, giving a bare suggestion of its potential. By noon El Khouri would be a furnace, and Travers was already sweating. Nothing moved other than the miniature dust storms, the dragon-back lizards and the roaches they hunted; the nearest road was three hundred kilometers northeast, and the only way into this godforsaken wilderness was by air.

                Two gunships from the Mercury and Vaurien’s Yamazake Eclipse stood in the finger-thin shadow of a spire of chalkstone, and Curtis Marin was sitting on a boulder fifty meters west, shirt already off and tied around his waist. He had drifted away from the argument after more than an hour, and Travers suspected he needed to rein in his temper, perhaps breathe free air that did not carry the taint of rear echelon stupidity. 

                In the shelter of an awning that slapped its four steel posts with the sound of a sailboat before a stiff breeze, Dario Sherratt and Tor Serecchio were showing the whites of their eyes and their fists were clenched. Mark was doing his best to mediate, but Dario was a professional with thirty years’ experience in the field. He had been a grown man, a post-grad, when Wayne Mulholland was born. Mulholland’s Fleet engineer, Major Nicole Eglund, was closer to Dario’s age, but the moment Travers set eyes on the woman, he knew they were in trouble. Eglund was as blue blood, as elitist, as Mulholland; and if Travers was any judge, those two had a history. They bickered as if they were married — until an outsider tried to intrude, and then they stuck together like family.

                They were shouting again, and Travers looked back over his shoulder toward the shelter. Dario and Tor had been working in this lifeless, blistering wilderness for months, taking every precaution, every care, and  sending data to fourteen of Mark’s associates, specialists in every field from gravity physics to molecular locks. Their best guess was that in another five months they would be able to try breaching the seals that had locked a tiny bubble of the past inside the Zunshu stasis chamber.

                The chamber itself was half denuded, a curve of ice-cold metal like a shoulder thrusting out of the wind-bitten chalk cliff. The metal never grew warm, no matter how much sunlight fell on it. At noon it was the same temperature as at midnight. It was an oblate sphere twelve meters in diameter and roughly eighteen meters long, deliberately buried in a cavern cut out of the cliff for the purpose, and from samplings of the surface material taken by Dario, months before, the dead-mass had been estimated at over eighty tonnes. The interior must be hollow, but scans returned no data about the inside, a fact which massively frustrated Eglund.

                Mark could have told her she was wasting her time. The inside of the stasis vessel was not in quite the same temporal zone as the cliff outside, but he held his silence. Eglund should be bright enough to know she couldn’t scan through a temporal meniscus. Yet she tried over and over, until Dario was angry enough to become verbally abusive, and Mulholland threatened to have both him and Tor forcibly removed from the site.

                Dario shut up fast. This was his first altercation with Fleet. The learning curve was exhausting and infuriating, and he retreated to the shelter as the dawn wind began to crank hard, screaming across the top of the whitestone canyons. He and Tor sat talking in undertones, sullen, rebellious, while Mark went through their most recent data and for Eglund’s benefit interpreted the Resalq control surfaces of hand-crafted hardware. 

                She was adamant: human research into temporal physics and gravity fields was well developed, work was being done in more than a hundred labs across the Near Sky. Mark shared data without reservation, trying to suggest areas where the Confederacy’s research might be locked in blind corners, but the more he showed Eglund and Mulholland, the more convinced they became that they were in complete command of the operation.  

                As Ulrand’s white sun showed a sliver of its face above the crest of Delphino Rocks and the heat came up fast, an engineer’s tractor fell in out of the west like a big, fat black beetle. It rotated around and fit itself with difficulty between the strewn boulders and the cliffside. It was loaded with equipment, the machines and instruments Eglund had sent for. The Mercury was a cruiser with a crew of two hundred, quite capable of spending a year in isolation and standing by ships in distress. Her machine shops were as well equipped as any colonial dockyard. Anything Eglund wanted was only a call away. 

                Jesus Christ, she’s going to try to open it. Travers’s heart beat like a drum as the tractor’s Arago field washed over him, hot and acrid. It raised a swirl of chalk dust that caught in the throat and made him cough as he looked back over his shoulder into the well of shade under the shelter’s striped awning. Mark and Dario were on their feet, heads close together in conference while Tor was shouting at Mulholland, so angry now, he was waving his big, muscular arms. Eglund was ignoring them all, beckoning her pilot and the freight handlers.

                As the tractor’s engines shut down and the morning silence settled back over El Khouri, Marin twisted on the boulder where he was sitting and peered into the dim interior of the shelter. Travers walked toward him, around the tail of a gunship where the crew were eating, gambling, and talking in bored undertones. These kids had no idea where they were or why they were here. Anyone who knew was pale with dread — save for Eglund and Mulholland, and they were buoyed up on a wave of euphoria.

                “They’re going to try it, aren’t they?” Marin asked softly.

                “Oh, yeah.” Travers stood behind him, hands on his shoulders, and he felt the steel-cable tension holding Marin’s body rigid. “There’s nothing Mark can do to stop them.”

                “The only thing that’d stop them’s a bullet,” Marin said sourly, “and they made sure they brought plenty of backup.” 

                It was an understatement. Each gunship carried the full complement of seven, and four more crewmen had come down on the tractor. While Travers watched, Eglund jogged out to meet them. The side hatches rumbled open, a ramp slammed down, and the grunts began to unload.    

                In all this time, Mark Sherratt had not raised his voice, and the sudden bark from the shelter made Travers start: “Oh, for the love of anything you call God, Mulholland, will you get out of this superior, elitist, son of a bitch mentality! It’s the mindset that’s tearing the colonies right out from under you, and if you don’t wake up to yourself in the next thirty minutes, you won’t live long enough to watch the Zunshu come in and finish off what the colonial republicans leave!”

                The outburst was so unexpected from Sherratt, and so loud, even Mulholland stopped dead in his tracks for a moment. He recovered fast, glaring up at Sherratt, fists clenched as if he longed to strike out. Without a word, Dario and Tor — both of them taller and broader than Mulholland — moved to flank Mark, and though Mulholland did not back off, the blows were never thrown. “Are you threatening me, Sherratt?”

                “Warning you,” Mark corrected in a voice like broken ice. “You’re making a big mistake, Colonel.”

                “In your opinion.” Mulholland looked the three Resalq up and down and returned his attention to Mark. “Major Eglund and I consider that opinion to be what Jazinsky would delicately term a crock. You want to know what I think?”

                “Why don’t you tell me?” Mark invited.

                Only one who knew him well could hear the fury in his voice, which otherwise sounded cold, and flat calm. “Neil.” Marin slid off the boulder at the tail of the gunship.

                “It’s getting nasty,” Travers murmured.

                “It’s getting dangerous.” Marin set a hand on Travers’s arm. “Look.” From the gunships, four armed troopers had just stepped down into the chalkstone gravel. “Mark’s pushing it, and he doesn’t have the leverage,” Curtis said very quietly. “Come on.”

                “Come on, and do what?” Travers demanded in a breathy whisper, though he followed Marin into the patch of shade under the awning and stood with him, a pace behind Dario Sherratt.

                “I’ll tell you what I think,” Mulholland was saying, not only to Sherratt but by extension to all the Resalq. “You may have been a war hero in your world, Sherratt, but in ours you’re just a mass murderer, and the only thing keeping you out of a court of law and away from a firing squad is what you know about an enemy that’s potentially the most dangerous my people ever faced.” He stabbed a finger at the stasis chamber, which shone in the white Ulrand sun like a great bleached shell cast up on the beach. “This thing holds the key to our survival, but you want to keep it out of human hands, and if you think you’re going to dupe me the way you gulled Shapiro, think again. You want to keep the Zunshu artifact until you can figure out how to open it, then you’ll have your hands on the technology you need to defeat your old nemesis — and take the Deep Sky for your own.”

                “The Resalq homeworlds were here, Mulholland,” Marin said with a shake of suppressed anger in his voice. “If Mark’s people can come back to this region, they have a right to it.”

                “The Resalq are gone, Marin, or haven’t you been paying attention?” Mulholland barely glanced at him, so intent was he on Sherratt. “There’s just a pitiful handful of them left now, and some of them are only at liberty through sheer luck.” He shook his head slowly. “You’re not fooling me, Sherratt. You’re quite capable of opening this thing, and so are we. You’re not going to get your hands on the technology, and you’re not going to turn it against the humans who have come to inherit this region through their courage and tenacity. Guards.”

                Four Chiyoda machine pistols primed with a rasping snarl of metal on metal, and Travers’s heart squeezed. It was the first time in years he had found himself looking into the business end of a Chiyoda, and it was not a pleasant experience. Mark had not moved a muscle, but Dario and Tor — younger and less experienced, especially in violent situations — were fidgeting and sweating. Curtis Marin was as motionless as Mark, and Travers breathed lightly, up on his toes with the ancient fight or flight reflex.

                And then Mark simply nodded, and without a word walked away from the shelter, toward the Yamazake raceplane. Mulholland watched him go, and when Travers and Marin urged the younger Resalq to follow, he did not stop them. 

                “Do you want to jump-seat with us?” Marin said quietly to Dario. “It’s not especially comfortable, but we can take you out. You can’t stay. You don’t want to be within a hundred kilometers of this site when they make their blunder, and you’ve got about an hour to get clear.”

                But Dario gestured at the vehicle on the other side of the camp. “We’ve got the skytruck. If you overrun the engines the Chev’ll make low orbit, we’ll be safe.”

                “And how long since you even started it up?” Travers demanded. “The dust on it’s thick enough to plant something. Break camp, grab your junk and go, we want to see you out of here before we take off. Move!”

                The bark of command made the younger Resalq jump. Travers and Marin left them to pull their few cases of oddments together and pack their equipment, while Eglund was setting up an impressive array of machines. Travers did not even recognize half of them, and Mark wore a dark look as he watched the woman. When Travers and Marin came to rest in the shade at the side of the Eclipse Sherratt said quietly, “Maybe she’s right. Maybe they have a bag of tricks I’ve never heard of, maybe she can crack it open.”

                The heat was rising fast, and Marin pulled his forearm over his face. “You don’t believe that.”

                “I ... don’t believe that.” Mark turned his back on Eglund now, and watched his son instead.  Dario and Tor were throwing cases and boxes into the back of the Chev skytruck as fast a they could work, and while Dario was still securing the aft cargo hatches Tor clambered into the cab.

                The igniters whined once, twice, sputtered and quit. Travers swallowed on a dust-dry throat. “They haven’t started it up in weeks.”

                “She’ll start,” Marin whispered. “He just has to re-prime the system. Give him a chance.”

                Travers looked sidelong at him. “You’re thinking about Holdfast, Maltepe.”

                “How did you guess?” Marin could not manage even the ghost of a smile, and he was intent on the skytruck as Dario climbed up into the cab. Tor was working while the canopy rumbled down and locked, and then the igniters began to whine again ... and again, before they caught. 

                The Arago field came on with a familiar howl, kicking white dust in every direction, and after a few moments of idling, while Tor watched the power cells and chargers, the Chev bobbed up like a bright blue, five tonne feather. A hundred meters above the gunships, the blunt nose turned southeast toward the city of Marak, and Dario’s voice called thinly over the comm in the cockpit of the Eclipse. 

                “I’ll get it.” Travers climbed up by the handholds and reached in for the headset Marin had left on the arm of the pilot’s seat. He settled it and called, “Travers. How’s she look, Dario?”

                “She’s fine, just dust in the igniters, they blew themselves clear,” Dario told him. “Look, Travers, we’re going to pull out as far as Marak. Tell Mark I’ll call him. Tell him ... we’ll start over.”

                “Start over?” Travers echoed. “Here, tell him yourself.” He handed the headset to Mark and stepped back into the slim patch of shade with Marin.

                “They mean they’ll go back to square one and hunt for another one.” Marin untied the pale green shirt from around his waist and pulled it over his head. “Dario has years invested in this project, and he’s going to lose it even if Eglund and Mulholland are right.”

                “You don’t seriously believe they can open it?” Travers demanded.

                “No. But even if they did ... Shapiro’s on the level,” Marin mused. “He really believes what he’s doing and saying, and for what it’s worth, I think I’d trust General Bauer too. She’s Internal Affairs, not Intelligence. She’s essentially a Fleet lawyer, which is not a form of life that’s usually held in much respect, but they’re a necessary evil.” His brows arched at Travers. “She was on Falk’s case and she was about to get around to Neville. It just took FIA about a year too long to get to them.”

                On the flight over from Saraine, Travers and Marin had spent more than five hours in conference with Bauer and her aides. The dossier on the Intrepid was so vast, a tribunal would be examining it for months, but at last Bauer was satisfied. Harrison Shapiro had listened in for much of the time, wearing a face like thunder. His Fleet career began twenty years before the military service levy; he remembered Fleet as it was before the rot set in, and it seemed he felt the taint of corruption sullied them all.

                Perhaps he was right. Travers liked the man. Shapiro was honest and straightforward, and even Vaurien had to admit, the deal he had cut them was sweet. After Ulrand, Vaurien was headed for a rendezvous with the Earthlight and the Wings, and the next duty the three salvage tugs saw would be bitter. They would take the  wreck of the Intrepid under tow. The hulk was filled with the dead, open to space throughout, and irradiated by Eddie Kwei’s warload. Travers did not envy the crews who began to dismantle her.

                “Yes, I hear you,” Mark Sherratt was saying. “And I’ll do what I can to help you, Dario. You’re right, of course ... where there’s one, there are more.” Yet a note in his voice said clearly, I hope. “I’ll see you on Lushiar then?” A pause.  “Yes. Good flight. Till Lushiar, then.” 

                Passing a hand before his eyes, Mark took off the headset. The big blue Chev had drifted south a little over the gunships while Mark and Dario talked. Now Tor opened the throttles and stood it on its  tail. It was by no means agile, but while Travers watched, one hand up to shade his eyes, the skytruck shrank to a dot in the morning sky over the cliffs, and was gone.

                As the thunder of its engines dwindled machinery began to hum in Mulholland’s makeshift lab, and Travers felt his pulse rate pick up. “Time to go,” he said tersely. “If there’s anything you want to take, grab it now.”

                “Not even a picture,” Marin said bitterly, and was the first one in the Eclipse. He was in the front, strapped into the pilot’s seat and bringing the flight systems alive, while Travers took a last look around at the blistered, inhospitable wilderness of El Khouri. “Wastrel 101, we’re ready to come home,” Marin was calling as the canopy locked down.  And then, “Copy that. On our way.”

                The struts folded and for a moment the Eclipse hovered on the Arago field while Marin turned her nose around. For just a second the group of Wayne Mulholland, Nicole Eglund and their machines were under the guns of the Yamazake raceplane, and Marin stroked the triggers. But the cannons were not primed, the gesture was token. With an almost soundless curse he lifted the nose, aimed the Eclipse at a lake in the clouds, opened the throttles and lit the afterburners.

                Gravity pressed Travers back into the seat with familiar pressure and the stars began to glitter as the sky darkened to mauve, and black. The Wastrel and the Mercury were on instruments. Marin chased down their blips, homed in on the scanner contacts and then lifted his head to use his eyes. The warship was off the tug’s starboard side, and Travers had no doubt that she was covered by the Mercury’s weapons.

                Technicians were still working on the Wastrel. Three nav-decks had turned to something similar to marshmallow. One was replaced in orbit over Saraine, and it was enough for the eight-hour hop over to Ulrand, but the other two must be installed and the nav’ware loaded before the ship headed into the Drift, and the salvage site. 

                As the Yamazake nosed into the private hangar Travers yawned. His eyes were gritty and he began to count the hours since he had slept. It was sixteen hours since he and Marin had woken aboard the Wastrel, thinking themselves free men. As Mulholland reminded them too often, they were at liberty still, but freedom was a privilege, not a right, and it could be withdrawn on a general’s whim. The thought sobered him, and he was frowning as he, Marin and Sherratt made their way into the tug’s ops room.

                To his surprise, Harrison Shapiro was there. He was flanked by four armed guards but the young men seemed to have been stood down. Shapiro and Richard Vaurien were leaning over the navigation tank, deeply in conference while Jazinsky apparently laid waste to the compartment in the deck where the navigation computers were normally housed. The guard seemed a mere formality.

                “Watch where you put your feet,” Jazinsky warned as they appeared. She was lying flat on the deck plates, with equipment and tools strewn in every direction. One nav-deck was already installed, another was ready to slide into the empty housing by her elbow.

                “You’re back,” Vaurien observed redundantly as Marin made his way carefully around Jazinsky’s mess and came to the tank. “The morons ..?”

                “Are setting up to take a crack at the stasis chamber.” Marin looked over the nav-tank at Shapiro. “You’re about to lose two gunships, a tractor, two senior officers, three flight sergeants, I have no idea how many troopers, and what looks like about ten million dollars’ worth of equipment.” 

                Shapiro’s brows knit over somber gray eyes. “You’re so sure, Marin? Is it so impossible for Major Eglund to know what she’s doing? Our science is more advanced than we publish, you know.” He looked at Sherratt, whose face was lit in the exotic colors from the threedee navigation display. 

                And Mark could only shrug. “I don’t know anymore. Maybe I’m wrong, maybe I’ve become so self-centered I can’t see any further than my own arguments. Maybe I’m just tired. But in any event we’ll know soon.” He shared a bleak look with Marin. “They were powering up their equipment a half hour ago. They’ll be ready to try their hand soon enough.”

                “You want to get a visual on the area?” Vaurien offered. “I can get you meter resolution, and it’s always clear skies over El Khouri. I don’t think it’s ever rained there since records have been kept.”

                “Please.”  Shapiro stepped back from the tank to let Vaurien pass, and while Richard set up the surveillance cameras he beckoned Marin and Travers into a private corner of the ops room. “You’ve both been entered into Fleet records. You work out of my office on Borushek, and your ID will be waiting for you when you check in. You have seven days, call it furlough if you like. An assignment will also be waiting for you, and while I can’t divulge much information about it at this time, I’m sure you’ll find it ... a challenge.”

                “Oh, Christ.” Travers squeezed his eyes shut.

                “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Lieutenant,” Shapiro said sharply.

                “Lieutenant?” Travers echoed.

                “Field promotion. You can’t work for me as a sergeant.” Shapiro smiled. “Marin received the same field promotion during his conscripted service. And yes, Lieutenant Marin, I did a little extra digging into your past. It didn’t take long to find the Argos
files, and trace the work you did with Fleet R&D on Borushek. I know exactly who you are. What, Travers, you dislike officers?”

                “No, sir. I’ve never had much regard for them.” Travers looked into the depths of the navigation tank. “Please God, tell me you’re not sending us right back to Hellgate.”

                “Far from it. You’ll be working in cooperation with General Bauer, and you don’t need to know any more than that until you’re briefed. Fleet will look after you, as far as it can. But there will be times, gentlemen, when your ... shall we say, your peculiar skills, will doubtlessly be the difference between your surviving or not.”

                “Oh, great.” Marin shoved his hands into both pockets and glared at Shapiro. “How long?”

                “I don’t follow you,” Shapiro said honestly.

                “Then I’ll be specific ... sir.” Marin moderated his tone and gave Travers a sidelong look. “How much mileage do you have to get out of us before we’re free to go? It’s hazardous work, sir. And we used up a lot of our luck, maybe most of it, on the Intrepid. There can’t be too much left.”

                The general was sober indeed. “There may not be much luck, or much time left for the colonies. I spent hours with Sherratt on the way here. A crash course in Resalq history. I’m frankly astonished that any Resalq managed to survive, and I don’t want to plod aimlessly in their footsteps.”

                “I’ve got it,” Vaurien interrupted before Travers could speak, and Shapiro settled in the chair by a bright threedee with an altitude view of a site they recognized.

                There were the gunships, the tractor, easy to pick out of the chalk white canyon. The stasis chamber shone like mother-of-pearl in the sun, and they could make out Eglund’s machinery. People appeared as blobs, it was impossible to tell one from another, but Vaurien was still fiddling, and a moment later he had audio. 

               “We’re just eavesdropping on the log recorders, so the quality is far from fine,” he explained. “They’re done setting up; I heard Eglund say she was calibrating something, then they’re going to ‘fire it’, whatever that means.”

                “I have no idea,” Shapiro admitted. “I’m not a scientist, Captain. I was a courier pilot, eventually I commanded a cruiser not unlike the Mercury, and for the last five years I’ve been flying a desk.” He paused. “They haven’t been good years. Too many secrets, too much the people out here don’t know about and can’t know about.”

                “They can,” Mark said quietly. “You just publish the history of the Resalq and tell them twenty colonies have been obliterated in the last fifty years. Not accidents. Not comets. Not mini-black holes boring through the planets. Not solar events. Zunshu. Here and now. You give them the knowledge, you leave it up to the people to decide if they want to stay in the Deep Sky or get out.”

                Shapiro sighed and turned his eyes back to the threedee. “I might do that, if it were my decision. But it’s not, Mister Sherratt. Those decisions are made in the heart of the Confederation. If I were to circulate anything like the document you describe, my career would be over, I’d probably be whisked right into a sanitarium, and there would be such a cover-up campaign, the media right back to the homeworlds would make the Zunshu story sound like the flat earth, flying saucers, little green men, crop circles and Bigfoot all rolled into one.” He shook his head. “You can’t win that kind of propaganda war, and —”

                The sheet of light from the threedee whited out the whole ops room for an instant before the display could compensate. Shapiro flung up an arm to protect his eyes and grunted in pain, and Travers, who was two meters from the threedee, felt his eyeballs scorch. Marin ouched, and Sherratt first spun away from the display to protect his vision and then came closer, eyes slitted, as the threedee dimmed.

                The explosion was so bright, it seemed the cameras must be pointed into the system’s sun, and Travers swore lividly. Vaurien was adjusting controls, zooming out fast, and at kilometer resolution they looked back into the heart of an already massive detonation that was still spreading, still growing, as if feeding on itself.

                “Mother of God,” Shapiro whispered.

                “Closer to the face of hell,” Mark corrected, and sighed. “I did what I could, but in the end Colonel Mulholland called in his guards. It’s difficult to argue logic when a child in uniform is pushing an automatic weapon into your face. I’m sorry, Shapiro. Mulholland was hardly your friend, but he was a brother officer, and the loss of your men is regrettable.”

                “As you say.” Shapiro seemed stunned, still looking blindly at the threedee as the detonation flash dissipated at last, leaving behind a fifty kilometer wide pall of dust, smoke, ash. The fallout from an explosion as great as if a warship had hard-landed and a Weimann drive had ingested several billion tonnes of the planet’s surface.

                Travers could not take his eyes from the threedee until one of Shapiro’s guards called out from the ops room’s side viewports. Through the armorglass, the gray-brown surface of Ulrand, with its sparse mantle of cloud,  was a brilliant globe against the velvet dark of space, and the explosion was so vast, it was clearly visible to the naked eye. Travers and Marin pressed tight together at the side of the armorglass panel to see, and Travers was absurdly grateful for the solid warmth of Marin’s shoulder against him. 

                “Zunshu,” Mark Sherrat whispered, and closed his eyes. If he had been human, he might have been praying.

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilog

 

Elstrom City, Velcastra

 

The music of Vivaldi and Arjun Pasch whispered through the palms and ferns which girdled the Singapore Room of the Hotel Sandokan, but Robert Chandra Liang was oblivious to the melodious sounds, the harmonious design of the room, the view of the cityscape and the meal before him. He looked a little more healthy, physically and mentally, than the last time Marin had seen him, but Travers was clearly shocked by the man’s appearance. Grief and rage had worn him down, He was just beginning to rebuild his life and his sanity now that he could savor the rich aftertaste of revenge.

                Waiters glided by the table and he fell silent until they had gone. Travers was dividing his attention between his meal and their host. The food was exotic, the wine priceless, and Marin knew at a glance, Travers could never have afforded even an aperitif here in the past. All that had changed. He was quite reasonably wealthy, pending the completion of various documents and the transfer of funds to an account which had previously not existed. And the warrant in his pocket gave him the many freedoms of an affiliate of General Harrison Shapiro.

                “I had a call from my ex-wife,” Liang said quietly as the waiters drifted away. “I heard the Intrepid was lost. A ... salvage master who works out of Cimarosa reports that his tugs have parked her mangled wreckage in a safe orbit, in some location I don’t recognize, and what remains of the warship is being taken to pieces. Fleet has demanded an exhaustive report, and Captain Vaurien himself is to give evidence before some kind of tribunal on Borushek in a few months.

                “There’s to be a settlement,” Travers told him. “Richard Vaurien went to considerable personal risk to recover the Intrepid’s survivors. Many of us were adrift in ejection capsules, and it was tight.”  

                What Chandra Liang did not know was that Richard Vaurien’s ships flew on Fleet contracts now, and if Liang wanted guns run through the blockade he must contract another privateer. There were many, hidden deep in the interference around the Drift. The DeepSky Fleet would never find them, and Vaurien knew them all. Liang would soon be talking to another captain, perhaps with an operation based in Halfway; perhaps even Sergei van Donne himself.

                “The wreck of the carrier,” Liang asked softly, eyebrows arched at Marin. “This was your work?”

                Marin permitted himself a chuckle. “Hardly. I went into Rabelais Space to eliminate one man, not to arrange the deaths of hundreds of innocents. In fact, Mister Liang, I was responsible for the end of an individual. Roy Austin Neville.” He lifted his wine glass. “I put just one  bullet  in him. The carrier had already been badly damaged, the crew was cut to pieces. But, true to form, Neville had an escape route, and if I hadn’t done exactly what you paid me to do, he would have been among the few survivors of that ship.”


                The older man licked his lips, an oddly snakelike expression. “I want to hear how it was done.”

                “It’s not wise,” Marin warned. “This whole business has punished you. Travers and I both see what it’s cost you. But it’s over now. All you need to know is that Neville paid the ultimate price for your son’s death.”

                But Liang was rubbing absently at a tiny scar on his hand, a mark showing where a glass had broken and cut him deeply, at this very table, not so long ago. “I want,” he repeated quietly, “to hear how it was done.”

                He was determined, and with a sigh Marin told a brief, edited version of the action aboard the Intrepid. He omitted real names, and when he came to relate the salvage of the crew and the hulk, he switched to a fictionalized version of events,  an official story approved by Shapiro’s office. 

                “What’s surprising,” he finished carefully, “is that Travers and I were subsequently recruited by General Shapiro. Neither of us had intended to stay with the service, but ... things have a way of turning out which can astonish you.” It was a gentle warning: take care what you say.    

                “So you’re with Fleet now. Interesting.” Liang finished his wine and patted his lips with a napkin. He had ignored his meal, no matter that it was the finest ElstromCity had to offer. “Fleet aside, your other agency is quite satisfied with our business transaction?” he asked of Marin. “I had the impression Sherratt was annoyed, when he was placed in possession of the complete facts.”

                “He was,” Marin affirmed, “but fortunately the choice of which jobs I accept, or don’t, is mine. Dendra Shemiji is quite satisfied.” He paused, fingers drumming on the tabletop as he weighed his words with care. “I should pass along a small warning, Mister Liang. Fleet is peripherally aware of your ... activities. If I were you, I’d be cautious.”

                “My activities?” Liang echoed, brows arching.

                “Your more republican interests,” Travers said delicately. He looked out at the astonishing view from the Singapore Room’s altitude. Elstrom was a beautiful city, one of the jewels of the Deep Sky, but Travers was preoccupied and only vaguely aware of the display of light and darkness, glittering points and swathes of illumination which seemed to flow like rivers. “This city could soon be like a lot of others. A bloodbath. You don’t want to be among the first dragged away and brought up on charges of treason.”

                “Civil war will happen here,” Liang said acidly, “only if the Omaru colony can secure its victory.”

                “It will,” Travers assured him.

                Liang’s eyes narrowed. “You’re involved. Dendra Shemiji?”

                “Perhaps.” Marin steepled his fingers on the table before him. “Don’t ask us specific questions at this point, Mr Liang, because we can’t give you answers. But yes, we’re involved. The death of the Intrepid is being documented by a general from Fleet Internal Affairs. It may surprise you to know, officers from FIA were well aware of the trouble on the Intrepid. They were simply too slow to investigate her. It seems half the Fleet is rotten to the core. Neville’s time was short even before we got to him, and I can tell you that Fleet General Bauer was both moved and angered by the story of your son. Karl features prominently in the document to be presented to the General Services Committee very soon. Things are due to change, and for the better.” He paused. “In fact, I would go so far as to say your son’s death aboard that ship was a pivot point around which so much might revolve, you would be astonished.”

                “Ah.” At last Liang relaxed back into the padding of his seat and closed his eyes. “You can’t know how much I’ve longed to hear something like this. That my son did not die uselessly. If David’s death achieved something, though he never knew it, none of us can ask for more.”

                They were silent for some time, looking out over the city as Travers finished his meal and Marin enjoyed a second glass of wine. Liang seemed first to make peace with himself and then to think through his personal concerns before he fixed Travers and Marin with a shrewd look.

               “You know I support the colonial republican movement. A good many of my friends are of the same school of thought, and you appreciate, we’re an influential group. I’ll not jeopardize my family, friends and agents for the sake of the civil unrest, but what I can do safely, I will. If I didn’t, it would be forever on my conscience.”

                “Fair enough,” Travers said evenly. “But take a word of warning — and you didn’t get it from us! Your ex’s contact in General Shapiro’s office is under Fleet surveillance. Find another source. That one’s going to get you into deep water. Shapiro’s been aware of us all, yourself  and your ex included, since Curtis borrowed those codes.”

                “Damn.” Liang looked shocked, and deeply troubled. “We’ve not been arrested.”

                “Not yet.”
Marin smiled faintly. “You’re tagged. Shapiro thinks he can learn a lot more by letting you run and following you. Be careful.”

                “He’s got to know you tipped me off,” Liang observed sharply, “when I seem to go to ground after this meeting.”

                “Of course he’ll know,” Travers said with a beatific smile, “and there’s not one damn thing he can do about it. He needs us ... which buys us a little latitude.”

                “A little,” Marin stressed. He gave Liang a thoughtful look. “It might be the one and only favor we can do for you, but don’t be surprised to find Shapiro at your door, asking for favors.”

                Liang’s brows rose. “If he thinks I’ll betray my friends, he’s wrong.”

                “I don’t believe he’d ask, knowing you’d have to refuse,” Travers said thoughtfully. “If he wanted to slam the cage door on you, he’d have done it. You’re at liberty and I’d assume he’ll let you run until he needs you.”

                “He’ll be interested in data,” Marin added, “more than likely, information about the privateers with whom you do business.”

                “I’ll not betray Vaurien,” Liang warned.

                “We’re glad to hear it.” Travers permitted himself a chuckle. “What you’re not yet aware of ... and I’m quite sure Harrison Shapiro would slap my wrists for telling you ... is that Richard Vaurien was picked up with the rest of us. We were all busted, right back to Mark Sherratt himself, and if we hadn’t agreed to contract with the general’s office, we’d all be history.”

                “Vaurien flies for Fleet?” Liang was astounded. Appalled.

                “For Shapiro’s office, Sector Command,” Marin corrected. “There’s a wedge of difference. Since Richard won’t be available for ... shall we say, republican assignments, he’ll refer you to other captains, some of whom won’t be as pleasant or trustworthy to deal with. Shapiro is hunting privateers, and some of them deserve to be busted. When the time comes, I’ve no doubt you and Shapiro can scratch each other’s backs.”

                “All right.” Liang accepted this, but from the shrewd look he wore, Marin knew he would do his own research; so would Sondra Mei Ming Deuel. “You can contact me via the usual channels,” he offered at last.

                Setting down his glass, Marin got to his feet and offered his hand. “We’ll bid you good evening. We have a flight to catch before midnight.”

                “You’re not staying in Elstrom?” Liang shook their hands, but seemed distracted “You only arrived this afternoon.”

                “We have a ship waiting for us,” Travers told him, “and I’m afraid all else is classified.”

                Liang smiled faintly. “Then I’ll wish you good journey, and good luck, with whatever your assignment for Shapiro might be.”

                “That’s classified too,” Marin said affably. “It was ... an experience doing business  with you, Mr. Liang.”

                The waiters were hovering with dessert and exotic liqueurs as they left the Singapore Room. A liveried host stepped discreetly into their path, but at a glimpse of Travers’s ID he smiled and showed them to the executive elevators. They had not come in from the hot, humid street. 

                The Sandokan’s roof was one vast landing field, and at any time it was busy. The wind was cooler at this altitude, and it blew from the south tonight, away from the spaceport. The air smelt of Raddisson Bay, the ocean, the rainforest. The Yamazake Eclipse stood under the floodlights in the middle of a field of executive cars and sportplanes. It was the only raceplane at the Sandokan tonight. Travers gave Marin a grin as he made his way to a parapet overlooking the city. 

                “There was a time the Mazjeet doorman wouldn’t let me as far as the foyer,” he said, leaning both hands on the smooth plastex guard rail. “I worked in this city for a while. Worked for Chandra Liang, in fact — you know about that. But I was down there.” He nodded in the direction of the street. “Just a grunt fresh out of Fleet and almost out of money. The lowest form of life.”

                Brooke Boulevard was far below, busy, noisy as always. Traffic jostled in the road, cars wove in the airlanes overhead and the citybottom crowd was in full voice already, headed for the danceshops and sexshops downtown. Marin felt the wrench of memory. A month ago he had stepped out of a cab on the roadside, and had discovered himself in more jeopardy than he had known in years. 

                Mindful of the time but reluctant to intrude on Travers’s celebration of the moment, Marin stepped closer. He looked the man up and down, overtly reveling in what he saw. Travers looked very good in white, the loose slacks, tunic and jacket best suited to Elstrom’s tropical climate. He had wound down during the seven days’ furlough Shapiro had granted them. With two days of freedom left he was just starting to click back into gear, but the fatigue was gone. Sleep, fine food, a beach, a blue-green ocean, and good company cured most ills.

               Especially the company, Marin thought as a tide of memory broke over his mind. Black silk sheets on a king-sized bed, yellow moonlight on Bartlett Sound, night birds singing on the roof of a hotel that would have been Travers’s fantasy just a month before. 

                For some years Curtis Marin had moved in the social strata inhabited by the Liangs and the Sherratts, but the life had been curiously empty. Travers’s presence changed everything, made Marin step back and take another look at himself and his associates. He had much to rethink, on the rare occasions when Travers allowed him the luxury of coherent thought. Marin was already ‘spoiled’ by the luxury of falling asleep to the soft cadence of Travers’s breathing, waking up to the pleasure of his hands. Lover’s hands, which knew almost every secret his body possessed. 

                He smiled as the man turned toward him. The night wind ruffled Travers’s hair and he was haloed by the floodlights, standing against the glittering backdrop of the city, the bright,  jostling aircars in the close traffic lanes. A heavy lifter was on its way out from Elstrom Field. The thunder of its engine noise growled through the hot night air like a storm at sea, and Marin might have wished they could stay. The Sandokan’s rooms were shamelessly luxurious.

                The growl of the heavy lifter seemed to remind Travers of the time. He set his hand over Marin’s, on the guard rail. Curtis looked down at their fingers, which had meshed together, and for an instant he considered everything they had to lose now. The danger was immense, but so were the rewards. Freedom for the colonies, survival for humans in the Deep Sky. 

                He turned his face to the wind and watched the brilliant streak in the sky, the sternflare of the big ship arcing up toward orbit. Travers’s fingers tightened for a moment, making him stir. “Time,” he said quietly.

                “Time,” Marin agreed.

                Hotel security men glanced at them, then let them pass unchallenged through the field of luxury cars in which the Yamazake was easily the most exotic. Travers secured his harness and settled a combug in his ear as Marin ran up the engines and kicked in the Arago. 

                “Sandokan Flight Control, this is Wastrel 101, ready to depart.”


                Moments later the Eclipse lifted straight up, high over the Elstrom cityscape, and pivoted like a dancer before Marin opened the throttles. 
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While the Confederacy tries to use the DeepSky Fleet to crush the breakaway colonies, a handful of rebels may be the only force standing between the new human homeworlds and the shadowy enemy which almost exterminated the last race to whom these far-flung stars were home. The Resalq have survived ... but the threat is greater than ever. On one hand, the Zunshu strike out of Rabelais Space, also known as Hellgate. On the other hand, the government of Earth is determined to bring the unruly colonies back into line. Between the two, the humans of the frontier worlds and the last of the Resalq fight to survive, and the odds are against them. Nothing is what it seems, with allies within the Fleet and enemies among the Freespacers. And when Travers and Marin are assigned to the super-carrier Kiev on the Omaru blockade, all bets are off, and it’s every man for himself.  
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The Colonial Wars have exploded across the face of Omaru ... the unknown, unknowable Zunshu have begun to devour the worlds beyond the storms of the Rabelais Drift ... the Confederacy can only try to tighten its grip on the Deep Sky ... the last of the Resalq fight a covert battle for the survival of all ... and Harrison Shapiro’s war — the desperate struggle for the liberty of the every soul on the ‘deep frontier’ — might die stillborn. 

 

Curtis Marin and Neil Travers are at the spearhead of action which will take them from the heights of On’rabi to the deepest pits of city bottom, on a world under siege ... and the future of the new worlds of the Deep Sky will be found in the dark heart of Hellgate.
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PROBE

Recovering from the events of Cry Liberty, Neil Travers and Curtis Marin are pleased to be mere spectators for a time ... but the scenes at which they are on the sidelines are beyond their imagination. 

                   The super-carrier Shanghai has driven into the Deep Sky, poised for the invasion of Ulrand ... on Kjorin, Dario Sherratt believes he has discovered the key to the Zunshu stasis chamber ... in the storms of the Rabelais Drift the Wastrel plays pool with cosmic forces ... in Marak ‘city bottom’ Vaurien and Jazinsky pit themselves against old enemies.

                And Michael Vidal prepares to fly the mission of his life, into the dark heart of Hellgate, a place known to the Resalq as El’arne ... ‘The stormy side of the sky.’ Into this void, the explorer Ernst Rabelais vanished many years ago; and out of it, the Zunshu strike at the new human worlds as they once destroyed the Resalq.           

                For Travers and Marin these are strange, bittersweet days, filled with self-discovery yet shadowed by fear. They long for the so-called ‘Colonial Wars’ to be over, yet find themselves at the very crux of the danger, politics and intrigue as General Harrison Shapiro makes his gambit.

                The stakes are the liberty and the survival of the Deep Sky.
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