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Chapter One

 

Mont Katerine,

Velcastra

 

The south wind sang continually in the network of guy wires around the comm towers, more than two hundred meters overhead, and since night fell every gust was cold as ice. Four pylons, each with the girth of a sequoia, sprouted from the bare mountainside, picked out in the multiple beams of blue-white searchlights embedded at the roots and crowned with winking red lights which marked the Mont Katerine Comm-relay Complex as a hazard to civilian air traffic. 

        The lights outlined the shapes of the massive pylons like a bizarre constellation, and as Neil Travers looked up a few flakes of dry, powdery snow began to swirl in the searchlight beams. The wind came screeching off the permanent polar pack, four thousand kilometers south of the city of Dominguez; it funneled through the tortuous Col de Guêpier, picked up speed in a fierce ventura effect and stormed out over Mont Katerine. Winter came months early on the flood plain of the Yu River and like an unwelcome guest, stayed late. 

        A thousand meters below the comm-relay, where Dominguez sprawled along both banks of the broad, silt-rich river, late summer was already becoming early fall. Maple, birch and aspen thrived there, transplanted from the second-generation colony worlds of the Middle Heavens, and the city was romping through carnival time. The industrial city of Dominguez permitted itself just two weeks of music, light and self-indulgence before the long dark began, and Velcastra’s long orbit made the dark seasons seem interminable. 

        For the moment the streets glittered with lanterns, fireworks crackled in the alleys, lion dancers and silk dragons competed for space in every mall, where sexshops, dream shops and danceshops reverberated with garish, even defiant celebration. Dominguez ran wild with painted-on costumes and fantasy brought to life in the last grudging warmth of late summer, but up on the mountainside, in the teeth of the wind known to the locals as la chasseuse, winter had already descended on Comm Relay 17.

        Since mid afternoon a scarlet and white Yamazake Eclipse had stood in the engineers’ bay under the pylons, safely out of sight. Even its engine heat had dissipated, leaving nothing to betray the presence of a spaceplane launched from the commercial salvage tug Wastrel, and the Wastrel itself had pulled out as far as Lisbon Dock, the civilian facility parked at geostationary over ElstromCity on the other side of Velcastra.

        The cold was insidious, and it was impossible to run the heaters either in the Eclipse or in the linings of the suits. So much radiant heat would be a dead giveaway on thermoscan, and the incoming pilots would surely scan the whole parking lot under the pylons before setting down. An hour before, Travers and Curtis Marin had deliberately turned off the heaters, resigned to spending a cold, uncomfortable evening as the Dominguez city lights came on below and they waited for their quarry to arrive. 

       It was the job, and they had accepted Harrison Shapiro’s deal, but Travers still grumbled through the smoke-mauve dusk. Two of the three moons were up. Down in the city, in the space of a hundred meters on Lincoln Boulevard, one could eat in a fine restaurant to the strains of Mozart and Bevan Daku, cross the road — where traffic had been stopped for the endless Mardi Gras — dance for an hour in a world of sweat-streaked body paints, swirling pheromones and the savage rhythms of synthbands Travers had never heard of and could barely understand ... then stroll on in the cooling air of night, and at last slide into a dream shop till dawn, where the air was heavy and fragrant with a dozen gentle narcotics and the sheets were cool and black and silk. 

        A night in Dominguez at carnival time, and a man wanted more. Travers had never before stayed on Velcastra long enough to be here for carnival, but Curtis Marin had been in the right city, in the right season, several times. He knew the danceshop where the Lushi boys were painted green as gelemeralds and gold as birch woods in fall, where the music surged and writhed but did not quite pierce the eardrums, and the air prickled, effervesced with peptides which burst in the brain and tingled into every extremity a man possessed. 

        That was last night, the ten hours after the TransColonial clipper Regina Maris docked, and Travers let go the memory only with a curse for both Shapiro and Richard Vaurien. Their timing went beyond lousy, right to vile. But tonight was the night set for Shapiro’s special op, and his quarry took no account of carnival time in Dominguez. 

        Fleet Security had no part of this assignment: Shapiro had used no Fleet resource, no Fleet personnel. The Wastrel was on his contract, Vaurien’s crew at his command, Travers and Marin his operatives in the field — and the Confederacy would not share the data returned from this covert assignment.

        The need for secrecy was depressing, but even inside his own office in his own building, Shapiro was uncomfortably aware of the government spies who answered to senators, corporate executives and deep-buried departments as far away as Earth, offices unknown even to the Senate. As yet Travers knew little about Shapiro’s business, and the more he knew, the less he wanted to. Shapiro was walking a tightrope, and Travers felt no envy.

        Not long before noon, he and Marin peeled themselves off black silk sheets, shared the shower and rode the elevator up to the vast, windswept garage on the roof of the Savitch building. For the sake of safety they ran the whole preflight test routine on the Yamazake. 

        The city was drowsing in the afternoon; it came alive at twilight, when the Lushi, the Pakrani, the Haldi, came out to play in paint and gold chains, skin-soft leathers and sensual smiles. The streets became a smorgasbord of deliberate seduction, twilight to dawn, where gender was often impossible to distinguish and the drifting dreamsmoke banished any inhibition with the temerity to hang on.      

        For a kid from Darwin’s World, it was a fantasy come to life. Walking away when the appetite had just been whetted was nothing short of torture, and Travers were still growling as the third of Velcastra’s moons showed above the horizon. The city lights seemed to mock him with the lure of pleasures undreamed of, promises never to be fulfilled.

        The view from Mont Katerine was superb. Dominguez filled the flood plain of the River Yu, extending to the horizon in every direction. A small civvy spaceport sprawled on the city limits, forty kilometers in the north, and every few minutes the white-gold sternflare of a ship chased up into the overcast, vanishing there a minute before the muffled thunder of its engine noise reached Travers’s ears. If civilians had not been legally excluded from the heights of Mont Katerine, a five-star restaurant would surely have stood under the comm relays. 

        The only better view was from StarCity, Travers thought; but the only street-normal civilians who ever made it to the billionaires’ ghetto in the sky were servants, or cabbies, or the most expensive Companions money could buy. StarCity was home to people like Robert Chandra Liang, and Travers had conflicting memories of the place, two suites of memories from two points in time.          

        He had worked there for months, installing Chandra Liang’s security system. His access to StarCity was so unrestricted, he might have owned the place — but when the job was done he handed in his keycard and was locked out. And no matter how pleasant Robert Chandra Liang had been to the young man, just out of Fleet with the rank of Master Sergeant, there was always the discrete distance between master and subordinate. How different it was to return as an officer from General Harrison Shapiro’s bureau on Borushek, with a Fleet Sector Command warrant in his pocket along with the infrakey to a Yamazake Eclipse. 

        The view seemed to change when you were a house guest. His memories of StarCity now were of dinner in a garden smelling of frangipani, and watching Velcastra’s three moons set over the endless, sparkling carpet of Elstrom’s city lights; the blue-gold light of pool lamps reflected in Curtis Marin’s bewitching eyes as they made love, floating in tepid water strewn with blossom petals — and jogging with Curtis hours later, while dawn rose and green parrots set up a raucous clamor in a tropical forest under a plastex dome. Chandra Liang and his ex-wife, Sondra Mei Ming Deuel, were sociable now, as if Curtis Marin and Neil Travers himself were born to the most elite strata of Velcastran society. 

        Not too bad, he thought ruefully, for a kid from Darwin’s World who grew up perilously close to the wrong side of the tracks and took the military service levy as his ticket out of a life of mediocrity in the crowded, oppressive ’burbs of the Near Sky. Not too bad for a kid who had come to believe he could expect nothing better than a service career, a hitch with some mercenary squad out of Freespace to get his hands on real cash, then back home to Darwin’s for a pasteurized, homogenized job with some corporate security unit, for as long as his sanity lasted. An uptown apartment in a mid-price ’burb he could afford; if he was lucky, a lover to put a little zest into his downtime. 

        But you were not going to find a partner like Curtis Marin kicking his heels on Darwin’s World. Lushi, Haldi, Pakrani — the Companions haunted the danceshops and sexshops, stalking their prey like any other kind of mercenary, looking for bored, overpaid, under-stimulated corporate lackeys. Their beauty was dazzling and seduction might last a night or a year, but in the end it was the same. Ennui set in, the Companion moved out in search of greener fields, and Travers was appalled at the imagined emptiness of such a life. Consciously, he had always wanted a partner, an equal, a man who would complete him rather than just competing with him, and for years he had hoped to meet his other half in Fleet. In the end it happened, but not in any scene he could ever have imagined.

        He looked sidelong at his partner now, admiring the way the backwash of the lights made Curtis Marin’s eyes into cat’s eyes, outlined his features and gave his skin a blue-green hue, like the body paints of the carnival dancers down in Dominguez. The cat’s eyes flicked toward him, wide, speculative, and Travers smiled in spite of the chill and the tense, hurry-up-and-wait nature of the job.  

        “They’re late.” Marin was an hour past the expiration of his patience, and terse. He looked uncharacteristically stocky in ski-skins and boots. The hood pulled up around his face concealed a combug in his right ear, and he listened occasionally to a whisper of datafeed from the passive sensor in his right hand. The ski-skins were dark blue, but in the backwash from the searchlights they looked purple.

        Travers glanced at his wrist for the time. “They’re not due on the ground for five more minutes.”

        “And if you were a bastard like Sergei van Donne, heading into a meeting this important, you’d be five minutes early and hang out up there, scanning the whole mountainside with every system you had on board.” He gestured at the empty sky, where the clouds looked heavy with snow and a few stars glittered through an unlikely break in the overcast. “So where the hell are they?”

        “You thinking, maybe they were tipped off?” Travers guessed.

        “I don’t know, but I’m starting to get the proverbial bad feelings.” Marin shifted his feet, perhaps to urge a little warmth back into his extremities. “Ten minutes, Neil, and we’re out of here. If van Donne and his contact were tipped off, they could know we’re here.”

        And if van Donne’s company knew they had been set up, Travers thought with a peculiar prickle in the pit of his belly, half of Mont Katerine could be so thoroughly leveled from orbit, no trace of the Yamazake Eclipse would survive to tell Dominguez Tactical of a special op from General Harrison Shapiro’s office. Travers had taken nothing for granted since he discovered how Curtis’s assignment for Dendra Shemiji had been blown even before it began, by an informant in an office on Borushek. The spy served Sonja Mei Ming Deuel on one hand, and apparently reported to Shapiro on the other. 

        And what of an informant who reported to Sergei van Donne, in an office on Halfway? Travers was watching the sky while, buried in the pocket of his ski-skins, his fingers clenched around the infrakey to the Yamazake. 

        “Five minutes,” Marin said in the same terse tone. 

        They were an hour beyond the point where they could call the Wastrel. If van Donne or his colonial government contact were out there, perhaps on approach, any transmission from Mont Katerine would betray them in an instant. The Wastrel was scanning for small, civilian registry ships headed into this location; if van Donne and his client were going to show, the Wastrel would not be far behind. But survival could be measured in seconds, and backup was absurdly futile when it arrived a half minute late. A fist had clenched in Travers’s belly and his fingers tightened in the infrakey.

        His ears picked up the incoming aircraft long before he saw it, and the plane plucked itself out of the background audio and visual clutter of the local spaceport on the horizon. By law, civvy aircraft overflew Mont Katerine at a minimum of five hundred meters, and Shapiro had forewarned Dominguez Tactical of his special op: no military or service crew was headed up to the comm relays tonight.

        The aircraft was coming in, braking on repulsion as it approached the mountainside, and it pulled up a kilometer out to perform a final groundscan. The plane was just a handful of lights in the darkness; the type was impossible to tell. Travers and Curtis were in the lee of one monstrous foot of the eastern pylon. The guy wires howled in a growing, swirling wind, and the pylons themselves crackled with static electricity, buzzed with the million transmissions cluttering Velcastra’s bandwidth in any second. The two men standing behind the pylon were cold enough by now to blend into the thermal ambiance of the mountainside, and the Yamazake was ice-cold, stashed in an engineers’ hanger more than fifty meters under the crusting of fresh snow. The sensor in Marin’s right hand was passive, reporting by wire to the combug in his ear only the signals it received.

        “They’re scanning,” Marin whispered under the sigh of the wind. “Scanning again. They’re not seeing us.”

        “Any sign of the Wastrel?” Travers wondered. 

        “No. And I don’t want to catch any glimpse of Vaurien yet,” Marin said quietly, intent on his handy. “If we can see him, van Donne will see him, and the show’s over.”

        “Is it van Donne?” Travers lifted a hand to protect his eyes as the aircraft fell in, braking down on a blustering Arago field.

        Repulsion cast a surge of warmth across the parking lot. Any warmth was welcome for a moment, but the cold seemed more intense as the Arago field shut off. The incoming plane was one of the little Chevrolets, exported out of the home colonies and a ridiculously expensive status symbol out here in the Deep Sky.

        “It won’t be van Donne,” Travers guessed. “Not in a civvy sportplane.”

        “If it doesn’t carry at least a half dozen cannons, he doesn’t fly it,” Marin agreed. “So, for godsakes where is he?”

        “Sitting out there, using his client as a lure,” Travers guessed. “If the site’s under surveillance, maybe we’re stupid enough to show our hand too early.”

        Tactical might have made the blunder. The Chevy Viento sat in the harsh backwash of the searchlights, engine exhausts shimmering with heat, while two minutes became five, and even the pilot himself must have wondered if he had been stood up. Tactical might easily have moved in, figuring Sergei van Donne for a no-show, and taking what they could get: the customer, the other half of a deal so illicit, both client and supplier were unlikely to breathe free air again for decades. 

        Marking time, Travers and Curtis waited. If the Viento pulled out they might still apprehend their man — Richard Vaurien would certainly have picked up the spaceplane on approach to Mont Katerine, and the salvage tug could pluck it out of space as it tried to leave, with no concerns about ‘permissible arrest methods’ which too often hamstrung Tactical. Shapiro’s office was outside of colonial law. The Fleet Sector Command warrant indemnified Travers and Marin from any legality in the colonies, and if the pilot of the Viento squealed when he was snatched out of space by a salvage tug, he must file his complaint with Shapiro’s office on Borushek, which would be no mean feat, when he was buried in a Fleet cell, facing charges of treason against the government of the Terran Confederacy. 

        The crime was capital. It was also infinitely debatable, and Travers was deeply ambivalent about this pickup. The same individual who was a traitor in the eyes of Earth was a hero, a savior, in the eyes of any civilian in the Deep Sky. For months CNS had been calling it ‘the colonial wars,’ and the conflict had already begun. The first eruptions took place on Omaru, while the super-carrier Intrepid struggled to pull itself out of Hellgate, but in the last ten days a dozen local mutinies had sprung up like so many bushfires. The Deep Sky colonies were at war, bridges burning behind them; and Fleet was stretched thinner than a drumhead.

        “I’ve got another signature,” Marin murmured, head bowed over the handy. “He’s coming in from the west, straight and level ... looks like he’s been there all along, just watching. Which sounds like van Donne,” he added. “The man’s careful.”

        “The bastard’s still alive,” Travers added. “What’s he flying?”
        “Difficult to tell yet.” Marin gave up on the handy and lifted his head. His eyes were wide in the near-darkness as he gazed west, along the line of the pylons, above the curve of the Dominguez Hills and over the glittering outskirts of the city lights which seemed to lap up against the hills like waves breaking in a bay. “There he is.” He pointed. “Can you make him out?”

        The engine noise was already thundering against the wind. The dry, powder snow swirled in the heavy downwash of powerful Arago fields, but Travers could not yet see the aircraft. By its running lights and the jet signature, it was big, heavy, which probably meant it was armored — all of which fit both Shapiro’s profile of Sergei van Donne, and Richard Vaurien’s personal opinion of the man. 

        Vaurien nursed no love for van Donne. He had known the Halfway privateer for five years, and van Donne had three times tried to kill him, as well as attempting to filch his technology. Barb Jazinsky would be delighted to put a bullet in van Donne, who was a thief, a cheat, a liar and a bastard. The ‘low-lives’ who operated out of Freespace, outside the jurisdiction of both Fleet and any colony’s Tactical, were not constrained by any sense of honor. Some Freespacers, like Sergei van Donne, actually seemed to despise the concept. 

        The incoming spaceplane rotated through sixty degrees to fit the parking lot and wafted down gently, like a five tonne feather among a blizzard of dust-dry snowflakes. Travers was impressed with the landing, in difficult conditions and tight spaces. The plane was a lighter by Kotaro-Fuente, and at a glance he could see it had been modified. Weapons pods and sensor arrays gave the civilian plane the look of a fighter, leaving just enough of the original scan profile for it to transit civil airspace unmolested.  

        “He’s scanning again,” Marin warned. He had stooped to the sensor-shielded weapons case at their feet, tucked in behind the pylon, but had not yet opened it. The shell of the case effectively blinded all but military-grade sensor probes, but it was not impossible for van Donne to be using those. Then: “We’re clear. Scanning has shut down ... flight systems are on standby ... he’s cracking the seals.” Marin adjusted the handy and aimed it tightly on the lighter’s side-hatch. “Let me get some pictures.”

        The mission brief called for a lot more than pictures, but good, clear images would theoretically let Shapiro simply arrest the pilot of the Viento long after the fact, perhaps after he made it back to Hydralis City, weeks or months after this cold, blustery evening on Velcastra, when the war on Omaru had been extinguished. 

        For months Shapiro had been treading carefully in a difficult gray zone. One by one the colonies were becoming battlefields, but civil law was still in effect over most of them. Fleet Sector Command held the ultimate jurisdiction across the frontier, but a rampant display of Fleet authority was more than enough to light the fuse on another regional mutiny — and Harrison Shapiro himself was colonial, Borushek born and bred. More than anything he wanted to defuse the situation, quell the violence, get the colonial governors to the conference table. And then, Travers thought cynically, Shapiro would have to work the final act of magic: get the Confederacy to the same table and make them talk.

        More likely, after the colonial wars had been smoldering for most of a decade, now they would blaze across scores of systems, leaving carnage and ruining the DeepSky Fleet just as the Zunshu began to strike in earnest, out of the maelstrom of Hellgate.

        The hatches in the side of the lighter opened with a hiss of equalizing air pressures. It was a big plane, wide bodied, with Weimann modules under the tail, while the Chev sportplane was light, slender, much more graceful and as a downside, not Weimann enabled. The man from Omaru had either docked his wings on the clipper or hired the Chev at the Aurora terminal at geostationary. TransColonial was still flying into Omaru, though they were stopped at the Fleet blockade; the orbital clipper terminal was destroyed in the first few days of the war, and passengers and baggage came aboard by shuttle under the scanners and guns of the blockade.

        As the Chev’s canopy whined up, Travers stooped to the gun case and drew out his own weapon and Marin’s. Curtis was still busy with the handy, getting a series of images as the Omaru agent climbed out of the sportplane. The man was obliging: as he shrugged into a heavy jacket in the sudden, striking cold, he cast a cynical glance around the parking lot. For several seconds he looked right into Marin’s lenses and the handy captured fifty images. 

        A figure had appeared in the side hatch of the bigger plane, and Travers’s eyes narrowed in the glare of cabin lights. He was tall, big-shouldered and long-legged like all the Pakrani. The body geometry was designed into them, not even a bulky ski-skin tunic could disguise it much. He wore the white-blond hair roped in a thick braid, over the forest-green shoulder of the tunic, and on his right cheek were the old unit tattoos, still not removed seven years after he was cashiered out of Fleet. 

        According to his file, Sergei van Donne had been an officer on the Chicago, a lieutenant flying with the combat wing. More specifically, with the unit calling itself Los Hachazos. The tattoos were stylized Maori representations of a winged blade, curved around the cheekbone. All Los Hachazos pilots wore them like an indelible unit badge. Those who survived the service usually kept the marks as a symbol of honor and a memorial to the dead, of whom there were many. The unit was disgraced along with most of the commands corps of the Chicago, when Kristyn Bauer’s task force broke them apart. Four officers were imprisoned; two more were executed. Sergei van Donne was one of six more junior officers who were dismissed from the service, carrying heavy fines into civilian life. 

        Like several of his colleagues, van Donne soon disappeared into Freespace; unlike the others, he prospered. The man had become the thorn in Harrison Shapiro’s ass, and he was one of the very few human beings on whom Richard Vaurien had sworn vengeance. The data bringing Travers and Marin to Velcastra tonight was Richard’s, but Shapiro had been so hungry for it, he cut Vaurien a handsome deal. Before the Fleet courier Mercury dropped into orbit over Saraine, Richard had already granted contracts to a number of the Intrepid’s crew. They wanted to stay with him; he wanted to keep them. Fleet had other plans for its conscripted kids, and the carrier reassignment orders were already being processed when Vaurien walked into Fleet Sector Command with an offer: van Donne was on the move. If Shapiro wanted him, he cut a deal.

        Perlman, Fujioka, Fargo, Inosanto, Grant, Szabo, Hodaka and many others were back aboard Vaurien’s ships. Between one job and the next they might be on the Wastrel, the Earthlight or the Wings of Freedom, and if Mark Sherratt was shorthanded aboard the science vessel Rainbow Voyager, specialists such as David Hodaka were eager to transfer over and work with Barb Jazinsky.

        For almost a minute Sergei van Donne stood framed in the side hatch of the lighter. In one hand was a scanner, in the other, a broad-muzzle weapon. Marin captured a single series of images in the first moments after he appeared, and then bobbed down into the lee of the pylon, crouched shoulder-to-shoulder with Travers. They froze like ice carvings. If van Donne was using motion sensors, the slightest movement could betray them. 

        “Mister van Donne.” The voice issued from the direction of the Chev. “I’d begun to think you were not coming.” The accent was Omaru, with clipped vowels and hard consonants.

        Not a muscle twitched, but Marin’s eyes were on his handy. A red light blipped: van Donne was still scanning.

        “You can’t be too careful. Stand still, Berglun. We’re still not clear.” The Pakrani voice was deep. The accent was so much like Jazinsky’s, Travers felt a shiver.

        “Foxes,” Berglun suggested. “Marsupial foxes, these hills are full of them. They’re vermin, indigenous to the planet. I lived eight years on Velcastra. I had the little bastards in my garage every winter, couldn’t get rid of them.”

        “Vermin,” van Donne mused, and a moment later seemed satisfied. The scanner shut off, and the red blip on Marin’s handy went off with it. 

        Marin’s eyes were wide, silvery in the odd light conditions. “We’re clear.” He folded down the handy, pocketed it, and Travers passed him a weapon. “Two shots, we can take them both.”

        “Alive,” Travers added quietly. “Shapiro’s got no use for them dead.” With van Donne and Frank Berglun dead, the datatrail stopped. One end of the trail started in Halfway, deep in Freespace, and the other end terminated somewhere in HydralisCity on Omaru. 

        The colony was under a Fleet blockade but the war raged like an inferno right across the system. Their weapons were high-caliber, good enough to make Fleet work hard for its pay, and only a fool would be complacent when two warships and the tender Ariel had already been pulled out as far as the docks on Albeniz for critical repairs. Civilian and militia casualties on Omaru were unknown, but a CNS report swore Fleet had lost four hundred crew and twice that number of drones in the first days of the war. Shapiro badly wanted to chart the datatrail, and the deal he had cut with Vaurien to get agents onto the side of MountKaterine tonight was his first opportunity.

        Careful, slow, Curtis Marin stood up and checked the Chiyoda AP-90 Travers had just handed him. It was preloaded with kevlex-titanium tipped incendiary ammunition, and with a grunt he popped out the magazine. Those rounds would drop an aircraft in flight. A human body would be so much carbonized goo. “Who loaded these?”
        “Richard,” Travers said wryly. “I don’t think he wants van Donne to get out of here alive.”

        “Just before we flew out, Vaurien asked me to make damned sure he doesn’t,” Marin whispered, hands busy reloading the Chiyoda with a standard anti-personnel magazine.

        “That’s not what Shapiro wants,” Travers warned.

        “I know.” Marin’s eyes were silver-green in the lights as he primed the gun. “But Richard’s been supplying Omaru for months while they set up for the war. He wants to see the Confederacy chased the hell off the frontier — ten days ago he and Jazinsky were planning to shoot Hellgate and run the blockade into Omaru. Now Shapiro’s trying to use him to shut down the last trade route Omaru has left.” His brows arched. “Richard used his information, that van Donne had set up a meeting here with an agent from Hydralis, and then —”

        “Then he promptly set up a counter-deal with you,” Travers said with a certain rueful humor, “to get rid of an old enemy and to stop Shapiro getting his hooks into the black-market arms trade that’s keeping colonies like Omaru in the war business! That’s Richard.” Travers checked his own Chiyoda. “I’m loaded with the kevlex-titanium incendiaries. If you miss van Donne and Berglun, I’ll immobilize the aircraft.” He paused. “What did you tell Richard?”

        “I didn’t make any promises.” Marin was listening to the men out in the parking lot, and poised, ready to move.

        “And what’s your plan?” Travers took the Chiyoda in both hands and sketched a mental picture of the parking lot before they moved out of cover.

        Marin looked faintly annoyed to be pinned down. “Van Donne’s a bastard who bleeds his clients white. Mark has a file on him that Shapiro’s never even seen, and van Donne doesn’t do the colonies any favors. It’d be like swatting a cockroach, and there’s enough mercenary captains in Halfway to fill the vacuum he leaves behind.”

        “And the datatrail gets cut,” Travers murmured.

        “In the wrong direction,” Marin reminded him, still listening to the terse exchange from the parking lot. “If you wanted to safeguard the trade routes into HydralisCity, it’s Berglun I’d have to eliminate, not van Donne.”

        With that he was moving, and Travers was impressed. Marin was a just a blur, spinning outward from the pylon and diving flat into the layer of powder snow, the Chiyoda up and leveled as if it had locked itself on target. He took his first shot at Frank Berglun, put a single round into him, high in the left shoulder, spinning him around and throwing him into the front struts of the Chev. Berglun went down hard, swearing and whimpering, and curled into a fetal ball. Travers had dropped to a crouch beside the pylon and leveled his aim on the lighter, and in the time it took Marin to retarget on van Donne, the mercenary was already moving.

        The second round smacked into the ski-skin tunic and van Donne went down, slithering along the snow. He rolled, clawing for a weapon, and Travers swore fluently. “He’s not hurt,” he snapped at Marin. “Some kind of armor.”

        “Like he said, you can’t be too careful.” Marin fired again, and again, as van Donne rolled, but the armor under the tunic was good enough to hold him off while the gunrunner dove into the cover of the lighter’s aft undercart. “Damn.” Marin’s voice was soft, almost crooning. “Watch yourself, Neil, he’s armed.”

        And he was not alone. Marin was almost randomly targeting the area under the tail of the lighter, either hoping to keep van Donne pinned down or to get a serendipitous hit, and Travers had picked out a jet intake. His finger stroked the trigger once, twice, and a stream of kevlex-titanium rounds traced a bright arc into the engine, but before he could judge his own work a gun pod in the lighter’s chin was tracking toward him.

        “Curtis!” His voice was sharp with a razor’s edge of warning, but there was not even a second to make a move toward Marin. 

        “I see it. Go!” Marin himself was moving in the same instant, on his feet and scrambling into the cover provided by the comm-relay.

        The structure was valued at more than forty million Velcastran dollars, and van Donne’s copilot could bring it down like felling a tree. Trying to shelter at its base was worse than taking cover in a burning house, and Travers was cursing in several languages as he flung himself out of the lighter’s direct line of fire.

        He had spent a half hour, soon after he and Marin arrived, charting the territory, marking ways out and pitfalls. The reason they had staked out the pylon was the plascrete and steel engineering hatch three meters behind it. The hatch cover slid sideways, opening into a service bay directly under the comm-relays. Wiring trunks tangled in a seeming chaos; conduits as thick as a man’s torso snaked up the inside of the pylons and down into the ground. From the service bay they could get through into the hangar where they had left the Yamazake, but if the pylon came down the hangar could be blocked. The roof could collapse under the weight, it could flood with the toxic fumes generated by energy weapons and electrical fires, or the generators under the comm-relay could go up, filling the whole cavernous underground with a plasma-hot fireball.

        With a whining growl that threatened to make the eardrums bleed, the lighter’s cannons opened up. The copilot was shooting high and wide, only guessing at where his targets lay, but the pylon was taking heavy hits at once. Guy wires snapped like harp strings, flying away into the darkness and swirling snow, and girders began to fall as Travers dove toward the service hatch. They hit the ground with the sound of bell-chimes, while a loose wire came snapping back like a whip cracking in the air over Travers’s head. 

        The wire was steel mesh and thick as his wrist, and if it touched, it would take off his head. He dove again, rolling, for a crazy instant on his back and looking up into the swirl of snow and phosphor-white sparks which had begun to spit out of a ruptured conduit. 

        Where was Marin? Travers’s heart was in his mouth as he rolled again, scrambling toward the service hatch on hands and knees. Then he saw his partner and took a breath to shout a protest Marin would never have heard: he was up in the straggling thorn bushes, a dozen yards from the comm-relays, out of the hail of falling debris, and from there he had a good line-of-sight on the lighter. Loaded with antipersonnel ammunition, he was never going to do the spaceplane any damage, but Travers guessed he could see van Donne from that angle.

        He would get only one or two shots before he gave away his own position and became a target, but for the moments while van Donne’s copilot was tracking him, Travers was free to move, get the service hatch open. Marin was taking his best shot at van Donne and drawing fire at one time, and Travers had no chance even to curse. Marin spared him a single glance, making sure Travers knew the play, and Travers was poised like a runner on the blocks as he gave Curtis a nod.

        He might have envied the Dendra Shemiji
training. Mark Sherratt had promised to share his secrets, but the training had not even begun. Travers had little idea how Marin marked several targets at once, then fired in sequence as fast as the Chiyoda could cycle on single-shot, correcting on the fly for the reaction of a moving target in something seeming much faster than real-time. These were ancient skills the bushido warrior would have recognized — lost in the modern age, when the professional soldier came to rely on machines, sensors, ‘smart’ weapons, self-targeting guns and pop-up probes to see over the horizon. 

        By whatever alchemy, Marin was dead on target with two rounds, but van Donne’s armor was proof against the Chiyoda. Under the spruce-green tunic he must be wearing something like a Tactical riot-vest, and at last Marin tried for a head shot. He would kill van Donne outright and aggravate Shapiro, but Vaurien would be delighted — and of a sudden Marin was out of options. The mercenary was damned dangerous. 

        Travers could not spare another second to watch. The gun pod under the port wing rotated with a whine of servos, presenting three glowing barrels to the hillside behind the pylons. Marin had crouched there moments before, in the paper-thin cover of the undergrowth. 

        The Chiyoda barked again. Several rounds hunted for van Donne in the shadows under the lighter, and every muzzle flash betrayed Marin’s position. The copilot would have him in seconds, while he kept van Donne pinned down, and even as the gun pod tracked toward him, the lighter’s ignition systems were firing. 

        Fear was a physical sensation, a taste on the back of the tongue, a smell in the nostrils. Travers dove at the service hatch, with his left hand scraping away the rime of new snow, searching for the control pad. Access was coded, but when he and Marin set up here, he had swiped the Fleet Sector Command warrant through the reader and logged in a new ID code. The system knew him, was waiting for him. As the snow scooped out of the way he punched four digits and the hatch began to growl open. He rolled over onto his back, ears full of the howl of ignition noise from the lighter, and drew a loose aim on the plane. 

        Subtlety and precision were gone. A figure moved in the cockpit, he half-saw a face in the instrument lights. The copilot was intent on the gun controls while the lighter powered itself up, and Travers emptied the Chiyoda into the forward canopy. The Kotaro-Fuente lighter was stocky with Weimann modules, the airframe and skin were strong enough to buck the stormy transition into e-space. Travers’s chances of damaging the cockpit canopy were slight, but the multiple impacts there made the copilot duck reflexively. In the momentary respite as the guns shut down Travers yelled,

        “Curtis! Move it!” 

        Marin did not need to be urged twice. He was moving even as Travers shouted, and came down the hillside in a tuck-and-roll. His spine never straightened before he was down through the hatch and in the weird, neon-blue illumination of the service bay. Travers was a split second behind him, and palmed the hatch shut as he fell through.

        The hangar was away to the east, and Travers paused only long enough to see Marin up on his feet and in one piece, before he ran. The hundred meter sprint to the code-sealed door was endless, punctuated by muffled metallic impacts overhead. At least one of the pylons was coming down in pieces. South Velcastra, and Dominguez in particular, had just lost a large slice of its bandwidth and the public would be screaming for blood. Fleet would pick up the repair costs on the comm-relay, but Harrison Shapiro would have nothing to celebrate. His datatrail was already broken. 

        The door closing off the hangar also recognized Travers’s Fleet code. In the moments it took to punch it in, Marin had adjusted his handy and was shouting over the impacts. “Vaurien! Vaurien! This is Wastrel 101, where the hell are you, Richard?” 

        Dust shook out of the plascrete beams overhead as the hangar door growled open, and Vaurien was there: “Locating on your signal, Wastrel 101. I’m showing two hot marks at your location. One is prepping for flight.”

        “That’s van Donne,” Marin shouted into the handy’s pickup. “Keep a track on him. Let him get out of here, and Shapiro’ll skin us alive!”

        “The bastard’s alive?” Richard Vaurien skipped a beat. “Damn, I was hoping you’d itemized him. And Frank Berglun?”

        “I put one in him, he’s alive.” Marin went sideways through the door, a pace behind Travers as the plascrete spars overhead began to creak and buckle inward on themselves. “It’s possible van Donne may pick him up and drag him out.” Marin coughed on the dust and hung back as Travers aimed the infrakey at the Yamazake. 

        Vaurien’s voice over the handy made scornful sounds. “More likely, van Donne will make sure Berglun is dead before he pulls out. You realize, he’s going to blame Berglun for setting him up.”

        “It’s possible. Where are you, Richard?”

        “In a gunship, fifteen k’s downrange of your position, coming up from the east at twenty thousand meters,” Vaurien told him crisply. “And your luck just ran out, Marin. Your man lifted off a few seconds ago. He’s heading out so fast, it looks like his tail feathers are on fire, straight up for space.”

        “What about the other plane?” Travers shouted in the direction of the handy as the Yamazake’s canopy whined up. 

        “Still on the ground,” Vaurien told him. “Can you cover it? I can go after van Donne.”

        “We’ve got it,” Marin told him, and folded down the handy as he followed Travers up the side of the sportplane.

        The Eclipse was cold. The engines had been shut down five hours ago, and even the nav-deck was dead. Travers swore again, cursing van Donne and Shapiro in the same breath, as he slid into the forward cockpit and thumbed the flight systems alive. Groundscan blipped a warning as it read the hangar walls, much too close for comfort. The service bay was not designed for a plane this size. Marin was in the rear cockpit a second later, and as Travers dropped the canopy he began a recklessly abbreviated check of the flight systems.

        The plascrete overhead was raining white dust as the Arago generators stuttered into life, and Travers released the controls to Marin. “All yours, and you’re welcome to it,” he said darkly over his shoulder. Curtis had a lot more experience in these planes. Travers could fly the Eclipse, but gunships were more his forte. 

        The outside hangar door was armored, and it should have opened along with the door into the service bay. It remained locked, and Marin was muttering to himself as he fired every code he knew at it. Fleet overrides should have opened it, but it remained resolutely closed. “Jammed,” Marin said tersely. “There’s got to be wreckage on the outside. Hold on.”

        With less than a meter off each wingtip, the Eclipse lifted on the shimmering hot Arago field, and Marin rotated the plane through 180° to present the nose, the guns, to the blocked door. The Eclipse was a civvy raceplane, Weimann enabled but certainly not armed as it left the factory. But for half a century the Omaru plant had been supplying couriers first to Starfleet and later to the DeepSky Fleet. The Eclipse was designed around military prerequisites; the modifications were simple, and Richard Vaurien had done them all.

        Hatches opened in the nose, exposing the muzzles of a pair of rotary cannons. Travers’s thumb stroked the ‘arm’ key, and he selected armor-piercing. The hangar filled with waste gases, dust and shards of shrapnel as the twin cannons tore the doors to pieces and flung them out onto the side of Mont Katerine. Travers gave a grunt, not quite of satisfaction. 

        Still, Marin held back, peering at a screen, unable to see visually through the smoke and dust. The doors were off, but enough wreckage had fallen to seriously block the exit. He flicked on the lidar, reading clearances down to the centimeter, and at last the Eclipse crept into forward motion.

        The greatest danger came as she put her nose out, with the comm-relay pylon shedding spars, conduit, girders and plascrete from a great height — no way back into the dubious cover of the hangar, and less than a half meter between each wingtip and the twisted, mangled frame of the doors. Travers just held his breath and wished he knew how to pray.

        A guy wire came down like a whip, cracked across the nose and bounced away. Travers’s heart was still in his throat as Marin cleared the doors with the widest sweep of the wings, and throttled forward at last. The Eclipse was out fast now, and he sent her a generous kilometer out of harm’s way before looping up and back for a look at the hillside.

        Sweat still prickled along his ribs as Travers zoomed on the parking lot. He cleared his throat. “The Chev’s still down. She’s in one piece, but there’s damage. It’s not flying anywhere.” Then he tilted the view angle up and cranked the contrast. “Shit, Curtis, the pylon’s coming down piecemeal.”

        “And Frank Berglun is under the mess somewhere. Damn.” Marin nudged the Eclipse back toward the hillside. The public address kicked in, loud enough to vibrate in the canopy. “Berglun. Frank Berglun, can you see this aircraft? Berglun, where are you?” Then, to Travers, off-air, “Can you see him?”

        The sensor images were confused. Scores of electrical fires raced up and down the damaged pylon and millions of simultaneous transmissions were still surging through the comm-relays while the control systems shunted the load into whatever bandwidth it could find. The side of Mont Katerine was almost sensor-blind. Infrared was useless. Travers switched to thermal and swore at the fracas of signals, a confusion of swirling snow and burning conduit.

        A spar came down on the spine of the Chev Viento, and Marin ouched. “I hope he was well insured. Any sign of him?”
        The screen was still a chaos, and as a last resort Travers kicked in visual. And there he was, a tiny figure standing up in the thorn bushes, waving frantically with one arm while he hugged his chest with the other. “Got him. Eleven o’clock from the Chev, a hundred meters up the hill.”

        “I see him.” Marin kicked the public address back in. “We can see you, Mr. Berglun. Can you make your way west into the open space beyond the last pylon? We can pick you up there.”

        The figure seemed to sag for a moment, then Berglun waved once more, and got moving. “He’s got to know he’s in trouble,” Travers said quietly.

        The Eclipse wafted on fractional engine power and the Arago field, drifting like a leaf in the wind. Marin had already picked his spot to touch down, but Berglun would be some time making his way through the tangle of underbrush. “If he’s used to dealing with men like van Donne,” Curtis mused, “our man Berglun has probably convinced himself he can talk his way out of anything.”

        “He might be right.”

        “Don’t underestimate Shapiro.” Marin sighed. “It’s bad, Neil. I’ve no time for van Donne, but Berglun came here to secure the means to keep Omaru fighting. You want to see them crushed?”

        It was the last thing anyone in the Deep Sky wanted to see, Harrison Shapiro included. The colonial wars had to ignite somewhere, it was only a matter of time. But Omaru was the oldest colony on the frontier, the best-established, the richest, the most populous — and therefore the colony hardest hit by the military service levy which fed warm bodies to the DeepSky Fleet, and the fierce taxation which built that Fleet. Frank Berglun was funneling guns into a war zone. It depended which side of the line you were standing on, whether he was the hero or the villain.

        The Eclipse touched down gently and Marin left the repulsion running as Travers sent up the canopy. Berglun was struggling toward them, one arm hugged against his chest, and as Marin released his flight harness and took his weight on the side of the cockpit, the man began to shout up at them.

        “Who are you? Who are you?” He waved at Marin. “Where do you come from?” 

        “We have to get out of here!” Marin bawled over the bluster of the repulsion. “Can you climb up?”

        “Help me,” Berglun panted, “for godsakes help me — the bastard tried to kill me!”

        “Which bastard does he mean?” Travers wondered in an undertone. He had unbuckled his own flight harness and was halfway out of the Eclipse, up on the side and ready to help Berglun into the front. Marin was flying from the rear cockpit, and the casualty would be better in the front. 

        “He could mean me or van Donne,” Marin mused, “except I could have killed him on a whim. I shot to hinder, Neil. Doesn’t look like there’s anything wrong with Berglun a back-country paramedic couldn’t fix in ten minutes.” He lifted his voice and reached down with a hand as Berglun approached. “Who tried to kill you, Mr. Berglun?”

           “That — that bastard.” Berglun gestured over his shoulder. “He pulled out after they shot him up, and he tried to fry me on his way out, goddamn him!”

        “Careful,” Travers murmured. “He hasn’t realized it was our setup yet.”

        “He probably thinks we’re search and rescue, or a squad from Dominguez Tac,” Marin said quietly as Berglun reached up toward him with his good hand. “Seems a shame to disillusion him.” Then, louder, “Hold on tight, Mr. Berglun, I’ve got you. Can you see the hard-points to climb up?”

        The Arago field was hot against the background of winter-night cold, and the dry snow flurried in the Eclipse’s landing lights. Travers reached down and back, catching Berglun under both arms. As the man clambered up by the marked ‘step here’ places, Travers lifted him deliberately into the front.

        With a sharp cry and a deep, bass groan, Berglun settled into the acceleration couch. The harness ran up around him and the canopy was already whining down. The first aid case was under the forward seat, and Travers dug it out as Marin increased the Arago field and folded the struts. 

        A shot for the pain, a pressure bandage on the shoulder, and Travers was at the limit of what he could do in the field. The round had gone clean through, leaving small but messy wounds. In seconds, the shot made Berglun so groggy, he was not even capable of wondering who had pulled him out or where he was being taken. His head lolled and he was half asleep as Marin lifted the spaceplane.

        “This is Wastrel 101, where are you, Richard?” Travers called sharply as he crammed the helmet onto his head and cut into the ship-to-ship comm loop. The Yamazake was falling upward toward the overcast. Dominguez seemed to expand and rotate below, a shimmering carpet of gold and blue lights. “Vaurien!”

        “This is Wastrel Gunship 505.” The voice belonged to Gillian Perlman, and Travers shivered to hear it now. She had been the Intrepid’s Bravo Company gunship pilot; she flew for Vaurien now, since Richard struck the deal with Shapiro. And the gunship she was flying tonight was salvage right off the wrecked carrier. It might even be the same gunship she had flown off the Intrepid like a lifeboat. She and Fujioka were normally aboard the commercial salvage tug Earthlight, but for this mission Vaurien had guessed he would have a gunship in the air over Velcastra, and he wanted the best.

        It was too bad Shapiro’s end of the deal had shattered apart. Almost shattered apart, Travers corrected with a sidelong glance at the limp form in the set beside him. Shapiro still had the Omaru end of the deal, and if push came to shove, his ticket into Halfway was Vaurien. 

        “Where are you, Wastrel Gunship?” Travers called again as the Yamazake fell upward into the snow clouds and the city lights vanished.

        The airsearch scanners were alive with marks coming in. Tactical, Medevac, Dominguez TransCom and a contingent from the local Fleet base were all converging on the battle zone on the side of Mont Katerine, and Travers wished them joy. The damage would be calculated in eight figures, and it was down to van Donne’s trigger-happy copilot.   

        “We’re a thousand meters behind van Donne, headed out of orbit,” Perlman called. “The Wastrel’s coming up fast on an intercept. If van Donne doesn’t see her, he must be blind. You know Shapiro’s aboard?”

        “He’s — what?” Travers echoed.

        “When did he get in?” Marin wanted to know as he stood the Yamazake on its tail and opened the afterburners.

        The clouds streamed over the canopy for elongated moments in limbo, and then all at once the sky was clear, indigo, and the stars lit up like the glittering threedee interior of a navigation tank. The spaceplane began to perform better as Velcastra’s atmosphere thinned, and Travers was intent on his screens.

        “I can see you, Wastrel Gunship. Turning to follow, but we won’t catch you before you rendezvous ... I can see the Wastrel coming in too.”

        “Which means van Donne sees her,” Marin added. “Perlman, can you get a shot at him before he runs?”

        “I can try,” Perlman said grimly. “I better had. Like I told you, Harry Shapiro’s on the Wastrel. We got the boss breathing down our necks, kids. We better do good.”

        A crackle over the ship-to-ship loop, and Shapiro’s dry voice added, “You also have you boss listening in, kids. And I’ve already received the damage report from Dominguez TransCom. I’m assuming you have a good explanation.”

        “Well ... shit,” Travers breathed soundlessly.

        “We didn’t pick the meeting place,” Marin was saying, smooth as silk and unintimidated. Many years of working for Dendra Shemiji
made him impervious to any authority Fleet assumed it possessed. “And we didn’t put a shot into the comm-relay. Travers did some damage to van Donne’s lighter, but not enough to keep it on the ground, and as for me, General, I was firing anti-personnel. I couldn’t have put a dent in the comm-relay if I’d wanted to.”

        “Understood,” Shapiro responded. “We haven’t lost van Donne yet. And I assume the client from Omaru is either dead or —”

        “Very much alive, sir,” Travers corrected. “Mildly sedated with a minor wound in one shoulder, and strapped in right beside me.”

        “Good enough.” Shapiro paused. “Wastrel Gunship, see if you can force van Donne toward us.”

        “Beat the bushes for you? Will do,” Perlman murmured over the storm of static on the edge of the atmosphere.

        The Eclipse was slithering fast out of Velcastra’s gravity well, and Marin turned her on her back to chase upward, outward, toward the rendezvous. The Wastrel was one of many marks on the screens now. Civvy traffic was busy, with the TransColonial clipper dock loading, the Regina Maris prepping to leave, the Lisbon Dock swarming with ‘free trade’ at geostationary over Elstrom, the Fleet Transit Terminal generating its own ordered chaos, and a thousand small ships in between. 

        Against that backdrop of furious activity a salvage tug, its gunship and their quarry seemed insignificant. It was difficult to believe, Travers decided, but the outcome of the colonial wars, even the future of the Deep Sky colonies, could be decided right here. 

        If Omaru was going to win against the sheer might of Fleet, they must be armed and serviced, and their only suppliers were mercenaries, black marketeers like van Donne. If the privateer captains who flew out of Halfway were persuaded to write off the war on Omaru as a lost cause — too expensive, too hazardous, too crazy — it was over. Scores of other colonies were watching Omaru right now. The system was a testing ground for every regional mutiny on the frontier, and Travers was well aware that the colonial wars could be won right here, right now, in a battle which would never be shown on CNS, and documented only by future historians, when the episode was declassified.

        “I’m not going to catch them,” Marin warned. 

        “No surprise there. The gunship’s bloody fast,” Travers mused.

        Fast enough to outrun a temporo-gravitic anomaly, to skip through Hellgate like a pebble across the surface of a lake which heaved and twisted with multidimensional storms beneath the surface. For years Perlman had been doing this work. Chasing a runaway out of Velcastra was a vacation by comparison. 

        “Wastrel to Kotaro-Fuente outbound on track 38-45.” Richard Vaurien was on the air now. “Wastrel to — damnit, Sergei, I know that’s you!”

        A crackle, a white-hot blast of confused radio noise, and Travers heard the voice he remembered from the parking lot under the commrelays. “So it’s you, Richard. I should have known.”

        “Should you?” Vaurien seemed to hesitate. “I can take you aboard, Sergei. You’ve got a gunship halfway up your ass, you’re on every tracking screen between Velcastra Fleet and Elstrom Tactical, and unless I miss my guess you’re carrying some damage.”

        “Not in the Weimanns,” van Donne barked.

        “I can see from here how you were shot up,” Vaurien said sharply. “You’ve got problems with your port engines. You know you’re streaming coolant out of both injector ports? You’re going to overheat.”

        “Not before I can get a Weimann ignition,” van Donne informed him, and as if to prove his point, the Kotaro-Fuente lighter put its nose over and seemed to find some hint of acceleration.

        “You’re going to lose an engine!” Vaurien’s French accent thickened measurably as he became angry. “Jesus, van Donne, if you don’t want to think about yourself, think about the civilian traffic! You could get a Weimann implosion, you’ll take us all with you!”
        “Then get the hell out of my way,” van Donne snarled. “Get out to safe distance and let me go.”

        “Is Vaurien on the level?” Marin asked quietly. “I don’t know a lot about this engine technology. If he loses an engine, could it blow back through the system and hit the Weimann module?”

       “I don’t know,” Travers admitted. “I don’t know much more than you do, it’s not my field.” Then, “Wastrel 101 to Gunship. Travers for Jim Fujioka, if you’re aboard.”

        A muffled sound over the loop, and Fujioka was on the air. “Where else would I be? Force of habit, Travers.”

        “You listening into ship-to-ship comm?” Travers asked.

        “You’ll be wondering if Vaurien’s bullshitting the man,” Fujioka guessed. 

        “You’re psychic,” Marin observed. “And?”

        “He’s not,” the Bravo Company engineer said tartly. “It’s a one in ten thousand shot, but it’s happened, it’s documented. An engine melts down, and at those temperatures the flight control firmware auto-scrams. Then it auto-reboots, but once in every thousand tests there’s physical circuit damage. You get a power surge to the Weimann igniters. They start on their own, and they fire out of sequence. Implosion,” he added helpfully. “Every safeguard in the world is built in, but they all depend on the butt-head human pilot not being too shit-faced to have the sense to shut down the engine when he’s pissing coolant! Jesus Christ, a trained chimp would know to shut it down!”

        The engineer was furious — and Travers heard the sharp edge of fear in his voice too, a sound he had not heard from Jim Fujioka since Hellgate. The same tone was like a bright-honed blade in Richard Vaurien’s voice as he called a second time,

        “Sergei, I can take you aboard.”

        “You can also go screw yourself,” van Donne told him. “You think I don’t know you set me up on Velcastra? Damnit, Vaurien, who’d you sell me to? Who’re you working for now?”

        “I have to be working for someone?” Vaurien mocked. “Maybe I just wanted to get you out of my life, permanently. You try to steal my technology, Sergei, you try to kill me, and you think I’ll forget?”
        “There’s no honor among thieves, Richard. You’re dreaming,” van Donne said, like a man preoccupied with a task so complex, he could barely spare the brain cells to talk.

        “He’s losing it,” Marin warned. “And we’re way too close. I’m going to back us off, Travers. If that engine melts down, even if he doesn’t lose his Weimanns, we still don’t want to be this close.”

        A blast of radio white noise and Vaurien barked, “Switch up to Channel 94 and encrypt.”

        With that, he closed negotiations with van Donne and shut him out of the ship-to-ship comm loop. They were still eavesdropping on van Donne’s communications, but a moment later the Freespacer followed suit, and any signal issuing from the lighter was reduced to a strident whine of electronic gibberish. Travers tuned it out in the interests of his eardrums.

        The Eclipse was coming up on the gunship, close enough now to see the blue-white sterntubes as Perlman called, “I’ve got a clear shot at the bugger.”

        Vaurien: “Take it!”

        Agile as a deer, the Eclipse swung left, the new course taking her fast away from the converging lighter, gunship and tug, and Travers dropped his helmet visor as Perlman’s cannons opened up. Bright gold arcs flared in the darkness, a missile flaretail chased, blindingly white, against the stars, and Travers held his breath. 

        But van Donne was running, and he was smart as an old lame fox. The second he picked up the missile, he turned the lighter’s nose into the stream of civilian traffic heading between the clipper terminal and Lisbon Docks. The missile acquired its target on the lighter’s superhot tail, and for long seconds gave chase, before van Donne could fix on it with a tailgun. Some energy weapon belched a gout of green and the missile was gone in a single eruption of hot, expanding gases.  

        With a blistering curse Perlman pulled the gunship around and away. The Wastrel was coming up from the far side of the civilian lanes, picking its way through loose traffic and consequently slow. Travers heard Vaurien’s French expletives clearly on the air, though Richard was not talking to a comm pickup. 

        “If van Donne loses the engine in there,” Marin began.

        “I know.” Travers adjusted his scan to pick out a single craft, and hissed through his teeth, an expression of anger. “He’s too fast. He’s going through the civilian lanes like a comet. Christ, if he doesn’t fly right into somebody he’ll be lucky.”

        “Where’s he headed? Goddamn him!” Marin jinked the nose around toward the docks at geostationary. He had been closing on the gunship and the tug, but now he was scanning for anything — perhaps even for inspiration.

        “Wastrel 101, head for home, there’s no more you can do,” Vaurien called. And then, as he must have seen a threedee, “Where the hell are you going, Travers?”

        “I’m just along for the ride,” Travers said with taut humor. 

        “The question is, where the hell is van Donne going?” Marin demanded. “Look at him, Richard! He can’t get out to the safe distance for a Weimann ignition, not with that much engine damage, and he’s not stupid, he knows it. We’ll catch him, soon as he loses the cover of civvy traffic, long before he can put a quarter billion kilometers between him and Velcastra. So where’s he going, Neil, answer me that.”

        “There has to be another ship,” Travers guessed. “He’s running for a pickup.”

        “That’s what I’m thinking. Scan for anything on an intercept heading.” Marin opened the throttles and fell into a parallel course, shadowing the civilian lanes and keeping pace with the lighter. “And then pray, if you can remember how. Because he should have shut that engine down ten minutes ago. He’s on borrowed time and too reckless to care. Wastrel, Perlman, Fujioka, are you following this?”

        Travers’s scanners were wide open, looking for anything, everything. The resulting jumble of tracks would have confused a Near Sky air traffic supervisor, but Travers was not trying to make sense of the million marker blips. He was just waiting, content to simply monitor the jumble until two tracks crystallized out of the rest, on a single coherent course.

        His mind was back in Dominguez as he waited, watched, just counting time and letting the system run the analysis ... Dominguez, where the River Yu was wide, silt-gray and lazy, where the classic bands played in the street — mariachi, maradanga, reggae, dixie, steelrock — paper dragons streamed from the mall lights, and lithe, naked Lushi boys danced in bodypaint and jewelry, luring a man to his doom in danceshops and dreamshops where he could lose his soul as well as his mind.

        “I think ... I’ve got it.” It was Perlman. 

        The gunship had a fifty kilometer lead on the Eclipse, and its scan platforms were much bigger, more powerful. Travers was not surprised Perlman found the track first, and a moment later Vaurien was confirming it. With an effort, Travers blinked away the images of black silk sheets and writhing joss and Marin’s pale, smooth limbs painted gold and red by the lion lamp beside the bed. 

        The memories hung on like corneal afterimages as he returned to a present consisting of scanner screens, diamond-bright stars and the sterntubes of the gunship. Carnival time in Dominguez beckoned like a siren but he put the fantasy away: Perlman was right. She had picked a big ship out of the civilian clutter around the nested-cartwheels shape of the Lisbon Dock. 

        It had headed out minutes before and was driving hard, fast, toward the civilian lanes. It was not an especially big ship — a freighter or a tender, Travers thought. Something bigger than a Fleet courier but a fraction smaller than the Wastrel or the Earthlight. And it was maneuvering at speeds which, in this corner of space, were illegal as well as irrational, on a flightpath that would eventually put it into a dive, right into Velcastra’s atmosphere. It looked like a suicide run.

        But it wasn’t headed for the planet. The same flightpath would intersect with the civilian flight lanes, and right on cue, Sergei van Donne jinked his nose out of those lanes and, still streaming coolant, accelerated away toward the incoming ship.

         “Wastrel!” Travers called across the chatter of the comm loop.

        “We see it, Travers.” That was Barb Jazinsky’s voice. She had no more fondness for van Donne than Vaurien had. She might have been the one who preloaded the Chiyoda pistols, in the hopes they would soon be scraping van Donne off Mont Katerine with a trowel. “Stay the hell out of the way, Travers. The big sonofabitch is armed, he’ll swat the Eclipse like a mosquito.”

        “Will do.” Marin cut speed and sheered off.

        Travers adjusted his scan platforms, tuning out the dock, the civilian clutter, everything except the gunship, the Wastrel, the Kotaro-Fuente lighter and the incoming ship. It was showing as a freighter now, big and dirty. He read two Prometheus power plants in the belly, a bar of four Weimanns in the stern, a cavernous maw that would have swallowed a small town, a small crew module tacked on as an afterthought, under the chin, and an array of weapons definitely salvaged from the wreck of a Fleet warship. 

        So van Donne had cut up a casualty of the Drift and kept the lion’s share for himself. This was probably the first time in his long service career that Harrison Shapiro had found himself looking into a startling array of Fleet gun barrels. Shapiro was colonial stock, and in thirty years with Fleet he had come up from the rank of courier pilot on diplomatic missions, to Fleet Sector Command. Few major conflicts had been fought in the colonies in thirty years, and the most field experience Shapiro had was in the running battles with privateers out of Freespace. They were a formidable force, but Fleet normally cut them up for scrap. If Shapiro were aboard a warship right now, the scene would be very different. Travers wondered at his presence on the Wastrel.

        “That thing’ll outrun us,” Jazinsky warned, “and I think ... he’s got us outgunned, though we’re carrying more armor, and better. You want to try a shot, Richard?”

        Vaurien: “We might get lucky.” A pause, and then he said in a wry tone, “It’s your call, Shapiro. This one’s your contract.”

         In the back seat of the Eclipse, Marin laughed quietly. “I like it. Shapiro strong-armed him into flying for Fleet, so Vaurien looks at is as a contract.”

        “He swung a good deal,” Travers reminded him. “All the crew he wanted off the Intrepid, three gunships and their warload, and a crack at van Donne. That’s not a contract?”

        “Take your best shot,” Shapiro said tersely. “Bring the gunship back, get her under cover of your armor, and see what you can do. Fire to disable the freighter. Not, repeat not, to destroy the lighter. Sergei van Donne’s no use to me dead. I’d rather let him go today and pick him up some other time, some other place.” 

        “Understood,” Vaurien said resignedly. “You heard the man, Perlman. Tuck in under cover and watch yourself.”

        “You’re the boss,” Perlman sang. “Hey, you there, Jazinsky!”
        “Right here.” Jazinsky sounded preoccupied, busy.

        “I’m reading a lot of armor,” Perlman warned, “and more big guns than we got between us. Don’t get into a slugging match with him. The only way you’re going to take him cleanly is —”

        “With a shot up the ass, I know.” Jazinsky was never inclined to mince words. “I’m doing it, Gill. Just tuck yourself in for chrissakes, and duck!”

        Travers’s eyes were wide on the scene playing out, framed in the screen at his elbow. The Eclipse was close enough to permit visuals, and he could see the tug and van Donne’s freighter clearly. The freighter was hampered by the necessity to pick up van Donne, while the Wastrel labored under no such handicap. But the freighter was armed like a warship, as Perlman had warned, and as Travers watched she opened up on the Wastrel with a dozen cannons at once, an old fashioned broadside.

        The Wastrel staggered under multiple impacts, but she was armored to work in the Rabelais Drift. Hull shielding designed to batter its way through asteroid fields and shrug aside planetoid-sized boulders withstood the broadside from the armed freighter, and under cover of its own guns, van Donne’s ship was coming around to pick up the lighter.

        Jazinsky’s window of opportunity would be just a few seconds long; her target was the glare of the freighter’s engine exhausts. A clear shot into any one of the sterntubes would cause a blowback into the engine deck. The whole system would auto-scram, leaving the freighter dead in space, drifting on inertia. 

        As Travers watched, the Wastrel’s guns rotated into alignment. The lighter was coming up fast, still streaming coolant. Even Travers’s instruments — of necessity light and unsophisticated by comparison with the scan platforms on a big ship — blipped a warning about critical engine temperatures. Sergei van Donne was losing it, but he was gambling on the fact he was losing it slowly.

        Still staggering under the pounding, the Wastrel’s own guns opened up. Ten cannons ranged across the dorsal hull spewed five rounds each, fifty tracks all converging on the freighter’s sterntubes. Travers heard Jazinsky muttering on the air, and then she was cursing as lividly as Fujioka as the freighter’s tail defenses picked off the projectiles and flung a storm of heavy chaff into the path of the particle beams. Forty detonations in under a second filled space with cartwheeling shards of blazing, phosphor-bright debris, and the chaff caught and scattered the particle beams in a rainbow confusion. 

        For crucial moments every sensor Travers had went wild. He could have hoped the scanners on the Wastrel would yield better images, but Jazinsky and Perlman were shouting at each other in a sensor-blind fog filled with boiling vapor and windmilling shrapnel. The expanding storm completely shrouded both the Wastrel and van Donne’s freighter, but distance gave Travers and Marin a better view, and it was Travers’s turn to swear.

        “Forget it, Richard,” he called into the chaos of the comm loop. “We can see him from here. The big guy’s got van Donne in tractors, taking him aboard right now.” His eyes sped over the instruments. “Relax, the engine just shut down.”

        “And that freighter’s going to haul ass,” Perlman added. “You want to chase, Richard?”

        “Not my call,” Vaurien said, and his voice was taut with anger. “Shapiro? And remember, we’ve already taken a beating. We’ve got ten kinds of hull damage.” The warning was underlined in every stony syllable. 

        “Stand down, Captain Vaurien.” Harrison Shapiro never sounded flusttered. Travers wondered what it would take to ruffle his feathers. “We’ve got the client from Omaru. Good enough. Bring your gunship aboard, and the Eclipse, and put this ship right into the Borushek Fleet docks.”

        “Repairs on a Fleet account?” Vaurien was a fraction mollified.

        “You were on a Fleet contract,” Shapiro said evenly. “In fact, you still are. Borushek, Captain.” And then, “Lieutenant Travers?”

        The Yamazake was even then looping down toward the ridge spine of the Wastrel. “Coming up fast on your position,” Travers reported. “We’ll be aboard right after the gunship.” He paused to peer at the limp body in the acceleration couch beside him. “You better have your medic stand by, Richard. I gave Berglun a shot, and the wound didn’t look serious to me, but he’s still out cold and he’s the color of old gym socks.”

        “Alive?” Shapiro demanded sharply. 

        Travers reached over, feeling for a pulse. “Alive.”

        “Then bring him in,” Richard Vaurien invited. “Bay 4 is waiting for you. And, Marin?”
        “What?” Marin was busy, locating on the bay.

        “A message for you just came in from Mark Sherratt,” Vaurien said cryptically. “He’s headed for Borushek right now.”

        “What a coincidence,” Marin said with a certain cynicism as he took the Yamazake eclipse in a backbreaker loop around the big, ugly shape of the salvage tug and dropped into Bay 4, “so are we.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Velcastra high orbit              

                

Richard Vaurien was so angry, he was tight-lipped and both fists were clenched on the side of the deep well of the threedee navigation tank as he listened to the damage report. Travers had never before seen him so furious, and he admitted to a certain fascination. Vaurien had mellowed a good deal with the years, but in his youth he had often shown a knife’s edge in his smile, a dangerous quality one was foolish to ignore, but which Travers had always found perilously fascinating. 

        Half-forgotten scenes coalesced from the murk of ancient memories, and Travers could only mock himself with a chuckle for the sudden rush of ridiculous desire. Richard was magnificent when he was angry — Marin had certainly noticed. His eyes were bright with rueful amusement, though Curtis had little experience of Vaurien as yet, and accepted the bright halo of anger as one of the Richard’s normal faces. 

        Brusque with annoyance, Barb Jazinsky was reading the damage report off a handy as it came in from the ship’s drones. The hundred or more tiny machines were busy patching and vacuum welding on the worst sections of the hull. Moments before, the tug’s medic had whisked Frank Berglun away to the Infirmary, but the man from Omaru was still deeply unconscious. He could have no idea where he was, or even that he was a captive. More than likely he believed he had been picked up by a squad from Dominguez Tactical and would wake up in FairviewMemorialHospital, the major crash-shop on the south side. He was due a nasty surprise.

        The hyperlight transition was neither smooth nor seamless, and for a moment Travers was uncomfortably aware of that sinking sensation in the pit of the belly, a crawling under the skin, an itch on the inside of the skull, before the Wastrel was in e-space and cruising. Marin gave a grunt of reaction, and Travers felt a hand fall on his shoulder. He stepped aside to give Marin more space, permit him a view into the tank, and Marin accorded him a curious look. 

        He spoke in a bare undertone, under the whir of air vents and the hum of machinery. “Is Vaurien always so volatile?”

        “Not lately,” Travers told him. The tug’s dim ops room lighting suited Marin. His eyes were velvet dark, the planes and angles of his face softened. Travers approved. “It’s been a long, long time since Richard’s authority has been challenged ... Shapiro’s aboard.”

        And Vaurien had been like a caged tiger since the general shuttled over. The clumsy hyperlight transition only added to his annoyance, and at last he held up his hand to stop Jazinsky’s damage report. “Enough. Give the bill to Shapiro. We’re not a warship and that was one hell of a lot more than I bargained for.”

        The compartment was lit almost entirely by instrument lights and the shimmering colors issuing from the threedee nav-tank. Travers and Marin had stepped in moments before, straight from the hangar. Marin was still zipping out of his ski-skins in the Wastrel’s humid warmth. His skin glistened moistly and the gray silk shirt clung to him as he bundled up the jacket. Travers could smell the faint warm scents of his cologne and himself, odors vividly recalling the night they had spent in Dominguez. 

        He heard again the wild rhythm of a peligro band, felt the cool, soft caress of black silk on his back; phantom sensations raised a prickle on his skin. Marin was more than a little wild last night. Perhaps the dreamsmoke at the danceshop called Chimera got into his head, or perhaps he was very much aware that their time was short. They had signed with Shapiro and this covert operation of his was only the first of many assignments, all of them dangerous. 

        Perhaps Curtis needed to revel in their freedom while they still had it. Whatever the reason, Travers was eager to respond. His life had offered too little luxury, too little of the exotic, and almost every experience was new. He had just begun to count the cost of his years in the service. 

        He stepped closer and laid the flat of his hand on his partner’s back, rubbing him lightly there. The small liberty was welcomed with a faint smile, and Travers was gratified when Marin pressed back into the caress. The scent of cologne rose from warm, moist skin, heady as an aphrodisiac. Travers had bundled his own jacket under his arm, and was still lightly sweated in the heavy air of the ops room, which was kept at this warmth and humidity because Vaurien and Jazinsky liked it that way. If one was on the Wastrel for a considerable time the tropical conditions were unnoticeable, but coming in directly from the side of Mont Katherine was not unlike walking into a sauna.

        “What’s Shapiro doing aboard anyway?” Marin wanted to know as Jazinsky tossed aside the handy. 

        “He came over with two security men, a secretary and several assorted lackeys. I don’t think he trusts us.” Vaurien folded his arms on the breast of a bronze and burgundy silk shirt. He had pulled the tie off his red-gold hair, and now he shook the mane back over both shoulders. “Or is it me he doesn’t trust?”

        “You haven’t given him any reason to trust you yet,” Marin said reasonably. “For all he knows, you could turn this ship around and vanish into Freespace.”

        “I might,” Vaurien growled. “Did you hear the damage report?”

        “We heard.” Travers was waiting for the eruption. 

        “I told him, we’re not a warship,” Richard fumed. Anger suited him, sharpened his features, lent his looks the diamond-hard sparkle which had always attracted Travers even though he knew it was dangerous. Vaurien was looking as good as ever, supple, well-toned and as oddly ageless as Mark Sherratt. 

        Marin came to the side of the nav-tank and watched the stars shift slightly, drifting apart and resettling, as the Wastrel plunged through the freefall conduit of e-space, headed for Borushek. “We survived, and he’s picking up the bill. Good enough?”

        “Not by a very long stretch of the imagination.” Vaurien turned his back on the nav-tank, leaned his hips on it, and fixed Travers and Marin with a glare. “You brought in Frank Berglun. Shapiro’s happy. He got his side of the bargain more or less intact.”

        “And he hitched a lift,” Travers said, for some reason amused, “to protect his investment.”

        “Smart man,” Jazinsky said grudgingly. She hung one long arm over Vaurien’s shoulders. “I got things to do, Richard. I’ll meet you later for dinner. You can look at some numbers, if you’ve got time.”

        “Numbers?” Vaurien seemed to stir, setting the anger back into its place for the moment. 

        “The field generator I’ve been working on.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder, in the direction of the labs. “Tully double-checked everything I’d done theoretically. It works.”

        The name was familiar, and for a moment Travers struggled to place it. Tully Ingersol, he remembered, was Vaurien’s Weimann Drive specialist. He met the man only briefly, when he visited the Wastrel at Cimarosa. He had come aboard with a datacube from the Intrepid, and Vaurien soon agreed to take the raw data to ElstromCity and deliver it personally into the hands of Robert Chandra Liang. An ocean of water had raced under the bridge since then. Chandra Liang’s son was avenged, Sergeant Roy Neville was a memory, and Vaurien himself was on a Fleet Sector Command contract, a situation Travers would never have imagined.

        “There’s a suite of new numbers,” Jazinsky was saying in a musing tone. “Tully had some theories, and I called Mark. You know the way he works — he’ll give you a suggestion, point you in the right direction. You have to tie him down and threaten to beat him bloody before he’ll just give you the data.”

        Curtis Marin chuckled softly. “It was always Mark’s way of teaching. If you can discover something for yourself, nothing makes him more satisfied as a teacher.”

        “Very generous of him,” Jazinsky said dryly, “but I don’t have the time to play grad student for eight or ten years.” Her eyes widened, glittering in the reflection of the nav-tank. “There may be nothing left of the frontier in ten years, and Mark should know the truth better than we do.”

        “He does.” Marin shrugged. “You nailed him to the spot and he gave you the data?”

        “Eventually. I’m sorry. I know he was your teacher. I’m just tired of playing guessing games. And besides,” Jazinsky said with restless energy, “a window just creaked open on something new. And, goddamn it, it wasn’t even my concept.” Her brow quirked as if she were chagrined to be beaten to an idea. “Tonio’s a bright kid. Thank Christ Fleet didn’t get him killed before he could do his best work.”

        “Tonio?” Travers echoed. “I haven’t met him.”

        “He wasn’t aboard when we picked you up at Vazyabinsk. You want a coffee and a drop of the hard?” Vaurien pushed away from the nav-tank and headed out of the ops room. “And even if he’d been here, you wouldn’t have run into him. Tonio’s what you’d call reclusive. The kid lives in the lab. Sleeps in there, has his food sent in.” Vaurien shook his head in mystification and tapped his head with one long forefinger. “There’s something wrong with him. I’m thinking, maybe Mark could figure out what.”

        Jazinsky gave him a disbelieving look. “Have you had your brain cells inventoried lately?”
        Travers stifled a rude snicker, and Vaurien glared at him. “Meaning what, Barb?” Richard challenged. “I suppose Tonio Teniko just came right out and told you what drove him buggo?”

        “Right after I asked him what his problem is,” Jazinsky said with a fatuous look. Her face drew into its more familiar, faintly cynical lines. “He’d been driving me buggo in the lab for two days, and finally I nailed him down, threatened him with strangulation, told the little bugger I’d pitch him out of an airlock if he didn’t shrug the chip off his shoulder and get rid of the hate-the-whole-universe bullshit.” She gave Travers a thoughtful look. “He stuck out his chin, tried to put up a fight and the next I know I’m holding him while he cries his heart out.” She shrugged. “He’s Lushi, about the size of a Pakrani child. I know he’s a grown man but where I come from, people’d never treat him like one.”

        “So why are you looking at me like that, what did I do?” Travers backed off a pace, closer to Marin. “I never even met the guy. The only Lushi I know socially is Grant, the medic off the Intrepid, and he’s one tough little sonofabitch.”

        “I know. He’s with me now. Who do you think’s treating Frank Berglun?” Vaurien nodded over his shoulder in the direction of the Wastrel’s infirmary. “Grant’s one of the best in the business, and I’ve wanted a battlefield medic with me for a long time. We don’t often run under anyone’s guns, but you get accidents in this game, salvage work, that make battlefield casualties look like a party.”

        “So why, Jazinsky,” Travers demanded, “are you looking at me like I’m some kind of pariah?”

        They were in the ship’s single central passageway and heading forward. Aft of the ops room were engineering and its accompanying machine shops, containment, decontamination, hangars, storage compartments, massive service elevators to the lower deck, infirmary and crew cabins. Forward of the ops room were the lounges and dining room, the high-tech labs, personnel elevators to the lower decks, multiple escape modules, and the cabins of the tug’s senior staff, including Vaurien himself.  

        “Coffee,” Vaurien was saying as he headed for a lounge where an autochef was embedded into the wall by the door. He punched the ’chef for a pot and added a generous shot of bourbon.

        “Jazinsky!” Travers dumped the ski-skins in an untidy pile by the door and stood squarely between her and the coffee, demanding now. “Teniko drove you buggo, you said. You’re starting to get to me the same way!”

        She was taller and broader than Travers, with a mane of white-blond hair which gave her the look of an exotic cat. Travers had no doubt she was stronger than he was himself: the Pakrani genes were no mere mutation, no cosmetic trick. Jazinsky was fourth generation, lithe as a panther, very close to two meters tall, and so complacent about her genetics, she seemed unaware of them. She laughed in Travers’s face as he made veiled threats, and one long arm snaked right by him for a mug of coffee before she settled on a couch under the viewports.

        Long legs in a clinging pale blue skinthin swung up onto the couch and Travers gritted his teeth as she frowned at him again, as if he were some kind of deviant. “I’m sorry, Travers,” she said at last. “You’re the only guy I know who ever re-enlisted in Fleet. Every other soul in the cosmos is so glad to get away, they run fast and hard as soon as they get their release papers.”

        “Some of us,” Vaurien added, “cut and ran the first time we got furlough.”

        “And some of you,” Curtis Marin added pointedly, with a hard look at Jazinsky, “vanished off the face of whatever world you came from before Fleet could sink its claws into you. Make your point, Barb. You’re starting to insult the man. It’s a damned good thing for all of us Travers did re-enlist. Put it down to the machinations of Destiny. If he hadn’t been on the Intrepid, a lot of kids wouldn’t have escaped alive. And I,” he added, “would have been missing the partner who made it possible for me to do my job. You know as well as I do, I’d bitten off more than I could chew on that one. You can get complacent, and I did. Mark was furious with me for the lapse of judgment.” He dropped a hand on Travers’s shoulder, gave him a companionable squeeze there. “Besides which —”

        “You two are coupled up, snug as bugs. I know.” Vaurien settled in the deep padding of the chair opposite Jazinsky. “Good for you. I’m glad to see it. Neil’s been a loose cannon for a long time, and that’s not what he’s needed. So, Barb, like the man said, you want to make your point?”

        She took a sip of the steaming coffee and set it aside to cool. “I don’t have any firsthand experience with Fleet. Everything I know is hearsay. And what I hear is pretty bad.”

        “Nobody ever said Fleet was a walk in the park,” Marin said slowly.

        “Especially for the Lushi.” Jazinsky’s frown deepened. “You had Lushi on the Intrepid, Travers?”            

        “Of course. They’re on every ship in Fleet, part of the routine draft. There were quite a lot of Lushi on my first ship, the Chicago.” Travers caught a sudden, uncomfortable glimpse of her meaning and swallowed. “You’re not saying Teniko was, what, abused?”
        “Systematically, comprehensively.” Jazinsky looked across at Vaurien. “He’s full grown, and about the size of a Pakrani twelve-year-old kid, and if you bother to notice, he’s not just pretty, he’s very, very pretty. You throw him into the middle of a carrier crew deck with a bunch of other grass-green conscripts right out of the simulation tanks, and no prizes will be awarded for guessing what happens next. Tonio was in and out of the Infirmary so often, you know the medics were aware of what was going on, but during the years of his hitch apparently gang-banging conscript kids on the crew deck was so routine, nobody twitched an eyebrow, much less reported it to the command corps.” She gave Travers the glare again. “What, rape isn’t a crime when it happens in uniform?”

        “Damn.” Travers looked away. “It’s a crime. Or it’s supposed to be. Sexual abuse doesn’t happen all the time, in every barracks, on every ship. You’re damn unlucky if you get into a company where the Master Sergeant lets it happen. But I’m sorry to say it’s not unknown. It’s like the fun and games with Roy Neville. It shouldn’t happen, but it does. And it goes on till someone stops it. Shapiro’s buddy, Kristyn Bauer, was headed out to the Intrepid to put a stop to Neville’s antics. Fleet Justice Division gets there in the end, but they’re spread thin, and they’re slow.”

        “And in the meantime kids like Jon Szabo and this Tonio Teniko of yours get chewed up and spat out,” Marin said darkly. He took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. 

        “What do you want me to do?” Travers challenged. “You want me to go down there and apologize on behalf of the DeepSky Fleet? Would it do any good?”

        “It might.” Jazinsky reached for her mug. “You might even drag Shapiro back there, kicking and screaming, and beat an apology out of him on behalf of Fleet.”

        “We’re on his payroll, lady,” Marin reminded her. “Reluctantly, gun-to-the-head. But we signed the papers and he can stand us in front of a military firing squad if he wants to.”

        “He’s welcome to try,” Vaurien growled, and a lot of anger was still smoldering just under the calm veneer. “He’ll find out pretty damn fast, Marin, how much authority he holds over us. Or is it just me who resents the whole deal? You two are happy to dance to his music?”

        “Richard, for godsakes,” Travers remonstrated. “Look, Jazinsky, I’m sorry, I really am, for what happened to Teniko. If he’d been sent to Bravo Company, 176th Airborne, you know bloody damned well I’d have looked out for him. I looked out for all the kids under my command. I did the best I could for the whole gang of them, and crap like that never happened in my barracks. Sexual abuse was one of the things I wouldn’t allow.”

        Unexpectedly, she smiled. “I know, Travers. You’re an oddball, the re-enlister, but like your pred’yche just said, put this one down to Dame Destiny, who moves in weird ways.”

        “Pred’yche ...?” Travers echoed.

       “A Resalq word.” Marin stirred and gave Travers a sultry smile. “It’s difficult to translate. Partner, ‘warm-friend,’ spouse, mate ... in fact it really means, ‘the individual with whom I trade genetic material and might conceive offspring.’ That’s the actual translation, but it doesn’t mean much if you’re not Resalq.”

        “Pred’yche.” Travers tried the word on his tongue. “I like it. Not that I’m ready to conceive anything but a plan, you understand.” He gave Jazinsky a thoughtful look. “So what does Teniko want? Justice, revenge? He can talk to Kristyn Bauer. General Bauer. I’m sure FJD would be glad to add his testimony to the files. I’m just as sure her files are a meter or two thick. And she’ll drag the guilty up on charges, better late than never.”

        But Jazinsky’s white-blond head shook. “It’s way too late. The predators who made Tonio’s life a nightmare were just a bunch of crew deck grunts. Their enlistment was up at the same time as his, so they’re out and gone, Fleet Justice Division couldn’t touch them anymore, Travers. No jurisdiction, you see? It’s passed back into the hands of civilian justice in the colonies, and you know what that means.”
        “You’re down to government liaisons,” Marin mused. “Your man Teniko is probably listed as a citizen of Lushiar. The report is filed there, and it’s a serious crime. No one’s challenging the gravity of it. But in lieu of the culprits in shackles, charges will be laid in absentia. Then Lushiar Tactical tries to extradite said culprits from Velcastra or Borushek or Omaru or wherever they’re hanging out.”

        “First you’d have to find them.” Vaurien gazed into his coffee mug as if transfixed by the rising steam. “You two, Curtis, Neil, you’re citizens of Darwin’s and Jagreth, and you’re nowhere near home. Haven’t been home in years, am I right?” He looked up with a hard expression. “Teniko’s chances of getting justice or even revenge are slim.”

        “So it’s a good thing,” Jazinsky added, “he’s not looking for either one.”

        “He’s not?” Marin was surprised.

        “Credit the kid with some sense.” Jazinsky stood and stretched her spine. “He’s brilliant, Marin. He’s almost as good, in his field, as I am in mine.”

        “His field being ...?” Travers prompted, wondering how much bourbon Vaurien had added to the coffee. He was starting to get a definite buzz, and he set his shoulders back against the wall. 

        “Engine design.” Jazinsky gestured vaguely with her mug. “Tully Ingersol is a Weimann specialist. What he doesn’t know about Weimann theory, hardware, diagnostics, isn’t there to be known. Tonio Teniko’s a different proposition.”

        “How so?” Vaurien prompted, interested enough for his anger to be momentarily diverted.

        For some time Jazinsky pondered the question, as if trying to frame an answer her company would understand, and she decided to approach it on an angle. “Mark Sherratt has given me enough leads, enough Resalq clues, for me to cut through a decade’s work in the last six months. The work drives Tully nuts, because viewed through the lens of conventional science, the theoretical foundations under the Weimann engine look as plascreted-in as relativity and quantum mechanics used to look. Viewed through a Resalq lens, the numbers holding up Weimann theory like a scaffolding start to look more ... liquid.” 

        This was far from Travers’s field, but he was interested. Sherratt was Resalq, and probably the most fascinating character Travers had ever met — which was less than surprising, since Mark was also the first true alien Travers had known. The Pakrani, Mazjeet, Lushi, Kuchini, were all human. Modified, nipped-and-tweaked, even their basic metabolisms vastly altered to cope with the many different environments in which the colonies of Earth must be seeded, but the bottom line still read ‘human.’ Mark Sherratt was so different, Travers was often beguiled. Anything to do with the Resalq had begun to fascinate him.

        “For two centuries,” Jazinsky was saying, “we’ve believed the Weimann theory was the ultimate expression of hyperlight science. When I was in college, the dead-end lecturers — who were busy stunting the growth of any kid unlucky enough to be caught in their dismal classes — would ridicule any other idea. Suggest that the Weimann theory was incomplete or undeveloped? You might as well say the world was flat.”

        Vaurien interrupted with a chuckle and looked over at Travers. “This is why I plucked the peach before she was full grown. She was only up to my shoulder when I took her out of college, before Fleet could send out her conscription papers. She was listed as a missing person, of course. It’s quite common, when young people reach the months before their seventeenth birthdays. The smart ones vanish.” 

        “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Jazinsky said wryly. “I’m a dimensional anomalist. I started out in college, writing papers on the existing Yamazake navigation software, which is still used by Fleet even now to shadowbox around the skirts of Hellgate.”

        “To get torn to shreds in the Drift,” Travers added, not without a shiver. Memories of Eddie Kwei were too close and too vivid. Spat out of a temporo-gravitic event, the gunship plowed into the Intrepid with a full warload aboard, and —

        He forced himself to follow what Jazinsky was saying, but Curtis must have noticed the tension in his features, a sudden pallor in his face. Marin’s hand rested lightly on Travers’s arm, and he was grateful for it.  

        “I almost got kicked out of college for my harebrained ideas,” Jazinsky was saying. “My teachers hated me for the new theories, as if I were trying to mock the establishment. But I turned the study into a theory of navigation.” She swung her legs off the couch and leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “I can wade ankle-deep in Hellgate, stick the tip of my nose into the honeycomb of Elar’ne, the Vast, ‘the stormy side of the sky,’ as Mark’s people used to call it, and not get mashed. But the Weimann drive won’t operate in Elar’ne. It can’t operate there, I’m still not sure why.”

        Marin took a breath and held up both hands to stop her. “You can’t know that for sure.” And then, “Can you?”

        “We’ve sent probes,” Vaurien said thoughtfully. “Little drones, usually. Scan platforms, enough to get a feeble kind of telepresence inside an emergent wormhole, take a look around, test the water.”

        “And we sent in one Weimann enabled sled,” Jazinsky added, obviously chagrined. “Just a couple of weeks ago, as a matter of fact, and ... damn. I’m embarrassed to admit it, but I made a few miscalculations. Small ones. But they were enough.” She gave Vaurien a crooked smile. “We lost the sled, Weimann module and all. Tully swore we would and I said he was wrong, but it turned out I’d missed a few factors on one side of the field equation.”

        With a chuckle, Vaurien just dismissed the half-formed apology. “It was just a sled. Salvaged bits and pieces. And the experiment was far from worthless. You learned a lot.”

        “I learned what I did wrong,” Jazinsky admitted. “I also learned I’m not infallible, goddamn it! Well ... sic transit gloria. And,” she added with an odd smile, “I learned to respect someone else’s point of view, when he’s dead sure he’s right. I owe Tully a bottle of Chardonnay, original issue, out of Earth. Tully’s the best in his field, bar none. And he’s bright enough to know when he’s getting into alien territory.” She glanced up at Travers and Marin. “You follow me so far?”

        “I can follow the concepts,” Travers told her, “don’t ask me to read the numbers. I don’t speak that language.” 

        “Ditto,” Marin added.

        “Understand it like this,” Jazinsky suggested. “When we want to go places we call Tully Ingersol, he fires up the Weimanns, we calculate a hyperlight transition solution, slither through into e-space ... and here we are, in freefall en route to Borushek.”

        “So far, so good,” Travers said ruefully, grateful for the single-syllable translation. He had been half-afraid Jazinsky would launch into the math-babble she spoke as a second language. To him it was gibberish, but the admission embarrassed him.

        “All right.” Jazinsky graced him with a smile. “But when I sent the sled into Elar’ne and tried to get a Weimann ignition inside the worm

hole honeycomb, tried to shoot the rapids of Hellgate ... phht. Forget it.”

        Marin was hooked. “Mechanical failure?”

        “Not a chance. The sled was fine. It was almost like ...” She struggled for the terms to describe it. “Like trying to get your conventional in-atmosphere jet engine to work at an altitude so high, it just can’t run. There’s a solid, physical reason for why it fails: there’s not enough air left to make it work. 

        “It was the same sort of effect, when I tried to start up the Weimann module inside the Elar’ne honeycomb. You’d swear fundamental physics in there wouldn’t let it happen.”

        “What was Mark’s thinking?” Marin asked quickly.

        The white-blond head tossed back as Jazinsky barked a laugh. “Mark? I gave him the report. He read it with that certain look on his face. You know the one, a little bit amused, a little bit exasperated, like you just handed him something starting, ‘A long time ago in a faraway land, three flying dragons and a handsome prince ...’ blah.” She sat back, squeaking the couch’s deep padding. “He knows things, Curtis. He knows a thousand percent more than he’ll ever tell me. He read my report and he tut-tutted as if he were disappointed in me.”

        “You’d gotten your sums wrong,” Travers guessed.

        “I suppose so.” Jazinsky could shrug it off now, but at the time she must have been furious. “Mark gave me a fragment of some kind of Resalq equation. A snippet. As if I handed you a slip of paper with the words ‘Tamam Shud’ and told you to find out what it meant.” 

        “You lost me.” Travers was blank.

        “Ohmar Khyyam. The End,” Marin said without hesitation. “Mark’s equation?”

        Jazinsky gave Marin a piercing glare. “All right, smart ass. I worked it out. Eventually. Maybe I’m just getting slow with age? You’ve known Mark a long time, so you’ll be well aware the Resalq always knew the wormhole honeycomb of Elar’ne was the gateway to ‘the other side of forever,’ which incidentally they call Ebre’zjim. I’ve seen references in the Resalq archaeology to a ship by that name, but you’d have to ask Mark.”

        “He’s mentioned it,” Vaurien said softly. “I know I’ve heard him speak of it, but I can’t remember the context. It might be one of his ships. I know he’s had scores of them over the years. The centuries.”

        “Perhaps.” Jazinsky obviously had little interest in that aspect of the archaeology. “The Resalq knew a thousand years ago, you could get into the Vast and shoot the rapids. Navigate the passages, go places in Elar’ne the way we slither through e-space with Weimann technology.”

        “Zunshu,” Marin whispered. Travers glanced sharply at him, but the others did not seem to have heard.

        “But Weimann theory is dormant,” Jazinsky was saying without skipping a beat, “as soon as you stick your nose into Elar’ne. No ignition, no power, no navigation. I’ve sent in drones to poke around, and I was sure I was ready to send in the Weimann sled. It just lay there in freefall until the emergent wormhole closed.” She seemed to shake herself out of the memory and shrugged. “The sled went the way of the drones. They’re gone, sometimes spat out a few light minutes or hours away, a nanosecond later, and crushed flat as if they’d been caught in a temporo-gravitic anomaly, which is exactly what did happen.” 

        She paused, looking at Vaurien, Travers and Marin in turn. The brief silence was so pregnant, Travers held his breath. The math might be beyond him, but he could follow the concepts and he thought he knew where Jazinsky was going. Marin’s hand clenched on his arm as the woman said, 

        “Now, suppose for a moment you could achieve a Weimann ignition inside Elar’ne. Shoot the rapids. Controlled flight. Go places. Use Hellgate instead of getting chewed up by it.”

        “The way the Zunshu use it,” Marin whispered. 

        “Exactly.” Jazinsky’s brows arched and she gave Vaurien a deceptively mild look. “Tonio Teniko is halfway to finding a solution to some of the toughest, meanest, nastiest paradoxes of dimensional physics anyone knows, and he did the math in his head, Richard, in his head, to stay sane while the bastards aboard the Outbound Pioneer were taking turns to hump him through the deck plates.” 

        “I was on the Pioneer,” Marin said quietly. “It was a long time ago, of course. I didn’t see much sexual abuse of the conscripts, and when it happened a flock of officers came down on the bastards like vultures.”

        Travers felt oddly as if he were in some way responsible. “Crews get rotated, times change. Over any eight year period, ninety percent of the crew compliment will change. Good people leave and scum come aboard. When the scum congregate in large enough numbers you get the kind of situation you saw on the Intrepid. High-level corruption, an officer corps gone haywire. And according to Kristyn Bauer, it’s common.”

        “It is,” Vaurien agreed. “I’ve eavesdropped on a lot of Bauer’s comm traffic, though she doesn’t know it yet. There’s grief aboard your old ship, the Chicago ... and I can tell you right now, Neil, there’s a situation on the Kiev.”

        “What — again?” Travers was surprised. “It’s only five years since Lorenzo Falk and his command corps were busted and the Kiev was hauled back to Sector Command with a stack of bodybags where the data processing department used to be. They had sixteen dead and I don’t how many injured.”

        “So FJD busted the officer corps, fixed the damage, had Ibex come aboard to install a new rack of mainframes, assigned fresh crew and she went out again.” Vaurien was clearly no stranger to the story of the super-carrier Kiev. “She pulled the far-side of Hellgate patrol. Out of contact with eighty percent of the colonies. The classic ‘island universe.’ And it didn’t take long for trouble to brew.”

        “You don’t happen to know what kind of trouble?” Marin asked.                         But Vaurien only shrugged. “It’s Fleet’s problem, let them take care of it. I’ve got enough of my own to lose sleep about.” He angled a frown at Jazinsky. “You said you’ve got some numbers to show me. You’re telling me, Tonio Teniko might have found a solution to the problem of getting a Weimann ignition inside Elar’ne?”

        “It’s very possible he’s found a way to get a hyperdrive ignition ... not the Weimann concept. Something different.” Jazinsky’s teeth worried at her lower lip. “Tully doesn’t want to know about this. Tonio’s work takes everything Tully’s spent a lifetime believing was engraved in gold, and pulls the rug out. But I think the kid’s stumbled over more than half of the answer, and I think Mark Sherratt might be able to put the numbers to the other half. Good Christ, Richard! We know the Zunshu transit Hellgate this way. It’s not magic. If they do it, so can we. I’m not an engine theorist, but Tonio is. So’s Tully, but he’s so rusted into his sockets with the Weimann theory, he can’t think outside the square, can’t see the cube, let alone the hypercube.”

        “Then we need to get Tonio talking to Mark,” Travers began.

        It was Jazinsky’s turn to shrug. “It may not be so simple. Teniko’s sick. Not physically, maybe, but in here.” She tapped her temple. “He survived the five-year hitch, he got out of Fleet with a few scars that show, and a whole lot that don’t.”

        “You mean, he won’t cooperate, share data?” Vaurien drained his mug and stood. “He signed with me. The contract says, and it says it clearly, while he’s on my crew he enjoys my protection and my funding, but his work is open-data, open-code. Like yours, Barb. We don’t keep secrets.”

        “I didn’t say he was trying to,” she said mildly. “But there’s days when the kid’s in some other world, Richard. I think he’s using something, I’m not sure what. Two days in three, you can’t get a syllable of sense out of him. He skulls out to escape the memories, and he’s not a little bit nuts. He’s considerably nuts. He needs seven kinds of help, most of which we don’t have to give ... but some of it, we do.”


  
        “What kind of help?” Marin was intrigued.

        “Talk to him.” Jazinsky glanced at the chrono over the dining table. “I’ve said a lot more than I probably should have, but if I hadn’t you’d swat the kid, give him a black eye. There’s times he begs for it. He’s a disagreeable, cranky, whiny, nasty, obnoxious little brat. With,” she added, “a face like Leonardo’s Madonna, a body like a StarCity Companion, and a brain for temporo-gravitic physics which just happened to be born in his skull by accident.”

        “He wasn’t re-engineered?” Vaurien wondered, interested.

        “No. It’s not in his genetics. He’d know, if his parents had commissioned the work. And in any case, those modifications cost money by the buckets. Tonio’s people are dirt-poor, Middle Sky labor classes, and to the best of my knowledge, the Lushi as a people were never gifted with those modifications.” She stood, fists on hips. “Talk to him. Catch him on a good day when he’s making sense. Remember what he’s been through. Remember what he’s capable of. Listen to what he wants. It’s ... interesting.” She smiled faintly. “Cut him some slack. In fact, Richard, you could cut him a deal.”

        “Deals,” Vaurien said thoughtfully, “make the whole cosmos spin.” He took a breath. “All right, Barb. I won’t strangle the little shit on sight.”

        Shiptime it was late afternoon, and Travers was hungry. They had eaten a light meal before staking out their place on Mont Katerine, but the hours had accrued and the cold was insidious. “You want to eat?” He asked of Marin, who was finishing the coffee as Vaurien and Jazinsky turned to routine business.

        “Yes.” Marin looked down at himself and made a face. “I also want to shower. You may not have noticed, but we reek of smoke.”

        “I noticed,” Vaurien said over his shoulder without looking up from the handy Jazinsky was showing him.
        “Shower, eat and ...” Travers stifled a yawn. “What time is it in Sark?”
        The city of Sark, on Borushek, the civilian sector outside the perimeter fences and no-fly zone of the Fleet compound. “About two in the morning,” Marin informed him dryly.

        Their sleep-cycles were set to Sark time now. For seven days they had enjoyed a single time zone, a pleasant lack of routine, the privacy to be together, discover each other, explore their common ground. An apartment in the West Nansen sector, sixty floors above the street; a Rand Caprice in the private garages on Level 65, a pair of accounts set up with AtransaBank, a pair of Fleet Sector Command warrants. The Borushek computer knew them, which meant every mainframe in the Deep Sky would know them in a few days. They worked for General Harrison Shapiro — and Travers was still trying to decide if he liked the situation or not.

        The thought was on his mind as voices he knew chattered in the passage. Speak of the devil: Shapiro was coming up from the Infirmary and the Lushi medic, Grant, was right behind him, talking in undertones which nevertheless carried clearly in the ship’s quiet.

        “Let your man sleep till we dock at Borushek,” Bill Grant was advising. “He’ll be half-healed by then and you can assign your interrogators with a more or less clear conscience.” The Australian in his voice thickened, a sure sign of his annoyance. 

        “My interrogators?” Shapiro echoed, looking down the eight or ten inches into Grant’s cynical face. 

        The Lushi medic was twenty-two years old, full-grown and still nowhere near Travers’s shoulder. For the colony world of Lushiar, his people were perfectly designed. Travers had visited here on one furlough or another. The genders were barely distinguishable, and the sexual smorgasbord was irresistible. Many Lushi went directly from their five-year service hitch into the entertainment business. If, Travers thought bleakly, remembering Tonio Teniko, they survived. Nothing was certain in Fleet. Bill Grant was Lushi through three generations. His mother was the Australian, and also genetically modified albeit recently, but his father was Lushiar bred and born, from the spaceport city of Alexandria. Grant was fine-boned, honey brown, with the physique of a dancer or skater. He was not particularly good looking for a Lushi, but among the Haldi or Kushini he would stop traffic. 

        “Hi, Travers.” Grant raised a hand in greeting. 

        “Grant. How’s Frank Berglun doing?”

        “Not so good,” Shapiro said tersely. “It seems he was in poor condition before he was shot, and the drug you administered for pain was almost more than his heart could support.”

        “I barely nicked him,” Marin said sharply. 

        “And I gave him the standard, preloaded dose, right out of the hypo kit,” Travers added. 

        “We saw it all, Travers, cool down, both of you.” Grant shoved his hands into the pockets of a pair of loose blue slacks. Since he signed with Vaurien he was out of uniform and deliberately flaunting it. His shirt was loud even beside Vaurien’s and both his ears were ringed. “Frank Berglun is apparently one of your uptown urban adventurers. Lives in a multi-million credit apartment in some place like SanmarcoSpaceCity or StarCity, Velcastra, but for cheap thrills he goes trawling in citybottom.”

        “Damn,” Marin muttered.

        “You couldn’t have known with a glance at Berglun.” Grant was unperturbed. “His lungs, liver, heart, kidneys, are all rank-rotten. Too much booze for one thing, too many cocktails of dope you and I never even heard of. And he’s riddled with a re-re-re-infection of some strain of Hamilton-Scalzo Disease, which you probably know is only marginally curable.”

        He meant, the cure was so harsh, it did almost as much damage as the disease itself, and there was no post-cure immunity. An idiot could go out the day after he was pronounced clear and get himself re-infected. Every round of treatment caused major organ damage, and the disease itself was a lupus, slowly devouring the neural pathways, eating into the nerve-sheath linings and gradually turning a human being into a vegetable. Hamilton-Scalzo was curable, but an individual had to want to stay cured, and no sure vaccine had yet been developed.

        “Yep, your man’s a vee-ree freak,” Grant affirmed. “He’s full of some synthetic crap like mai-boogey, or looney-moon, and he’s got fresh hookup burns, no more than a day old. He was blasting his brains out last night, probably on the clipper over from Omaru.”

        VR addiction was common in two stratae of any city, and Marin groaned as he heard the news. People who were trapped in citybottom — locked in by their poverty or hiding out to dodge the Fleet draft, or simply lured there by the dark, ferocious form of life that bloomed and thrived in the inhospitable soil of the undercity — often escaped into VR, since no other way out was possible. And on the diametrically opposed end of the scale, people whose wealth had plunged them into the stagnation of the skycities often escaped into virtual worlds where reality could be anything they imagined, or the incredible fantasies prepackaged by the vee-ree professionals who were the colonies’ new royalty.  

        The hazards of VR addiction were most often overstated. You had to hookup in citybottom to contract Hamilton-Scalzo, which was a smart retro virus transmitted via contaminated hookup filaments. Then again, only in the dreamshops and the pits of citybottom could you hook into the realm of vee-ree fantasies which were illegal on the street. Travers wondered which virtual thrills were Frank Berglun’s pleasure. Thrills worth dying for.

        “Not your fault, guys,” Grant was saying as Shapiro headed into the lounge and punched up coffee. “I got him stabilized, he’s coming good. But I don’t want to start him on therapies. He’s so far gone, he might not even survive treatment, and ...” He frowned at Shapiro’s back as the General collected his cup. “He’s valuable. At least until the interrogation squad get through with him.”

        “I don’t have an interrogation squad, Medic Grant,” Shapiro said tartly. “I have a team from Intelligence with a set of specific questions to ask and the means to provide a little incentive.”

        “Sounds like an interrogation squad to me,” Grant said darkly.

        “Semantics,” Travers decided. 

        “It’s a question of degree,” Shapiro argued as he sampled the coffee, found it to his liking. “Sometimes an individual is in possession of information affecting the wellbeing of millions of people or even entire colonies. The wellbeing of the individual can’t be balanced against that of a whole colony.”

        A frown had creased Marin’s brow. “It’s probably semantics again, General, but your individual’s data could just as easily be used to damage the welfare of a colony as benefit it. Data’s always a double-edged sword. The good or the evil depends on the hand wielding it.”

        “As you say.” Shapiro studied Marin curiously. “The question comes down to trust, Lieutenant. Do you trust me?”

        “You haven’t given us a reason to yet,” Marin said candidly. “You jumped us on Saraine, hijacked us back into Fleet, albeit under special circumstances. Now you’re on this ship, watchdogging us after you gave us a simple assignment.”

        “I’m just hitching a ride back to Borushek,” Shapiro countered. “The Wastrel is on my contract, as Captain Vaurien likes to put it. I came out on the courier Chryse with General Bauer. The General continued on to the blockade at Omaru ... Fleet business to which you will be made privy in due course, when and if it concerns you. I had business here on Velcastra. I’m not compelled to make explanations to this company, but as I intimated a moment ago, trust is a quality I’d like to cultivate.”

        “Very commendable of you, I’m sure.” Vaurien could not keep the barbed cynicism out of his tone; perhaps he made no attempt.

        Shapiro’s mouth compressed. “Captain, I know you don’t like me personally, and I imagine you resent my presence here. But each of us is a necessary evil in the other’s life.”

        “A necessary — Jesus!” Vaurien’s eyes fairly danced with anger which had been poorly leashed an hour before. He flung one big hand aft, in the direction of Velcastra. “You sent my ship under Sergei van Donne’s guns! We’re a commercial salvage tug, but I can tell you the ship he tore those guns off. The Mako is as close to a warship as anything you’ll find in Freespace.”

        “We survived, and easily,” Shapiro said stubbornly. “I’ve seen the specs on this vessel. The Wastrel is a salvage tug working the Hellgate region, you have more armor than a heavy cruiser, and bigger engines than most heavy cruisers. So long as the engagement was cursory we were in little real danger, with the Velcastra Fleet docks very nearly in visual range. You agreed to the particulars of this mission at the time you took the contract.”

        “A covert op,” Travers said quietly. “The Confederacy won’t know what happened there.”

        “You’ll still have plenty to explain to Velcastra Fleet,” Marin reminded. “Sergei van Donne would have been tracked on his way through the civilian lanes, and the exchange of fire between us and his freighter would have been recorded. You can’t shrug it off. I assume you have a competent cover story.”

        The general gave him a speculative look. “It will turn out to have been a spat between two civilian vessels, one of which has fled back into Freespace, the other of which was only defending itself. Leave the specifics of the altercation to me. We didn’t get our hands on van Donne, but as it happens I’m quite satisfied with —” 

        “You had no right,” Vaurien growled.

        “You’re on my contract,” Shapiro informed him with deceptive mildness. “You signed to take part in a covert operation, in the full knowledge that this was my own initiative. If I’m going to keep the Confederacy uninformed on one hand and apprehend privateers like van Donne on the other, I’ll do it by contracting people like yourself to fly assignments like this.”

        “Fly to Velcastra and make a pickup — sure, I took your contract. I didn’t put my name to anything that would get me into a war!” Vaurien seemed to be spoiling for a fight. 

        This scene had been brewing since the courier Mercury dropped into orbit over Mark Sherratt’s home on Saraine. And from the look on his face, Harrison Shapiro had been expecting it. Only Curtis Marin noticed him slide his right hand into the pocket of the dark blue uniform slacks. He touched Travers’s wrist discreetly, and when Travers looked at him he saw a familiar look of warning in Marin’s eyes — watch yourself! — before Curtis nodded at the pocketed hand.

        “From here on,” Vaurien said in clipped, caustic tones which Travers had rarely heard from him, “my ships remain within the articles of the contract, and I don’t care if you’ve invited yourself aboard.” 

        “Captain, may I remind you, you passed responsibility to me, for challenging van Donne’s vessel.” Shapiro’s own voice was rising. “If you did not want to pit your armor against the guns of that ship, no one was about to coerce you.”

        “You just don’t understand, do you?” Jazinsky intruded herself between them, bigger than either man, crackling with anger, smooth as warm oil. “It was the great experiment, Shapiro, and you blew it. You were offered the decision because we wanted to see how far you would go. And you pushed to the extreme. Your place was to back off and not risk a civilian operation. But we’re riding your contract, which made us yours to command — by extension, a Fleet vessel.”

        “That’s absurd,” Shapiro said flatly. He had a long career of schooling his face and leashing his temper, but the anger was in his eyes now. Travers saw it, and so did Vaurien. Shapiro sidestepped around Jazinsky and gave Vaurien glare for glare. “You’re still smarting, aren’t you, still licking your wounds after Saraine.” 

        In the doorway behind Shapiro, the two security men appeared without a sound. No weapons were drawn, nor did they move a muscle, but their presence was enough. Shapiro cocked his head at Vaurien, who was tight-lipped and bright-eyed with anger but quite intelligent enough to keep silent now.

        “You’re furious,” Shapiro speculated, “because I pulled your trick. Your deep space tracking system didn’t see the Mercury coming until she was on your doorstep, and that’s the same trick, in every detail, you were intending to use to beat the Omaru blockade.” His brows rose. “You’re just fuming, Captain, because I beat you to the draw.”

        The silence between them was taut as a high tension cable. Vaurien seemed to smolder while Shapiro simply waited for any response at all. At last it was Jazinsky who said, “We didn’t patent the trick, Richard. Saraine is one of maybe twenty worlds where it’d work, and the bastards caught us all napping, even Mark Sherratt himself, and he must have been expecting it for years.”

        “You can expect it all you want,” Shapiro said in a quieter voice. “There’s nothing to be done about it when a ship comes in out of any sensor blind, much less the Rabelais Drift. Pilots have been doing it since the First World War, Vaurien, or have you never read the history of your own people? You were born on Earth. France. If I remember the histories correctly, some of the greatest air battles were fought in the skies of your birth-country, seven centuries ago.” 

        “I haven’t been back there for twenty-five years,” Vaurien said icily. “And yes, I read a good deal of history.”

        “Then you must have known the trick would be used against you eventually.” Shapiro glanced at Jazinsky. “I believe you’re the one with the brains in this partnership, Miss Jazinsky.”

        The remark aroused an upwelling of ill-timed and ill-advised humor. Travers choked it back and wiped the smile off his face. Vaurien turned the glare on him for a second and then returned to Shapiro. 

        “Give the man his due,” Jazinsky suggested wryly. “He knows his way around the skirts of Hellgate. Ten light minutes inside the Drift, he’s hamburger, and he’s probably bright enough to know it. But a tough old pilot with a lifetime on the frontier behind him recognizes the occasional sensor blind when he sees it.”

         “I think,” Shapiro said thoughtfully, “I’ve just been insulted.”

        “You have,” Jazinsky agreed, “four times. Richard?”

        For a moment Vaurien was still as a marble carving, intent on Shapiro, shrewd calculation naked in his face, but the anger was defused. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t like you personally,” he said then, “and forgive me again if I resent your presence on my ship. As for you being a necessary evil in my life ... don’t flatter yourself. Sherratt, Jazinsky and I have already done more to unravel the Zunshu mystery than Fleet ever will. That’s my work, and I’ve no need of you in it.”

        “Your work?” Shapiro echoed. “You’re a meddler, Vaurien. You meddle in colonial affairs. You run guns, you traffic in data, you smuggle arms and information and people, you do everything you can to overturn the military service levy, and it gives you great joy if you can cause chaos and disruption to Fleet operations on the frontier. Correct me if I’ve been wrong so far.”

        A wide, even defiant sham smile was Vaurien’s only comment.

        “You were a deserter in the first year of your Fleet service, you have a legion of contacts in Freespace, and your ships are as welcome in Halfway as they are in any colony in my sector,” Shapiro added. “Good Christ, Vaurien, I could bring you up on so may charges, you’d never see daylight again, even if your advocate managed to keep you away from a firing squad.”

        “Do it.” Vaurien lifted his chin. His voice was ominously soft. 

        “Do what?” Shapiro’s brow knitted.

        “Arrest me.” Vaurien nodded at the security men who stood just a pace behind the General. Both were armed, though the weapons were too subtle to be visible. “Drag me away in chains right now, today. We’re on our way back to Borushek. You can have me in the cell right beside that poor bastard, Berglun.”  

        “Don’t provoke me, Captain,” Shapiro began.

        “Or you’ll do what?” Vaurien’s voice rose sharply. “Drop the whole act, Shapiro. Whose benefit are you going through the motions for? It’s all bullshit, and we both know it. You arrest me, you bury me in a hole for life or execute me, and how much help do you think you’ll get from Jazinsky and Sherratt and the rest of the Resalq? They can vanish into the cracks. The Resalq are masters in the art of invisibility, and Jazinsky’s spent more time with Mark Sherratt than she has with me.” He looked sidelong at the woman; the white-blond head nodded once. “Push too hard, Shapiro, and you can lose what little chance you ever had of long-term human survival out here. 

        “Push the Resalq, make them vanish, and they’ll do it. We’ll take Jazinsky and her work, we’ll take Dendra Shemiji, lock stock and barrel, which includes Travers and Curtis, and you’ll be on your own.” His brows rose. “No more data sharing. No more pearls of Resalq wisdom. No insights into who or what the Zunshu are. No window open into Hellgate. Just the colonial wars, annual tax time, conscription, a DeepSky Fleet so corrupt, you don’t know where to start to clean it up — and the decent people spread so thin across the frontier, they’re pathetically ineffective, while the mega-rich back in the home colonies just get richer every year, building a pointless fleet with no chance of even finding the Zunshu, much less stopping them before the Deep Sky colonies are smashed one by one.” He took an overdue breath. “Does this about cover your predicament?”
        A curious smile crooked one side of Harrison Shapiro’s mouth. “That’s it, in the proverbial nutshell. And of course you’re correct in almost everything you say. All right, Captain Vaurien.” He thrust both hands into the pockets of the uniform slacks. “We’ll need to come to some working arrangement that isn’t built on a foundation of threat and posturing, because the truth is, neither of us has anything to threaten the other with.”

        “Fine,” Vaurien muttered. “I like to make deals. I’ve been making deals all my life.”

        Shapiro looked him up and down critically. “Then make one with me.”

        “I already did, you didn’t leave me a choice.”

        “True,” Shapiro admitted. “Put yourself in my position for one moment. You think I have a choice? Damnit man, it’s human survival out here I’m fighting for! And you know what I want from you.”

        “Data,” Vaurien said baldly. 

        “And a crew with experience inside Hellgate,” the general added. “Miss Jazinsky is quite right. Ten light minutes on the wrong side of the Rabelais Drift, and any Fleet vessel is in imminent danger of becoming hamburger. It’s no secret you people dance rings around us inside Hellgate, but don’t use the fact to paint us all as imbeciles.” Shapiro gestured at the deck, in the vague direction of Saraine. The ironically named EternalCity. “We used your own trick to jump you at Sherratt’s house, and as Jazinsky already said, succinctly, you don’t have a patent on it.”

        “We can use the same trick in reverse,” Jazinsky warned, “to disappear in front of your eyes. We can vanish into Hellgate.”

        “I believe you can.” Shapiro paused to consider. “I need your data, I need your expertise. In fact,” he added with a pragmatic sigh, “I need your trust, and I understand I’ll have to earn it.” His brows arched. “I’d like to make a gesture.”

        Vaurien’s eyes narrowed. “I’m listening.”

        Over his shoulder, Shapiro spoke to the security detail. “You can leave now. The situation doesn’t warrant your attendance.” He was looking levelly at Vaurien as he dismissed them, but the detail had gone when he added, “If harm comes to me, you know there will be repercussions.”

        “Cuts both ways, doesn’t it?” Travers asked softly. “If harm comes to any of us, deliberately, at the hands of Fleet itself, I’d say the repercussions would hurt you badly.”

        “The Resalq would withdraw their cooperation without delay or hesitation,” Shapiro said levelly, “and I might as well post my retirement notice, buy a house in the Near Sky, get a new fishing pole and leave the Deep Sky colonies to survive as and if they can.” He frowned at Vaurien. “I need you, Captain. You may believe you don’t need me, but I think you do.”

        “I’m still listening.” Vaurien folded both big arms across his chest and tilted his head at Shapiro. 

        “Resources,” Shapiro suggested. “Think about it before you blow the idea away. A short while ago, Mark Sherratt had a science vessel come home from a years-long mission into parts of the sky no human, not even Ernst Rabelais himself, has ever entered. The mission profile was a search, taking as long as it took, for evidence of other Zunshu activity. Proof of the Zunshu striking elsewhere but Hellgate, attacking other species, not only the Resalq and we humans.” He lifted one brow not at Vaurien but at Jazinsky.

        She swore softly. “Eventually they found it, after four years at high speeds along a trail they broke themselves.” 

        “Orion 859,” Marin mused. “I saw the data. It’s a twin sister of Naiobe. The data return was so massive, Mark had to hire time on the biggest machines right across the frontier just to knock a dent in the processing of it.”

        “And in so doing, you betrayed your presence to Fleet Intelligence,” Shapiro said quietly, even gently. “Sherratt is at this time preparing another vessel for a similar mission, and unless you can get your hands on more processing power and time than the rest of the frontier combined, the same thing will happen. And a single ship can only explore a single track into the sky.” Vaurien wore a hard, even stubborn expression, but he was listening, while Jazinsky pounced on every syllable.   

        “Resources.” Curtis Marin had already made the leap of logic. “Think about it, Richard.”

        “Think about five ships headed off on five tracks,” Shapiro suggested, “and the data return can be processed without subterfuge. I can make those ships available to Sherratt, and I can provide secure facilities to handle the data return.”

        “That’s quite a gesture, Richard,” Travers said into the tense silence following Shapiro’s offer. “Being sore about an old Fleet courier-jockey dropping out of a sensor blind on top of us is —”

       “A luxury we can’t afford,” Jazinsky said with uncharacteristic soft tones. She landed a hand on Vaurien’s back, part slap, part caress. “You’re not the only smart ass on the frontier, Richard.”

        “No,” Vaurien admitted. A smile played around one side of his mouth, perhaps mocking himself, “but I am the smartest.”

        Shapiro sighed. “Don’t compete with me, son. I’m nearly twenty years older than you are, I’ve been around Hellgate since I was eighteen, and I’m still here to talk about it.” He extended his hand. “Shake that. Let’s do business. Start trusting me, and give me a reason to trust you in return.”

        “You want me to make a gesture,” Vaurien guessed, and he did not yet take Shapiro’s hand.

        “It would help.” Shapiro left the hand extended.

        “Tell me what you want. Make it doable. If you ask for the impossible, don’t be surprised when you don’t get it.”

        “Fair enough.” Harrison Shapiro thought a moment. “I want the colonies to survive the Zunshu threat, it’s true. I also want to see the end of the so-called colonial wars, before they really start to roll. They’ll do more harm than good, Vaurien. The colonies won’t winkle the Confederacy out of the frontier by fighting, it’s a fool’s notion.” 

        “You want me to turn away from everything I’ve always believed, and side with the Confederacy against the colonies?” Vaurien’s red-gold head shook emphatically. “Not a chance.”

        “Did I say that?” Shapiro demanded.

        “Richard, let him speak,” Travers admonished.

        “Thank you, Lieutenant.” The older man had left his hand extended and his eyes were on Vaurien. “You bring me data on the Zunshu. Do what you do in Hellgate. Hand the funding bill to Fleet, my office on Borushek will cover it. Get me the data to prove, once and for all, what and who the Zunshu are, where they come from, what they’ve done and are doing, what they want here ... and I’ll put it in front of the Senate on Earth. I’ll force it down their throats till they understand what they’re fighting.”

        Again, the taut silence. Marin cleared his throat. “They would shut down conscription, stop throwing trillions of Confederate credits at Fleet construction. Stop taxing the bejesus out of the Deep Sky to feather nests in the home colonies.”

        “Exactly.” Shapiro regarded Vaurien with overt interest. “They would change direction, using our data. Approach the Zunshu threat in ways that might be effective. The colonial wars would partially defuse with the end of taxation and conscription. The colonies will still want their freedom, but we’d have bought ourselves time to work it out, talk it through. The Confederacy becomes a ... a commonwealth, perhaps.”

        “Richard.” Jazinsky’s hand clenched into Vaurien’s shoulder. “It’s what Mark has wanted for years.”

        “I know.” With a final show of dissipating reluctance, Vaurien hesitated a moment longer before he took Shapiro’s hand. “I’ll talk to Mark. See what we can do. He’ll listen to me or to Curtis Marin when he wouldn’t even return your calls.”

        “Thank you.” Shapiro shook firmly. “We have a deal?”

        “Of a kind.” Vaurien withdrew his hand. “Something to build trust on. I’ll tell you the truth, Shapiro. I don’t like to be threatened — no one does. But I’ve got an allergy to it. Most people gnash their teeth and find a way to live with it. Like being conscripted. Me?” He shook back the lion’s mane of red-gold hair. “They tried to conscript me. That didn’t work either.” 

        “You’ve cut a track a light year wide.” Shapiro permitted himself a small chuckle. “I’ve been following your career, and Miss Jazinsky’s, for a long time.” He stepped away to the door. “Tell Sherratt what I’ve proposed. “It’s a good deal.”

        “Tell him yourself,” Marin suggested quietly. “He’s headed for Borushek, same as we are. We had a message from him. Mark said he has something for you, I’m not sure what.”   

        “All right.” Shapiro gave the company an odd smile. “Forgive me, it’s the first time I’ve fallen into cahoots with a privateer crew with more connections in Halfway than I have on Earth, and I believe I’m breaking so many Fleet regulations, so many civil-sector laws, I could probably be taken out and hung for this.” He gave Vaurien a nod. “Till later, Captain.”

        “General.” Vaurien returned the nod.

        In a moment Shapiro was gone, and the electric atmosphere in the lounge seemed to defuse. Travers leaned both shoulders against the wall beside the autochef, and Marin punched the ’chef for brandy on the rocks.

        “That’s the original offer you can’t refuse,” he observed. 

        “Tell me about it.” Vaurien sank into the couch where Jazinsky had been. His brows were up, his expression mild, his voice full of amused self-mockery. “Merde! He’s got me, Neil. He knew exactly what bait to set, and I took it.”

        “You were right to take it,” Travers told him. “Look, Richard, you always took pride in the fact you knew a good deal when you saw it. Don’t pass this one up because you’d like to bust Shapiro in the teeth for pulling your own trick on you and making it work.”

        At last Vaurien allowed a chuckle. “Oh, I’d like to bust him in the teeth. But you know me better than that. I’m going to shut my mouth, jump through whatever hoops he demands ... and take him for so much Fleet funding, he’ll be dizzy.” He fixed Jazinsky with a glare. “You think Tonio Teniko’s got hold of our answers?”
        “Part of them,” she agreed. “I’ve got hold of another part. There’s still a large chunk missing, and Mark either won’t or can’t give it to us.”

        “Can’t,” Marin guessed, finishing the brandy in one swallow. The spirit roughened his voice. “I’ve known Mark a long time. I was still in uniform the first time he picked me up off the ground, dusted me down and put me back on my feet. I know better than you do, Richard, where Mark’s heart lies. He’s worked a lifetime to unravel the Zunshu, and if Jazinsky and Teniko looked like they were within a light year of the answer, he’d offer the rest on a plate.” Marin’s head shook slowly. “Either they’re not as close as they think —”

        “We are,” Jazinsky said flatly in a tone brooking no argument.

        “In which case,” Marin concluded, “Mark doesn’t have it to give. I’m sure of it.” He cocked his head at the woman. “What part if it are you and Teniko missing?”

        She clenched one hand into the mass of her hair. “Tonio is sure. No doubt about it, Richard, he can design an engine modification and get us a Weimann ignition inside Elar’ne. Me? I know for sure — and you’ve seen me do it, it’s why we’re still alive — I can predict the anomalies with enough lead time to launch a probe, and I can make sense of the data return from inside Elar’ne. But I’ve seen his field equations. There’s one big, fat constant sitting in the middle of them like a bull warthog. He assigned it a value, tested its veracity inside and out.” She exhaled, a hiss through her teeth, half an expletive. “It’s power, Richard. Energy. No fuel source anyone knows yields enough to get us across a certain critical threshold inside Elar’ne, and without that, you can forget your Weimann modifications.”

        “Which is the part of this fantasy Tully Ingersol hates the most,” Travers guessed.

        Jazinsky laughed shortly. “He hates it all, but what I’m calling the Teniko Constant makes him change color, run to the latrine and puke.”

        “Is it fantasy, pure speculation, just mathematical wanking?” Vaurien leaned forward, eyes almost fever bright. “I don’t want Teniko’s opinions, Barb. I want yours.
        “The Constant is right,” Jazinsky said bleakly. “The problem is, it calls for a specific element to provide power. An element that doesn’t exist.”

        “It does,” Travers said with a sudden insight. Three faces turned toward him. “Think about it. We know the Zunshu are shooting the rapids through Elar’ne. They navigate through it, and they don’t do it by magic. Your missing element is Zunshu top-fuel.” 

        “Zunshu top-fuel,” Vaurien echoed with a crooked smile. “I like it.” He gave Jazinsky a brash grin. “Find it.”

        “Do what?” She was busy with the ’chef. 

        “Get out there, get back into Hellgate, and find the Zunshu top-fuel,” Vaurien challenged. “It has to be there somewhere. A stasis chamber, a Zunshu artifact, something buried in the data return from Orion 859, some element common to both that black hole system and Naiobe, a mineral, I don’t know what. Go find it.”

        She almost recoiled and looked at Travers and Marin.

        “Seems to me,” Travers said, amused, “like it might be time to put your money where your mouth is.”

        “You mean Shapiro’s money,” Vaurien corrected.

        “All right.” Jazinsky licked her lips. “All right, Richard. Let me show you Teniko’s work at dinner tonight.”

        “Why don’t you show me Teniko instead?” Vaurien suggested.

        “Not today.” Jazinsky returned to the ’chef and punched in an order for noodles, bean sprouts and chicken. “He was high as a kite two hours ago. He’ll fly, all the way to Borushek. Talk to him then.”

        “Dinner?” Travers prompted. He pushed away from the wall and gathered up the bundle of his ski-skins. 

        “19:00,” Vaurien said easily, “if you want to eat with company.”

        “We might.” Marin turned a heavy-lidded look on his partner. “I still want to shower, but ... we might get together with you for dinner, Richard. Don’t wait for us if we’re late.”

        Vaurien laughed rudely. “Don’t show up on our account.”

        “On your account?” Travers echoed and accorded the privateer a wink as he followed Marin out of the lounge. 

        Their cabin was two compartments away from Vaurien’s, opposite Jazinsky’s, quite close to the ops room. The tug was so vastly modified from its original design, this part of it seemed more luxury cruiser than commercial vessel. The appointments would not have disgraced a Trans-Colonial clipper.

        One vast bed with cream satin sheets, red-gold lamps buried in the corner bulkheads, unrestricted threedee access, an autochef, a full bathroom, and two-meter viewports showing the strange mauve confusion of e-space. The deck was silent with deep-pile carpet, and as they stepped into the cabin a little housekeeper drone scuttled away into the wall. Vaurien not only worked on this ship, he lived aboard, and he had spent more than five years personalizing the Wastrel. Curtis Marin was impressed.

        “I like a man who can tell elegance from opulence,” he said, not quite serious. “In fact, I like your friend Vaurien.”

        “Like him, as in work with, or like him as in sleep with?” Travers wondered. The double doors slid closed, securing their privacy.

        Marin gave him a surprised look. “That’s an odd question.” He leaned into the bathroom and set the shower taps. 

        “Is it?” Travers opened the closet and sorted through a dozen kimonos, chose one in black and scarlet and tossed it onto the bed. 

        “Are you broaching the subject of fidelity?” Marin was mocking only gently, and behind the humor was a serious vein. “It’s only been a couple of weeks, Neil. The truth is, we barely know each other.”

        “And you don’t have any use for a whirlwind courtship,” Travers concluded. 

        Marin came to the bedside and kicked out of the boots which may have been perfect for the slopes of Mont Katerine but were hot, heavy and uncomfortable aboard ship. Travers stood back to watch him strip to the skin, savoring the small ritual, which became a performance as Marin realized he was being watched.

        “I didn’t know,” Marin said honestly, “it was a courtship.” He settled both palms on Travers’s breast and met his eyes levelly. “You’ve never told me what you want.”

        The hands on his chest were warm, firm. Travers felt a deep thrill, reverberating through every neural pathway. “I never had the chance to ask what you wanted, or say what I might want. First we were on the Intrepid, then suddenly we were in deep shit at Mark’s place on Saraine. We’re supposed to get seven days of good, solid furlough on Borushek, and what happens? Bloody Harrison Shapiro monopolizes practically every spare moment!”

        The hands slid up and cupped behind Travers’s neck. Fingers massaged his nape and he purred like a cat. “We won’t dock over Sark for fifteen hours,” Marin said, soft and husky. “According to Jazinsky, their ‘magickal childe,’ Teniko, is high as a kite. There’s nothing to be done about him this side of Borushek. According to Bill Grant, the man from Omaru won’t even wake up before we hit Sark. The time’s our own.”

        “Fifteen hours,” Travers said wryly.

        “You can do a lot in fifteen hours.” Marin moistened his lips with the pink tip of his tongue. “You still haven’t told me what you want. If I like Vaurien, what of it? He’s very attractive.” He paused, ducked and pressed a kiss to Travers’s throat. “I already made my choice. I’m where I want to be. But I didn’t know it was a courtship.”

        “It isn’t. Wasn’t.” Travers caught his breath as Marin’s breath seemed to scorch his shoulder. Teeth nipped him there, raising a tiny brand he would wear for a day or two. “It could be,” he added. His arms went around Marin, caught him up tightly, and his hands explored territory that had just recently begun to grow familiar. Curtis was soft-hard, lean and muscular, his skin like heated velvet.

        “We smell of smoke and ski-skins,” Marin informed him. 

        “On you, smoke smells good.” Travers’s hands came up to cup his partner’s face and lift it to a deep, hard kiss. Tongues raveled, at one moment wrestling and caressing, until Marin drew back with a soft curse. “What?” Travers released him, and as Marin stepped away to the bathroom, he tugged his shirt over his head.

        “If it’s going to be a courtship,” Curtis told him darkly, “get used to my little quirks. Allow me to indulge them.” He disappeared into the steam-shrouded bathroom as he spoke.

        “What quirks?” Travers kicked his clothes in the direction of the service chute. He caught sight of himself in the half-fogged mirror as he stepped into Marin’s cloud of steam, saw the erection preceding him into the bathroom recess and accorded his reflection a very old and rather obscene gesture.

        Marin was standing under a cascade of water hot enough to take off his skin. Color bloomed in his face and shoulders as the blood rose to the surface. Travers stepped into the shower stall with him and drew the plastex panel across behind them. The heat and steam were welcome after the striking cold and shriveling dryness of Mont Katerine. 

        “Quirks?” Travers asked, deep as a growl, soft as a purr, against Marin’s neck.

        “I was aboard the Argos,” Marin whispered into the stream of water.

        “I know. You were badly contaminated, you told me.” Travers lifted his head, stroking now, caressing, even coaxing. 

        The whole bathroom was a solid wall of steam. Marin’s chin tilted down and he blinked at Travers in the thick atmosphere and dim light. “I was sick for months, and for a year afterward I was ... I felt like I couldn’t get clean. I’d take my skin off, scrubbing, and I’d still be sure I was contaminated. Radiotoxic flakes in my back, my arms.” He looked soberly at Travers. “It’s been ten years, and I know there’s no contamination, but I can’t stand the reek of smoke or chemicals on my skin.”
        “I can understand that.” Travers drew a wet caress around Marin’s face, and reached over his shoulder for a palmful of soap. The liquid smelt of tangerine and something spicy, something exotic and far outside of Travers’s experience. He spread it across Marin’s chest, thumbing his nipples and listening to the first sigh of response. “You’ll have to tell me about the Argos sometime.”

        “Sometime, when I can bear to even think about it.” Curtis looked up at him, heavy-lidded, sleepily seductive, and let Travers cover him with the soap, let him slide hands and fingers into folds and crevices and sensitive places where nerve endings sang. Every beat of his heart pumped blood into his rising cock and at last Marin took a deep breath.

        “You clean enough?” Travers was on his knees by now, both hands cupped about the globes of buttocks, fingertips stealing through the deep cleft. 

        In answer, Marin turned off the water, turned on the hot air. Travers stood, spread his limbs wide, closed his eyes and waited for the jets in floor and ceiling to blast them dry. Only his hair was wet when he opened his eyes again. Marin must have been watching him for some time, and as Travers looked at him he smiled.

         “Jazinsky had it right. You’re an oddball.”

        “I am?” Travers leaned over to kiss again, pinning Curtis to the aquamarine tiles while the air vents struggled to suck out the humidity, returning the compartment to the ship’s normal levels. 

        “All this.” Marin gave him a push, and Travers slid open the door. “You’re a creature of luxury, but you re-enlisted. You went back for a second tour with Fleet, yet you’re in your natural habitat laid out on black silk sheets, yelling your head off while somebody very gently performs unspeakable rituals on you.” His eyes glittered with amusement.

        “Last night.” Travers walked backward out of the stall, taking Marin with him. He did not stop walking until his calves were against the side of the bed, and then he fell backwards without releasing his hold. Curtis landed heavily on him, knocking the breath out of him, and Travers laughed. “Last night was wild. You were wild.”

        “Carnival time.” Marin nuzzled him from ear to ear; bony knees pushed Travers’s thighs apart and he wrapped his legs around the more slender body. “I love carnival time. Dominguez is never so wild and addictive at any other time of the year. And I don’t know any other place in the Deep Sky where they understand carnival so well. You have it on Darwin’s World?”
        “In some places. The iceboat festival. Stop talking.” He reached up, caught Marin’s head, pulled him down and silenced him with his mouth. 

        Last night Dominguez’s abandon and indulgence had seeped into the blood through some drunken osmosis. Travers could still feel it, as if the feral, citybottom rhythms of the peligro band had never stopped vibrating in his bones, and dreamsmoke had never cleared from the dark recesses of his head. Abandonment of reason soon became surrender to the senses. Black silk and gold half-light, the sinuous rhythms of steelrock and the sizzle and sparkle in the brain of Tarascon smoke, the oiled glide of skin on skin, and deep, relentless pleasure which at the last stole away the mind. 

        He blinked up into Marin’s face as Curtis reached over onto the night stand for the bag he had left there when they came aboard. A slender tube; a smooth, cold gel prickling Travers’s skin at the very heart of him, as his legs were lifted up over Marin’s wide, bony shoulders. He took a deep breath while he could, and closed his eyes. 

        Perhaps in a year or five years he would get used to the way pleasure had of stretching a man on the rack of his own lust. Perhaps in a year he might keep a grip on his thoughts, his heart might not hammer like a drum in his own ears, his body might obey his futile commands to slow down. 

        But not here, not now. Travers heard his own voice crying out woundedly, and he spent himself while Marin was still moving, deep and powerful in him. Done for, Travers just clung on for the ride, snatched a breath where he could and watched the tortured-angel face above him.

        Marin’s own coming was silent. His mouth was open to scream but his throat made no sound. His fingers were talons clutched into Travers’s shoulders as he surrendered to an orgasm which seemed to tear him limb from limb. Travers smelt the sharp scent of his own semen as Marin lay on him, quivering. His thoughts spun, but of one thing he was very sure even now. As Marin caught his breath and recovered his wits, Travers gave his partner a curious look, half smile and half frown.

        “What?” Marin was in command of his tongue once more, though not much else.

        But Travers shook his head. “What I’ve got to say will keep,” he said thickly.

        “Don’t mock,” Marin warned.

        “I’m just mocking myself.” Travers slid his fingers down the supple line of Marin’s spine, cupped both his buttocks and dealt him a squeeze there. “It’ll keep.”

        “Till when? Marin was starting to stir.

        “Till the time is right.” Travers gave him a push. “Take pity on my back and move it, Lieutenant.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Sark, Borushek

 

Frank Berglun woke at last as the Wastrel docked at the Fleet facility at geostationary over the city of Sark, and he was still groggy when Shapiro’s shuttle touched down in a private sector in the Fleet compound. The city itself lay almost on the skyline, on the other side of three-meter security fences. 

        The drowsing dinosaur shapes of gantries and industrial drones punctuated a wide plascrete horizon and the mid-afternoon sky was windswept, cloudy, blisteringly blue between cumulonimbus promising the routine evening thunderstorm. Sark stood in the southern tropical zone, and though technically winter was just past, the weather in these regions always seemed the same. Hot and humid.

        How well Curtis Marin knew it. He had lived on the base for six months, though he had spent most of that time in the hospital, recovering from the injuries sustained in the Argos
disaster. He recalled Sark through the disillusioned eyes of a semi-invalid. He remembered the glitter, the dizzy fracas of the city’s nightlife, the dazzling physical beauty of the thousand Companions who hung out around the Borushek base to prey on officers and servicemen, the thrum of music, and his own daze as he stumbled out of the hospital and into the city for the first time in months. He would never forget his own fumbling steps as he tried to slide back into human society.

        When he was halfway recovered the medics moved him out to an apartment in the ‘blocks,’ dormitory accommodations where the base staff and visitors were billeted. Nothing compelled Marin to stay in the Fleet compound after hours, and when he was well enough he went out.

        Just walking the street was a challenge. Just staying on his feet long enough to find a bar, drink a beer and finally notice the hustlers who were checking him out. What he looked like in those days, he could barely imagine. Underweight, pale, his eyes dark-ringed and fever-bright with the drugs which still blazed through his body. He could have been one of citybottom’s habitual crawlers, needing the gryphon, angelino, chimera, too far gone to even bother with the blockers. 

        He never told the hustlers he was spending six hours every day in the base hospital. He never mentioned the Argos, the reactor spill, or the nightmare of the containment hospital at Radley. None of them guessed the truth, though one came close. His name was Chino Terada, he was two years out of Fleet, with the still-pink marks of laser-erased unit tattoos and a dozen rings in his ears and nipples. He had let his hair grow for the two years, and it was a raven-black cape now, with scarlet streaks which were dramatic and at odds with Chino’s soft-voiced gentleness. 

        Chino had guessed half the truth. He searched Curtis Marin’s frail, trembling body for scars, wounds, surgical incisions, and he found them. Four times, Marin had been committed to surgery; twice to remove tissue, organs, destroyed on the Argos and poisoning him within; twice to implant the new cloned organs which had freed him from the round of machines, med-drones and drugs, and let him move out of the base hospital and into the dorm blocks.

        Weeks passed before he dared drink more than one beer; weeks more passed before Chino’s hands and mouth could even begin to arouse him, but Chino Terada understood. He had been there, up to his hips in stinking mud, and in the small hours of the morning he would hold Marin against him and tell his own stories of Fleet, and war. He spent most of his hitch on the warship Haarlem, and hearing that name, Marin almost knew the story Chino was going to tell. The Haarlem was caught between two corporate armies and its mission — to quash that war — was a bad joke. The Confederacy seemed to think two monstrous industrial empires in the Deep Sky would put up their weapons and meekly go home, because a Fleet warship had arrived. The truth was different, and ugly. The warship was badly damaged; the crew abandoned her in orbit over a planet so remote and hostile, at the time it was known only by the code numbers, B46S-7Y.

        The atmosphere was breathable by humans for an hour at a time before carbon monoxide levels began to accumulate. For weeks the survivors from the Haarlem lived in pressure suits and full helmets, scavenging for oxygen from ejection modules which had hard-landed, killing their occupants. In the end they rigged makeshift generators to crack oxygen out of the planet’s fetid swamp water. 

        The water yielded enough oxygen to give life, but it took life too. B46S-7Y was far from barren. Its skies and swamps thrashed with indigenous life forms, most of them harmless ... some of them meticulously designed by evolution to prosper in the most hostile environment. Many Haarlem crewmen survived the bailout from their ship and the dangerous impact of escape modules, some of which were damaged, and even weeks in the rank, semi-poisonous atmosphere, only to perish in jaws and claws which had yet to be described by any xenobiologist from Earth.

        Curtis Marin would lie in Chino Terada’s arms, smoking a little bel-grass, drinking a decent Velcastran brandy, and he would weigh his own experiences on the Argos against Chino’s. One night, he stopped trying to work out whose luck was worst, his own or Chino’s. Pain was all the same, no matter where one suffered.

        The hustler’s patience won out in the end. One night, the gentle, knowing fingers and tongue aroused the first flutter of physical response, and Chino took a vast delight in being able to open a door back to life for Marin. Curtis would never forget that night. For a long time he had believed himself incapable, and if the terrible impotence had been irreversible, it would have been just one more legacy of the Argos. At least he was alive. But that night in Chino’s arms he felt the first prickling throbs of desire, felt the heat begin to gather in his belly as his blood surged. Every beat of his heart hardened him, and Chino laughed softly against his ear. 

        The lovemaking was over in minutes, but Curtis sprawled on his back, on the floor and smiling like an idiot at the ceiling. He felt reborn. He knew he was sterile after the treatment, and in any case no survivor of the Argos
should ever conceive children; but he knew he was alive again, as surely as if he were a tree aware of its sap rising in spring. Chino was no less delighted.

        That night was the turning point for him. He was down to just an hour every day in the hospital, and he was working four or five hours per day with the Fleet research and development labs. His hitch was almost up, and as freedom loomed before him like a full moon he began to look forward for the first time, allowing himself to believe he had a life to live after Fleet and the hospital. 

        Outside of work in the labs, he hated to stay on the base, and with his feet under him now, he let Chino show him Sark. The city had two faces. Uptown — the locals often called it Brightlights — it was much like Dominguez or ElstromCity, or even Westminster on Jagreth. Just a city, bustling, egocentric, too busy to even be aware that it had another side.

        Its other face was a dark mask. It made Curtis Marin think of the grotesque carnival masks he had seen in the malls and alleys of Dominguez just days ago. The dark face of Sark was about poverty and privation. People who were stripped bare to the bone by the colonial taxes, others yet who were hiding in the pits of citbottom to escape conscription, and always, without exception, the sharks who preyed on them. 

        Marin had spent enough nights in the deepest part of Sark’s citybottom to know every danceshop, the better sexshops, and some of the dreamshops. Chino seemed to know them all, but there were places he would not take Marin. Places Curtis Marin might have found on his own, if he had blundered into citybottom a few months earlier, when his life was at its lowest ebb.

        Ten years later, memories of the vee-ree dream shops could still bring a frown to his face as Shapiro’s party walked the short distance from the lighter to the transit tube, and he frowned into the groggy, lax face of Frank Berglun. The man from HydralisCity was stirring properly awake now, half-aware of his surroundings; he lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the glare of blue daylight as the gurney drifted toward the tube. 

        Sark’s dream shops were mostly upmarket, but even they could get a little feral in the small hours of the morning. Gryphon and angelino use was common, and the VR hookups were so busy, who knew if they were clean or not? With enough angelino raging in the brain, a customer never thought to ask. Hamilton-Scalzo Disease was quite rare in Sark, but elsewhere on Borushek it was depressingly common. High-density population, the poverty of unemployment, the colonial tax burden, the Fleet draft, all conspired to drive citybottom into a dark, self-destructive frenzy. Any city was the same. The trick was to stay out of the fetid morass of citybottom, or if one had to pass through, stay sober along the way.  

        The price for careless self-indulgence was lying on the gurney before him, blinking stupidly at the overhead lights as Shapiro stepped into the transit car. Travers and Marin were a pace behind him, and two medics were waiting for them, taking over Grant’s responsibilities. Behind the medics were two security officers in the too-familiar dark green uniforms, but Marin was unconcerned: he knew their faces. They were Shapiro’s people first and Fleet goons second. A very few men and women on this base were his trustees, and Marin had memorized every one of them, face and name.

        The medics were Reznik and Kura, ten-year veterans who had been with Shapiro since conscription. The security officers were older. Sakita and Mayol were of Vaurien’s age, twenty-five-year service veterans, and like the medics they owed their allegiances to Shapiro first and the Confederacy second.

        Perhaps Marin’s frown told Shapiro what thoughts were running through his head, because the general fell into step beside him and said in an undertone, “You’re right, lieutenant. I’m way out on a limb. Kristyn Bauer is out on it with me. If the government of Earth finds out what we’re doing, I wouldn’t give a poker chip for our chances of survival.”

        “Like the old cliché goes,” Marin said with ironic amusement, “it’s a stinking job but somebody has to do it.”

        “Somebody had better,” Shapiro retorted sharply, “or, one way and another, the colonies won’t be here much longer. They’ll either go down to the Zunshu one at a time, or they’ll destroy themselves all at once. God knows, it’s already started on Omaru.” He sighed and his lips pursed in thought as the transit car made slow time to the basement terminal, sixty meters under the Administration tower. “I’ve lived out here all my life, Lieutenant. Only traveled to Earth once, on a vacation my wife wanted to take, rest her soul. I didn’t like it.”

        “Too overcrowded, too polluted?” Marin guessed.

        But Shapiro shook his head. “No more so than a number of the old industrial colonies in the Near Sky and the Middle Heavens. Places like Rethan and Cimarosa, Avalon and Lourand are just as crowded and dirty as Earth and Mars. But the people out in the Middle Heavens and the Deep Sky aren’t —” He skipped a beat, searching for a phrase. “Elitist bastards. I’m sorry if that offends your sensibilities.”

        “Not at all.” Marin hid a smile. “I don’t know anyone on Earth. My family were from Westminster, Jagreth. I lost track of them, they dispersed cross the colonies while I was in the service. A lot of the people I call friends now are Resalq, and to my knowledge none of them have ever visited the home colonies.”

        “Then take a word of advice,” Shapiro said sourly. “Save your money. Vacation elsewhere. You recall Colonel Wayne Mulholland?” 

        “That abscess on the ass of Mankind, sent out by the Elite General Services Committee, with a special-powers warrant and orders to confiscate any and all data we had?” Marin snorted a humorless chuckle. “We’re not likely to forget him.” He glanced back over his shoulder. Travers was just a short pace behind him, listening without comment. “I can’t say I was sorry to see him and his engineer blown up in their own project, but I could wish we still had possession of the Zunshu stasis chamber.”
        “So could we all,” Shapiro said aridly. “General Bauer and I spent two days in conference. We conferred with Mark Sherratt on several occasions, and called in a number of favors from officers and agents right back to McClaren Sector Command in the Middle Heavens.”

        “Called in favors for what?” Travers wondered very quietly.

        Shapiro glanced back at him. He was on the right side of the drifting gurney; the medics were on Berglun’s left and Sakita and Mayol brought up the rear of the party. Only Berglun was any possible threat to security, and he still seemed too dazed to know where he was. The Hamilton-Scalzo was in the late stages of advancement. Berglun had only a year or two to live, and not because the disease was incurable. He just kept on going back and inviting reinfection, as if he was trying to self-destruct. Shapiro seemed to dismiss him as any hazard to security.

        “We had quite a paper-trail to erase, Lieutenant,” he said evenly as Travers came up to stand beside him. The transit car had begun to brake down; the terminal was a bare half kilometer ahead. “We needed to make sure of our own tracks, and Mulholland’s: not a syllable, not an ID number, not an unanswered call on anyone’s machine, not so much as a scrap of paper with a reminder message, as to anything transpiring at Sherratt’s house on Saraine, or the situation on Ulrand. 

        “We even checked Mulholland’s transmission logs and every channel aboard the Mercury, to make sure he hadn’t messaged someone about the data given into his keeping by Sherratt. He had. We got into the subspace comm-relays with a worm program written specifically for this one task. It overtook and destroyed the message before it could be delivered. 

        “Nothing Colonel Mulholland ever heard or saw was received by any office outside my own here in Sark. The government of Earth knows no part of our business here. So they don’t know what to confiscate, what to interfere in.”

        “That’s so illegal,” Travers began slowly.

        “So illegal, General Bauer and I would be cashiered, imprisoned and perhaps executed. I know.” Shapiro’s brows rose. “Lieutenant, I don’t think you people have even begun to properly grasp what you’ve stumbled into. General Bauer and I are more than willing to risk our careers, our future liberty, even our lives.”

        “To turn the colonial wars aside,” Travers said softly, “but still get the Confederation the hell out of the Deep Sky, and let us take on the Zunshu, us and the Resalq, because we’re fighting for our own space. And,” he added darkly, “because we know what the fight’s all about, and just maybe how we might win it.”

        “Something like that.” Shapiro allowed a weary smile to show through as the car began to vibrate a little as it slowed. “Such fortunes have been made out here in the last thirty years, Travers, you can’t imagine it. Earth and Mars are rotting away in the swamp of their own wealth. You’ve never seen such extravagance. Now, I was born and bred on this planet. I come from a little town ‘down north,’ as we say on Borushek, and I’d always considered myself the original stinking capitalist until I took my one and only vacation on Earth.”

        Marin’s face was a cynical mask. “And their wealth was milked out of the colonies. They tax the population out here and pump the funding into industry. Luna, Mars, Callisto, the big industrial zones. Dirty little labor grades, ex-Fleet engineers and flocks of drones build the ships for Jardine Mahyew’s goddamned ‘strong Fleet.’ The super-carriers get assigned out here, full of drafted colonial kids, but the money stays back in the home colonies.”

        “And most of it soon finds its way to Earth,” Shapiro added. “You can’t fight such a runaway monster with rhetoric in the Senate. Give the colonies their due, Lieutenant, and particularly Omaru. They only know they have to get the Confederacy out, and talking never worked. They have the guts to stand up and fight.”

        “And you’re trying to stop them,” Travers said pointedly, with a glance down at Frank Berglun.

        “I am,” Shapiro admitted as the car stopped at last. “Because they’re not going to win using those tactics. The DeepSky Fleet may well be the last bastion we have against the Zunshu, but it’ll crush colonial insurrection, Travers, the way you’d crush a bug. We humans stuck our noses out of our own solar system just four hundred years ago, and we’ve been out in the Deep Sky for just over a century. That’s five or six generations of people who’ve signed their lives away to the purpose of colonization, agreed to have their bodies re-engineered into weird and wonderful shapes, some of which make it impossible for them to even go ‘home,’ if you call Earth your home.” He shook his head. “You said it yourself a moment ago. The humans out here — the Pakrani, the Lushi, the Kuchini, the Mazjeet and the rest — we and the Resalq are fighting for our own space. This is where we live, and to us it’s worth the fight. To the people of Earth and Mars, the Deep Sky is just a weird backwater full of freaks and yokels. A place to levy taxes and grow even richer, the way emperors and pharaohs in the ancient world levied tributes from the kingdoms they overran.”

        “History only repeats itself,” Marin said philosophically. “The colonies of most empires go through this phase. America, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, if I remember their history correctly ... and I confess I skipped a lot of classes. Earth history never interested me too much until they got to the late twenty-second century.”

        “The Age of Human Expansionism,” Travers quoted with a brash grin. Marin gave him a curious look and he shrugged. “I went to school.” He paused. “Once or twice.”

        “And the late twenty-second had all the best stories in the history cubes,” Shapiro said amusedly, even indulgently. “All the biggest shipwrecks, the sleeper ships, the weirdest new worlds, the early Weimann meltdowns, the worst starship crashes, the longest journeys. What an age it must have been.”

        “There’s an ancient Chinese axiom,” Marin said with a chuckle.

        “I know it, and it’s actually a curse.” Shapiro stood aside to let the gurney drift out of the car and into the big, half-lit and always windy terminal. “May you live in interesting times.”

        “I prefer the Resalq version,” Marin said thoughtfully. “They say, ‘He who lives in interesting times makes dangerous reading.’ Meaning, yesterday’s heroes are today’s icons ... emulating them can land you in deep shit.”

        Five other cars were arriving and departing from other sections of the vast Fleet compound. Several hundred people milled about in orderly chaos between the transit cars and the dozen elevators which were ranked along both sides of the terminal. The medics flanked Berglun and the security people took station at front and rear as Shapiro steered his party to the code-access lift at the extreme right of the rank. The terminal was a study in blue-gray plascrete. 

        Sixty meters of shock-proofing buried it; the ground right around it was hollowed out with service bays, crash bunkers, fallout shelters, the nuke store, hangars and secure facilities, and the Administration building soared more than two hundred levels above ground. Theoretically, a ship the size of a TransColonial clipper could suffer a reactor scram and hard land here, flattening the building, and this underground would survive even though half the city of Sark would be radioactive cinders. 

        The whole installation was designed and built with war in mind, and it was one hundred and fifteen years old. Marin paused to consider the horrific cynicism of this as Shapiro punched in his code and the special elevator opened. The interior was as blue-gray as the rest of the terminal. The doors were silent, heavy with a generous eight centimeters of armor, and a surveillance camera zoomed onto each face in Shapiro’s party. The general showed his own face clearly and allowed a few seconds before he keyed for his floor.

        Marin might have expected the lift to go up, but it sank like a brick. He counted five basement levels before the deck under his feet lurched in a moment of freefall, and the armored doors opened onto a wide, deep, uniformly bright and utterly sterile cavern.

        The lab was the size of an aircraft hangar, and Shapiro was expected. Now, he stood back and let the medics and the security squad take Berglun on, steering the gurney into a glass-walled room which was promptly sealed behind them. A mess of hoses, reminiscent of a drunken octopus, dribbled out of mechanisms set in the ceiling; the transparent walls were lined with machines, screens and several live threedees. Two specialists were set up and waiting for Berglun, and both were gowned as if for surgery.

        Marin’s flesh crawled as if his veins were full of ants. He rubbed his arms and deliberately did not look into the room as Shapiro led the way around the glass perimeter to a small, dark alcove. The lab was much too similar to the facilities in which he had struggled to survive after the calamity on the Argos. Even an ordinary infirmary made his flesh crawl, and a hospital, much less a medical laboratory, made his hair feel as if it were trying to stand on end. 

        The dark little recess off one side of the lab might have been a lounge and was certainly set up with an autochef, a threedee and a series of couches. Marin was passably comfortable there, and settled to wait it out, but Travers was aware of his disquiet and came close, stayed close, one hand on Marin’s shoulder. His eyes were wide, dark. One brow rose in a silent question: are you okay? Marin forced a smile to his lips. 

        He laid his hand over Travers’s for a moment, and gave him a nod of genuine thanks. The momentary warmth, the tiny, fleeting intimacy, was worth more than he could have described. Travers was far from convinced, but he gave Marin the benefit of the doubt as the surgical squad set up in the lab. Marin tried not to watch.

        “I thought you told Grant you don’t have an interrogation squad,” Travers was saying dubiously as Marin distracted himself with the autochef, punching up coffee for three, and a shot of whisky for his own. 

        “I don’t.” Shapiro sank into the couch opposite the glass room. He took his coffee from Marin with a grunt of thanks, but was intent on the scene inside those soundproof, shockproof and probably bulletproof walls. “You’re watching Surgeon Hudson Cho and Chief Medical Officer Joyce Karlin, formerly of the carrier Dauntless, who is a very old friend of mine doing me a very great favor today.”

        “But those bastards are getting ready to take Frank Berglun apart,” Marin said acidly. “He won’t tell what he knows willingly, and he’s so far gone with the Hamilton-Scalzo crap, you might kill him before you get what you want.”
        “They’re here,” Shapiro corrected, “to try to prevent that. I’ve no desire to see Berglun die. As far as he knows, he’s a hero, doing the dangerous and the reckless for his cause. The war. As far as Omaru is concerned, he’s a hero.”

        “He’s also loaded to the eyeballs with the data you want,” Marin observed. “Where are the arms coming from, where are they going, and what’s Omaru buying?”

        Travers stepped closer, breathing coffee vapors, and frowned at the scene in the lab. “I thought we knew the answer to two of those questions already, and I don’t see the importance of the third.”

        “Really?” Shapiro accorded Travers a faint smile. “You’re a soldier, lieutenant, and a damned good one. Leave the dirty-handed subterfuge, the doublethink, even the triple-think, to agents and operatives who don’t have any qualm about having their genetics rewritten for the job.” He gestured at the lab with his mug. “As to where the arms are coming from —”

        “Halfway, in Freespace,” Travers said promptly. “We almost had Sergei van Donne, there’s your supplier.

        “He’s certainly a supplier,” Shapiro agreed. “But Halfway is a ramshackle, jury-rigged, welded-together platform built of old ships, wreckage, salvage, anything useful coming their way, parked safely outside the jurisdiction of Fleet or any colonial authority. You’ve never been there?”

        “I have,” Marin said quietly. “Just once, and on business.”

        “Dendra Shemiji business,” Travers guessed.

        Marin nodded, but would make no other comment. Even if Shapiro had demanded details, he would have talked in ellipses to avoid telling the details of the job itself.

        “I’ve never been there,” Shapiro was saying, “but I know Halfway well enough. Privateers, mercenaries, thieves, smugglers, hackers, and much worse, work with impunity out of Halfway. As soon as the frontier moves outward and Fleet increases its range or a colony extends the borders of its client space, they fire up six of the biggest Weimann modules you have ever seen and they move Halfway further out. We’re never going to touch them, and knowing they’re safe puts them at liberty to do anything at all.” He gave Travers a glance. “But the one thing they don’t do is operate factories. They don’t build weapons systems, they don’t manufacture explosives. 

        “In fact they don’t manufacture anything at all. They’re just a warehouse, Lieutenant. They transship, and their stock in trade is contraband, sometimes salvage, cargoes and warloads taken off ships which died in the Rabelais Drift. Your Captain Vaurien would have salvaged the Intrepid with considerable joy, and the spoils would have vanished into Halfway before they showed up again on Omaru. This was his intention, when I ... dropped in on you at Sherratt’s house.”

        He paused for a moment to watch the lab, where the surgeons had begun work on Berglun. Marin chanced a single glance into the white, antiseptic room, long enough to notice the details. Berglun had been put onto life support machines. He was awake now; his hands were moving in uncoordinated fashion, he was gesturing this way and that. Did he still believe he was on Velcastra, and this was Fairview Memorial? 

        “The interesting thing is,” Shapiro mused, talking almost to himself though Marin hung on every word, “we’ve kept an inventory of everything we lost to the Hellgate wreckers and the privateers. We know where most of it went, and we interrupted the salvage of the Intrepid, so none of her warload or her gunships or fighters will be coming onto the open market. To the best of our knowledge, the warehouses in Halfway are empty.”

        Inside the big soundproof cubicle, a shot was pumped into the IV tube. Frank Berglun ceased to gesture. His limbs relaxed, limp as noodles, while one surgeon measured his vital signs and the other set up a camera, over his face. 

        Intent on the lab, Shapiro turned on and adjusted the threedee. Berglun’s face appeared, framed in the shimmering globe. “So the question is, where are the goods coming from ... and what are they?” He settled back to watch the threedee. “Interested, Travers? You should be. You and Lieutenant Marin are headed out on assignment in a few days, as soon as Kristyn Bauer gets back to Borushek with a certain of body of data.”

        “She went out to Omaru, to the blockade,” Marin said quickly. 

        “The Chryse rendezvoused with the super-carrier Kiev,” Shapiro corrected, peering into the threedee.   

        “The Kiev’s on the far-side patrol, other side of Hellgate,” Travers growled. “Vaurien said there’s a ‘situation’ brewing aboard, but he wasn’t interested to find out what.”

        “Damn. Vaurien has contacts aboard?” The remark drew Shapiro away from the threedee. “He’s right, there’s a ‘situation,’ as he put it. And she was on the far-side until four days ago.”

        “So where is she now?” Marin tried vainly not to watch the threedee as the surgeons wheeled in a VR hookup. “So that’s what they’re doing here,” he said, mostly to himself. “If Berglun has developed a bad vee-ree habit, let’s see him tell the difference between a VR world and reality. What’s the sim, General?”

        “Mont Katerine, right under the comm-relays. If you recall, I had you transmit a full-spectrum scan of the place in the afternoon. When Grant informed me of Berglun’s little problem, I sent your scan data on ahead of us. Cho and Karlin have been working in cahoots with a VR-sim technician from the flight trainers.” He gave Marin a frown. “I told Grant, I don’t have an interrogation squad, not as such. There are times when we must have information, Lieutenant, but you’re thinking about bright lights and rubber hoses. A very long time ago, all that became just a time-consuming self-indulgence for sadists.” He nodded at the lab. “A good vee-ree sim is more than adequate, in the vast majority of cases. Berglun falls well inside of the limits for this kind of interrogation. 

        “And as for the Kiev, your information is a little out of date. I pulled her out of Hellgate,” Shapiro said tersely. “I’ve sent her to the Omaru blockade.”

        A certain sinking feeling began to make itself uncomfortably felt in Marin’s belly. “And Travers and I are headed out on assignment in a few days, as soon as General Bauer gets back with this ‘body of data’ of yours? Oh, Christ.”

        For the moment Shapiro was satisfied and swiveled away from the little drama being played out in the lab. “This is the work you signed with me for. It’s what you’re good at, it’s why I hired you instead of just arresting you so fast Sherratt’s people wouldn’t have enough time to spirit you away.”

        “I know.” Marin closed his eyes for a second and summoned an old, old Resalq routine to calm the clamor of anger. “So what’s going on aboard the Kiev?”

        “I have no idea,” Shapiro admitted, “but I believe you and Travers are going to bring back critical data and brief me. I have enough Intelligence to pull the Kiev
out of Hellgate and put her in a relatively safe place, on a plausible assignment, where I can see her. My information is, Sergei van Donne has contacts on the Kiev. He’s had many dealings with certain individuals among the crew.”

        “Supply, demand and middleman.” Marin drained his mug. “So you’re picking Berglun’s brains for confirmation.”

       “More for the colonial end of the chain, and what they’re buying.” Shapiro leaned over and turned up the threedee’s audio. A whisper of voices issued from the lab. “What the goods could be is the best question. My information is, they’re coming from the Kiev, but the Kiev isn’t a factory either. If a corrupt element in the carrier’s command corps was supplying the colonial wars, before long they would be transmitting a resupply request. And I’d know about it. The request would be processed through my office, right here.”

        “And it hasn’t happened?” Travers traded glances with Marin over Shapiro’s head. 

        “Not yet, and it should have, since van Donne has been dealing with agents from all over the colonies, not merely Omaru.” Shapiro watched the threedee closely now. The procedure was underway. “This is the reason Kristyn Bauer is on the Kiev at this moment. She’s in a routine conference with the carrier’s captain, Colonel Alexis Rusch. The business is just a Fleet Justice Division red-tape tangle. I tangled it myself.”

        “Is it wise to put an investigator from FJD aboard?” Marin wondered. “If anyone aboard the Kiev gets even a glimpse of this assignment you’re handing us —”

        “Colonel Rusch is not being made privy to our knowledge of the situation,” Shapiro assured him. “Relax. I’m not fool enough to put you in jeopardy before you even go aboard.”

        “I’m relieved to hear it,” Travers muttered.

        Shapiro nailed him with a hard look. “Why don’t you two try crediting me with a little sense? I was smart enough to tail you all the way from Hellgate, slippery enough to jump you out of the sensor blind. I’ve been playing this game since before you two were born. I think I’ve learned enough to stay one step ahead of van Donne and Frank Berglun ... and possibly Colonel Alexis Rusch.”

        “Possibly?” Marin pounced. “You’re not sure the captain’s involved?”

        “Not yet,” Shapiro said offhandly. “I’m hoping for this data to be available when you and Travers return. It’s a mistake to assume the whole command hierarchy is involved.”

        “If they’re shipping weapons systems out, wholesale,” Travers began truculently.

        “But, are they doing that?” Marin demanded. “If there’s been no resupply order from the Kiev
—”

        “Maybe it’s in the system right now,” Travers suggested.

       “Perhaps.” Shapiro made dismissive gestures. “If it is, of course your assignment is canceled. But I have a feeling. A hunch. Indulge me for a while. It’ll be a week or so before Kristyn Bauer returns, and until her data is processed you can’t be properly briefed.” He looked the younger men up and down appreciatively. “You did good work on Velcastra. I was about to offer you a few days’ furlough. I’m well aware how I ate up your last leave, and no one knows how long you’ll be aboard the Kiev. It could be a week, a month, a year. Take the time, get out of comm range so I can’t get in your faces. Enjoy.”

        “We will,” Travers growled. 

        Marin was eager to leave, and making subtle movements toward the lift, when an insistent tone blipped in the threedee globe. The sound was shrill enough to demand his attention and he turned back to the display with a clench in the pit of his belly. Berglun’s vital signs were displayed in the top-right of the globe; and his brain activity had just flatlined. 

        The body was on life support but the brain had quit. Marin knew only a little about Hamilton-Scalzo Disease, but he knew enough to recognize the classic pattern of death. In the lab, Cho, Karlin and the two medics attending them were withdrawing the hookup filaments and pumping drugs into the IV tube. Berglun was not responding. 

        The flatline continued, no matter what chemical and electrical stimulation were applied to the brain. The cardiac monitor began to show erratic readings as the drugs impacted on the entire body, but the brain was gone, and after five endless minutes of struggle, Surgeon Cho stepped back from the table and looked right into the lens feeding Shapiro’s threedee.

        “That’s it, Harry. You’re not going to get any more from him. Everything was recorded, there’s a good wedge for Intelligence to take apart, but the only thing we can do with him now is organize a decent funeral.”

        “Damn,” Shapiro breathed. “You did your best, I saw every moment, and I’m grateful. Joyce, can you hear me?”

        Surgeon Karlin stepped up to the lens. “Right here, Harry. Do you want the life support discontinued?”

        “If you pull the plug, he’s dead?” Shapiro asked, making sure.

        “He’ll linger on, comatose, for a while,” she told him. “A few hours, a day or so, while the brain function dwindles to nothing. We were monitoring his higher brain functions ... thought patterns.” Karlin shrugged. “He’s a sad case, but remember, he shot himself in the foot. You don’t catch Hamilton-Scalzo by staying home playing strip-mahjong and smoking bel-grass.”

        “He was dead on his feet, Harry,” Cho added, “even before your man shot him. And put the lieutenant’s mind at rest: the wound was inconsequential.” 

        “And the shot I gave him when we got him in the plane?” Travers asked darkly.

        He was just at the edge of the threedee’s pickup. Framed in the globe, Cho’s eyes turned toward him. “Also of no consequence, Lieutenant. Mr. Berglun was a walking time bomb. From what I saw here, I’d have to guess his next vee-ree session would have been his last, no matter where it took place. And this was it.”

        “That’s too bad,” Shapiro said gravely. He got to his feet, hands in pockets. “Thank you, Hudson, Joyce. I appreciate your giving your time and taking these risks with me. Do you want to come up to my office and review the data? I can offer you lunch on the desk while you show me what you got from him.”   

        “I’ll go for that.” Joyce Karlin shrugged out of the green smock and straightened the collar of a pale yellow shirt. “Hudson?”

        “I’ll be right behind you,” Cho agreed. “I want to make arrangements for Berglun to be taken up to the Infirmary.”

        “No,” Shapiro said quickly. “Have him transferred to the courier Juno. She’s available, and I know the crew.” He addressed his security people now; Sakita and Mayol had remained close to Berglun in the lab, and even now, when he was technically dead, they had not left his side. “Get him back to Velcastra as fast as you can,” Shapiro told them. “Keep him on life support till you make orbit. Get him into citybottom. Use his ID to hire a car. Park it in the lot under a dream shop and leave him in it. Leave his ID on him, and make sure he has the return ticket to Omaru in his pocket. Dominguez Tac will find him soon enough and contact the family.”

        “Neat and tidy,” Marin observed sourly. 

        “It has to be,” Travers remonstrated. “They’re putting their necks on the Confederation’s chopping block. 

       “And Berglun’s brain would have short-circuited on his next hookup,” Cho added. “It’s just too bad it had to happen here. But don’t feel responsible, Lieutenant Marin. Nothing you and Lieutenant Travers did hastened his death. Berglun’s been killing himself, a small piece at a time, for years. I only wish I knew why people do this to themselves.”

        “Sakita, Mayol, take him up to the Juno directly,” Shapiro said in a dark, resigned voice. “Report back to me when you’re done.”

        On those words he turned off the threedee, stalked away to the elevator and waited there for Cho and Karlin. The surgeons were grave indeed, and between Joyce Karlin’s thumb and forefinger was a single datacube. “This is it, Harry. It’s not much, but it’s enough, if I’m second-guessing you correctly.”
        He took the cube from her, cast one glance back into the lab, where the security men and the medics were preparing Berglun for transportation, and then stepped into the elevator without a word.

        It rose fast and for a long time, and the armor doors opened this time onto a level far above the Fleet compound, where the city of Sark sprawled around the plascrete wasteland, as far as the horizon, and the tropical sky was sullen beyond the vast windows of a suite of private offices. 

        This was Shapiro’s personal space. Despite the months Marin had lived on the base and even inside this building, he had never been so high in the Administration tower. Few people had the security clearance to get up to these levels, and Shapiro had spent the last eighteen months weeding his staff, systematically replacing them with men and women whose allegiance was purely colonial. The only Earth-born faces one would see up here now belonged to Richard Vaurien, who had been in the Deep Sky all his adult life, and Kristyn Bauer, who was a law unto herself. Marin had made it his business to know about her; and with
Dendra Shemiji’s far-reaching contacts it was easy to find out what he wanted.

        The general was a career lawyer, born in the city of Chicago on Earth itself, but work brought her out to Santorini when a Fleet tender was involved in a serious accident where hundreds of civilians were killed, a city irradiated. Santorini was settled by second- and third-generation Pakrani colonists; the world was very much like Earth, save for its slightly higher gravity and slightly warmer climates. And Santorini as a world got rich, providing services to freighters plying between the Middle Heavens and the Deep Sky. Kristyn Bauer was assigned a Santorinae legal assistant for the long, difficult case she was fighting. His name was Mike Quinn, and he was Pakrani to the marrow of his bones, like Jazinsky. Quinn was the father of both Kristyn Bauer’s daughters. They married on Santorini twenty-two years before, and Bauer made the bad mistake of trying to take her family home to Chicago.

        She could never have seen the ugly mask put on by home colonies people when they were confronted by half-caste children, or she would have stayed out on Santorini. Her own family dispossessed her, the community despised her. The daughters were barely old enough to walk, and they were already the lowest form of life in Chicago. In the hearts of Earth’s major cities, colonials were rare on the street, and reengineered colonials were virtually unknown. Bauer and Quinn were both lawyers with exemplary qualifications, but Quinn found no work in the civilian sector, and Bauer found herself under subtle pressure from Fleet to leave Earth.

        They wanted to retain her services — she was good enough to have saved Fleet a vast fortune in damages and compensation on Santorini — but on Earth she was an embarrassment to the service. She was a colonel who attracted stares, dirty jokes and bad press whenever she showed her face at a Fleet function, and on the occasions when an officer’s family had to be officially recognized it only got worse. 

        Not being a fool, Kristyn Bauer struck a deal. She would have the promotion she had earned, years early, and she would work as a liaison with Earth, never quite severing ties; but she would never take her family back there. She walked out of the Fleet Chicago base as a full general; in her wallet were first-class TransColonial one-way tickets for four, to Santorini, and in her belly was a hatred for her birth-world which had barely begun to mellow in twenty years. Kristyn Bauer may be technically native to Earth, but she was as colonial as Harrison Shapiro and anyone else who found his or her way into the office high in the Fleet building which towered over Sark. 

        Since the death of his wife, Shapiro almost lived here and he had made himself comfortable. The annex had been fitted out as bedroom and full bathroom; the inner office had a wealth of lounge space under the vast windows, and his working space was a desk the size of a parking lot, with four separate threedees, one of which was a personal terminal on a discrete, private uplink. 

        In the corner stood an autochef, and Shapiro waved at it with invitations to make free with it, as he disappeared into his bathroom. Marin was not hungry. He and Travers had not eaten since breakfast aboard the Wastrel, but any proximity to a med-lab was guaranteed to banish appetite. By contrast, Travers always seemed to be hungry, and Marin approved. He had the physique, the lean muscles, that burned a lot of energy. 

        A holo of Shapiro’s wife stood on one side of the vast desk. On the wall opposite were framed studies of a half dozen ships. Shapiro had served on them all, on his way up through the Fleet. Marin was less interested in the ships than in the woman. The face was not at all beautiful; the bones were Kuchini, he thought, the jaw square, the nose prominent, the eyes direct, arresting even in the picture. The secret of Lauren Russell-Shapiro’s attraction was in those eyes. At once Marin saw intelligence and compassion, and no shortage of either. She was blond, not white-blonde like Jazinsky, but gold-blonde, and the color went well with the dark suntan of a woman who had been native to the tropics for years and had not let the hot, humid climate imprison her in front of an a/c unit.

        “What’re you looking at?” Travers’s voice asked from Marin’s shoulder, startling him.

        “Shapiro’s wife.” The scent of almond chicken taunted Marin’s nose but did not arouse any real appetite. Karlin and Cho were at the ’chef now, but Marin remained intent on the woman in the picture. “Do you know how she died?”

        “She’s dead?” Travers seemed surprised.

        “For some time,” Marin affirmed. “You didn’t hear Shapiro’s ‘rest her soul’ remark?”

        “It must have slipped by me.” Travers chewed methodically on a mouthful of food and frowned at the holo. “She’s not what I might have expected. Kuchini.”

        “You got something against the Kuchini?” Marin turned to him, leaned against the edge of the desk and regarded Travers with a faint, indulgent smile.

        Travers gestured with the fork. “Not really. But every time I look into a Kuchini face, I’m reminded of Roy Neville.”

        “Not all Kuchini are bastards,” Marin said quietly. 

        “I didn’t say they were,” Travers agreed mildly. “But I’d have expected Shapiro to choose someone ... I don’t know. Beautiful.”

        “She was beautiful,” Shapiro’s voice said from the bathroom as he stepped out in time to catch Travers’s remark. “Beauty isn’t all on the surface, Lieutenant. If you live long enough, you’ll come to learn that. And besides, I’ll defy you to get a definition of beauty wide enough to please everyone.”

        “It’s in the eye of the beholder,” Marin suggested.

        “No offense intended, sir,” Travers said quickly. “She was a very handsome woman. I was actually thinking, she wouldn’t blend in too well with the social scene here on Borushek.” He gestured at the windows, and beyond, the sprawl of the city. “If you’re not built like a rail, with electrocuted hair, you better get yourself into the nearest gene shop and get re-engineered.”

        “Perhaps,” Shapiro said wryly, “the quality I admired most about Lauren was the courage to be herself in a world where the herd was all stampeding, as you said, to the gene shop.” He gave the holo a smile. “We were in the service when we met, not flirting with Sark society. It was a different world.” He stirred deliberately before memory could snare him, and lifted a brow at Joyce Karlin. “You have the Berglun data cube?”

        It dropped into the threedee as Travers pulled a chair up to the end of the desk and began to eat. Marin stood behind him, both hands on his shoulders, enjoying the familiar warmth of him. Shapiro had ordered some local kind of ragout. As far as Marin was concerned, the food in Sark was hot enough to be classified as a chemical hazard, and even Shapiro, who had spent his whole life in the region, wore a faint sweat as the spices hit him.

        In the threedee sphere, they were watching the VR simulation: the side of Mont Katherine was so faithfully reproduced in the multioptics, Berglun would have been convinced. The sky was sullen, a light snow fell, the city was a glittering carpet and both the Chev Viente and the Kotaro-Fuente lighter stood under the comm-relay pylons.

        There, the simulation began to change from reality. Berglun’s most recent memories had been suppressed with myazen. Anything he recalled of the gunfight, the flight across Mont Katerine, getting into the Yamazake Eclipse and receiving the shot which put him out, was effectively erased. The rendezvous under the Dominguez comm-relays was happening for the first time, in his mind.  

        The scene was displayed from Berglun’s point of view, and Marin watched with dreadful fascination as a figure stepped out of the lighter and raised its digital hand in greeting. It was not Sergei van Donne, and at once Berglun knew something was wrong. In the vee-ree fantasy, he spoke out loud. His physical voice had been recorded, overlaid on the sim, and on playback Berglun became part of the production. 

        “You’re not van Donne,” he said. His voice was guttural, low, slurred. His physical body was deeply drugged and seriously ill, and he sounded like a man on his deathbed. Marin listened hard, trying to make out the words, and a moment later subtitle text appeared in the threedee globe. The computer had already deciphered the quiet, slurred words. “Where’s van Donne?” Berglun wanted to know.

        The digital character standing under the wing of the lighter was tall, dark haired, with an attractive but instantly forgettable face. He was in casual street clothes, typical of any city in the Deep Sky, dark pants, a deep-blue jacket with silver chevrons in the shoulders. He might have walked out of any mall, any holotheater. He lifted both hands out from his sides to display himself as unarmed. “He couldn’t make it. Business.” The voice was carefully neutral, the ‘mongrel’ colonial accent, somewhere between Borushek, Lourand and Pakrenne, common to habitual spacers to whom no world was home any longer.

        Berglun hesitated. “What kind of business?”
        “A cargo. You know Sergei.”

        “I know he was supposed to be here. This is business,” Berglun slurred. “I arranged to meet Sergei. Who the hell are you?”
        “His partner.” The digitoid stepped closer, hands still up and empty. “Danny Vincenzo. He must have told you about me.”

        “Not a word. I didn’t even know he had a partner.” Berglun’s voice was filled with suspicion.

        The digitoid was smooth as silk. Vincenzo shrugged and smiled easily. “Yeah, well, that’s Sergei for you. If you’re not close enough to be in bed with him, you’re not important. Hey, I’ve only been his partner for a few months. Gimme time, let me grow on the man.” He stepped into the backwash of the searchlights under the pylons. “How long you and him been doin’ business?”

         “Four, six weeks.” Berglun had begun to relax. “So what’s so fuckin’ important that van Donne can’t make this meet?” 

        Vincenzo chuckled. “Your stuff has to come from somewhere, you understand? The pipeline’s got two ends, and one end gets stuffed before anything comes out the other.”

       “He’s arranging to make a pickup,” Berglun concluded. He also stepped into the light, leaving behind the cover of the Chev. “Okay. I suppose I can trust you.”

        “You better had,” Vincenzo chuckled. “My neck’s on the line here. I didn’t come to Velcastra for my health. So.” He lowered his hands. “Let’s do business. You want to get in out of the cold? I got a halfway decent Pakrenne Ouzo, if you’re interested.”

        “After you,” Berglun invited.

        The scene shifted with him as he followed the digitoid through the side hatch and into a warm cabin with four seats, one of which was already occupied. 

        The man was raven-dark, with a shaggy, uncut mane, honey-gold skin and thick gold rings in both ears. His skinthin was also skin-toned, and at first glance he appeared disturbingly naked. In his ear was a combug, on his right cheek the familiar Maori tattoos of the fighter unit which called itself Los Hachazos. Sergei van Donne was famous for wearing the unit tattoo, and at a glimpse of it, Berglun seemed to settle.

        “Who’s your friend?” he asked of Vincenzo.

        “My copilot, my partner.” Vincenzo chuckled. “My squeeze. Ravi d’Silva. He flew with Sergei for Fleet, you see?” He slid an arm around the other man’s waist, took the lobe of one ringed ear into his mouth and sucked it deliberately before he outlined the Maori tattoo with his tongue. 

        Ravi purred like a big cat, but deliberately pushed him away and stood. “Business first, Danny, it’s your balls if you screw this one up, you heard Sergei.”

        “I heard him.” Vincenzo palmed the copilot’s shapely backside for a moment and then let him go. “Sergei wants business, we do business. Afterwards, what we do ... has nothing to do with van Donne, right?”
        “Whatever you say.” Ravi was watching Berglun with the dark, heavy-lidded eyes of deliberate seduction, while Vincenzo organized the seating in the cramped space of the cabin.

        The forward seats swiveled; a lap table folded down. Vincenzo slid in first, and from a compartment under the seat produced a blue flask and three shot glasses. Ravi sat beside him, and as Berglun took his place opposite the Ouzo slopped into the glasses. 

        “So.” Vincenzo settled back. The seat squeaked under him. “Tell me what you want, I’ll tell you what we got.”

        A range of receptors was triggered in Berglun’s brain as he tried the booze and his physical voice was hoarse. He was intent on Ravi as he said, “I told van Donne last time.”

        “So tell me.” Vincenzo grinned. “I didn’t write it down, and I wasn’t listenin’ too hard.” 

        “You’re just filling me up with faith in your operation,” Berglun said disdainfully. Ravi shifted around in his seat, the better to display the contours of his body, and Berglun was powerfully distracted. “Sergei trusts you?”

        “He trusts me enough to go find out what the hell you want, and give you what we got,” Vincenzo said imperturbably. “Shit, Berglun, it’s just a shopping spree. Look, you want your stuff or not?”

        “I want it.” Berglun finished the Ouzo. “I told him last time what I was here for. You got the cubes for me?”

        “Man, I got so many cubes, I don’t even know what they are.” Vincenzo sounded pained. “You’re gonna have to be more specific, or you’ll wind up with the Freefall Kama Sutra, or Weimann Physics For Beginners.” He reached for another Ouzo, draped an arm around Ravi’s shoulders and chuckled. “Hey, do me a favor, meet me halfway here.”

        “Christ, I don’t believe this.” Berglun was exasperated. “The cubes I want are blueprints. I came here to take delivery of the plans for the complete Marauder weapons system. Sergei swore up and down he’d have them. He was specific, he knew exactly where to get them, said he’d have them ten days ago.”

        “Stop your whining, Berglun.” The digitoid’s smile hardened. “I got your goddamned cubes. I never said I didn’t. The one thing Sergei drilled into my skull was the price. He also said, you come across with the credits, Berglun, or you don’t make it out of here. End of story.” He disentangled himself from Ravi and leaned across the table. 

        “I’ve got your credits.” Berglun hesitated, eyes flicking toward the copilot, whose seductive look had darkened to the rich, lush promise of the StarCity Companion. Berglun was breathing heavily, sweating lightly. “Let me see the cubes. What kind of a moron do you take me for?”
        “No kind of a moron,” Vincenzo said offhandly. He nudged Ravi with one elbow. “You think the man looks like a moron? It takes guts to do what you’re doing. I never said you were a fool.”

        “Then let me see the cubes.”

        With a brash grin, the digitoid reached into his pocket and produced a set of five, in a black enamel case. Ravi chuckled, leaned back and stretched the skinthin taut over his chest, displaying well-worked muscles and the pebble-like peaks of his nipples.

        “You two ... you’ve had me on a string the whole time,” Berglun accused.

        “Just havin’ some fun.” The cube case clattered into the lap table. “There’s your deal, Berglun. Sergei got ’em ten days ago, like he said ... and it wasn’t easy. You have any idea what we go through to come by these?”

        “Give me a break,” Berglun mocked. “I know exactly where they come from, and there’s no risk in it for you people. Sergei’s Fleet contacts run all the risks, and even then, it’s not as dangerous as hacking college memory to raise your grades. The Kiev’s been so long on the other side of Hellgate, the command corps must be as stir crazy as the crew deck grunts.”

        “Yeah, well, maybe we have to run the gauntlet of Tactical now and then,” the digitoid said smoothly, improvising with all the aplomb of the mainbrain running the sim, “and maybe we get boarded, maybe we have to shoot our way out now and then, and somebody gets bled.” He pushed the cube case toward Berglun. “Let’s see your money, and then you either lighten up or get the hell off my ship. You got no sense of humor, Berglun. You wore out my patience. If Ravi didn’t want your ass — and God knows why he does, he’s welcome to it — I’d toss you outside right now.”

        As Vincenzo spoke, it produced a handy, unfolded it and slapped it down before Berglun. The sim’s point of view tilted down, focused on the bright, palm-sized screen and zoomed a little. Framed neatly in the handy was the too-familiar user-interface of AtransaBank. 

        “A generous tip,” Ravi’s deep, exotic voice said teasingly, “will always be remembered ... in services.”

        The sim froze for a moment. Vincenzo sat waiting, waiting, his face immobile, his eyes blinking, fingertips drumming a tattoo on the lap table. Seconds stretched on, and at last Joyce Karlin said, 

        “That’s it, Harry. That’s seizure-point. He flatlined and the sim went onto standby.”

        “So that’s what they’re smuggling,” Shapiro said softly. “Just data, pure data. The manufacture of the Marauder weapons system will take place in factories on Omaru or whatever colony. The Kiev isn’t shipping the goods wholesale ... they’re smuggling classified blueprints, so there’s never any resupply requisition, and yet Fleet has been flying against our own weapons systems for months now.”

        Military espionage was just as serious a crime as gun running, Marin knew. The smugglers on the Kiev had to know they would be looking into a firing squad if they were picked up, but for years they had been on far-side duty, with all of Hellgate between them and the rest of Fleet. It was the ultimate hiding place, and they must have come to believe themselves untouchable.

        Hudson Cho reached over and turned off the playback. The threedee returned to routine streaming data from the Fleet base, covering everything from arrivals and departures to crew schedules and the weather forecast. “I don’t know how much more he could have told you anyway,” Cho mused. “Only where he’s from, who he works for, and you should be able to simply access half of that.”

        “We did.” Shapiro had finished eating, and sat back in the big swivel chair with a tall glass of something cold. “Berglun is a citizen of HydralisCity. Lives in the Hoffman sector, ninety floors up in the Zabou-Meyer building. He was a designer for CyberZabou, one of the front line industrial drone manufacturers. Most of the drones Fleet operates are C-Zab. His roommate is also listed as his lover, the sole beneficiary in his will. One Royce Fernando Searls, 36 years of age ... and Searls is an undersecretary in a very major government office in Hydralis.”

        “He’s going to be collecting on the will,” Travers observed. 

        “And he won’t be in the slightest surprised,” Shapiro added. “Berglun has been treated, cured, and released from various hospitals four times, following episodes of Hamilton-Scalzo Disease. The third time, specialists at the HydralisNorthwayHospital threatened to have him certified mentally ill if he was readmitted for treatment for the same condition.”

        “So he checked into another hospital?” Marin guessed.

        “He was treated for the last time at Elstrom’s City Central, Velcastra,” Shapiro affirmed, “and according to their records, they warned him, it was doubtful he would make a full recovery.”

        Marin grunted in disgust. “So he promptly goes out slumming and gets himself re-infected. What an idiot.”
        “He had an addictive-compulsive personality disorder,” Cho said with a shrug. “It’s much more common than you might think. A couple of centuries ago, the Near Sky was riddled with Angel abuse. The drug is still on the list of dangerous, controlled substances today, but in those days the first dose was a long-term, eventual death sentence, and still people used it by choice. Frank Berglun would have been one of them.” He sat back and gave Shapiro a resigned look. “I’m sorry, Harry. We reviewed your medic’s data before we set up. Bill Grant’s a good man, I’d hire him on myself, tomorrow. Joyce and I talked about committing Berglun for treatment before putting on our little vee-ree show, but the fact is, a fifth treatment regimen would have killed him before you even got to ask him the name of his attorney! You’re only supposed to go through that once.”

        “I understand, and I’m grateful.” Shapiro made dismissive gestures. “I got pretty much what I wanted anyway. I could have used a little more about Berglun’s contacts on Omaru ... but I have a feeling the man we want to be talking to is the lover, Fernando Searls. He’s in government. That’s a pretty good connection, and my people will take it from there.”

        “In that case —” Karlin checked her watch. “I’d like to get back to my vacation before suddenly I’m right back aboard ship!”

        “Be my guest.” Shapiro stood. “Will you both join me for dinner tonight? I know a few good restaurants neither of you have seen.”

        Marin stopped listening as the three began to talk shop. He punched up coffee and withdrew to the vast windows as the engine noise of a heavy lifter taking off from the Fleet outfield made the plastex panels shudder. A sternflare labored up into the overcast; cloudbase was lowering every hour and the sky looked forbidding. Travers was at his shoulder a moment later, and Marin indulged himself in the small luxury of physical closeness. 

        “I thought Mark was due in today,” Travers mused.

        “He is.” Marin glanced at his chrono. “In fact, he’s late. And yes, he’s got my fascination piqued.”

        Just as the Wastrel was shipping out to Velcastra, they had taken a call. The comm system reported its origins simply as Beacon 514, which made the ears prick up. Where the hell was Mark, or where had he been, if he was transmitting from a place so far off the beaten track, the only locational marker for the call was a relay station in the Deep Sky comm network. Marin had been fascinated for days, but in the message Mark Sherratt was deliberately evasive. He said he ‘had something for Shapiro’ and he was coming to Borushek. Marin played the message over four times, looking for any Dendra Shemiji code embedded in the dialog or video portion, but there was nothing. Nor was any encrypted file piggybacked on the transmission.

        As the heavy lifter made its way up toward the Fleet docks, at geostationary over the city of Sark, Joyce Karlin and Hudson Cho drifted deliberately toward Shapiro’s door and took their leave. Travers was so eager to get out of the office, he was almost fidgeting, and Marin hid a smile. Too many years in Fleet. That was Travers’s problem — and not enough of that time as an officer, or in the company of officers.

        For himself, Curtis Marin had spent little time on the crew deck. Working cheek by jowl with the tac-team aboard the Outbound Pioneer, he had invested many extra hours in onboard training, three crash-course apprenticeships; and two years into the five year hitch he was a lieutenant. His time on the crew deck in those two years could be counted in hours, and almost all of them asleep. The promotion took him ‘upstairs’ and into officer country. Like most draftees he had never liked officers, and he never learned to trust anyone over the rank of lieutenant. But his interest was high-tech toys; his specialty was weapons systems so sophisticated, they rarely found their way into the hands of ‘grunts’ from the crew deck.

        But contrast, Neil Travers was a solider. His forte was strategy and statistics, handling difficult people in sensitive situations, making things happen fast when those things were bogging down either in red tape or in sheer physical hardship. His work aboard the Intrepid in the last few hours of the super-carrier’s life was exemplary, and Harrison Shapiro knew it. 

        The Intrepid’s officers, and those few from the crew deck who were close to the end of their enlistment and wanted to go home legally, had been debriefed over the space of a week. Others were still periodically involved in debriefing sessions — Hodaka, McLean, Fujioka, Perlman. And Shapiro would have heard the same story a hundred times over. The driving force behind the salvage of the carrier was Travers. She limped out of Hellgate, nine-tenths dead, most of her open to space, the command structures ripped off her back ... yet she got out, she launched her escape pods and everything else that could fly. And loss of life was minimized.

        The service owed Travers, and Marin was certain the promotion papers, the Borushek Fleet warrant, the infrakeys to the Yamazake Eclipse and the apartment thirty-five levels below the roof in the Cordova building in the West Nansen sector was Fleet’s way of acknowledging its debt. That, he added with a certain cynicism, and Harrison Shapiro’s way of securing his investment.

        He had already invested a lifetime’s career and his own personal security, and he was not exaggerating when he said, if the government of Earth ever learned what he and Kristyn Bauer were doing, Confederate agents would hunt them across the Deep Sky. Before they could achieve anything, they needed strong colonial foundations under them, and good friends on whom they could depend if the ax fell.

        To Marin’s knowledge, only two parties had the capability to outrun, outguess and outmaneuver Fleet, and Shapiro had too many enemies in Freespace to ever turn there for help. Richard Vaurien was his only trustee in that camp, and Vaurien was still smoldering with anger. He was perfectly capable of taking the Wastrel, the Earthlight and the Wings of Freedom, and pulling his operation out to Halfway. But Vaurien was a meddler in colonial affairs; and he was a survivor, Marin thought as he turned his back on the view and regarded Shapiro thoughtfully. For Richard Vaurien to prosper, the Deep Sky itself had to survive. And the future was far from certain.

        The general was running the vee-ree sim again, and making quiet notes in a soft undertone, his mouth close to the audio pickup of a handy. The sim was almost finished when the comm interrupted and rather than pausing it, he turned it off. “Shapiro.”

        It was the security squad, two agents and two medics, in charge of Frank Berglun’s remains. “Sakira,” the woman’s voice said from the threedee, which was still showing the last frame of the Mont Katerine sim. “We’re on prelaunch, General.”

        “Have a good flight,” Shapiro said blandly, and as the comm connection cut off he swiveled the chair toward Marin and Travers. “Are you two still here?”

        A chuckle, a gesture at the door with his cup, and Marin said, “You haven’t dismissed us.”

        “Dismissed you?” Shapiro almost sniffed derision at the notion. “That would suggest you gentlemen are actually under my command and subject to my orders.”

        “Nominally, I suppose we are,” Marin admitted.

        “Nominally.” Shapiro cocked his head at Marin. “I don’t think any of us is laboring under any delusions. Captain Vaurien made the situation quite clear. We work together, gentlemen, or we don’t work at all, and I’m very much aware of how much I need your Dendra Shemiji associates.” He waved at the chairs opposite the desk. “Sit, for heaven’s sake, Marin, or is it against your religion?”

        Travers smothered a chuckle. Marin wiped the smile off his face. “Dendra Shemiji isn’t a religion. In fact, the Resalq don’t have anything you’d recognize as a religion. No god, no pantheon.” He gave Travers a glance; Travers nodded. 

        “Figure of speech,” Shapiro admitted. “I spent quite a long time talking with Mark Sherratt and he gave me a pile of files that looks like the required reading for a college degree.”

        “Mark would do that.” Marin sat, and watched Travers take the other chair and cross his long legs. “He loves to teach, he loves his people and remember, to them, the Mare Resalq isn’t the Deep Sky, the frontier, it’s the very bosom of home.”

        “I’m aware of this. And you may be assured, the survival and sovereignty of the Resalq people has the same priority on my agenda as the human colonies themselves.” Shapiro popped the datacube out of his threedee and dropped it into the desk’s security locker. The threedee was running again in moments as he checked base schedules and rosters and the day’s business. His staff had been covering for him and little remained, coded specifically for him. 

        A series of messages was queued on the system and he played them through quickly. Each was time indexed and nothing was of any interest to Marin, until Shapiro reached the 12:22 index and he heard Mark Sherratt’s voice from the threedee. 

        “Mark Sherratt with a personal message for Harrison Shapiro. The Rainbow Voyager is docked at Orleans Station, boom-4,” he said by way of greeting when he found himself talking to a machine. “We’re going to make our way to Marin and Travers’s apartment. Call me tonight if you can, Harrison. It’s important.” 

        “We?” Travers echoed quietly.

        “Could be any one of a dozen people I can think of traveling with him,” Marin murmured. 

        Shapiro lifted a brow. “They’re at your place.”

        “We gave Mark the keycode,” Travers told him, “in case of emergencies. I’m guessing this must be one, because Mark has his own home here.”

        “In Riga, up in North Rainier. I know.” Shapiro selected a code and called out. The remote comm answered, but no human picked up. “They’re probably still en route,” Shapiro mused as the machine picked up at last, and he told it, “Message received, Mark. I have Marin and Travers with me, and we’ll join you.”

        If Sherratt checked messages as soon as he got in, he would make himself at home and wait. The question bothering Marin was why Mark would head for the apartment when he owned a twenty-hectare property on the outskirts of Riga, in some of the most beautiful mountain country on Borushek. A nerve in his belly tightened. 

        Travers watched him get to his feet, and knew him well enough by now to read the misgivings in his body language. “Relax. Mark can look after himself.”

        “I’ve never doubted it,” Marin said quietly. “But he wouldn’t go to our place in Sark unless something was screwed up.”

        “He didn’t mention what his business was about when he called a couple of days ago,” Travers mused.

        “Which in itself was odd.” Marin moistened his lips with the tip of his tongue. “He could have told me what it was about in three or four different ways, without even piggybacking a second-level file.”

        “Dendra Shemiji code,” Travers guessed as he pushed out of the chair. “I wasn’t even looking for a coded message.”

        “I was, and I saw nothing.” Marin’s brow had creased in a frown, and he gave Shapiro a hard, unforgiving look. “How sure are you of your security?”
        The general was on his feet, leaning his weight on both palms on the desk as he studied the younger men. “I’m entrusting my life to my security, Marin. Nothing taking place in this office or on any of my ships is reported or repeated, by anyone or to anyone. I’ve spent the last five years building a core unit, everything from pilots to medics, every one of them a thoroughbred, hand-picked.”

        “Interesting.” Marin digested Shapiro’s claims, taking nothing at face value, underestimating nothing. “Then the trouble probably doesn’t stem from inside this office, Shapiro. But there’s trouble, you can count on it.”

        “I...” Travers patted his ribs and the curve of his back where a pair of sidearms would ride. “I feel a little naked, if you take my meaning.”

        “Well taken,” Shapiro said without hesitation. 

         A small but surprising private armory was stored in a hot-locker adjacent to the office. It opened to Shapiro’s access codes, doors folding back from a shallow, safe-like recess, and every cubic centimeter of space was filled with items from the merely functional to the abstract. The weapons system specialist in Marin wanted to stay and investigate, experiment, but Travers had already taken what they needed.   

        Two Chiyoda machine pistols, six clips of anti-personnel, six clips of demolition rounds. The same mix of ammunition with which the weapons had been loaded for the scene on Mont Katerine. Then Travers reached back into the hot-box for a case of grenades, each the dimensions of his thumb, and a pair of handy-scanners, the top of the line IntelScan models, still available only to Fleet.

        “You’ve taken enough to level the Cordova building,” Shapiro chided. “What are you expecting, Travers?”
        “I have no idea,” Travers said honestly. His blue eyes were bright and Marin saw in them a diamond-hard crackle he recognized of old. He was busy with the sidearm harness. The grenades, he fed one by one into the utility pouches. “You don’t have to come along, Shapiro. In fact, it’s safer if you don’t.”

        “Is it really?” Shapiro leaned into the hot-locker and selected a weapon which fit his hand so well, he had obviously used it before. The Zamfir palm gun was a stealth weapon, firing rounds so tiny and so sharp, often the target did not even realize he had been hit — until the explosive round detonated on contact with bone, or until the drug in the hollow tip reached his central nervous system. 

        Shapiro slid on the safety, pocketed the tiny weapon and gestured at the security elevator. “After you, gentlemen.” Marin was in first and waiting for directions. Without a word, Shapiro punched for up. This elevator opened onto the security area of the rooftop landing facilities. It rose fast, without a sound or vibration. Marin shared a moment’s silent conference with Travers, whose eyes were wide, full of speculation. On the purely physical level, Travers relished a challenge, while Marin summoned a very old, very arcane ritual belonging to another race to calm the rush of his thoughts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

The Fleet compound dropped away under the inswept wings of the Cerres spaceplane as Marin turned the nose toward the stormy overcast, kicked in the Aragos and cranked the three massive engines in the tail. It was like falling into the sky, and from the forward cockpit he watched the fog of clouds stream by until the plane bolted into brilliant blue.

        In the acceleration couch beside him, Travers was hailing the Rainbow Voyager for the fourth time, but the ship was berthed on automatics. The comm system was promising to forward messages, but wherever he was, Mark was not answering.

        Terse with frustration, Travers closed out and switched to Richard Vaurien’s private frequency. The Wastrel was at the Fleet dock undergoing minor repairs, but Vaurien’s personal line carried five layers of encryption, and though Travers was streaming comm data right at the monstrous antennae, ranked like spines along the keel of the Fleet facility, not a byte of it was intelligible to them. Vaurien’s first stipulation, on entering into any working relationship with Shapiro, was that no critical transmission would be made ‘in clear,’ and Shapiro was pleased both to agree and to install the hardware he received. Fleet was still months away from hacking all but the most basic Resalq encryption, and when they were too close for comfort, Richard would switch up the next layer. Dendra Shemiji operated ten levels over anything Fleet comm systems understood.

        Vaurien answered on the third call. He sounded out of breath, as if he had been jogging and was still on the move. Marin had cut into the ship-to-ship channel while, in the rear cockpit, Shapiro had assigned himself the task of interrogating Fleet and Tactical security for West Nansen. He had the clearance codes to pump what he wanted directly from their mainframes and not even ask permission. 

        His data was relayed to a screen at Marin’s elbow, and while the Cerres Talon fell upward, and while Richard Vaurien answered Travers’s call, Marin was frowning over the security feed from the Riga Sector, North Rainier, where Mark had made his home on Borushek.       

        Nothing. North Rainier by day was quiet, urban, a mass of canyon streets above which cabs and private cars dodged in and out of the civvy lanes, darting into the cavernous hangars and garages which tunneled through the buildings at various levels. High above street level were the skyparks, penthouses, the wide open spaces of rooftops and the aerobridges connecting them. And in the labyrinth under the street was another whole world, eight or twelve levels of the industry and recycling machinery that supported the city, cheap housing, recreation malls, and the citybottom transit system. 

       A person could vanish into the labyrinth, live a whole lifetime in the caverns and slither through the cracks in the system, but still Tactical knew every corner in the maze of citybottom, every transit station, every power conduit. They may not know individual faces, but they were sensitive to the social forces driving citybottom. 

        And still the security computers showed nothing odd simmering in any part of North Rainier or the surrounding towns. Shapiro finished with the Tactical profile and turned his attention to Fleet. 

        “Vaurien,” Richard answered. 

        “It’s me,” Travers told him quickly. “Mark just got in, and he’s headed for our place, not his own. What’s going on?”
        “I have no idea,” Vaurien admitted. “I haven’t had a message from him, I’ve been out of touch, going over the repairs with a gaggle of Fleet dickhead techs. Let me check my system. Hold on.”

        The loop deadened in Marin’s ears. He leveled the Talon out as the sky burned to a rich, dark indigo. The terminator crawled closer, painting itself out of the east, and he set the Talon to fly a vast ‘racetrack’ pattern between Sark and North Rainier while they established what data they could. 

        North Rainier was one of eighteen towns scattered through the mountains and foothills of Borushek’s small island continent, near the equator. The mountains were tall, snowcapped, and in the high valleys second generation firs and spruce were thriving. Mark liked the climate, the landscape and most of all, the privacy. Riga was ‘outer metropolitan,’ a community lost among forest and farm country, where the residential properties were so valuable, few people were surprised to find the owners eccentrically reclusive.

        What no one in the North Rainier region knew was, some of those eccentric residents, behind their high walls and security systems, were not human. The Resalq had learned to be careful. They formed small, tight-knit communities, supportive of each other, fiercely independent of the human world and almost, but not quite, exclusive. Very occasionally the Resalq opened ranks and allowed a human to join them. Even more occasionally they allowed the human to bring in an associate. 

        Curtis Marin was privileged, and he knew it. Richard Vaurien had joined Mark Sherratt’s community a different way, but he also was welcome among the Resalq, and Mark’s people had made first Barb Jazinsky and now Neil Travers welcome. Marin felt a deep loyalty toward Mark’s community, and he saw the same determination in Travers’s face as they waited for Vaurien to check his messages.

        He was back a moment later. “There was a call for me, time-stamped at 12:17, Orleans Station time.” Which was the same as Sark time exactly, since both the Fleet facility and the civvy orbital docks at Orleans were in a high, geosynchronous orbit, less than fifty kilometers apart. “He was trying to reach me urgently, and wouldn’t say why on any transmission channel. But he did send a squirt. Five gigs of data, level-five encryption. I haven’t looked at it yet.” Vaurien paused. “Something’s happening, Travers, but I have no more idea of what it is than you do.”

        “Damn.” Travers looked sidelong at Marin and asked, “Can you take a fast look at his data?”

        “Give me a few minutes,” Vaurien said thoughtfully. “Try raising him again. You said he’s gone to your place in Sark?”

        “So he said, when he left a message for me, time-indexed five minutes after he contacted you.” Shapiro had plugged into the comm loop moments before. “He didn’t send me the squirt.”

        “He doesn’t trust anything in a Fleet uniform yet,” Vaurien said acerbically. 

        “Fair enough,” Shapiro allowed. “But he said he was headed for the Cordova building ... and since he chose not to head for Riga, I’ve just spent ten minutes interrogating both the Fleet and Tactical computers in North Rainier. Nothing unusual has happened in the last seven days, or is happening at this time, either in, under or above Riga. Whatever Mark’s problem is, it’s not at his home.”

        “Then it’s more likely a problem he picked up outside,” Travers reasoned, “and he sure as hell isn’t going to take it home with him. He wouldn’t dare, would he? Pick up Fleet trouble or privateer trouble, and lead a tail right into the bosom of a Resalq survivor community.”

        “So he’d lead trouble, whatever it is,” Shapiro mused, “in my general direction, more than likely counting on the fact that a call to me would scare up a security detail.” He paused. “Whatever it is, he didn’t want to unleash Dendra Shemiji.”

        “If it’s Fleet trouble, we’d be outgunned,” Marin said in acid tones. “Even if we weren’t, the Resalq among us would be at risk of showing themselves, being exposed. And if it’s privateer trouble, they’re your problem, General. We don’t deal often with Freespacers, but we have no clash of politics  — the Resalq are not at war with them.”

        “You make your point,” Shapiro growled as the Talon banked around for a vast one-eighty and headed onto the southbound leg of its racetrack holding pattern.

        The thunderstorm was breaking over Sark now, while a heavy lifter was outbound from the Fleet compound and a civilian shuttle was on its way in from the clipper dock at Orleans Station. Marin’s fingers drummed on the instrument surfaces as they waited for Vaurien, and he and Travers shared an undertone conference while Shapiro was busy, sifting through the Fleet security archives for the whole quadrant, looking for top-priority flags. 

        Travers only shrugged. “We’re armed, and the Cordova building stands right in the middle of the city. Not even Sergei van Donne would make a big, fat scene there. He’d expect to get jumped by everything from Fleet to Tactical, and he’d be right.”

        “So we’re looking at a stealth attack,” Marin added, thinking along the same lines. “General?” Shapiro merely grunted in reply and Marin suggested, “Run a quick check of the Cordova building’s own security. They could be in the building already.”

        “If Mark and his party have arrived,” Travers added. “I keep calling the apartment but he’s not answering.”

        “Damn,” Marin whispered, “this feels bad.”

        “Nothing from Cordova security,” Shapiro reported a moment later, “and nothing’s moving in West Nansen as a whole. It’s four in the afternoon and the storm just hit. Even your pickpockets and car thieves will be sitting it out.”


        Was Mark at the apartment and not answering the comm? Was the stealth incursion skilled enough to get in without tripping Cordova security? Had they been able to tap the comm lines without detection? Or was it all over, Marin wondered bleakly, and Mark was already dead in the apartment while the comm buzzed.

        The thought aroused a red wave of anger tempered with an old, familiar edge of healthy fear, but before Marin could voice his misgivings Vaurien was back. “I ran the data,” he said tersely. “It’s worth dying for, Travers. Shapiro?”

        “Here,” Shapiro said quietly into the loop.

        “A couple of days ago Mark sent a message. He said he was on his way into Borushek, he had something for you.”

        “I was informed, I’ve not forgotten,” Shapiro said sharply. “You have the data?”

        “A compressed, abbreviated version of it,” Vaurien told him, “and no, I won’t transmit. I just told you, it’s worth dying for. It’s encrypted at level five, but at this point ...” He paused. “I don’t know what Fleet protocol is, but right now, in the absence of better intel, I’m going to assume we’re busted. The Wastrel  is on standby, Shapiro. I don’t want to shoot my way out of here, but you can consider yourself warned: if somebody forces my hand, I will.”

        “For godsakes, man, hold up and wait for data,” Shapiro barked. “The fastest way to make the Confederacy notice us, and drop the ax on us, is to make a big stink at the Darwin docks!”

        A pause, long and pregnant, and Richard said, “I’ll wait as long as I deem is safe for my ships and my crew. Then I’m pulling out of Borushek space, and I’ll take the Rainbow Voyager with me. Get back to me, Shapiro. I swear to God, you double-cross us and you won’t see me, or the Resalq, for dust.”

        “Richard,” Travers remonstrated, “Mark brought the trouble home with him, and —” Then the full weight of what Vaurien was thinking seemed to hit him like a blow. 

        The same thoughts had been skittering through Marin’s mind for some moments. Had Shapiro ordered Mark Sherratt kept under observation, or had Fleet put a tail on him? Was Shapiro a double-crossing bastard, or was his own security leaking so badly, Fleet was already a jump ahead of him? 

        “Christ,” Travers said hoarsely. 

        “Be careful,” Vaurien advised in a voice like a steel rasp. “Trust nothing and nobody. I just took Mark’s ship on remote, and I’ve already signaled the Wings and the Earthlight. You know the rendezvous point?”

        “I know it,” Travers said with an apparently icy calm.

        “Maybe we’ll be meeting there ... and if Shapiro’s just dangling on the Confederacy’s puppet-strings, bring him along. He knows too much about us for him to land in Fleet Custody. Get back to me, soon as you can. I’ll leave this channel open ... now, forgive me, I suddenly have a few things to do.” With that Vaurien was gone, but the comm loop continued to chatter softly with the usual meaningless, background machine whispers.

        “Shit,” Travers swore. Both fists were clenched.

        “The rendezvous point?” Shapiro asked slowly.

        “A specific place and time where our ships converge, if or when we’ve been busted,” Travers told him. “And no, General, I’m not about to tell you where and when.”

        “Let it go, Neil,” Marin said softly. “We’ve got bigger problems to worry about. I just called Mark again, he’s still not answering. You realize he could be in the apartment, dead for an hour.”

        “Building security —” Shapiro began.

        “Is easy to trick, or blind, or override,” Travers said harshly. “You might remember, the only decent job I’ve ever had outside of the military was installing a StarCity security system for Robert Chandra Liang. I’ve installed and configured the best, I know all too well how to break them. And I’ll give you short odds, Dendra Shemiji teaches a great crash course in making linguini out of civvy security.”

        Marin made cynical sounds. “Don’t ask.” He looped the Talon around in a backbreaking arc and put the nose down toward the city of Sark. “Wild Card to Wastrel.”

        “Wastrel.” Not Vaurien. Jazinsky’s voice.

        “On our way home,” Marin told her. “You seen Mark’s data?”
        “I looked at it. And you watch your asses,” she advised. “Somebody could die for this.

        “Oh, that’s sweet,” Travers muttered as the Talon leveled out just above the civilian lanes. “That’s what we needed to hear. Barb, you better call Riga. Tell the Resalq community to get ready to bug out. If we’re busted —”

        “Already done,” Jazinsky told him. “We have a detail of Fleet engineers aboard, but most of the hull repairs are going to be done by drones, and they’re almost ready to start. If we can get the uniform techs out of our hair, we can at least get the hell out of the dock. I don’t like it in here, Travers. Too claustrophobic.”

        “She’s right,” Travers muttered aside to Marin. “You ever tried to maneuver in a dock?”

        With twenty meters clearance off every side of a kilometer-long ship, no space for error, no possibility of a human pilot being able to make a manual ingress or exit, and the dock mainbrains trying to override the helm system of every ship in the cavernous maw of the facility, ostensibly for reasons of safety ... more likely, Marin thought cynically, to give Fleet complete control over every vessel in its space. The Darwin dock was the biggest facility this side of Albeniz, but with upwards of thirty ships in residence at any one time, ‘claustrophobic’ was an understatement, and Jazinsky had it right. As soon as the Fleet engineers were offloaded, the Wastrel should be out of there. 

        “How long?” Travers was asking.

        “Before we can bug out?” Jazinsky hesitated to check schedules and priorities. “I’ve just hacked the Darwin helm overrides, while we’ve been chatting ... we can shove off in fifteen. Richard’s trying to get rid of the tech crew right now.”

        The civilian flight lanes crisscrossed the city like endless lines of ants cutting tracks between the nest and the food source. Below, Sark was mottled and camouflaged by the tropical rainstorm; cloudbase was low and the taller buildings were lost in a veil of gray fog. Marin waited for his chance to cut into the ant-lines, and the Talon gave away speed and altitude, dropping into company with the fancy new Chev raceplanes, the Kotaro executive transports, and the usual assortment of commuter craft and old beaters from Yamazake and Volvo. 

        A loop around the city, and Marin dropped out of the civvy lanes as they saw the beacons and aerials on top of the PowerUp building. West Nansen sprawled away toward the vast, plascrete emptiness of the Fleet compound in one direction, and the wasteland of the spaceport in the other. The thunder had stopped as the afternoon storm passed on into the east but rain still fell with that tropical tenacity. 

        The Cordova building was one of many similar blocks: its feet fronted onto a mall, retail commanded the first twenty levels, offices and corporate space the next twenty, and then the building yielded to accommodation for the next sixty levels up to the rooftop airpark. One half of the roof was enclosed hangar space, the other half was divided into five launch-and-land bays and an over-designed taxiway complete with stoplights and yield signs. Where civilians were concerned, Marin allowed, you could never be too careful.

        A last time, as he made his approach to the building, he called home. And again the comm was unanswered. A fist seemed to grasp Marin’s entrails, and he was uncomfortably aware of his own heartbeat as he waited for landing instructions. The Talon was easy to handle. It was designed as a fighter-interceptor thirty years before, and passed on into the civilian sector when obsolescence overtook it. This Talon was Shapiro’s; it was armed, and on a whim Marin flicked the guards off the triggers.

        Travers saw him do it and murmured a question. Marin shook his head, a tiny negative movement as he kicked on the scanners and took a long, hard look at the building. He read nothing unusual. Several thousand civilians were going about their routine business; twenty-eight assorted planes were on the airpark at this time, with one prepping to leave and himself waiting for clearance to land. Cordova security reported no hazard, no alerts in force ... nothing.

        On another whim, Marin kicked on both the airsearch and groundscan, and waited for the system to process the flood of data. It was designed to read a battlefield, and he was asking it to read the civilian street and airborne traffic. The machine labored for several seconds; the data-lag was an agony. And then, nothing. 

         “Stealth?” Travers asked softly. He had been watching the same screen.

        “Probably. Maybe. I — I don’t know. Something’s wrong, but I can’t place it.” Marin shut down the scan but left the triggers primed. “Here’s our permit to land.”

        The Talon slid in on the storm of its Arago field, and as the undercart touched down a flurry of rain battered the canopy. Marin’s instruments winked green with Cordova’s welcome, and Control assigned them to Bay 18. The parking place suited them well; it was undercover and close to the coded-access elevators. He nosed the Talon into the fluoro-bright hangar as an old Yamazake trundled by on its way out.

        He was shutting down flight systems when Travers reached over and laid a hand on his arm. “Leave her on standby.”

        “That,” Marin said darkly, “was always the plan.”

        The double-canopy rose with a quiet shush of equalizing air pressures, and Travers’s weapon was out, primed, before he released the flight harness. Marin locked down the control surfaces and unfolded his handy. Scanners activated, eavesdropping on local comm and peering into unlit corners with thermo-imaging. A moment later he shifted it into his left hand and filled his right with the twin to Travers’s machine pistol. 

        “All clear?” Travers murmured.

        “As far as a handy can see. Nobody’s in hiding, and the only encrypted transmissions around here are ours.” He released his own harness, lifted himself out of the seat and looked back at Shapiro. “I think you should stay in the plane, General.”

        “I’ll decide where I ought to be.” Shapiro was disapproving as a patriarch.

        “Suit yourself,” Travers said unconcernedly. “You want to get yourself blown away in a stupid little penny-ante dispute between Mark and some enemy he’s made in a mahjong parlor on Lushiar, don’t let us stop you.” He was halfway out of the Talon, eyes wide in the glare of the fluoros, scanning visually for some sign the handy might have missed.

        “Lieutenant,” Shapiro began. 

        “Not now, not until we find out where we stand,” Marin said sharply. He lifted himself up, sat on the side of the forward cockpit under the arch of the canopy, and looked down into the older man’s face. “If we’re busted wide open, you’ll be on the run right along with us. Dendra Shemiji’s the last resource you have to work with, and if Mark’s as dead as I think he might be ... we’re the only people who can get you inside Dendra Shemiji. If Mark’s been killed, the Resalq will vanish. Fleet won’t find them, no matter how hard you look.” Marin looked down into the rear cockpit, where the general was listening, bleak-faced and silent. “You made a good case for the Deep Sky fighting to protect itself. But you’re the only one in this sector with the power to hold off the Confederacy with one hand and juggle the colonies and the DeepSky Fleet with the other.”

        “Get yourself wasted,” Travers added, “and you just stacked the deck so far in favor of the Zunshu, I for one won’t be staying out here.” 

        Shapiro’s face was grim indeed. “You’re right of course.” All ten fingertips drummed on the dark instrument surfaces before him. “Very well, go ahead. I’ll hack my way into Cordova security and see if I can monitor you. I’ll also make damned sure the Wastrel is in open space, and if she’s not, there are strings I can pull, buttons I can push, that the dock captain doesn’t even know exist.”

        Satisfied, Marin followed Travers over the side of the Talon and into the shifting, soupy air of the hangar. In the aftermath of the tropical rainstorm the humidity was high. Extractor fans hummed and hissed, but the backwash of scores of engines arriving and departing every hour left the enclosed hangar acrid. One of the fluoros was fluttering, two were out, and weird shadows roped along the walls, snake-like and disturbing. Travers and Marin scuttled along the jet-stained rear of the hangar, making their way to the elevator unnoticed even by the hangar’s security cameras. Men’s voices called across the cavern and some kind of music was an enharmonic jumble shouting out of a noise box in the cockpit of a Volvo. 

        The plane seemed to be undergoing repairs, but Travers and Marin came to rest in the cover of a battered Chev, suspicious of everything. They were opposite the elevator, but neither man was about to move out of cover until he was sure of the Volvo in Bay 11. Curtis panned the handy over the whole area a second time, and at last gave Travers a nod.  

        The elevator lay thirty meters from Bay 18. It was flanked on the right by a service kiosk where one could buy anything from hydraulic fluid to ginseng tea, and on the other by the building maintenance crews’ store room. The elevator itself was not busy; the light indicated a car at the head of the shaft and no one was waiting.

        Travers stepped out from cover, with the machine pistol carefully concealed by his body. The hangar was security monitored, and sooner or later the system would pick up a Chiyoda visually, though neither the ceramic weapon nor the plastex ammunition could be detected by scanners. The apartment was thirty-five levels below. Marin stepped after Travers, across the treacherous no-man’s-land of the taxiway, and had reached out his left hand to punch for the elevator when a shape detached from the shadowed side of the kiosk.

        Two Chiyoda pistols swung and leveled and Marin’s finger fluttered on the trigger, took it to first-pressure and instinctually flirted with second before his thinking mind stopped it.

        “Goddamn it —” Travers took breath which sounded more like a gasp. “Jesus, you came this close. What the hell are you doing?” Anger roughened his voice but the genuine concern came through loud and clear, and as Marin put up his own weapon he saw a rueful smile touch one side of Mark Sherratt’s wide mouth.

        “Staying out of trouble is what I’m doing. Or trying to,” he said levelly. “You’re quite safe, Curtis. They’re not here yet. I’ve been keeping watch since we arrived ... and I like to think there’s enough bite left in this old dog for me to take care of them when they do get here.” He opened both palms to display the two weapons there. Marin recognized them. The needle guns were smaller than Shapiro’s weapon, a thousand years older and infinitely more deadly. Sherratt raised one quizzical brow. “I’m pleased to see you didn’t just blunder in here.” 

        “You know me better than that.” Marin relaxed for the first time in over an hour and looked Sherratt up and down. He was dressed for traveling, in much quieter colors than were his usual preference, slacks and a loose shirt, disguising the not-quite-right Resalq body geometry. His hair was roped in a braid over one shoulder and he would have passed for human in Times Square on Earth. “You weren’t injured,” Marin observed.

        “It didn’t quite come to physical violence this time.” Sherratt turned back to the kiosk and called quietly, “All right now, Dario, you’re not going to get shot.” 

        Dario Sherratt’s fair head popped out of the kiosk wearing a curious expression. “What makes you so sure? I know these military types. They go nowhere without backup and they go everywhere bristling with guns.”

        “So did we, in our day,” Sherratt reminded him. “When we were at war ... as humans are at war right now, though they don’t know it.”

        “Dario. I wondered where you went after Ulrand,” Marin said by way of greeting. He shifted the pistol into his left hand and offered the right to Mark’s son. Dario looked very good. He was still wearing the deep suntan he had developed in the desert, and the white shorts and bone-ivory silk shirt made him look even darker. 

        Where Dario went his other half, Tor Sereccio, was never far behind. He stepped out of the kiosk on Dario’s heels, dwarfing his partner, with the big arms, the ripped muscles under dark gold skin, and the mock-service tattoos which identified him at a glance as a native of some city with a Fleet base. In fact, Tor had just arrived home, and was the only one enjoying the soupy, tropical air of early evening. He was in ragged cutoffs which hid little in front and nothing behind, and a pair of rope sandals, the peasant-farmer things which were street-chic in Marak, on Ulrand. 

        It was never easy for Marin to remember that Dario Sherratt was almost seventy years old by the human understanding of time, and Tor was twenty years older again. The Resalq did age, but the patterns of their aging were not the same, and the visible marks left by time’s ravages were different.

        “It’s good to see you ... great to see you alive,” Marin said wryly. “You don’t want to take ten minutes out and tell us what the hell happened, I suppose?”

        Travers jerked one thumb over his shoulder in the direction of their bay. “We’ve got Harrison Shapiro sitting on his ass back there, expecting to be jumped any second. If I were him, I’d be starting to get pissed about now.”

        “I imagine you would,” Sherratt observed, “and we could still be jumped. Dario?”

        From a pocket, Dario produced an instrument half the size of a handy, thumbed it on and watched for several moments as a threedee display danced in the air over his palm. “We’re clear.”

        “Good enough,” Sherratt decided. “Where’s this general of yours, Neil?”

        “We’re parked in 18,” Travers told him, narrow-eyed with calculation. “Someone’s after you, and you know who it is.”

        “We outran them,” Dario added, “which buys us some time, but I wouldn’t rely on them not having friends right here in Sark. In which case it won’t take much of anyone’s brain power to track us to Orleans Station, then all you have to do is hack routine air traffic logs to follow us ... well, here.”

        Tor moved up to Dario’s side. One large hand settled on his shoulder, a curiously possessive gesture. “We’ve been watching the sky, scanning for the ship, but I’ve said four times —”

        “Five,” Dario corrected.

        “— if they called ahead to friends in the city, we’re more likely to have shooters coming in off the street.”

        “But they don’t know which apartment we’re in,” Sherratt added with obviously strained patience, “so all they can do is stake out the street-level exits, or this hangar and that Yamazake.” He nodded across the stained plascrete taxiway at a cerulean blue and white Yamazake Capricorn. 

        “And since we staked out the Yammie ourselves, we’d have dropped the bastards, soon as they showed their nasty faces,” Dario added with considerable forbearance and a slightly exasperated smile. Tor was his lover of several years now, and he was everything Dario was not: broad, strong, easygoing, and as short on native brains as a full-blood Resalq could ever be. 

        “Since we’re not interested in the street exits, they’re welcome to stand in the rain.” Sherratt gave Marin and Curtis an amused look. “We’ve been watching since we touched down. We’ve seen nothing suspicious in the airpark, and I’m inclined to think our nemesis doesn’t have contacts here. In other words, no call-ahead.”

        Travers pounced on the logic. “Then it’s not Fleet trouble. Shit, Mark, we’re sitting on the coattails of a whole Fleet base. No contacts here —? So who in hell’s after you?”

        “First things first.” Sherratt was already moving. “Fleet generals have their uses. One of them is, they can have a ship impounded, as soon as it drops out of e-space.”

        “And you identified the ship,” Marin concluded. 

        Sherratt angled a look over his shoulder but made no comment as he took the direct line to Bay 18. As he approached the Talon he raised a hand in greeting. Shapiro was out of the harness, sitting on the side of the cockpit with a drink bottle in one hand and a combug in his ear. 

        An aircraft was on approach to Cordova airpark, and Sherratt waited for it to touch down with a jet-scream and the roar of Arago generators, before he said into the sudden semi-quiet as the engines shut back to taxi, “I’m glad to see you here, Harrison. It’s been quite a chase, and I ... wasn’t sure.”

        “You weren’t sure I’d be here, or if I’d give your work priority, or take you seriously, or trust you to know what you’re doing, or read your transparent, between the-nonexistent-lines messages?” Shapiro wondered, ruefully amused as he climbed down and offered his hand to Sherratt. 

        “All of the above.” Sherratt pocketed one palmgun and shook the offered hand. “I messaged the Wastrel a few days ago.”

        “You said you had something for us,” Travers said, looking over Dario’s shoulder at the odd little gadget, as Dario continued to scan every incoming aircraft. The Volvo that had just set down was a grocery-getter. A man was unloading domestic supplies and three sniping, whining children while his partner opened the engine covers and fiddled with the fuel couplers. Dario muttered a curse and stopped scanning. 

        “You said you had something,” Marin added, “worth dying for. And apparently you were chased here.”

        From the breast pocket of his forest-green and dust-gold shirt, Sherratt produced a cube. He slapped it into Shapiro’s palm without preamble. “That’s the ID and profile of a ship that jumped us on Kjor’in. We outran them, but we couldn’t stop them tracking us. The Rainbow Voyager is a science platform, not a warship, and if you know what you’re doing, you can always track a ship, no matter how clever it’s trying to be.” He nodded at the cube. “They’ll be arriving at Borushek very soon, Harrison, if they’re not here already. Stop them. Pick them up and hold them ... or,” he added darkly, “we could all be in some considerable trouble.”

       Shapiro regarded him with gimlet-eyes for three full seconds, and then without a word climbed back into the rear cockpit, plugged into the comm loop and called up the Fleet priority channel. Marin was not even listening as the directives were given. 

        It was a mistake to relax, and his eyes were drawn to the sky as another aircraft jostled in from the civilian ant-lines. Dario was scanning, with Travers peering over his shoulder at the unfamiliar device. Marin had already seen it. The gadget was just a neh’veln, and how it was still working after the centuries was the mystery. Time had almost entirely reduced the original Resalq technology to fused, corroded oddities in glass museum cases. 

        “It’s just a handy,” Marin said quietly, close to Travers’s ear.

        “With maybe forty or fifty more functions than ours have, twice the scanning range and a threedee pop-up,” Travers added dryly, “and it’s half the size.”

        “Give us time, we’ll reinvent them.” Marin was unconcerned. “The Resalq had a head start on us. I don’t think they clawed up out of the ooze much before humans did, but they didn’t waste their time afterward, the way we did.”

        The general’s voice cut across Marin’s undertone like a razor. “The ship you want me to apprehend is the commercial freight vessel Ranjipur, registered in Columbo, Santorini, under the name of Streller, Conway L., colonial freight license 44-8739-32.”
        “That’s the commercial ID,” Sherratt agreed mildly. “When you impound and board the vessel, you’ll find it’s actually under the command of a woman calling herself Marianna Wing, and currently it operates out of Ulrand.”

        “Out of Ulrand?” Shapiro echoed, brow creasing.

        For the first time in minutes Dario looked up from the neh’veln, and he was angry enough to have spat at Shapiro. “You think your DeepSky Fleet morons can chew a ten-kilometer crater out of the surface of someone’s homeworld, and no one’s going to get pissed? You think the government of Ulrand weren’t so fucking furious after the mess Mulholland and Eglund made, they were ready to string anyone they could arrest up by the balls? And you know who they came after?” His eyes were blazing.

        “Dario,” Sherratt remonstrated, “I’ve told you, none of what happened on Ulrand can be blamed on Shapiro. It was not within his power to stop Colonel Mulholland. One more word from any of us, and Mulholland would have been alerted to the small fact that the regime out here is ... shall we say, not quite what the Confederate government believes.”

        Still, the anger blazed in Dario’s expressive face and Shapiro held up both hands as if at gunpoint. “Gentlemen, if we’re going to get down to the brass tacks of this business, might I suggest we do it in privacy and comfort?”

        “And the Ranjipur?” Dario barked.

        “Hasn’t arrived in-system yet, and will be impounded as soon as it does,” Shapiro assured him smoothly. “You outran them, and picking them up will be simple ... although you’re going to have to give me a good reason to hold either Captain Conway Streller or this woman, Marianna Wing.”

        “They’re mercenaries,” Sherratt told him. “They work out of any freeport where they can get a permit to berth. As you’re aware, Ulrand is only nominally a member of the Confederacy, and if Fleet tries to impose its authority there, the government in MarakCity will be pleased to tear up the treaty and ban Fleet vessels from Ulrand. Streller and Wing are acting well outside any interpretation of Confederate law, but in either Ulrand or Freespace, they’re also outside your jurisdiction. Happily, that’s not the case in Borushek.” He stood aside and gestured at the elevators. “Shall we?”
        Shapiro took a moment to reach back into the cockpit and shut down the systems he had been using. He pocketed the combug, and as he climbed down once more, locked the twin canopies. Marin fell into step with Travers, ahead of the others. Travers punched for the elevator, and the empty car opened at once. 

        Its doors closed out the howling whine of another incoming aircraft, and with gratitude Marin holstered the Chiyoda as the elevator started down. It moved with the exaggerated slowness of any civilian lift, and as they waited Travers called the Wastrel. Marin listened to the quiet exchange between him and Vaurien, and heard the sound of relief in Richard’s voice. He and Sherratt had worked hand in glove for a long time. The Wastrel was standing down from its alert status as the lift slowed up, and Marin led the way down an antiseptic white passageway full of meaningless abstract art. 

        The apartment was large by the standards of inner Sark, with wide windows, full kitchen and bathroom, all the privileges the ‘dormer cubes’ in cheaper uptown blocks did not enjoy. Still, with a company of six inside, three of whom were Resalq, the apartment seemed anything but large. Curtis Marin had begun to long for an hour’s quiet and privacy.

        The main threedee was in the corner of the living room. The machine was uplink, comm, work station and entertainment system combined. A winking red light informed them of sixteen waiting messages, but they were mostly calls from the Talon, plus several from the Wastrel and one from Shapiro’s own office AI. Marin cleared the system while Travers poured drinks. 

        The apartment was secured by Fleet. They were safe to speak freely here, and at once Shapiro nailed Sherratt with a glare which brooked no arguments. “Something worth dying for, so Captain Vaurien said,” he prompted. “I think it’s time you explained to me what in the name of anyone’s god a crew of mercenaries out of Ulrand are doing chasing you halfway across the sector — and how they broke your security in the first place.” He took a glass from Travers with a cursory nod of thanks, but he was intent on Sherratt, as if Mark were guilty of some heinous crime.

        With a sigh of exasperated resignation, Marin drew away to the window. A broad bench was set back into the arrangement of tropical plants there. A stream of moist air issued from the a/c vent, and a trickle of water played through the trough in which grew an assortment of lush ferns, most of which were native to this part of Borushek. Travers joined him on the bench, content to be a spectator at Mark Sherratt’s performance, while Shapiro seemed to grind his teeth in impatience and Dario clearly wanted to punch something.   

        Marin might have said it was good to be home, but they had spent only a few days in the apartment and it still felt as odd as a hotel room. The bench was cherry wood and small enough to press them together as Travers sat. Marin laid a hand on his thigh, felt the hard slab of muscle there, and swore beneath his breath.

        The soft curse made Travers chuckle. “You’re reading my mind,” he said, just as quietly.

        “Later,” Marin mouthed silently, as Sherratt dropped the cube into the threedee. 

        But he did not run the data at once, and Marin sat back to savor the Velcastran brandy as Shapiro let Sherratt have the floor. “Fleet is still kissing ass in MarakCity, I believe,” Sherratt was saying. “Colonel Wayne Mulholland tore a more or less circular piece out of the El Khouri desert, almost exactly 10.34 kilometers in diameter. The fallout from the explosion is still hanging in the upper atmosphere and half of the western hemisphere is suffering significantly lower mean temperatures, which in the desert at night, with the winter coming on, means the almost certain extinction of some delicate indigenous species ... several of which were endangered to begin with. The people of Ulrand, politicians and public alike,” Sherratt added with a certain wicked glee, “are so incensed, they’re thinking of quitting the Confederacy.”

        “We’re negotiating,” Shapiro said tersely. “We’ve told them over and over, the explosion was an accident, the man who would have been held responsible died in it.”

        “And you’ve offered them large amounts of money, damages, compensation. You’ve promised to pick up the bill for the rescue of those endangered species.” Sherratt shrugged expressively. “The government in MarakCity will probably accept money eventually, but you’ll have to invest a lot more than you offered. Their news services were outraged at the budget-price deal your negotiators put on the table, and I agree with them. You can’t afford to get cheap, Harrison, not when you’ve ruined the ecology of half a hemisphere.” 

        “I’ll call Ulrand, make some strong suggestions, first chance I get.” Shapiro studied Sherratt with a frown. “I take it, you just came from there?”

        “More or less.” Sherratt glanced at Dario, who was visibly fuming. “I think I’ll cede the floor to the aggrieved party.”

        “Aggrieved?” Travers echoed.

        Dario Sherratt might have looked like one of Shapiro’s eldest sons, but he was ten years older than the general, and he was not about to let Shapiro forget it. His eyes were bright with anger and he reined back on his temper with an obvious effort. Tor was sitting on one end of the couch, content to watch while Dario paced like a caged leopard.

        “You think the MarakCity government can’t put a puzzle together?” he demanded of Shapiro. “You think they didn’t send a crew out to investigate, as soon as the dust settled? They were camped at ground-zero in twelve hours, and it couldn’t have taken them more than five minutes with the local authorities to figure out who was involved in the scene.”

        “Now, wait a second.” Shapiro drained his glass and set it down with a clatter. “My office made contact with Marak in a matter of hours. We admitted culpability.”

        “Not fast enough,” Sherratt said with wry amusement. “By the time you’d contacted your office, the usual transit through official channels had been observed, and a formal message was received by the government of Ulrand, Dario and Tor were already on MarakCity’s posted list of wanted criminals.”

        “They — what?” Shapiro was genuinely surprised. “I wasn’t informed about any of this.”

        “And you probably won’t be,” Dario growled. He shoved both hands into the pockets of his shorts and braced himself on the balls of his feet as he glared at Shapiro, who was several inches under his height. “Months ago, it took Tor and me six weeks and ten applications to get a permit to work in the El Khouri region. We had to establish an account with a regional bank, produce twenty kinds of ID, go through quarantine, and then sign a brick-thick stack of disclaimers, indemnifying Ulrand of any harm we came to, and swearing up and down that we weren’t going to be gainfully employed and subject to local taxes. By the time we were done, Shapiro, Ulrand knew more about us than any Confederate or colonial computer ever did.

        “We took the risk,” he added, as if his teeth were clenched, “because the work was so important. Damnit, a Zunshu stasis chamber, perfect, untouched, forgotten by history.”

        “And then one day there was a vast explosion, and your work was at the epicenter of it,” Shapiro mused. “You would have had to disclose at least part of your research to the government, or you would never have gotten a permit to set up.” His brows arched. “What did you tell them?”

        Dario gestured vaguely. “Something about an archaeological find, Resalq relics, a lost colony, some kind of ancient technology we wanted to preserve in a museum. The usual drivel. It keeps civilians happy, and it’s a harmless lie.” His mouth compressed. “Well, fairly harmless. How long do you think the story held up, when a crew of investigators came out from Marak, armed with sensors, scanners, probes, every kind of wave detector you can imagine?”

        “Not long,” Sherratt went on in a smoother, calmer tone than his son could manage. “Credit Ulrand’s scientists with enough intelligence to read a scanner, Harrison. They knew in a matter of minutes, the incident at El Khouri wasn’t anything Fleet had caused, or even could have caused. There were energy signatures no one could recognize. We all saw them. So did you.” 

        “I saw them,” Shapiro agreed thoughtfully, “and I’ll be candid with you, Mark, I’d hoped we could hoodwink the Ulrand authorities. They’re not exactly up to speed with the rest of the Deep Sky yet. They were isolated for almost a century and a half after the Pakrenne Coaster event. Their technological development virtually stopped while the rest of the colonies —”

        “Wrong,” Dario interrupted sharply. Shapiro took a breath, possibly to court patience. Perhaps he reminded himself, Dario Sherratt held a double-doctorate from an underground university no human had ever attended. “I’m a cryptocyberneticist,” Dario said icily, “it’s what I do, it’s who I am. It drives Tor crazy. He wants to lie on a beach and I want to poke into every moldy corner in every dusty museum I can find.”

        Tor’s only comment was an earthy chuckle. He held out his empty glass before Dario could go on. “Any danger of a refill?”

        “Help yourself,” Travers invited, intent on Dario and obviously guessing where he was about to make his point. “You had weeks to kill in MarakCity before they’d give you a permit to dig a hole in their hallowed ground at El Khouri. You must have poked around in any number of museums.”
        At last Dario discovered a faint smile. “I was looking for relics of the Pakrenne Coaster. That’s hundred-fifty year old technology and what’s more, most of it was of colonial development. Ulrand was settled by the Pakrani, Jazinsky’s people, not by any immigrants outbound from Earth. You want to take a shot at what I found in the Marak Museum of Cultural History?”

        “Nothing,” Marin guessed.

        “Right. Every scrap of technology they ever had is still out there and working.” Dario settled on the broad leather arm of the couch next to Tor. One muscular arm snaked around him and Dario began to relax at last as his anger dissipated. “A century and a half ago, all the technology they possessed was what they could salvage off the ship, and in the early days they had it damned rough. Their generators went down, their subspace comm arrays had already been deliberately reduced to scrap metal, and they never did get them back online with enough power to punch a signal out of the Shackleton Void. The colony itself was, to all intents and purposes, abandoned.

        “But the colony ship Pakrenne Coaster itself wasn’t wrecked. She was hijacked and hidden. You know the story, it’s the stuff folk tales are made of.”

        “She was hijacked by separatists,” Marin mused, “who wanted to stay on Ulrand after the government had decided to pull out, shut the colony down because they were having hard times, the climate changed, whatever.” 

       “Exactly. Separatists. Terrorists, freedom fighters, guerillas, pick a name, and what’s in a name anyway?” Dario shrugged. “Which side of the legal, ethical or moral line you’re on depends on which flag you happen to be standing under and what language you’re speaking at the time. What’s important to grasp is, the Pakrenne Coaster was salvaged whole. With the exception of the e-space comm arrays, which had been sabotaged, she was in perfect running order, right down to her labs, machine shops, the reactors, the lot. And she was a colony ship. She had two Prometheus generators, mining equipment, medical labs, gene labs, a major surgical facility, the complete Library of the Confederacy ... they’d gone out loaded with the brain-power and muscle-power to found a whole new colony. Ulrand was just twenty years old when the government decided they weren’t getting rich fast enough, so it was time to abandon ship. The separatist element took a hand, and the evacuation didn’t happen. Isolation did.”

        “Damn,” Travers breathed softly. “They were cut off from the rest of the Deep Sky for a century and a half, but all that meant was —”

        “Their technological development didn’t stop. It just took off in different directions,” Dario finished. “They’re paralleling your precious Terran Confederation in many ways, Shapiro. But I have to tell you, their scientists have also made some leaps of intuition or faith, and in other ways they’re headed off on a tangent that’s taking them fast toward Resalq technology.” He paused. “In some ways, Shapiro, the Ulrand technology is slightly ahead of Confederate gadgets; in other ways a little behind, or just ... different.”

        Shapiro puffed out his cheeks and exhaled slowly, digesting everything he had heard. “After the El Khouri event they sent a science team out to ground-zero. They took readings and saw the truth right off. Whatever was going on, Fleet was lying through its teeth if our negotiators apologized on their knees for an explosion we said we’d caused.”

        “I’d offer them more money, if I were you, Harrison,” Sherratt said with some amusement. “Pay for the rescue of their endangered species, offer them weather control to offset the effects of the ‘nuclear winter’ your Colonel Mulholland has started. They can be bought, but they’re not cheap. Oh, Dario, cool down! You’ve almost said your piece.”

        “Then let me finish it,” Dario said reasonably. He leaned back into Tor’s big shoulder and frowned darkly at Shapiro. “The government on Ulrand knows something was going on at El Khouri, though they have no idea exactly what it was. They know some weird alien technology obliterated itself there, and since Tor and I filed about a hundred applications, outlining an archaeological excavation of Resalq ruins, my shrewd guess would be, the authorities on Ulrand believe the source of the El Khouri explosion was a Resalq relic which self-destructed when tampered with.” He paused. “They’re wrong by one increment of logic. Not Resalq: Zunshu. But either way, they see enormous value in the technology.” 

        Travers leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “They think they see a weapons system.”

        “Possibly,” Sherratt mused. “If they were homegrown humans, I’d agree with you. But they’re second cousins to the Pakrani, they’ve forgotten more about the native Terran culture than you ever knew, and they no longer speak any dialect anyone from Earth can understand. But despite all this, they’re still human, still colonial, and they’re still trying to make a success of a colony that was officially abandoned after only twenty years — with good reason.”

        Shapiro was nodding. “Ulrand is dry. The whole planet. There’s plenty of water but it’s down deep, you have to drill for it, and a lot of the sub-artesian supply is heavily contaminated. Mercury, cadmium, whatever. You have to process it before it’s drinkable. All of which is expensive ... and my understanding is, as a colony they’re broke.” His eyes narrowed on Sherratt. “It’s only intuition, Mark, but could they be trying to hunt down the Resalq technology, just to sell it?”

        “Exactly.” Sherratt refilled his glass and settled in the brown leather recliner opposite the threedee. “Resalq or Zunshu, it makes no difference to them. It’s valuable. It would certainly make a weapon, and at this time, there’s three places they can sell it.”

        “A lot of colonies, Omaru for one, would be happy to buy any kind of weapon they can turn against the Confederacy,” Marin said thoughtfully. “If it’s politically too delicate for them to deal direct, Ulrand could offload the goods at Halfway and let a middleman like Sergei van Donne run the risks. But they could also call head office.” He looked levelly at Shapiro. “If I were in a position to deal, representing the sovereign territory of Ulrand, I’d take the next clipper to Earth. I’d sit in an office in Chicago with a datacube in my pocket.”

        “You could name your own price.” Travers stood and stretched out his spine. “But you’d have to get your hands on the relic, the technology, first. They don’t have it.” He thumbed the remote to lighten the opacity of the windows behind Marin, and the room filled with sunset colors.

        The tropical storm was gone. The evening sky was bloody, golden, inviting and forbidding at once. Sherratt stretched out his long limbs and turned his face to the evening light as he said, “Ulrand doesn’t have the relic, but it didn’t take them long to work out who’d had it, excavated it, researched it, and therefore should be able to describe it, possibly explain it. They might be able to blueprint it, reproduce it ... or else just go out and hunt down another device.”

        The sunset colors reddened Dario’s dark gold Resalq skin and eyes. “Tor and I were picked up before we could get out of MarakCity. Arrested. Fortunately Mark knew where we were, and he paid outrageous amounts of money to the most notorious lawyer in the city. Tor and I were released into Mark’s custody and warned not to leave Marak, never mind Ulrand ... and here we are.”

       The gravity of the situation banished Mark Sherratt’s good humor. He had pulled his braids loose and shaken out his hair; his right hand was twisted into the red-gold mass of it now, and he was not smiling as he said to Shapiro, “If any one of us returns there, we’ll be in prison for a long time indeed. And we were jumped, Harrison, on Kjor’in, out beyond Beacon 514. Bounty hunters out of Ulrand.”

        “Conway Streller and Marianna Wing.” Travers was glaring at the sunset as if he held a personal grudge for it. “They were fast.”

        “Old trail, cold trail,” Marin reminded him. “Mark, how the hell did they trace you to Kjor’in?”

        “And, forgive my ignorance,” Shapiro added, “but where in Hades is Kjor’in? I never even heard the name.”

        One long-fingered Resalq hand pointed southwest and about thirty degrees down. “It’s the Resalq name. Humans never named it. Kjor’in is a few hours out beyond the comm beacon, you wouldn’t know it. The planet surface wasn’t charted when Ernst Rabelais passed by; he just logged it into the database as the sixth ball of rock orbiting a nasty little star cataloged as 33-849-440. Nothing on it but rivers of liquid nitrogen and glaciers of frozen-out atmosphere.” His brows rose. “It was winter when Ernst Rabelais passed Kjor’in. It’s winter there again.”

        “And Streller and Wing tracked you to this ‘ball of rock’ so easily?” Shapiro looked deeply troubled. 

        “No.” Sherratt sighed. “Getting Dario and Tor off Ulrand was not quite as simple as paying a lawyer, signing the papers and breaking the pledge to stay.” He paused. “Bribes changed hands. Hard currency and gelemeralds. A lot of both. It’s never easy to produce that much money in Confederate credits and Velcastran dollars, plus several hundred karats in gelemeralds, and do it overnight.” Seldom did Sherratt look uncomfortable, but he looked uneasy at the moment. “I called in favors.” His eyes flickered to Marin and Travers. “Halfway privateers often fly out of Ulrand, for the obvious reasons. Sergei van Donne is often there. I’ve done business with a number of them, and some of them owed me.”

        “You raised bail for Dario and Tor, and then you were betrayed in the same moment,” Marin guessed, “by someone who turned right around and got their money back by selling you out to the government, probably to the same bent official who’d taken the bribes in the first place.”

        Mark’s lion-maned head nodded. “I’m afraid so. And I’m embarrassed to admit, we were bugged as we left Ulrand.”

        “Bugged?” Marin was on his feet and feeling the flush of quick anger. “You? Bugged? I don’t believe it!”

        “Smart-bugged,” Dario amended quietly. “I hadn’t heard of the technique either, so don’t feel bad, Curt. The Ulrand secret service has been tagging ships this way for years. They put a drone aboard when you’re boarded by Customs and Quarantine at the dock. Ostensibly the little bugger runs the routine, compulsory exam of your Weimanns, which is understandable. Any number of colonies have the same rule. Neglected drive modules are toxic.”

        “But their drone plants a tachyon beeper,” Sherratt added, “in the one place you’d never look for it, and the ship itself won’t find it. Unless you deliberately search every cubic millimeter of the vessel, you’ll never stumble over it. A bug, Curtis, the size of a child’s fist, clinging like a limpet to the inside of one of the Weimann housings.”

        “Jesus,” Travers whispered. “Needless to say, you found it?”

        “Eventually.” Mark’s face was a deliberately blank mask. “We’re a science platform, Neil. We have more, and better, instruments than any ordinary ship, and it still took fourteen hours to find it, and another four to get it out of there, by which time we were just short of Borushek!”

        “You came home like the proverbial bat,” Shapiro observed, “and I’m glad you did.” He stood, fists on hips, frowning at the three Resalq. “The Ranjipur jumped you on Kjor’in, beyond Beacon 514. I’m almost afraid to ask what business took you there.” He gestured at the threedee. “You said a few days ago, you had something for me. I can only assume it’s something on, or from, Kjor’in.”

        “Something,” Travers added, quoting, “worth dying for.”

        Mark Sherratt’s face might have been carved from bloodstone. The sunset light was fading and deep mauve shadows wreathed the unusual cheekbones, the wide brow, the long jaw. “Run the data,” he invited softly. “And ... I’ll trade with you, Harrison.”

        “Trade?” Shapiro was openly interested. “For what? What could you possibly need?”

        “Safety.” Sherratt glanced up, at the ceiling and, beyond, the sky. Space. “Get Streller and Wing off my back. Permanently.”

        “You could easily employ
Dendra Shemiji to take care of them.” Shapiro tilted his head at Sherratt, prompting silently.

        “I could. But Streller and Wing haven’t actually done anything untoward. They’re mercenaries, they picked up a contract to take the three of us into custody, plus any materials in our possession, and return them, and us, to Ulrand intact. It’s a legal contract. Using Dendra Shemiji to stop them is an abuse of everything the society stands for. I’m not so desperate, not yet, not when I can arrange a trade with Borushek Fleet to get those mercenaries out of our lives.” 

        “Fair enough.” Shapiro licked his lips. “It’s a reasonable request. What do I get in trade?”

        The elder Resalq hesitated for a moment. “Dario?”

        “No,” Dario was on his feet, and the steel was naked in his voice.

        Marin had never heard that tone from Dario before. Curtis took a breath as his pulse quickened, and laid a hand on Travers’s arm. Travers was tense as a drawn bow.

        “Dario, we need them,” Sherratt said in his usual quiet tone.

        “We don’t,” Dario argued. “It was Fleet that caused the scene on Ulrand. You give them a chance, they’ll do it again, and we need the research, Mark.” He was glaring at his e’quero while he pointed blindly at Shapiro. “You give it to them, and the next you know, it’ll be requisitioned, confiscated, however they choose to organize the paperwork. It’ll be on Earth, we’ll be offered no part to play in the research and the bastards won’t share the data!”

        His voice had been steadily rising, and Shapiro stepped between them, hands raised to stop the argument before it could begin. “I know you resent working with me, Doctor Sherratt, but I’ve struck deals with both your father and Vaurien. We’re all on the same side. We’re just not on the same page yet. An idiot called Mulholland was the cause of the scene at El Khouri, and I confess, I couldn’t stop him. But he’s dead, and everything he knew, every scrap of data he possessed, died with him. Whatever it is you’ve found, no one outside this room knows about it, and it’ll stay that way.”

        “Wrong.” Dario was angry enough to be almost snarling. Marin had never seen him so furious. “Streller and Wing eavesdropped on our comm, and since we were so far out, beyond the beacon, we were only using level-two encryption. Anything more seemed pure paranoia. They almost certainly know.”

        “Then I’ll pick them up and hold them, incommunicado, for as long as any of us deems necessary,” Shapiro said tersely. “Now, will you tell me, what they hell do they know?”

        The younger Resalq was grinding his teeth; a muscle clenched and unclenched in his jaw. He looked at Tor, but Tor Sereccio only shrugged and gestured at Mark. Dario glared at his father, his e’quero, next, and Mark seemed to choose his words with exceptional care.

        “There aren’t enough of us, Dario. If we try to do this alone, the Zunshu will finish what they started a thousand years ago.”

        “The only reason their hunter-killers are back is the humans, the big, noisy, dirty colonies,” Dario growled.

        “True enough,” Sherratt allowed. “But if we had returned to our homeworlds, it would be us, our industries, drawing the same attention to ourselves. The Zunshu must be eliminated, it doesn’t matter who achieves it, or how ... but there aren’t enough of us left, and we don’t have the resources to do it alone. Dario, run the data.”

        The sunset colors were fading fast to twilight, drenching the apartment in mauve. Four gold lamps turned on automatically as the light levels fell, and lit angry witchfires in Dario’s eyes. “Run the data, and you hand it to Fleet,” he warned.

        “No.” Curtis Marin stepped up to Mark’s shoulder. “Shapiro’s not Fleet. I ...” He regarded the general’s cautious face with a wry smile. “I’m learning to trust him. He’s a kid from small-town Borushek who wants to see the Confederacy the hell out of the Deep Sky before they ruin everything, for everyone.”

        “And he’s fighting for his home,” Travers added, “same as we all are. You Resalq call these ‘your stars,’ ‘your skies,’ don’t you?” He nodded at Shapiro. “Generations of humans have been born, grown old and died under the same stars.” He shook his head. “We can’t afford separatism, no one can. Earth had a bloody history full of it. A lot of humans come out to the Deep Sky to get away from crap like that, Dario. Don’t let the Resalq start it all over again.”

        Sherratt made quiet noises of agreement. “Well said, Neil. Dario?”
        For a long moment it seemed Dario Sherratt would argue, but at last the anger seemed to purge itself and he gave a tired, even careworn shrug. “Have it your way. But you take responsibility for this one, Mark. You let Earth have it and — I swear, I’m finished. I’ll go back to college and sign on for Basket Weaving 101.” 

       He snatched up the threedee remote and thumbed it on. The sphere glowed dark blue and the green-gold menu popped up. If looks could kill, Shapiro would have dropped dead under Dario’s glare. Tor moved around to get a better view of the threedee, and Dario said tersely,

        “The Zunshu site on Ulrand was one of three sites Tor and I found in more than five hundred worlds we’ve surveyed during the last five years. It was also the most accessible. Ulrand may be hot, dry and politically the ass-end of the quadrant, but it has reasonable gravity, you can actually breathe the air and you can stand outside in broad daylight without either a radiation suit or a pressure-skin.” He paused, heaved in a breath and let it out as a hiss. “Of the other two Zunshu sites, one is badly damaged. It seemed to have suffered some kind of mechie, many centuries ago, and it’s been open to the elements for so long, nothing much is salvageable.”

        “A what? A mechie?” Shapiro echoed.

        “Any kind of mechanical failure from a blown fuse to a reactor meltdown,” Travers translated. “Crew deck techspeak. Fleet jargon. I’m surprised to hear it from you, Dario.”

        “Blame me,” Tor invited. “I’m from around here.” He gestured at the city right outside the window. “I’m almost home. I grew up in the Riga community, but Sark was my stomping grounds.”

        “All kids love bright lights and loud noises,” Dario said dryly.

        “And Fleet jargon is common cityspeak anywhere near a base,” Travers added. 

        Shapiro was intent on Dario. “You had one Zunshu site turn out to be a ruin. You worked at El Khouri on the second until that idiot destroyed it. And I’m assuming the third relic is in the 33-849-440 system. Kjor’in.” He licked his lips, trying to bridle both his curiosity and his eagerness. “What kind of relic is worth dying for?”

        “Ask Wayne Mulholland,” Dario growled.  

        The general pounced like a hawk on a hare. “A stasis chamber? A Zunshu stasis chamber? As good as the one at El Khouri?”

        In answer, Dario stepped aside and let the data run.

        So this was Kjor’in. Marin had heard Dario and Mark speak of it but had never paid any particular attention. It never seemed important. Now, with Travers, he edged closer to the threedee and watched Dario’s data unfold with anxious curiosity.  

        The planet was only the size of Mars but it had a dense, heavy core, which gave it almost the gravity of Borushek or Earth — certainly enough gravity to hold onto an atmosphere, which Mars never could. But the planet Ernst Rabelais had cataloged simply as 33-849-440/6 looked, at least from space, like a ball of ice. No haze of atmosphere softened its horizon, and in the inhospitable glare of a small and distant G4 yellow star, its face had that odd blue color common to glaciers. 

        Yet the Resalq had not only catalogued it, they had charted the surface of this world and given it a name. The Resalq characters and the translation fed into the left side of the threedee globe, and Marin scanned down a table of physical stats while a topographic map overlaid the image of Kjor’in. He had never been able to actually read Resalq, but he could recognize enough of the characters to pronounce the name; the subtext, floating at the foot of the threedee translated it out as ‘Caprice,’ but the last syllable, being routinely shortened from ‘chellin,’ the way the Resalq native speakers had of swallowing whole syllables, offered a clue as to the kind of caprice. A chellin was a malicious practical joke.

        The graphic of Kjor’in zoomed out and rotated, and the threedee displayed its orbit around its small star. Travers swore softly. The orbit was vastly elongated, such an exaggerated ellipse that Kjor’in would be hot as a furnace at its perihelion, yet cold enough at the other end of its orbit to freeze out the atmosphere; and that orbit, Marin noticed, was a two-century journey which swung Kjor’in far out of the 33-849-440 system, ducking down through the ecliptic. 

        Yet of all the worlds in the system, Kjor’in alone had a rocky surface and enough mass to be called a true planet. Inside of it were five siblings, three of which were close enough to the star to be almost molten, and the last two were the size of large asteroids, pockmarked with the scars of ancient collisions, and without any hint of the atmosphere needed to shield them from the star’s routinely nasty behavior. ’440 was a variable, and at the hot, bright end of its cycle it would fry anything without a viable ozone layer. None of the inner worlds would support any forms humans or Resalq recognized as life, while the outer worlds were a clan of four gas giants, monstrous even by the standards of Zeus or Jupiter, and even the giant Astarte in the Jagreth system, which Marin knew better than the others. 

        All of which made Kjor’in, such as it was, the prime choice for a base in this system. But Marin was still puzzling over why anyone would want to put a base there at all. The image imprisoned in the threedee zoomed out again, putting ’440 into the perspective of its local area, and light began to dawn on him.

        Hellgate brooded and simmered in the top-right of the threedee field. Tiny blue-white starbursts marked out the ancient Resalq homeworlds, and one by one they winked red. He knew without asking, those were the Zunshu hits, the Resalq worlds which had been either destroyed utterly or simply devastated beyond hope of repair. New colonies winked on, tiny white-gold sparkles which traced the lines the Resalq took in their flight from the Zunshu.

        Kjor’in lay equidistant between two of the routes along which the Resalq fled. The system was remote and forbidding, without a single hospitable world, and Kjor’in itself was either frozen to the temperatures of liquid nitrogen or baked like an oven for all but fifty years of its long orbital cycle.

        It was the perfect base, Marin realized, situated as it was between the two Resalq departure routes, and hidden in such a place. No one would ever simply stumble over it — Dario and Tor had systematically surveyed five hundred systems over a five-year period and had found just three such relics.

        Little wonder they had chosen to jump through Ulrand’s hoops and work in the blistering heat of El Khouri’s high desert. By comparison with the ‘capricious practical joke’ of Kjor’in, Ulrand was filled with charm and hospitality.

        The display switched to stills and video of the planet surface. The survey report for the northern hemisphere came up, and a topographic map of the west zoomed up to fill the threedee. When the planet was warm, the irregular craters and canyons would be shallow oceans fed by meltwater from the mountains, but for the moment the alpine chains were glazed, sparkling in the starlight of an endless night. ’440 itself was there in the sky, not much brighter than several other bright stars, while Kjor’in hibernated, waiting for a spring that was still sixty years away. According to the graphic, the planet was still on the outward swing of its orbit. Aphelion was eight years away, and then the seventy-five year fall back in to the sun would begin. When spring did bloom, ‘breakup’ would come not only with a cracking of ice, but with a haze of thawing atmosphere as the rivers of liquid nitrogen evaporated off, and the water, oxygen and carbon dioxide boiled off.

        And there, recessed deep into a hillside of what looked like methane snow over dark rock was a shape Curtis Marin recognized. He had seen it before on Ulrand. He and Travers moved closer to read the fine data, and Travers whistled. The chamber was still sealed, and the integrity of its shell was uncompromised. Nothing had touched it, perhaps since the day it was closed. The orbit of Kjor’in was so long, in Kjor’ini time, only four ‘years’ had passed since the Zunshu stasis chamber was locked and left.

        It had been photographed from every angle, and Dario had subjected it to every probe, every scan device he possessed. Down to the last detail, it was the identical twin of the Ulrand relic. Marin’s eyes were bright as he looked away from the threedee and into Dario’s worried face.

        “I’m almost certain,” Dario said quietly, “Streller and Wing got a glimpse of it, and I know they eavesdropped on our comm. They can report back to their bosses in MarakCity, and if they do, a bunch of ham-fisted techs out of Ulrand are going to swarm all over this ... and one of two things is going to happen.”

        “One,” Travers said levelly, “they’ll blow themselves to hell, the way Mulholland did. And good riddance to them.”

        “Two,” Sherratt murmured, “they may just have evolved along a slightly different path from the one favored by Terran researchers. I didn’t have the chance to study them closely enough to be sure, but their techniques and tools may actually be able to open it.”

        Marin felt the jolt through every nerve. “You’re kidding.”

        “By no means.” Sherratt ran fast-forward through the data, pulling up something he wanted to see, though he made no comment. “Since the events on Ulrand I’ve been conferencing with a number of my colleagues, trying to put together a company to tackle this very job. We know it can be done. If we can do it, someone from Ulrand could also take a reasonably informed crack at it. Confederate scientists could also try, so long as they’re not as pig-headed and self-centered as Mulholland’s people.” 

        “But if you open it,” Travers began slowly. He said no more.

        The silence in the room was thick enough to slice. At last Dario said quietly, “That’s the very point, Neil. If we open it, we let out anything that happens to be inside.”
        “Yes.” Travers rubbed the back of his neck with one hand, a gesture which looked anxious. “It’s a Zunshu facility, after all.”

        “And what’s inside is Zunshu. Are we sure we want to let it out?” Sherratt smiled faintly. “Humans have a story you tell to your children. Something about a lamp, a genii, and the young man who rubs the lamp and releases the creature.”

        “We have another story,” Shapiro added, “about a locked box and a young woman called Pandora who just has to pry off the lid.” He nodded slowly. “Science is often like this. You ask a question; sometimes you’re not even sure if you want to know the answer, but you must find out.” He stepped back from the threedee and considered Mark Sherratt thoughtfully. “Your ancestors had some success in fighting the Zunshu, I believe.”

        “Not really.” Sherratt gestured at the image of the stasis chamber framed in the threedee. “We were scattered, our homeworlds were left in cinders, and then the hunter-killers started to come after us. Sublight probes, Harrison, which cruised through space, randomly sniffing until they found a small colony. Sometimes we’d be lucky and we’d destroy a probe before it could pinpoint us. Not often. 

        “Later, when the colonies were all gone and we were down to little knots of Resalq living on the run, these stasis chambers were installed in places like Kjor’in. They’re like landmines. They lie in wait like the spider in the web, till something juicy comes along.” Memories seemed to darken his face and he looked away. “The Zunshu seeded many systems with these chambers, and their automata hunted us down one by one. 

        “Their machines even looked like us, to the naked eye at least. If you didn’t have a neh’veln about you —” he looked at Travers. “The word means ‘palm-spy,’ and it’s very apt. Without one of those, you’d never tell a Zunshu automaton from a living creature ... and cornering one was as dangerous as letting it go about its business.

        “Its job was to find its way into a Resalq hiding place and then open the airlocks, melt down the reactors, crash the life support mechanism, inject cadmium into the water supply, release a neurotoxin, and if all else failed, simply wait until it was in a place with maximum population density, and blow itself up.”

        “And you want to open the chamber and let these things out?” Travers demanded of Shapiro. 

        “I want ... we need,” Shapiro corrected, “to research the Zunshu technology. We need to know how they get here, what they work with, how they do what they do, and most importantly, why they do it. We won’t learn anything by sending carriers into Hellgate to chase sensor ghosts.”

        “So, do we have a trade?” Sherratt asked, preoccupied with the threedee.

        Shapiro did not hesitate. “We do. I can offer you a lot more than just impounding the Ranjipur with all hands for you.” He arched a brow at Dario. “Doctor Sherratt, am I right in assuming funding and resources are as great a problem for your research project as they are for any human scientist in the colonies?”

        “Always,” Dario growled. 

        “A problem I can remedy,” Shapiro offered. Dario shot a glare at him and Shapiro added, “Funding and science vessels. Find the Zunshu stasis chambers. You say they’re seeded through the systems where the Resalq fled? And now humans are prowling around the same space. On the far side of Hellgate we’re losing our most distant colonies at a slow, steady rate, which makes me guess something we do ... wakes up one of these chambers. The Zunshu left their trapdoor spiders behind like landmines, and now we’re blundering into them. The least we can do in the short term is find out where they are, and simply avoid them.”

        The young Resalq was wide eyed in the soft lighting. He looked at Mark, he looked at Tor, and lastly at Curtis Marin, whom he had known for a decade. Marin could only shrug, but Travers said, “Mark has it right. There’s not enough of you left, Dario. You’re going to be destroyed with the rest of us if you don’t bury the hatchet and play nice.”

        For a second it seemed Dario’s temper would re-ignite, and then he subsided and pushed his hand at Shapiro. “Deal. Play nice, the man said. You want the stasis chambers? Give us enough ships and enough people you trust, and Tor and I will find them for you. A large part of it was working out how to find them. We know that now.”

        “Welcome aboard, Doctor Sherratt.” Shapiro said with obvious relief, accepting the handshake. “I want you to know, I did everything I could to stop Mulholland and his engineer, but with them here I was hamstrung and under constant observation. When you’ve got the Confederacy breathing down your neck, there’s very little you can say or do that won’t be reported all the way back as far as the city of Chicago.” He nodded at Mark. “Your father will have told you, General Kristyn Bauer and I have invested years of our lives, our personal security and our future careers, in a bid to make a lasting peace among the colonies of the Deep Sky, and to overcome the Zunshu ... and I admit, until very recently, we had no real understanding of what the Zunshu are.” He paused. “I’m already working with Mark. I’d be privileged to work with you.”

        “Work with me,” Dario echoed. “Well, Shapiro, I’m not so stupid and stubborn that I can’t recognize a good deal when I see it.” Tor gave a quiet guffaw at this, which Dario ignored with a pained expression. “I’ll let you know what I need.”

        “What you need,” Travers guessed, “is to get back to Kjor’in, fast, and secure the area before the bastard mercenaries who chased you here report in to headoffice, and suddenly you’re wading in security troops out of Ulrand.”

        “Sweet Christ,” Marin breathed.

        “That’s what’s been worrying me,” Dario said tersely. 

        “Then stop worrying.” Shapiro shouldered between Dario and Travers to reach the threedee. “At least this one’s easy to remedy.” He keyed in his access code and waited for the artificial intelligence to answer. “Ingrid, post an immediate subspace quarantine notice, with personal notification, priority, to every colonial government, especially the sovereign territory of Ulrand. System 33-849-440 is off limits to any vessel, civilian or military, which does not have clearance to enter. Passes will be issued by my office and only by my office. The award criteria will be established later, by me alone. Forward orders to the nearest warship, have them post a beacon broadcasting the exclusion order ... and tell them to stand by ’440, pending the arrival of the science vessel Rainbow Voyager. Understood, Ingrid?”

        “Understood, General Shapiro.” The machine had the dulcet tones and long vowels of the Hispanic opera diva. “Any further orders?”

        “No. Close down.” Shapiro turned his back on the threedee, thrust both hands into his pockets and regarded Travers and Curtis speculatively. “You’re going to ’440 with Doctor Sherratt’s party.”

        “We’re — what?” Marin echoed. “I thought you were assigning us to the Kiev.”

        “I am, but you won’t be able to undertake the carrier assignment until Kristyn Bauer gets back with enough intelligence to brief you.” Shapiro was clearly weighing his options. “In the meantime, I need a firsthand report from Kjor’in: the working and living conditions, the difficulties of securing the site, exactly what we’ll need to put a science expedition on the ground there in safety and a degree of comfort for days or weeks —”

        “Months,” Sherratt corrected.

        “— months, then.” Shapiro nodded at Travers and Curtis. “I want the full report before you head out to the Kiev.”

        “I thought,” Travers said, frowning, “Curtis and I were due a few days of R&R.”

        “Take them on Kjor’in,” Shapiro invited glibly. “Rendezvous with the warship, make damned sure Streller and Wing didn’t return and do any damage after Doctor Sherratt’s party left.” His brows arched, creasing his forehead. “There’s no one else I’d entrust this work to, and in fact Wayne Mulholland made a good point. Finding a relic like this, intact and functional, is probably the single most important event to date in the war against the Zunshu.”

        “It’s ... a privilege,” Marin said acidly.

        The general only glanced sidelong at him, and then popped the cube out of the threedee and pocketed it. “I’m going back to base. Mark, how soon can the Rainbow Voyager leave?”

        “Hm?” Sherratt seemed to be nudged out of some reverie. “We can leave around midday, Sark time. I must spend the night at home. Riga. There are some old friends I need to talk to without delay. Some advice I should seek while I have the chance.” He smiled faintly. “Resalq business, Harrison.” He drew away toward the door. “Dario, Tor, if you want to spend one night in the midst of your people, your ride is leaving.”

        The younger Resalq joined him without a word. Shapiro had already stepped out of the apartment, and Sherratt himself paused only long enough to add, “Curtis, we’ll pick you up before noon.”

        “We’ll be ready. You can give us a ride to the Wastrel,” Marin said resignedly. “We need to pick up the Eclipse and put Vaurien in the picture. Damn! Kjor’in. How did we get into this?” 

        “The better question,” Sherratt said thoughtfully, “is how we’re going to get out of it. For the moment, we can only trust to luck that Streller and Wing didn’t have enough time to meddle, and hope the Ulrand government, if they’ve been informed, will take long enough to mount an expedition for the warship to arrive first. Because I don’t believe any expedition launched out of MarakCity will observe a Fleet quarantine exclusion.”

        He gave Marin a smile, dark and wistful; then his eyes went to Travers for a moment, and he said something in Resalq, too soft for Travers to properly hear it, but Marin had heard. Sem arnellan-jhun, he had said. Don’t waste time.  

        With that he was gone and the door slid shut, leaving the apartment oddly empty and quiet. “Home again, home again,” Marin said cynically into the silence. “Lights, brighter.”  

        The lamps turned up a little, burning out the shadows, and Travers followed him to the window as Marin opened the side pane to the late evening air. They heard the buzz from the street below and the whine from the air traffic lanes above. Parrots swooped through West Nansen on their way from the park on the west bank of the river to the wooded slopes of Quorn and Carmichael and the taller hills to the east of Sark. 

        It was a younger city than Westminster on Jagreth, or Elstrom on Velcastra, and Marin liked it. He could make his home here, he decided. And then he looked up at the stars, glittering between tropical cloud masses, and saw the Mare Resalq. Borushek was not far enough from Hellgate to be safe. The sublight hunter-killers were almost certainly already slithering through the chasm of space, this side of Hellgate, and Borushek’s future was uncertain. 

        Arms wound around Marin from behind, strong, warm and very welcome. He settled back against Travers as they looked out across the city, watching the firefly lights of cars in the air lanes. Travers’s hands molded about him, caressing, teasing, arousing, until Marin turned toward him with a rueful smile.

        One night at home before they were on their way to a frozen hell of a world ... one more night back here, if they were lucky, before they were shipping out aboard a Fleet courier to join their ship. Marin’s belly fluttered and he pressed hard against Travers to quell the feeling. Travers took the press as all the invitation he needed, and his mouth settled hungrily on Marin’s.

        The night air was always warm in Sark. The city lay between the equator and the tropic. High above the canyon of the street, the air was quite clear, and only a sporadic thunder from the airpark, far above, intruded as Travers caught Marin in an embrace and dumped him on the couch.

        The Intrepid seemed a thousand years away as Marin relaxed under Travers’s knowing hands. He wondered fleetingly who had taught Neil Travers the subtle skills of the lover, and then the thought was gone as Travers laid him bare on the couch and feathered caresses over him which raised Marin’s gooseflesh, made the breath catch in his chest while his heart beat heavily.

        He was naked, one leg hooked up over the back of the couch, his eyes closed. Travers left him like that for a moment. Marin followed him with his ears, too relaxed to care about anything beyond the breeze from the street, the soft jazz which issued from the threedee as Travers tripped it in passing, the rush of the blood in his own veins, the heat in his groin.

        Sark was always a place for rediscovering oneself. He wondered if Chino still lived in the city, and if he did, was he still hustling for a living, or had he married a fortune and retired to a penthouse. Chino was not a thoroughbred, but he was a beauty, with quick wits and an innate gentleness which should have won him the fortune and the penthouse, if there were any justice.

        Glasses chinked, and Travers was back. Marin opened his eyes to watch him come out from the bedroom, and Chino was forgotten in a moment. Travers was naked, more than half-aroused, with a flute of white wine in either hand and a small blue opalglass jar balanced in his left palm. 

        The wine was local, dry, crisp, and not bad. Marin savored it without bothering to get up, and Travers settled on the couch beside him. The jar rested on Marin’s belly, and he scooped it up before it could fall. “One night at home,” he whispered.

        “Difficult to think of this place as home,” Travers confessed. “I could get to like it if we were allowed to stay here long enough.” He emptied half his glass in one swig. “I prefer Mark’s place on Saraine.”

        “So do I, but it’s way too close to Hellgate.” Marin gestured roughly in the direction of the Drift. “If we make enough noise on Saraine to attract attention, we’ll lose it, and I know Mark is desperate to save that world. From what he tells me, it’s very similar to the Resalq homeworld itself.” He finished the wine and set the flute down beside the couch. “No more about that now. The war ... depresses me. It depresses me that we’re going to be leaving tomorrow. It really depresses me that we’re soon going to be on a bloody-damned carrier, and the only good thing to be added is, the Kiev isn’t headed into Hellgate!”

        “Then I’ll just have to distract you,” Travers suggested, and set his own glass down.

        Curtis opened his arms, caught him and pulled him down into a tangle of limbs. Travers let himself be captured, scissored between Marin’s long legs, and held fast. The couch was hardly wide enough for wrestling, and Marin soon felt himself sliding. The fall was not far and softened by slithering cushions and the thick carpet, but still Travers landed on him heavily enough to knock the breath out of Marin’s chest.

        With an earthy chuckle Travers rolled off him and lay with his head propped on his fist. Dark eyes devoured Curtis Marin alive as Travers’s free hand traced spirals around Marin’s flat belly, fingers teasing the crisp hair below, until Curtis caught them to still them. 

        “What do you want?” Travers leaned over and kissed his shoulder. “I don’t know the Resalq disciplines, I’m not a mind reader.” 

        “They won’t make you a mind reader either. Mark doesn’t read minds.” Marin looked up into the dark, stormy blue eyes. Travers was serious. “What do I want? To be free.”

        “Free of Fleet, Shapiro and the whole scene?” 

        “Yes.” Marin’s fingertips drew a long caress about Neil Travers which began at his brow, ended at the tip of his cock, and made the bigger man shiver. “I wish,” he said honestly, “I had the guts to go it. To pack up tonight, empty the bank accounts, rig some ID, get a couple of tickets on the next clipper and get the hell out. Right out of the Deep Sky, off the frontier.”

        “And where would we go?” Travers buried his face in Marin’s chest, teeth nipping there, leaving a line of transient bite-brands.

        “We?” Marin’s hands held the dark head to his chest as Travers found a nipple and began to suckle. Of course Travers would come with him. It was stupid to question the obvious. “I don’t know. Rethan or Darwin’s. Mars. God knows, I’ve never been to Earth. I keep thinking, maybe I should visit at least once.”

        And then speaking was impossible, thinking was too difficult, because Travers had taken him in a firm, sure hand, and the massage chased every skerrick of reason out of Marin’s head. He closed his eyes, arched his back and gave a wounded moan. 

        Images of carnival time in Dominguez haunted him; of Travers in the rich bronze silk and cream slacks and gold chains, standing in the river breeze, watching the dragon dancers, and the bodypainted Lushi boys whose antics would have tempted a saint. 

        And of Travers hours later, sprawled naked on rumpled black satin, replete, sated, wreathed in a cloud of fragrant bel-grass smoke in the light of a pair of brass oil lamps that might have been a thousand years old and looked like gold lions.

        Marin opened his eyes as his legs were lifted, spread wide enough for the tendons to pull. Half mesmerized, he watched Travers’s face, his intent expression, as the opalglass jar was opened, as long, strong fingers were coated in a viscous oil which smelt faintly of jasmine as it heated on the skin. 

        The oil gleamed also on Travers’s cock, drawing Marin’s eyes, and then the same fingers were at the heart of him, two of them, three, pressing there, demanding his surrender. As his insides turned liquid, Marin drew one long breath, held it, and shifted his position just a little to make it perfect. 

        “Sem arnellan-jhun,” he whispered.      

        “Sem...?” Travers echoed hoarsely. “I don’t —”

        “I love you,” Marin told him in a breathless murmur as he scissored his legs around the bigger, stronger body to pull Travers down and into himself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Salvage tug Wastrel,

Borushek high orbit

 

Repairs on the Wastrel were almost complete and the Fleet tech crew had recovered most of their drones. The machines were semi-intelligent, the size of a taxicab, with a propulsion module in the rear, an Arago generator and a snout bristling with welding and cutting gear. These simple industrial drones were designed to work on hulls, in or out of an atmosphere envelope or a gravity environment, but they were essentially the same machine as the mountain-sized miners with which the Stevenage Company was slowly but surely taking to pieces Cimarosa.  

        Thoughts of that sandblasted, dust-enshrouded ball of rock had not troubled Travers in months, but he was thinking about the city of Vazyabinsk as he watched the squadron of drones still at work on the hull of the Wastrel, on the ventral side, near the hangar bays. 

        The slender Yamazake Capricorn was a sportplane, and overloaded with five aboard. Being physically the smallest member of the party, Marin was jump-seating, crammed into the emergency seat, and had no real view, which was a pity. The Fleet dock at geostationary was quite a sight, and the globe of Borushek was blue-white, with a fleece of high clouds over Sark promising the usual mid-afternoon rain.

       The Wastrel was expecting them. A red spinner invited them into a closet-sized hangar which already gaped open to space, and as Mark picked up the locator signal he handed the Capricorn over to the system for the difficult, tight landing. Travers watched the drones until the hangar swallowed up the sportplane, and then drummed his fingers through the repressurization. He knew it took almost exactly two minutes to flood this hangar, but it was the longest two minutes he could imagine.

        “Will you stay aboard, Mark?” Marin wondered as the canopy popped at last. “Richard would enjoy your company.”

        But Sherratt made negative gestures. “I have to get over to the Carellan Djerun.” He always called the Rainbow Voyager by her Resalq name unless he was speaking to a human with no knowledge of the language. “I called Harrison last night, we spoke at length. He wants us to leave a full science team, field lab and all, on Kjor’in —”

        “Meaning me and Tor,” Dario grumbled. 

        “— and if we’re going to do that safely, we’ll need to take inventory before we leave. We’ll certainly have to take on supplies.” Sherratt was as adept as any parent at ignoring grumbling offspring. 

        “How long?” Travers released the harness and was out of the Capricorn first. It was awkward to wriggle out of the jump-seat, and he reached back to lend Marin his hands.

        “Two hours, probably closer to three.” Sherratt had left the flight systems idling. “We’ll be waiting to take the Eclipse aboard.” As he spoke the canopy was already whining down.

        The tiny hangar sealed and purged, and Travers stood at the observation pane to watch the sportplane drop out into space. She spun like a dancer, inside her own length, and Sherratt opened the throttles to send her fast toward the civilian docks at Orleans Station, where the Resalq science ship still lay berthed. 

        Her sternflares were no more than a blue-white sparkle when soft footfalls announced company, and Travers turned to see Richard Vaurien coming down the half-lit passage from the machine shops. He raised a hand in greeting, and Travers slung one arm over Marin’s shoulders, steering him toward the sizzling sound of a cutting torch. 

        The Wastrel was one of the most massive civilian ships in space, but only a fraction of her was designed for human habitation. Drones, remote-operated machines and telepresence systems covered the rest of the salvage tug. The machine shops were always busy, building job-specific drones and repairing crash-damage. Travers looked across the vast, fluoro-lit cavern and saw a couple of techs apparently configuring a dozer-sized machine to manufacture something as yet unrecognizable.

        He was about to ask what it was when Vaurien said, “I talked to Shapiro last night. He wants a science station on Kjor’in, and no one on Borushek aware of it.” 

        “So it gets built here,” Marin observed. “The Wastrel takes on all the supplies they’ll need, ostensibly for an assignment in the Drift, and then you follow us out to Kjor’in.”

        “Neat,” Travers added. “The quarantine beacon was set up?”

        “By the cruiser Shelikof. She’s about the size of a coolant drum, but it was the closest Fleet vessel that classifies as any kind of warship, and they’re up to the task of marking out a Fleet claim on Kjor’in, so long as they don’t get into a slugging match.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “We could crush them like a bug, and van Donne’s Mako —? No contest. Shapiro would just love to have a bigger ship there, but —” 

        “We can’t afford to draw attention to Kjor’in,” Travers finished. “Dario made a good case ... if we let Earth know what we have, they’ll take it.”

        Vaurien’s expressive mouth compressed. His hair was roped over his shoulder in a ponytail, and with his left hand he toyed with it as he considered the situation. “We’re stalling for time, Neil. The whole deal is about subterfuge, covert operations, bluff. Shapiro’s getting a lot of pressure.”

        “From Fleet? Marin wondered.

        “From Earth,” Vaurien corrected. “They’re riding him, wanting ‘results.’ They want data or hard evidence, anything Resalq — or preferably Zunshu — they can get their claws into.” He shook his head slowly. “They’re looking for anything they can turn into a weapon, and that’s reasonable, given the state of affairs out here. If Earth knew Mark’s people existed, the Resalq would be enjoying the hospitality of the Confederacy right about now.” He paused. “Being comprehensively debriefed.”

        He was right, and Mark Sherratt must be painfully aware of the tightrope he and the Resalq survivors were walking. As a people they were at war with an ancient enemy they had never seen, never heard, and their only allies were people whose friendship was dubious at best. 

        For the first time Travers fully appreciated the courage it had taken for Sherratt to ‘come out,’ to show himself as a Resalq and place his trust, even his faith, in Harrison Shapiro. His mouth dried as he wondered if he himself would have found that courage; down deep, he doubted he would. 

        “If we can stall well enough, long enough,” Marin was saying, “we can still get what we want.”

        “That’s the game-plan,” Vaurien agreed, “but it’s not going to be simple. Jazinsky’s work pivots on firing a probe right into the teeth of a temporo-gravitic event, and having the thing maneuver under its own drive-power, when any law of physics you and I understand says its fundamentally impossible.” Richard was moving as he spoke, leading them away from the machine shop. 

        Amid the tangle of conduits, pressure hoses and power lines, prefabricated support members had begun to assume recognizable shapes. The machine was making the ceramic-metal alloy ribs of a habitat structure, which could only be for the Kjor’in science station. Travers stopped to watch a smoking-hot spar roll out of the press, still malleable enough be taken in the meter-wide crab claws and twisted into shape.

        A large hand fell on his shoulder, gave him a companionable squeeze there. “Come with me,” Richard invited, “there’s something you may want to see.” He glanced back over his shoulder at Marin. “Someone you need to meet.”

        Travers had not forgotten. “The kid’s awake and making sense today? Barb said he was skulled, all the way back from Velcastra.”

        “The kid?” Marin echoed, and then remembered. “Teniko.”

        The kid who was as brilliant in his own field as Jazinsky was in hers — the little Lushi boy who had been chewed up by crew deck predators during his conscription years, and came out of Fleet with a chip on his shoulder, a grudge against the universe, and some kind of dope habit. Travers could not help remembering Jon Szabo, and he wondered where Jon was now. 

        The Wastrel’s labs were very nearly the equal of those aboard a science vessel. Mark’s Carellan Djerun was better equipped to perform on the hard-edge of science, but the Carellan was not an unholy mixture of salvage tug and warship. At the door of a research facility not far aft of the tug’s dark, stood-down operations room, Vaurien came to a halt. He did not intrude into the lab, and he held his silence as Travers and Marin shared a glance and also came to rest at the privateer’s shoulder.

        From outside, it had sounded as if two women were engaged in a vicious verbal brawl in a foreign language, but in a moment Travers saw the truth: Jazinsky was not fighting but debating, the second woman was not a female at all, but a young Lushi, and the language in which they harangued each other was mathematical in its vocabulary, syntax and conjugation. Jazinsky was excited, not angry, and when the Pakrani were enthusiastic they were loud; they could hardly help it, since even a small Pakrani was not much under two meters tall. When Lushi were excited, they often grew shrill — which again was hardly their fault, since a full grown Lushi was rarely taller than Travers’s shoulder.

        And Tonio Teniko was small even for one of his race. Jazinsky could have picked him up and carried him like a child. Instead, she was debating with him about the contents of a threedee sphere which hovered over the workbench. Travers spared the symbols of their language a single glance and looked away. Half of those symbols were Resalq anyway, and far outside his education; the other half were simply gibberish to him. 

        Instead he focused on Teniko, and he felt a physical wrench, as if he had been punched below the heart. Teniko was recently out of Fleet, which put him at twenty-two. His hair was blue-black, his skin was pale olive, and his eyes were some shade of silver-gray and gold, always changing, depending on the light. He was slender as a reed, dressed in the bright, tie-dyed coveralls common on Lushiar, and the garment was baggy on him, as if he had lost flesh recently. But one sensed the inborn, whippy strength of the Lushi, and Travers saw the elegant artist’s hands, the dancer’s poise, all of which added to the impact of his face. He could have walked right out of a painting, as Jazinsky had once said. She was right; he might have been the model who sat for Leonardo, and for a moment Travers was too taken aback to even try to follow what Teniko and Jazinsky were debating. 

        All at once they seemed to become aware of their audience, and Jazinsky beckoned Vaurien into the lab. “Don’t stand there like a gate guard, come and look at this. Hello, Travers, you just got in?” She greeted Marin, whom she had known only a short time, simply with a nod.    

        “We came over for the Eclipse.” Travers jerked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the hangars. “Next stop an ice-ball called Kjor’in. Shapiro’s orders.” 

        “Us, too,” Vaurien growled. “You saw what the machine shop was turning out.”

        The woman gave them both a hard look. “You want a repeat performance of the show on Ulrand? Give the bastards a chance, and they’ll steal the research out from under our noses before we can even take pictures.” Then she switched gears with her usual speed and thumbed the threedee remote to pull up the part of the work she wanted to show them.

        Silent, wary, obviously distrustful of any stranger, Tonio Teniko had stepped into the background, put the work bench between himself and the newcomers, and deliberately stayed out of the main light. The veil of shadows only added to his allure, and Travers wondered how many times, on how many faces, he had seen naked lust, undisguised hunger, the carnivorous greed of the crew deck predator.    

        He forced a smile to his lips and gave the kid a nod. “I’m Travers. They told me about you.”

        Teniko blinked at him. “I’ve heard of you.” He spoke with the broad, round vowels of Lushiar, unadulterated by any of the immigrant accents of Earth. He was small, Travers realized, because he was Lushiar born and bred, descended from the original genestrands. He lifted his chin. “I know you, Travers. You brought the Intrepid out of Hellgate.”      

        “I had help,” Travers said dryly.

        “You work for Shapiro now,” Teniko added.

        “As do we all,” Vaurien growled, without looking up from the maze of dense mathematical reasoning scrolling through the threedee.
“Merde, Barb, this is almost philosophy. It’s not Weimann physics as I understand the field.”

        “That’s because it’s not Weimann physics.” Jazinsky leaned both palms on the bench and gazed into the threedee as if it were the latest model, factory-fresh, crystal ball. “And you’re right, there’s an element of philosophy, or of poetry. It’s beautiful. Hypnotizing.”

         Even Travers was intrigued enough by her litany to wonder what she saw, but when he looked into the threedee all he saw was a ravel of symbols, some ancient Greek, some Resalq. Vaurien could follow just enough to glimpse the beauty, yet there was an edge very close to dread in his voice as he said,

        “But where does it go, Barb?”

        She looked at him with the blind, hollowed out, cavernous eyes of the Oracle who could see the future and the far side of the world and yet tapped her way along her own garden path with a cane. “Elar’ne. The Vast. The stormy side of the sky ... Hellgate is the beginning, and the end ...” She shrugged. “Do you know the saying, that the gates of heaven and hell are adjacent and unmarked?” Jazinsky seemed half-mesmerized, and snapped back to reality as Vaurien took her by the shoulders. She drew in a breath and closed her right hand over his left. “The Zunshu homeworld is out there. They could be halfway across the universe. They could be a flyspeck at the dawn of time. I don’t know, Richard ... but I can tell you this. Teniko and me, we can navigate that.” She nodded at the threedee. “The only thing missing is the fuel element.”

        “The Zunshu top-fuel,” Travers said quietly. “I remember. The element missing in your equation. Find it, and the whole thing balances out. If,” he added soberly, “it exists.”

        “It exists,” Teniko said sharply. “It’s a mineral element sitting in an island of stability, far off the periodic table as we know it. But I’m telling you, Captain Vaurien, it exists.” He gestured at the threedee. “I’ve seen the footprints in the mud. We’re just looking for the monster that walked there.”

        “Barb?” Richard looked at the woman who had been his business partner for a long time how. 

        The white-blond head nodded. “Oh, yes. And Tonio’s right, it’s a monster ... and we’ll find it, if bloody Shapiro will ever let us get back to work!”

        Vaurien turned his back on the threedee as if he could not bear to look at it any longer. “You know what Dario found on Kjor’in. Your top-fuel could be stored inside the stasis chamber.”

        She opened her mouth as if about to tell him it was ridiculous, and then closed it again. “Kjor’in. Hand it to the Zunshu. It’s the perfect place to hide an outpost. What’s Mark say?”

        “He’s still trying to get a research team together,” Vaurien sighed. “After the Ulrand fiasco, the elder Resalq are reluctant to come out and show themselves, and I understand their misgivings. Dario and Tor are going to set it up; the Shelikof had strict orders to stay the hell away from Kjor’in ... for all they know, it’s a medical quarantine or some kind of xenoform.”

        “They have received the orders to let the Rainbow Voyager through?” Marin asked. “Dumb question, I know, but this has all the makings of another wild goose chase, and a damned dangerous one.”

        “They’ll let through the Carellan Djerun and the Wastrel,” Vaurien confirmed, “after that, Shapiro himself couldn’t get through without the right access codes.”

        “And the Confederacy is being told what?” Travers wondered. 

        Jazinsky pushed away from the work bench. “Some kind of medical emergency, I should think. They’re common enough, when humans go sticking their noses into dark corners. A radical mutagen would be just fine. They’ll think twice before they even send their own team to investigate.” She looked over the top of the bench at the young Lushi, who was still standing back, wreathed in shadows. “You want to join the party, Tonio? Or you want to stay in the lab here, in the dark, and turn into a mushroom?”

        For a moment the kid hesitated. “You mean, do I want to go down to the surface, to Kjor’in?”

        “You’d be welcome to join the research team,” Marin told him.

        Vast, dark eyes gazed at Travers and Marin as if Teniko could not find the capacity to trust them. They were not just on Shapiro’s contract like Vaurien, Travers remembered. They held the active  rank of lieutenant, even though they did not wear the uniform, and would not wear it until they shipped out to the Kiev. Teniko was phobic. Anything that even suggested of Fleet raised his hackles; or did it arouse a panic attack? And if it did, where was the surprise? Teniko trusted Vaurien and Jazinsky, but Jazinsky had never gone through conscription and service, and Vaurien was the first-furlough deserter who had gone out into Freespace and made good. In his own way Teniko probably idolized them.

        “At least in the early days you’d be working with the Resalq,” Travers offered quietly. “Dario Sherratt and Tor Sereccio. Mark will also be there for a while. Some of Shapiro’s trustees will join the science station later, but the research depends on work the Resalq have already done.” He arched a brow at the kid. “They’re not Fleet, they’ve never been Fleet. You can trust them, even if you can’t trust Curtis Marin and me ... I know your story.”

        The luminous eyes widened on him, they looked him up and down, head to foot, full of such criticism, Travers wondered what Teniko saw. “You have no idea,” he said icily. “There’s no way you could understand.”

        “Understand what happened to you?” Travers asked very quietly. “Barb told me. Teniko ... Tonio, anyone who’s been through conscription has seen something of what happened to you. It’s rare, but not so rare that you won’t ever see it. Everyone understands. What made it different in your case was, nobody stopped it. Your sergeants, your officers, medics, were either so lax or so contemptible, they just let it go on. And think back, Tonio. If it was happening to you, it was happening to others. Yes?”

        The Lushi looked away. His face twisted and his hands balled up into fists. “Yes. There were others. I never said it was only me.”
        “And the fact there were others doesn’t diminish what you suffered,” Marin said quickly. “No one’s saying it does.” Teniko shot an almost feral look at him and Marin asked, “If you like, I’ll take your contract. It may take years for me to fulfill it, because I’m also a puppet on Shapiro’s chain and there are other priorities — the colonial wars, the Zunshu. But I’ll take your contract.”

        “Contract?” Teniko echoed.

        The lab was silent as a crypt. Jazinsky and Vaurien were merely spectators. “You’ve heard of Dendra Shemiji.” Not a question. Travers looked sidelong at Marin.

        “The society of assassins,” Teniko said hoarsely. 

        “Sometimes,” Marin said, “the only justice is revenge.”

        “Revenge.” Teniko hugged himself. “You don’t know how long I dreamed about it.”

        “Then do something about it.” Very deliberately, Travers slid his arm about Marin’s waist, stepped closer and pressed them together. The message was clear.

        “You two —?” Teniko’s throat bobbed as he swallowed.

        “Pred’yche,” Marin said in the soft, slurred old language. “You can trust us, Tonio. I’ve been with Dendra Shemiji for a long time. If you want me to take the contract, I will.”

        “You’re in Fleet,” Teniko protested.

        “And it was a contract that took me back into Fleet,” Marin told him. “I went aboard the Intrepid to wreak a little justice on a sergeant who’d flogged a boy, a kid much younger than you, to death. In the end it was another of the sergeant’s victims who took him down. Justice is often ugly, but it remains justice. I’ll take the contract, if it’s what you want.”

        “What I want?” Teniko’s voice rose. “What I want?”

        He was too distracted to hear Jazinsky’s undertone murmur: “Shit, here it comes.”

        “What I want,” Teniko was shrill with distress, “is for it never to have happened. What I want is to have it out of my mind, not to keep remembering, not to keep dreaming about it!”

        “The memories can be blocked,” Marin began, but Teniko did not seem to hear.

        “What I really want is to think back on those scenes and remember how I was big enough and strong enough to break bones and smash faces,” Teniko snarled. “What I want is not to be what I am. Look at me!” He flung out his arms, like a dancer. 

        In fact, he was so outrageously beautiful, Travers was beguiled in spite of himself. If he had wanted the work, Teniko could have walked into a big-money job in any pleasure den in Dominguez, Elstrom or Sark. It was the last work he wanted. If he had ever been inclined to fall back on the gifts with which nature had endowed him, and simply become a Companion, the experience of a Fleet crew deck drove out the ambition.

        “I don’t want revenge. Revenge won’t stop it happening again,” Teniko was saying, angry, bruised, even frightened. “What I want is not to be afraid. Not to be scared shitless every time I see a new face and that look is on it, the look that says, ‘Well, hey, it’s party time,’ like I’m just a — a body. Less than that. A hole.” He sucked in a breath which seemed to hurt and hugged himself again, as if he were trying hard not to hate himself, either for what he had already done or what he was about to do. “What I want,” Teniko said harshly, “is to be re-engineered.”

        No matter what Travers had been expecting, the kid took him by surprise. Marin murmured in astonishment also, and Vaurien was obviously hearing this for the first time too. “You want to be redesigned?” he echoed. “Into what, exactly?”
        “Something. Anything,” Teniko muttered, angry with himself now. “Anything but what I am.”

        “Something big and strong,” Jazinsky said gently. “Richard, it’s not as if he’s asking the impossible. If he wants to be Kushini or Pakrani, it’s just therapy and time.” She paused. “And a lot of pain. You realize that, Tonio? From what I hear, the process of regrowth is excruciating. The colonists didn’t have to sweat through it, because they slept through it. The sleeper ships took forever to get out into the Middle Heavens, all the regrowth took place while they were in hibernation. You wouldn’t have their luxury.”

        “I know.” Teniko dragged both hands through his hair. “I researched it. What, you thought I’d go in blind?”
        “I know you better than that.” Jazinsky shrugged. “Give me a reason why not, Richard?”
        “I’ll give you a dozen reasons,” Vaurien said thoughtfully, “not one of which is going to change your mind, Tonio.”

        The kid’s face twisted again, but this time with anger. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Richard, don’t give me all that bullshit about human diversity being the most beautiful thing in the universe, and it’s the beauty and strength that come from within that count, and what a person looks like is unimportant, what matters is their brains, their courage, their compassion.”

        “All that’s true,” Marin said as Teniko paused for breath.

        “You’re dreaming,” the kid snarled. “When’s the last time you went to a danceshop and tried to pick up a partner, but you were doing it with a face that looked like the ass-end of a warthog and a butt like a buffalo? When’s the last time you tried to talk and reason your way out from under the three Neanderthals who’ve just pushed you face-down on the deck and torn the rags off your back? When’s the last time you were offered a drink or a meal or a bed for the night because you were compassionate or because your idea of pillow talk is e-space tensor theory?” He was incandescent with rage. “What world do you live in, Richard? Not the world where I grew up!”

        “All right, all right, calm down.” Vaurien held up his hands as if Teniko had him at gunpoint. “You’ve made your point. We live in a world where physical imperfection isn’t tolerated and a person’s brains most often aren’t respected, because human beings have genetically modified ourselves so often, a lot of us have forgotten who the hell we ever were. We’ve re-engineered our kind until we ourselves, out here in the Deep Sky, have become so alien, some of us can’t set foot on a street on Earth without enduring the pointing fingers and the bad jokes about webbed feet and gills.”

        Teniko’s slender shoulders scrunched. “You’re a fine one to talk, Richard. You’re as human-looking as Travers and that other one.”

        “My name is Curtis Marin,” he offered. “And you’re right. Neil and Richard and I are either from Earth or one of the worlds where genetic redesign wasn’t necessary. Neil’s from Darwin’s World. I’m from Jagreth. Richard’s from Earth itself.”

        “Paris,” Vaurien added. “In a country that’s still called France, for what it’s worth.”

        “Jagreth was the first place humans ever discovered alien relics,” Marin went on, clearly hoping to divert Teniko, defuse some of the dangerous anger. “They were Resalq ruins, abandoned of course, but texts, books, were found. Enough to yield a rudimentary grasp of the language. ‘Jagreth’ is a Resalq name ... he was the hero of the children’s story which was the first translated Resalq text ... and this should interest you. Jagreth was among the first Resalq to be genetically modified.”

        That grabbed Teniko’s attention. “They were re-engineered? I’ve never read much about them.”

        The anger dissipated, leaving the room with a sultry closeness, as if a storm had just passed over. Travers felt himself begin to relax, and put a hand on Marin’s shoulder in thanks. 

        “What have you read about the Resalq?” Marin was asking.

        “Well, basically, everything I saw said they’re extinct,” Teniko admitted. “Then I signed with Richard, and the next thing I know he’s getting messages in fifth-level encryption, from God knows who. So I ...” he stopped and shrugged awkwardly.

        Vaurien chuckled, though the humor was forced, and slung one big arm around the kid’s shoulder. If he noticed Tonio’s flinch he did not show it. “So he took a crack at breaking the encryption, and he came close ... not close enough, of course, and in the process he tripped every alarm on the ship. Brought me and Barb and Tully Ingersol down here at a flat gallop.”

        “I was curious,” Teniko said stubbornly.

        “And rude, and dumb. The messages could have been private, a tryst, politics, crime,” Vaurien admonished. “Curiosity can get you killed, you should learn that sometime soon.” He gave the Lushi boy a hug and let him go. “The Resalq were very nearly gone, but they had the brains and ability for the last of them to outrun the Zunshu.” 

        “Unfortunately, as they outran them, fleeing into what we call the Middle Heavens, they plowed head-on into human colonists,” Marin went on. “The colonies were springing up like mushrooms in those days. The early Weimann drives opened up the Middle Heavens so fast, it made the previous two centuries of sleeper ships seem slow. So the Resalq were forced into hiding a second time. The Zunshu were behind them, there was no place to go back to, and they knew humans would invade the Middle Heavens like a virus.”

        “So they changed themselves to ... to pass,” Teniko concluded. 

        “Externally.” Marin shrugged. “They can’t, and won’t, change their biology. They’ll always be hermaphrodite, with a genetic structure so different from ours, we’d be more likely to interbreed with an oak tree than a Resalq. But they look very human now. The most recent generations especially.” He paused. “What you want, Tonio, is simple enough. Be re-engineered as a Pakrani, if you like.”

        “Pakrani.” Teniko’s eyes were on Jazinsky, looking her up and down with a deep hunger that had nothing to do with sexuality.

        “But you shouldn’t have to,” Vaurien added. “All you said before, Tonio. It’s not bullshit. The bullshit took place on the carrier, the Outbound Pioneer. You need to put it behind you.”

        “Till the next time it happens?”
        “It won’t happen again,” Vaurien began.

        “You can guarantee that, can you?” Teniko’s anger had begun to ignite again, hot as an emergency flare.

         “You stay with me, and I’ll bloody guarantee it,” Vaurien said loudly. 

        “Stay with you?” Teniko was so surprised, he backed off. “You mean, sign a perpetual contract? Stay on the Wastrel?” 

        “Yes.” Richard spread his hands expressively. “And stay ... with me. I know you’re not ready to get into any kind of relationship, but maybe the reason I don’t want to see you turn yourself into something else is, I like you the way you are.”

        Tonio Teniko merely gaped at him. “I thought you and Jazinsky were ...”

        “Occasionally we are, but nobody’s got a ring through anyone’s nose.” Vaurien frowned into the threedee, where the strands of mathematical gibberish rotated slowly, coiling and uncoiling like mating snakes. “Take your time, kid. Don’t rush into anything.”

        “I ...” Teniko swallowed audibly. “I’ll think it over. But I’m not going to change my mind. And I will stay with the Wastrel. You’re doing the best work here. Nothing like this is being done in any lab back as far as the Near Sky. I researched it. I ... always do.”

        “All right.” Richard thrust his hands into the pockets of pale cream slacks. “Let me know what you decide. And if —”

        The threedee interrupted, purring with an incoming message, and Travers saw Vaurien’s call code blinking in the top of the field; the caller was also code-identified, and Travers’s muscles tensed as he recognized it. 

        With a mutter of annoyance Richard moved closer. “Vaurien.”

        “Shapiro.” The general’s face appeared, rendered tiny by the inset window. “Mark just sent me the inventory of what they’ll need for the science station. Fill the order, Captain Vaurien, send me the bill ... and watch yourself on Kjor’in.”

        Travers and Marin shared a glance, shouldering into the threedee’s best angle of view to see Shapiro. Years of experience had made the general very adept at pulling a mask over his thoughts and feelings, but the lines of his face were taut.  

        “You picked up the Ranjipur?” Travers asked. “Streller and Wing are making trouble? There was a fight, when she was impounded?” A fight, which would only draw such attention to the action, it would be reported as far away as Earth.

        “Quite the opposite,” Shapiro said acidly. “Mark’s mercenaries were a complete no-show. In his understanding, they knew exactly where the Rainbow Voyager was headed, but they never entered Borushek space.”

        “They were probably too intelligent to run your gauntlet,” Marin guessed. “They may be wanted in a good many systems.”

        “So they turned around and headed right back to Kjor’in,” Travers finished. “Damn. Did the Shelikof get there and put out the quarantine beacon ahead of them?”
        “I have absolutely no idea,” Shapiro admitted. “They could just as easily have returned to Ulrand. I’ve already contacted the Fleet envoy there, and they’ve begun surveillance on the docks. They’ve not sighted the Ranjipur yet. So be careful. I hesitate to call in the big guns, for obvious reasons: run up the flags, and we’ll be noticed.”

        “We’ll watch out,” Vaurien told him tersely. “If we can, we’ll put a shot in the Ranjipur and tow her back to Borushek. Salvage, you understand.”

        “Wrecking,” Shapiro said with a certain disdain. “Not your usual style, is it, Captain Vaurien? Remember, I can only protect you so far.”

        And with that he shut down, leaving Vaurien growling French obscenities. He glared at the threedee, but the image of Shapiro had already been replaced with the coiled-code, mating snakes, the graphic representation of the field equations. Vaurien turned bright, angry eyes on Jazinsky and Teniko. 

        They were standing together beside the threedee, and Travers thought how much like a child Teniko looked beside the Pakrani woman. In both their cases, body geometry had been decided, deliberately and without a thought as to what the individual might want, generations before they were born. Sometimes the genetic modifications were to a person’s advantage — Jazinsky herself, and Roy Neville. But the only simple option for Tonio Teniko was to go home to Lushiar, where he would be nothing unusual ... and where his real talents would be utterly wasted. 

        Lushiar was as much a backwater as Mawson in the Shackleton Void. It was off the beaten track, with few sophisticated facilities, and no real chance of getting them. The traveler went to Lushiar if he wanted to lie on a beach, watch one magnificent, stormy sunset after another, and run amok in the sensual smorgasbord which was the planet’s one real claim to fame.

        Little wonder Teniko did not want to go back, and Travers had wondered for some time how he had come to sign with Vaurien. Richard was running Mark’s list, which had come in piggybacked on Shapiro’s message. Travers fetched coffee from the ’chef on the rear bench. Teniko was surprised to be handed a mug, and before he rediscovered his equilibrium Travers asked,

        “So how’d you get fall in with this pirate?”

        “Pirate?” Teniko echoed.

        “Vaurien. He operates out of Freespace half the time, he’s on speaking terms with mercenaries who’d be avoided by dung beetles, and if Shapiro didn’t need him and Jazinsky, they’d both be starting a twenty-five year vacation at the Fleet Maximum Security Penitentiary down in Jackson.”

        “You’re shitting me,” the kid muttered.

        “Damn,” Marin said, amused, “you have no idea who and what you signed with, have you?” He spoke gently enough but the words still carried a sting.
        The Lushi’s teeth were grinding and that flashfire temper was on the rise again when Jazinsky’s hands fell on both his shoulders from behind and squeezed. He subsided with a sullen expression. “Leave it, Marin, and you too, Neil. I brought him in, the way Richard brought me in, and I wish to God I’d been able to find him in college before Fleet got him.”

        “Hey, no offense,” Travers said affably. “I just wondered how.”

        “We were on the Net, trawling for research,” Jazinsky said with a shrug. “Both of us trying to nail down the same data, leaving messages and requests here and there, you know how it goes. We got to talking, comparing notes. Then we got together and I offered to bring him in if he wanted to come aboard. Not being an idiot, he agreed.”

        Marin sampled the coffee and made a face as he found it too hot, too strong. “You were on Borushek, Tonio?”

        “Velcastra,” Teniko corrected baldly.

        “Staying with friends, working there?” Marin was prying very gently, but any prying at all was too much.

        The belligerence surged up to the surface again and Teniko’s lips thinned. “Staying in a clinic, since you wanted to know. What kind of clinic?” He mimicked Marin’s voice and accent, and then his tone hardened into his own dense cynicism. “The kind where they bring your medication four times a day and try to unscramble your brains, get you just a little bit less fucked-up, before they let you back out on the street.”

        And he stalked away toward the door. “Tonio?” Jazinsky called after him. “Tonio!” But he was gone, and she turned, slamming both hands down on the work bench by the threedee. “Jesus! That little brat is going to get himself strangled.”

        “Be gentle with him,” Marin suggested. “You really took him out of a psychiatric clinic on Velcastra?”
        “Yeah.” She took a deep, calming breath. “I’ll be honest with you. He seemed sane at the time.”

        “Medicated,” Travers guessed.

        “Probably. And it wore off in the next ten days.” Jazinsky looked after him and shook her head. “He’s a little nuts —”

        “He’s way out there,” Marin corrected. “But he’s got a reason to be. It’s not the first time we’ve seen something like this.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “I’m thinking about Jon Szabo.”

        “So am I.” Travers lifted the mug to his lips and breathed coffee vapors. “Jon signed with your crew, didn’t he, Richard?”
        “Hm? Szabo?” Vaurien was annotating Mark’s lists. “He’s on the Earthlight. I shipped him out, fast and far, in case the deal with Shapiro went sour. I didn’t want Fleet getting its hands on him again.”

        Travers smiled. “That was good of you.” He gestured at the threedee. “And you’re certain, dead certain, the kid’s theories, this Teniko Constant, aren’t just fantasy land?”

        Not even for an instant did Jazinsky hesitate. “If he’d been wrong, either I’d have found it, or Tully Ingersol, or Mark. I’ve shown Mark some of Tonio’s work. He’s impressed.”

        “Then ...” Marin set aside the mug and dropped a hand on Vaurien’s shoulder. “I think I’d give the kid what he wants. Get him reengineered. If he wants to be two meters tall, with twice the muscle density you and I possess, and nictitating membranes on his eyes, and no pigment in his hair, and fists that could knock a grown man right through a bulkhead —” He looked up into Jazinsky’s face. She wondered if she were being mocked, but Marin was serious. “You said it yourself, Richard. We live in a world that won’t tolerate physical imperfection and doesn’t respect brains, because it’s too easy to get yourself ‘tweaked’ ... and the kid’s got you out-argued anyway. If human diversity is anyone’s most beautiful feature — which sounds noble in principle but falls apart in a reality where an ugly face or a fat backside consigns the kid to the dumpster! — then Tonio should be allowed to choose which part of the diversity he’s happy with. If the ‘diversity is beauty’ theory is true at all, one kind of beauty is as good as any other.” Marin’s brows arched at Richard.

        “Well, now, you can’t argue with that,” Jazinsky said aridly.

        “I’m not even going to try.” Vaurien was finished with Mark’s list, and turned his back on the threedee. “Tell the Resalq, they’ll get their stuff but it’s going to take a couple of days. Till then, let the Shelikof keep the marauders of your backs ... and watch yourselves.” He gave Travers his hand. “I’ll see you soon enough, Neil.”
        “Take care of yourself, Richard.” Travers’s smile was genuine. “And take care of that kid. Teniko. He bothers me somehow.”

        “I will,” Vaurien promised. “The Eclipse is parked in Four.”

        They were out of the lab, walking aft toward the service lifts to the hangar levels when Marin said, “You’re not responsible.”

        The assertion caught Travers off guard. “For what?”
        “For security and ethics aboard the Outbound Pioneer,” Marin elaborated. “What happened to Tonio Teniko was bad, but it’s far from common because there’s usually good sergeants in charge on the crew deck and they stop it fast. When the system breaks apart, shit happens. But you weren’t there, it’s not your responsibility.”

        “I know that,” Travers said. 

        “Yet Teniko bothers you,” Marin added. 

        Travers sighed. “He reminds me of Jon Szabo. And Chandra Liang’s boy. And a dozen others I’ll never forget.” He shook himself hard. “It’s nothing.”

        But Marin was looking thoughtfully at him, and Travers covered the uncomfortable moment by catching him in an embrace and kissing him, hard, as the hangar door growled open.

        Ten minutes later, the Yamazake Eclipse dropped out of the Wastrel and headed like a dart for Orleans Station.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Science vessel Carellan Djerun 

 

Beacon 514 was one relay station in the chain of the comm network that spanned the Deep Sky, ringed Hellgate at the furthest end of its reach and at its other extremity fed into the dense, busy Middle Heavens e-space data conduits. 

        No part of the channel between the Rabelais Drift and Earth itself did not hum with a ceaseless torrent of data, but a ship could wander out of the channel and the sky would grow quiet, at least in the tachyon bands. The more remote beacons, like 514, marked the very edge of the network, but humans lived and worked far beyond it. Mining exploration was the boom industry in the Deep Sky, with the colonial wars simmering and all eyes fixed on Omaru and its Fleet blockade. 

        The general belief among the frontier’s fledgling, clandestine republican governments was that the umbilical cord was about to be cut at last, and Mother Earth was about to discover her limitless source of wealth disconnected. The colonies were more than ready to stand on their own. Most of the Deep Sky had been settled by ships launched from established Middle Heavens colonies, and Earth was only a concept, a map reference, to most of the population.

        Some would have called it a curse. Travers was thinking about Tonio Teniko as the Rainbow Voyager cruised up and passed by the comm relay. 514 issued a strident signal, both marking its location and giving warning that the traveler was about to leave the network. The science vessel, more properly called Carellan Djerun, did not even pause for a log entry. To the Resalq the beacon was just another navigation fix; the star systems ahead had been charted by their explorers while humans were still landlocked and governed by superstition.  

        The science vessel was traveling at speeds far in excess of normal Weimann thresholds. The engines were as different from normal Weimann modules as the factory-floor, street-legal model was different from the hyper-charged racetrack version of the same craft. Even Harrison Shapiro had not been made privy to the modifications, and Mark’s engines were serviced only by Resalq facilities. Shapiro’s open-data deal had largely been honored, but Sherratt was cautious enough to hold back the last handful of secrets — the ones which kept open the door and permitted escape. 

        Over a hundred hours of CNS reports had backed up in the archives since the last time Travers had seen a newscast. As the Carellan Djerun cruised past 514 he was in the quiet, unmanned operations room, cradling a glass of peppermint schnapps and watching the scene on Omaru play out in smuggled video. If it could, Fleet would have shut down all comm into and out of the besieged system, but CNS would always find a way. 

        Their data-jockeys were into everything, and Travers guessed they must have received an advance warning from the government in HydralisCity, because the news cameras were perfectly positioned to get studio-quality pictures as Kiel Docks, the major Fleet dockyard in the sector, were gutted, reduced to blazing shrapnel which scythed away into space, destroying anything in its path. The news ship itself had to duck and dodge cartwheeling wreckage, and the video was not transmitted via the network, but smuggled out in datacubes with travelers headed out of the system. TransColonial’s clipper docks were destroyed, and Fleet uniforms and security drones were everywhere. The news of the destruction of the Kiel facility was not reported to the Deep Sky for five days, and Earth would be furious.

        Travers frowned deeply over the news stories. The only people being hurt were the colonies themselves. If they achieved their goal, won their autonomy, it would take a decade to rebuild and more than one colony would be dead broke. Shapiro’s desire to get the mutinous governments and an embassy from the Confederacy to the conference table was laudable, but Travers had to wonder if it was feasible. To make ‘headoffice’ open negotiations, the Confederacy itself would have to be hurt. And as far as Travers could see, ‘the colonial trouble,’ as the home colonies press termed it, was still being treated as a buzz of mosquitoes. Nuisance value, albeit embarrassing, expensive.

        Or, he decided as the CNS coverage switched to Velcastra, the government of the Confederacy had to be frightened, shocked, into taking notice. The Zunshu might provide that shock — if, Travers thought grimly, compelling evidence was provided. And on that score, Shapiro was in a difficult position.

        He needed to keep the Zunshu data, and especially the physical relics, in the Deep Sky where they could be examined by researchers who would share data, and who understood at least a part of what they were looking at. At the same time, Shapiro needed to acquire evidence of the Zunshu that was hard enough, monstrous enough, to make the industrial giants of the Near Sky shut down the shipyards where the super-carriers were built ... shut off the faucet from which gushed fortunes so vast, nothing similar had been recorded in human history.

        The screen before him showed the rampage on Velcastra. The streets of Elstrom were a confusion of rioting civilians, confused Tactical troops, and security squads assigned from the Fleet base. The sky thundered with gunships but as yet no one was shooting. The government was still, technically, legitimate, but a finger’s span under the surface republicanism simmered. Travers frowned over the scenes in Velcastra, and in his ears whispered words Curtis Marin had said not long before, to Robert Chandra Liang himself: ‘This city will be like a lot of others soon,’ he had warned. ‘A bloodbath. You don’t want to be among the first dragged away and brought up on charges of treason.’

        Chandra Liang was adamant, Travers could still hear the acid in his voice. Civil war, he said, would happen on Velcastra only if the Omaru colony could secure its victory. Every colony was watching Omaru; most of them were sending aid, running the Fleet blockade with weapons and anything else Hydralis might need. 

        Omaru was the oldest and most powerful colony in the Deep Sky. It was the first settled, the world with the gravity, atmosphere and climate closest to those of Earth, and industry, colonial technology, had bloomed there. If Omaru could not establish its independence, using all its vast resources, no other colony was likely to do it. Yet Omaru was up against the DeepSky Fleet, and Travers shivered as he saw the videos.

        The preparations for this war were rooted years in the past. The men and women fighting it were Fleet-trained, since conscription was mandatory, universal, and the weapons systems were supplied through Halfway, smuggled from other battlefields where Fleet had locked horns with corporate armies, privateers, wreckers. Fleet did not always leave the engagement as the victor, and men like Sergei van Donne had become merchant princes in the black market. Fleet was being shown a fight.

        The CNS videos were among the most astonishing Travers had ever seen. Camera drones put the threedee viewer at home into the thick of the action as the carrier tender Shenyang
was destroyed. An ore hauler seemed to be minding its own business on its way in from the smelters orbiting one of Omaru’s gas giants. It was a drone, no crew aboard, and one of a fleet of forty belonging to Goldman-Pataki Heavy Industries. The company denied any foreknowledge of events as the drone, known only as GP4-19, diverted from its programed flightpath, redlined its massive engines and plowed clean through the middle of the tender. The impact cut the Shenyang
in half. Loss of life was minimal, since the crew had scrambled on a two minute ejection alert, but the ship was towed away for salvage. 

        Nor was the Shenyang the only ship damaged or destroyed. The carrier Guadalcanal was structurally damaged, with an onboard fire raging for over an hour, when a space-to-surface courier from Hydralis exploded in one of the main hangars. The Kotaro-Fuente shuttle was not Weimann enabled; if it had been, the carrier might have been completely destroyed in the implosion as the hyperlight engines devoured themselves. Even so, the Guadalcanal was open to space on twelve decks, her spine was fractured, four of her five hangars were trashed, her entire compliment of gunships were gone, and most of her fighter-interceptors were titanium confetti.

         The strikes were hit-and-run. They were unpredictable, fast, hard, and painful. Fleet was counting its losses and licking its wounds at Omaru as it had never suffered before. Were Omaru to fight a traditional, set-piece battle, the story might be different. Fleet would cover its ass with two or even three super-carriers, and the colonial mutiny might be settled in a day. Bloodbath. The Kiev, Travers remembered bleakly, had just been pulled back from Hellgate and sent to the blockade, but whether its presence would delay the day of reckoning or hasten it, he could not guess.

        Eventually the situation had to simmer its way up to flashpoint, and Omaru seemed determined to force the issue, no matter the cost. They also were suffering: the system-wide blockade, the loss of trade, quarantine, curfew, withdrawal of privileges and civil liberties, mass arrests, charges of treason, legions of citizens from every part of the social spectrum in custody pending trial and probable execution.

        It was like waiting to wake from a bad dream, Travers decided as he watched the scene unfold in the CNS videos. It was Harrison Shapiro’s worst nightmare become reality, and yet Omaru was pushing, always pushing, as if they knew something, or possessed something, a card up their sleeve. The CNS analysts were hinting at it: something was driving Omaru, but what it was eluded both the journalists and Fleet Intelligence Division. And right back to the home colonies, political scientists and military historians were issuing veiled warnings.

        Travers could not listen to any more. He shut down the archive and drained his glass in one gulp. The schnapps seemed to scorch the lining from his belly but the millrace of his thoughts slowed and he settled, watching the distortion of the stars. They seemed to ooze like bubbles on the surface of a viscous liquid as the Carellan Djerun dove through the freefall conduit of e-space.

        As the beacon fell far behind, the ship cut speed and began to broadcast its ID. Kjor’in still lay hours ahead, but the Shelikof would be terminally wary of anything approaching, and out here little moved without a purpose. Travers looked into the nav-screen’s two dimensional rendering of the normally threedee display. Kjor’in was close, and the Shelikof had already identified itself. Two computers chattered through e-space, traded access codes and ident-references, and the Carellan Djerun was recognized, cleared to approach.

        No other ship was flagged in the area, but three other systems, distant enough to be on the edge of the screen, were labeled. Two were Goldman-Pataki excavations, pilot mines on otherwise dead worlds, and the third belonged to the Stevenage Company, out of Cimarosa. Travers remembered Vazyabinsk as a mining town in the middle of a wasteland, and when the mine was worked out Stevenage would abandon Cimarosa and move on. Perhaps here, beyond 514. 

        There was always work on the frontier, if one didn’t mind dirty hands, bad food, sitting on live explosives, keeping rough company and living with radiation counters. Travers had once examined all his options, and had walked back into a Fleet recruitment office. If he was going to live hard, Fleet had still looked like the best deal.

         The scent of licorice tea preceded Marin into the ops room, or his voice would have taken Travers by surprise. “We could use a hand, Neil.”
        “Doing what?” Travers hauled himself out of the seat and collected the shot glass.

        “Setting up the RV. Mark wants to deploy as soon as we make orbit ... you look a little green around the gills,” Marin observed.

        “I was looking at CNS.” Travers took a cup from Marin and turned it quickly so as not to burn his fingers. He leaned over and claimed a kiss. 

        “Omaru,” Marin said darkly. “We’re about to get a close-up look at the situation. Damn!” He stepped out of the ops room and Travers was right behind him as they headed aft, to the freight hangar. “I swore to myself, if the colonies ever went over the line, launched themselves into a war, I’d be a hundred light years away. If the Zunshu ever discovered Jagreth or any world close to there, I’d be on Darwin’s, or maybe even Earth itself. And goddamn it, where are we going?”

        The Carellan Djerun was not a large ship, but she was purpose designed — she had always been a science platform — and every cubic meter was used. She seemed much larger on the inside than the out, and yet she could be berthed easily at a civilian dock, a crew of two could handle her in safety, and the artificial intelligence at the core of her flight systems was quite up to the task of conducting a survey, sample return and analysis, unmanned.

        For this run out to Kjor’in, Sherratt deliberately chose to let the Carellan look after herself, and he had taken aboard only Dario and Tor for the initial examination of the site, with Travers and Marin along on Shapiro’s business: long-term security. Soon enough, the science station set down on Kjor’in would have to defend itself. The Wastrel would be following with the construction materials and the drones to build a big, armed and armored station. Staffing it was another question. Defense could be left to the contingent of Fleet drones, but the specialists who would handle the actual work would be almost all Resalq; and the Resalq were so reluctant to make themselves known, Travers wondered if Sherratt could persuade them.

        The RV was a big Rand Aliunde, space-to-surface, armed with geocannons, chain guns and an energy weapon. It was three years old, and so battered, Travers wondered where it had been, what action it had seen. It was not Weimann enabled, but the engines had the capacity for planetary distances. It should sleep six, but it was so overloaded with equipment, with five aboard conditions would be cramped. The cockpit was a blister on the forward roof, the three engines were housed in a bar under the tail, and the whole RV was slung into a rollcage, which in turn was bedded down in an Arago-sled. Travers was impressed.

        Sherratt was in coveralls, his hair tied back, tools scattered around his feet. He was working on the Arago generators as Marin stepped back into the freight hangar, and Travers saw Dario up in the cockpit. Of Tor there was no visible sign, but his voice issued from within the RV. “Try it now,” Sherratt was saying to the audio pickup of a handy while he wiped greasy, muddy fingers.

        The repulsion generators kicked on, sputtered, died, and then began to roar on the restart. Hot air flooded the hangar and the RV rode a half meter higher above the deck plates. “Good enough!” Sherratt shouted at the handy, and Tor stuck his head out of the Rand as Dario shut down the Arago field. The twenty-tonne mass settled gently back to the deck. 

        “We’re good to go,” he reported. “Flight systems are online, the nav-deck’s loaded, we’re carrying supplies for five for two months, and fuel for twice that long.” He hopped down out of the RV and gave the black metal sled a solid kick.  

        “So where do you want me?” Travers wondered.

        “Now, there’s an ... intriguing question,” Tor remarked with a salacious lick of his lips. 

        “I meant,” Travers remonstrated, “what do you want me down here for, if you’re loaded and ready to fly?”

        “Weapons systems and sensor arrays, Neil.” Sherratt pointed up to the roof and tail of the RV, where the muzzles of multiple barrels, and the spines of a set of antennae were protected by transparent aeroshells. “Pre-test the weapons and align the sensors, if you would, you and Curtis. I need to talk to the Shelikof, secure clearance to enter the system. According to our ident-references, we’re a science platform dispatched on short notice by Borushek Sector Command to investigate a virus which annihilated a mineral exploration crew. The virus didn’t originate here, obviously, but soon after the mining crew set down, some element in the Kjor’in environment mutated their old fashioned influenza into a strain so lethal, humans are being warned off.”

        “It’s a good story,” Marin decided. “If you can get anything intelligent out of the Shelikof, ask them if Streller and Wing ever showed up back here.”

        “With any luck, they did.” Travers was maneuvering a lifter into position beside the RV, and selecting a kit of tools. “And with a tad bit more luck they got rowdy and the Shelikof shot them to pieces.”

        Sherratt indulged a chuckle. “Let me see what I can find out.”

        The lifter went up, and Travers hopped over onto the roof of the RV. Six meters forward, Dario turned in the cockpit blister and waved. Marin called up, “Where do you want me, Neil?”

        “Like the man said, intriguing.” Travers gave his partner a sidelong grin and then pointed forward. “Weapons control and scan systems. I’ll need some feedback.”

        The work was routine but meticulous and demanding. Travers lost track of the passage of time and was surprised when he felt the shiver through the spine, the slight falling sensation in the pit of the belly — a Weimann transition. The Carellan had dropped out of e-space, which put her just short of Kjor’in. If this system had boasted any world with a viable ecology, the Weimann drive would have been shut down a quarter billion kilometers out, but the term ‘inhospitable’ barely began to describe 33-849-440. 

        On his way along this leg of what would become known as ‘the Rabelais Track,’ Ernst Rabelais merely charted the position of the meager orange-yellow star, cataloged its planets by type, and passed on. It was winter on Kjor’in when he cruised by, hunting down and marking the pocket-sized black holes, the gravity-traps no larger than a billiard ball that were a dangerous nuisance to navigators. It was winter again on Kjor’in.

        In the same moment the planet was deadly and eerily beautiful. A pair of sensor drones had launched before the Carellan entered orbit. While the RV was prepped, the drones overflew the location of the Zunshu site, and the video relayed back was as breathtaking as art. Travers and Marin were already in the Rand while Mark and Tor gathered a few last overlooked items. Space was too limited to permit a decent threedee, but the RV did not lack for screens. 

        For their stasis chamber, the Zunshu had chosen a site in the high foothills of a range of granite mountains. Starlight shimmered on carpets of deep, decades-undisturbed snow, and Travers reminded himself, most of the snow was Kjor’in’s atmosphere. Drifts of methane and ammonia ice crystals, a frosting of oxygen on the slopes, a deep blue river curling through a washaway that in summer would run with liquid water, but at this time of year was nitrogen.

        “Cold,” Marin whispered. “Mean temperatures, day and night alike, are around two hundred below ... and there’s a lot of hard radiation. Nothing between the surface and the solar wind.”

        And yet Kjor’in was as beautiful as a dream of ice, like a perfect marble mausoleum. Nothing moved, nothing would stir until spring, and then the ‘live’ season was decades long, before Kjor’in swung so close to ’440 that anything alive on the surface must perish. It was impossible to imagine the surface being the birthplace or cradle for any kind of life at all, and the world seemed to be frozen in time, in the very instant when the atmosphere crystallized and the nitrogen began to flow. 

        “What did the Resalq want here?” Travers wondered. “They charted this planet, didn’t they?”
        “In spring and early summer,” Marin told him. “They were on the run, scavenging for minerals anywhere they could get them. They made enough of a footprint here for a Zunshu probe out of Hellgate to sniff them out.”

        “Damn.” Travers rubbed his arms as a shiver overtook him.

        “You okay?” Marin stood and turned toward him with a frown of concern. “You look a little odd.”

        “It’s just this place,” Travers said, covering the moment’s unease with a gesture at the screen. “It reminds me of a graveyard.” He opened his arms, caught Marin against him and buried his face against the other man’s chest. He smelt warm, human, alive, and Travers’s hands spanned his back, felt out the form of shoulder blades and hip bones until Mark appeared in the hatchway. 

        “The
Ranjipur didn’t return,” he said bleakly. 

        Marin groaned. “So Streller and Wing headed back to Ulrand, and we can expect angry company breathing down our necks.”

        “Not with a quarantine beacon in place and a warship standing by,” Travers argued. “The virus story is a good one.”

        “It won’t be believed on Ulrand,” Marin warned.

        “No, but everyone on the Shelikof believes it.” Mark stood aside to let Tor clamber in, both arms laden with more gear. “The captain is a very agreeable woman by the name of Cleary. She’s put the Infirmary on alert, and they’re going to stand by us in case of contamination. Very laudable ... which makes it a pity the whole thing’s a complete fabrication.” He paused, one hand on the hatch. “Are you done, Tor? Anything else?” 

        “Nothing I’m going to think of before we’re on the ground,” Tor said easily. He was strapping his big frame into one of the seats just behind the drive cab. “All secure to shove off, Mark.”

        “Any time, Dario,” Mark called up into the pilot’s position, up over the cab. 

        Dario’s feet were the only visible part of him. He was strapped into the pilot seat, while Mark chose the driver’s station in the cab, and Travers and Marin simply strapped in where they were, back in the wide body of the Rand RV. “Carellan Djerun, this is Carellan transport,” Dario’s voice called softly over the comm loop. “Ready to launch. I am opening the freight hangar. Time of departure is ... 19:16:30 shiptime.”

        The artificial intelligence at the core of the Resalq ship acknowledged, but not in any language Travers could understand. It spoke with a native Resalq voice, a light male timbre with the soft vowels and slurred consonants of the ancient, still living tongue.

        “Do you speak it?” Travers asked of Marin, who was watching the indicators measuring depressurization before the hangar doors would open.

        “Resalq?” Marin hesitated. “A little. It’s a difficult language, because there are no common roots with anything you or I would recognize. Not a syllable in common with any human language.”

        “Still, I’d like to learn,” Travers said in a rash moment.

        Dark eyes gave him a surprised look, and Marin smiled. “I’ll teach you what I know.”

        The RV dropped out of the hangar as he spoke, and Travers watched the dark blue limb of the frozen world. As the RV fell lower, slithering into the gravity well of Kjor’in without any of the turbulence of entry into an atmospheric blanket, the scene became one of desolation, jagged mountains outlined against a blue-black dome filled with stars. One of those stars was 33-849-440, from the surface of Kjor’in appearing no brighter than a coin, or one of its own gas giants.

        The globe was small but the planet’s heart was super-heavy and the gravity felt familiar. Surface temperatures were cold as space itself, and little more than pure vacuum had settled over a landscape of bare rock, ice crystals and deep, blue nitrogen lakes.

         “Kjor’in isn’t always like this,” Mark said absently to no one in particular. “I can show you reports from prospectors who touched down here. Smash and grab mining.” He was intent on the bleak panorama as Dario closed on the region where the drones had broken trail. “Spring is a good time to be here. Humans and Resalq can breathe the atmosphere unaided, and it’s warm enough for years on end before it gets too warm. I’ve wondered how many times the molecules for life may have begun to replicate in the ooze, only to be burned out, or frozen out, before the pattern was properly set.”

        The RV slowed on thrusters and as Dario kicked on the Arago field it began to hover, rotating slowly as he looked for a good place to set down. The screen opposite Travers showed the pilot’s eye view, and he peered at it, hunting visually for the Zunshu relic. Nothing was immediately obvious to the naked eye.

        With a soft thud the Rand touched down and the pitch-jacks under the Arago-sled whined as the vehicle leveled itself on the uneven surface, locked itself down. Dario popped up the ‘weather station’ while he was shutting down his flight systems, and swore.

        “Radiation is way high, the barometric pressure is unreadable, the temperature is -204°. Perfect vacation weather.”

        “Suits,” Travers growled.

        Tor pointed to the rear of the RV. “In the lockers, this side of the airlock. There’s not a lot of space right now, but there will be as soon as we get unloaded. Five of us, five suits and a spare, three repair kits, breathing-mix generators, the works.” He gave Travers a grin. “We came prepared.”

        “You have to.” Dario fed his body down out of the cockpit and landed in the cramped space between Travers and Mark. “If you don’t, Kjor’in will kill you. She’s very adept at it, and she never stops trying.” 

        “Nice place,” Travers remarked with brittle humor. “Reminds me of a place called Ulkur.” He paused. “In the Drift.”

        “I know it.” Mark shuffled sideways between the piles of crates. “I want to get unloaded and get the camp pitched before we take a look at the relic. Tor, break out two suits. You and Neil start.”

        They would work two by two because the rear of the RV was so over-loaded, only one person would wriggle into the suit at a time, and in any case the Rand’s man-rated airlock accommodated only two. The RV had a second lockin/lockout box, measuring just over a cubic meter, and small freight was easily offloaded through this hatch, into waiting hands outside. 

        With a resigned sigh, Travers hauled open the lockers and took a look at the suits. The work was routine, and the company’s two strongest bodies had been dragooned first — a fair move, since the first items unloaded were the arclights, the lifters and drones. 

        Wriggling into the suit was a chore, but the joint seals were smart. The suit resized itself to fit as he got into it, and when he slung on the backpack life support it was quite comfortable. Marin was watching with some amusement as Travers shuffled back, wedged himself into the airlock and made space for Tor Sereccio to suit up.

        “Catch.” Marin tossed Travers a handful of rad-counters. “There’s a lot of background radiation.”

        “Off the stasis chamber?” Travers slapped a counter on his breastplate and lifted the helmet up to shoulder height.

        “No. ’440’s a variable, remember. One end of its cycle is bright and hard. We’re a good distance away, but the solar wind is sizzling. This stasis chamber,” he added, “seems to be in perfect shape. I took a look at the data while you were getting dressed.” He gave the suit a thoughtful frown. “You know, I’ve never had to work with civilian gear. I assume this stuff is okay.”

        The remark aroused a snort from Tor. “Count on it. I intend to make a whole bunch of kids one day. Mother-beautiful Resalq kids who all look just like me.” He gave Travers a beatific smile. “I never take risks with my equipment.” And he didn’t mean the hardware.

        With that, Sereccio somehow packed himself into one side of the airlock and lifted on his helmet. His hand hit the hatch and the ’lock sealed. Travers’s voice was thin and rattling in his own ears as he said, “Audio check. Curtis, Mark, Dario, you getting this?”

        And Marin’s voice, whispering over the combug in his ear: “Audio checks out fine. The suit reads okay. Heat and pressure are good ... cameras are on. You too, Tor. You’re good to go.”

        While Marin was speaking the ’lock ran through its purge cycle and Travers listened to the rasp of his breathing as the outer hatch slid open. In the glare of the RV’s floodlights the hillside was stark, bleak, and the impression of the mausoleum was stronger than ever. Travers hopped down into a crisp, white ice-dust overlaying bare rock, and paused to give the landscape of desolation a single glare. Not a sound, not a movement, no grain of dust. Just black rock, glittering stars and a carpet of crystals underfoot.

        The Rand had been carefully tail-loaded, and Travers was surprised: in an hour, he and Tor had the lights out and set up, the lifters unpacked and the drones out and working. As soon as the drones were mobile, the camp seemed to set itself up. The generators were powered up and landlines extended; a fifty square meter shielded awning unfolded over the hatch-side of the RV, anchored to its roof and tethered into the rock. A mobile lab was set up under cover of this and inside of a four-by-five meter pressurized, heated igloo, while the drones, like a squadron of single-minded crustaceans, picked up the crates of equipment and supplies and stacked them three-high in a wall at right angles to the rear of the RV. Two hours flew by in the glare of the arclights, but soon enough Travers stood back and viewed the camp with a chuckle. It could have been a fishing trip, save for the vacuum and the ubiquitous rad-counters.

        Satisfied, Sherratt called the company into the lab igloo. The forty cubic meters of heated and pressurized space seemed small with five suited figures pressed in among the equipment, but it was a shirtsleeve environment, and among the lab’s vital equipment was a cooler from which Sherratt lifted a carafe of wine.

        “I had a call from the Shelikof. We’re on four hourly check-ins. They’re taking Shapiro’s story dead seriously.”

        “Good.” Marin took a paper cup of wine, sampled it and made a face. “They’ll stay well clear.”

        “Weapons are online, and on automatic,” Dario retorted. “I had the Carellan launch three surveillance orbiters, so we’re covered. Streller and Wing won’t sneak up on us again.”

        “That being the way they jumped you last time?” Travers tried the wine. Curtis was right; it was too acid. 

        Mark pulled up a stool and sat. “They tailed us from Ulrand, hung out on the lee side of the big moon — you may not realize it, but Kjor’in has four satellites, you just can’t see them when the planet’s this far out — and eavesdropped on our comm. Ship-to-ground. We were using the mainframes on the Carellan to process data, and encryption sounded like sheer paranoia.”

        “When they’d heard enough,” Dario went on, leaning both elbows on the bench beside Tor and chugging the wine as if it were perfect, “they swung around from the blind side of Kjor’in, came up on us, right on the deck. We were looking them in the face before we knew they were here.”

        “They landed?” Marin nodded at the area by the nitrogen river. “There’s a wide area at the bottom of the slope. No frost. Something set down there this season. See? The Aragos left a definite footprint.”

        “The Ranjipur,” Mark mused. “She’s an interesting ship. The bow section was salvaged from a light freighter, the midsection looks like a cargo module from a reactor tender, and the Weimann modules were cut away either from a warship or a tug like the Wastrel or Sergei van Donne’s Mako. She’s powerful, fast ... not a lot of cargo capacity, but she’ll get your freight there in a hurry.” His brows arched at Marin and Travers. “Streller and Wing are ex-Fleet, mercenaries, privateers.”

        “They’re lowlife,” Dario growled. “They are scum, Mark. Don’t dignify them.”

         “And you would have handed them to Dendra Shemiji, I know,” Mark said levelly. “The decision was mine, Dario, and I wouldn’t do it. Streller and Wing may be lowlife, but the contract issued by the government of Ulrand is absolutely legal. If a day comes when I issue a Dendra Shemiji termination order on individuals who are breaking no law —”

        “Hey, it was your call, Mark,” Tor said easily. “Shapiro was fast with the quarantine beacon and the Shelikof. I was impressed.”

        “So was I,” Travers said dryly, “but I wasn’t going to let him see it. The man’s halfway to a god complex already.”

        Marin lifted both hands like a forum moderator. “Streller and Wing set down, they suited up and just walked on over here?”
        Three pairs of Resalq eyes looked piercingly at him. “What was going to stop them?” Mark demanded. “They had perfectly legal warrants for three arrests, and out beyond Beacon 514, we were on our own. They’d eavesdropped on our data, they’d scanned and imaged the whole site from less than a hundred meters.”

        “They thought,” Dario said sourly, “they had nothing more to do than set down, push the arrest warrants in our faces, brandish a bundle of oversized, overpowered guns, and we’d put up our hands.” 

        A snort was Tor’s only comment, but it was eloquent enough.

        “They can’t have realized we were armed.” Mark’s golden eyes sparkled with wry amusement. “The Ranjipur has enough armor to take anything we could throw at them from the RV, but they must have heard me call the Carellan for some topcover.”

        The scene would have been much tighter than Mark’s synopsis, Travers thought. Dario’s hands were white-knuckled on the edge of the bench as he remembered. “They pulled out?” Travers guessed.

        “The Carellan is quite well armed,” Marin said slowly. 

        “We did the Ranjipur
a little damage as she was leaving.” Mark finished the wine with relish. The Resalq palate, Travers realized, was quite different. “Enough for her to retire for repairs, and we broke camp fast. I spent most of the flight back to Borushek trying to find the bug we’d taken aboard at Ulrand.”

        He was angry, Travers saw. He had never seen Mark Sherratt’s feathers ruffled, and he wondered what it would take to arouse his fury. And what the spectacle might be. 

        “The Ranjipur turned back short of Borushek,” Marin was saying, and he shrugged. “The Ulrand government may not believe Shapiro’s quarantine story, but they won’t take on the Shelikof. I’d say we’re safe.”

        “Would you?” Mark’s lips compressed. “Neil, will you check the weapons configuration again?”

        “I did, before we left,” Travers began.

        Sherratt was insistent. “Check them again, Neil.”

        “All right.” Travers reached for his helmet. “Curtis?”

        It was a job better done by two, and without a word Curtis stepped out of the igloo right behind him. The RV’s airlock cycled fast, and Travers was pleased to see the interior of the Rand pleasantly empty. Dario and Tor were bunking in the front, Mark had the bunk at middle left, and Travers himself was with Marin in the back. The middle right bunk was empty, and still loaded with strapped-down crates. 

        The weapons were already fine, but Travers went through the motions. Marin had taken Dario’s place in the cockpit and was running every test he knew while Travers tweaked and adjusted from the fire control terminal in the cab. Beyond the wide windows, the landscape was bitter, bleak, in a way magnificent. 

        “You think Mark’s jumping at shadows?” he asked as Marin finished, set the system on auto, and slid out of the pilot’s station.

        “I don’t know.” Marin was lightly sweated, and broke the seals on his suit, from neck to navel. “The last time they assumed encryption was paranoia, they found themselves embroiled in a firefight.” He raked both hands through damp hair which stood it on end, and propped his fists on his hips. “I don’t know, Neil ... and neither does Mark. That’s what bothers me the most.”
        The sense of unease was palpable. Travers cupped one hand at Marin’s nape, found the muscles tense and rubbed them. The moment of intimacy was precious, and all too brief. The comm called before Travers’s lips had quite touched Marin’s.

        “If the weapons are configured, Neil,” Mark was calling, “I want to show you the stasis chamber before we lock down for the night. I want to be sure nobody’s been poking around here since we left.”

        Time was curiously elastic. Travers had lost any sense of it, and a large part of him was on Sark time. In winter Kjor’in did not really have any particular day or night, and a long time ago Travers had fallen into the spacer’s habitual routine. No matter the time, if you were tired and if you had the chance, you slept.

        He leaned over and landed a kiss off-center of Marin’s mouth. “I’m interested to see the thing. And I want to get Shapiro’s survey out of the way fast. A firsthand report, he said, the working and living conditions on this ball of ice. The difficulties involved with putting a science station on the ground here for months.”

        “Months here.” Marin snatched up his helmet. “I’d go buggo. I guess you’d have to be a scientist like Dario, so preoccupied with the work, you don’t even notice you’re living in a freezer!” He lifted the helmet, but before he dropped it onto the neck seal he gave Travers a crooked, cynical grin. “Look on the bright side. After this, the Kiev assignment will be a vacation.” 

        The helmet locked down and Travers wedged himself beside Marin, in the RV’s tight airlock. The purge cycle was twenty seconds long, before the hatch opened and they hopped down into the spill of blue-white light under the rad-shield awning. The Resalq were waiting, accompanied by a hovering camera drone, like a buzzing insect the size of a basketball. Marin swore softly, a bare whisper in Travers’s ears.

        “What?” Travers wondered, just as quietly.

        “The drone,” Marin muttered. “I can’t see one of the damn things without getting a flashback to Malteppe.”

        For a moment Travers wrestled with his meaning, and then remembered the Intrepid’s simulation tank. The Holdfast, Malteppe sim was Roy Neville’s favorite. It was the toughest, both physically and mentally; people died in there. Chandra Liang’s son had died there. For a moment the images from Travers’s memory were so real, Kjor’in seemed the illusion. He caught his breath, and when his vision cleared he gave a thought to Tonio Teniko. Bad memories could be much more haunting than pleasant ones.

        Ice crystals crunched soundlessly underfoot as Travers fell into step with Marin and Mark, following Dario and Tor up the incline to a rocky overhang. The recess beneath was less than a cave, more of a delve into dark rock, and there, at last, Travers picked out a perfect, ice-smooth curve. The side of the Zunshu relic.

        The stasis chamber was almost hidden in the hillside, very like the way Ulrand’s chamber had been concealed, and Dario was saying, thin and rasping over Travers’s combug, “They were originally buried, maybe a meter deep, under a layer of mudrock. Eventually they weather out of the surrounding matrix, but it takes a long time ... I don’t believe they were expected to remain buried for as long as this. Here, you’ll notice that quite a lot of the mudrock is still in place.” His gloved fingers were picking at the edge of the material which still partly concealed the chamber. It looked like rock, but under considerable pressure crumbled away. “This mudrock’s been through so many atmospheric freeze-thaw cycles, it’s lost its integrity. I can break it with my fingers. This chamber had to be installed in Kjor’in’s spring or fall,” Dario added, intent on the work, “which is the only time you’d get liquid water on this bitch of a planet. Mudrock needs mud, you know!”

        “If you couldn’t see it with your own eyes,” Mark went on, for Travers’s and Marin’s benefit, “you would probably never know the chamber was there. It’s almost invisible to scanners, because it is what it is: a temporal stasis chamber. Only the few microns at the very outer horizon of its shell are, well, in this time zone. Everything under those few molecular layers is sealed, locked, in a bubble of the past. A hundred years ago, or a thousand, it doesn’t matter.”

        “So,” Travers mused, leaning closer to see the smooth, reflective surface of the chamber, “looking for it but not knowing exactly where it is, you’re scanning for a few microns’ thickness of this hull plating ... which would have, say, the total mass of a ten millimeter ball bearing.”

        “Less than that,” Mark guessed, “and if you were searching willy-nilly for the chamber, you wouldn’t even know how to configure your scan, because you’d have no idea of what the thing’s made of.”

        “Speaking of which,” Marin said sharply, “what is it made of?”

        “Ceramic-metal alloy?” Travers was looking at his reflection in the perfect surface.

        “Actually,” Mark told him, running a gloved palm over the chamber’s curved flank, “we’re pretty sure it’s a liquid. That is, the molecules in a sample, examined microscopically, are still in flux. They’re moving sluggishly, slowly, actually flowing over the surface of the chamber in currents and patterns, responding to both the time zone outside and inside. You’re looking,” he added in a soft, almost mesmerized tone, “at an event horizon. And it’s by no means solid.”

        “Christ.” Travers snatched his hand away. “You’re sure?”

        Dario had stood back and brought the camera drone in closer for pictures and a full spectrum of sensor passes. “We took samples from the Ulrand relic, where the shell was intact. They were processed through five independent labs, Neil. We’re sure.”

        “In fact,” Mark went on, “these findings are preliminary enough that Wayne Mulholland’s pet Fleet engineer, Major Eglund, was able to duplicate our research.”

        “And then jump to all the wrong conclusions.” Marin moved aside to give the drone access. “They had to be wrong. They blew the bloody thing sky-high, and a lot of Ulrand with it.”

        With a humorless chuckle, Dario tossed the handy he had been monitoring to Travers. “There’s your data. The exact same results Mulholland and Eglund saw. It’s an event horizon ... something like a ten-dimensional soap bubble.”

        Travers caught the handy and turned it, held it, for Marin to see the small display. The numbers almost spoke to Travers, but not quite, and he focused on the graphical interrelation instead. The event horizon was mapped in a mass of colors weaving together to depict, on the flat screen, two intersecting objects. A flat surface and a sphere embedded in it. 

        The third and the tenth dimensions were, Travers recalled from classes on the far edge of his juvenile memory, the two islands of dimensional stability which had been predicted, described, and charted. The Weimann drive slithered a ship into e-space, which pop-science educators described as ‘a tract of normal space curled up to form a conduit, where the space inside, called e-space, is compressed like the rucks in a bunched-up carpet.’ Meaning, launch-point and dropout-point, massively distant in normal space, might be almost adjacent in e-space. 

        “The inside of the chamber is suspended in e-space?” Marin was asking. “Is that possible?” He sounded skeptical. “It takes a Weimann engine to open a fissure into e-space, and it guzzles so much power in a tenth of a second —”

        “That Jazinsky and Teniko can’t get a Weimann ignition inside the maw of an emergent wormhole,” Sherratt finished. “The Weimann engine has shaped the future for humans, in the stable third dimension. It’s the most powerful force we know ... but in e-space it’s a squib. A ship transits e-space in freefall. It doesn’t drive through on power; there is no power.” 

        Travers put a gloved hand to his helmeted head. “All I need to know is, I’m looking at an event horizon. I believe you. They found a way to lock a fold of e-space inside a — soap bubble.”

        “And Mulholland’s crew worked this much out fast. It’s so obvious, they couldn’t miss it.” Sherratt stepped back from the mirror-like carapace. “Major Eglund promptly decided to drive a probe, a high-energy microwave probe, into it. Simple. Very little different from trying to cut her way into it with a plasma torch. Why hadn’t we thought of it?” He shrugged. “The theory was, disrupt the event horizon and the fragment of e-space would dissipate, leaving the stasis chamber open to us, in our boring little third dimension.” 

        “I guess the theory was wrong,” Travers said darkly. 

        “That’s putting it mildly.” Sherratt actually chuckled. “Major Eglund managed to disrupt the event horizon, but the resulting release of energy was catastrophic. The surface explosion blew out an enormous piece of the surface of Ulrand — this much was visible. The stasis chamber itself more than likely imploded. I believe I’ve shown, theoretically, the chamber currently has a diameter of less than a millimeter and has embedded itself several hundred kilometers into the interior of Ulrand.”

        “Then ...” Marin was frowning at the relic. “Is it even possible to open it?”

        “It’s possible.” Sherratt took the handy from Travers and swiftly reviewed the data. “Some very gifted people have some good ideas. Hence, the science station which will soon be here. It can be done. Trust me. But not by driving a probe into it!” 

        “Is anybody else hungry,” Tor asked plaintively, “or is it just me?”

        The RV’s two ’chefs were rudimentary but the food was decent. Travers had discovered many years ago, how good dinner seemed was geometrically proportional to how hungry one was. He and Tor ate a lot, while Marin and Dario went through the motions of making the RV habitable. Mark snacked off the corner of a console as he set up the drones to run surveillance and logged in with the Shelikof. 

        It was late, according to time aboard the Carellan Djerun. Travers had lost track of the time in the city of Sark, and knew only that he was tired as he stripped to the skin and crawled into the big double bunk in the rear of the RV. The air mattress yielded under his weight, assumed his shape, and a thermal sheet folded around him, though the RV was not cold. 

        The arclights shut down as he punched the pillow. The flood of harsh light from the encampment plunged into dense blue darkness, and he watched Marin undress, artlessly graceful, in the illumination of the worklight over the terminal where Sherratt seemed to be setting up a remote experiment to run while they slept. 

        In the soft light Curtis looked very young, Travers thought, and very beautiful. His skin was pale, and picked up a silver-blue shimmer from the many screens. Lust kindled, an old, familiar and welcome companion, in Travers’s belly, and he held open the gold foil sheet for Curtis to slide in beside him. 

        Hot skin slithered on hot skin, and Travers buried his face in Curtis’s soft hair. Arms snaked about him, deft fingers feathered his chest and belly, raising swathes of prickles. His mind was tired but his body was stirring awake with a tremor of anticipation. 

        He might have wondered about the proprieties, but muffled sounds had already begun to issue from the double-bunk in the front of the RV. Dario and Tor seemed untroubled, and Mark did not even seem to notice the sounds of love being made. Travers knew the Resalq were very different, but he was often surprised, while Curtis had known these people so long, few surprises were left.

        Warm limbs insinuated into his embrace, a long leg thrust between his own, and Marin’s mouth was hot, a bite sharp, on Travers’s shoulder. Desire ignited fast, and he looked into Marin’s half-seen face. His voice was very quiet. “Mark won’t mind?”
        “Why should he?” Curtis propped himself on an elbow and traced the planes and lines of Travers’s face. He stooped and kissed Travers’s mouth, gently at first and then harder, with a growing urgency, as he wriggled over and straddled Travers’s hips. 

        The sheet was a cloak around his shoulders while Travers’s hands raced over him in the warm darkness beneath, finding pebble-like nipples and the yielding contours of buttocks, every sensitive place, and at last settling on the hard, blood-hot column between Marin’s lean thighs.

        With a groan, deep and resonant, Marin settled on him and began to rock. Travers’s head arched back into the cushioning surface of the mattress and his hips lifted with a will of their own, soon settling into a rhythm, almost a dance, as old as the human species.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Kjor’in

 

Shapiro’s report was more a matter of informed judgment than of the facts and figures the machines would have reported. A drone would certainly have gotten the breathing-gas, water, food, power and fuel estimates right, but in two days on the surface of Kjor’in, Travers was acutely aware that there was more to sanity and comfort than simple life support.

        He wanted to shower, he wanted to shave; he wanted to take at least an hour over the process, and then put on fresh clothes and go out for a breath of air that didn’t come out of a can, take a walk without his limbs fettered by a heated pressure suit, listen to some conversation that did not sound like R&D division shop talk. He wanted to sleep in a place where he could set the temperature and humidity for himself, where he did not have to listen to another guy sawing wood for six hours, and where breakfast was not prepackaged goo eaten on the run, because the autochef was on the fritz and no one had time to fix it. 

        Maybe Shapiro was hoping for statistics, bare facts and bald numbers, but the report he was going to get from Travers and Marin was about people: living and working conditions, survivability not just of the science station but of the individual, and group-sanity projected not over a few days, but over months.

         The Rand RV had assumed the characteristics of a prison cell where the air smelt recycled, the water was budgeted (no one would use the word ‘rationed’) and the dysfunctional autochef was churning out macaroni tasting of fish, and fish with the flavor of sweet-rotten fruit. Meals were a gamble which seldom paid off, while Tor Sereccio snored like a whole barracks full of crew deck grunts and both Mark and Dario were so absorbed in the research, they had to be reminded to eat at all, and when their heads hit the pillow they were comatose in moments. 

        The Kjor’in assignment was the first opportunity this group had ever had to work together professionally, and just watching the Resalq made Travers exhausted. He and Marin made two independent reports for Shapiro and then compared notes, working the two into one. After two days in the RV, their thinking was in all ways similar.

        The time was 14:00 aboard the Carellan, and with Mark in the lab and Dario and Tor out on the slope, coordinating drones, the RV was quiet for the first time that day. The a/c was running, and Travers was pleased to sit in a stream of cool air, cradling a beer, while Marin put the finishing touches to Shapiro’s document. They were both in shirt-sleeves, which felt decadently naked after too many hours in the pressure suits. 

        The document called for double the amount of living space normally allocated for any particular group and quadruple the water supply, two autochefs plus a backup, and a lowly, ordinary mechanic to be added to the team of certified genii, a simple tech who had the time to just keep things running, because that was his job.

        Travers took a sniff at himself and wrinkled his nose. “I need a shower. I stink.”

        “We all do. The Resalq just smell a little different. Their body chemistry’s not quite the same.” Marin did not look up from the screen on which he was reviewing the report. He was editing the subsection where they dealt with the emotional and social necessities, such as the need for occasional privacy. “These RVs were not designed to accommodate five people without any external services. You’re supposed to land someplace and hookup.” He sat back from the work and rubbed his eyes. “You can never find a service station when you need one. You want to call the Carellan? She can send down the Eclipse, on remote. We can go up to the ship, take a break.”

        The idea was not without appeal. Sherratt and his people were so preoccupied, they might not even notice the humans’ absence. Travers was about to take him up on the offer when the Rand’s master surveillance monitor lit up with a flashing blue alarm. “What the hell is that?” Travers shoved with his feet to propel the chair along the bench, closer to the security display.

        Marin leaned down over his shoulder, the better to see the small, flat screen. They missed the luxury of a threedee. “I don’t believe this,” Curtis murmured. “It reads as a ship coming in from the south. One of the surveillance satellites just picked it up, like it appeared out of nowhere. Two thousand kilometers downrange at ten thousand, and losing altitude. The Shelikof missed one.” 

        “So did we. The Carellan didn’t stop it either.” Travers jacked into the local comm loop. “Heads up, guys. We’ve got company. Mark, are we expecting someone?”

        The loop was so clear, Sherratt could have been standing at Travers’s side. “Not at this time. The only ship we’re expecting is the Wastrel, and she’s already late. What’s Shapiro pulling on us? Dario, Tor, you heard?”

        “I heard,” Dario barked. “We’re coming in. Neil!”

        “Cannons are primed, the energy weapon is charging,” Travers said tersely before Dario could even ask the obvious. “And the drones are breaking us out, ready to fly.”

        Then Mark, sharp as a whipcrack: “Call the Carellan. Weapons online, acquire target, wait for firing instructions.”

        Travers was way ahead of him and a pulse hammered in his temple as he saw exactly what he had expected. “No chance of calling out, Mark. We’re jammed at source, one hundred percent.”

        “Intruder is eighteen hundred k’s out at eight thousand, and definitely closing on this location,” Marin reported. “Damn, where did they come from? They don’t answer ... I’m calling again.”

        “Get inside,” Travers yelled over the loop. “Mark, we’re going to get off the ground. I don’t like being a sitting duck.”

        The airlock was already cycling, but it could only hold two. The RV was a civilian bus, never intended to fight, and only so much could be done with modified, overcharged engines and tacked-on weapons pods. The drones were buzzing about like demented wasps, disconnecting the RV, its landlines, the lab, the rad-shields. 

        As the canopy folded back, Travers gave Marin a nudge. “Get up into the cockpit. I want this thing in the air. She’s not exactly a gunship, but we’ll stand a better chance if we don’t sit here, making like a big, fat target.”

        “I was thinking the same.” Marin pulled on a headset, settled the plug in his ear, and had begun to haul himself up into the cockpit blister as the airlock released the suited, helmeted Dario and Tor into the RV. The hatch sealed again a moment later and the ’lock purged, ready to admit Mark.

        Fresh sweat had begun to prickle Travers’s ribs as he armed the fire control systems and tilted the display, the better to see the flat-screen graphics. In the rear, Dario and Tor were struggling out of the pressure suits while the cab began to wink with instrument lights. Marin had brought the flight systems alive. 

        “Call them again,” Travers told him. “I don’t want to knock Shapiro out of the sky.”

        But Marin was shaking his head. “They’re not answering, Neil, and it gets worse. I can’t raise the Carellan or the Shelikof.” He frowned down at Travers out of the cockpit. “It’s not Shapiro. Fleet wouldn’t jam us.”

        “The
Ranjipur,” Travers growled.

        “You’re guessing.” Marin’s voice was sharp as he began the engine ignition sequence. “Shoot to disable, if you can. It could easily be a load of little gray-haired research demons from Ulrand.”

       “It could also be Conway Streller and Marianna Wing,” Travers added, glaring at the tactical displays, “and if I was them, I’d be pissed as all hell.”

        “So would I,” Marin agreed, “and we’re about to find out. Intruder is five hundred k’s downrange. He’s coming up fast out of the south, contour-riding, right on the deck.” He reached out, stroking a control. “I’ll pop one of the camera drones up as high as it’ll go, see if I can get some early video.”

        “If it’s the Ranjipur,” Mark’s voice said over the loop from the airlock, “you’ll recognize it. It’s the strangest looking hybrid ship I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen some weird ones. Halfway seems to breed them.” 

        The Arago generators were rumbling in the belly, and the field picked up the RV like a toy. The engines ignited a moment later and bounced it like a ball, up from the black rock. Travers checked his triggers, set them onto automatic and watched the display as Marin rotated the Rand Aliunde to present its nose to the intruders.

        “I still can’t raise the Carellan,” he reported. “Mark, you there?”

        “I just got the helmet off,” Sherratt called. 

        “See if you can hack through the jamming,” Marin suggested. “We could use help. I just got a profile on our intruder ... big, ugly thing, looks like it was put together out of spare parts and junk.”

        “That would be the Ranjipur,” Dario growled. “Shit! They came right back, faster than the Shelikof could set up the beacon. That’s the only way they’d be able to jump us again.”

        As he swiveled a chair up to a terminal and hurried the system online, Mark was still in the suit, though he had broken the seals and pushed the pressure skin off his shoulders. His hair was pulled back severely, caught in a very old, very rare ivory clasp, an heirloom at odds with the pressure suit. A wave-graphic depiction of the comm jamming appeared, and he puzzled over it for a moment before beginning to manipulate it.   

        “Intruder is slowing speed ... they’re playing it safe,” Marin reported. Ranjipur has stopped at fifty k’s. You may have hurt them badly last time, more than you thought. They’re not going to come in without a good sensor pass ... they just popped up a drone.” He paused. “Can you get a target lock?”
        “Already got it.” Travers was ahead of him, and as he stroked the trigger a hundred incendiary rounds burned out of the chain guns. The drone was gone in an airburst of phosphor-bright gas and whirling shrapnel, and Travers’s voice was sharp. “Move it, Curtis!”

        The RV was already maneuvering. Marin sent it low, riding the undulation of the rock around the eerie, dead river valley with its nitrogen streams. The river poured through a fissure too narrow for the Rand, and as he saw a box canyon opening up ahead, Marin sent the RV up fast. 

        “Mark, any luck?” he asked softly, preoccupied with the task of flying complex evasive patterns.

        “Almost,” Sherratt muttered. And then, “Damn, it’s changed again. It’s changing on a twenty-second cycle, and it takes at least half a minute to map the pattern. I just have to do this faster.”

        “How long?” Travers wondered. “I keep getting a half-second visual on the Ranjipur. She’s going to have a clear shot at us sooner or later, and we can’t take it.”

        Punch a hole in the Rand, and it would shred itself into scrap metal, depressurize and go up in one brief fireball. It had no armor, just an Arago sled, a roll cage and the foolish amount of transparent plastex window area civilians preferred. Let the Ranjipur
get line-of-sight, and they were history. Travers was cursing lividly under his breath as Marin ducked and wove around an outcropping of boulders.

        “A few minutes,” Sherratt guessed as his fingers flew over the keypad. “The jamming is ... dense, and smart.”

        “If we’re still here in a few minutes,” Travers growled.

        “I don’t think ...” Marin hesitated. “I don’t think they intend to destroy us. If they wanted to they could have done it by now. Mark, what was the bounty deal? Dead or alive?”
        “No,” Dario barked. “Ulrand wants us alive. It’s data they want, about the El Khouri explosion — also this site here, if Streller and Wing reported home. They’ll learn nothing if we’re dead.”

        “Then they’re not shooting to put us down,” Travers mused. “They also have to know they’ve got a warship in the system, and Fleet won’t necessarily recognize an Ulrand extradition order.”

        “They won’t. Shapiro would shoot the claim down in flames.” Marin jinked the Rand around a granite spire, popped up for a scant half second, and swore. “They’re just waiting for us.”

        “Let me get a shot at them,” Travers called.

        “Wasting your time,” Sherratt told him flatly. “The Ranjipur
is mostly empty space, plus engine deck, plus cab module, and the cab’s armored. You’d have to hit it in the engine deck to hurt it, and they won’t give you that shot.”

        “Damn,” Travers muttered. “We can at least make it interesting. Curtis, get me a shot.”

        “How long, Mark?” Marin sang loudly.

        “A little while ... I see the algorithm, I just have to —”

        “Carellan mobile, this is Ranjipur.” The local comm loop was open to support the drones still in the field, and the audio signal came in with enough volume for the man’s voice to make Travers wince. “Carellan mobile, return to your encampment and set down. We will let you land unharmed.”

        “Screw that,” Tor Sereccio muttered under the audio pickup.

        Travers angled a glance at him. “You know the man.”

        “Con Streller.” Tor almost spat the name. 

        “The scene went badly last time,” Marin guessed. 

        Dario’s voice rose, hard with anger. “The orders are to get us back to Ulrand alive. Nobody said anything about us being shipped in on life-support, old-fashioned cryotanks, straight to a surgical unit.”

        “Nice,” Travers said acidly. “They come in with a legal arrest warrant in one hand, gut-shoot you with the other to short-circuit the argument, and just shove you into cryogen for the ride back. Neat and tidy. Curtis?”

        “I heard.” Marin took a breath which whispered over the comm. “Mark. Hevre lutr’en. Yes?”

         “Yes.” Sherratt was terse. “I’m almost through the jamming, but it’s something new. This algorithm’s smart, Curtis. I’ve hacked through it five times, but it morphs randomly, it reforms into a new wave and I have to start over.” He paused. “I can get around it, but it’ll take time we don’t have. Hevre lutr’en.”

        A sliver of annoyance darted through Travers like a white-hot needle. “Would somebody mind telling the poor, dumb human what’s going on?”

        “Ambush, Neil,” Marin whispered. “They may not know there’s five of us. They’re expecting three, they’ve seen this RV before.”

        “They’ll have thermoscanned us,” Travers warned. 

        “Not with a clear shot,” Marin argued, “and you know yourself, an Arago field makes it hard to get useful data from a thermoscan. It’s just a guess, but I don’t think they know there’s five of us. And that,” he added aridly, “gives us the advantage. Mark, you want to talk to the man? It’s your voice he wants to hear.”

        Still working on the jamming, Sherratt pulled on the nearest headset. “Ranjipur, this is Sherratt. Where the hell did you come from?”

        The loop was so clear, Conway Streller might have been in the back of the RV. “Not your place to wonder, Sherratt. Set the RV down, right fucking now, or we’ll knock you down. That’s your deal, take it or leave it.”

        “You need us alive,” Sherratt said in a harsh tone Travers had never heard from him before.

        “We’ll take you alive,” Streller promised, “and the harder you bastards make it, the harder it’s going to be for you. Put that piece of shit on the deck before I blow the Arago field out from under you!”

        He was dead serious, and Curtis let the RV drift up, out of cover. The encampment was ten kilometers to the south, and as the Rand showed itself the Ranjipur
rose up out of the confusion of boulders and shale. Ugly, hunchbacked and apparently deformed, it was more of a contraption than a ship, and Travers was in the same moment repulsed and impressed. Sherratt was right. The nose was the cab-module from a freighter and the whole engine deck, Weimann modules and all, were salvaged from a light warship, something like a cruiser. Between the two was a heavily-armored cargo pod with a wide, round, bloated shape, giving the Ranjipur the look of a heavily pregnant amphibian. Considerable armor had been added around the cab module, almost as an afterthought, and the resulting ship was an arrestingly ugly hybrid which, nonetheless, was so efficient, it was deadly.   

        Not for a moment did Travers underestimate the Ranjipur. He kept a weapons lock on it, every moment as Curtis drifted the RV back toward the Zunshu site, and every second he was waiting for a viable shot, any reasonable target he could lock onto. It had to be good enough to disable the hybrid freighter: an inconsequential, cheap shot would only enrage Streller, and Travers knew his kind. Vindictiveness ran in their veins. 

        The Ranjipur was the RV’s shadow as Marin rotated the small craft over the campsite and let her descend on the stormy repulsion field. Travers had a good view of one entire side of the freighter, most of the nose section and some of the high, hunched back. And it was along the spine of the cab module that he saw the blackened streaks and crater-like pockmarks of recent hits. 

         “You did them some damage,” he told Sherratt. “I think ...” Travers zoomed on the battle scars. “I think you took out their tachyon band arrays.”

        “We did?” Dario was surprised. “I don’t remember aiming for anything specific.”

        “You got lucky,” Travers said with grim humor. “If I’m right, they won’t have been able to punch a signal through to Ulrand.” He licked his lips, thumbs feathering on the triggers, but no viable shot ever presented itself before the RV touched down.

        The Arago field cut out, but while the engines shut down the flight systems remained alive, the igniters on standby. Travers saw what Marin had done, and was tight-lipped as Curtis fed himself down out of the cockpit blister. 

        “Do we have a plan?” he asked quietly. 

        “Depends on them, doesn’t it?” Marin was gazing, eyes wide in the deep blue twilight of Kjor’in, at the freighter, which was setting down in the same place where it had left a footprint before, on the high side of the river. “If they board us, it’s Plan A.”

        “And if they don’t?” Travers watched the Ranjipur kick up a storm of ice crystals as it settled. “Plan B, no doubt.”

        Marin produced a brash grin and opened the compartment under the right-middle bunk. A dozen assorted sidearms and three heavy rifles were stowed there. He passed a sidearm to Travers, took one for himself and, with a dark glance up at Sherratt, closed the compartment.

        “We have the advantage,” Sherratt said levelly to Travers. “The crucial thing is that we don’t squander it.”

        “The advantage,” Travers echoed dubiously, looking out at the freighter, which was heavily armed, armored, Weimann enabled and ten times the size of the RV. “The advantage is us, Curtis and me. Damn.” He angled a glance at the Resalq. “They carry crew?”

        But Dario’s head was shaking. “Just Con Streller and the woman.” His face twisted on the word. “Wing.”

        “Marianna Wing.” Mark’s face was grim. “Don’t take your eyes off her, Neil. Conway Streller is loud and obnoxious, but you’re about to find Wing is the dangerous one.”

        “All right.” Travers checked the weapon, dropped out the magazine, saw standard anti-personnel rounds, and clicked it back in to prime the little Zamfir pistol. The body was ceramic, the rounds plastex. It would not even show up on a scan. 

        The haze of kicked-up ice crystals was settling as Conway Streller barked over the comm loop again. “Get out here. All of you.”

        “I don’t believe this,” Tor groaned.

        “Believe it.” Streller had heard him, even though Tor himself was not wearing a headset. “Get the fuck out here. Make us board you, and you’ll live to regret it.”

        “He’s serious,” Marin murmured, under the pickup range of the headset mics. 

        Sherratt nodded: dead serious. “All right, Streller. Give us time. We’re not in suits, and you know the airlock only holds two, and there’s three of us.”

        The prompt was barbed as a fish hook. Travers held his breath, but Streller only snarled, “Make it fast. Give me a reason to hurt you Sherratt. Just give me a reason.”

        The grudge was naked in the man’s voice. Streller was not used to being outsmarted, Travers guessed. Nor was he accustomed to having his tachyon arrays fried, and then being outrun by his prey. He and Wing were facing repair bills for the Ranjipur, which would eat into their profits, and they were far from out of the woods yet. The Carellan was still on station, and the Shelikof was somewhere in the system. The risks were probably much higher than Streller and Wing were used to. 

        The question was, how smart were they? Travers frowned, watching the three Resalq tighten and reseal the pressure suits they had never actually taken off. He gestured to Mark, and Sherratt covered the headset mic with his palm. “How well do you know these bastard mercenaries?”
        “We don’t,” Sherratt said bleakly. “All I know is, they work out of Halfway and Ulrand, they’ll take a bounty contract, and they’ve stayed alive, and at liberty, since they got out of Fleet. They can’t be too moronic, or they’d be dead or in prison.” 

        The point was well made, and well taken. Travers beckoned Marin into the midsection of the RV, where they would be least visible. They were away from the wide windows in the cab, and the last heat from the Arago generators would linger there the longest, still confusing a thermoscan. 

        “They’re going to want your data as well as live prisoners,” Marin said softly. 

        “That was the deal.” Sherratt gestured at the laboratory igloo, which was surrounded by a swarm of hapless, uncoordinated drones. “Unfortunately, everything they want, they can get.”

        “If they’re given the chance.” Travers had already determined the RV’s places of concealment, and there were all too few. “Don’t make it easy for them. Whatever they want, stall. Get them into the lab igloo, get it up to pressure, make a big thing of finding the data.”

        “Without annoying them,” Dario added bleakly. Travers shared a glance with him, and he thought he had never seen Dario so incensed. “One mistake, and one of us,” he said between teeth that seemed to be clenched, “is going to get maimed, Neil.”

        With that, he and Tor shouldered into the airlock and the hatch slammed, locked. The system began to purge at once, and under the whirr of air cycling ducts Mark said, “It was Dario they seized as a hostage ... Marianna Wing was not gentle. It’s difficult not to bear a grudge when someone has dislocated your shoulder, jammed the muzzle of a gun into your crotch and threatened to dismember you the hard way, if the rest of your family doesn’t surrender.”

        “Marianna Wing,” Marin echoed, watching through the small observation plate as the airlock blew down to zero pressure and the outer door released.

        “Wing is the one who calls the shots, makes the decisions,” Sherratt said, terse as he lifted the helmet. “She’s the one with the high-powered contacts in Halfway, and the raw ambition ... and the streak of cruelty.” He paused, watching Dario and Tor hop down out of the airlock into the glare of the arc-lights. “Don’t underestimate Streller. He’s as ruthless as any mercenary.”

        “And he’s pissed,” Travers added. “You made fools of them last time, and he’s not going to forgive or forget in a hurry.”

        The airlock rumbled open, and Sherratt jammed on his helmet with a quick, hard movement betraying the maelstrom concealed behind the mask of equanimity. The inner door locked once more and Travers asked quietly, “Have you ever seen Mark Sherratt afraid?”
        “No,” Marin said in the same undertone. “And he’s not afraid now. He’s so angry, Neil, someone is going to get killed.”

        “The silence,” Travers whispered, “of knives.”

        Marin was already wriggling into the pressure suit he had come to dislike so much. Travers’s suit was spread wide open to dry, hung over the back of a seat, and he snatched it up with curse. He was halfway into the suit when Sherratt stepped down out of the airlock. As he crammed a combug into his ear he heard Mark’s voice, a thin shred of sound on a lower, much more patchy frequency.

        “Dario’s talking to them,” he was saying, “but I’ve cut out of the local comm loop, Curtis, they can’t hear me. They’re outside, coming up the slope. Both of them ... and Streller has a heavy weapon. I can’t see what it is, but he’d cut the RV in half with it.”

        “Get them into the igloo, if you can.” Marin pulled the suit up over his shoulders. “Just keep them talking.” He thrust his hands into the gloves and reached for the helmet.

        The airlock’s inner hatch growled open a third time, but though Travers stepped into the chamber, he did not set it to cycle. Instead, he ducked down to look out through the small observation plate, and cursed again as he saw the weapon in Conway Streller’s hands. It was Fleet issue, the AR-19. He had lost count of the number of times he had handled the weapon, and on one occasion he had dropped a gunship out of the sky.

        “Don’t get in front of him,” he warned. 

        “I don’t intend to.” Marin was pressed against him, helmet under his arm, watching through the transparent plastex plate.

        Two figures were coming up the slope from the river. Behind them, the hatch was still open in the side of the Ranjipur’s cab, and before them, the three Resalq stood beside the lab igloo, hands well out from their sides and obviously empty. Travers adjusted the combug and listened in as Marianna Wing scanned the whole camp with a handy. With the pistol in her gloved left fist, she reduced a camera drone to a balloon of incandescent gas which evaporated instantly in the vacuum. The camp’s remaining drones scurried for cover, and Wing’s pistol lowered to cover the Resalq.

        “You should have stayed the hell away,” Streller was saying to Sherratt. “You should have known we’d be waiting for you.”

        “We also knew you’d try to steal the ... relic,” Sherratt said reasonably. “We couldn’t stay away. Nor did we come back alone. You know you have a warship in-system? You know you’re violating a Fleet quarantine order?”

        “And you aren’t?” Streller barked. “Christ, Sherratt, you’re working for Fleet. I don’t believe it.”

        Dario: “Believe it. And you’d better believe Fleet will be riding your tail for this, Streller, till you’re in a cell, or a hole in the ground.”

        “One more word, and you won’t live to see Ulrand again.” Marianna Wing’s voice was dark, whisky-rough, deep. The pistol leveled on Dario’s helmet. “Killing you would be a pleasure.”

        “Dario,” Marin muttered to himself, “just keep your mouth shut for once.”

        Mark must have been thinking the same. He took a half step forward, putting himself between Dario and Wing. “There’s no need for shooting. You want the data? Fine.”

        “You know what we want,” Wing said sharply. “There’s a warrant posted for your arrest, all three of you. You’re so far on the wrong side of the Ulrand law, you don’t have a case.”

        “And no colonial world will extradite to Ulrand,” Sherratt added calmly. “I have no doubt we’ll be tried and sentenced in absentia, but the ‘crime’ pivots on two arrests which the colonies will deem unlawful.” He paused. “The government of Ulrand had no right to arrest Dario and Tor Sereccio in the first place. And the warrant you’re carrying isn’t worth the power it would take to transmit it.”

        He was pushing his luck, and he must know it. Travers held his breath as Streller brought the AR-19 around and panned it across the camp. “Personally, Sherratt, I don’t give a fuck about the legalities. I’m just in it for the bounty. There’s an office in MarakCity that’s paying well to get you three back there, and they’ll pay again for the data, or the relic, or both.”

        “Here we go,” Marin whispered, and with one smooth movement he lifted on and locked down his helmet.

        “The relic?” Dario laughed harshly, not a sound of humor. “You don’t have the equipment or the expertise to handle it. Touch it, Streller, and you’ll just blow a crater out of Kjor’in.”

        “Same as you blew a hole out of Ulrand,” Wing mused.

        “Not us, lady,” Dario told her. “Fleet. Check your records. Tor and I were working at El Khouri for months. We were doing it the safe way, the smart way. One day, a bunch of Fleet morons show up and the next thing you know, there’s a crater where our work used to be.” 

        “I told you to keep your mouth shut,” Wing warned in a harsh, dangerous tone.

        “Look,” Tor said loudly, making a grab for her attention and getting it. “You either want to know what you’re dealing with, or you don’t. Interfere with that thing, and you can kill the whole lot of us, lady, and I’m not ready to stand here and die because you have an argument with Dario!”

         “Marianna,” Streller said tersely, “let them speak. You saw what happened at El Khouri, for Christ’s sake.”

        “We all saw,” Mark added. “Leave the relic alone, Streller. Even we aren’t ready to interfere with it. Maybe in a week, or a month, after a lot more research.”

        “Give me one reason why I should believe one single fucking word out of your mouth,” Wing demanded.

        “Because of El Khouri,” Sherratt said in a deceptively mild voice. “Because you have us under the gun, and we’re not ready to die yet. I’ll take my chances on Ulrand. I’ve got friends. Five of the most expensive attorneys out of Velcastra and Borushek will cut Ulrand’s case to pieces. And even if they don’t, you can’t imagine we three will languish in a prison in MarakCity?” His voice was mocking, and then hardened. “It’s in your own best interests to leave the relic. Don’t touch it. I’ll give you the data.” He pointed at the igloo. “Everything you want is in there.”

        For the space of five heartbeats neither Streller nor Wing moved or spoke, and then Wing growled, “All right. I’ll take the bounty, Con. They’ll pay double to get the data, and then if they want to run a Fleet quarantine blockade, that’s their business.”

        “You ran it,” Sherratt observed. Pushing again, not that he had the leverage. 

        “Wrong.” As Sherratt stepped past her, Wing jammed the pistol into the small of his back. “We were already here when the Shelikof set up the beacon. What a bunch of bullshit. Quarantine.”

        Sherratt skipped a beat. “You didn’t follow us to Borushek.”

        “Follow you into the teeth of a Fleet base?” Wing jabbed him with the pistol, hard enough to make Sherratt step forward. “You must think we’re suicidal. We knew you’d be back. Because of that.”

        And they were prepared to sit in wait, set a trap and spring it when the time was right, Travers thought bleakly. They had let the Carellan Djerun assume orbit, let the Resalq make camp and amass a significant amount of preliminary data, and only then did they lift the Ranjipur
and show themselves.

        “So what is it?” Streller was asking as the Resalq moved, in single file, toward the lab. “The relic, what is it? Some kind of weapon, a pyro device?”
        “Something like that,” Sherratt said levelly. “The truth is, we’re not perfectly sure. Which is why we’re taking our time with it. The Resalq were spread right through this part of the Deep Sky, out beyond Beacon 514, and they left all kinds of things. It could,” he added, “be a field generator.”

        “Damn.” Streller stood aside and keyed the lab’s airlock with quick stabs of his gloved fingers. “Dangerous.” 

        “Very.” Mark’s helmeted head swung toward Wing. “The airlock will only take one at a time. You want me to go get the data ...?”
        A hoarse laugh mocked him. “You sure do have us pegged as a couple of suicidal morons, don’t you, Sherratt?” With the flat of her hand she hit the airlock release. “Think again.”

        The igloo depressurized with a small explosion of escaping air and small, loose items carried out with it, and Travers groaned. “Scratch that plan. We’re not going to get them all inside.”

        Marin was intent on the scene at the igloo. “Give Mark a chance.”

        “I would ... she won’t,” Travers murmured as he watched Wing, who had stepped in between the Resalq, separating them. 

        “Get the other two aboard,” she snapped at Streller. “I’ll get the data and bring Sherratt along.”

        The AR-19 leveled on Dario and Tor. “You heard the lady,” Streller said. “Move it. Get down to the ship. And remember, nothing in the bounty contract says you have to be in one piece when you get back to Ulrand. Alive is all it says. Understand?”

        They were moving, a pace ahead of the gaping muzzle of the AR-19, when Travers dropped a hand on Marin’s shoulder. “We’re running out of time. If we go out the airlock, they’ll see us, but —”

        “The cargo ’lock,” Marin finished. His brows arched. “It’ll be one hell of a tight squeeze. Won’t be able connect the life support pack till we’re out ... and we’ll have to crawl out under the Arago sled before we can hook it up.” He paused. “How long?”

        “A minute each,” Travers guessed. “No problem.”

        “If Mark can stall that long,” Marin added. 

        He was moving at once. Of a sudden there was no second to spare, and Travers set aside his helmet, lent his hands to drag a stack of crates off the cargo ’lock, which was set into the floor in the rear of the RV. It opened either out through the side or straight down, and their only possible way out was straight down: if they exited through the side they would be seen at once. 

        The problem was, the cargo ’lock was less than a cubic meter in dimensions, and it opened into a space where the clearance between the bottom of the Arago sled and ground was barely enough to crawl through — as anyone knew, who had needed to worm through the crawl space with a case of tools.              


        The backpack was not bulky, but its thickness would get a body wearing it firmly wedged under the sled, and with a grim expression Marin reached up and took it from Travers. He had already fed himself down into the cargo hatch and was taking a series of deep breaths, saturating his bloodstream with all the oxygen it would carry before he put on the helmet.

        “Give me fifty seconds, then follow me,” he said between breaths.

        The cubic-meter airlock mechanism cycled in just twelve seconds. He had to blow-down, get out, seal it and reset it, in forty seconds. It was doable. Travers glared at his wrist, marked the time, and as Marin lifted on the helmet he dropped the top hatch on the cargo ’lock.

        He began his own hyperventilation routine as the instrument lights winked red to show that it was zero-pressure under the hatch, and then he pulled the backpack toward him and held the helmet ready while he waited to see a green light.

        For the moment it was up to Sherratt to stall, and Travers adjusted the combug to listen in as he waited for the ’lock. 

        “You should have depressurized it properly,” Sherratt was saying in a thoughtful voice, “this is going to take a little while —” 

        “You don’t have the time, Sherratt, get it done,” Wing snarled. “You want a little incentive? Con!”

        “It doesn’t matter what you threaten, Wing,” Sherratt said, hard and sharp, “it’s still going to take a few minutes to get this back on line and pull up the data.”

        “You got three minutes, Sherratt, and then you get your kid back minus a knee. Streller! You heard that?”
        “I heard,” Streller called, thin and rasping over the extended comm loop. 

        The airlock light winked green, and Travers was moving. He was a fraction light-headed as he hit the hatch control, and then he bunched his limbs, doubled himself up and crushed down into the small space as the ’lock slammed shut above him.

        The twelve seconds were interminable, but Travers’s head cleared as he waited for the bottom hatch to open, and when it did he tumbled onto the bare rock, in the contour of the Arago sled. He went down flat, turned his helmet to the side and looked out through the slender crawl-space. Marin’s boots were visible on the other side in the harsh blue of the arclights, and his own heart drummed in his ears as he pushed himself under the sled and began to shove.

        The squeeze was tight and his lungs were burning before he made it through. He exhaled slowly as his pulse began to race, and as he shoved his upper body out into the open Marin’s hands were there, catching the backpack. The hoses for power and air clicked into place and the helmet filled at once with clean, cool air. Travers dragged a breath to the bottom of his lungs, and another, as he got to his feet.

        The Zamfir pistols were engulfed by the gloves. The weapon seemed like a toy in Travers’s hand, but he had used them on the firing range and seen a target two hundred meters away erupt. They were more than adequate to the task today. 

        Stealth was the key, and Marin was already moving. He had slid to the rear corner of the RV, until he had a clear view of the Ranjipur, framed between the igloo and the side of the Rand. Streller had hustled Dario and Tor down the slope. They were just short of the hatch now, and Streller had the remote in his hand. Dario and Tor were standing against the open airlock, and at a gesture from Streller they stepped back, inside.

        “Shit,” Travers whispered. “I’d hoped to catch them before they were in.”

        “It’s better this way,” Marin said almost soundlessly. “From inside, there’s no clear view of the igloo. See?”

        He was right — Travers had seen the situation of the viewports around the cab module, and almost everything faced forward. Only two small viewports were set into the side, and from that angle the igloo was obscured by a pile of crates and the folds of the awning which had been roughly cast aside to break the RV out of camp. He was moving in the same moment, leading the way from the rear of the Rand to the blind side of the igloo; Sherratt and Wing were still inside, and Sherratt was still stalling. He was literally talking Wing through the process of shutting down and rebooting a complex, networked Ibex mainframe, and she was distracted enough by the rational monolog for the three minutes to pass unnoticed. Sherratt was deliberately taking the long way through the work, but Ibex was so rare in civilian hands, Wing could not know, unless she had been in the data processing department aboard a super-carrier, and Travers could not believe she had. 

        The mainframe was just coming online as he and Marin stepped into the open hatch of the igloo, and as Travers had expected, Wing’s back was turned to him. She was intent on the Ibex, watching the threedee display begin to shimmer and hungry for the data for which Ulrand’s avaricious, mercenary government would pay handsomely.

        Very deliberately, Marin lowered the pistol and put one single, glancing round into the very edge of Wing’s left leg. The shot spun her around, knocked her off her feet, and Travers dove after her, snatching the weapon out of her hand before she hit the ground. Her suit was very slowly losing pressure, but she smacked a hand over it fast, and Marin was already sealing the hatch. The igloo would come up to pressure quickly, but long before it did Travers had wrenched Wing’s helmet loose. 

        The sudden partial vacuum was so stunning, Wing fell back, close to unconscious, while the lab came up to acceptable air pressures. Sherratt lifted off his own helmet, and as he took Wing’s helmet from Travers, he passed over a skin-sealer kit. A patch slapped on over the rent in Wing’s suit, and the smart-tape dissolved itself into the original suit, becoming part of it, and even stronger at the seal than the skin itself. Wing’s suit was already patched in many places.

        Over the headset, Streller was calling: “Wing! Wing, where the fuck are you? Did you get the data, or do I blow the knee off this chicken-shit? Wing!”

        Helmet under his arm, Marin was listening to the loop, and he gave Travers and Sherratt a hard look. Careful, wary of the woman even now, Marin knelt beside her and nudged the muzzle of the Zamfir under her chin, slid it behind her ear, into the shock of dark hair. He had cut himself out of the local comm loop when he rasped, “Answer him.”

        Her eyes blazed with rage. “You were on the RV.”

        “Answer him,” Marin repeated. “Tell him you got the data.”

        “Go ahead and kill me,” Wing spat. “You won’t see your friends alive again, and I promise you, they’ll die so slow, they’ll beg for it.”

        “Christ,” Marin muttered. “Have it your way, lady.” He lowered the Zamfir and jammed the muzzle against Wing’s right knee. “I swear to God, I’ll take off both your legs. You want to spend the rest of your life hopping around on biocyber prostheses? I hear they hurt, and they break down a lot, and you can’t get the replacement parts to fix them, and even the best just never seem the same as the real thing.”

        Her face was a mask, wide eyed and open mouthed. She believed Marin, Travers realized, because in the same situation she would have done the same. He held his breath, and a moment later she said,

        “It’s okay, Con. The bastard gave me the data.”

        “You’re coming back in,” Marin mouthed soundlessly. “Say it!” The Zamfir jammed harder into her leg.

        “I’m coming back in,” Wing rasped, reluctant, surly. “Cycle the hatch, Con. I’ll be there in a minute.”

        “You got Sherratt?” Streller wanted to know.

        The woman’s eyes shifted up and to the left and focused on Mark’s face. “I got him.” The irony was stinging in her voice.

        Careful, deliberate in every move, Marin stepped back and motioned her to her feet. Wing struggled up under the handicap of the leg wound, and as she got to one knee Travers took the headset off her head. The less she said now, the better, especially since Sherratt was handing her the helmet Travers had wrenched off her neck ring just two minutes ago.

        She took it from him. “Who are you fuckers anyway?” She nodded at Sherratt. “You work for him? Mercenaries? I don’t know you.”

        Travers just maneuvered the helmet into position and shoved it down into place. Locking tabs clicked in automatically and the power lights winked on.

        Marin lifted the pistol, let Wing see it clearly, but without a headset she was as good as gagged. The helmet dipped in a nod, and Marin lifted on his own helmet.

        The igloo blew down to zero pressure and the hatch slid open. Travers was out first, Wing right behind him, under Marin’s gun, and Sherratt in the rear with his eyes on the Ranjipur. The hatch in the side of the cab stood open again, lights glaring out, a hundred meters down the slope, on the high bank of the nitrogen river. 

        They moved at Wing’s pace, and she was lame, slow. How bad the wound really was, Travers could not tell, but he did not trust any falter in her step. When they moved into the wide airlock bay he took the woman’s shoulders in both hands from behind. The ’lock was wide enough to handle six or eight people at a time, and they were all in when it closed, locked, and began to cycle.

        Hot, dry air stormed around Travers’s legs while he watched the gauges. They showed green in seventy seconds, and over the comm loop Marin said, “Mark, stand in front of her. Neil —”

        “I know.” Travers was already flattening out against the left side of the ’lock, where the contouring of the inner hatch would hide him. Marin flattened out against the opposite bulkhead, and from inside Conway Streller would see only what he expected — his partner with the captive Resalq right in front of her, ostensibly at the muzzle of a gun.

        They were in place, and Mark’s gloved left hand hovered over the inner hatch release. “Go,” Marin whispered.

        As the release depressed and the heavy motors driving the armored doors began to rumble, Travers took a breath. A pulse beat in his temple as the hatch opened wide, but Sherratt did not move a muscle, and behind him, Wing was still under Marin’s gun. The Zamfir was leveled on her middle, and it seemed Marianna Wing had a powerful objection to being gut-shot. She stood like a statue as Travers stepped out like a shadow from the wall, picked the shape of Con Streller out of the unfamiliar background, and shot low. 

        With a bellow, Streller tumbled backwards, smacked into a chair and somersaulted face-first into the table behind it. He was out cold as Travers unlocked his helmet, and when Sherratt rolled him over they saw a messy abdominal wound. 

        “That’s one for Dario,” Travers said darkly, and then, “Tor! Dario!” No answer. Travers swung on Wing, who had just tucked her own helmet under her arm and was glaring at him, gray, sweated, panting. “Where are they?” Travers demanded.

        She took a rasping breath and coughed. “I’d tell you to go fuck yourself, soldier, but ... you work for Fleet, don’t you?” Her eyes were glittering with something close to delirium as she looked up at Sherratt, and then at Marin. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. You, Sherratt. You bolted out of MarakCity like you had no fear, when you had to know there’d be a bounty on you. Then you rabbited, right back to Borushek, right into the teeth of Fleet Sector Command.” She paused, licking her lips. “And the next thing we know, there’s a goddamned warship in-system, putting out this bullshit quarantine beacon, that we know is crap, because we already saw what you were working on, Sherratt. The Fleet beacon’s got to be some kind of shield to keep everybody else out while Fleet gets what they want.”

        So she had brains after all, Travers thought. And it was the brains, not the vicious streak, that made her dangerous. Conway Streller was physically twice her size, and the Ranjipur was nominally his ship, but Sherratt was right. Wing was in command; and she was the one to watch.

        For a long moment Sherratt considered what she had said, and then he waved her to the chair Streller had tumbled over. “Sit down. You might want to take a look at that wound.”

        “Better take a look at Streller,” Marin added. “He’s going to lie there and die.”

        “They have cryotanks,” Travers said quickly. He was peering at Streller, who was deeply unconscious, half under the table. “You tell me where to find Dario Sherratt and Tor Sereccio, lady, and I’ll put your partner in a tank as soon as I see the two of them safe. Right now there’s nothing wrong with him that a good medic can’t fix. Wait another twenty minutes, and I wouldn’t gamble on his chances.”

        She looked down dispassionately at Streller as if it would be mildly interesting to watch him die. “You work for Fleet?”

        “Damnit, she’s bargaining, or trying to” Marin said quietly. 

        Wing lifted her eyes to him. “If you don’t work for Fleet, what are you doing inside the quarantine exclusion zone? The warship let you through, and we picked up encrypted signals between you and them, every four hours.”

        “Mark?” Marin passed the decision right along. 

        It was Mark’s to make, and Travers did not see many options. Wing was bright enough to put the pieces together, and she knew she had stumbled into trouble of the worst kind, as soon as she was jumped in the igloo. She was vicious, but no fool. 

        “All right,” Sherratt said at length. “We work for Fleet. But the only bargain I can make right now is a trade. A cryotank for your partner, when my son and his partner are released and safe. I’m not empowered to make any other deal.”

        “But you know who is.” Wing’s voice was growing more raspy with each moment, and she was clutching the injured leg with hands like claws. “Your boss, maybe?”
        “Harrison Shapiro,” Travers told her. “He’s a reasonable man. What kind of deal did you have in mind?”
         A cough, a gasp, and she said, “Freedom. Sector Command’s been trying to nail me for years. I fly out of Halfway, you know?”

        “Gunrunning, privateering, maybe a bit of wrecking.” Marin tilted his head at her. “You’ve got thirty years in Jackson coming. If you want to walk away, you’ll have to have something to give Shapiro he needs.”

        “I can trade,” she said feverishly. 

        “We can’t arrange it for you but we’ll get you there,” Sherratt offered. “Now, where do you keep your prisoners?”

        She gestured over her shoulder, deeper into the ship. “Third door on your left. Empty compartment. Code locked. Access is 550055.”

        “I’ve got it.” Travers was already moving.

        The
Ranjipur was half-lit, full of shadows punctuated by instrument lights, every panel gray on gray. It had an odd smell, like a cross between unfamiliar food and a range of chemicals, machine oil, fire retardant, even bug-dope. Travers’s nose wrinkled as he made his way back to the compartment and punched in the access code. Dario’s face was the first thing he saw, and his features were contorted against the light. The compartment had been left in complete darkness. It was difficult, Travers thought, to devise a plan to break out of a place when you were blind as a cave fish.

        “You okay?” he asked.

        “We’ll live,” Dario told him as he stumbled out of the closet-sized compartment. “I assume you managed to nail Streller and Wing.” Then he saw the body on the deck in the cab’s common area, and Marianna Wing herself, clutching at the thigh wound. Dario’s grin was humorless, predatory. “It’s too bad,” he remarked, “Fleet doesn’t pay a bounty.”

        Travers had just stooped over the unconscious body of Streller. “You want to tell me where your tanks are?” He took breath and hoisted the man’s considerable weight over his shoulder. The wound was a mess; the pressure suit would need to be hosed down.

        “In the back, beside the machine shop.” Wing was hunched over the wound, but glaring up at Sherratt. “You got what you wanted. Sneaky, Sherratt. If I’d known how much of a sonofabitch you really are, I wouldn’t have underestimated you.” She was breaking the seals of the pressure suit now, peeling it down and off, and she swore lividly as she got her weight on one foot to force it over her hips.

        She was not tall, Travers saw, and she had the stocky, muscular build one became accustomed to in Fleet. The diet and the constant hard work were not conducive to the fashionable rail-thin build which was common on the streets of Dominguez and Westminster and Sark. She looked, he thought, as if one of her parents was Kuchini. She was not nearly tall enough for her to be a full Kuchini, but the genes were definitely there. 

        In this last century, at least in the DeepSky, the colonial stock had begun to homogenize itself. In another two or three centuries many more like Marianna Wing would throng the streets of Elstrom City, the gene stocks indeterminate, the human species drifting back to something almost uniform as nature took back control. Perhaps then the full-blood Pakrani and Lushi would become oddities, curiosities, even in the Deep Sky. 

        The thought was vaguely disturbing, and Travers was thinking about Barb Jazinsky and Tonio Teniko as he laid Streller out in one of four coffin-like cryogen tanks. Every one was a relic, a couple of centuries old. They were salvage, pulled out of a sleeper ship, but the mechanisms were so simple, they were designed to operate for centuries and a vast number of them were still in service, even in such places as small town clinics, where a crash-job could be immobilized for weeks or months until transport to a major hospital was arranged. 

        He closed down the top and hit the ‘prime’ control. The suit was a bloody mess down the back, and he cast about now, searching for a compartment that would serve as a bathroom. The creature comforts aboard the Ranjipur were far indeed from those aboard the Wastrel, but he found a shower stall in what had once been an equipment bay. 

        A jet of scalding water sluiced the suit clean and he left a wet trail on his way back to the common area. Marin was absent, but Travers could hear him nearby, talking to the ship’s artificial intelligence, the man-machine interface. He was in the cockpit, and in a moment it was obvious what he was doing. He was shutting down the comm jamming, and to do so he was using an ident-code Wing had supplied. The ship’s mainbrains had accepted his commands.

        So the woman was cooperating. The pressure suit was off, kicked away, and Sherratt had sliced open the leg of her skinthins from hip to ankle, to treat the wound. Travers frowned at it and made a face: it was no more than a scratch, skin deep — but he knew from experience, those were the most painful, and they often bled more than a deeper wound. Wing lifted an eloquent middle finger at him as he examined the wound, but she was in no pain now. A medkit stood open on the table behind her, and Sherratt had already given her a shot. The wound itself was cauterized, and he was preparing an adhesive field dressing.

        As the comm jamming shut off at last Travers heard a buzz from the system, and the interface said in its metallic, androgynous voice, “Intercepting transmissions. Kjor’in Station is being hailed.”

        “By whom?” Marin asked. “Neil! Get in here.”

        Travers was already right behind him, peering at the array of unfamiliar control surfaces. The comm was on the right, tucked in beside the flight systems. 

        “Salvage vessel Wastrel hailing Kjor’in Station.” The system paused and added, “Also hailing science vessel Carellan Djerun.”

        “Richard,” Travers breathed. “They’re late.”

        The Wastrel should have arrived at Kjor’in a day ago, but it was a safe assumption that Shapiro had changed his requirements several times, while the whole Resalq science community buzzed with interest. 

        The
Ranjipur was monitoring all bands, and a moment later reported, “Salvage vessel Wastrel hailing Fleet warship Shelikof.”

        “Give me a patch to the Wastrel, for godsakes,” Travers said quickly. “We don’t want a Fleet crew down here!” And then, “Kjor’in Science Station to Wastrel, looking for Captain Vaurien.”

        The Shelikof answered at the same moment, and Marin took their hail on a second headset while Richard Vaurien said loudly in Travers’s left ear, “What in Christ’s name is going on, Travers? We’ve been calling you since we passed by 514! You might have been outside, busy, but we couldn’t even raise the ship.”

        “We’ve had some unwanted company,” Travers told him. “We were jammed at source, Richard. Situation’s resolved, don’t sweat.”

        Vaurien skipped a beat. “A team out of Ulrand?”

        “No. The Ranjipur
was back here before Shapiro’s warship took station, and I think Mark did them some real damage in the first faceoff. They couldn’t signal Ulrand.”

        “Make sure,” Vaurien said tersely.

        By now the comm officer on the Shelikof was satisfied, and Marin had taken off his headset. Travers turned back toward the common area, about to shout through to Wing, but she was standing behind him, propped on a bulkhead, tight about the mouth and hard-eyed, but back on her feet. And she had obviously heard the whole exchange.

        “The high-band arrays were knocked out,” she said hoarsely. “We can’t transmit or receive on any tachyon channel.”

        “So Ulrand’s in the dark,” Vaurien concluded.

        “Besides,” Wing added nastily, “how shit-faced would I have to be to transmit the data, hand it to them on a plate? You think they’ll actually pay money for something they received as a data stream?” She licked her lips. “How you doing, Vaurien? I heard you went legit.”

        They knew each other? Travers and Marin shared a look, but Travers admitted, they should not have been surprised. Vaurien had a legion of friends in low places, and Sherratt himself used Freespacers when he needed to. Not all of them were scum like Streller and Wing.

        “It’s called surviving, Wing,” Vaurien was saying. “Travers?”

        “Right here.”

        “You nailed her partner?” Richard was insistent.

        “He’s in a cryotank,” Marin told him, “and the lady is trying to strike a deal. Wants to talk to Shapiro.”

        Again Vaurien skipped a beat and then laughed over the comm loop. “You’re kidding? This gets better and better. She got anything to deal with?”

        Travers looked her over now, from the soft-soled boots to the split-legged skinthins, to the tangled dark hair which she had scraped back from her face and pushed roughly behind her ears. Her face was set, as if carved from stone. She looked sure. “She thinks she can trade,” Travers said to Vaurien. “Let Shapiro decide. He can always ship these bastards out to Jackson if he doesn’t get what he wants.”

        “Or even if he does,” Vaurien added. “You thought about that?”

        A shadow passed over Wing’s stony face, but it was Mark Sherratt who answered Vaurien as he appeared in the back of the cockpit behind Wing. “Shapiro can’t afford to make enemies, especially at this time, and especially in the Deep Sky. He might like to shut down Halfway, but that’s not possible, nor will it ever be. Halfway is mobile. Every time the frontier is extended, Freespace just moves further out.”

         The shadow persisted in Wing’s face, but she was out of options. “Like I have a choice? Let me talk to Shapiro. I know what he wants ... and I’ve got it.”

        “What?” Marin prompted. “You’re very sure.”

        But she shook her head and turned a way. “Not a chance. I talk to Shapiro or not at all.”

        Again Travers and Marin shared a glance, and Travers nodded. “She flies out of Halfway. She might have something. Richard?”

        “I heard,” Vaurien called. “Sit tight, Neil. We’re just starting to offload. You’ve got two cargo pods and a lighter headed down. Bring Wing up on the lighter. Lock down the
Ranjipur. Reactors, mainframes, shut the whole thing down. We’ll take it under tow after we’ve offloaded the science station ... Mark, you there?”

        “Still here,” Sherratt affirmed. “I was thinking about staying on here. I’d like to work on the relic.”

        But Vaurien made negative noises. “Later. Shapiro wants you back, short-term. Leave the Carellan here, come back with us. You can return with the research team.”

        “Will do,” Travers responded, and Vaurien closed down. 

        Marin was watching the screen beside the pilot’s station. “They already launched their pods and the lighter ... Wastrel is in high orbit, parked ... they’re messaging the Shelikof.” He worked a combug into his ear, listened for several moments and gave a grunt. “Routine stuff. They just want to know why the Shelikof didn’t pick up the Ranjipur.” He angled a hard look at Wing, who had come to rest beside Sherratt and was stooped over, fingers digging into the thigh above the wound. The feeling was obviously coming back into it. “And so do I.”

        “I’m going to take a seat,” she told him. “You want to fucking chat, you can always come along.” 

        She returned to the chair in the common area, sank down into it with a curse and rummaged through the medkit for another shot. It fired in, and Travers watched her eyes dilate. Marianna Wing was in no condition to give anybody a coherent argument, much less a physical fight. She was entirely focused on meeting Shapiro, and Travers itched to know what she had for him that was an even trade for freedom. 

        “So chat,” Marin prompted. “The Shelikof didn’t see you.”

        “They couldn’t find their ass with a funnel,” she said caustically. “We were already here. They ran the usual long-range scans from orbit, took a look at the area ... except we weren’t in the area. You think I got shit for brains, like them?” She almost spat the words. As the drug kicked in the fury she had been choking in the interests of negotiation surged back to the surface. “I put the Ranjipur
in a canyon, other side of the planet.” Dark, glassy eyes glared at Travers. “I also dumped a snoop on one of this bastard planet’s moons.” 

        “A passive listening device,” Sherratt said dryly. “The Shelikof wasn’t looking in any of the right places, and the ‘snoop’ would have informed the Ranjipur in a single nanosecond transmission, when we returned.” He frowned at the woman. “You waited days before you made a move on us.”

        She gestured vaguely in the direction of the Zunshu relic. “I wanted to have something to sell, back on Ulrand. Preliminary data. Gave you the chance to do your thing, collect enough scans to start analysis. You’d started. I saw. In the lab.” 

        An alarm blipped for attention, but Marin did not even glance at it. “That’s just the cargo pods coming in. Give them a few minutes.” He peered at Wing’s face, which was growing lax with the drug. “I think she just took care of the problem of what to do with her.”

        “That,” Dario said darkly, “was never a problem. There’s a lockup back there, and cryotanks. And don’t trust her. She’s not even half as out of it as she’s pretending. She could take your own gun off you and gut you with it before you knew she was moving.”

        He made a good point, and Travers was not about to put the woman’s act to the test. “You despise her,” he remarked, and then held up his hands in mock surrender as Dario nailed him with a glare. “She gave you good reason, I know.”

        “And now she thinks she’s going to just calmly walk away,” Dario added. “Give Shapiro something, trade for freedom and just walk.”

        “So settle with her later.” Travers lifted a brow at Mark. “On your own turf, in your own time.”

        “Yes.” Sherratt stirred as the comm beeped. “You want to shut down the mainframes and the reactor? They’re almost here.” He reached over and touched a key on the comm console embedded in the table. “Kjor’in Station, we’re standing by.”

        “Wastrel 101,” Barb Jazinsky’s voice identified. “We see you, Mark ... I’m going to put the pods down right behind the RV. You want to show us the relic?”

        “Us?” Travers echoed.

        “Teniko’s with me. Curious,” she told him. 

        “Staying on?” Marin’s face betrayed his misgivings: having Teniko and Dario Sherratt in the same room at the same time, at this moment, held the potential for disaster. Both were terminally angry, albeit for different reasons, and neither was gifted with patience or tolerance.

        “Not staying,” Jazinsky was saying. “Eager to share data, Mark, if you’re willing.”

        A proximity alert buzzed as the pods dropped in over the camp, and Travers reached for his helmet. “Wing. Wing!”

        “Hunh?” One eye opened, dilated but still hard. 

        “Get your suit on. We’re leaving.”

        “Fuck yourself,” she slurred.

        Marin snorted, a sound of grudging humor. “Oh, she’s flying now. Go lock the ship down, Neil. I’ll cram her back into the suit.”

        The Ranjipur was accepting voice commands, and despite the battered, unfamiliar instrument surfaces Travers swiftly closed down the engines, the power plant, life support systems, and finally the mainframe itself. The ship went dark, lit only by a scattering of red worklights, and the soft rush of fresh air stopped. 

        The airlock hatches were on independent power systems, and Streller’s cryogen tank was self-powered. The freighter was dormant as the company formed up at the hatch, and Travers lifted on his helmet as Marin set the ’lock to cycle.

        A chatter of voices sputtered over the comm loop, and he listened in as Jazinsky and Teniko spoke to the Wastrel, and as the Wastrel messaged the Shelikof. The cargo pods reported safe set-down, and as the outer hatch rumbled open, Travers saw them in the harsh, blue-white illumination of the camp’s twenty arclights. 

        The pods were scratched, dented, paint-peeled cylinders, each mounted on an engine sled. The sleds released them at zero-altitude with a soundless thud that nonetheless raised ice-dust, and immediately pulled out to an altitude of a hundred meters of so. They would soon lift out the empty pods. 

        As the ice crystals settled, the Wastrel’s big, ugly lighter rotated around to fit into the space between the Ranjipur and the RV, and Jazinsky set it down like a feather. Mark’s first priority was the lab, and he vanished into the igloo while Travers and Marin were waiting for the lighter’s hatches to crack. Marianna Wing was on her feet, swaying a little as she stood between them, but how much she was aware of, Travers was not sure. She looked thoroughly drunk but Travers was far from convinced.


        The lab repressurized swiftly, and the Ibex mainframes rebooted in a few moments. Dario and Tor were much more interested in the cargo pods, and Travers did not blame them: they were staying on here, the science station would be their home for weeks, possibly months.

        The pods had already popped open and disgorged a squadron of handling drones; the flooring, walls, roofing, rad-shields, were shipped in collapsed form, and stacked in precise order by the empty pods. Generators, life support, heaters, an oxygen plant, furniture, and, incongruously, freezers. The drones would have the science station set up in a day, and Dario and Tor would be liberated from the confines of the RV. They were satisfied with the makings of the station, and had begun picking through the science equipment which had shipped down in the second pod.

        The lighter’s hatches cracked a moment later, as Sherratt appeared from the igloo. The unmistakable figure of Barb Jazinsky hopped down onto the bare rock, and behind her was a second pressure suit which could only be a Lushi. Travers watched the kid come out of the lighter, and at once Teniko turned his back on his companions. He cut a straight line for the Zunshu stasis chamber, and a large, bulky handy was already working. 

        “Sociable little sod isn’t he?” Marin observed.

        “He could learn to be.” Travers had seen the type before. They came aboard as conscripts, grass-green and too frightened to even speak. Some of them never did make friends, and instead they immersed themselves in their work, fast-tracking through to the rank of officer and leaving the crew deck behind. Marin had done that. He had left Fleet as a lieutenant, and Travers had wondered many times if Curtis had been a crew deck misfit. 

        Jazinsky was probably just as eager to get a look at the chamber, but she joined the Resalq first, and waved a greeting at Travers and Marin. “You did good,” she told them, with a gesture at Wing. “This one and her bastard partner, I’ve known for a long time. She’s been your definitive hard-ass since Fleet.”

        “You have some peculiar friends,” Marin told her. 

        “Wing’s no friend of mine,” Jazinsky snorted, “and as for Streller, I’d as soon knock him on his back as say good morning.” And then, without skipping a beat, “You want to show me the stasis chamber?”

        “This way. And here.” Sherratt placed a case of datacubes into her gloved palm. “Preliminary data. Every scan we could do with available equipment, plus early analysis.”

        Behind the faceplate, Jazinsky’s face was intent. “And?”

        “And?” Sherratt chuckled. “It’s too early to say much, but I have a few ideas.”

        “You always do.” Jazinsky led the way up the slope and around the RV, toward the Zunshu relic, half-buried in its hillside. Dario and Tor joined them halfway up, eager to share what they knew, bounce ideas off a new mind.

        They were welcome to it. Travers took Wing’s shoulders between his hands and maneuvered her toward the lighter. “Let’s secure this package. Dario could be right. You’d be a fool to trust her.”

        “And I’d be a fool to try anything,” Wing growled. “Jesus Christ, look at this place! The whole pissy system’s swarming with Fleet shit, and you really think I’m going to fuck-over my single chance of getting out of this alive and free?”

        “You knew the job was dangerous when you took it,” Marin told her curtly. “You took on the Ulrand bounty contract because you and Streller thought you’d have it easy. Three egghead research scientists in the middle of nowhere, no backup, no support, and hey, they’re just geeks, they won’t be armed.”

        “So I was wrong,” she rasped as Travers manhandled her toward the lighter’s open airlock.

        “Dead wrong,” he told her. “But you’re right about one thing. Shapiro’s always in the market for a good deal.”

        She stopped just short of the lighter, glaring up the slope at the smooth, perfect surface of the chamber, which was bathed in odd blue light while Jazinsky and Teniko imaged it from every angle. “Just what the hell is that thing anyway? You want to tell me what I gave up my freedom for?”

        “It’s a relic,” Marin said inspecifically. “An artifact of a bygone age, and it’s very ... very dangerous.”

        “Remember El Khouri,” Travers added.

        “El Khouri?” With a bark of ironic laughter, Wing lifted herself into the lighter’s hatch. “Ulrand will never forget it. You bozos killed half a hemisphere. Your Harrison Shapiro is going to be kissing ass in MarakCity till he retires.”

        She could be right, Travers thought as they waited for the airlock to blow back up to pressure. Inside, the lighter was as ugly as out, purely functional, with bare welds, naked conduit, spaghetti-like wiring harnesses taped to any surface, and minimal concessions to human passengers. Eight seats were welded to the deck in any available space aft of the cockpit, and Travers manhandled Wing into the rearmost of them. The harness ran up about her while Marin hunted out a toolkit and produced a roll of duct tape, and Wing cursed bitterly as she was securely taped to the seat.

        “Silence,” Travers told her glibly, “is a virtue.”

        Outside, the drones had fully unloaded the cargo pods, and he watched through the lighter’s tiny side ’ports as the engine sleds dove in and picked up the empty shells. In moments they were gone, and without pause, with the indomitable energy of mindless machines, the drones began to assemble the science station.

        A beep from the cockpit took Travers forward, and he pulled on a headset. “Wastrel 101,” he called as Marin disappeared into the tail section and peeled out of the suit. 

        “The pods are coming home,” Richard said in his ear. “Pull out any time you like.”

        “Where’s your rush?” Travers wondered.

        “Kristyn Bauer — excuse me, General Bauer — is on her way back over from Omaru.” Richard paused. “Shapiro’s wearing a face like a thundercloud. I think you and Curtis are about to be reassigned.”

        “Oh, joy.” Travers was uncomfortably aware of a sinking feeling. “You know where he’s sending us.”

        “The Kiev.” Vaurien paused. “Neil, if you don’t want the assignment, don’t take it.”

        “I don’t believe he’s going to give us the option,” Travers said acidly, wondering what Vaurien was talking about.

        “I meant,” Richard elaborated, “if you want to vanish, I can get you out. So can Mark, come to that. I don’t like the idea of any of us being aboard a carrier. I can get you all the way back to Darwin’s World, and Marin with you. New ID, new documents. Disappear.”

        “And leave the rest of you up against Fleet on the one hand and the Zunshu on the other?” Without hesitation, Travers made negative noises. “I couldn’t do it, Richard, and look at myself in the mirror afterward.”

        Vaurien sounded amused. “I knew you’d say that ... but I had to make the offer. It’s your neck, Travers.”

         “Is it?” Travers’s ears had picked up the vibrating bass sound of the airlock cycling. “I think my neck belongs to Harrison Shapiro, and I don’t think he’d take kindly to Curtis and me running out on him. I think he’d find us eventually, unless we headed for Freespace ... and that’s not somewhere I’d want to be.” He angled a glance over his shoulder at Marianna Wing. “I’ve met a few folks from Halfway lately, and all they seem to want to do is kill me.”

        “Wing and Streller are some of the worst,” Vaurien agreed, “but don’t judge the rest by them. I fly out of Halfway myself sometimes. Some of us have a few scruples left.”

        “Point taken,” Travers admitted. “Jazinsky and Teniko and Mark are on their way back in. We’ll be shoving off in a minute, Richard.”

        “See you on board.” Vaurien shut down.

        Eager to get out of the suit, which was hot and uncomfortable in the humid warmth of the lighter, Travers was breaking the seals as he followed Marin aft. He was stowing the suit and helmet when the hatch opened, admitting the others. 

        Marin was working minor magic, producing Irish coffee from an autochef which had seen better days, and Travers was grateful to take a cup. But Marin was intent on Tonio Teniko, studying the kid overtly, one would have said rudely, save that Teniko was as oblivious to Marin as to everyone and everything else. 

        He did not even bother to take off the pressure suit, just dumped the helmet on the nearest empty chair, and without so much as a glance at Wing, he dropped the first of several white-metal cubes into the threedee.

        Data raced through the display so fast, Travers could not begin to follow it, and Marin whistled softly. Wing had an excellent view of the threedee, but in a moment she was muttering the kind of profanities that transcended the simply coarse.

        Meanwhile, Tonio Teniko was not even blinking as he drank in the data. He seemed to be taking it in through the pores, both his hands clenching, fingers apparently grasping at immaterial objects which might be the physical embodiment of the concepts rushing through his brain. This was the kid, Travers remembered, who had run the math for the hyper-Weimann physics in his head, to divorce his mind from the insults being wrought on his body. Fleet could be mindlessly cruel, and Travers could only wonder how many brilliant young people like Teniko, like Jazinsky herself, had simply become statistics before they were able to even begin the work for which nature had designed them.

        At last Teniko blinked, sucked in a gasp and shook his head as if he were dizzy. He stopped the threedee and pressed his face into his hands. Marin was at his shoulder, and as Teniko’s dark, doe eyes opened again he found a coffee mug before him.

        “I — thanks.” His hands shook as he accepted the mug.

        “You’re welcome.” Marin perched on the arm of a chair, which put his face almost on a level with Tonio’s. “You okay, kid?”

        It was the wrong thing to say. “I’m not a child.”

        “I didn’t say you were,” Marin said mildly. “I said kid. Which is a compliment ... you’re a lot younger than I am, a lot better looking, and a hell of a lot more intelligent.” He arched a brow at Teniko. “I also asked how you were.”

        The Lushi had the grace to duck his head. “I’m sorry. I’m just not used to ... people giving a shit about how I feel. Or noticing that I have a brain, not just —” He took a quick breath and closed his eyes.

        “Tonio.” Marin’s voice was low, resonant, almost hypnotic. “You’re going to have to find a way.”

        “A way?” Teniko blinked owlishly at him.

        “To let it go. To put those scenes behind you.” Marin’s voice was so soft, Travers strained to hear him. Sherratt and Jazinsky could have heard nothing. 

        “Easy for you to say,” Teniko muttered.

        “No, it’s not. It’s never easy for anyone,” Marin told him. “I had to find a way to move on, or I’d have fallen face-down and died.”

        “You?” Teniko’s distrust was naked on his face.

        “I was never in your situation, but it was bad enough.” Marin looked up at Travers, who stood behind him. “I had to stand and watch while my friend ... my lover, in fact ... was beaten to death. He bled his life away at my feet, Tonio, and I stood there trying not to scream my lungs out.”

        A vast shudder caught Teniko unawares. “True?”

        “Ask Mark Sherratt,” Travers whispered with a gesture at the cockpit, where Sherratt and Jazinsky were talking to the Wastrel. “If he hadn’t been there, close by, when it happened, Curtis Marin would have been one more statistic, and my lover would never have walked aboard the Intrepid one day, on a Dendra Shemiji contract.” He laid a proprietorial arm across Marin’s shoulders. “Things have a weird way of working out kid ... Tonio. But I’ll tell you this. Curtis is right. The bastards who abused you probably don’t even remember doing it, they’ve driven on, found new people to abuse, their kind always do. Meanwhile, you’re letting it kill you, one day at a time, and you’re the only one who remembers it.”

        Teniko groaned. “Not letting it kill me, for godsakes. I want it to stop. Every night, I pray to wake up in the morning and find out it was just a dream. And every day I wake up, and here I am.” He looked down at his own body, a glare filled with scorn. “Look at me.”

        “I’m looking,” Marin said levelly. “I’m just seeing a Lushi. You’re very smart, and you’re very beautiful. In any world other than Fleet, your brains and your looks would set you apart. They’d put you on top of the heap, not the bottom.”

        “Nobody’s defending Fleet,” Travers added. “It stinks. In my own way I’ve been trying to change it for years. I was the one who smuggled out the data on the kid who was flogged to death on the Intrepid. Richard put it into the hands of the boy’s father, and he called Dendra Shemiji.”

        “The society of assassins,” Teniko murmured.

        “Which by now you must know is Resalq.” Marin nodded at Sherratt. “M’hak-chyr’tt is the father and mother of Dendra Shemiji.”

        “Like I said,” Travers repeated, “it’s strange the way things have of working out. And incidentally, you may be smarter than the pair of us put together, but you’re not better looking than Curtis, not to me. It’s all in the eye of the beholder, kiddo.”

        At least Teniko was listening. He dragged a hand distractedly across his face. “I’m going to be re-engineered.”

        “Pakrani.” Marin looked Teniko over, head to foot, and nodded. “Pakrani is good too.”

        “And then nobody will push me around, not ever again,” Teniko said bitterly.

        “Okay. But remember what Vaurien told you. He likes you. And he likes you just the way you are. It’s your right, not a privilege, to be a natural-born Lushi, and size isn’t the whole story, Tonio. You can learn to defend yourself against vastly bigger people. It’s just know-how. If you’re interested, talk to Mark.” And then, while Teniko was still blinking in surprise, Marin cocked an ear to the cockpit as Jazinsky and Sherratt buckled into the flight harnesses, and the Arago field began to thrum through the deck. “We’re shoving off.”

        Travers groaned. “Christ. Richard said General Bauer’s on her way back over from the Kiev, and Shapiro looks like he could punch something. I have the proverbial bad feeling about this.”

        The Lushi boy was still blinking uncomprehendingly at them as they claimed the two seats opposite and strapped in, and Marin told him, “We’re on special assignment.” He settled back and closed his eyes as the lighter began to lift. “We’re back aboard a super-carrier.”

        The bald statement brought a thrill of something very like dread to the marrow of Neil Travers’s bones.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

        

Sark, Borushek

        

The security cells were buried ten levels under the Fleet tower. Conway Streller was still undergoing surgery, but Marianna Wing had been installed in a holding room so private, so secure, it was not even monitored. She was wide awake, in fresh clothes, chain smoking with one hand and systematically working her way through a pot of ‘warehouse coffee’ with the other, while Marin and Travers waited for Shapiro. Wing had not said a word since she was brought down to the cells, and if she even noticed that she had company in the holding area, she gave no indication. Marin wondered if the tangled hair was ever combed, the smudged face ever washed.

        The smoke was irritating his throat. He stood against the wall by the door, eyes half closed, intent on the mercenary, while Travers paced and looked at his chrono every two minutes. Shapiro was late, but since Kristyn Bauer was arriving in Sark at this time, Marin was far from surprised. 

        The situation on the Kiev was critical and as Richard had said, Harrison Shapiro was furious. He had conferenced with Bauer as soon as she was in good comm range, and whatever he had received from her, transmitted encrypted from the courier Chryse, had wiped the smile off his face. He would not offer any comment prior to the briefing, and by Marin’s chrono that briefing was about to run overdue. Shapiro had set it back by a few hours so as to deal promptly with the mercenaries, and Bauer herself was late. 

        The Chryse docked on time, but she was held up. A call from Earth, from Chicago Fleet Central, was waiting for her the moment Bauer arrived, and such calls were always given priority. Get the worst out of the way first and fast, Marin thought. What Chicago Central wanted with Bauer, he could not guess, but both she and Shapiro had been stretching their luck very thin for a very long time. One day it had to snap. Marin could only pray this was not the day.

        The Confederacy wanted results, they wanted Zunshu data, and they wanted it soon. The detonation on Ulrand had been reported, the death of Wayne Mulholland, but not the data Mulholland had tried to commandeer. It was only a matter of time before some bureaucrat at Central became suspicious, and when it happened, Marin did not want to be connected in any way to Borushek Fleet. 

        He tuned out Wing and watched Travers pace between the a/c vent and the door. He moved like a hunter, Marin thought, and the Dendra Shemiji training would only make him more effective. More dangerous. The ability to focus and concentrate, to remember an image, a sound, a set of numbers; the ability to move silently, to strike fast, instinctively, without the clouding of conscious thought. A knowledge of odd weapons and toxins from the primitive to the sophisticated, an understanding of anatomy and biology to rival the surgeon. 

        And access, Marin added, to a network of contacts, to classified data, to resources, weapons and funding. This was Dendra Shemiji, Mark Sherratt’s lifelong project. And Neil Travers would excel in the society — if he ever got the chance to begin. 

        The Kiev assignment had been nagging at them since they left Kjor’in, like a tooth that needed fixing. Carrier assignment was the last work Marin would have chosen for them, but he had heard every word Travers said to Vaurien on the lighter, and he felt the same sense of purpose. He and Travers could certainly vanish. It would be so simple to use Dendra Shemiji contacts to get new ID, get on a clipper bound for Darwin’s World — leave the ship at Mawson and vanish into the Shackleton Void for a few months before boarding another clipper and arriving at Darwin’s as Jack Smith and Tom Jones. But afterward, meeting his own eyes in the mirror every morning would be a pain. 

       Still, the concept of escape was not without its lures, and Marin indulged himself in the fantasy. Mawson had a lot to offer. A blue sky, oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, deep forests and snow-clad mountains, and a wealth of native animal life which was very different from anything Earth knew. Travers had never been to Mawson. The city of Turin was small by the standards of the major colonies but still large enough to enjoy a few good hotels and a lot of excellent restaurants. The danceshops were rough, the music raucous; the sexshops were an adventure. Mawson was deep enough in the Shackleton Void for the population to be relatively isolated, and isolated populations soon drifted away from the mainstream, in sex as in every other custom. Marin smothered a rich chuckle as he pictured Travers in scenes of sensual excess, but it was just a fantasy. They were not about to escape, and Mawson was much too distant to be a realistic vacation place. 

         The chuckle made Travers arch an eyebrow at him, but Marin only shook his head and mouthed, later. He had already heard the door mechanism begin to grind, and a moment later Harrison Shapiro’s face appeared. He stood framed in the doorway, flanked by a security guard, and for some time merely glared at Marianna Wing as if his eyes might turn her into a pillar of salt.

        He stepped inside then. The guard took station outside, and the door ground shut. A bolt as thick as a man’s forearm slammed home to lock it, and Shapiro folded his arms on his chest as he frowned down at the mercenary.

        “You wanted to strike a deal,” he prompted. “I’m listening, but it’s going to have to be good. You’re taking up my time, and what little remains of my patience is on countdown.”

        “I want to trade.” Wing stubbed out her fifth cigarette and stood. She circuited her chair and leaned on its back, giving Shapiro glare for glare. “Thirty years in Jackson Penitentiary? I don’t think so.”

        “No? Perhaps you should have thought about it before you put yourself so far on the wrong side of Colonial, Fleet and Confederate law, it’s not even worth going to trial.” Shapiro’s tone was filled with barbs. “You’re personally responsible for at least twenty killings even I know about.”

        Wing lifted her chin. “That’s the world I live in, General. Do unto others before they do it to you. You want to do business with the kind of bastards I deal with, you show up armed, and you don’t take any shit. People die in Freespace. It’s a fact of life. Survival of the fittest.”

        She was good, Marin allowed, but Shapiro’s patience had been thin as tissue when he arrived and she was not placating him. He made a dismissive gesture and seemed on the point of leaving as he said, “I didn’t come here to talk about Freespace business practices. If you have something for me, I’m listening. If not, stop wasting my time.”

        “All right, bad-ass, you’ve got me shaking all over,” Wing growled in that rasping voice. “I don’t have any more time to waste than you do. You might want to record this.”

        Without a word, Shapiro gestured to Travers, and Travers thumbed on the machine recessed into the corner of the table. 

        “You’ve been trying to work out for months where Omaru and a dozen other colonies are getting weapons,” Wing began. “Mazjene, Andover, Sorento, Kuchinbi, Marquesas, Pakrenne, even Velcastra. They’re all arming themselves to the teeth. They’re just watching Omaru to see which way it goes.”

        “This much,” Shapiro said acidly, “I could get from CNS, on open broadcast. Everybody knows the colonies are arming.”

        “But you don’t know where they’re getting their stuff from.” Wing studied Shapiro rudely. “You couldn’t know, or you wouldn’t have your special agents crawling all over every citybottom, and showing up in Halfway, trying to pass themselves off as Freespacers.” Her brows quirked. “You had four agents turn up dead just a few weeks ago.”

        At the very least she had won Shapiro’s undivided attention. “I’m listening,” he said levelly. “But I have to tell you, lady, I already know they’re buying pure data and manufacturing the weapons systems in their own factories. We picked up Frank Berglun. If you’re so well connected in this game, you should know the name.”

        She was surprised, and Marin thought he saw a shade of color drain out of her face. One of her trumps was already gone. But she recovered fast and met Shapiro halfway. “So you got Berglun. He can’t tell you what I can tell you.”

        “He already told me Omaru is in the market for the blueprints to the Marauder weapons system ... and he told me they’re dealing with smugglers from the Kiev.” Shapiro tilted his head at her. “I doubt you have anything valuable to add, but I’m still listening.”

        Another trump was gone and Wing was shaken, but she would never show it. Curtis Marin had been trained to see the tiny signs, and he was looking for them. The momentary clench of her hands, the slight flare of nostrils, the bob of throat muscles as she swallowed, the tiny dilation of the pupils. Wing covered, reaching for a cigarette, lighting it with slow, deliberate movements, dragging deeply.

        “Did he tell you,” she rasped, “who his contacts are?”
        “He went to Velcastra to meet a friend of yours. Sergei van Donne,” Shapiro told her. “It was only luck that we didn’t pick up van Donne at the same time. We were close.”

        But Wing’s head was shaking. “Not van Donne. You can have him. One day I’ll have to blow his face off. If you want to do it for me, fine. I’m talking about his contacts aboard the Kiev.”

        Marin’s pulse rate picked up and he shared a glance with Travers. Shapiro cleared his throat. “We know the Kiev
is the source. We got that much from Berglun. You have names? You know who, and how?”

        “Trade you.” Wing took another deep drag. “You get your names. I get a ride back to Halfway. And you didn’t hear it from me.”

        “Give me what you know, I’ll see what I can do,” Shapiro offered.

        The mercenary groaned. “Do we have to sweat through all this haggling shit? You know I’m not going to tell you a goddamned word till I get my deal.”

        “And you know,” Shapiro added, “I could pry the information out of you any way it suited me, and cremate the remains.”             

        She looked away. “I’ve been through it, Shapiro. I’ve been interrogated, and I’ve done it to other people. I know your fucking mind-tricks, I know the drugs, and I know how good the system is. You’ll get about twenty percent out of me before you kill me, because I’m sure as Christ not going to cooperate if you double-cross me. You’ll get your twenty percent and a dead body, instead of the whole story.”

        “General,” Travers began quietly, “if there’s any way you can make a deal ...”

        “You learned the interrogator’s trade in Fleet?” Shapiro asked darkly.

        She shrugged. “In a roundabout way, I guess I did. Crew deck grunts are not the only schmucks who wind up in Freespace after they get out of Fleet. We get a few officers as well, and they bring a whole ’nother set of skills with ’em. Anything you want to know ... how to pilot a super-carrier, how to fly a gunship, handle any weapon, and how to tear the mind out of a guy’s brain .... anything you want to know, you can learn in Freespace. And I learned the hard way.”

        Perhaps only Marin saw her shudder; Wing covered herself well. “She’s leveling with you, General,” he said quietly. “If you can deal, I’d deal. A few names aboard the Kiev
would make our job much easier.”

        A moment’s hesitation, and Shapiro relented. “All right, Wing. I’ll cut you a deal. But I’m not releasing you into Freespace. You know it’s impossible.”

        “Bullshit,” she began.

        But his voice rose over the protests. “You’ve already seen too much for you to go back.”

        “Seen too much?” She echoed. “I haven’t seen squat!”

        “You’ve seen their faces,” Shapiro argued, gesturing at Marin and Travers. “They’ll be on assignment tomorrow, and you think I’m going to let you loose, knowing who they are, and where they’re going?” He shook his head slowly. “Not a chance. But I can keep you out of Jackson. I can assure you of comfort, a degree of comparative luxury, until all this is over. The colonial wars will burn hot and fast, and they’ll burn out fast. When what you know is no longer of any consequence, you get your ride.”

        She took several deep breaths, weighing every syllable. “You think I’m going to just trust you?”

        “I think,” Shapiro corrected, “you don’t have too many options. You can go to Jackson. You can let a crew of Fleet interrogators kill you. You can tell me what you know and trust me to at least keep you out of a maximum security prison. I can afford to do that, Wing. It won’t cost a dollar and it won’t hurt me.”

        “Trust him, lady,” Travers suggested. “He had Marin and me under the gun not long ago ... we survived.”

        “Christ. I ... shit. Shit!” Wing dropped the cigarette, ground it out with her foot and clenched both hands into the tangle of her hair. She was so angry, she could barely be still, but she was out of luck and out of time. Her eyes blazed at Shapiro. “Double-cross me, Shapiro, you fuck with me, and I swear to God I’ll find a way to gut you with the smallest, bluntest knife I can lay my hands on.”

        “Fair enough. That’s something I can respect. I read your file, and you have a history of bloody revenge.” Shapiro gestured at the door behind him. “Give me the names, and you can be out of here, under close guard but in reasonable comfort, in an hour.”

        For a moment she seemed to grind her teeth, and then she said, “Max Roden. Sonny — Santiago — Westheim. Are you recording?”

        “Yes. Go ahead.”

        “Felix Cheng. Vance Botero. Javed Maniku.” With the tip of her tongue she wet her lips. “From there, you’re on your own.” And she turned her back on Shapiro.

        “Five names,” Travers said softly.

        “I’ll verify them,” Shapiro mused. “You’ll stay here, Wing, until I know if there’s a grain of truth to what you say.”

        “She believes there is.” Marin had been watching Wing every moment. He had missed nothing, and he was convinced Wing believed she knew the smugglers on the Kiev. “She’s leveling with you ... she could be mistaken, but she’s not lying.”

        Shapiro’s brows were arched in question. “Dendra Shemiji?”

        “Very old skills,” Marin affirmed. “I was ... a fast study.”

        “Dendra —?” Wing echoed. “Dendra Shemiji? Holy shit.”

        “And that’s another thing,” Shapiro barked as he returned to the door and punched in the security access. “You know far too much about Doctor Sherratt’s work for me to just give you a ride out of here. You’re going to have to learn a little patience, Wing. Your time will come.”

        “It better,” she warned. “Or you’ll wish to God you’d never heard my name.” Her eyes blazed, and with her right hand, she motioned palming a gun and crotch-shooting Shapiro.

        No flicker of expression crossed his face but he said, “Marin, Travers, come with me. Sergeant Barnette? Keep an eye on the prisoner. See she doesn’t come to any harm.”

        The security guard was a woman of twice Wing’s stature, and almost twice her age, hard-bitten, implacable. Nothing Wing could say or do would perturb her, and Marin was satisfied to turn his back on the mercenary at last.

        “Roden, Westheim, Cheng, Botero, Maniku,” he mused as he and Travers fell into step with Shapiro, walking back toward the restricted access elevators. 

        “Just names, until they’re verified,” Shapiro said bleakly. “And even when they’re verified, I wouldn’t make a move against any member of Fleet, no matter the rank, on the say-so of a mercenary like Marianna Wing. The woman’s notorious.”

        “Dario Sherratt certainly wouldn’t grieve to read about her going to Jackson,” Travers said, amused. “Speaking of which, what are your plans for her?”
        “It depends.” Shapiro keyed his ID into the code pad and paused while the elevator opened. Travers and Curtis stepped into the car behind him and he punched for his own floor, the suite of offices where he was more at liberty than anywhere else on Borushek. The elevator went up, fast and silent. “If the names are right, she’ll get her deal. An apartment right here in this building ... on a floor she can’t get off. The same food you and I are eating, all the vee-ree entertainment and bel-grass she wants. And then she stays put, for as long as it takes.”

        “The colonial wars,” Marin sighed.

        “And the Zunshu,” Shapiro added. He looked darkly at Marin. “She saw the relic. The stasis chamber. She doesn’t leave this building alive, having seen it. If word of the relic gets back to the Confederacy we’ll have to surrender it. It’ll be Ulrand all over again. They’ll destroy it, and doubtlessly a lot of themselves with it, because no one back there knows a living Resalq exists, yet the Resalq scientists are the only people I’d trust to even point a scanner at that thing.”  

        “So Wing stays in this building,” Marin concluded. He gave Shapiro an openly appreciative look. “What you’re doing’s not easy. Juggling a Fleet that’s gone to hell with corruption, a dozen colonies that are arming themselves for what’s going to be the bloodiest war in history, a Confederate government that’s only interested in protecting the fortunes of the mega-rich industrialists who’re only getting richer building the Fleet, and the handful of survivors of a race that was almost obliterated — and who’re still the only people who have any shred of an idea about what’s happening out here.” 

        The elevator opened onto Shapiro’s floor and the general stepped out. “There are times, Curtis,” he admitted quietly, “when I seriously consider posting my resignation and retiring to the home colonies. But not quite yet.” A smile touched one side of his mouth as he led the way into the office which was almost his home. “Ingrid!”

        “Online,” the office’s artificial intelligence responded. 

        “I have some names for you. Verify them as members of the crew of the Kiev. First, Max Roden.”

        Without noticeable pause the machine said, “Verified. Maxine Lee Roden, Major, Chief of Security, service number 826984F/Roden-ML. Once investigated, for apparently concealing events taking place on a field assignment twelve months ago, and subsequently returned to duty.” 

        “Santiago Westheim,” Shapiro said tersely.

        “Verified. Santiago Benjamin Westheim, Major, Chief of Engineering Division, service number 792243M/Westheim-SB. Is currently on Fleet record as a habitual gambler for whom therapy has been ineffective. Substantial debts are still owed to the SanmarcoSpaceCity casino at Jagreth. Subject has never been formally investigated.”

        “I told you,” Marin murmured as he and Travers came to rest at the wide windows, watching the blue-white stern of a ship headed up from the Fleet apron. “Wing’s enough of a bastard to sell out her friends if she can keep herself out of that establishment down in EurekaValley, and walk out of here, free, one day.”

        “Felix Cheng,” Shapiro was saying.

        “Verified. Felix Andre Cheng, Major, Chief of Sciences Division, service number 778256M/Cheng-FA. A graduate of the MoswellChowUniversity. After conscription, entered civilian sector research. A series of failed business ventures resulted in bankruptcy, documents filed on Velcastra, and Major Cheng returned to Fleet for reasons of financial reconciliation. He has ten months remaining before his current enlistment term concludes.”

        “Vance Botero.” Shapiro’s face was looking more like a thundercloud every moment.

        “Verified. Crowther Vance Botero, Master Sergeant, Echo Company, service number 967329M/Botero-CV. Re-enlisted at the close of his conscription; no investigations past or pending.”

        “Javed Maniku,” Shapiro growled.

        “Verified. Javed Hassan Maniku, Master Sergeant, Carrier Close Defense Squadron, service number 956682M/Maniku-JH. No further information.”

        “For what it’s worth, she’s batting a hundred,” Travers said.

        “Which may simply mean she knows someone on the Kiev who spoke at length of a group of people and the names stuck in her mind,” Shapiro said cynically. “I wouldn’t point any fingers without proof. Not one of these people is an angel, but you don’t accuse someone of military espionage and set up the firing squad because they have a gambling habit, or because they were forced out of business by a competitor, or botched the paperwork on a field assignment.” He shook his head slowly. “That’s not legal evidence. That’s soap opera. We need proof. Hard facts. And that,” he added with a hard glance at the younger men, “is your job.”

        On a whim, Marin said, “Ingrid, check the service record of one Marianna Wing, spelled W-I-N-G, age about thirty. Was she ever aboard the Kiev?”

         “No person of that name is listed among the Kiev compliment in the last fifteen years,” the machine reported. “Wing, Marianna Jay, service number 921842F/Wing-MJ, discharged from Fleet at the completion of conscription period. Served aboard the carrier Shanghai, and the tender Ariel. Once promoted to sergeant; subsequently demoted. No distinguishing citations, no commendations.”

        Marin shrugged. “It was a long shot.” He pulled a chair up to the desk and sat. “Travers and I are going aboard?”

        “You’ll be assigned as of tomorrow,” Shapiro confirmed. “You’ll have seen the media coverage from Omaru. I’m not sure how much more time we have before this whole scene blows up in our faces. It’s like ... trying to plug a bursting dam with your finger.” 

        A light winked in the otherwise dormant threedee and Ingrid said, “Mark Sherratt and General Bauer are on their way up.”

        “Ah.” Shapiro also sat. “Have them come right in.” He gave Travers and Curtis a speculative look. “You’re about to be briefed. In fact, we all are. We’re here to share data, gentlemen, all of us. Captain Vaurien’s company, and a number of the Resalq, will be viewing the data later, but you’ll be on the Chryse in the morning.”

         With an eloquent groan, Travers plopped into the chair beside Marin’s. “Right back to a damned carrier!”

        “As an officer.” Shapiro woke up the threedee, and in a moment Marin found himself peering at a set of new ID, his own and Travers’s. “You’re going in as majors with the Carrier Close Defense Squadron,” Shapiro told them. “You’ll need access to parts of the ship, members of the command corps and data which would otherwise be restricted.”

        New service numbers, enlistment dates, records ... nothing had been skipped over. Marin watched the two new identities scroll through the threedee beside the images of himself and Travers, and was mildly appalled. He might have been looking at a pair of strangers.

        A chime from the elevators outside the office announced Mark Sherratt and Kristyn Bauer, and Shapiro went around the desk to greet them. Marin stood, and with whatever discretion he could manage, studied Bauer. He had met her only briefly when Shapiro’s courier appeared on Saraine, but first impressions were telling. 

        On her shoulders were the general’s gold crowns of rank hovering over the globes, depictions of Earth itself, never letting Bauer or anyone else forget that she worked under the auspices of Fleet Justice Division, or that the control wires of Fleet’s fundamental judiciary were firmly held on Earth. Kristyn Bauer was Marin’s height and fifteen years his senior, and he had once taken her for a hard-line confederate, out in the Deep Sky to lay down the law. He was wrong, and glad to be so. 

        Since the debacle on Saraine, Dendra Shemiji had built a massive file on both Shapiro and Bauer, going back as far as their childhood years. Kristyn Frances Bauer-Quinn was colonial by marriage, by affiliation and by choice. Her office was on Santorini, which was Barb Jazinsky’s own homeworld, and when she spoke, Marin heard the same accent. Bauer had been in the colonies so long, little of the Earther was left about her. Her husband of twenty-two years was Pakrani, her daughters were half-caste Pakrani, and Bauer herself had embraced the culture deliberately when she discovered herself and her family ostracized on Earth. Her hair was red-blonde rather than the white-blonde of the Pakrani, but the color only made her one of Santorini’s exotics. In ColumboCity she would turn heads; and in the Deep Sky, where difference was welcomed, embraced, she had nothing to fear.

        Yet her face was grave as she stepped out of the security elevator a pace ahead of Mark Sherratt, and Sherratt himself looked far from happy. Marin felt a fist clench inside him, and lifted a brow at Travers. Trouble, Travers mouthed silently as he came to his feet and nodded a greeting to Sherratt. Curtis was exchanging silent, subtle hand signs with the Resalq, but only Travers noticed, and as the officers greeted one another and Sherratt settled in a chair with a view of the city, Marin murmured, “It’s not good news.”

        “It never is,” Travers said resignedly.

        “Gentlemen,” Shapiro was saying, “if you’d like to join us, we’ll begin. This briefing is being recorded and will be shared by Captain Vaurien’s crew, selected members of my personal staff, and of course the Resalq science team assigned to study the ’440 relic, as it’s being called. However, the data shared here will be considered classified at the highest level.”

        Meaning, not a word of this briefing would be spoken elsewhere without clearance from this office, and speaking under the coercion of drugs, VR-sim or duress would not be considered a viable excuse. Marin’s teeth were grinding as he took the chair beside Travers and glared at Shapiro.

        “Lieutenant Marin, you have something to add?” Shapiro wondered.

        “Not yet. When I have, you’ll hear from me,” Marin said tartly.

        “Then I’ll begin,” Shapiro decided. “First, I’d like to bring everyone up to speed regarding the situation on Kjor’in, commonly known in human records as ’440 ...”

        The Kjor’in briefing was a recap, abbreviated, simplified; the full data would be appended, from cubes provided by Sherratt, but only Jazinsky and Teniko would bother to run those files. Vaurien would be much more interested in the security situation at Kjor’in, the quarantine exclusion zone, the presence of the Shelikof. Shapiro shared data without omission, and at once moved on to an insider’s eye view of the Fleet situation at Omaru. Marin began to listen again as the briefing turned to the Kiev.

        “Fifteen days ago,” he was saying, “I pulled the Kiev out of Hellgate. She was sent into the Rabelais Drift to replace the Intrepid, but she had been on the so-called ‘far-side patrol’ for three years. Working on the other side of Hellgate, as you know, places any ship in an unusual position. There is no possible direct contact between a ship out there and the colonies. Transmissions are routed through the network of relays and beacons, and of late these have become prime targets for, shall we say, the more disruptive political elements in the Deep Sky. We’ve lost more than two hundred relays and beacons between Saraine and Omaru, on this side of Rabelais Space, and the pilot colonies of Seward, Cleveland and Honiara. The distances are too great for Fleet couriers to perform messaging on a routine basis, and the bottom line is, a year might pass without any substantial contact between a super-carrier on that assignment and Fleet Sector Command.”

        All this was for the benefit of the Resalq scientists who had only recently been seduced into any kind of relationship with Fleet, and who still found trust difficult; and for the record. Marin listened with half his mind, and with the rest mulled over the Kiev assignment Shapiro had just handed them. They were going in as officers, pilots assigned to the carrier’s Close Defense Squadron ... and there was no doubt the job would involve combat flying. Marin had done it before, but not in a decade, and he felt a crawling sensation of unease in the pit of his belly.

        “The
Kiev is a ship with a history.” Shapiro thumbed on one of his threedees, and a video compilation played silently, data scrolling through the bottom of the display as he continued. “Five years ago her commanding officer was the same Colonel Lorenzo Falk who was in command of the Intrepid at the time of her destruction. Now, five years ago Fleet could never prove its case against Colonel Falk, which was the reason he was reassigned to a new ship and virtually placed on probation, on the Hellgate assignment. Subsequently, data returned to this office by Lieutenants Travers and Marin, disclosed the nature and extent of the corruption which had led to the so called ‘Kiev incident,’ in which sixteen personnel were killed, many more wounded, and the mainframes reduced to pulp.

        “The Kiev herself was not damaged. She was subsequently restaffed, and with fresh mainframes installed by Ibex, she headed back out into the Deep Sky. The command corps was entirely replaced, since Fleet had always suspected, though it was unable to prove, that the corruption began at the top of the pecking order, with Colonel Falk himself.

        “The new captain is still in command.” The threedee displayed a woman’s face, and both Marin and Travers began to pay close attention. She was of Shapiro’s age, with dark hair in one of the more chic styles favored by the military, and at first glance Marin saw nothing devious, nothing cruel in her face. “Colonel Alexis Rusch,” Shapiro intoned. “She’s a triple-doctorate graduate of the Winslow-Mao Academy of Space Sciences, Velcastra. She won the extremely prestigious Dianne Winslow Prize for her work in gravity physics, and was twice nominated for the Moswell-Chow Award for her contribution to research into temporal anomalies.”

        “Shoot,” Travers whispered, “and she managed to cram a career with the DeepSky Fleet somewhere in there? I’ve just been wasting my time.”

        It was Kristyn Bauer who leaned forward over Shapiro’s Desk and fixed Travers with a wry smile. “Alexis Rusch is a remarkable person, but she’s a scientist first and an officer second. Her generation never had to go through the circus of mandatory conscription, so her education was uninterrupted. She already had the first two of her three doctorates before she joined the DeepSky Fleet at the late age of thirty-eight ... when most people are just waiting for their enlistment to be up and their pension to be awarded.”

        “She joined,” Marin guessed, “because it was a way to get into Rabelais Space, and do it legally, for the purpose of research. The only other way she’d get into the Drift would be with a privateer crew, and she’d always been on-staff in the ivory tower: she had no contacts on the wrong side of the law or the far side of the frontier, no one to help her slither into Hellgate.”

        “You nailed it first time, Lieutenant,” Bauer affirmed. “With those qualifications, she entered the service with the rank of major, but I will say, if you examine her service record, Colonel Rusch has been a very valuable officer for eighteen years. There’s never been a single blot in that record, never a whisper about corruption, though she’s been aboard super-carriers in and around Hellgate for a decade and a half.” Bauer gave an eloquent shrug. “She was at the top of the promotion roster when Lorenzo Falk was reassigned to the Intrepid, whose previous captain, Colonel Miriam Wong, had just retired.” Bauer paused. “Also, I can tell you that the powers calling the shots within the DeepSky Fleet wanted a replacement for Falk who was beyond reproach and without peer. They wanted an officer who was in every way Falk’s opposite.”

        Sherratt had been studying the threedee, reading every word about the commander of the Kiev. “A woman, a scientist, from a good family on Velcastra, of mature age, with one child currently thirty-four years old and a lieutenant with Fleet Intelligence.”

        “Exactly.” Shapiro frowned at the image of Alexis Rusch imprisoned in the threedee. “There’s no reason, none at all, for Colonel Rusch to be involved in anything corrupt. Her family has money, she’s absorbed in her work ... research is her life, even now. She publishes on the Net at least once a year and her papers always cause a stir, being based on firsthand observations of Rabelais Space, which is off-limits to all but a handful of civilians. And her only child is a grown man with FID, so the chances of Rusch coming under any threat of ransom or bribery are almost nil.”

        “You’re overlooking the obvious,” General Bauer said softly. Every pair of eyes in the office turned to her, and she smiled faintly as she said, “Robert Chandra Liang.”

        “Political affiliations.” Sherratt sat back. “She’s from one of Velcastra’s most influential families ... so is Liang, and Liang’s ex-wife, Sonja Mei Ming Deuel, who has, or had, a connection in this office.” He arched both brows at Shapiro. “Before he went aboard the Intrepid, Curtis used codes provided by someone in this office to Miss Deuel. He accessed your computers for data pertaining to the carrier, her assignment and crew.”

        “Yes.” Shapiro’s eyes glittered with genuine amusement. “Of course, I knew my system had been breached within moments.”

        “Who was it?” Travers wanted to know. “Who was Deuel’s contact, the one who supplied the access code that let Curtis get into the system, but still tripped the alarms?”

        “A spy from the government of Velcastra.” Shapiro made dismissive gestures. “Every Fleet office has a few spies from the powerful colonies ... there’s a war brewing. Intelligence is a game that never stops for an instant. I’d been aware of Velcastra’s spy for months, I knew every move he made. He’s been quietly reassigned elsewhere and replaced by someone I can trust, but in fact he did us a favor. You see, I’d given him the codes he supplied to Miss Deuel, and his work, duplicitous though it was, brought this company together.” He angled a frown at Bauer. “Is there any foundation to the suspicion that Colonel Rusch has political affiliations?”

        She puffed out her cheeks. “Harrison, at that level of Velcastran society, everyone has political affiliations. The question is, is Alexis involved on any active level? I’ve launched a discreet investigation into the Rusch family in ElstromCity, but I’ve no data yet. I’ve also asked Mark if he can employ Dendra Shemiji resources to this same end.”

        “Already in process,” Sherratt said before Shapiro could ask. 

        “Which leaves,” Shapiro mused, “the five names aboard the Kiev just given to us by Marianna Wing.”

        “She offered her half of the deal?” Sherratt was interested. “I briefed Kristyn regarding the mercenaries.”

        “Five names,” Shapiro repeated. “Rusch is not one of them, but her chiefs of Security, Engineering and Sciences are, as are a couple of sergeants on the flight line. According,” he added, “to a mercenary who couldn’t be trusted not to put a bullet in any one of us, given the opportunity.” He gestured at the security lift. “I have her under close guard. She’ll not be leaving this building, Kristyn, not even to be sent to Jackson in the event she’s lying through her teeth with those five names. She and her partner, Conway Streller — who should be coming out of surgery about now — are privy to our business on Kjor’in.” 

        “And I’m afraid I have nothing much to add,” Bauer said darkly. “I looked into the situation on the Kiev as thoroughly as I could without making it obvious what I was doing. For more than a week we monitored their comm, watched the movements of their crew, we even eavesdropped on personal communications. Nothing. Which might mean the guilty went to ground as soon as the Chryse arrived.”

        “More than likely.” Shapiro thumbed on the threedee once more. “I want you to see this. It’s Frank Berglun’s vee-ree sim.”

        The images from Mont Katerine were uncomfortably familiar, and Marin got up to stretch his legs, use the bathroom, get a glass of water, while Bauer caught up. When he returned from the facilities, Travers was at the vast windows, a beaker of water in either hand, and Marin joined him. 

        They spoke in undertones while Berglun played out the last scene of his life, and while a heavy lifter dropped down out of Sark’s sullen afternoon sky, falling on a blazing Arago field toward an apron on the other side of the gantries. “What’s going through your mind?” Travers wanted to know.

        Marin chuckled. “Out of the frypan, as they used to say.”

        “Into the fire.” Travers drained the beaker in one long swallow. “Still, going aboard as officers can’t be all bad.”

        “You’re kidding.” Marin turned his back on the view and pinned Travers with a glare. “We’re going straight into the Carrier Close Defense Squadron, the air combat wing ... and Omaru is a warzone. You’ve seen the CNS reports. You want to be a feature story?” He paused. “Neil, we could turn into statistics like that.” He snapped his fingers. “And I don’t know about you, but I don’t like the idea of playing any part in crushing the colonies.”

        “We’re survivors,” Travers said quietly. “Hellgate didn’t kill us. Neither will Omaru. Have a little faith.”

        “Faith?” Marin’s brows arched. “What I need, what we both need, is about four hours in the VR simulators. How long since you flew the F-76 Rapier or a gunship?”

        “A gunship, just a few months ago,” Travers told him brashly. “An F-76 ...” He could only shrug. “I’ve heard they handle exactly like the Talon and the Eclipse, you just add in the weapons arrays from hell. I had the same VR-sim training you got but I was never assigned to the Defense Squadron. Hey, I was a sergeant. Grunts don’t often get to fly the shiny new toys. So I’ve never flown a Murchison F-76 outside of simulation, but you know I can handle the Rand Eclipse and the Talon, and do it well.”

        “I hope,” Marin prayed fervently, “Shapiro realizes all this. And we,” he added with a sharp, one-fingered jab into Travers’s chest, “are going to hit the simulators, kiddo, as soon as this half-assed briefing is over! If we’re out of here tomorrow on the Chryse, we need all the sim time we can get, or we’ll be battle casualty statistics before we can get a report out of there.” His expression softened into a smile, and the jabbing finger became a flat palm on Travers’s breast. “And I don’t want to be a statistic.”

        The Berglun vee-ree finished as he spoke, and they turned back to Shapiro’s desk as he put the threedee on hold, frozen on the last frame. “Berglun was sure of his facts,” the general said tersely. “We didn’t put words into the mouth of the digitoid and wait for Berglun to confirm or deny them. Frank Berglun believed the simulation, one hundred percent, and he was pleased to argue cases with our digitoid, Vincenzo. The information was volunteered. Sergei van Donne was dealing with an element aboard the Kiev ... and we lucked out, Krys.”

        “It’s about time,” Bauer said ruefully. “So you have the firm belief of a deceased witness that van Donne’s source of supply was the Kiev, and you have the unsubstantiated verbal testimony of a notorious criminal trying anything she knows to shorten her prison sentence. Five names of individuals aboard the carrier.” Her eyes danced with wry humor. “I hope you don’t want to go into court with this evidence.”

        Shapiro chuckled. “I wouldn’t dream of it. And I agree, the evidence is tissue-thin.” He nodded at Travers and Marin. “Which is where these gentlemen come in. They’re about to go aboard the Kiev.”

        “Then, I’ll wish you good luck,” Bauer said, turning in Marin’s and Travers’s direction. “The ship is very insular, like any of the super-carriers. She’s been on assignment a long time and the crew has become a close community which might stand together to defend itself, should it perceive itself to be threatened.”

        “We’ll take that advice, ma’am,” Travers said thoughtfully. “You just returned from the Kiev. Any sign of internecine fighting?”

        “You’re wondering if Alexis Rusch’s ship is troubled like the Intrepid,” Bauer guessed. “No. The crew seems at peace with itself, and since they were not operating within Hellgate for any length of time, they didn’t feel as if they were sitting on a time bomb.”

        For several moments silence descended, and Shapiro sat forward, hands clasped on the desk. “That covers all points from our perspective, so I’m going to hand this briefing over, now, to Mark Sherratt. I can only add, at this time, that today I received certain appeals from the Confederacy which were most specific. They want data. They’re not asking for it, they’re demanding it. Zunshu data, Mark ... and I can’t stall my political superiors for very much longer. Someone somewhere is going to suggest I’ve become incompetent — or inordinately cautious in the last years preceding my retirement — and the pressure will begin to have me replaced.”

        “Damn,” Marin whispered. “We’ll to have to give them something, Mark, sooner or later.”

        “Rather sooner than later,” Sherratt agreed. “And what they’re given, and how it’s given to them, are crucially important questions. They’ll not be given the stasis chamber, this much is beyond debate.”

        “Data,” Shapiro suggested. “Thirty years ago, the Fleet buildup began because you Resalq spoon-fed our archeologists enough information about the Zunshu to frighten a company of congenitally dense politicians. Maybe it’s time to spoon-feed them something else, something safe for them to know. For instance, the translation of documents recently excavated.”

        “Of course you’re right.” Mark pushed back his chair and his brow creased deeply as he went to the water cooler. “It would be safe to tell them the gist of the Car’am-anha.”

        “The —? I’m sorry, you lost me,” Shapiro apologized. “I’ve hardly even begun to study your language.”

        “It means ‘the dying time,’ roughly translated,” Marin told him. “There are many volumes, it’s a saga, a century long, chronicling the Resalq’s hundred-year flight from the Zunshu.”

        “Let me edit what’s offered to the Confederacy,” Kristyn Bauer said quietly. “We need to take care in what’s said, and what can be read into it. Enough to satisfy, even to frighten ... not enough to bring a force of investigators out here on the next clipper.”

        Mark brought a beaker of water back to the table and sat. “I can give you the bare synopsis. It should be enough. The whole story ...” His eyes closed and his face grew shadowed. “I can place the date of the beginning of the Zunshu ‘troubles’ for you. The first strike was forty-eight years and four months after the departure of the exploration vessel, Ebre’Zjim. The ship never returned. 

        “She was an explorer, designed to ‘shoot the rapids’ of the Vast, of Hellgate as it’s now called. Elar’ne. The designers had half-mastered the technology we are struggling right now to rediscover. Barb Jazinsky has part of it; Tonio Teniko has another part. I have spent much of my life piecing it together like a puzzle. I ...” He took a deep, painful breath. “I have a vested interest in the Ebre’Zjim. My great-great-grandfather was aboard, though I’m not sure in what capacity.

        “The Ebre’Zjim was a prototype, based on a whole new, and still poorly understood technology. The Resalq had no idea where they were sending their explorers; they assumed the ship would enter the Vast via Hellgate and emerge on the other side of the galaxy, or even halfway across the universe, in the distant past or the future. Anything was possible. The risks were enormous, and they were accepted.”

        His audience was rapt. Curtis Marin had heard a good part of the story before, but Travers knew little of it, while Shapiro and Bauer clearly knew nothing. Sherratt was playing to a captive audience, and like any teacher he rose to the challenge. 

        “No one would have been surprised if communication had proved impossible, but message pods were successfully guided back through the Drift and the Ebre’Zjim remained in contact for some considerable time.” Sherratt paused to drink. “Eight years after she entered the Vast, the explorers reported making contact with a species we had never encountered before. The Resalq were jubilant, filled with delight to find another intelligence, a technological civilization, and they were naturally eager to share data.

        “Nothing more was heard. Communications stopped. And,” Mark added quietly, “forty years and a few months later, the Resalq colony world of Elia’tiket was erased from space ... just thirty hours away from Hellgate. It had begun.

        “The strikes went on and on, one homeworld after another snuffed out of existence, our people annihilated. We sent messages into Elar’ne, but none were ever answered. We tried to contact the Ebre’Zjim without success. We tried to fight back ... but how can you fight an enemy who won’t talk, not even to threaten, and appears from the Vast bare minutes before striking? In order simply to survive as a race, the Resalq fled. As you know, we were pursued.

        “When the worlds within easy striking distance of Hellgate were destroyed or abandoned, the Zunshu strategy changed. Probes entered our space by the thousands. The first were the hunter probes, which drifted for years, even decades, until they found us ... and then the warheads which followed, guided by their data. After a century of this we were destroyed, scattered. Resalq culture was in erosion, and we had lost much of our technology. We were losing touch with each other, afraid even to communicate between our boltholes, for fear of being overheard. The very technology which had built the Ebre’Zjim, which enabled the Resalq to explore the Vast, was lost; and the Zunshu were not finished with us yet.”

        He frowned at Curtis Marin; Marin nodded, and from somewhere found a faint smile. “The stasis chambers were seeded like outposts,” Mark went on, “advance bases, along the lanes of our escape. On planets like Kjor’in and Ulrand, little known and harsh. From these emerged a nightmare which hunted us into the hearts of our new settlements, destroying us one by one. The Zunshu automata even resembled us, and those Resalq who still survived realized the truth. The Zunshu intended to destroy us to the last individual, purge us from history. They almost succeeded. Almost.”

        “Dendra Shemiji,” Marin whispered.

        “My life’s work.” Mark stirred. “In the early years we existed solely to hunt and destroy the Zunshu, and we were successful. A year came when none were found. Then a decade.” He smiled, almost with nostalgia. “But in those days a new signal had already been heard, coming from quite the opposite direction, and we knew troubles, albeit of a different kind, were soon to begin again. Ernst Rabelais was the first human to reach this space. We watched him cruise by, charting, mapping, leaving a trail of beacons. The Rabelais Track. 

        “He entered Hellgate and was mesmerized by it, seduced by it. His greatest ambition was to understand the secrets of ‘the stormy side of the sky’ and he certainly learned of Hellgate’s dangers. The Drift was littered with the corroding remnants of starships even when he arrived. Resalq wreckage, of course. By then, he knew us from our ruins. He might have learned a little from us, though we never knowingly made contact with him. But he actually risked the Vast. Perhaps he made some crucial discovery, for he entered it much the way the Ebre’Zjim had entered, and he too vanished. Neither he nor his ship were ever found, nor any clue as to what became of him. We did monitor for his signals. We were eager for anyone’s data, from the interior of Elar’ne. Unfortunately, as time wore on we concluded that Rabelais was very likely killed, like the crew of the Ebre’Zjim. All it would take was a wild temporo-gravitic event, unpredicted, impossible to avoid. Given enough time, we might have unraveled the secrets of the Vast. We might have rediscovered the technology our ancestors knew.”

        “But then,” Travers said dryly, “the rest of us humans came bumbling out of the Middle Heavens. And here we are.”

        “Here we all are.” Sherratt found a smile. “Forgive me, Harry. Car’am-anha is not a pleasant story.”

        Shapiro was still visibly disturbed by what he had heard. “Perhaps it’s not, but it’s exactly what those dense political superiors of mine need to hear. You could produce a fragment of a document, perhaps. Something tangible. A Resalq relic, and a translation by someone like yourself, who’s become well known out here as an antiquarian.”

        “All right.” Sherratt’s smile widened. “I’ll arrange for something to be found on Saraine, where an archeological team from Borushek and Omaru are already working. They know to come to me for a translation. I’ve helped them many times. Make sure you have an agent there, and make sure the relic is returned to this office ... I need hardly point out, dealers across this sector will place a high value on it, and it’ll do us no good if it vanishes into a private collection.”

        “Leave that to me.” Shapiro glanced at his chrono. “I think business is concluded here. If no one has anything more to add...? Then this classified briefing is complete.” He shut off the threedee recorder and stood, stretching his spine with audible crackles. 

        With a sense of foreboding, Marin pushed back his chair. “Sir, with your permission, Travers and I will spend the afternoon in the flight simulators. We’re going to need it.”

        “An excellent idea.” Shapiro thrust both hands into his pockets and studied the younger men thoughtfully. “I’ll make sure your service records are online, and your documents will be waiting for you when you return. The Chryse departs for Omaru at 09:30 tomorrow.”

        With that, he returned to Kristyn Bauer, sliding easily into the quiet conference and confidences of old friends, and Marin drew back to the wide windows with Travers. Mark Sherratt joined them there, surveying the Fleet compound and the city skyline with an expression of unease. 

        “I don’t envy you,” he said softly.

        “Thanks,” Travers said darkly. “But we’ll survive. We always do. You don’t happen to know anyone aboard the Kiev?”

        “A Dendra Shemiji contact?” Sherratt’s lion-maned head shook. “I have a good many contacts on Omaru, but you won’t be seeing the planet if you’re flying with the Close Defense Squadron.”

        “Christ.” Marin closed his eyes and tipped back his head. “We better hit the simulators, Neil.”

        “The F-76? He’s right, you both need the practice.” Sherratt agreed. And then, “Relax, Curtis. You’ll do fine. You’re a better pilot than ninety percent of Fleet’s people.”

        “Thanks,” Marin said acidly, “for the vote of confidence!” He had turned to leave and hesitated long enough to give Sherratt his hand. “If I don’t see you again ... it’s been fun. Neil?”

        Travers also gave his hand to Sherratt and was a pace behind Curtis Marin as they stepped out of Shapiro’s office.

                 

 

        

 

 

 

 

        

                

Chapter Nine

 

The
 hot water eased the aches of a tired body while Travers’s mind continued to race. Both his palms were flat on the pale ivory tiles and the liquid heat sluiced over his shoulders and back, pummeling muscles which were cramped not with overexertion but with tension. He and Marin had spent three hours in the flight simulators, and Travers would not repeat the experience for a month’s pay.

        The F-76 simulators were absolutely real. The cockpit was the genuine cockpit of a Rapier, the canopy was one massive threedee, and the mainframes orchestrating the sims were programed to stay a few percent ahead of the pilot, no matter who he was, how experienced, how good. 

        In three hours, Travers had been killed forty-seven times. His Rapier had gone up in a fireball over and over; he had collided with enemy aircraft, crashed on takeoff, crashed on landing, burned up in the atmosphere of the simulated Omaru, flown head-on into an asteroid, been torn apart by tractors, smashed between hunks of white-hot wreckage, and suffered three engine meltdowns, one of which triggered a Weimann implosion.

        After two hours the no-win situations became faintly amusing. After three hours they were simply boring. But Travers had been through sim training often enough to know that the computers were measuring everything, including the point where the pilot became amused and later, where his or her performance went to hell through sheer boredom.

        Somewhere around the thirty-minute mark, the pilot would reach his peak. He would ‘have his eye in,’ and at that time he was taking the sims seriously. His reflexes were as fast as they would ever be and his equanimity provided for the best performance he could give, before fatigue set in, and before the constant repetition of death-shots aroused wry, unavoidable amusement. When the amusement set in, no one took the simulations seriously any longer; most pilots became rash, through sheer exasperation. Their technique became wilder; the computer would then monitor what they might be capable of when they were no longer trying to survive first and win second. And at last the contest between man and machine was about performance and fatigue levels; not when fatigue began, but how long the pilot could perform at an acceptable level, long after he was seeing double with exhaustion.

        Travers was trying to remember the last time he had sat on his ass for three hours and stood up again so exhausted, his legs trembled and the muscles in his back were knotted. Simulations were always far worse than anything reality threw at a pilot. In real life, you never flew against a super-computer. The human in the other aircraft would be thinking about his or her own neck, and a human pilot acted and reacted only at the speed of human hands, eyes and brains. 

       The bathroom was filled with a cloud of steam, and as Travers’s lungs began to protest at last he turned on the extractors. Under the whirr, he heard the threedee go on, out in the bedroom, and turned an ear to the sound. Marin was watching CNS, and the news from Omaru went up first tonight as always, perhaps because news from Omaru was invariably a few days old before it was seen elsewhere. The colony was on the far side of Hellgate, and news was either relayed through the network — so long as the republicans, the privateers and Hellgate itself did not interfere — or else physically shipped out, ‘canned,’ by courier. Either way, a time lag of at least a couple of days was unavoidable. 

        The Kiev was in the news, and as he heard the ship’s name, Travers turned off the water, snatched up a towel and padded, dripping, out of the bathroom. Marin was lying face-down, diagonally across the bed, comfortably naked, his hair still damp, and he gave an eloquent grunt as Travers joined him, though he was intent on the threedee.

        Poor quality video of the blockade was subtitled with the date and location, as if there could be any doubt. The camera ship was at the extreme range of its optics, and the picture was grainy even after enhancement, but the Kiev
was instantly recognizable, a whaleshark in the midst of a school of tuna. 

        Another Fleet vessel had been destroyed, the third in as many days. The cruiser Tasman, the same class of ship as the Shelikof, was lost with all hands when a drone-piloted lighter, not unlike Sergei van Donne’s ship, cruised toward her broadcasting a curious, garbled message which could have been a plea for help. Before the Tasman could determine if the lighter was a threat or not, the small ship’s Weimann modules imploded. The Tasman was close enough to be peeled open like a can. She was reduced to drifting scrap metal without a shot being fired, and the rub was, Fleet would never be sure if it was a genuine accident aboard a civilian ship, or it the Weimanns had been rigged to implode. And no authority in HydralisCity was telling. 

        The war was getting dirty. With a groan Travers buried his head in the towel and began to dry his hair with short, heavy strokes. “I really needed to see that. Makes me feel great, given where we’re going.”

        “Seeing it or not seeing it doesn’t change the danger,” Marin said moodily. “Personally, I prefer to go in with my eyes wide open and my information up to date.”

        “The way you went into the Intrepid job.” Travers pulled the towel across his back and haunches, and settled on a corner of the wide bed. His left hand rested on Marin’s right buttock.

        “Exactly.” Marin was still intent on the threedee, but a growl deep in his throat let Travers know his hand was in the right place.

        The threedee switched to views of HydralisCity, where the street was deceptively calm, like the last few seconds before a storm broke. The sky was a hard, unbroken blue, the buildings tall, white, the antlines of the traffic lanes ruler-straight and better behaved than those on Sark, and yet the battlescars were painfully evident. Empty spaces yawned where city blocks had been, tower cranes dominated the horizon and trash-haulers formed a train, taking out the debris of the last conflict. Yet the flag of the new Republic of Omaru was flying everywhere. 

        The fighting broke out, sporadically, six months ago, when the colony first refused to be taxed or cooperate with the military service levy, and in that time both Fleet and the Army had taken a rare beating. Now, Fleet was losing ships almost every day while the Army gunships dropped in from orbit only to find themselves flying into the teeth of the same weapons systems as their own.

        The readover was a synopsis of a week’s events from HydralisCity itself, and from the blockade. In the last month Hydralis had suffered no fighting — not because the Confederacy’s intentions had changed, but because the Marauder Weapons System was just as effective when turned against Fleet and the Army as it was in the hands of the military. For which the Confederacy could only blame itself: conscription was mandatory, and for thirty years everyone on the street of every colonial city had been force-fed military training. Omaru already had its defense force; all it needed was the arms.

        “But they have to be running on empty by now,” Marin murmured. “Every time they lose weapons or a plane, they can’t replace them ... the blockade.”

        “So now they intend to smuggle blueprints and build the hardware at home.” Travers rubbed his damp hair with a corner of the towel. “They’ll make it work, if they can buy themselves the time.” He paused, stroking Marin’s smooth back as he remembered Richard Vaurien on the subject of Omaru. “Richard believed they’re about to score a major victory.”

        “I hope he’s right,” Marin said, but he sounded far from sure. “It’ll be the first time the homeworlds have been soundly defeated.”

        “It’ll also be the first time anyone stood up and gave the buggers a serious fight,” Travers reminded him. “There’ve always been corporate wars, but the corporations always had to come into line in the end. If they wanted to stay in business, they fired the culprits, or executed them, and the smoke cleared.” He frowned over Marin’s prone form at the threedee. “This smoke isn’t going to clear, and Omaru ... it’s like they know something. They have some ace up their sleeve.”

        “Fleet thinks so,” Marin grunted. “They’ve backed off in the last few weeks. They could have leveled Hydralis to rubble.”

        Travers disagreed. “I think they were chased the hell off Omaru.”

        “You think?” Marin rolled onto his side and looked up at Travers out of dark, troubled eyes. 

        “I think.” Travers leaned down and kissed him, once between the eyes, closing them, and again on the pout of Curtis’s mouth.

        The kiss deepened fast, but the CNS commentary shifted gears from Omaru to Velcastra, and Marin pulled away. “Hold that thought for a minute, loverboy, I want to hear this.”

        The wide angles of Omaru from space were replaced by a sky-shot of ElstromCity, and then street scenes. Predictable pictures, Travers thought, and turned his back on the threedee as it filled with riots. The crowd was being gassed and foamed as the government attempted to keep control of its own streets, but the control was tenuous. The will of the people was all too clear: the ordinary citizen in Velcastra was ready to follow Omaru to war. 

        For six months, said the political correspondent from Borushek, the eyes of the media had been focused on Omaru, and the colony was holding its own. Hydralis had been scarred in the early days, but the Army had not enjoyed quick success, and after months of serious fighting, Omaru was still at liberty to fly the flag of its new republic, its taxes unpaid, its young people undrafted. 

        Listening with half an ear, Travers filled a pair of wine glasses and padded back to the bed. Marin was still intent on the threedee, but a dribble of ice-cold, sparkling white down his spine diverted him. He closed his eyes as Travers took it up with a warm, lapping tongue and Travers believed he had won the small battle until the CNS commentator said, 

        “The Daku were once a powerful sect, found right across the Shackleton Void, and even today their blue and gold banners can still be seen occasionally, along with their symbol, the open-headed ankh, though the sect itself has almost vanished as a political or spiritual entity. No one is perfectly sure where the Daku originated, or how, but a majority of colonial historians credit the movement to the notorious separatist, Armande de Court, whose name, in the Void colonies, is of course pronounced ‘Day-ku.’ 

        “Here on Velcastra, the legend of Armande de Court lives on much more strongly than elsewhere: he is semi-deified as the dissident intellectual-soldier who, through the writings for which he became a criminal fugitive, exhorted the colonies to pursue republicanism no less than one hundred years before the beginning of the so called colonial wars. And today, Velcastra is surely on the brink of realizing the dream of de Court, or ‘Daku.’ 

        “Today, with scenes like these on the streets of almost every city from Elstrom to Dominguez, the citizens of Velcastra have sent a powerful message to the DeepSky Fleet, and to the Confederacy. ‘Leave our space,’ they are saying, ‘before we make you go away.’ And this message is heard from every strata of society, from citybottom to Elstrom StarCity itself, where many luminaries of Velcastran society are no longer making efforts to conceal their Daku affiliations.” 

        The video shifted from street scenes, riots and bitter picket-line demonstrations, to long-lens shots of celebrities. Most of them were unknown to Travers, but one face was familiar enough to make him blink. “Shit, Curtis, did you see —”

        “Robert Chandra Liang,” Marin said tersely. “Wearing the Daku colors. Damnit, Neil, think back to the man’s house. StarCity. You saw the blue and gold and the ankh, so did I.”

        “He’s pushing.” Travers’s voice was very quiet. “Two words in the wrong direction, he could get himself arrested.”

        The sound on the threedee muted and Marin rolled over onto his back. He folded one arm under his head and took a glass from Travers, though he did not drink yet. “Chandra Liang’s no fool. He knows exactly how hard he can push ... and the Confederacy has to know, the day they start making political arrests out here in the Deep Sky — the day people like Chandra Liang start to disappear for wearing the Daku colors and quoting Armande de Court out loud —”

        “Is the day Velcastra will just throw in with Omaru and the hell with it,” Travers finished, “and they won’t be the only colony.” He drank deeply, grateful for the sudden rush of heat and the following buzz as the alcohol hit his blood. “You want to know what pisses me off the most?”

        “Going aboard a super-carrier,” Marin guessed softly and with surprising gentleness, “putting on a Fleet uniform, flying a Murchison F-76 or a gunship, going out there and probably blowing away a squadron of the Omaru colonial militia in the line of duty, so we can shut off the very supply of arms or data that would make it possible for Omaru to win this damned war.” 

        Travers touched the rim of his glass to Marin’s. “You’re psychic.”

        “No. Just thinking the same thing.” Marin took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. His right hand molded about Travers’s left breast, his thumb worrying the nipple, which rucked into a peak and was palmed. “They’ll get their data elsewhere. Besides, Frank Berglun was on Velcastra to meet Sergei van Donne and pay for it, remember? Which means van Donne already had the cubes. Shapiro can shut off the supply lines any time. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

        “And we’re just going through the motions, this assignment to the Kiev?” Travers felt every bit as cynical as he sounded.

        “No.” Marin sat up and tried the wine. “The super-carriers are full of corruption, it’s no secret ... and there’s two wars coming. Right now, if push were to come to shove tomorrow, I wouldn’t place much faith in the DeepSky Fleet. And like it or not, we’re going to need a defense force.” He leaned over and dropped a kiss on the corner of Travers’s wide, expressive mouth. “I think I know the game Shapiro’s playing.”

        “Share the secret?” Travers invited, subsiding onto the bed and watching with heavy-lidded eyes as Marin shut down the threedee and refilled their glasses.

        “Not a secret. Just a guess.” Marin took a look around the room, probably still wondering what he was forgetting — their bags were packed to leave in the morning, stacked beside the door. At last, satisfied, he returned to the bed and sat cross-legged beside Travers. “If it comes to a real, all-out shooting war with the Confederacy, as it could, and if you were a DeepSkyRepublic ... wouldn’t you like to number a super-carrier or two among your resources?”

        For a moment Travers was blank, while an ice-cold shiver sparkled through his nerve endings. “You mean —”

        Marin’s mouth came down and silenced him. His marauding tongue stole the thoughts clean out of Travers’s mind, and the deep pulses of desire, of life itself, began to throb through his belly.

        As the comm churred for attention Marin groaned a curse. He might easily have ignored it, but Travers had been half expecting the call. He pulled a sheet roughly over them, reached over and touched the pad. It was Vaurien of course, and as Richard’s face appeared in the screen Travers turned on the holocaster. Richard appeared in effigy in the shadows by the bed, shimmering with the sense of unreality which accompanied a low-rez holocast.

        He was in a black and silver kimono, and he was calling from the threedee in his cabin. Travers recognized the hazy, blurry background. And Vaurien was not alone. For a moment Travers assumed it was Jazinsky back there, half-hidden behind Richard, but a moment later he saw the unmistakable stature of Vaurien’s companion and bit off a murmur of surprise.

        “I wanted to talk to you,” Vaurien was saying, “but I can see I’ve chosen a bad time. I know you’re shipping out in the morning, Neil ... so are we.”

        “Where to?” Travers wondered as he sprawled out beside Marin, one hand on Curtis’s hip.

        “Hellgate, where else? Naiobe, in fact. The region between the black hole and 2631C.”

        “Such fun,” Travers growled. He had lost count of the number of times gunships from the Intrepid had chased sensor ghosts in that rough playground. “Shapiro’s sending you there?”

        But Vaurien shook his head. “Barb and Tonio and Tully Ingersol are ready to take another shot at launching a probe into Elar’ne. I think they’re wasting their time, but Tully’s been crunching numbers. He thinks he might have worked out a Weimann configuration that’ll actually get us an engine ignition inside an emergent wormhole.” He shrugged. “It’s worth a shot, and Shapiro’s picking up the tab.” 

        Marin chuckled. “I can hear the ‘but’ right there.”

        “But ...” Vaurien echoed Marin’s wry humor. “Without the missing element, what we’re calling the Zunshu ‘top-fuel,’ Barb and Tonio don’t believe it’s going to work, and I agree with them. This test-shot is one of those predictable failures you deliberately stage, in order to eliminate the impossible once and for all. It’ll be useful data. You can often learn more from a negative than a positive, and since Shapiro’s paying for it ...” He paused to reach aside for a brandy balloon, and sipped the contents.

        “What are you using for a probe?” Marin wanted to know.

        “It has the brains of an old weather satellite, the body of a cargo pod, the engine sled off a dock-tug and one of the Weimann modules salvaged from a commercial freighter that went up on the Bronowski Reef last year.” He laughed richly. “You never saw such a pug-ugly contraption in your life, Curtis, but it’s cheap and effective. We stand to lose it forever, though Tully’s still arguing his case with passion, so who cares what it looks like?”

        “When?” Travers asked. “When’s the test?”
        “We ship out in a few hours,” Vaurien told him, “which is why I’m calling now, and I can see I’m interrupting. We’re headed straight into Hellgate. Same old story. We’ll chase ghosts between Naiobe and 2631C until we get a classic event. A temporo-gravitic anomaly we can predict, measure, chart.” 

        “Then it’s a one-shot system,” Marin concluded. 

        Vaurien nodded, and paused to glance over his shoulder, where his companion was moving around the cabin. “I know you’re heading to Omaru ... be careful. It’s getting dangerous around there.”

        “We just saw the news.” Travers’s lips compressed. “With luck, we might be in and out fast, before anything bad can happen. Did you see the briefing with Bauer and Mark?”

        “Yes.” Richard’s brows rose. “Wing could be on the level.”

        “I think she is,” Marin mused. “I was watching her when she gave Shapiro the names. If she’s wrong about the five people on the Kiev, it’s not because she’s lying. She believes, beyond any personal doubt, they’re van Donne’s contacts.” He hesitated. “I don’t suppose you could validate them?”

        But Vaurien made negative gestures. “Not without heading out to Halfway, checking sources, talking to people, including Sergei himself. And I have to tell you, Curtis, van Donne would like to see me in a bloody heap. It would take some time to verify anything Wing’s told you — and remember, word’s already started to get around. Wing had heard the rumor I’ve ‘gone straight,’ as she put it. Halfway knows, or at least suspects, I’m working hand-in-glove with Fleet now. I won’t be as welcome there as I used to be, though it’s still Freespace, by definition. Squirming my way back into the affections of characters like van Donne and Streller will be damned dangerous. I’d have to have a better reason than this to do it.”

        “Thanks.” Marin rolled over, flat on his back, and rested his forearm over his eyes.

        “I’d wish you luck,” Richard said quietly, “but a lot of pilots believe it’s bad luck to say that. So I’ll tell you, be careful.” He hesitated. “The CNS reports are only showing the half of it. You should get a better briefing on the Chryse, on the way over to Omaru.”

        “Oh, joy,” Travers said sourly. “We’ll be careful, Richard. It can’t be any more dangerous than waltzing around Hellgate with Naiobe and 2631C.”

        “About the same.” Vaurien smiled ruefully. “I’ll catch you later.”

        The holocast shut down and Marin let his forearm slide off his face. “Bloody Shapiro! We had the situation under control before he invited himself into this!”

        “The situation?” Travers echoed, sliding down beside him and kicking off the sheet.

        Marin gestured vaguely. “The Zunshu research, Hellgate research, Dendra Shemiji, even gunrunning to the colonies. We were doing it ourselves, and we were doing it well.”

        “Until we got caught,” Travers added, “all of us, right up to and including Mark Sherratt, and Robert Chandra Liang himself. Hand it to him: Shapiro was right on the money.” His was kissing around Marin’s neck and shoulder while his right hand spiraled a caress lower, lower each orbit.

        At last Marin responded with a groan, deep and rich. “I don’t feel right about flying for Fleet at Omaru.”

        “Neither do I.” Travers’s right hand skipped down to Marin’s knee and began again, feathering upward-moving caresses. “But I know where Shapiro’s coming from. Give the Confederacy enough reason, and they’d be glad to use Omaru to set an example to every other colony in the Deep Sky. They could use Fleet to hammer Omaru into oblivion tomorrow, and it would be Velcastra a week later. Shapiro will do anything to stop it happening. Everything he does is to buy time. He’s just stalling ... looking for the answer. And I think you found it yourself. What you said a moment ago, before Richard called.”

        Marin caught his hand, brought it to his lips and kissed the open palm. His voice was low, the tone odd. “If you’re fighting for the freedom of the Deep Sky, you have to fight with the only fangs and claws the Confederacy recognizes and respects. They don’t respect diplomacy or politics, they have no concept of compassion ... but, turn the super-carriers against them —”

        The marrow crystallized to ice in Travers’s bones. His eyes squeezed shut, and in the red haze behind the lids he saw the Intrepid, as he had seen her last, broken, smashed open, cratered as her hull ruptured, her whole frame twisted — yet she was still as awesome, as terrible as the leviathan, and still capable of laying waste to a world though she was open to space on every deck, thoroughly irradiated. The engines were no good, she could never again be run by a human crew, but the wreck remained one of the most powerful ships in space. One of Vaurien’s salvage tugs had towed her into a safe orbit, hidden inside the fringes of Hellgate, but before she could be dismembered Shapiro was suddenly on Saraine, and the hulk of the Intrepid endured, while the Confederacy believed her destroyed utterly by the Rabelais Drift. Her warload was intact, Travers thought, and her defense squadrons. A new mainframe, a new Weimann module, a drone pilot, and she was viable. She would never be home to a living crew, but even as a hulk, she was a super-carrier.

        Marin’s hands cupped his face, thumbs brushed his closed eyes, and Curtis said very quietly, “Enough. Don’t think about it. It’s not our ball game, Neil. It’s Shapiro’s show, and he’s welcome to it. These power-games might even amuse Mark, but they’re not my scene ... or yours. I know you too well.”

        The soft voice reached Travers where a bark would not have, and he felt a spring of tension release in his belly. He relaxed back into the mattress and the pillow of Marin’s shoulder. Adrenaline still surged through his body, and he harnessed it, put it to good use.  

        One night in the privacy and sanctuary of home, before the Chryse left in the morning, and then it was back to Fleet routine, hunting for time and space to call one’s own, the duty roster, routine ship-wide drills, and always, seemingly even when asleep, listening for the klaxon that put the carrier on alert. Those alarms would be coming more often than ever on the Fleet blockade now, because they had learned the hard way, no ship was safe.

        His hands raised gooseflesh the length and breadth of Curtis Marin’s body, and Travers sat back for a moment to survey his handiwork. Marin was simmering, wearing a slight flush, his lips open to breathe harder, his eyes dark with desire, and his cock was a rose-gold cudgel, velvet-soft skin stretched taut over blood-hot steel. Travers caressed it, root to crown, leaned down and engulfed it, took it down deep and laved it with his tongue until Marin’s hands clenched like talons into his shoulders to stop him before it was too late.

        Catching his breath, Travers sat back again and watched out of heavy eyes as Curtis fumbled on the night stand for the blue opalglass jar. The scent of jasmine blended with the musky redolence of sex as Marin smoothed it on. His fingers shook a little as he handled himself, his breath snagged in his throat, and Travers took the jar from him before he could drop it.

        The gel shone on him, iridescent in the lamplight, with every shade from turquoise to green, and Travers was inescapably reminded of the objects d’art in the Woodtsock Mall in Dominguez. The sound of the peligro bands was in his ears again, the scent of cedarwood joss in his nostrils, as he straddled Marin. He took his weight on his palms, one on each of Marin’s wide, bony shoulders, and leaned down to kiss. And then Marin’s hands were between his thighs, teasing, coaxing, urging, and Travers could scarcely breathe.

        One night at home, he thought dizzily, and then it was back to Fleet, and officer’s cabins the size of closets, and the klaxon blaring in the night as the ship went on alert for the third time since the ‘graveyard shift’ came on —

        Memories crowded his mind as he settled down onto Curtis, fraction by fraction, without pain or distress. Memories of Fleet, of the kids of Bravo Company cavorting naked under the communal shower, and of a man called Ingende, big, ebony-dark, with eyes like the night and a sculpted body that looked like black marble. Memories of frightened faces, then; dead faces, and Ingende’s own face, full of regret as he stepped off the Intrepid for the last time. He had survived and was headed home at last, leaving Neil Travers to whatever Hellgate had in store for him — 

        Then the memories were gone. Curtis Marin spoke his name, banishing them utterly, and Travers returned to the present with a gasp. Curtis was watching him, eyes wide and missing nothing, but before he could speak Travers leaned down and covered his mouth with a kiss. The bulk inside him shifted, re-igniting the lust he had only halfway damped down, and his heart beat at his ribs.

        He was riding then, only half-aware of the tangle of his thoughts, the confusion of his feelings, as healthy lust chased reason clean out of his head. Marin’s hands took him, played him artlessly as if he were an instrument, but the music was inside Travers, in his nerves, his sinews, and parts of his mind where reality and fantasy merged into one. Marin was already close, and Travers drove him on, hands raising bruises on the fair shoulders, until he cried out, sharp and high as a wild creature. Travers was not far behind. He had only to surrender, let the storm break over him, through him.   

        A long time later, when Marin was sound asleep and the chrono was set for a wake-up chime at six, Travers lay gazing blindly into the dark, the corners of his mind filled with ghosts. Lust always banished them, but not for long. Once, only weeks ago, he had sworn to himself that if he ever got out of Hellgate alive, and out of Fleet, nothing in this universe would ever convince him to go back.

        And the Chryse departed the Fleet docks at 09:30. Their bags were packed, mounded at the door, their new ID was in their wallets, documents on file, service records logged into the Fleet archive. They held the rank of major, they were being rotated to the Kiev from the elderly carrier Ranger, which was being refurbished at Fleet’s docks at Albeniz, and this was their first time aboard one of the super-carriers, even though they were career Fleet with over thirty years’ service between them.

        First time aboard a super-carrier, Travers thought as he closed his eyes and wondered when sleep would come, or even if. The first time he stepped aboard a super-carrier, he was seventeen years old, and the ship was the Chicago. Those were bittersweet years. There was the thrill of getting out of Darwin’s World, the chance to make something of himself, even if a Fleet career stamped him as an oddball to most colonials. But a year later the news came, his parents had been killed, and by then the Chicago was so far away, Fleet did not even give him the option of returning to Darwin’s for the funeral. 

        His sister and two brothers had never understood his absence ... but maybe, he thought belatedly, they would come to understand when their own turn in Fleet came. They were only children when Fleet stole away big brother Neil, and a year older when they were fostered, split up between uncles and cousins, scattered across the colonies. Travers had no idea where to even look for them, but they would be getting their conscription orders soon. In fact, Allan should have already received them, should already be in training on some ship, somewhere. Travers could find him, if he wanted to. He would be in the Fleet register: Travers, Allan Jon, eighteen years old, born on Darwin’s World.

        Find him, so they could pick up the bickering where they left off? Travers made a face and plastered himself against Curtis Marin’s warm back. Let Allan and the others grow up a little more. Let Fleet kick them around just a little bit, so they understood why big brother Neil was on the Chicago, on the far side of the Rabelais Drift, when Jude and Boyce Travers were cremated. Time enough, he decided, to try to track down family when the kids were old enough to understand.

        If those kids even survived a war which was getting dirty, and from which the Confederacy was too stupid, too pig-headed, too greedy and much too belligerent to back away from. 

        The thought snapped Travers back from any chance of sleep and without a sound he slid out of the bed and helped himself to the rest of the wine.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Kiev, Fleet blockade, Omaru

 

From space she was a twin sister of the Intrepid. The differences were so slight, Curtis Marin could not see them. The courier’s forward viewports were darkened as the Chryse ran in fast toward the blockade and Omaru’s yellow star flooded the flight deck with brilliance and hard radiation. Marin and Travers were standing behind the pilots, waiting for a first glimpse of the blockade itself, but they saw the Kiev long before the rest of the Fleet contingent became visible.

        Omaru was blue-green, a half-sphere off the starboard bow, the apparent size of a golf ball. Of its three moons, only one was visible, pale gray and dwarfed by the burned-out wreckage of the Fleet docks, which had been destroyed in the first week of the war. The Chryse slid in past the satellite, already under the protection of a cruiser, and Marin was aware of the pilots’ tension. They had taken nothing for granted from the moment the courier dropped out of e-space.

        “There it is.” Travers had picked up the dull red glow of the sterntubes, and Marin followed the line of his pointing arm. 

        The Kiev was a whale among dolphins, as massive as the rest of the blockade combined. She looked, Marin thought, like overkill. Her crew more than likely believed she was here to issue the threat of complete annihilation; CNS had certainly reported her arrival in those terms. Only the trustees of Harrison Shapiro’s office knew the truth ... and Curtis Marin was beginning to believe that what they knew was a bare fraction of the real truth.

        The cruiser Skjölsvold left them as the courier shut back speed and approached the docking rings. Marin’s eyes remained on the carrier until the Kiev  was no longer a shape in the sky, but had filled the sky, become the sky. He looked sidelong at Travers as the dull chime of locking clamps rang through the whole ship, and saw an expression of annoyed resignation on his companion’s face.

        He looked good in the uniform, Marin thought, and he had told Travers so when they left Borushek. The black pants were tailored to a perfect fit, the shirt was short-sleeved, pale blue with ivory trim, and the major’s insignia, the silver star nested in the crescent moon, still made Travers grin brashly whenever he remembered them.

        The Chryse had brought three other passengers from Borushek. A specialist engineer, a mainframe tech and a surgeon, on routine crew rotation, just as Major Travers and Major Marin were being reassigned from the Ranger. But Marin doubted the other specialists were coming to the Kiev under a cloud. 

        According to their service records, both Marin and Travers had been investigated just prior to reassignment. Someone aboard the Ranger was smuggling bel-grass and gryphon, and though nothing was substantiated against Travers and Marin, they were among eight officers given special attention by FJD. The case was still open, but the officers in question had been split up among five other ships. 

        The engineer was a very senior man, little short of retirement. His Fleet career would have begun long before the military service levy hit the colonies like a body blow. He was where he wanted to be, and he was clearly complacent, just winding down toward retirement and his pension. The surgeon was not much younger, deeply involved in biocyber research, and only nominally attached to Fleet. But the software tech was a young woman called Suze Bridger, with orange-red hair and dark olive skin, and something of the look of the Haldians. She was a fidgeting, chain-smoking nervous wreck, one of those re-enlisters who would have preferred to be anywhere else in the universe than on a courier, headed out to a super-carrier. Nobody came back to Fleet without a reason, and those reasons were all too often financial.

        Like both Santiago Westheim, who was an inveterate gambler with sizeable debts still owing in SanmarcoSpaceCity, and Felix Cheng, who returned to the DeepSky Fleet following the bankruptcy that cost him everything he possessed. People like Westheim and Cheng were infinitely corruptible. And Lieutenant Bridger, Suzanne B.? Marin wondered, though he held his silence as he collected his bags and waited with Travers at the hatch.

        The Kiev was so like the Intrepid, and every other carrier, there was a shocking sense of familiarity as Marin stepped aboard, and he heard Travers groan. Opposite the docking hatches was the mission status board, and Travers habitually stopped to catch up on the ship’s business. Flights in and out, crew rosters, engine maintenance reports, and the ship’s news; scheduling of sporting events, and memorial services for the casualties from the tender Hermes.    

        “The Hermes?” Travers glanced sidelong at Marin. 

        “So recent, it hasn’t been reported on Borushek,” Marin guessed. 

        With Hellgate itself between Omaru and the main body of the Deep Sky, the flow of news was often sluggish.   

        “Major Travers and Major Marin? I’m sorry, I don’t know which is which.”

        The voice took them by surprise, and Marin turned to see a woman approaching through the human traffic around the docking port. She wore a smile, and as she greeted them as equals Marin bothered to notice the officer’s insignia on her collar. 

        “I’m Marin.” He passed his bags into his left hand and offered his right, and the woman shook it firmly. She could have been ten years or twenty years older than himself, it was difficult to tell. She was ash-blonde, with a rich, probably fake, tan, and her body lines were the typical product of any gene shop on Velcastra. The hair was cut short and swept aside over her brow, which was practical and workable, but did not suit the heavy jaw and large nose. He thought of Lauren Russell-Shapiro, and deliberately reminded himself to take nothing at face value. 

        She shook Travers’s hand also. “I’m Resa Carson, Personnel Officer. The other newcomers have gone ahead with my lieutenant, so I’ll show you to your quarters myself. According to my records, this is your first time aboard a super-carrier.”

        Both Travers and Marin suppressed a chuckle and Travers said smoothly, “It may be a cliché, but there is a first time for everything.” 

        She was Carson, Theresa Lowell, Major, with a long service record, Marin remembered, in which the only real bump was the Lorenzo Falk episode; the ‘Kiev incident’ had involved many innocent officers, and blame could hardly be laid at the door of a then-lieutenant in the personnel division. While they waited for the shuttle to go up to the Chryse, Marin had taken a half hour to run the Fleet Archive files on the Kiev’s entire command corps. It helped to know names and faces. 

        “Call me Resa,” she was saying, still smiling as she stood back and pointed them away from the docking ports. “It’s good to have you aboard, though I’ll tell you, we’re going to miss Harvey and Stel. That’s Williams and Asami. You’re replacing them, of course. They just retired ... got out with a whole skin, I should add. Both of them took retirement over the offer of a pay-hike and a promotion, and who’d blame them?”

        “We just read the status board.” Travers adjusted the weight of his bags over one shoulder and gestured backward with one thumb. “The Hermes was damaged?”

        “The Hermes was destroyed,” Carson corrected. 

        “You’re kidding?” Travers’s brows arched. “They destroyed a carrier tender?”

        The perfunctory smiles of greeting were gone now, and Carson seemed to age through ten years as Marin watched. The lines of stress were etched into her face. “No joke, Travers.”

        “Call me Neil. And you better brief us ... what have we gotten ourselves into here?” His tone was deep, soft, as the three of them came to a halt beside a freight elevator. It was scuff-stained and without any of the comforts designed in for human passengers, but faster than the personnel lifts, and lines seldom formed up.  

        Carson’s eyes were so dark brown, they seemed to be only pupils, but they were clear, forthright, frank, rather than being slightly dilated and unfocused, like the eyes of Bridger, Suzanne B., who had scuttled off to stow her bags and get to work as if she were being driven. Perhaps she was. For a moment Marin wondered what Carson would see in his own face, and in Travers’s, though more than a decade aboard one super-carrier after another had made Neil Travers a master in the art of masking his thoughts and feelings. 

        “It’s bad,” Carson said quietly as they stepped onto an elevator platform designed for light freight just unloaded from the couriers. It was five meters wide and three tall; the car would have held a dozen drones and left them space to maneuver. “I think Fleet underestimates Omaru. Vastly.”

        “I don’t believe it’s Fleet making the miscalculation,” Marin said, thinking then of Shapiro, “to me it just looks like the bloody-damned Confederacy demanding the impossible — again — and sending Fleet out here to find a way to do it.”

        The ash-blonde head nodded. “You could be right. I don’t even bother trying to work it out any more. God knows, I’m from Lithgow. I should be lucky to be out of there. You know Lithgow?”

        “Not personally, but I’ve seen it on the threedee.” Travers leaned against the elevator car’s polished metal cage as the surface beneath their feet began to vibrate. “It’s ... a little rough.”

        Her eyes widened. “A little? Which holovid said that? It’s a cesspit. Most of the time you can’t even breathe the air in Manilla, until the trade winds come in ... then you can breathe just fine, and you’re also on hurricane alert for four months.” She shuddered. “I should be glad to be the hell out of there, but right now I’d be glad to exchange the Kiev for any little dormer cube in downtown Manilla.” 

        “And the Hermes?” Marin prompted. 

        “They launched an engineer’s tractor.” Carson seemed to shake herself. “The tractor set down on Rashid, the second of the three moons here. Potato-shaped little rock-ball, too small to have much gravity, but it’s a great surveillance platform. Every six weeks it loops right around Omaru, and we can get images, data, without giving them another drone satellite to shoot at. We thought we had the installation on Rashid well hidden. Even our own sensors couldn’t detect it, but ... the buggers knew it was there. Somehow.” 

        She gestured vaguely in the direction of Omaru and she looked, Marin thought, jumpy. The smiling mask, the carrier’s official face of welcome, was gone. Behind it was a senior Fleet officer who was running scared, and had not yet become used to the feeling. The Kiev had been on the ‘far side patrol’ for a long time, more or less out of harm’s way, neither flirting with disaster inside Hellgate nor running any colonial gauntlet.            

        “They knew your surveillance installation was there and they shot it up,” Travers guessed. “The Hermes launched a tractor to go pick up the pieces or effect repairs?”

        “To bring back the data core. Most of it was scrap metal but we wanted the Ibex brains.” Carson shoved both hands into the pockets of the black slacks and tipped her head back. “We don’t even know how Omaru put a tech crew on Rashid, but they did. The crew out of Hydralis took command of the tractor. Took it on remote pilot. Flew it right into the Hermes’s sterntubes. She went up like that.” Carson snapped her fingers. “Three reactors detonated, and if the Weimanns hadn’t imploded we’d have been chewing on shrapnel as far away as the blockade. The implosion ate up the whole thing. Nothing left to send home in a box.” She shuddered. “I had friends over on the Hermes. Next week my nephew was going to be assigned aboard.”

        “Christ,” Travers whispered. “They’re getting tricky.”

        The woman’s eyes were owlish. “You feel safe, because you’re sitting in the middle of a super-carrier? Don’t. Since we’ve been here, Colonel Rusch has had our tac teams running analysis, based on the sneaky shit we’ve seen the Omaru republican forces pull.” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “There’s forty ways they can take us that we know about. Which means there’s another forty we haven’t thought of.”

        “Bet your pension, the tac teams on Omaru have thought of them,” Marin said softly. 

        The freight elevator opened onto a quiet deck with muted lighting. Officer country. It was more than ten years since Marin had seen this part of a carrier; his experience of the Intrepid was of the crew deck, down in the belly of the ship. The elevator had brought them up to the spine of the Kiev, right under the porcupine quills of the sensor arrays, and the command deck, and the environment was the same in every detail as the Outbound Pioneer. 

        “If Omaru wasn’t sure it could give Fleet one hell of a fight,” Carson said resignedly, “they wouldn’t have started it. I said that to Colonel Rusch just yesterday. She gives me a weird look. ‘Carson,’ she says to me, ‘you sound like you’re not happy to be involved in the very work for which the DeepSky Fleet was commissioned.’ And, ‘No, ma’am,’ says I, ‘because I re-upped right after conscription because it was the only way I knew to get out of a cesspit called Lithgow!’ I’m not here for the glory.” Carson challenged Travers and Marin with a frown. “So what brings you here?”

        Marin indulged himself in a chuckle. “Money, what else? It’s in my file, Resa. You didn’t read it? I like to live big. Too big, as it turns out. I’m not bankrupt, just dead broke. Which made me the obvious target when a bunch of officers on the Ranger were investigated for smuggling dope. Bel-grass.” He nailed her with a glare. “You know about that?”

        “Everybody knows about that.” Carson seemed untroubled. “They investigated you, you came up clean. Fleet’s happy, I’m happy.”

        “They only investigated us,” Travers said icily, “because it’s in our files that we’re broke. Me? I’ve got an ex who’s bleeding me white.” He was improvising fluently and with flair. Marin was impressed. “Said bastard ex got the apartment, my sportplane, a bunch of original paintings, some genuine Resalq artifacts and forty percent of everything liquid I had. You wanted to know what brings me back to Fleet?”

        “Same story all over,” Carson said bitterly. “Fleet loves to look for scapegoats. Nobody likes FJD.” She stepped out of the elevator, and waited for them. “You should know, we had a general from FJD aboard a few days ago, sticking her nose into everything, everywhere.”

        “Making trouble?” Marin wondered.

        “For me? No. I got nothing to hide. But I’ll tell you this,” Carson said, voice pitched low, as if she were afraid of being overheard, though the passage was empty, “there’s a bunch of the good ol’ boys on this deck who were up on their toes and dancing fancy while Kristyn Bauer was aboard.”

        They came to a halt outside two adjoining doors, and Marin frowned at the personnel officer. “Sounds like you’re trying to pass along a polite warning. You want to just come out and say it? I don’t like guessing games. There’s something we should know?”

       For a moment Carson seemed to hesitate, then she palmed the lock pad beside door to one of the cabins and stepped inside. The lights came up automatically, and as Travers and Marin dumped their bags she said, “General Bauer was sniffing around. She was looking for something, I don’t know what. She spent a lot of time with Colonel Rusch, and the personnel records were run. Even my records. I checked the activity logs, and they’d been accessed from Bauer’s quarters as well as Rusch’s. Looks like Bauer checked up on about twenty percent of the crew of this ship. Now, for myself, I don’t care because I got nothing to hide. But ... I’m telling you this because you’ve already been investigated once, on the Ranger, and if you blunder into the shit, it could happen again. You could be Fleet’s next scapegoats.”

        “We’re listening,” Travers assured her, keeping his voice low since Carson was speaking in a forced whisper.

        “When Bauer started sniffing, I watched Sonny Westheim and Lix Cheng go quietly ballistic, and Max Roden was right behind them. Now, I don’t even pretend to know what they’re up to, and it’s not my place to find out. That’s Bauer’s job, and I assume she’s doing it. But I’m warning you both, give Sonny Westheim’s little clique plenty of space. Don’t get involved. You can’t afford to, with a ‘not proven’ verdict behind you on the Ranger. And I’m only telling you this,” she added in a harsher whisper, “because Fleet loves to slaughter a scapegoat while the real culprits go free!”

        She was angry, and the anger ran deep. Marin’s brow was creased in a frown as he remembered her file. It had to sound like a question and he chose his words carefully. “Resa, don’t take this the wrong way, but ... were you aboard under Colonel Falk?”

        Travers murmured an imprecation, and Carson’s face lost a shade or color. “You know about that?”

         “Everybody knows about that,” Travers said dryly. “We’ve all been in the service a long time, for whatever reason. You were on the Kiev when Falk was investigated?”

        “When the mainframes were destroyed, and sixteen of my friends with them,” she said bitterly. She knuckled her eyes with one hand. “I was off-shift, or I might have been among them. Sweet Jesus, will it never stop coming back to haunt me?”

        So this was the reason Theresa Carson hated Bauer’s department with such a passion, Marin thought. Carson had lost friends, and she had watched Lorenzo Falk walk away free, reassigned to another carrier. It was five years ago, but to Carson it would be like yesterday. 

        “They never did nail anyone for the event,” Travers said with all due caution. He and Marin knew a lot of facts which remained far from public knowledge.

        “No,” Carson agreed, “but they tried. They investigated a whole bunch of us. Yes, I was one. Why? Because we had access to the mainframes. As if your data processing and personnel departments are going to be able to function without access to the mainframes? Shit, FJD even investigated the tech crew from Ibex, four guys who were aboard at the time to oil the gears! One of ’em was killed, two more were so badly injured, they stomped out of here with biocyber limbs. And FJD took their service records to pieces, looking for anything to pin culpability onto. I thought it stank then, and I still think so.”

        “Not necessarily,” Marin argued. “Surely it was just the mechanism of an investigation.”

        The remark earned him a glare. “It didn’t look that way if you happened to be under their microscope. And you’re right, Curtis. I’ll never forget and I can’t forgive. So I’m warning you. General Bauer was here a week ago, and Sonny Westheim’s group started hopping around like fleas on a hotplate. Steer well clear of them, if Bauer’s doing her job like she damned well ought to be.”

        With that Carson marched away, and was outside before she paused long enough to bark, “Welcome to the Kiev. The mess hall starts serving lunch in an hour, if you want to meet the happy crew. Your system access is online, the system already knows you, I logged you in myself. Check the duty rosters; you’ve pulled the graveyard shift. New blood usually does. Rusch requires your presence at a general briefing, 08:45, after your shift. Present shiptime is 11:37. Good day.”

        The personnel officer departed at an angry march, and Travers whistled in her wake. “She’s wound up.” 

        “With reason,” Marin added. “She thought she was going to take the fall for Lorenzo Falk, and now she’s in a hotzone, literally under the gun, and Fleet Justice is back, looking for smugglers. In her mind, she’s walking a tightrope between the Omaru republicans on one side and FJD on the other. I’d be jumpy too.”

        When the fact was, Kristyn Bauer’s investigations had turned up nothing ... but ‘Sonny Westheim’s group’ could not possibly know she had drawn a complete blank.

        Travers was looking appreciatively around the cabin, which was three meters by six, by two high, with a bathroom cubicle at one end, a wide bunk, system access right beside the bed, a full-length mirror beside the door, and a long, narrow viewport through which glared the sterntubes of another ship in the blockade.

        “I never had this luxury, not while I was wearing the uniform,” Travers admitted. “Pardon me if it’s a novelty.”

        “You were never an officer before,” Marin reminded him. “You want to use both cabins, or one?”

        “One,” Travers said promptly. And then, “Do they mind?”

        “I doubt they’d even notice,” Marin said with a wry half smile as he opened his bags and began to lay out his things. 

        “I never fancied an officer before,” Travers added dubiously.

        Marin gave him a sultry look over one shoulder. “You’re not fancying one now —”

        “No?” Travers gave him a darkly lecherous look.    

         “— because I’m only with Shapiro’s office as long as it suits me. The truth?” Marin abandoned his bags and turned to Travers, fists on hips. “The Confederacy could push this too far, Neil, and when the day comes, the Resalq will be out of here like so many ghosts, and a handful of humans with them. But first we’ve got to survive long enough to make our run ... and this is not the place to be. Not if long-term survival’s high on your agenda.”

        “I was thinking the same thing.” Travers gestured after Carson with a nod of his head. “For what it’s worth — and actually it’s worth quite a lot — I think the officers’ welcome wagon just halfway confirmed Marianna Wing’s five-name hit list.” He paused. “Thank gods we didn’t come aboard as grunts for the crew deck. Those lowly life forms, Personnel Officer Carson wouldn’t deign to notice.”

        “Which was also Shapiro’s reasoning.” Marin tapped the side of his nose. “Officers stick together. Sometimes they have to.” He frowned at the threedee, which was screening background in-ship data. A yellow bar had flashed on in the base of the display: the ship was on standby, not quite on alert, but something was going on out in the blockade and Marin swore softly. “I just want to get the hell off this ship. Both of us. We wore out our luck on the Intrepid.” 

        Travers’s eyes were very blue, very deep, in the odd light from the threedee. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

        “That we could buy it here?” Marin nodded. “After I got out of Fleet, left the base hospital behind, I never gave much thought to where I was going to die. I figured I’d been to the edge and come back, so I had to be charmed. Like I had nine lives.” He reached out one hand and was grateful when Travers took it. “The thing is, I’ve run fast and hard right through the last decade. If I had nine lives to begin with, I’ve used up seven or eight.”

        “Then we dig till we find just enough dirt on Sonny Westheim’s merry men,” Travers said quietly, lacing their fingers, “and then we get out fast. And like I said, Carson just underscored Wing’s information.”

        “But Bauer didn’t find one goddamned thing,” Marin warned. “Westheim, Roden and Cheng could be pulling any number of tricks that have nothing to do with data smuggling to the colonies. If there was any clear-cut evidence, Bauer’s people would have found it.”

        “Maybe,” Travers mused, “but remember, Carson said the three of them ‘went quietly ballistic.’ Covering their tracks, shutting down any part of their operation that might draw attention. If they were fast enough, Bauer wouldn’t find them.”

        “True.” Marin gave him a lopsided smile. “But then again, Bauer’s investigators weren’t on-staff, buried hip-deep in the crew here. They came aboard with a general’s tech team and they would have stuck out like the proverbial sore thumb. You’ve seen from Carson how the crew reacts to anybody from Fleet Justice. The general consensus is, they’re a pack of bastards. Ostracism is too good for them. Us? We’re crew, and we come complete with blotched service records. We fit right in, and they’ll try to look after their own. Come here.”

        So ordered, Travers came to him, and Marin dealt him the punishing embrace and the ravishing kiss he must have been hoping for. Travers was still chuckling as he asked, “You want to eat before we go officially join the unit?”

        They were unpacked and had logged themselves into the system by the time lunch was due. A soft chime announced the beginning of ‘mess services,’ and Marin was surprised to find himself hungry. He and Travers made their way aft down the wide passageway which bisected the officer’s quarters, and discovered a mess hall the cloned twin of the mess aboard the Outbound Pioneer. 

        The only difference was in the painting of the China clipper Taiping. The mess hall aboard the ship where Marin had served during conscription was adorned with a Twentieth Century commercial-style painting of the aircraft carrier Nimitz. Twenty tables were ranked through the body of the hall, served by eight autochefs. Four crewmen were on duty, offering table service where it might be needed, and the other end of the mess opened onto the officers’ lounge.

        From the wry look on Travers’s face, Marin was certain he was thinking of the crew deck. At this moment, down in the belly of the ship, the ‘grunts’ who did the work, stood the dangerous duty and actually made the ship function, were packed in tightly, sleeping dormitory style, with communal facilities, no privacy, and they ate in-barracks, with four ’chefs to serve the whole company.

        “Rights and privileges,” Curtis told him quietly as they took their place at the nearest ’chef and surveyed the menu.

        “And they wonder about it when the crew deck mutinies,” Travers said just as quietly.

        “I don’t think they wonder about it at all. They just arrest everyone who didn’t get shot, and slam the doors.”


        “Time of war,” Travers reminded acidly, and with one hand mimed the act of firing a gun. “You get caught, you don’t get the luxury of twenty-five years’ hard labor in Jackson.”

        He was right, and it was a sobering thought. Marin fronted up to the ’chef as the line shortened, and scanned down the menu. He ordered the tuna and potato salad, while Travers punched for the beef-mango risotto. The mess hall was already getting busy, and they scanned over the heads of a growing company for a free table.

        As Marin searched he began to recognize faces from file images, and Travers said, “There they are.”

        The three were as always together, Westheim, Cheng and Roden. Carson had called them a ‘clique,’ and Marin could see why. They sat close together, heads over the table, talking in undertones, and their table was in the furthest corner where privacy was maximized. At a glance they looked so furtive, Marin entertained a moment of genuine skepticism. But Marianna Wing was certain of her information regarding individuals, and Frank Berglun at least knew which ship was the source.

        With a grunt, Travers led the way to a table not far from the corner where Westheim’s group had set up camp. They were too far away to overhear, but from there Marin could study faces. Santiago Westheim was big, blond, crop-haired, with a broken nose which had never been fixed, and which gave him the look of a professional game player. Felix Cheng was slender, tall, as dark as Westheim was fair, though he wore the same Fleet-cropped hair and his face was fine-boned, his expression supercilious, as if he had no shred of respect for anyone on this ship, not even the group with whom he sat. Beside the other two, Maxine Roden seemed tiny, but she was no Lushi. She was bulky with muscle, and her face was tight, hard. She was older than the men, with big hands, dark brown skin, and some indeterminate racial heritage that could originally have been Micronesian.

        Sonny Westheim: Chief of the Engineering Division. 

        Max Roden: Chief of the Security Division.

        Lix Cheng: Chief of the Sciences Division. 

        Two were missing from the mercenary’s short list, but Marin would not have expected to see them up on this deck, in any capacity. Crowther Vance Botero was Echo Company’s master sergeant. Javed Hassan Maniku was another master sergeant with the carrier’s Close Defense Squadron. Both of them would be on the crew deck, in charge of the ‘grunts’ who did the actual work. They were in charge of transportation, Marin thought. When an officer wanted to go somewhere, he called the hangar deck and the wheels ground into motion only when a sergeant took his order.

        The clique was perfect, Marin decided, watching the three faces. Department heads from Security, Engineering and Sciences, and a couple of master sergeants who could arrange a gunship or even a Rapier, and then fudge the records with the deliberate blind-eye of Security, so a covert mission could be flown. Out from the carrier and back, with no one the wiser and an obscene amount of money, billions of Confederate credits or colonial dollars, transferred from one account to another within something like AtransaBank or BankColonial. 

        “Hey, guys, I was way out of line. I want to apologize.”

        The voice belonged to Resa Carson, and Marin was not surprised to hear it. He looked up from the table he was watching, and gave the Personnel Officer a smile. “We didn’t take it personally.”

        “Sit.” Travers gestured at the chair opposite. 

        The mess hall was busy enough for every table to be occupied, and their proximity to Westheim’s table was not suspicious. Marin returned to his meal as Carson settled and reached for a pepper mill. 

        “I’m just jumpy,” she admitted. “Ever since the Hermes. That one struck too close to home. I lost some good friends. People I’ve known for years. It’s weird, isn’t it? Intellectually you know it’s a real, bloody shooting war, but it never seems real till you lose someone yourself.”

        “I know what you mean.” Travers washed down his food with a draught of soda, and surveyed the gathering of officers. “I’m not seeing happy faces, Resa.”

        “Colonials,” Marin guessed. “Look at them. I’m seeing Pakrani, Haldi ... and few Kushini and Lushi.”

        “And the rest of us, who’re not so easy to identify, are from places like Borushek and Velcastra ... and Omaru itself.” Carson looked away. “It’s not a war we want to be fighting.”

        “Does Colonel Rusch know that?” Travers wondered. “I mean, does she know she’s sitting on top of an unhappy, restless crew with a lot of conflicting political interests?”

        “Rusch? Ha!” Carson actually laughed. “You don’t know a lot about Alexis Rusch, do you?”

        “We just got here,” Travers reminded her dryly. “Why don’t you share the gossip, if it’s so juicy?”

        “It’s not gossip.” Carson counted off on her fingers. “Rusch has three doctorates. She was at Winslow-Mao, and you don’t even get through the door there without having so many brains, they leak out of your ears.”

        “I know,” Marin said, amused. “I have a friend who attended.” Jazinsky had always been formidable, perhaps more so than she would have been if Vaurien had not taken her out of college long before she actually graduated.

        “Rusch,” Carson was saying, “has two near-thing nominations for the Moswell-Chow Award, and she won the Winslow Prize. You think she’s interested in what goes on among the crew? To her, this ship is one huge science platform. In all the time we spent on the coattails of Hellgate, I don’t think she hauled her butt out of the lab on more than three or four occasions, and that only because there was an ocean of champagne on ice.”  

        Travers chuckled. “What’s her field?”

        “Gravity physics and temporal anomalies, what else?” Carson turned her attention to her meal. “There’s a framed portrait of Ernst Rabelais in the briefing room. I think he’s a distant relative.”

        “Really?” Marin wondered. “Well, see it this way: if the skipper’s tied up in the lab it just clears the field, keeps her out of your hair, gives you a clear shot at what you want to do.”

        At last Carson’s taut face showed the ghost of a smile. “That’s one way of seeing it ... but I could wish for a skipper who knew, and cared, what the crew is thinking. And doing,” she added darkly, with a frown at the table in the corner.

        Marin and Travers let the moment, and the reference, pass. Time to push later, when they had established themselves in the greater group. Carson accepted them because she had run their files before they came aboard and had seen what she took for Fleet’s usual judicial persecution. It seemed FJD was notorious at this level, for superficial investigations leading to convenient arrests. 

        “You play folgen?” Carson asked as she pushed away an empty plate. “A group of us get together here —” a nod at the officer’s lounge, adjacent to the mess “— in the evening to play.”

        “Stakes?” Marin asked, with an interested glance at Travers.

        “So long as you gamble in colonial dollars, the service doesn’t care,” Carson said acidly. “Colonial dollars are waste paper as far as Fleet is concerned.”

        “Really?” Travers sounded annoyed. “It’s a different story in any city from here to the Near Heavens.”

        She rolled her eyes. “Tell me about it. The Confederacy, and Fleet, might not like to admit it, but debts you run up in colonial dollars will follow you right back to Earth.” With a half-empty coffee cup she gestured at Westheim. “Sonny got caught that way. You know the state casino on Sanmarco?”

        “I should,” Marin told her. “I’m from Jagreth.”

        “He mortgaged his soul in there.” Carson seemed vastly amused. “The only reason the bastard’s back here is to get out from under.”

        “Aren’t we all,” Travers remarked, with so many layers of meaning to the observation, Marin had to smile.

        Carson gave him a hard look. “You want to play folgen tonight?”
        “Why not?” Travers was looking at the time. “I could use the money. In the meantime, we’d like to get the feel of the ship, meet people. We’re with the Close Defense Squadron.”

        “You’ve been reassigned,” she said without blinking.

        “Since when?” Travers shot a glance at Marin, who shook his head minutely.

        “Since the rosters were reshuffled and we came up three players short of a football team.” Carson seemed unconcerned. “You’re with Delta now. The carrier tactical unit is where we need you.”

        Travers groaned. “Which means we’re the first in space, two minutes after the ship goes to full alert. Means we rotate through three, maybe four shifts, around the clock, and while we’re on night duty, we bunk on the flight line. Well ... shit.” 

        “As you say.” Carson drained her cup and clattered it down on the tray. “You’re with Delta Company. They’ve been our tac-team for over a year now. They took some casualties when the Hermes was destroyed. We flew a lot of missions, trying to pick up the tech crew from Rashid, and the pilots out of Omaru gave us a real stand-up fight.”

       “Oh, brilliant,” Travers whispered. His eyes closed for a second, and Marin knew he must be remembering the simulators, where both of them had been killed repeatedly on the afternoon before they shipped out of Borushek.         

        “Delta Company’s decent folks,” Carson judged, “but it’s a clique, like anything else on this bucket.”

        “Meaning?” Marin felt his hackles rising. 

        “What it sounds like.” She shrugged. “You’re assigned aboard, but you still have to join their club. Delta’s Mick Vidal’s unit. He’s your boss, but when he’s not on standby you won’t find him on the flight line. He spends most of his time in bed.” She winked at Travers. “Watch your ass, babe, if you take my meaning.”

        For a moment Travers blinked, and then laughed out loud. “Thanks for the tip. Question is, will Vidal’s people even invite us to join their club? Fleet says we’re flying with them, and here we are, but if they don’t let us in —”

        “They have no choice, they need fresh blood on the squad,” Marin guessed, “but they don’t have to like it.”

        “Right.” Carson pushed back her chair and stood. “You’re coming in to replace two good pilots. Harvey Williams and Stella Asami. Stel was a friend of mine.” Her face shadowed. “And Harvey was a special friend of Mickey Vidal’s, and they were both lucky to get away with their lives in the flying circus after the Hermes imploded.” She gave Marin and Travers a thoughtful look. “I think you guys can cut it, but Vidal’s people won’t make it easy for you.”

        “I can live with ostracism,” Travers said acerbically.

        With her right hand, she cupped her right cheekbone and studied him thoughtfully. “It’ll look good on you.”

        “You lost me,” Travers admitted. 

        But Marin was remembering Sergei van Donne, and the Fleet unit he had flown with. Los Hachazos. He thought he could guess exactly what Carson meant, and his nerves tingled unpleasantly. 

        “A word of warning,” Carson said, on the point of leaving. “Don’t get into a fist fight with Vidal’s partner. Roark Hubler will take great delight in knocking you through a bulkhead. I don’t know what his problem is, but he’s had a chip on his shoulder as long as I’ve known him, and he was on the Kiev
when I came aboard.” She paused. “The Infirmary is two decks down, and forward.”

        With that she withdrew to the coffee machines, and with a full mug, sauntered out of the mess hall. Travers reached for his soda and drained the glass in one pull. “Well, well. We’re reassigned. This one wasn’t on Shapiro’s agenda.”

        “No.” Marin frowned after Carson. “And it could make things much more difficult. Now we’ll have to establish ourselves in two groups on the hangar deck. Vidal’s unit, and Echo Company. Meaning Master Sergeant Crowther Vance Botero.”

        As he spoke, Felix Cheng and Max Roden got up from their table, leaving Westheim with a large dessert in front of him. Marin watched them leave, the two chiefs of the Sciences and Security departments, but neither Cheng nor Roden noticed the scrutiny. 

        But Westheim did. As Marin looked back from the exit he found Santiago Westheim’s pale blue eyes on him, wide and unblinking. Marin nodded a greeting, but Westheim did not respond, and after a long, pregnant silence the man left his dessert untouched and stalked off after his friends.

        “What the hell was that about?” Travers muttered.

        “I have no idea,” Marin admitted. “But I think we’ll find out sooner or later.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “You want to lose a few bucks at folgen tonight?”

        “What makes you think,” Travers demanded, eyes glittering with amusement, “I’ll be losing?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

The hangar deck of the Kiev was a clone of the same deck aboard the Intrepid, and Travers felt much more at ease as they left behind the upper levels and walked the length of the super-carrier’s business levels. From the freight hangars to the simulation tanks, the company barracks to the flight line itself, nothing was different. Travers knew every cubic meter of the ship, and the only oddity was walking here as an officer and having sergeants and lieutenants, like Fujioka and Perlman and Fiorelli, stand aside for him and Marin.    

        Delta Company was hangared way forward, under the massive imaging arrays on the carrier’s blunt, pug-nosed bow. By no one’s standards were the super-carriers beautiful; they were brutish with power and, so Fleet believed, too big to be argued with. The unit badge of Mickey Vidal’s unit was a flying red-eyed dragon breathing fire from both nostrils. They called themselves the Delta Dragons and the unit crest appeared on their five Murchison F-76 fighter-interceptors, their three gunships, their engineer’s tractor and the forward observation platform, for which they were using a Kotaro-Fuente vehicle, very similar to Sergei van Donne’s transport, which had outrun them at Velcastra.

        The company was three shifts of pilots and support techs. Five Rapier pilots, three gunship pilots, copilots and weapons officers; two engineers and two observers on the lighter, plus ten crewmen on hangar duties; and a crew of five mechanics on standby throughout the shift, plus the unit’s communications techs. The Delta Dragons were ninety-four individuals, with only their unit, their purpose, in common; and what set them apart at a glance from the rest of the Kiev’s compliment was the tattoo.

        Long after he left Fleet, Sergei van Donne had still identified himself as one of the pilots known as Los Hachazos, and he had never had the Maori tattoos removed. Their tattoo was a winged blade; the Delta Dragons’ tattoo was a flame sculpture which began at the hairline and traced the cheekbone to the side of the nose.

        They all wore it, from Major Michael Wasim Vidal himself, right down to the lowliest hangar tech cleaning tools in the fluttering light of a blinking fluoro. Travers saw the tattoo before he and Curtis walked in under the garish red and orange Dragons banner, which was strung over the armor door inside the Delta Company hangar area.

        Faces turned toward them, and from the flickers of expression Travers knew they were expected. But not yet welcome. Williams and Asami were still missed.

        The hangar deck was a vast, half-lit and perpetually windy area, always cold, always sparsely populated. A yellow spinner cast odd shadows; Delta was on standby right now, at 16:48 shiptime. If the yellow spinner changed to red, they would be the first to launch. The ‘dormers’ were tiny, cubicle-sized rooms, each of which slept two men, ranked along the wall of the hangar so the flight crews were never more than meters or seconds away. 

        The Intrepid’s hangar deck was no different, and Travers recognized the environment all too well. He cut a direct line to the unit’s office, and buzzed the door. Inside were a dozen terminals, a litter of paperwork, racks of data cubes, and a harassed lieutenant who, like Fiorelli, was doomed to work double-shifts in a vain attempt to keep the documentation straight and the unit inside of its budget.

        The L-T’s name was on the door: BJ Sorenson. As Travers buzzed, the door slid open and a pale, harassed face glared out. Its expression changed as Sorenson saw the two replacement pilots, and he stood up from behind the chaotic desk. A short man, thick around the middle and careless about it, with enormous shoulders and hands like small boulders; and his face also carried the flame-sculpture tattoo. His bulk was squeezed into the familiar dark blue fatigues, and as he saw the officers he ran the gaping front seals up to his neck. He had ten years on Travers, yet he was still the lowest form of officer life, which meant one of several things. He had been busted back to L-T, or he had returned to Fleet after a long time out, and had chosen to go through the Academy, ‘officer school.’ Or — and more likely, Travers thought — he had come up through the ranks, re-enlisting several times after conscription. Jazinsky’s views notwithstanding, it did happen occasionally. A person could be a misfit in civvy street; Fleet became a way of life. 

        “I heard you got in.” Sorenson spoke with the accent of Haven, which made Travers ouch soundlessly. It was Roy Neville’s accent, right down to the flat vowels and clipped consonants. But Haven was densely populated, the home of over a billion people, and they came in all kinds. Sorenson looked like one of the decent ones. “Welcome aboard,” he was saying. “You want me to show you around? And which of you is which?” Sorenson cracked a self-mocking smile. “My system access has been screwed up for days, I can’t get anybody down here to look at it. It’s the mushroom syndrome around here.”

        “They keep you in the dark and feed you bullshit.” Travers indulged himself in a moment’s humor. “I’m Travers, he’s Marin. We’ve pulled the graveyard shift. Where do you want us?”

        “Let me show you.” Sorenson squeezed between the corner of the desk and a littered bench holding two dormant threedee terminals and an autochef. “Easier to show than tell. First time on a super-carrier?”

        “It is,” Marin lied, “but the Ranger wasn’t too different.”

        “They’re all mostly the same, the similarities outweigh the differences. The only diff about the super-carriers is, we’re so goddamned big, Fleet can send us to the far side of nowhere and tell us to stay put forever.” Sorenson shook his head. “We were designed for it. For Hellgate.”

        “The ‘stormy side of the sky,’ Marin said quietly.

        Sorenson’s fleshy face broke into a genuine smile. “I heard that somewhere. That’s Resalq. I heard it on a video.”

       “You’ve seen service in the Drift?” Marin asked as they followed the lieutenant out of the office and around to the dormers.

        “Too often.” Sorenson shuddered. “We were on alert, one time, for ninety-six hours straight. I got no idea how the Intrepid survived that duty, two years. Shit, you’d go buggo in there.”

        It was on the tip of Travers’s tongue to say ‘We did,’ but he held his silence. “You heard about the Intrepid?” 

        “We heard. Fleet never got her back,” Sorenson said darkly. “Just a few punch-out pods, a handful of survivors.” He gave Travers and Marin a sober look. “There’s a lot on this ship who’re bitching and whining about being on the Omaru blockade, and sure, it’s dangerous ... but Jesus Christ, we could have been sent into Hellgate to replace the Intrepid! Figuring everything in the equation, I’ll take the blockade.”

        The man was a pragmatist, Travers thought, and approved. He had shown them to the dormers, little cube-shaped rooms with a double-bunk against one wall, six stacked lockers and an idling threedee. The names of Travers and Marin were already posted on Dormer 3, just around the corner from the unit office. The dormer also accommodated two other shifts of pilots, and Travers read the names of McGreggor and Singh, and Petrakis and Lukan. Dormer 3 smelt faintly of someone else’s cologne and, perhaps, the last fading trace of bel-grass, though no one was about to admit noticing it.

        “You’re on at midnight,” Sorenson told them, “but you want to show up a couple hours early.”

        “We do?” Marin lifted a questioning brow at the lieutenant.

        Showing a trace of unease, Sorenson traced the flame sculpture that hugged his right cheekbone. He shrugged, and shoved his hands into the hip pockets of the dark blue fatigues. “Delta’s been doing this since before I was assigned. Major Vidal himself wears the tattoo. It’s unit pride. You just do it.”

        “Hey, it’s no problem,” Travers told him. “We’re assigned, we’re here, we both have five years left before we get out. We’re part of Delta Company or we’re nothing. You guys are not the only ones who wave your unit pride like a flag. Maybe you got something to be arrogant about.”

        The lieutenant visibly relaxed. “All right. Well, show up at 22:00. Unless we’re in the air, which gods forbid, you’ll get to meet most of the guys. And Vidal,” he added, in an odd tone.

        Travers and Marin shared a sidelong look. “Something we should know, L-T?” Marin asked.

        But Sorenson only shrugged again. “He’s been chewing on me, is all. We’re over budget and the paperwork’s screwed up. Is it my fault? I been yapping after Major Westheim since my system access went down, but the high and mighty don’t have time to plug the small leaks. So now I’ve got Vidal chewing on me.”

        “Maybe he should be chewing on Westheim,” Travers suggested. “You want us to chase it up for you?”

        “You’d do that?” Sorenson was surprised. “Vidal handed it to me, it’s uh, my responsibility.”

        “Leave it with us,” Marin told him. “And we’ll see you at 22:00.”

        The yellow spinner had turned back to blue — all clear — as they walked back around the periphery of the vast, cold hangar. In the dim twilight, unseen between stacked crates and the flight line’s dormant heavy machinery, they stopped to observe the unit at work. Pilots and techs were tinkering with two of the F-76 Rapiers; a gunship was half dismembered on the other side of the hangar, while the engines of another still shimmered with heat and the ozone draft from a laser welder made the sinuses prickle.

        “I’ll be interested to meet Vidal,” Marin said softly. 

        “He’s a character,” Travers said thoughtfully. “When he’s not on standby he’s in someone’s bed, but he wears the unit pride tattooed on his face, and after he’s delegated responsibility, handed you the priceless gift of his trust, you’re on your own, like Sorenson and his crappy system access.” 

        “Which might make drones into leaders ... or might flush your unit down the tubes,” Marin said levelly, “if you misread your people.”

        “And Vidal?”

        “I don’t know. I’ll reserve judgment till I meet the man.” Marin looked at his wrist for the time. “You still hungry?”
        “Always,” Travers told him. “I also want to take a shower ... then I want to win some good colonial dollars from Carson’s folgen buddies.”

        “And be back here early.” Marin’s brows arched. “You ever worn a unit tattoo, Neil?”

        “Once.” Travers traced a pattern from the lobe of his ear down the side of his neck. “For a while I was with Sierra Company, the Kaminari
Kuroi, aboard the Chicago. Their tattoo was a lightning bolt and some kind of runes. I had it removed when I transferred over to the Intrepid, and Bravo didn’t go in much for team colors and mascots. We were too busy trying to stay alive. These guys? Until they got to Omaru they’ve had time to play glory games. Now they’re being given a stand-up fight by civvy pilots who’re Fleet-trained, just as good as they are, and just as well equipped ... and understandably, they’re unhappy about it.”

        “While Colonel Alexis Rusch is buried in the lab, pursuing her vocation, and the crew seems to be hiving off into discrete units, cliques, groups, and looking out for themselves,” Marin finished. “It’s the island universe syndrome. On one of these ships, you are on your own, and you know it. If the command hierarchy doesn’t keep a tight rein on the crew, they go their own way. There’s upwards of four thousand people on this ship. I ran their data before we left Borushek. They’re a law unto themselves, and the longer they’re left in isolation, the more insular, parochial, they’re going to get.”

        “And here we are,” Travers said bleakly. “You said something about food a moment ago.”

        They were not the first in the mess, but the hall was quiet while they ate, and did not start to bustle until they were lingering over coffee. Travers’s hair was still damp and the uniform fatigues still felt odd; they looked odd on Marin, though Curtis did not even seem to notice them. He was too intent on the officers filing through the mess, and his brain seemed to be processing each face separately, cataloging and tagging. There were mnemonics, Travers remembered, Resalq memory tricks. He had a hazy idea of what Marin was doing; he also knew it took months or years of tuition and practice, and he did not disturb Curtis while he worked.

        It was just after 19:00 when Resa Carson’s group appeared, and they settled for dinner before moving through to the lounge. She waved a greeting, but Travers and Marin did not join Carson’s table yet. Curtis wanted to study them without their being aware of the scrutiny.

        At once Travers realized they were Fleet’s equivalent of civil servants. These were the division heads of Personnel, Data Processing, Archives, Communications, Commissary, Supply. Not one of them would ever see a frontline position, nor fly a gunship, fire a weapon, or even organize air traffic around the carrier. Without them, the ‘island universe’ would cease to function properly, or at all, but in both the service and the civilian media they were overlooked, even denigrated. They were not high enough in the command corps to issue the orders that salvaged or squandered lives, and they were far removed from the ‘crew deck grunts’ who were the driving force behind the carrier’s battle group. Caught in no-man’s-land, the bureaucrats looked miserable; they probably felt helpless, manipulated, Travers thought, and he did not envy them.

        When they drifted through into the lounge, Marin refilled his coffee mug and followed. In Travers’s pocket was a wad of cash left over from forays into Sark and Dominguez, several thousand colonial dollars which, as far as Fleet was concerned, constituted play money. He had lost track of the hours he had spent playing folgen. Perlman, Fujioka, Kravitz, Choi, Inosanto, even Judith Fargo, were habitual players. If you did not read or drown in vee-ree fantasies, there was not much else to do between duty shifts.

        Folgen was a double-deck game that slithered out of Haven a little over a century ago. Its roots were in Mexican Stud Poker, but it was played with a 96-card deck, and any ‘clone face card’ was played as a trump, queen-high — not king — ace-low, with Spades high over all other suits. The ‘Queen of Spades clone’ beat everything else on the table. Card combinations had been expanded, from the routine straights and flushes, pairs and threes-of-a-kind, to quads, hexes, clone-straights and flushes, coronation-straights and flushes, and the almost implausible clone-trumps, or four-of-a-kind face cards, with the ‘Four Queens’ also known as the ‘Apocalypse,’ beating everything but the ‘Queen of Spades clone.’

        “You’ve played this?” Travers asked quietly, by Marin’s ear.

        Curtis gave him a look of mock reproach. “I did my five-year hitch. But I’d be happy to sit out and watch. I’ll play ‘gopher’ ... gives me the chance the tune in to the others.”

        And siphon them for information, Travers thought wryly, without them being aware they were being pumped. Carson was making routine introductions as they pulled up chairs. Simoda was the Archives head, a big raw-boned redhead with a quick wit and an even quicker temper. Cosgrove was Supply, middle height and build, with the odd, unhealthy pallor and dilated eyes of one who used too much bel-grass, and too often. Gavaskar was Communications, a thin-faced Lushi, not as tiny as Tonio Teniko, nor as robust as the medic, Bill Grant, but somewhere between the two and, by the looks of him, congenitally flabby. Belayev was Data Processing, hard-eyed and rail-thin, with an anxious look and fidgeting hands.

        Keeping an eye on the time, Travers slid into the game. Gavaskar was the treasurer and Simoda was dealing. Travers traded a thousand Borushek dollars for chips and handed the rest of his cash to Marin. As the table’s ‘gopher,’ Curtis had already gone for coffee, white wine and assorted juice. He pulled a chair up behind Travers, cradled a glass of wine and was almost silent as the game began and he watched faces.

        For himself, Travers trusted to his feelings, his instincts, when it came to deciding who was to be trusted — or not. He trusted Carson and Simoda, whose temper was too volatile for him to make a good liar. But Gavaskar was secretive, furtive, and Cosgrove was making a very poor job of concealing a bad habit, which made him painfully vulnerable. Which left Belayev, and of him, Travers was still uncertain when he cashed out at 21:45.

        He was a few hundred dollars ahead, and content. His winnings were not enough to make anyone at the table resentful, and when he cashed out, he was invited back. Carson glanced at the time. “You going on-shift? You’re early.”

        “We were advised to be,” Marin said ruefully. “Something about a unit tattoo, I believe. And we want to meet Mick Vidal’s squad before they go off-shift.”

        “Like I said, they’re good people,” Carson told him. “Give Mick my best. I haven’t seen him at the folgen table for a while.”

        “He plays?” Travers felt his ears prick up. 

        “Him?” Cosgrove chuckled. “Inveterate. Him and that prick Sonny Westheim. Show them a folgen deck and a few dollars ... or a bare butt of either gender for that matter ... and get right out of their way, they’ll knock you down in their enthusiasm to get busy.”

        “Is that a fact?” Travers lifted a brow at Marin, and saw Marin’s eyes glitter with amusement. “Is, uh, Vidal any good?”

        “At folgen or bum-fucking?” Belayev snorted.

        “At folgen,” Travers said dryly.

        “Good enough to beat us.” Carson was shuffling the decks, preparatory to dealing. 

        Which wasn’t saying much. Travers felt a familiar thrill in the pit of his belly as he withdrew from the game.

        The Communications Division chief with the Santorini accent, Sasha Belayev, gave him a hard-eyed glance. “You want I should get you into a game?” He gestured at the cards in Carson’s nimble hands. “You’re good enough to give them a run. If I know Mick and Sonny — and I do — they’d appreciate the challenge.”

        “God knows, there’s not much else to do,” Cosgrove added with his usual gloom.

        “I’d like that.” Travers had surreptitiously counted the cash and now handed it into Marin’s care. They had strolled away from the lounge, halfway across the mess, when he said quietly, “Westheim plays folgen halfway decently.”

        “A thought to conjure with,” Marin agreed darkly. “It’ll get us into the right company.” He paused. “I have a feeling it’ll be rough company.”

        “I’m a big boy,” Travers said in an acid tone of voice.

        Marin looked him up and down. “I noticed.” 

        Fourteen years in Fleet, give or take a few months, and still Travers was aware of a flutter in his nerve endings as they walked onto the Delta Company hangar deck, a minute before Sorenson had told them to show. The air was cold; the deck had been open to space recently. The spinner was yellow, signaling that Delta was on standby, but at that moment nothing was in space and the techs were reassembling the gunship which had been under repairs hours earlier.

        Beside Sorenson’s now deserted office was a pilots’ ready room, and a gaggle of voices issued from within. Travers shared a moment’s silent conference with Marin, and went ahead. He would have expected to see fourteen assorted pilots and crew for the five Rapiers and three gunships, and eleven were present, four of them women, all of them passing the time with vee-ree and cards, a play box, several handies in which were framed some of the most grotesque skin-shots Travers had seen in a long time. 

        It was some moments before the presence of the newcomers at the ready room’s open door was noticed, but one by one the Delta Dragons turned toward them. And the figure in the middle, at the back of the room, could only be the unit commander. Michael Wasim Vidal was half Pakrani, no doubt about it. He had the stature, the almost arrogant bearing that resulted from the genetically redesigned muscles, but he was as dark as Jazinsky was fair, with the hair cut ruthlessly short, as Fleet dictated. 

        He was Travers’s own age, with pale blue eyes nested in creases, and chiseled good looks which were accentuated by the unit tattoo and the gold hoops in both his lobes. The shoulders were Pakrani-broad, and the midnight-blue fatigues hugged a well-worked body. 

        “Travers.” He accorded Vidal a nod. “We’re on the graveyard shift.” Then he stepped aside for Marin. 

        “And you would be Curtis Marin,” Vidal said in an oddly light voice, and the accent not just of Velcastra, but of uptown, where the lights were bright and the billionaires thick on the ground. You heard that accent in Elstrom StarCity.

        Damn, what was a man from the high end of Velcastran society doing on a super-carrier? Vidal surely wasn’t aboard for the money. Travers’s curiosity was piqued, and he looked closer, only to find himself uncomfortably aware of Vidal’s eyes on him. They traveled him slowly, head to foot and back, and seemed to map him, chart him, leaving nothing unmarked for future research. Belatedly, he recalled Resa Carson’s forewarning, and Sasha Belayev’s bad jokes. 

        It was far from the first time a man had looked at him that way across a crowded room, but not in years had Travers suffered flashbacks to his rookie year, the first year of his five-year hitch. He was seventeen when he shipped out on the Chicago, and only one of several hundred green kids who came aboard with that in-draft. He was also tall, with the muscles of a cross-country skier and a civilian marksman’s ticket, and he could already fly a little Rand Impulse, the stratoskimmer that was so often modified into a race plane. 

        And still a number of the fifth-year veterans, the ‘old men’ of the crew deck, looked at him as if he were fresh meat. Tonio Teniko made a good point. And it was probably associating with the Lushi kid that brought Travers the flashbacks to the few months when he was green as grass, no matter his physique, the shooter’s ticket or the license to fly, and only a sergeant called Ingende prevented him being bounced from one crew deck carnivore to another.

        Half flattered, half indignant, Travers gave the man back look for look, and Vidal actually chuckled. He had dismissed Marin with a single glance. Lean, curly haired and hazel eyed was just not his type. Tall, broad, raven dark and blue eyed seemed to draw him like a magnet, and Travers swallowed an oath.

        He could use it, he decided. He could use Vidal to get to Westheim. What had Cosgrove said? ‘Show them a folgen deck and a few dollars ... or a bare butt of either gender for that matter’ ... and then jump back out of their way before you were knocked down. Travers looked at Marin, who was leaning on the wall beside the door at his right hand; and Marin must have shared his thoughts, because his head gave a minute nod which only Travers would see.

        “Neil Travers,” he elaborated, stepping forward into the midst of Delta Company. “We just came over from the Ranger.” He offered his hand, and Vidal took it.

        Close up, the man looked just as good, with fine skin and the tang of some expensive cologne. Almost reluctantly, Travers felt a tug of fascination, but Vidal was too much like himself. “I’d say welcome,” Vidal drawled in that StarCity accent, “but you’re not part of this unit yet.” He turned his head to display the tattoo. 

        “We’ll join your club,” Marin said easily, “if you’re accepting members right now.”

        Vidal’s pale eyes shifted over Travers’s shoulder and appraised Marin more thoroughly. “You two any good?”

        “We’re still alive,” Marin said wryly.

        “The Ranger hasn’t been in the shit since Rotterdam.” It was a big man, taller and broader than Vidal, who had spoken in a broad, guttural accent which placed him on the wrong side of Lithgow. He did not offer his hand to Travers or Marin, but subjected both of them to a rude glare. He had the look of a street fighter, and Travers remembered Carson’s warning. So this was Roark Hubler, with the chip on his shoulder and the tendency to injure those who annoyed him. He was as ugly as Vidal was good looking, and had a brash belligerence which Vidal did not. The heavy jaw thrust out at Travers. “You say you were on the Ranger at Rotterdam?”

        The question called Travers’s bluff neatly. He had looked over the mission backgrounding, but he did not possess Marin’s memory, the Resalq tricks. He had read the Ranger’s recent history, and if it had seemed more important, he would have committed it to memory. 

        “We were there,” Marin said levelly. “It was only four years ago. Like yesterday. Corporate wars can be worse than going up against the Halfway privateers. We got the crap beaten out of us, but we survived. And you are...?”

        “Hubler.” The big man gestured at Vidal with a nod. “I fly his right wing. I lost a few friends at Rotterdam.”

        “You were there?” Travers’s memory had jogged, he had the bare facts now, but if Hubler had been on the Ranger there was a major, fatal flaw in Shapiro’s design.

        But Hubler was making negative gestures. “I been on the Kiev forever, but I had friends on the Ranger.”

        “We all lost friends and colleagues at Rotterdam,” Marin said guardedly. “Shit happens, and it happens every day.” He pinned Vidal with a challenging look. “We were assigned to Delta Company. We’re not here for our health. If you don’t want to take replacements on board for the pilots you lost, fine. We can go right back up to the officer’s lounge and tell Carson to deal us back into the game tonight, and reassign us tomorrow. We were told you needed pilots.”

        “Maybe we do,” Hubler said, little more than a growl.

        “We do,” Vidal snapped at him. “Enough, Roark. Sharpen your fangs on someone else. If these two are no good, they’ll be blown the hell away soon enough without you sweating them.” 

        “Then we stay?” Travers wondered, as if it did not matter to him if they did or not. 

        “You stay.” Vidal sat down, sprawling back into a chair against the rear wall of the ready room. “How long you stay is another matter. I just let Omaru sort the wheat from the chaff. Joe?”

        “Joe?” Travers echoed.

        “Lupino.” A sinuous figure set aside a vee-ree helmet and stood up in the corner of the wide room. Chairs scraped aside and cards rattled as Lupino produced a tool Travers recognized from long ago. 

        It was actually a painting gun, designed to detail the curved surfaces of aircraft, but if the gun was loaded with permanent inks and the pressure was set up to maximum, the pigments fired right through human skin. Most hull artists soon discovered this the hard way, and until the pigments were deliberately removed the tattoo would persist. Lupino had preloaded the gun with dark red ink, which looked like old blood in the transparent cartridge. As Travers watched, he produced a well-worn stencil.

        “You want to fly with us?” Joe Lupino was still young, but so gaunt, the bones of his skull showed through a face with haunted eyes which made Travers wonder what he had seen, what he had done.

        “We were assigned to Delta,” Marin said levelly. “We didn’t choose you, but there’s no reason we can’t respect you.”

        The statement neatly turned the tables on Vidal’s company, and Travers picked up a strong undercurrent of annoyance. He deflected it fast with a brash grin as he perched on the edge of the table beside Lupino. “Hey, it’s no big deal. In my wild youth I was with the Kaminari
Kuroi. I was pleased to wear their unit tattoo while I was with them. Go for it, kid.”

        He met Marin’s eyes with a glance of warning: don’t push these people! And Marin nodded as he came close to watch it done. The stencil was a flexible plastex sheet which molded around the side of the face. The gun fired finger-wide jets of pigment through it; ten or fifteen jets would do the job. They would be numb at first, Travers remembered, but by the time the last three were applied, the first three would have started to smart, and the next couple of hours would be ... interesting. 

        The eleven present Delta Dragons, and Curtis Marin, pressed in to watch, and Travers closed his eyes as Joe Lupino’s gaunt, shadowed face loomed closer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Wastrel, Rabelais Drift

 

Looking into the single, cyclopean eye of Naiobe was like gazing into the face of hell. Richard Vaurien could never look long at the disk of the black hole without suffering a falling sensation, as if his soul were being ripped out of his body and sucked not in, but down. The accretion disk was so dazzling, the naked eye could not even begin to observe it, and when the filters were applied, and the blaze of the super-energetic disk was muted, from certain angles the dead-black heart of Naiobe could be glimpsed through the blazing webwork. Naiobe was gradually eating the remains of the nova, 2631C, and by all accounts she had already consumed at least two small stars. Seen under some serious magnification, and filtered, the accretion disk crackled, blue-white and streaked with velvet black. 

        It looked, Vaurien decided, like the last place in the cosmos any sane human being would want to be; and he angled a wondering look at the two humans who desired to be here more than anywhere else. When they were not working, Jazinsky and Teniko were inclined to bicker about nothing, but they found their sole common ground in the Hellgate probe project, and at work they communicated with a perfection Vaurien could have envied. 

        They were in the imaging lab, immersed in the threedee navigation tank, literally wading hip-deep in the middle of the five-meter wide tank. The shallow depression was filled with the graphical representation not of the visible Rabelais Drift, but of the weird, twisted honeycomb of Elar’ne, which was below, or at least outside of the chaos of Hellgate perceived by the naked eye. Wells in the threedee model marked the positions of the supergiant stars; the deepest well of all was Naiobe herself. And connecting the gravity wells were striations of color, blue, red, gold, which were the tracks, the riptides, of energy torn out of the still-living stars by the black hole. Where three striations intersected, the threedee model glowed blue-white, signaling an imminent temporo-spatial anomaly; where the three energy tracks flowed into the right angles, the gravity event opened a wormhole, the so called ‘Class 5 event.’ The voracious maw of Hellgate yawned open for seconds or minutes, before the energy tracks flowed apart once more and the gateway into Elar’ne closed off.

        This was Jazinsky’s work, almost all of it, and Vaurien never failed to be stunned as he watched her physically wade through the glowing, crackling threedee model. He himself had learned to recognize the patterns leading up to the Class 5 and 6 events, and tonight Jazinsky and Teniko were muttering about a Class 7. 

        This was the sorcery Sergei van Donne had tried to steal, and for which Colonel Wayne Mulholland had sent a crew aboard the Wastrel. Not even the Resalq had better models, and Jazinsky was still working on it. She had reached levels of development which old Inoshiro Yamazake could not even have understood, yet the Yamazake software was still the Fleet standard.

        And Jazinsky had help now. Tonio Teniko’s own field was engine dynamics. If Jazinsky had begun as a child, tearing to pieces the Yamazake physics and rebuilding them with her own vision, then Teniko had begun scrabbling at the foundations of the Weimann physics, which had begun to look less like granite and more like wet plascrete. Where Jazinsky’s work ended, Teniko’s began, and Vaurien was bemused. He had never seen Jazinsky work with anyone before, not even Mark Sherratt. Mark taught and encouraged, exhorted and even criticized, he did not work in concert. He had his own paths of study, his own goals, and a lifetime’s work ahead of him which did not coincide with Jazinsky’s research. She admired him, respected him, but she did not work with him. 

        Adjacent to the imaging lab was the machine shop, and the doors were wide open. Two thirds of the lights were out in the other area, but the shape of the probe was illuminated in the backwash of light from the autowelding bays. Its brains were the old Ibex data core of a retired weather surveillance satellite; its body was a battered cargo pod which had been beaten back into shape and vacuum welded to the roll-cage of the engine sled taken from a wrecked tug. Its propulsion was a Weimann module salvaged from the Phoenix Corona, which drove itself onto the Bronowski Reef and spilled a cargo of Murchison Aerospace spare parts into the Drift. 

        It was the ugliest mongrel Vaurien had ever seen. The brains were embedded in the cargo pod, and at first glance the probe looked like so much wreckage, just a dented, pock-surfaced cargo pod tacked to a thirty-meter engine sled in which rested the torpedo shape of the drive unit. It was doomed to die on its maiden flight, and it did not even have a name. Shapiro was covering the bill for the contraption, but only Tully Ingersol believed the engine tweaks would achieve an ignition inside the wormhole which was being predicted and plotted in Jazinsky’s imaging lab. Teniko had looked at Ingersol’s numbers, and with his usual manners had laughed in the engineer’s face. Vaurien had never seen Tully come so close to lashing out, and only Teniko’s Lushi stature stopped him.

        They would know the truth soon enough. If Tully was right, he would have the last laugh, and Vaurien would share it with him. But Richard’s money was on Tonio, despite the decade he had worked with Tully Ingersol.

        A yawn ambushed him and he peered at the time. “Are you people anywhere near finished?”

        “Hellgate doesn’t punch anyone’s clock, Richard,” Jazinsky told him without looking up from the handy she was studying. 

        “So you miss an event,” he said, exasperated. “So what? This is the Drift. There’s always another one around the corner. Get a night’s sleep. Hellgate’s still going to be there in the morning.”

        The argument made enough sense to impress her, and she looked at the time. It was long after midnight, ship time. “He’s right, Tonio.”

        “But this is halfway done,” Teniko protested. 

        “And it’ll take at least another hour to finish.” She turned off the handy and waded out of the threedee model. “And I’m already tired. Missing sleep gives you wrinkles. You might not care, kiddo, but I do. Do like the man says and get some shuteye.”

        “But the Class 7 —”

        “Goodnight,” Jazinsky said firmly, and strode toward Vaurien with a rueful smile. “If you’re wanting some company tonight, Richard, you’re out of luck. I’m just going to fall face-down and stay comatose till the system wakes me.”

        “Sleep well.” He clasped her hand for a moment as she passed by, and then frowned at Teniko, who seemed to have returned to work. The lab was quiet; only the chatter of a battery of machines interrupted the silence of the ship’s night, and Teniko was poring over a handy, setting the lab onto automatics. “What,” Vaurien demanded wryly, “are you doing? This is Jazinsky’s lab. She’ll stomp you if you meddle.”

        “I’m just rigging the scan platforms to run themselves,” he said over his shoulder. “They’ll wake me, and her, if we get what we want.”

        “A fifteen minute warning of an emergent wormhole.” Vaurien watched the swirling flux of the threedee and shook his head. “You can launch in fifteen? The event might not last more than seconds.”

        “We can launch in eight minutes,” Teniko told him. “It’s not a question of getting a Weimann ignition on that mutt. Just a question of throwing it onto the teeth of the event and letting gravity take its course.” He thumbed the handy a last time and lifted his head. “Done.”

        He did not seem in the slightest drowsy, while Richard yawned for the third time in two minutes. “If you’re done now ... I’m calling it a day, Tonio. Just watching you two exhausts me.”

        The lights turned off as they stepped out of the imaging lab, and Vaurien’s feet knew their own way to his cabin. He heeled off the soft-soled boots as he stepped inside, and the door closed, locked, without a sound. The bed was still rumpled, with sheets the color of chocolate. He dumped his clothes with a groan and took Jazinsky’s advice. The mattress bounced as he fell face-down, and with his ears he followed his companion from the bathroom to the threedee.

        Tonio was checking his messages, and as an important one began to play Vaurien pried open his eyes to watch. The face was familiar, but he did not know the name, only that the ‘man’ was Resalq, almost as old as Mark Sherratt; and he was a gene surgeon. Vaurien’s brow creased as the message played. The man seemed ageless; the hair was pale brown, the skin gold, the eyes faintly slanted, and even one who knew the truth would see nothing about him that spelt ‘Resalq.’

        “I received your data, Mr. Teniko,” he was saying. “There doesn’t seem to be any problem. I’d like to do a complete gene-scan of you myself, of course ... your previous scans are Fleet, and I’m afraid I know too much about the slipshod methods of their medics. In answer to your question, the regrowth will take approximately eight months, with the most painful period being the second to sixth months. We can provide medication-support during that time, but I personally prefer to do so only in the clinical environment. I’d have to ask you to come to Riga, Borushek. The alternative is to pass the time in a sleeper module, as your ancestors slept through their regrowth, on the outward leg from Earth to Lushiar. Few people desire to lose eight months out of their lives, however!  

        “I hope this answers your most pressing questions, and I look forward to talking with you again. Remember, I’ll need to schedule the full spectrum of tests and scans before we perform your redesign, so allow time for eight preliminary sessions and then four therapy sessions, plus weekly checks until the terminal regrowth has been reached. And keep in mind, Mr. Teniko, I have a current waiting list of three months. You understand, Resalq redesign takes priority over purely cosmetic work.”

        The message ended and the threedee display darkened. For some moments Teniko sat drumming his fingers on the desk beside the keypad, as if trying to frame a reply, but the words eluded him and his head bowed over the desk. His back was turned to Vaurien, and he looked nothing less than dejected.

        “Tonio.” Richard waved a hand over the sensor on the bedhead; the lights turned down to a bare glimmer. “Tonio, come to bed.”

        The sheets were cool, the air faintly scented with jasmine and rami. Tonio liked rami; the woody, cedar-like aroma reminded him of home, where the sea mists wreathed the westward mountainsides of the southern hemisphere city of Troy, and where one could get away from the Middle Heavens tourists for whom Lushiar was a sensual Mecca. 

        Silk-smooth limbs unwound along Richard’s side as Tonio slid into the bed. The last man to sleep here was Neil Travers, and Richard was thinking of him as Tonio’s hands began to pet him as if he were a cat. In the darkness, Richard had to smile, to wonder at the abyss of difference between the two men — and Tonio was a man, no matter what the Pakrani and the Kuchini might have said. How often Vaurien had wished Travers would get out of Fleet and work here, bed here; but Travers had no love of characters like van Donne, like Wing and Streller, and too often business took the Wastrel out beyond the frontier. Halfway was nothing to joke about. 

        And now, Vaurien thought ruefully, even regretfully, it was too late. Travers had met the man who was the other half of himself, the missing piece of his soul, as the Daku used to say of one’s soul-mate. Curtis Marin was good for Travers. In these last weeks, Richard had noticed something new about his old friend, something stable, sure, as if Travers had discovered an equilibrium, even a harmony, within himself that he had never been able to find outside. The loose cannon was nailed down at last, and part of Richard Vaurien mourned. He had always been more than fond of Travers, but the fantasies he had for years entertained were laid to rest.

        The darkness was companionable. He felt lips on his shoulder, smelt the last faint tang of some Lushi body cologne — or was it the Lushi themselves who smelt that way? Grant, the medic from the Intrepid, was somewhere aboard the Wastrel, and he was never in need of companionship. Grant was a world apart from Teniko. He was brash, cocky, complacent of his looks and abilities, self-assured. An invitation to bed might be accepted or refused with the same camaraderie, or Grant would offer a rain-check, while the same invitation made to Teniko would usually precipitate a storm.

        It had taken Vaurien days to reach the part of Tonio that was still capable of feeling and wanting, and then hours more, behind a locked door, to make him relax enough to just let it happen for himself while he was clear-headed. He was still tense, still reluctant to accept that someone might want him as a companion rather than prey, but he wanted to feel, and he wanted to feel good. Vaurien wondered if the clinic on Velcastra had done anything for him; he thought not.

        Imagining Tonio re-engineered as a Pakrani was too difficult, and Vaurien was too tired to wrestle with the image. Slender fingers were clenched into his hair, turning his head around, and he opened his mouth to kiss. He enfolded the small body, held it carefully, surprised as always by the deceptive Lushi strength, and reminding himself again, it was a grown man in his arms. He molded his hand about Tonio’s slender hip, drew him closer, and rolled onto his back to put the Lushi on his chest. He weighed more than one imagined, but he was not a burden. His hands were cool, his fingers searching, and he murmured with pleasure when Vaurien lifted both legs to hold the small body between much stronger thighs. 

 

 

 

The system chimed softly, repeatedly, and while Vaurien was still struggling up out of the depths of an odd, disturbing dream, Teniko was out of the bed and peering into the depths of the threedee. He looked a second time and hit the comm. “Jazinsky. Jazinsky!”

        “Christ, all right, all right, what?” Her voice was slurred and annoyed; sound-only was playing, the display was black. “Teniko, you little shit —”

        “I told the system to buzz me if a Class 7 event showed,” Teniko said loudly. “It just did. You want to sleep right through it?”

        A pause for the space of two heartbeats, and she was back. “I’ll be there in two minutes.”

        A Class 7 event? Vaurien was sitting up by now, rubbing sleep out of his eyes and watching Teniko pull on a set of baggy coveralls. The kid raked both hands through his hair, standing it on end, shoved his feet into a pair of deck shoes, and was through the door without a backward glance. Vaurien groaned eloquently as he saw the chrono. It was 04:27 and he had been asleep for a little under three hours. He seriously considered pulling the sheet over his head and going right back to sleep, and then he swung his legs over the side and groped for the black and gold kimono he had dropped beside the bed.

        The comm loop was chattering softly. Vaurien listened in as he drank a glass of water and glared at his reflection in the mirror. He heard Tully Ingersol, talking rapidly with the duty pilots; he heard Cassals and Greenstein reply, and the Wastrel gave that subtle shimmy right through the airframe, as the massive ship changed course on a pinhead. Damnit, they were chasing their Class 7.

        Inoshiro Yamazake was the first researcher to sort and categorize the temporo-gravitic events. He built on and expanded the work of Ernst Rabelais, and neither of them knew they were reinventing the wheel. The work had been done almost a thousand years before, by Resalq scientists ... and, Vaurien thought darkly, perhaps a thousand years before them, by the Zunshu engineers who seemed to ride the gravity express as if they had designed it.  

        ‘Sensor phantoms,’ or ‘the ghosts of Hellgate,’ were Class 1 and 2 events: weird enough to make a pilot sure he or she was going mad. Ships raced around Hellgate at impossible speeds, far in excess of any raceplane, pulling maneuvers that should have torn them apart ... they were echoes, bounce-backs of the sensor traces of ships that had transited the Drift years before. A surveillance pod launched into Hellgate would send back panic data, warning of an imminent collision with a ship the size of a super-carrier, and then the leviathan was gone.

        The privateers used the ghosts to hide, to slingshot through Hellgate under the noses of Fleet ships. The Wastrel itself had shadowboxed with the Intrepid many times, using Jazinsky’s software, and Fleet had never been close enough to see their departing sterntubes. Fleet pilots were good. Vaurien never underestimated them. But Hellgate was a place so different, the laws of nature seemed to be violated at every turn. Drones were utterly confused. Without the intuition of an intelligent, living creature, they were useless. And human pilots in the surveillance pods went out young and came back old. 

        Vaurien had seen it happen, particularly when a human pilot went out to chase a Class 3 or 4 event. Those events were the beginning of the real anomalies: marker buoys moved by themselves, beacons went silent for minutes or months and then suddenly appeared, light hours away, and when they were collected, the onboard chronometers read the same time-stamp as the moment of their disappearance. The danger was very real to a manned science pod or a gunship launched from a carrier. The little ship could be plucked out of ‘here and now’ and dumped down anywhere, anywhen, and until its base-ship hunted it down and recovered it, the pod or gunship was on its own, a dust mote at the mercy of Hellgate, which would produce Class 5 and 6 events with impunity.

         And those sent a shiver down the spine of a carrier pilot. No part of the Yamazake software was reliable at Class 4 conditions; the model fell apart. Yamazake had never fully understood the forces driving Hellgate, when energy levels spiked off the scale, wave patterns appeared which were improbable, unrepeatable in the lab, and the stuff of three dimensional space parted at its seams like sun-rotted fabric.

        Space came apart in a welter of white-hot radiation, and through the rents, for seconds or minutes, one glimpsed Elar’ne. The Resalq had named it ‘the stormy side of the sky,’ and they were right. On the other side of the shattered rotten-fabric was a dark, crackling, silver-mauve sky, for all the world like the inside of a thunderhead, like the cloud walls of a monstrous tornado. 

        The lips of the tear curled and rolled, sheathed in roasting radiation, quasar-bright, so bright a man’s optic nerves were burned out in moments, and those lips sucked. They pulled like a maelstrom, with the terrible force of gravity. They swallowed ships, big ships, and since there was no way to get a conventional Weimann ignition in Elar’ne, a ship that had been eaten alive was at the mercy of Hellgate. 

        Big ships often vanished forever. Ernst Rabelais himself had disappeared this way. Other ships were spat out again, crushed like beer cans or torn wide open, turned inside-out by dimensional ‘tides’ Inoshiro Yamazake and Foster Weimann had never understood... Jazinsky understood them. She had glimpsed how they worked, what drove them, with the fluid, plastic brain of a child. She could plot the tides, and she had learned to predict them.   

        If Richard Vaurien had nightmares, this was what he dreamed. Barb Jazinsky lusted after the Class 6 event the way some people fixated on their idea of god. To Vaurien, a Class 6 looked like a doorway opened onto Dante’s Inferno, save that unlike Dante, he could not imagine how the human soul could ever survive, naked in Elar’ne. 

        For some insane reason, Barb Jazinsky wanted to go in there, following the Resalq crew of the Ebre’Zjim to oblivion. And Tonio Teniko seemed to possess the missing piece to the puzzle, the way to get power, make an engine work, actually navigate, as the Zunshu did, inside Elar’ne. Which made the insane seem somehow plausible. Doable. Vaurien was faintly nauseous at the mere idea.

        The Wastrel shimmied again and he swore softly, the French oaths coming smoothly to his tongue. They were chasing the event, actually trying to catch it, instead of powering up and jumping out by several light hours in the opposite direction — and Teniko had set the system to wake them only if a Class 7 showed.

        Those were comparatively rare, and despite the water Vaurien had just drunk his mouth was dry as he left the cabin and padded, barefoot, toward the imaging lab and its adjacent workshop. He had always thought the Class 7 event was Hellgate in a fury, Hellgate seeking righteous vengeance for the mortals’ intrusion into its hallowed space. It was the demon let loose once and for all: not just an emergent wormhole, but a conduit which would remain stable for as long as a day, like a sucking wound, a gaping mouth, suspended between the orbits of Naiobe and Hellgate’s supergiant stars. 

        If you wanted to put a probe into Elar’ne, get some serious telepresence inside, gather data, search for features which could be charted, attempt a Weimann ignition, try to actually navigate, go places ... come out safely with the data ... you needed a gateway, a stable portal. Vaurien swore lividly. A Class 7 event.

        The workshop was sealed and depressurized already; the butt-ugly probe would launch directly out of the cargo hatches in the side, and once the Wastrel had punted it out into space, Hellgate would do the rest. The ship would keep a track on it, stay close, and Tully Ingersol’s theories would either prove out — or not.

        The imaging lab was powered up and running at capacity. The tank was modeling the event, and Vaurien’s throat constricted as he looked into the storm. Jazinsky’s eyes were bright with an unholy light. She might have been Joan of Arc gazing into the face of her God. She was waist-deep in the middle of the threedee, wreathed in it, consumed by it, as she spoke rapidly to a handy held close to her mouth.

        Behind her was Tonio, like an insane fire sprite in the backwash of red, gold and white from the tank. The inferno raged around Jazinsky without heat, and Vaurien saw Tonio through the veil of it. His hands were flying over four different keypads as he input the last instruction sets he would be able to send.

        A deep, bell-like chime thrummed through the deck beneath Vaurien’s feet, and he looked to his left, through the observation panes, into the workshop. The cargo hatches were open to space, still grinding back, and the probe’s Arago field had kicked in. It was floating free, and while Jazinsky worked at fever pitch, Teniko took the probe in the workshop’s tractors and sent it outside.

        “I need the numbers,” he yelled, shrill with excitement.

        “Give me a minute,” Jazinsky growled.

        “You don’t have a minute, lady!”

        “Just hold the thing in your goddamned tractors, Teniko! Give me a chance!” A snarl from Jazinsky would stop most men in their tracks, and Teniko did as he was told.

        As Vaurien’s chest began to burn, he realized he was holding his breath. The workshop’s cargo doors had rumbled shut, and the weird, hybrid probe had appeared in the threedee plot, wallowing beside the Wastrel like a calf beside a blue whale. 

        And the Class 7 was rolling. Richard watched, cold to the bone, as the threedee mapped the event in a blaze of color, and twice as the wormhole opened the gateway into Elar’ne, the Wastrel dove to avoid the gravity tides exploding outward in a ripple effect.

        “Got it!” Jazinsky barked. “Here’s your numbers, kiddo.”

       They were channeled from the handy to Teniko’s system, and a moment later he shouted, sharp and high, “Probe is away. Making ten klicks per second, right into the middle of it. Ingersol!”

        “Right here.” Tully Ingersol would be on the engine deck, fussing over the Weimanns as if they were newborn kittens.

        “Standby for telemetry,” Jazinsky told him. 

        “I’ve already got it,” Ingersol said tersely. “I’ve got the probe on remote. Thruster power at ninety ... insertion in three minutes.”

        The Wastrel shuddered deep in her airframe and Vaurien made an instinctive grab for any handhold. In fact, the tug’s pilots had just moved the ship out to safe distance from the monster’s event horizon. A nerve in Vaurien’s gut relaxed and he found his palms sweated, his heart racing. No matter the gleam in Jazinsky’s eyes, this was not a game. Hellgate had claimed too many lives, destroyed too many ships, for it ever to be taken lightly. Jazinsky’s anomaly prediction software simply put them one jump ahead of the monster. 

        “It’s in the gravity stream,” Teniko reported. “Jazinsky?”

        “The event is stable. The event horizon will be viable for at least the next ten minutes,” she said tightly, absorbed, preoccupied.

        For himself, Vaurien was no more than a spectator. He knew only what he saw with his own eyes, plotted and modeled in the navigation tank. The Class 7 frothed like boiling vapor, its edges writhing, flinging out tentacles of crackling energy which were pulled back at once by the intense gravity stream, so that at every instant the event seemed to be both expanding and folding in on itself. It dizzied Vaurien and he looked away, into Jazinsky’s mask-like face.

        She was still in the tank, standing waist-deep in the model, which surged around her like a blistering whirlpool. “Still stable,” she said softly. “How long, Tully?”

        Up on the flight deck, Ingersol was monitoring telemetry. His disembodied voice said into the brilliant swirl of the imaging lab, “Two minutes twenty. The probe looks good ... systems look healthy. The Arago generators are on, the fields are up to power ... she’ll slither through the horizon in freefall as planned. Her brains are freaking, but I’ve overridden the drone. Two minutes from insertion.”

        “Tonio?” Jazinsky flicked a glance at him.

        He was monitoring the overview of the whole ‘show.’ On his flat screen, across the lab, was an abbreviated version of all the data, from Ingersol’s remote piloting efforts to the probe’s panicking, to Jazinsky’s data on the event itself and the Wastrel’s situation. “We look fine,” he said levelly, less shrill now as he settled down to the work.

        Vaurien stepped closer to the sparkling shallows of the tank. “Piotr, Yuval?” 

        The tug’s pilots were a hundred meters away, on the flight deck which jutted over the holds like a pulpit, with the quills and spines of the sensor arrays below them and the muzzles of twenty geocannons arranged between them and the bizarre shape of an armored bow designed to sweep aside dense asteroid rubble. Piotr Cassals and Yuval Greenstein were two of the best in a difficult business, with more than fifty years’ experience in tugs and in Hellgate between them, and still Vaurien was tense.

        “We’re standing well off,” Greenstein told him, “taking no chances, Rich ... what, you’re sweating?”

        “I’m down here with the raving lunatics,” Vaurien reminded the pilot. “How long, Tully?”

        “One minute,” Ingersol reported. “I’m starting to get a lot of signal degradation ... interference from the event horizon is a bitch. I’m using the highest comm band I can get, but ... shit, Richard, I’m going to have to hand her over to the drone pilot.”

        “No surprise there.” Vaurien knuckled his eyes. “Can you still read telemetry from the probe?”

        “Sure. I’m about to switch up to the tachyon band,” Ingersol mused, “which will keep comm working even after transition through the horizon. I just can’t seem to get commands through to it.”

        “That’s weird.” Teniko looked up at Vaurien through the fiery haze of the threedee. “I saw the data from the last test-shot they made. They lost the probe when the wormhole closed off, but they got telemetry out, no problem, and they were able to send commands right until the event shut down.”

        “Barb?” Vaurien prompted.

        “I don’t know, Richard. They’re all different. Christ knows, I’m reading three wave patterns off the event horizon that I never saw before. Anything could be screwing up Tully’s comm. Crank up your signal boost, Tully.”

        “I already did.” He sounded pained. “I’ve been at maximum for the last seventy seconds. You’d almost think ...”

        Vaurien had known Ingersol for many years. Long enough to hear the unspoken in Tully’s voice. “You’d think what? Tully!”

        “I’ve handed her over to the drone pilot,” Ingersol sighed. “She’s on her own, Richard. And I was going to say, you’d almost think I had another signal cutting right across mine.”

        The remark brought up Jazinsky’s head. She and Teniko may not see eye to eye with Tully Ingersol’s theories, but they both respected the man’s work, within his own field. They shared a moment of surprise, and then Teniko was busy.

        “Damn ... damn,” he muttered, almost talking to himself, and did not hear his name as Vaurien spoke to him. 

        “What? Tonio!” Jazinsky waded out of the threedee, climbed up out of the five-meter wide depression in the deck, and came around to peer at Teniko’s flat screen. 

        Painfully aware of his heart beating at his ribs, Vaurien circuited the tank to join them. “What goes on, Barb?”

        “He’s right.” She was downloading to her handy. “Tully’s right.” She did not look up from the work, and the backlight from the tank lit witchfires in her eyes. “We’re seeing the same thing, now we look for it. There’s a coherent signal coming out of the event.”

        “Coming out?” Vaurien was sure he must have misheard.

        “Out,” Tonio affirmed. “A coherent signal ... not just static, white noise, gibberish. It’s ...” He beckoned Vaurien to see the wave pattern. “That’s a comm signal, or you can toss me out of an airlock.”

        “Transition!” Tully Ingersol called. “She’s inside.”

        “Transmitting?” Vaurien wondered. “How’s the event look?”

        “Stable,” Jazinsky said quietly.

        “And I’m getting comm, on the tachyon band,” Ingersol added. “The drone is in good shape, riding in freefall on the Arago fields. I’d attempt a Weimann ignition right now, but I can’t get a signal through ... the other signal is blocking me.”

        “The drone pilot will attempt Weimann ignition on its own,” Tonio said softly. “Give it a chance. Now it’s in there, it should quit freaking. It was back-loaded with the telepresence data from the last shot. It’s the horizon that fries its brains ... Tully, look at your data!”

        Ingersol sounded bemused. “I’m looking.”

        The navigation tank offered nothing to Vaurien, and the flat screen was such a chaos of streaming figures, he had no hope of reading what was happening in the numbers. “Would somebody mind sharing data?”

        Jazinsky took pity on him. “The comm signal coming out of the event is getting stronger, Richard, the longer we monitor it. If this wasn’t Hellgate, I could swear it’s coming closer.”

        Pressed against her shoulder to see the screen, Teniko snorted. “This being Hellgate, all bets are off.”

        And then Yuval Greenstein from the flight deck: “Brace yourselves. There’s a gravity surge coming at us ... Aragos are on, but we’re going to ride it out.”

        It was as if the Wastrel had run into a solid wall. Massively powerful Arago fields met the gravity riptide head-on and blocked it, but the ship shuddered heavily, and over the open comm loop from the flight deck, Vaurien clearly heard an alarm begin to buzz. “What’s that? Tully!”

        The engineer’s voice was still level, calm. “We lost a generator. We have three spares, Richard, quit worrying. The backups are online ... we also lost a hull plate on the starboard bow quarter. It’s nothing. Number two hold is open to space, doesn’t matter.”

        Deliberately, Vaurien took a deep breath. “Yuval, give me a safe distancing maneuver.”

        “We’re already good,” Greenstein began.

        “Do it!” Vaurien barked. 

        “You got it, Rich,” the pilot said evenly.

        “Christ.” It was Jazinsky. “Tonio, check my readings here.”

        Now, Vaurien just stood back to watch them work. He could do no more, and he was about to get in the way. Teniko triple-checked the figures Jazinsky had just produced and murmured something Vaurien did not hear. Before he could ask Tonio to repeat it, Ingersol called,

        “Three attempts to start the Weimanns. No joy.”

        “No surprise either,” Jazinsky said dryly, not so preoccupied with the readings that she could not keep track of Ingersol’s work. “Try it again, Tully. Keep on trying as long as you can. Negative data’s still data ... Tonio?”

        “You’re right.” The Lushi boy stood back and looked up at Vaurien with wide eyes, doe-soft and bewitching in the red-gold light of the imaging tank. Vaurien arched his brows in question and Teniko said in an odd little voice, “Something just popped out of the event ... it stopped transmitting a moment before it made the transition.”

        “Can you see it?” Vaurien’s pulse quickened again. “Piotr, put the ship on alert right now. Clear the geocannons for firing. I want target acquisition on full forward, turn her bows into the event.”

        The bows were the most heavily armored part of the tug, designed to break-trail in an asteroid field, shoving aside rubble which would have crushed a lesser ship. Behind them were four empty holds with nothing much to damage, and above them, cannons which could have carved up a warship. An alarm chimed through the ship and in the corner of the imaging lab a red bar lit up. 

        “Still no joy,” Ingersol called resignedly. “I know the drone pilot is working just fine and I’m getting excellent telemetry. It’s weird in there. But the Weimanns are a no-show.” He paused. “Sorry, Barb. That’s one I owe you.”

        “It’s one you owe me,” Teniko said, too loudly. “Richard, I’m tracking an object out of the event. It came through on some kind of field ... I don’t know what. Something like an Arago field, but ... not. The field slipped it through like hot oil, on momentum.”

        “It was traveling at hyperlight velocities inside Elar’ne, and it came through at those speeds,” Vaurien mused. 

        “Right, but there’s no drive signature,” Jazinsky added, “and look at this.” She tapped the flat screen with one long forefinger. “In the eighty seconds we’ve been monitoring it, it’s decelerating. It’s out of the event’s gravity well, but it’s well under lightspeed.”

        “Wreckage?” Ingersol wondered. “A piece of shrapnel shot out of a wreck six months ago, accelerated through the core of Hellgate and spat out again?”

        “It could be,” Jazinsky said slowly, “but it looks more like ... wait.” She adjusted the scan settings. “It’s far enough out, I can image it.”

        “Model it if you can,” Vaurien suggested. “Use the tank.”

        She only nodded, too busy to talk, but as he watched the image model in the navigation tank shimmered into darkness for a moment before it was back with a single object, hard-edged, sharp. 

        Twelve meters long, almost two meters thick, with a scooped nose and a single wide sterntube. No markings, no wings or strakes or fins, no intakes, no visible thruster exhausts. The hull surface was smooth and featureless, blue-black. 

        Nothing jogged in Vaurien’s long memory, and he was unsurprised when Jazinsky said quietly, “It’s not one of ours.”

        “Resalq?” Teniko asked.

        “Possibly. I don’t know. You’d have to ask Mark.” But her voice was taut. “Richard —”

        “I’m thinking the same thing.” Vaurien swallowed. “Tully?”

        “Our probe’s a lame duck,” Ingersol said unhappily. “Dead in the water. I’ve tried everything I know, and the drone pilot’s taken more than fifty shots at a Weimann start-up. Zilch, Richard. I’m sorry.”  

        “Forget it, Tully. Harrison Shapiro’s paying for it ...” Vaurien hesitated only a moment longer and then took the plunge. “Piotr?”

        But before Cassals could answer, Greenstein was shouting. “Grab something! There’s a gravity stream coming in fast, force 7!” 

        Like a storm front racing behind the warning thunder, it was on them almost before Greenstein had finished his alarm, and the Wastrel staggered under the blow as the Arago fields smashed into the gravity riptide. Vaurien had seized the side of Teniko’s console and was braced, but Tonio had grabbed on with only one hand, and the impact tore loose his grip and threw him into Richard. His hands clawed into Vaurien’s arms and he held on while Jazinsky swore lividly.

        A sound like a wailing cry grumbled through the ship, and the comm loop chattered with alarms. Hellgate, Vaurien thought, was furious. One of her secret rituals had been witnessed, and she was demanding a tribute in blood before she would release the mortals.

        “Tully!” Vaurien shouted.

        “We’re — we’re okay,” Ingersol yelled over the loop. “We lost Number three hold, and another generator. Two backups are online, Richard, we’re riding it. You want we should get out of here now? Please God, say yes.”

        But Jazinsky was adamant. “Richard, we want the object. Need it. And we have to grab it fast, before we lose it in Hellgate. It’s headed into the Drift, not out. We could lose it, any moment.”

        “I know.” Vaurien took a breath, righted himself and set Tonio back onto his feet. “Is it armed?”
        “No weapons I can see,” Teniko told him, “and I’m using every level of every sensor we’ve got.”

         “Weimann enabled? Or,” Vaurien added wryly, “the equivalent, whatever it is.”

        “Nope. Not big enough,” Jazinsky said without hesitation. “There’s not a weapon on it, Richard, nothing it could use to hurt us. We’re safe to take it aboard.”

        “You sure?” Vaurien glared at her. “Be bloody damned sure, lady, because you can sign our death warrants.”

       She returned his glare, but triple-checked every reading. “No weapons, nothing. Sensors, lots of them. It pings occasionally. The shell is an alloy I’d like to take a closer look at. No e-space capability, it’s just too small. You can only stuff so much into a breadbox. Some odd wave patterns, nothing I recognize, but the most dangerous thing about it is the hard radiation from the event. It’s sizzling hot.”

        “Put it into decontamination,” Teniko said quickly.

        “Can you get hold of it?” Vaurien asked.

        “Not from this range.” Jazinsky’s face was taut. “We’re going to have to chase it.”

        Vaurien pulled both hands over his face. “Jesus Christ, this isn’t happening.” Then, “Status on the event?”

        She checked the instruments which had been rerouted to Teniko’s flat screen. “Still viable, but starting to show early signs of collapse. We have some time.” She hesitated. “But were going to get gravity tides as it collapses.” Her eyes were wide in the weird twilight of the lab.

        “It could be Resalq junk,” Vaurien reasoned.

        “And then again,” Jazinsky added. She licked her lips. “Your call, Richard.” The ghost of a smile turned up one corner of her mouth. “Your ship, your crew.”

        Vaurien glared accusingly at the featureless, blue-black object modeled in the tank. “I should have my brains examined. Piotr!”
        The pilot was the best Vaurien knew. “I’ve been listening. I’ve got a track on it ... we’re chasing?”

        “Plot me an intercept,” Vaurien growled, “and keep us as far away from that Class 7 monster as you can. I’m coming up.”

         He was out of the lab and hurrying forward before he realized Jazinsky was with him. Teniko had stayed behind, but Jazinsky had seen all she needed of the event, and the failure of Ingersol’s Weimann modifications. And her priorities had changed abruptly. She had a combug in her ear and was listening intently to the flight deck as they hurried.  

        “Probably just a piece of Resalq trash,” Vaurien warned.

        “Probably.” But there was a cutting edge in Jazinsky’s voice, a diamond-hard glitter in her eyes. “I’m willing to take the risk.”

        “We all are,” Vaurien growled. “God help us.”

        The flight deck was dark, quiet, and the atmosphere was electric. Ingersol was at the engineering panel in the back while Greenstein and Cassals worked steadily, plotting and re-plotting a course that would skip the Wastrel around the brink of the event and keep it out of the worst of the gravity tides. But the event was growing unstable, starting to collapse, and the energy surges were difficult to predict, even with Jazinsky’s software. 

        A Fleet vessel, even a carrier, would have been so much scrap metal, Vaurien thought, but there was no time to be smug and no cause to be complacent. No vessel in the DeepSky Fleet would have been caught running toward a Class 7 event, much less chasing an object into the Drift while the event began to fold back on itself and swirl like a maelstrom.

        Naiobe was not far away. Proximity alarms were blinking as the tug powered up and jumped with astonishing agility. The viewports were all gold-shielded, but the glare from the accretion disk was still wicked. In all the cosmos, this was the single thing Richard Vaurien hated most, and his teeth were clenched as he slid into an empty seat, pulled the flight harness around himself and tightened it. 

        The Wastrel bucked, and bucked again. The Arago generators were straining, and the ship seemed to be battering her way through a field of invisible boulders. Vaurien pulled up a damage report and swore in several languages. Three holds were breached, four Arago units were blown, and one of the Weimann modules was showing critical. 

        “I shut it down,” Tully said calmly. “We have two more, Richard.”

        “And if we lose another one?” Vaurien glared at Jazinsky.

        “If we lose a second Weimann, we jump out, fast,” she said tautly. “Right out of the Drift, and the hell with that thing.”

        “How long, Piotr?” Vaurien asked the pilot, intent on the incoming damage reports. They had taken casualties. Grant was in the Infirmary, treating sprains and a broken bone.

        “Two minutes. Less.” Piotr sounded sure. 

        “Make it less,” Vaurien suggested. “It’s getting nasty in here.”

        “It’s getting shitty in here,” Jazinsky corrected as she slid into the seat beside Vaurien’s and fed data through from the imaging lab. “There she goes ... the event’s collapsing fast now. Currents and eddies. Gravity tides are confused ... Christ, like the ripples on a pond after you’ve thrown in a whole bunch of stones.”

        “Distance to the event horizon?” Vaurien whispered.

        “Doesn’t matter anymore,” Jazinsky said in the same quiet tone. “It’s closing down fast. Piotr, be careful. Be extra careful,” she amended.

        Because in its final spasms, a Class 7 would shower radiation in flares the size of solar arcs, and the gravity tides would be vicious.

        “How long till we can get hold of the object?” Vaurien heard the edge of stress in his own voice.

        “Fifty seconds,” Ingersol told him. “I’ll give you a countdown from ten. Yuval, plot a jump out. Twenty light minutes. Standby to jump, the second I’ve got that thing in decontamination.”

        “Hey, already done,” Greenstein told him. “You think I like it in here?” Somehow the senior pilot could still manage to find a thread of humor, but it was stretched thin.

       “Forty seconds,” Jazinsky whispered. “The event is folding ... I’m seeing eddies and currents ... major gravity spike coming, Tully. Thirty seconds.”

        “Aragos are at maximum,” Ingersol reported. 

        “Sound collision.” Vaurien licked his lips. “Arago backups?”

        “Nope.” Ingersol did not look up from his monitor. “We lose one more, we’re naked. Twenty-five.”

        The collision alarm was loud and obnoxious, and no corner of the Wastrel was out of earshot. It shrieked for an endless eight seconds before the tug barreled into the last gravitational surge from the dying event, and Vaurien felt the teeth rattle in his skull. Other alarms clamored for attention and red lights peppered his own monitor as Jazinsky said levelly, 

        “Fifteen seconds. Tully?”

        “Tractors on standby.” Ingersol did not even seem to blink. 

        The deck was still shivering underfoot and Vaurien’s mouth was dry as he saw the data. The Aragos were down, and a second Weimann module was showing critical. 

        “Ten seconds,” Ingersol intoned. “Nine. Eight.”

        Hellgate was a bitch, Vaurien decided. She was a vindictive, cruel, murderous bitch without a decent streak in her. The Wastrel was naked, with three gaping hulls, and a single functional Weimann engine. If Hellgate wanted to, in these seconds, she could reach out and swat the tug, crush it like a bug. Vaurien was not even breathing.

        “Three. Two. One.” Ingersol had already set the tractors on auto, but his hands hovered like those of a musician over the manual controls to cover any slightest error. “Tractors engaged. I’ve got it, Richard.”

        “Piotr!” Vaurien barked over his shoulder.

        While Greenstein was handling the Weimann calculations, Cassals was maneuvering the Wastrel in physical, sublight space. “Coming about,” the pilot assured him. “Putting some distance between us and that monster. Jazinsky?”
        Now she was monitoring Hellgate, already looking for the next event, which could open up right off their bow. Thank gods, Richard thought as he became aware of burning lungs and a stressed, aching back, the Class 7 was comparatively rare. 

        “We’re clear,” she said carefully. “Still getting eddies and currents, but nothing we can’t handle. How long, Tully?”

        “I’m taking it directly to the hot-box, Decontamination 4,” Ingersol reported. “Twenty seconds, and I can be secure.”

        “On your marker, Tully,” Greenstein invited. “I’m going to jump us out to Nirgal, park us in the lee side of the Cyclops arrays.”

        “Standby, Yuval,” Ingersol whispered. “Almost ... almost ... go.” 

        The Weimann transition was rough enough to make Vaurien groan. A second of nausea in the pit of his belly, a sensation of falling, and a moment of dense dizziness, before the Wastrel seemed to physically shove its way into the freefall realm of e-space.

        “That,” Vaurien observed, “stank.”

        “That,” Yuval Greenstein informed him, “is the best you’re going to get out of one operational Weimann engine and one reactor left online.” He pulled the combug out of his ear and fixed Vaurien with a glare over his shoulder. “It better be worth it, Rich. We took a lot of damage.”

        “And Harrison fucking-Shapiro is going to pick up the bill!” Vaurien snarled. Anger surged, now that he had the luxury of it. His whole body was shaking and he forced his attention back to the screen, and the damage report. The Wastrel was one of he toughest ships in space, and she was limping. She literally dragged herself out to Nirgal, and minutes after she went onto station keeping there the entire compliment, human and drone, went to work.

        They had been, Vaurien realized, minutes away from being fully disabled, trying to beat their way out of Hellgate on sublight engines, and pouring every erg of power they could find into a mayday signal. As it was, they needed help, and while Ingersol and Jazinsky headed off the squads which would make running repairs he took the comm console himself. He set the call frequency with sharp, deliberate jabs and hunted up power for the high-band transmission.

        “Wastrel to Earthlight or Wings of Freedom. Get here, and make it fast. Standby us till we can get this bucket to ...” He paused, in that moment remembering that the Fleet docks at Omaru had been gutted, destroyed utterly in the first week of the war. The next closest Fleet docks were at Albeniz, and that was too far, with one functional Weimann module, even if Ingersol could get a second of the three reactors back online. Vaurien’s teeth clamped tight and ground together. “Omaru,” he said, almost to himself, though the system was still transmitting. “We can use the Kiev’s facilities. They owe us.”

        He set the comm system to repeat the message until the Earthlight or the Wings either responded or arrived, and at last, tired right through to the bone marrow, he left the flight deck. Angry faces greeted him as he made his way aft, but the three of them, Jazinsky, Teniko and Ingersol, had gone beyond anger or exasperation or even the healthy fear generated by Hellgate. Vaurien stepped into the workshop beside the imaging lab to discover the trio drinking coffee together. They were studying a threedee, and in it he glimpsed an image relayed from Decon 4.

        The object. Featureless, blue-black, silent, bathed in the harsh white light of the decontamination bay. It would be in there for hours, until the monitors showed green, but already columns of data were scrolling through the threedee, and Vaurien felt the question poised on the very tip of his tongue.

        Barb Jazinsky looked up at him over the threedee. Her voice was curiously flat. “It’s not one of ours. And it’s sure as hell not Resalq.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Kiev, Fleet blockade, Omaru

 

The yellow status spinner had been on for thirty hours, and the mood among the crew, from the hangars to the command decks, was tight. Elements from Lima, Echo, Oscar and Delta had been shadowboxing with phantoms since a drone ore-hauler belonging to Goldman-Pataki Heavy Industries had diverted from its course toward the blockade. The last time an ore-hauler went ‘maverick,’ the carrier tender Shenyang was cut to pieces; and since the Guadalcanal — itself a carrier, though not a super-carrier — was structurally damaged and had to be towed out to the Fleet yards at Albeniz for repairs, no one on the blockade was about to take risks.

        The Omaru pilots were good, Travers thought with a certain grim satisfaction. The DeepSky Fleet had done its job well. It dragged kids in off the street, put them in uniform and for five years systematically taught them every skill of the professional soldier. Most people never wanted to see another weapon after they got out of Fleet, but the best, the cream of their draft, either enrolled themselves in the Academy and emerged as officers, or else they made themselves known to the republicans who were at the hub of Omaru’s war, and soon enough they were back in the thick of things, albeit on the other side.

        If Travers were leaving Fleet right now, he knew where he would be. Velcastra was humming, crackling with republican undercurrents. Riots raged across Elstrom, turning citybottom into another kind of warzone, and Tactical — ostensibly sent to quash the riots — usually stood back and watched, until the violence began to endanger the city itself. The public sentiment was in no doubt. In any Deep Sky colony it was the same. The people wanted the Confederacy out, and only the last thread of legitimate government was hanging on, stalling, always promising late taxes and more bodies for the military service levy. 

        At a political level the Deep Sky still belonged to Earth. But if the Confederacy believed Earth was hanging on by any more than its fingernails, it was due a rude shock. Neil Travers was thinking of Robert Chandra Liang as he soaped his hair and ducked his head under a stream of tepid water. Chandra Liang was wearing Daku colors in public now. The statement was unmistakable. 

        The soap rinsed off and he held his face under the water, grateful for the coolness. Three hours in a flight suit reminded a man of his primeval ancestors, and an eight-hour shift spent watching the mission alert boards, listening for the order to launch, exhausted him with stress. Travers had taken out Delta Gunship-3, which was being used for forward observation while the Kotaro-Fuente Kamisori was down for maintenance.

        Marin was still ‘in the air,’ with a flight of three F-76s flying topcover for two gunships drawn from Echo, and Travers was aware of the fist clenched about his belly. It was dangerous out there. Resa Carson had not overstated the jeopardy, and despite Marin’s skills there were no guarantees of survival. 

        Anger was a refuge and Travers knew it, but it was easier to take shelter in fury and swear bloody revenge on Harrison Shapiro than to look the reality squarely in the face. The reality? Omaru was a warzone and people were dying on both sides. Omaru had been hurt, but not too badly, not yet. Fleet had also been hurt, and was becoming painfully aware that any victory at Omaru would be won only at great cost.

        If at all, Travers thought darkly as he turned off the water. He leaned his weight on both palms on the emerald green tiles, breathing deeply and taking a moment to choke down the old, familiar dread which had been a constant companion on the Intrepid. He was off-shift as of fifteen minutes ago, and Marin was due to land at any moment. Unless a republican pilot jumped ‘Echo Delta Flight 109’ in the next few minutes, he would be back in the hangar and under this shower, and safe ... until the next time.

        “Bloody Shapiro,” Travers muttered in a caustic undertone.

        If he had known he had company he might have said nothing.

        “You’ve no love for Harrison Shapiro? I’m surprised you even know the Borushek Sector Commander.” 

        Apparently, Michael Vidal had been standing in the doorway of the semi-dark, communal shower, watching Travers for some time, and Travers kicked himself hard. He had been unaware of Vidal, and he knew he should have known the man was there. Preoccupation was deadly. Angry with himself now, Travers grabbed for the towel he had dropped on a bench opposite the shower, and wrapped it around his hips. Vidal’s eyes were dark, hot, full of questions and a kind of unholy amusement which Travers found annoyingly attractive.

        “I’ve got my reasons for wanting to put a bullet in Shapiro,” he said, deliberately evasive. “I know him. I respect him, but I don’t have to like him.” And then he poised, hands on hips, head canted at Vidal, determined to deflect the conversation before Vidal could start asking unanswerable questions. He looked the bigger man up and down speculatively. “Something I can do for you?”

        Vidal laughed lightly. “I dare say there’s any number of things you could do for me. But not here, Travers. There’s still enough of the prude left in me to make me look for at least the illusion of privacy.”

        “The prude?” Travers echoed.

        “It’s in the upbringing.” Vidal shrugged. 

        “I know that accent. I’m listening to the right side of ElstromCity,”

Travers said carefully. “Uptown, as far from citybottom as you can get.”

        The pale blue eyes looked him over afresh. “You know Velcastra.”

        “I worked there for a while after my hitch.” Travers padded to the lockers and threw open his own. How odd to see his name on it, stenciled in yellow: ‘Maj. NA Travers.’ Seeing the rank gave him an unpleasant shiver and he forced his mind back to Vidal. “What the hell,” he asked harshly as he sorted underwear from fatigues, “is a rich kid from uptown Elstrom doing in Fleet? Jesus! If I had a stinking rich family on Velcastra you wouldn’t find me within light years of Fleet.”

        “What makes you think they’re stinking rich?” Vidal challenged.

        “Because you’ve got to be so rich it’s obscene,” Travers said without missing a beat, “to spend long enough in uptown Elstrom or StarCity to get the accent.” He toweled down fast, well aware that Vidal as watching him.

        “I have my reasons for being here,” the big man said quietly. “You’re back in for the money. I looked at your file.”

        Travers reached into the locker for underwear. “It’s no secret. My ex cleaned me out, left me in one hell of a mess.”

        “You’re in good company on this deck.” Vidal had bought the story without reservation. “There’s a lot of fucked-up, resentful people on this ship.”
        “And you?” Travers reached for the fatigues pants, and paused to look Vidal in the eyes. “You don’t look particularly fucked-up ... but you do look resentful. Very.”

        “I do?” Vidal’s expression was troubled. “You see it in my face?”

        “Yeah.” Travers shoved his legs into the soft, dark blue uniform pants. “It’s there, if anybody bothers to look. Problem is, everybody on this ship seems to wish they were almost anyplace else, so they’re all too preoccupied to notice.” He gave Vidal a brash smile. “Don’t fret. Your secret’s safe with me.”

        “My secret?” Vidal chuckled. “You’ve no idea what my secret is.”

        “So tell me,” Travers challenged, still brash, almost aggressive, “then I’ll keep it safe for you.” He reached back into the locker for the shirt. “You don’t want to be here any more than anyone else does.”

        “Here at Omaru? Trying to crush the spirit out of colonials?” Vidal looked away, self-absorbed. “No one born and bred in the Deep Sky would want to play any role in this war. But I have my reasons for being here.” He smiled, and the pale eyes were suddenly nested in deep creases. Vidal had seen too much sun, too much hard living. “And no,” he said lightly, “I’m not about to tell you.” He rested a flat palm on Travers’s bare chest as Travers hung the shirt about his shoulders. “Not yet. Maybe one day. If you survive.” Vidal stroked from nipple to nipple and withdrew his hand from Travers’s chest. “What’s the story with you and Marin?”

        Travers’s belly clenched. “We’ve been together a long time. We bunked together on the Ranger. We bunk together here. But nobody’s staked a claim of ownership, if that’s what you mean.”

        “That’s what I mean.” Vidal stood back as Travers closed the locker and dropped the soft-soled boots at his feet. “I’ll find you later.”

        “We’re playing folgen tonight,” Travers told him blandly.

        “We are?” Vidal was surprised. 

        “I asked a folgen buddy of Carson’s to get me into your game.” That much at least was true. “You didn’t get the message?”

        “I got it.” Vidal thrust both hands into his pockets. “Doesn’t mean you’re in the game.” He tilted his head at Travers. “Give me a reason you should be in.”

        “Four grand in colonial dollars, Velcastran and Borushek, cash, in my hand tonight,” Travers said glibly. “And a hell of a lot more where they came from, if I need it.” He gave Vidal a hard look, challenging. “I’m also a hell of a lot better than the group you’ve been playing with. You want a decent game for a change?” 

        “You’re very sure of yourself,” Vidal observed.

        “I ought to be.” Travers settled his collar and tossed the towel into the service chute by the lockers. “If you’ve been playing against Carson’s little clique for long enough, I’ll whup your butt, Vidal. I could take you for the clan castle in Elstrom.”

        The man laughed out loud. “It’ll be a pleasure beating you. You’re an arrogant sonofabitch, Travers. Good thing I like you.” With his right hand, he cupped Travers’s face, and with the thumb traced the line of his mouth. 

        Not quite on an impulse, Travers took the thumb between his teeth and bit down, hard enough to get Vidal’s attention, hard enough to leave a faint tattoo-bruise which would show tomorrow. And he saw the flicker of response in Vidal’s pale eyes. “Beating me,” Travers told him, a flat statement, “is the one thing you won’t be doing, old son.”

        “We’ll see.” Vidal withdrew the hand and surveyed his bite-branded thumb.

        “I’m in?”

        “You’re in.” Vidal stirred as they both heard the sudden, wailing racket of the hangar alarms. The scarlet light of the warning spinners began a moment later, followed by the deep rumble-thudd of armor doors closing and the whine of the air cycling systems which were purging Delta’s hangar to a few percent pressure to let the F-76s return. “20:00 tonight, Travers,” Vidal said. “Bring your dollars.”

        “I can get a lot more than four grand,” Travers told him.

        Vidal’s dark, crop-haired head nodded, and he looked Travers over slowly from the soft-soled boots to the damp hair. “The stakes might not be colonial dollars.”

         And, deliberately sucking on the bite-brand, which was no doubt smarting, Vidal turned away and disappeared in the direction of the cargo lifts, leaving Travers mouthing profanities into the humid warmth of the shower room.

        If he was not very careful — and, in all probability, even if he was — he was going to talk his way into real trouble. “Bloody Shapiro!” Travers slammed both flat hands into the lockers, making them clatter. Swallowing the anger with a vast effort, he marched along to the observation panes to watch the Rapiers come back in.

        They were not much more than a strake-winged arrowhead with a blister-cockpit at the dorsal bow and an engine module at the ventral tail; fast and slick in atmosphere, careless of gee-forces out of it, with Murchison’s Procyon engine and cutting-edge flight systems by Yamazake. And Travers hated the Rapier with a passion.

        Perhaps the instinctive loathing was due to the number of times he had died in simulation, or the feather-light control surfaces that forgave no slightest error, perhaps it was just the number of years he had spent on the crew deck, envying the ‘jet-jockeys’ who got to play with the shiny toys while he waded up to his knees in stinking mud, in places like Holdfast, Malteppe, both real and simulated. Marin had an odd kind of love-hate relation with the F-76, but the moment Vidal had given them the choice — Rapier or gunship — Travers volunteered to replace the gunship pilot, Asami, who was just retired home to Santorini. 

        Three Rapiers had been in space for the last ninety minutes, and Travers had monitored their mission status on the boards. They had just been chasing ghosts, foxing with phantoms, and as soon as they returned to the Kiev, elements of Lima and Oscar would replace them. The work was frustrating, even tedious, and when a pilot became bored he became careless. Travers had one desire: to get the information Shapiro wanted, and get the hell off this ship. How ironic would it be, he asked himself as he watched the hangar deck cycle back up to pressure, to survive the Intrepid and then be shot out of the sky on the blockade, by a republican pilot who was technically on the same side.

        The trio of Rapiers set down fifty meters away across a black steel deck, and as the armor doors rumbled open Travers saw Marin drop down from the cockpit and leave the plane to the tender mercies of the tech crew. Mechanics swarmed all over the F-76s, every time they came back in. The planes were in the air constantly, the engines never cooled off enough to stop shimmering, and the turnaround in flight rosters was often only enough for routine maintenance. Omaru was a big system; Fleet had already taken heavy damage and casualties, and the Kiev
was covering all the losses.

        From the look on Marin’s face, the sortie had been far from amusing. He had broken the seals on the flight suit and shoved it off his shoulders, and the tee shirt beneath was sweat-soaked. His hair was plastered flat, and his cheeks wore a faint flush as he walked toward Travers. The helmet with the red and gold scalloped flames was tucked under one arm and he wore an uncharacteristic scowl. 

        The expression was only accentuated by the new tattoo and Travers still felt a jolt as he saw it. He would doubtlessly grow accustomed to it, but for the moment the unit emblem, Delta’s symbol of belonging, gave Marin a wild, pagan look which Travers found inspiring on levels far below the academic. 

        “Bad?” he asked as Curtis approached.

        “Bad enough.” Curtis handed the helmet to him and marched by without hesitating, though he said over his shoulder, “Remind me to put a bomb in Shapiro’s undercart.”

        He was headed for the shower room Travers had just left, and Travers followed. He stowed the helmet in the locker marked ‘Maj. CJ Marin,’ and watched without comment as Curtis stripped to the skin and tossed the sodden flight suit into the chute. The water turned on a moment later and Marin angled his face into the stream.

       “You want to tell me?” Travers asked. The facility was empty. The other pilots were arguing heatedly with the tech crews, raised voices traveling across the vast, cold hangar. 

        For the moment there was a little coveted privacy, and Travers took the opportunity to move closer, to enjoy the sight of his lover naked and glistening, like a furious water sprite in the half-darkness. The lights were low; it was four in the morning, ship time, and everywhere on the Kiev the lighting deliberately reflected the simulated day/night cycle, without which the human brain soon went haywire.  

        “There’s nothing to tell.” Marin turned and put his shoulders against the dark green tiles, let the water sluice over chest and belly. “We flew the ‘racetrack patrol’ four times. Out around the whole blockade, loop up over the Kiev, out to Rashid and the bigger moon, that rock they call Bahrain. Loop around, out as far as the smelter, Goldman-Pataki 22, and then back via the wreckage, all that’s left of the Fleet docks. Do it at high speed with sensors wide open, do it four times ... and on the fourth slingshot, when your brain is turning to mush, get jumped.”

        “Christ.” Travers’s heart was in his throat. 

        “That’s what I said,” Marin muttered. “Six Mitsubishi Avengers, fresh from Yaku-Shima back on good old Earth, and every one of them armed to the eyeballs with Comanche missiles, right out of the Regan de la Courte factories over yonder on Mawson. Shackleton Void. Damn!” His eyes were wide, both haunted and haunting as he turned toward Travers and held up thumb and forefinger about a centimeter apart. “I came this close, Neil. I must have been half asleep — shit! What’s happening to me? I’m better than this.”

        “Too much, too long,” Travers guessed. “We’ve been rolling out of one goddamned thing right into another since the Intrepid. Your screws get loose after a while. Trust me. I get mine tightened regularly.” 

        The levity reached Marin and he smiled at last. “Yeah. Thanks.” Curtis turned off the water and snatched a towel from the heated rail. The whole facility was chilly, and as he cooled down after the adrenaline-high of the struggle, he was starting to feel it. “I got through by the skin of my teeth, Neil. But I got through. And I had the chance to talk to Marianna Wing’s man again ... Master Sergeant Vance Botero.” He draped the towel over his head and began to rub. His voice was muffled. “Two hours, nothing to do but sit tight, watch your instruments and wait to be jumped. You talk to stay awake.” 

        “Tell me about it,” Travers said bleakly. “I pulled the same crap myself. Botero was out on the Echo gunship, I take it?”

        “He’s on the flight roster, as are we all.” Marin hung the towel around his neck and dropped his voice as the other Delta pilots approached. “19:00 tonight, on the Echo flight line.”

        Travers was not surprised. This was only the third time Marin had been able to talk directly with Botero, but it had not taken long to locate the sergeant and find his corruptible streak. It seemed Curtis Marin was hiding a bad and very expensive habit — everyone on the hangar levels knew it by now; gossip was an industry. And the hangar deck whispers swore C. Vance Botero was your man if you wanted items on Fleet’s posted ‘verboten list.’ 

        Crew deck tomtoms were better than GlobalNet News, and this was the very information feed Kristyn Bauer’s team of overqualified, top-brass outsiders had never been able to access. Everyone here knew — though no one would ever tell an officer from FJD — Vance Botero was padding his imminent retirement with thick wads of colonial dollars, and he was always delighted to supply the goods at ridiculous prices. There was, Travers knew, one on every ship. You just had to find the smuggler and pay whatever laughable price he was asking. 

        Marianna Wing was dead right so far. Aboard the Kiev, among the ordinary crew, none of this was a secret. Crew deck grunts found the smugglers hilariously funny — all the more so, when the command corps was too dense, and too distanced, to know or care what was going on. So Marin had spent two days working his way closer to Botero and the sergeant’s hangar deck associate, whom Marianna Wing had also named. Javed Maniku. Curtis was making rapid progress while Travers had seemed almost to waste his time, playing Vidal at his own game as a way to connect with the elusive Westheim. 


        But by all accounts Travers was close now. “I talked my way into the game,” he said softly as Marin began to dress. The two Delta pilots were arguing loudly as they hit the shower, and ignoring the newcomers. Steelrock blared out of a handy as the water turned on, and Travers leaned closer to Marin. “Give me all the cash, right after you meet Botero.” He paused. “You’re sure of him?”
        “As sure as you can be,” Marin said guardedly. “Right now he says he needs Confederate credits or Fleet scrip. You can take the dollars with my blessings.” He gave Travers a speculative look. “You up to it?”
        “You mean, do I know how to play folgen?” Travers growled a chuckle. “I was playing folgen before I learned to read.”

        “All right.” Marin paused, buff naked with his clothes in both hands, and frowned at Travers. “Vidal’s been around?”

        “Always.” Travers’s humor faded. “Sniffing like a dog. I can’t say I blame him. I baited the hook and threw it in the water.”

        “You be careful,” Marin told him without a trace of banter. “It’s easy to find yourself in deep.”

        Travers was uncomfortably aware of this truth, but he ignored the misgivings. “I’ve got him off-balance. He thinks I know something about him, but he’s not sure what.”

        “And do you?” Marin dressed quickly.

        “He’s from a rich family in Velcastra, he has his reasons for being in Fleet, he’s a promiscuous stud and he thinks he can play folgen.” Travers produced a crooked, self-mocking smile. “That’s all I know, Curtis, but I’m sure there’s more.” He hesitated. “The trouble is, I might have to get close enough to count his pores to find out what.”

        The proposition brought the scowl back to Marin’s face. “All in the line of duty, of course.”

        “Of course. Hey.” Travers took Marin’s shoulders between both hands. “You know me.”     

        “Do I?” Marin blinked at him, wide-eyed in the dim lighting, and then relented. “Yeah, I do. I’m sorry, Neil ... I’m just tired.”

        “Come and sleep.” Travers slung an arm about the smaller man and steered him toward the freight elevators, which were always the fastest way to move from the belly decks to the upper levels, the domain of the command corps.

        “Sleep,” Marin echoed. “I could wish.”

        In fact, neither he nor Travers had slept a night through since they left Borushek, and the stress was starting to accumulate. Travers felt it too, snapping at his heels like a terrier. It was 08:55 as they stepped into the cabin they shared, high up on the carrier’s back. The threedee showed the now-familiar standby status, but they ignored it. Their shift was done, and unless the whole ship went onto alert their time was their own until midnight. The graveyard shift.

        “You hungry?” Travers dimmed the lights and hovered by the ’chef, wondering if he could persuade Marin to eat. Curtis was visibly losing flesh. The difference was only a few kilos since he had walked aboard the Intrepid and Travers had seen him for the first time, but when one had little flesh to lose, a few kilos showed. Curtis was shaking his head as he heeled off his boots and crawled over the bed. 

        For himself, Travers took a light meal and sat cross-legged on the end of the bed, watching Marin as he ate. He was not asleep, but he was resting deeply, using some technique Travers wished he understood. It could only be a Resalq discipline. If they ever got off this ship, alive and whole, he must press Mark Sherratt to begin the tuition. Dendra Shemiji was almost an art form, and Travers had begun to envy Curtis his knowledge.

        Finished eating, he tossed the refuse into the disposal and stretched out beside Marin, careful not to touch him, in case it would disturb the Resalq exercise. But Marin seemed to be done, and without opening his eyes or moving a muscle he said, “I’m not asleep.”

        Travers shuffled closer and offered an embrace which Marin was pleased to accept. Curtis yawned, and had enough energy left to press a kiss to his throat, where the jugular vein pulsed heavily. Then he was limp. “Bloody Shapiro,” Travers muttered, and tugged Marin closer.

 

 

 

19:00 was mid-shift on the Echo Company flight line, and as good a time as any to move unnoticed among the mass of crew who were working here, training or killing time, watching the status boards. 

        For the first time in days, pilots and flight crews were not on standby. Routine patrols were still being flown, but most of the F-76s were at rest, and the harassed mechanics had grasped the chance to work on them. 

        Armory tractors rumbled by on blustering repulsion fields, the freight elevators were whining constantly, a gunship was apparently being torn apart, while a gaggle of newly-arrived conscript kids were given the tour of the facilities. Curtis Marin looked at their faces and smothered a curse. They seemed to be getting younger every year. These kids should be in class; some of the boys looked barely old enough to shave.

        A number of the off-duty pilots were jogging around the perimeter of the hangar for exercise. Far off, across the ringing steel deck, a sergeant seemed to be conducting an instruction drill. The reality of Fleet life hit Marin hard, and he saw a reflection of his own feelings in the faces around him. They were stony, grim. None of these people had a way off this ship, and Marin could smell the fear. 

        If he and Travers were not leaving in a few days, as soon as they had enough data to put a smile on Shapiro’s face, Marin knew he would share their dread.

        He stood in the shadows beside a dormant tractor, watching the ebb and flow of business, looking for patterns, searching for faces. He saw Vance Botero minutes before the sergeant saw him, and he frowned at the man, reading his body language though Botero’s broad back was turned to him. He was middle height and big-shouldered, bullet-headed, with the impression of phenomenal physical strength. His bare scalp gleamed in the arclights, and he was standing with fists on hips, legs braced, bawling orders at his tech crew. In Vance Botero’s mind, he was king of his particular realm; and his vulnerability was his complacence.

        The other character named by Marianna Wing was Javed Maniku, another master sergeant, around whom the hangar-floor operations of the Kiev’s aerospace combat wing pivoted. His workplace was any or all of the hangars, the length of the super-carrier; he actually outranked Botero by virtue of his position, though he was a few years younger. Maniku was a coordinator, in a perfect position to open smuggling routes, keep them clear, confuse the records, turn the official blind eye to the activities of the man who actually did the business, and then pocket a healthy percentage. 

        Not surprisingly, Maniku was in the Echo hangar as Marin stood in the shadows by the tractor, unseen, watching. Maniku was tall, rangy, rail-thin, with dark brown skin and short-cropped black hair which was shot with silver. The dust-green fatigues hung on him, as baggy as Botero’s were stretched tight over muscle and paunch. He stood framed in the doorway of the Echo lieutenant’s office, but of the L-T there was no sign. Marin had filed away her face and name, and Osgood, AK, was absent. More than likely, Maniku had found something for her to do elsewhere. 

        Convenient, Marin decided, and at last he took a half step out of the shadows. The instant he moved, Javed Maniku had him. Eyes narrowed, he studied Marin with an odd mix of suspicion, cynicism and scorn. He said something to Botero, and Botero turned around. For several moments Marin saw the same caution on Botero’s thick-featured, heavy-jawed face, on which the Delta Dragons’ tattoo looked simply ugly; but Botero displayed only a trace of the cynicism and none of Maniku’s scorn. 

        Then Botero was smiling, and he waved Marin closer. With a soft curse, Marin stepped out into the hangar.

         “Major Marin.” He spoke with one of the Haven accents, all thick vowels and guttural consonants. “It’d good to do business with you.”

        “Yeah, right, whatever.” Marin had slithered into the persona Botero was already used to seeing: shifty, self-conscious, paranoid. “You got the gear? I told you what I want.” He blinked owlishly in the too-bright arclights. “I don’t want trouble, Sergeant, I just want my gear.”

        “I got it, I got it.” Botero cocked his head at Marin, brows arched. “Question is, you got the cash upfront?”

        “Sure. Jesus Christ,” Marin muttered, “you think I’m going to ask for credit?” He produced a half-chuckle, half-stutter, nervous and breathless. “Can we go someplace?” A jerky glance around. “This is way too open.”

        “Step into my office.” Botero moved aside and laughed at the old cliché. “Javed, you off-shift? You want a whiskey?”

        “No, I’d better not.” Maniku studiedly avoided looking at Marin. “The less I know, the less they can worm out of me when the horseshit gets dumped in the ventilators.” He slapped Botero’s back. “Later.”

        And with that he was gone without even a glance at Marin.

        “Don’t mind old Javed,” Botero said companionably. “He’s just baby-minding his pension. He’s got eight years to go. Me? I’m off of this scum-bucket in twenty-two short months. Not even two years. Civvy street, here I come!” He wore a blissful expression. “And you know where I’ll be?”

        “No place in the Deep Sky,” Marin guessed, amused in spite of himself. It would be easier if he could despise Vance Botero, or find the man revolting, but the fact was, Botero was cheerful, good at his job, a damned fine master sergeant who kept Echo on track, on time and on budget. The conscripts under him would probably say he was a sonofabitch, but Marin was wearing major’s insignia, and with him Botero had nothing to prove.

        “I got a place,” Botero said over his shoulder, leading Marin away from the noise and bustle, into a dark, cluttered little office the size of a closet. “I got ten hectares of woods and streams on the big island, Louverne. I got a twelve-meter cruiser in the boatshed. I got a Rand Eclipse in the garage, and a six-room cottage with ocean views on three sides. Man, oh, man! I can’t wait to get the hell out, and I’ll tell you true, Major, this war, this goddamned colonial war, it’s the last thing in the cosmos I got a use for. They got me running so piss-scared, I dream about not making it out! You’re off-shift, you want a whiskey?”

        He talked a klick a second, and Marin was amused. “Yeah, why not?” He perched his buttocks on the corner of the desk, the only horizontal surface in the office which was not littered. “But you uh, did get my gear, didn’t you?” Terminal anxiety was central to this custom-built persona.

        “Of course. Hey, did I promise, or what?” Botero was slopping amber spirit from a flask into a pair of shot glasses. “It’s stowed, safe.”

        Marin took a glass and tried the liquor. Whatever it was, it was not whiskey as he thought of it. The fierce spirit burned his gullet on the way down, but Botero had drunk first, from the same flask, and was chattering on as he made his way into the rear corner of the office.

        The safe was embedded in the deck. He dragged a locker aside, knelt, and Marin heard the beeps as he punched digits into a keypad. Without a sound he followed Botero and peered into the deep, cubic depression as the safe opened. It was stacked with racks of data cubes, opaque plastex packets, small sealed boxes, and on top of the merchandise rested a handy and a large mock-leather wallet. 

        “Damn,” Marin whispered. “You got that many customers?”
        Botero was unconcerned that the client had seen into his safe. Marin was on his list now. They shared a precarious relationship where each could only protect the other. If one was arrested, they both were. “The cubes? No, you’re looking at master copies. Shit, Major, you wouldn’t believe what I got in here!”

        The anxious, paranoid replacement pilot from the Ranger gave a snort. “The blueprints to the Shrike missile? Ha!” He seemed to chuckle breathlessly at his own terse joke.

        But he was watching every line in Vance Botero’s body as he made the joke. He saw Botero freeze for a half second, saw his right hand clench reflexively while his chin lifted a fraction, before he could cover the reaction. Then Botero shared the chuckle. 

        He was good, Marin admitted. Nothing in his voice gave him away as he asked, “What makes you say that?” 

        “Just joking.” Marin fidgeted deliberately. “Christ, I almost flew right into a brace of Shrikes, last time I took out a Rapier. You were there, Vance, you saw it. Where in the hell do the Omaru pilots get Shrike missiles? I heard —” he dropped his voice and looked over his shoulder in an apparent agony of anxiety. “I heard pilots off the Guadalcanal went up against the goddamned Marauder weapons system, right before the carrier was cut in half!” His breath caught and he swallowed hard; sweat stood out on his brow. 

        For a long moment Botero looked darkly, thoughtfully at him. “You shouldn’t be flying.”

        “I know.” Marin closed his eyes. “I want out, Vance. That’s all I want. Out of this chicken-shit flying circus.”

        “I can’t help you with that.” Botero sighed. “Look, get yourself another whiskey. Go play, then for godsakes try to sleep. You’re going to get yourself killed out there.” The safe’s door hissed back into place on a jet of compressed air. “And be careful. You know the Omaru pilots have the Marauder weapons system. Does it matter where they got it from, or how?”

        “I guess not.” Marin hugged himself and drew one cuff across his face to blot away the sheen of sweat. Then he looked at the safe for several seconds, and lifted a brow at Botero in silent question.

       “Ask no questions, hear no tall stories,” Botero said levelly. “That’s the only rule of thumb around here. Look, kid ... Curtis. Can I call you Curtis? We’re on the same page. There’s only one thing we both want, and that’s out. But we got a lot more than that in common.”

        “We do?” Marin wished he could despise the man, but it was impossible to dislike Vance Botero. He was one of those individuals whom Travers termed ‘salt of the Earth,’ whatever that meant. Fleet could not even function without people like him. Yet he was a smuggler, and Marin was in no doubts that Marianna Wing was right: he dealt with the lowest-life in Halfway and he would supply anything to anyone, if the price was right. Marin struggled to remember all this as he listened to Botero.

        “The Deep Sky.” The sergeant nodded at the prefabricated ceiling over his head, and by extension, the whole sector, from Hellgate right back to the Middle Heavens. His voice was a bare murmur. “This is our patch. Our home. We live here. And we want the Confederacy the hell out. Am I right?”

       “Oh, yes.” Marin also was murmuring, though no one was in earshot and the office was obviously not under surveillance.

        “All right.” Botero brightened. “Then you have to know, we all do what we can to make it happen. We all play our part, and what Fleet doesn’t know can’t hurt us. Hold out your hand.” Marin did, and without a word Botero slapped three data cubes into his palm. “Now, that’s still going to cost you six hundred, like you agreed, then I don’t want to see you back here for a while. Just looking at you makes me nervous.”

       “I — sorry.” Marin pushed the cubes into the breast pocket of the fatigues shirt, and from his hip pocket drew out a wallet. He had six crisp plastex hundred credit bills, and without a word he passed them to Botero. “Hey, Vance, I appreciate it. You know I need the gear.”

        “I know.” Botero shrugged and reached for the whiskey flask. He gestured with it and brimmed the shot glass. “We all need something.” He drank, and the spirit roughened his voice. “Get out of here, Major. And look out for yourself.”

        “I will.” Marin made his way out of the office with that shifty, anxious stride, and kept up the pretense until he was in the personnel elevator. 

        Only then did he take the cubes from his pocket and regard them with a deep frown. He was still frowning when he stepped into the cabin. The lights were up. Travers was lying on the bed with a handy, reading, and he made a face as Marin dropped the data cubes on his bare chest. He turned off the handy and got up on both elbows to kiss, which sent the cubes tumbling. 

        Deft as always, Travers caught them before they could roll off the bed like dice. “Now, what the hell is this?”

        “I got what I asked for,” Marin told him glibly. “Six hundred’s worth. That’s Death’s Master on the green cube,
Gorabban Skypirates should be on the white, and Slaves of Halfway must be on the blue.”

         “What the hell is Death’s Master?” Travers echoed, sitting up and tossing the cubes back to him. 

        “Out of body, trans-death, reincarnation vee-ree fantasy,” Marin informed him. “Quasi-spiritual, and extremely addictive. You get to die, you get to live again. It’s supposed to turn your mind inside out.”

        “You ever ...?” Travers wondered.

        “Nope. And I don’t intend to.” Marin dropped the cubes into a drawer beside the bed. “Gorabban Skypirates is a super-powers fantasy. You want to fly without wings, kill with a glare, breathe water, swim in fire, send a star nova ... screw your way through a whole pantheon of demigods of any of four genders?” He brought a glass of water from the ’chef. “That’s another one I’d leave alone. It’s so addictive, it was banned on Sark and Velcastra. And as for Slaves of Halfway, I’d say it speaks for itself. You ever had deep, dark fantasies of being a thousand-credit StarCity hustler, abducted in chains and dumped in the darkest pit, in the roughest, nastiest sexshop in Freespace?”

        “I can’t say I have.” Travers was looking at the time. “Raunchy?”

        “Psychotic is closer to the mark. It’s banned almost everywhere, but you can get it for a price in citybottom.” He paused. “You can’t help thinking about Frank Berglun. And yes,” he added, seeing the question naked in Travers’s face, “Vance Botero is on the supply chain, and you can bet your life Javed Maniku is covering for him. Vance has a safe full of cube master copies. I’m not saying he actually has the Marauder weapons system blueprints in there, but it’s a long way from impossible. He could certainly lay his hands on this little consignment of trash, for the asking ... and while he had the safe open I dropped a mention of the Shrike missile. He almost jumped right out of his skin.”

        “Wing’s information looks good.” Travers was pushing his feet into his boots, and Marin handed him a clean shirt. “Added to which, if Carson’s even halfway right, Sonny Westheim’s group are in this thing up to their eyeballs. And I’m going to be looking at the buggers over a folgen table in ...” he looked at the chrono. “Ten minutes.”

        “Be careful,” Marin said moodily. 

        Travers angled a glance at him as he pulled on the shirt and passed both hands over his hair. “Something’s bugging you.” Not a question.

        “Maybe.” Marin sat on the side of the bed. “Vance Botero.” He looked up at Travers with a rueful expression. “He’s another colonial idealist. Sure, he supplies bel-grass and gryphon, and probably angelino for all I know, and he didn’t hesitate to feed my vee-ree habit with a whole load of psychotic trash. But when he smuggles data out to Halfway privateers like van Donne, he’s doing it for the Deep Sky.”

        “And for the money,” Travers reminded him. 

        “That too.” Marin shook himself. “Shapiro won’t care what his reason is. Marianna Wing’s list of five are busted, end of statement. And I,” he added, “will be very glad to get the hell off this ship.” He nodded at the deck, in the general direction of the hangars. “I nearly bought it, Neil. It could happen any shift, any flight. You can smell the fear on the bottom decks.”

        “And up here.” Travers rolled to his feet and snatched up a clean shirt. He leaned over and devoured Marin’s ear with a moist kiss. “Come and drink wine, eat maconellia nuts, watch me lose eight, maybe ten grand in Velcastran dollars, and get myself into a lot of trouble.” He held up the four thousand in cash they possessed.

       “Six thousand dollars’ worth of trouble,” Marin judged. “That sounds about right ... and I’d like the chance to watch them, without them realizing they’re under the magnifying glass.” He glanced at his reflection in the dressing mirror, gave himself a faintly obscene gesture, and asked, “They don’t mind the audience at the game?”

        “Nobody told me otherwise, and the game’s legal.” Travers was shrugging into the shirt, and gave his own reflected image a glare. “Mickey Vidal wants me.”

        “The man’s got good taste.” Marin stooped and kissed the middle of Travers’s broad, smooth chest. When he straightened his face was almost grim. “You watch out for yourself.”

        “I’ve got a better idea.” Travers winked. “You watch out for me.”

        With that he was out through the door, leaving Marin suspended between amusement and annoyance. He was still never sure how much about Travers was bravado, sheer brashness. It often seemed to Curtis that he and Travers had known each other half their lives, but in fact it was still so short a time. They had much to learn. And to do that, they had first to survive.

        The folgen company was gathering when they stepped into the officers’ lounge. The lights were dim, save for those right over the table. A buffet was set up, with genuine delicacies from across the colonies rather than recycled autochef fare, and Theresa Carson was popping the corks out of four bottles of assorted wines from vineyards on Borushek and Velcastra. 

        Several others had come just to watch and Marin took his place in the corner of the lounge among faces he had come to recognize, though he was unaware of names. His attention was already focused on the people at the table. Carson was playing, and with her were Maxine Roden and Sonny Westheim. The only officer missing from Marianna Wing’s short list was Felix Cheng, and to make up for his absence, Michael Vidal and Roark Hubler had just walked in. With Travers himself at the table, the company numbered six, almost the perfect number for folgen.

        First to deal was Maxine Roden, Chief of the Kiev’s Security services, while the big, taciturn Hubler assumed the duties of banker. He took and counted colonial dollars and passed back chips, red, blue, green, yellow. Few players were starting with the four thousand Travers had in front of him. Marin looked at the time, took a glass of wine and settled back to watch.          Seated opposite Travers was Santiago Westheim himself. The Chief of the carrier’s Engineering Division was eating crab salad, drinking white wine and frowning over his hand. With the broken nose he looked more like a citybottom prize fighter than an engineer, but his eyes were hard, shrewd, calculating. Right beside him, elbow to elbow, was Max Roden, short, thickset, with arms in which the muscles and sinews roped, and dark hair streaked with bronze, held back in a braid. Roden seemed to be angry, no matter when or where she appeared, and when she spoke, it was often to snarl. Like so many of the officers and crew aboard this ship, she wanted to be far away, and Marin could only sympathize.

         Michael Vidal took the chair next to Travers and said something so soft, Marin could not hear it. Travers laughed quietly, and when his eyes flickered up to Marin’s they were genuinely amused. Hubler was beside Roden, cursing lividly over his cards, while Carson already seemed to be half a bottle ahead of the rest of the company. Her cheeks were flushed, her conversation blithe, which got under Roden’s skin like glass powder. The players were unaware they were being watched, and Marin took the opportunity to subject them to a scrutiny that was nothing short of rude.

        The game-plan for the evening was simple, and Travers began as soon as the whole company was seated. He drank two glasses of wine fast, and asked for a third, while throwing down chips to the value of almost a thousand colonial dollars. Marin held his breath, hoping Travers knew what he was doing. Bravado was one thing; survival was another.

        The whole thing was a performance, and as much as possible had been scripted in advance. Marin had seen the triggers work many times before and was interested to see if they would work again, and how well, in this company, as Travers laid down his money. In the early rounds, he won. Folgen was a mongrel game, complex, amplified from several other games, and Travers was very good. 

        Four hands in, he had seven thousand dollars in front of him and the other players were tight-lipped. Settling down to a long game, they began to talk amongst themselves. Wine flowed, and Travers’s voice grew louder. He was convincing; Marin was impressed as he began to malign the ex who had ruined him, sent him back to Fleet. 

        The story was calculated to make others open up with their own, and Marin’s ears pricked. Maxine Roden spoke about a squandered inheritance, elder siblings who had ruined the family business before she got her hands on a dollar. She drank to their downfall in red wine, and as the alcohol kicked in laughed at Felix Cheng’s expense. He was a bankrupt, she said: he had done it to himself. 

        Eyes dark and sharp, Westheim glared at her, told her to be quiet, and Roden almost erupted. Who was he to give her orders? To Marin’s amusement, Roark Hubler came to Roden’s aid, slapping Westheim down hard. And, right on cue, Travers joined them. He and Max Roden had common ground, they were back in Fleet through personal hardship, and who the hell was Westheim anyway? Roden took the bait, angry enough, with enough wine inside her now, to be belligerent. She leaned over the table toward Travers and launched into the story of Sonny Westheim’s gambling problem, the debts he owed to the SanmarcoSpaceCity casino. 

        Westheim’s flat hands slapped down hard on the table, silencing Roden and the rest of the company. His face was tight as a clenched fist. “Enough, Max. We all got problems. We got reasons to be here.” He glared across the table at Michael Vidal. “All of us.”

        “Which is exactly what I said,” Roden said, loud and obnoxious. 

        “Hey, it’s okay.” Travers pushed a pile of chips into the pot. “What’s it matter why we’re here? Nobody in his right mind would want to be here.”

        “Nobody?” Roden looked at Vidal. “You think?”

        “Max.” Vidal said the one syllable. She backed off, and the rest of the table was quiet for a moment. 

        Travers twisted in his chair to look sidelong at Vidal, and Marin saw him raise a curious brow. “Well now, you’re quite the mystery guy, aren’t you? In fact, you all are.” He paused to take a card and study it. “I get the feeling this place is sizzling with secrets.”

        “Maybe it is.” Roark Hubler swiped up his own card and swore at it. “And maybe you better keep your nose the hell out.”

        Calm, cool, Travers turned back toward Vidal, looking for a reaction to that, and Vidal said quietly, “Roark has a point. You’re the newcomer here.”

        “You mean, I still have to prove myself? Win my spurs?” Travers pushed another stack of chips into the pot. “You have to let a guy tilt at the windmills, Mickey, to know if he can do it.”

        “Or not,” Westheim added.

        With infinite curiosity, Travers frowned at him. “Or not,” he agreed at last. “I’ve heard a few things.”

        “Not from me!” Theresa Carson flung down her cards. “I’m out ... and whatever he’s heard, he didn’t get it from me.”

        “And what,” Hubler growled, “did he get?”

        A chuckle, and Travers reached for his wine. “You people have a serious case of the paranoid jitters. Anybody’d think you were planning to overthrow the colonies, assassinate the governor of Velcastra and blow through into Freespace with the whole warload off this carrier!” He snorted with laughter at his own joke.

        He was the only one who laughed. Marin tensed, watching faces as the humor went over like the proverbial lead balloon. For a full five seconds, Santiago Westheim seemed to be carved out of granite and Maxine Roden changed color. Westheim’s brown eyes went to Vidal and he asked, curiously without inflection, “He’s a friend of yours?”

        For just a moment Vidal hesitated and then, very deliberately, he lifted the knuckle joint of his right thumb to his lips and sucked it. Marin could make nothing of the odd gesture, but Travers smiled faintly, secretively, darkly, and Vidal said to Westheim, “He’s a friend of mine, Sonny. You’re being a paranoid sonofabitch. Turn off your goddamned lidar, get yourself a drink and loosen up.” He looked over his shoulder at the rest of the company, spectators included, and Curtis Marin in particular. “There isn’t a one of us here who wouldn’t be busted if we spoke outside this group.” He lifted a brow at Marin.

        “Me?” Marin mocked himself with an acid laugh. “You want to know my poison, talk to Vance Botero.”

        “I did,” Vidal said lightly. 

        And Marin felt the first flush of warmth through every nerve. It was coming together. He swallowed hard and lifted his chin. “And?”

        “I was informed you’re a sorry case,” Vidal told him in the same light tone, which did not judge. “Vance advised me to get in an early requisition for another pilot. You’re not going to make it.” He turned back to Westheim. “He’s a vee-ree freak with some bad habits.”

        Travers’s voice was like smooth black velvet. “He’s also my friend, Vidal, from way back, long before Rotterdam. You leave Curtis to me. You leave him alone, and if you got a problem with him, you come to me. Understand?”
        Again, the silence around the table was thick. Vidal took a drink. “You making yourself responsible for him?”

        “If you want to put it that way ... and it’s none of your goddamned business,” Travers said in the most pleasant of voices. “I’m just telling you ... and you also, Roark. You got a problem, you bring it to me.”

        “All right.” Vidal sat back. “But he’s no use to me if he can’t fly.”

        “Jesus!” Travers barked a laugh. “Fly is the only thing he can do! Don’t you get it, Vidal?”

        So that was where he was going! Marin almost chuckled, and watched faces again, waiting for realization to dawn. It hit Westheim first. “He’s addicted to his own adrenaline and endorphins. That’s it, Travers? He’s the maddest, craziest lunatic pilot in space, freaked out on his own adrenaline and endorphins. Then it’s comedown time, and he can’t take reality.” 

        “With an F-76 under him,” Vidal added, “he’s way out there, over the top, tripped-out so far, one day he forgot the way back in. He needs the high of pushing it, riding the edge of the razor, and in the field it makes him the best of the best. The only downside is, it makes him a little nuts when he gets the smell of blood in his nose, and his life expectancy can be measured in negative numbers.”

        “Well, shit,” Max Roden muttered, “you came to the right place, kid. You can get your tail feathers scorched any day on the blockade.”

        “I know,” Marin muttered. “It’s dangerous out there.”

        Vidal was frowning deeply at him. “How long?”

        “Since I’ve been a ... a vee-ree freak?” Marin pretended difficulty in saying it. “Since Rotterdam.” He closed his eyes.

        “Leave him alone,” Travers said quietly. “It just happened, and it made him a victim of that war as well as one of its survivors. The Ranger took casualties most of you people here would not even believe. We were in the air around the clock. Some of us were so wasted, they never flew again. Some of us ...” He looked at Marin, met his eyes, and Marin was astonished to see the compassion, the regret, an apparent lifetime of shared memories. He ducked his head, looked away as Travers said, “You find your own way to survive. Fleet uses you, and it doesn’t care if it uses you up. When it’s done with you, when it’s reduced you to a pathetic heap of broken bones, it discards you, and —” He paused for a pregnant moment. “And they owe us. They owe the both of us.”

        “Damn,” Carson said into the heavy silence. “I, uh, I’m sorry to hear it, Curtis. You, uh, need to talk to somebody, I’m available.”

        “Thanks.” Marin almost felt bad about the deception, but in fact it was brilliant. Travers was far better than just good at this game.

        “For godsakes,” Roark Hubler barked, “play cards. Travers is right. This is turning into a plonk-party for a lot of paranoid old farts!”

        The tense mood defused and cards and chips began to move again. Marin pretended to drink a lot more than he actually did, and subsided on the end of the couch under a three-meter painting of the square-rigged warship Victory. And right on cue, Travers began to lose. 

        There was snickering around the table. Roden, Westheim and Hubler were clearly convinced Travers had drunk too much to either play well or know when to quit. Vidal was more difficult to read, and content to play, and win, while Travers’s chips dwindled and vanished. The more he lost, the more wine he drank, and at the point where Marin knew he must be genuinely starting to feel the effects, Travers offered his first sign-over. A voucher, hand-signed, which effectively placed his next paycheck into the possession of Vidal. 

        “Merely a formality,” Travers said, a fraction slurred. “I got the dollars. You know I do.”

        “Do I?” Vidal pocketed the voucher without further comment. Hubler was dealing. “Cards, Roark. And Travers, you’ve had enough to drink ... old son. You’re on-shift in two hours, and if you’re flying with Delta you’ll be sober even if I have to hold you under the cold shower myself.”

        Travers choked off a laugh. It took over an hour for him to lose four paychecks. Four vouchers signed over to Vidal and Westheim, two apiece, while he drank coffee and slowly, gradually, resumed at least the appearance of sobriety.

        By eleven the company began to break up. Players and spectators drifted away, with Carson the first to leave. At last only Westheim, Vidal and Hubler were still at the table, while Marin was the sole remaining onlooker. Travers yawned deeply, stretched, sat back and raked his fingernails cross his scalp as if to wake himself up. The chrono showed 23:15. He and Marin were on-shift at midnight. The graveyard shift.

        “You owe us quite a lot of money, Travers,” Sonny Westheim said thoughtfully as Hubler put away the chips and cards. “What are you going to do about that?”

        “You already have the sign-overs.” Travers yawned again.

        “Four paychecks, four months.” Westheim cocked his head at the younger man. “Maybe I can’t wait that long. Perhaps,” he suggested, “I have debts of my own to settle.”

        Apparently for the first time, Travers became aware of the gravity of the situation. “An hour ago you were happy to take my vouchers.”

        “I still am,” Vidal said easily. “Sonny, be reasonable. Where’s your rush? Like you have someplace else to go!”

        “True,” Westheim mused. “But I can always use a good pilot who owes me, and who hates the guts and bone marrow of Fleet. A couple of pilots,” he went on, “who can’t afford to be choosy, and who live for the sheer damned thrill of it all.” He angled a glance at Marin.

        Marin pretended to wake up. “I’m listening.”

        “Curtis, no!” Travers said sharply. “He’s full of bullshit.” 

        “He’s not,” Vidal said in that deceptively soft voice. “You hate Fleet for what it did to you and Marin at Rotterdam? Fine. We all have reasons to wish Fleet in hell.” He paused. “Some of us are ready to do something about it.” His brows arched, both at Travers and Marin.

        “I’m still listening.” Marin got unsteadily off the couch and came to the table. He took the chair on Travers’s other side but carefully did not touch him, though he sat close. “But I — I’m not going to kill anybody for you,” he warned in a curiously uncertain voice. 

        “Kill anybody?” Vidal echoed. “You’re a fighter pilot. Fleet sent you here specifically to kill the republican pilots out of Hydralis.”

        “Not if I can help it.” Marin looked away. 

        “And if you could help it?” Westheim wondered.

        “What the hell are you talking about?” Travers put himself between Westheim and Marin. “Say what you mean, or just take the money. You can use a couple of hotshot, stone-crazy pilots? What for? And for this job, whatever it is, you’ll give me back the sign-overs?” He shook his head. “I’ve got bad news for you, Westheim. I’m a gambler, like you, not a killer. You’re into me for a few lousy paychecks, between you and Vidal, and that’s not enough by a long shot to hire an assassin, even if I took that kind of work, which I don’t.”

        “An assassin?” Westheim recoiled. “Who told you that?”
        “You guys want to try listening to yourselves,” Travers scoffed. “You make your business sound like murder and mayhem.”

        Mick Vidal actually laughed. “Mutiny and rebellion, perhaps.”

        “You’re a republican?” Curtis asked quickly, sharp as a tack.

        “He’s a rich frat-brat from uptown Elstrom, Velcastra, maybe even StarCity itself,” Travers said with a glance sidelong at Marin. “What do you think?”

        “Travers. Neil.” Vidal laid his palm over the pocket where he had put the sign-overs. “You’re a colonial, born and bred, like the rest of us. You telling me you want Omaru to lose this war?”

        “I didn’t say anything like that.” Travers looked Vidal in the eye, challenging. “Jesus God, you bastards set me up.” His voice rose. “You set me up! You saw me have a drink and you set me up to lose, like you think you can buy me for a few pissy little paychecks!” He shook his head. “I can be had, Vidal, anyone can, but I’m not that cheap.”

        “Neil.” Marin’s hand on his arm held Travers back as he made to get to his feet. “It’s more than that. Isn’t it, Vidal?” He licked his lips and glanced across at Westheim, who was digesting the whole performance with a deep frown. “Westheim ... Sonny. I’ve already done business with Vance. You only have to talk to him.”

        It was Vidal who leaned closer to Marin and said with astonishing compassion, “Botero called us. You’ve got a problem, Curtis, but it’s nothing new. I’ve seen it before, more than once. It’s a problem that hurts only yourself, and it’ll get you killed in the end, especially if you hang out in places like Omaru.”

        “It wasn’t our choice to come here,” Travers said quietly. 

        “Fleet doesn’t offer you a choice,” Vidal agreed, “they just use you for whatever they can get out of you, and then jettison the remains.”

        Marin blinked at him, wide eyed, owlish. “Like you.”

        “Not quite.” Vidal patted the pocket which held Travers’s papers. “First of all, we need you, like Fleet; but unlike Fleet we’ll look out for you, and when you leave, you go in style.”

        “There’s money in it,” Westheim added unnecessarily. 

        “Which means,” Travers said harshly, “you’re in some kind of racket, like Botero.”   

        “Bright boy.” Westheim sat back. “And we’re short a pilot. Harvey Williams just went home, legit retirement, and good luck to him. He used to fly for us on our ... excursions.” 

        “Excursions?” Travers echoed.

        “Little extra curricular activities.” Westheim smiled faintly, a trace of his smugness showing through. “Travers, we were on the far side of Hellgate for years. Chasing privateers, playing tag with wreckers out of Freespace. The captain’s too busy in the lab to notice if the hull was ruptured and the crew got blown out into space. It’s been —”

        “Lucrative,” Vidal said. “Profitable, on the one hand, for those who need the colonial dollars or the Confederate credits, and on the other hand, for those of us who’re not in it for the money —”

        “Like you.” Travers’s voice held no hint of a question.

        The observation inspired only a shrug. “I have other reasons for being here, Travers.” Vidal’s brows arched, creasing his high forehead. “You owe us, and since we lost Williams we need a pilot. You hate Fleet as do we all. You can’t afford to be choosy. I might,” he added, with a thoughtful glance over Travers’s shoulder at Marin, “be able to shuffle some paperwork and do something sweet for your friend here.”

        “Something sweet?” Travers must have heard the naked suspicion in his own voice.  

        “Get him off the combat flight roster for a while,” Vidal offered. “Give him a chance to get his head back together, kick the vee-ree habit, come down, stay down. What about it, Marin? You want to fly Delta’s forward observer, or the engineer’s tractor? There’s no thrill in it, but boring is what you need now, whether you realize it or not.”  

        “I ... don’t know.” Marin’s voice faltered. “Neil?”

        Travers picked up the cue like a professional. He nailed Vidal with a glare and his voice was harsh. “Okay, you found the Achilles’ heel, you bought me.”

        “Both of us,” Marin added. 

        “Curtis!”

        “No.” Marin’s voice was firm. “You’re doing this for me, and I ... I owe you, big time. But you’re not flying for me. I’m with you, Neil, or it doesn’t happen. Deal?”
        “I’m the wrong person to ask.” Travers looked from Westheim to Vidal and back again. “Deal?”
        And without hesitation Santiago Westheim nodded. “You got it, Marin, Travers. You fly for me, I give you back the sign-overs. Fly again and I cut you in for a share.”

        “Dangerous?” Travers wondered bitterly.

        But Westheim only shrugged. “Perhaps. Not all the time. And there’s also days it ought to be a milkrun, then it turns into a shooting gallery. Like Sergei last time, Mick, back on Velcastra.”

        Every muscle in Marin’s belly clenched. “What happened?”

        “Our man was jumped by Fleet,” Vidal said dismissively. “He should have known better! In this game you never, never deal with customers without researching them. If Sergei got jumped on Velcastra, it was his own fault. He got out of there alive by the skin of his teeth.”

        “And you can bet your ass,” Westheim added, “he won’t make the same mistake twice.”

        “Next time —” Vidal stopped, wine glass halfway to his lips, as the status bar on the wall under the painting of the Victory switched from amber to red and began to wink. A soft alarm churred repeatedly for attention and Vidal set down the glass. “Shit! Move it, you two. The whole goddamned ship just went onto alert, and Delta’s right on shift changeover. Go!”

        Heart in his mouth, Curtis Marin sucked in a breath, choked off a passionate curse, and followed Travers toward the service elevators at a dead run.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

The paperwork could be shuffled to assign Marin to the tractor, but not so fast, and eight minutes after hazard alarms began to blare through the Kiev, both he and Travers were buckled into flight harnesses, hurrying through cursory preflight checks while the techs cleared the hangar deck and the rest of Delta prepped.

        Most of the carrier’s combat wing would launch with the ship-wide alert: this was no routine situation, and Travers was uncomfortably aware of the realities as he scanned the long-familiar control surfaces of the gunship. A hundred combat situations rushed back to haunt him, and a thousand simulations. 

        The gunship was a monster by comparison with the Rapiers, but it had neither the acceleration nor the maneuverability. What it had in armor and firepower it lost in speed and agility. Horses for courses, he thought grimly as the engines rammed up and the hangar purged. He had pulled on a headset, and heard the loop, a constant, insect-like buzz in his right ear. Five Delta pilots were crosstalking while hangar control chimed in with launch instructions, and over the confusion of noise the ship’s artificial intelligence reported fleet-wide status.

        The blockade stretched out between the smallest, most distant moon of Omaru — called Gabriel, little more than a boulder trapped in Omaru’s gravity well, festooned with communications arrays — and the closest of the Goldman-Pataki smelters. Forty ships patrolled the routine civilian traffic lanes into the system, effectively shutting them off, while drone surveillance platforms cruised the rest of the system, watchful for anything moving in or out on an unusual flightpath.

        Every day the blockade was tested; eight out of ten attempts were swatted by Fleet forces, like so many annoying bugs. But every day ships got through, both in and out. Omaru was a big, complex system, and the republicans had been preparing for this campaign for years. And every day, Travers reminded himself as his launch lights changed to green, the DeepSky Fleet paid a high price for its presence here. The Tasman. The Hermes. The Shenyang. The carrier Guadalcanal.

        Odd thoughts scurried around a man’s mind as he flung himself into the heart of an inferno. As the gunship launched Travers was thinking about the last time he and Marin made love ‘at home.’ An apartment in Sark with a view of the city and the mountains in one direction and the vast, plascrete prairie of the Fleet compound in the other, glimpsed over the rooftops of lower buildings. He wanted badly to see those mountains again; even more, he wanted to hold Curtis against him in the cool, dim quiet of that apartment, far from hazard and fear. A man could only dream.

        “Delta 4,” he called quietly.

        Marin was there at once, so clear, he could have been at Travers’s right hand. “I’m okay, Neil.”

        And his voice told Travers, he was. Marin was one of the best. He had flown planes very like the Murchison Rapier many times, in the service of Dendra Shemiji, and Mark Sherratt’s flight simulators were still a league ahead of anything Fleet possessed. Curtis was more than qualified to be out there with Vidal, Hubler, Lupino and Tang, the other Delta F-76 pilots. He was flying Lupino’s wing, and Travers picked them up as they looped back after launch and slid into formation with the gunships.

         Two of Delta’s three gunships had launched for this flight. The third was down for maintenance and in any case was held in reserve along with Oscar’s flight of Rapiers. The F-76s and most of the gunships from Echo and Lima were also ‘in the air,’ and the Kiev itself was mobile, maneuvering. As Travers took the gunship up to fly topcover for the carrier he looped around the stern and the canopy before him dimmed to shut out the star-bright flares of the sterntubes. 

        “They’re moving the carrier, Vidal,” he called out.

        “I see that. Let me see if I can get some data.” 

        Delta 1 and 2, Vidal and Hubler, were flying together with Tang, an arrowhead before the gunship. The other two Rapiers and Delta’s second gunship had dropped under the Kiev’s belly to fly bottom-cover for the hangar and engine decks. The command structures, the comm and sensor arrays were up on her back, and she was more vulnerable to cheap shots there than anywhere.

        Memories of the Intrepid were painful as splinters of broken glass in Travers’s nerve endings. Eddie Kwei was on his mind as his eyes skipped over the flat-screen instruments. Sensors, deep-scans, lidar. He was reading the blockade itself — forty big marks, big ships, each easily identified, plus more than a hundred fighter-interceptors and gunships — but he could still not glimpse the reason for the alert. “Curtis, you see anything down there?” 

        “I was about to ask you the same thing,” Marin whispered. “But they’re moving the carrier, so ... hold on.”

        Data was streaming in as he spoke, and Travers looked at his own screens. In the seat beside him, the copilot had just settled and run up his straps, and in the body of the gunship the three weapons, tracking and systems officers were busy. The gunship was big, heavy, ponderous by comparison with the Rapiers and yet no more than a tick on the back of the carrier. Travers felt uncomfortably exposed, and his eyes left the screens, uselessly searching the dark between the stars.  

        Then, there was the data the had been waiting for, and the comm loop rustled with muttered profanity. A ship had come in out of the sensor blind of Hellgate and had been picked up late because of it. The blockade’s deep-scan network saw it just twelve minutes ago. Its Weimann systems had not shut down until it was inside the perimeter set by the smelter, GP24. The flightpath bisected the heart of the blockade, and the ship was neither braking down to enter the Omaru system, nor was it answering hails. 

        According to the Kiev’s data, it was a heavy freighter. The civilian registry belonged to Cygnus Logistics, and Travers’s teeth clenched as he saw this in the flat screen at his elbow. Cygnus was one of many colonial freight carriers who played the odds and ran their bulk haulers right through Hellgate. The gamble was, they would make it through the Rabelais Drift before the next temporo-gravitic event, and the odds were vastly in their favor. Very few freighters were lost on their way to or from the far-side mining colonies like Odessa and Juarez and McEwan. They came in loaded, returned empty. 

        This one was on its way in. Loaded, headed for the processing plants on Omaru’s rocky, barren sister-world, Althea. Like Mars, Althea had little real atmosphere and no viable environment to damage. Early in the system’s development, heavy industry moved there. Goldman-Pataki was deeply invested in Althea, and even as Travers watched the screen, he saw the company’s confirmation that the inbound freighter was carrying their cargo of rare ores from Juarez, bound for the refineries in Frankfurt, in Althea’s northern highlands.

        And still the freighter, classified as CL-389, was neither braking nor answering hails as it plowed on toward the heart of the blockade. The ship was a monster, with the dimensions and mass of the Kiev, but no human was aboard. The drone pilot was stubbornly uncommunicative, and ’389 was coming in like a missile, riding all the momentum of its transition from the Weimann hyperflight envelope back to normal space. If the Kiev had not moved, the trajectory would have sent it bows-first into her stern quarter.

        “Holy mother of ... will you look at that thing.” 

        It was Travers’s copilot, the New Zealander. Pure gene stock, Ellis was born on Earth, came out to the colonies with his parents in his early teens, when the whole family followed the lure of work and opportunity, and he found himself swept up in the draft like every other kid in the Deep Sky. Ellis was twenty now, with a couple of years to go, and as scared as any conscript on the Intrepid as he looked down the gun barrels of a real shooting war.

        He was watching long-range imaging, early video of ’389, poor quality and badly focused, from a camera on one of the smelters. And he was right, Travers decided. ’389 looked like a vision out of the maw of hell. Worse than that, the camera drone’s own data was coming in now, and Travers swore softly.

        “She’s hot,” he said to no one in particular. “Curtis, are you seeing this? Looks like Hellgate maybe chewed her up, spat her out.”

        Curtis was watching the same data scrolling through the screen in the Rapier, down under the Kiev’s belly. “Could be, Neil, but I wouldn’t count on it. Vidal!”

        “Yo.” Vidal was looping back around with Hubler and Tang, flying a vast racetrack pattern around the carrier while Travers kept the gunship on station above the command structures. “I hear you Curtis.”

        “I’m thinking command overrides,” Marin shouted over the noise and confusion of the loop.

        “You want to do what?” Vidal bellowed. 

        “Take command of the drone pilot,” Travers told him. “Have the Kiev get the command overrides from Cygnus Logistics in Hydralis. Don’t even ask Goldman-Pataki, we don’t have the time.”

        “The drone’s ignoring all comm signals,” Vidal reminded him. “I’m looking at video now ... looks like it’s been beat up by the Drift. It might not be capable of receiving.”

        “Which is why they’re moving the carrier,” Marin cut in. “The Kiev’s well out of there. But has anybody bothered to look at where this monster’s going to end up, or does nobody care about that, after it’s gone by us like a cannonball?”

        That data was not immediately available, but it took just a few moments for Travers to crunch the numbers through his navigation deck, and his bone marrow seemed to cool by degrees. “Curtis —”

        “I already ran the numbers.” Marin’s voice was taut. “Vidal?”
        “I’m getting the same answers. She’s going to hit Hydralis, give or take twenty, thirty kilometers.” Vidal paused. “Kiev Control, we need some data, and we need it fast. Delta is pulling out of the Close Defense Squadron at this time, recommend you launch Sierra to cover for us. You heard that, Delta! Form up behind me or catch up! Control, we need the override codes from Cygnus Logistics to remote pilot ’389. We’re setting an intercept course for the freighter ... you have eleven minutes to get the codes to us, before we will destroy ’389.”

        “Wait one minute, Major Vidal!” The Kiev Controller barked in a sharp, hard voice that sliced over the comm. One of the Terran homeworld accents. Travers could almost place it. England or close to it. “You are not authorized to destroy ’389! The value of that cargo and hull are in excess of fourteen billion dollars!”

        “And the value of Hydralis, and eight million people?” Vidal’s own voice was like ice. “You know where it’s going to terminate, get the fucking codes! Who is that? Is this bloody-damned Morrison? Move your useless ass! Now you’ve got ten minutes!”

        Silence on the comm for a second, and the Controller was back. “Hold on, Vidal. My numbers here say it’s going to skip off the atmosphere and bounce out. You are not authorized to blow away civilian property that’s not even owned in this system!”

        “Cygnus Heavy Transport,” Marin said sourly, “is headquartered way back on Mars. So,” he added, “is Goldman-Pataki. I’m coming around to join you, Vidal ... and I’m starting to smell a rat. Neil?”

        “Like, maybe ’389 isn’t being aimed at the Kiev by republican privateers who hijacked it in the Drift.” Travers looked across at the kid in the seat beside him. Bobby Ellis was wide-eyed, pale, his hands shaking as Travers brought the gunship up and away from the Kiev. The big engines began to vibrate through the hull and decking, setting the teeth on edge. The carrier fell fast away below them. In Travers’s mind, the Kiev was not the target, and had never been.

        “Like, maybe,” Marin added, “CL-389 was aimed at Hydralis. Do you have any idea, Vidal, what it takes to launch an object out of Hellgate and drop it more or less dead-center on top of a specific point on a small body like a planet that’s hurtling along its orbit at forty thousand kilometers per hour? Random chance would never do it in ten thousand years. This, you’d have to set up.”

        “And this,” Travers added, opening the throttles to send the gunship fast in the wake of the F-76s, “will wipe a city of eight million people off the face of that planet ... and make it look like a terrible accident. Nine minutes.”

        Vidal was muttering beneath his breath, cursing in four languages Travers could follow and a few he could not. “Morrison!”

        “I’m trying to raise Cygnus, give me a chance,” the Kiev Controller assured him. The carrier was dwindling astern. 

        “Try harder!” Vidal bellowed. 

        “And my numbers still show it’s going to skip off the atmosphere,” Morrison insisted in that clipped, socially perfect homeworld accent. 

        “Christ, I don’t believe this,” Travers whispered. “Vidal.”

        “What?” Vidal was too furious to speak without snarling.

        The seven Delta Dragons were heading out fast. The unit’s second gunship was on Travers’s port side and a little below, and Marin’s Rapier was above him at two o’clock and a little ahead. “Vidal, if every nav-deck out here agrees with the trajectory solution while the main nav-tank on the ship is saying we’re wrong —”

        “Then either the main tank was misprogrammed by a halfwit,” Marin said sharply, “or preprogrammed to show specific results. You don’t smell the rat, Vidal? From where I’m sitting, it stinks.”

        “Morrison!” Vidal’s voice broke on his anger.

        “I’m, uh, checking the fundamental data, Major. Reloading everything we got from Fleet. The tank will be back up — soon.” For the first time Morrison was clearly flustered.

        “It’s going to take too long,” Travers warned as his belly clenched. On his screens he was watching the intercept course, the arrowhead of marks which represented Delta and the big, fat blip marking ’389.

        “The codes, Morrison,” Vidal growled. “Seven minutes.”

        “Cygnus is not answering.” Morrison was breathless. “Fuckitall, Vidal, I can call them but I can’t make them answer any more than you can make ’389 answer! Their comm relays are probably still busted up after the fighting. Hydralis saw a lot of action — we probably busted them up ourselves! You’re asking for miracles.”

        Then Marin: “I’m not buying that, Vidal. The high band transmitters are probably still out, but you could call the company on their main civilian vidphone hookup. That’s business, they’d have it back on line in hours. They’re stalling.”

        Vidal: “Tell me about it. Travers, Rogan.” The two gunship pilots.

        “Right behind you,” Travers said softly. “Six minutes, Vidal.”

        “Likewise,” Gina Rogan’s light voice echoed.

        “Run the numbers again for me. Let’s at least get it right.” Vidal took a breath. As the chaos of the Fleet comm began to drop out with sheer distance Travers heard the breath. Delta were at full-throttle, the gunships redlining to stay in contact with the F-76s, and they were just starting to seriously run out of time. 

        The numbers ran through both big navigation decks aboard the gunships, and Travers was aware that he was holding his breath, waiting for confirmation. Rogan was a split second faster. “The same, Mickey. Just like we knew. Travers?”

        “Yes. Vidal, you know what’s going on here?”

        “Kiev Control!” Vidal shouted.

        And at least Morrison was right there: “Still loading the tank.”

        “Screw the tank,” Roark Hubler snarled. “It was tampered with.”

        “It was — what?” Morrison was out of his depth now.

        “You heard me,” Hubler roared, “you little homeworld bastard. You’re just stalling, covering for them!”

        “Roark, that’s enough.” Vidal cut across the comm like a scythe. 

        Then Curtis, quiet and flat calm: “Five minutes.”

        Travers took a deep breath. “We’re not going to get the codes, Vidal. Has anybody out here tried to raise ’389? If the Kiev’s main nav-tank was preloaded with crap to make this thing fly, maybe the carrier’s comm systems were rigged too.”

        “Christ, you’re right.” Vidal swore lividly. “Rogan, try it. All frequencies. Tachyon band, the lot.”

        It was worth a shot, but Travers suspected what Rogan would be saying. “Nothing, Mickey. You’d swear the thing didn’t even have a comm array. I think it’s deaf.” She paused. “Could be blind as well.”

        So the drone pilot had no notion of where it was. It knew only that it must fly a programed course. Knowing no better, it did what any machine and most humans would do. It put its trust in its masters and followed its orders. Blind faith was about to annihilate eight million people. 

        “Vidal, destroy it, and do it fast,” Marin said very quietly. “Neil, engage your long range sensors. Look at the cargo, for godsakes. It’s not just Hydralis that’ll be annihilated.”

        Delta had just entered reliable sensor range now, and Travers would have picked up local-area scanning in a moment anyway. He stroked a control, read the screen and listened to the kid beside him bleating profanities. 

        The freighter was coming in loaded with a gross mass of twelve million tonnes, including the Weimann modules, three fusion reactors and the deadweight of a vast cargo. Reactors and Weimann engines were crash-shielded, and the worst Hydralis would suffer would be a minor spill. But the cargo modules were not — could not — be crash shielded. She was loaded with rare ores, and most of the products leaving the Frankfurt refineries were fuel elements. Even on a textbook flight CL-389 was a sizzling radiation hazard; and just under ten million tonnes of her mass was cargo. 

        “Dump that into any part of Omaru,” Marin whispered, “and you might as well evacuate the colony. You’d have another Haagen. Anybody here remember the words ‘Yoruba event?’ The planet won’t support human life again for a thousand years.”

        The Yoruba event was one of the bleakest moments of colonial history. Fifth graders learned the story as an object lesson: habitable, clement worlds were scarce and it was so easy to ruin them. 

        “Destroy it, Vidal!” Travers called loudly. “Four minutes!”

        Still Vidal hesitated. “Kiev, we double-checked and cross-checked our data. We believe your tank has been misprogrammed. Can you raise Cygnus?”

        For what it was worth, Morrison was still with them. “No joy, Vidal. I even tried the civilian vidphone hookup, like Marin said. I’m uh, still on hold. My call is important to the company and so on. Christ! I cannot give you authorization to destroy fourteen billion dollars’ worth of civilian property.”

        “Tough shit, Morrison,” Vidal said lightly, “because it’s going to happen anyway. You dig till you find out who screwed up your tank.”

        The Controller skipped a beat. “Vidal ... Mickey, think about it. It’s not just your career. It’s worth ten years in Jackson Penitentiary!”

        Vidal did not answer, and for some moments the comm was silent as Delta roared in toward the behemoth before Marin said tersely, “If it’s going to be a problem for you, Vidal, let me do it. I’ll worry about dealing with Harrison Shapiro later.”

        The blockade was so far behind, the Fleet comm loop was filtered out by the local system, leaving only the link back to the carrier. Marin’s voice carried clearly, and Travers’s as he added, “I’ll cover for you, Curtis, right behind you.”

        “Neil, you’ve got three crew aboard,” Marin warned. “There’s no need to take a bunch of kids with us.”

        “I also,” Travers said with a curious, wry humor, “have my sidearm in my hand. Give him confirmation, Ellis.” The little ceramic Zamfir pistol was cool in his palm, and the kid’s eyes were bugging out as Travers leveled it on him. “Bobby! Confirm!” 

        “Jesus!” Ellis yelled. “Okay, all right, he’s got the gun on us!”

        “Good enough.” Marin’s voice was rueful. “You hear that, Vidal? The carrier’s monitoring us. If it’s going to be an issue, for the record, order us right now to stand down. We’d be happy to ignore you. And incidentally, three minutes.”

        Vidal: “You guys can’t have a fucking brain cell left between the both of you! Travers, Rogan, hold up and wait for firing instructions. All Delta Dragons, arm your Comanches ... one apiece, please, right in the stern tubes. Follow me in, take that monster out, clean, and for godsakes get out fast.”

        One Comanche warhead was worth five megatons and each Rapier carried two. The gunships carried twelve more each, but a spread of five warheads into the freighter’s five widespread, blast-shielded sterntubes should surely snuff the bulk carrier out of existence. The fissile cargo would almost certainly ignite, creating a chain reaction visible in the daylight sky over Hydralis.

        None of this was in question. What troubled Travers was the Rapiers’ chances of making it out of the blast radius before the death throes of ’389 engulfed them. His skin prickled with a sheen of sweat as he called quietly, “Curtis.”

        “I know.” Marin’s voice was taut. “Give me another option, Neil, and I’d be glad to take it.”

        But Travers was out of options, and Michael Vidal himself had already moved into position to lead the strike force as Gina Rogan said into the pregnant hum of the comm, “Two minutes, Mickey. It’s got to be soon, if you’re going to do it.”

        “Vidal!” It was Morrison. “Vidal, for godsakes! Think about it, man! They could stand you in front of a firing squad for this! Please!”

        “Get Colonel Rusch,” Vidal said tersely. “I want to talk to her.”

        “I’m listening, Major.” Colonel Alexis Rusch spoke with the same accent as Vidal himself. “Morrison, stand down. Stand down, I said!” A pause, and she was back. “I’ve been listening the whole time, Vidal. Forgive me, I’ve been a little busy. I’ve been trying every military, civilian, social, legal and corporate line into Cygnus. I’ve pulled every string I possess, and I’ve dropped every name I know. Nothing. Either I don’t have the leverage in Hydralis — which is highly likely — or else neither Cygnus Logistics nor Goldman-Pataki know one damn thing about what’s going on here, and they’re not about to get involved. Maybe both.” She paused. “You’re certain of your numbers?”

        “Triple-checked,” Vidal grated.

        “And my main navigation deck is currently refusing to reboot,” Rusch said tersely. “We’ve brought a backup deck online to serve carrier operations, but I see ample reason to suspect we’ve been deliberately misprogrammed.”

        “One minute,” Vidal said quietly. “Captain?”

        Travers knew Alexis Rusch only from the records he had viewed in Shapiro’s office. She was a scientist by vocation and a career Fleet officer by necessity, since the DeepSky Fleet would take her where civilians could not go. Hellgate. She had that Elstrom StarCity accent, like Vidal. Like Robert Chandra Liang. Travers was holding his breath as she said, “Destroy it.”

        “Authorization?” Vidal pressed. 

        “If you like.” She paused. Travers heard a thread of humor in her voice as she added, “Would the lack of it stop any of you?”

        “No, ma’am,” Curtis Marin said without skipping a beat, “it would not. On your marker, Vidal.” 

        “Delta Dragons, fall in behind me.” Vidal’s fury seemed to have cooled. “Gunships, hold well back ... standby. We may need you.”

        It was an understatement. Travers’s heart was in his mouth as he watched the five flaretails chase away toward the oncoming monster. With forty seconds left before intercept he began to pick the freighter up visually by the in-system running lights which came on when a ship dropped out of e-space. At thirty seconds he began to see the outline of the hull, ballooning up before him as it raced closer. The Rapiers were reduced to specks on the tracking screen and every second seemed a day long, while Travers’s heart thudded painfully against his ribs.

        At twenty seconds the Rapiers looped around behind the freighter to take their shot. CL-389 was still driving toward the blockade at ferocious speed, and by now the smelters showed as blips on the same screens which tracked the Rapiers. Althea was already close enough to appear as a wide half-disk, and over the comm loop Travers heard the blockade’s big ships recalling their fighters and gunships. Nothing small would want to be naked in space.

        And us? Travers thought bitterly. 

        Ten seconds. “Rogan,” he called.

        “Right above you. Aragos are on, I’m locked down.”

        “Get a tracking lock on the Rapiers,” he added. “Hold it as long as you can. You know what’s going to —”

        And then space seemed to erupt. The canopy auto-dimmed and the Arago fields thrummed as the gunship struggled to stabilize itself. Travers flung up a hand to shield his eyes. It was as if the heart of a star had poured itself out of nowhere, seething, boiling, an envelope of blazing vapor expanding outward with the speed of a nova. The three reactors had detonated, and the chain-reaction was eating the cargo. For a large fraction of a second a new, tiny star had ignited in the Omaru system. Travers held his breath, not for the first time wishing he knew how to pray. Don’t let the Weimanns implode, don’t let the Weimanns
—

        Two seconds became three, became five. The outer layers of the explosion were still expanding, dulling a little and filling with color, and if by now the implosion had not swallowed the freighter whole, and everything else in the area, it would not happen. Travers’s eyes were streaming in protest as the canopy before him began to lighten, and he blinked repeatedly at the screens, looking for tracking marks.

        The screens were a haze, a mess of scything star-fragments and sizzling confusion, and for long seconds the instruments were blind. The gunships were right on the fringe of the explosion, engines still running high and hot, taking them out and away from the caress of plasma-temperature gas, but the storm of hard radiation had already overtaken them. They were sizzling, so hot, their first destination back on the blockade would be decontamination.

        Travers’s chest burned, he was holding his breath again as he tried to tell plasma and shrapnel from sensor-ghosts. And F-76 Rapiers. “Gina, you see anything?”
        “I had a lock on them till it blew,” she said over the hiss and static. “I saw two of them pull straight up, ninety degrees from the engine deck, then my systems overloaded. I never saw the other three.”

         Which didn’t mean they hadn’t pulled out, Travers thought hotly. It just meant they had sheered off on the far side of ’389 and opened the throttles so wide, they were out of any reliable sensor range. If they could outrun the leading-edge of the firestorm, they could loop around, make their way back. Under optimum conditions the F-76 had the acceleration. And what about old, overworked, under-serviced aircraft? Travers wondered as he took the gunship up in a high arc, circuiting the equator of the vast explosion.

        The heart of it was darkening now. ’389 was gone, leaving a sizzling hole in space. Only remnants of its vast cargo survived, gobs of white-hot ore, flocks of them cooling to cinders in the vacuum, where they became a hazard to navigation. Like boulder-sized asteroids they bounced off the gunship’s armor as Travers went around the periphery of the hotzone, scanning in every direction.

       The sweat of dread had begun to smart his eyes as he picked up three tracking marks which hung on as he closed on them. Sensor-ghosts faded away, but these endured, and they were not hunks of molten ore. One of them was a Rapier. Or, had been. The nose section was torn away, ripped off as if it were a toy in the hands of a spiteful child. He was cold right through to the bone as he angled the gunship and zoomed in the cameras.

        On the tail were the now-familiar sculpted flames, and the number 5. It was Joe Lupino, who had been flying in company with Marin. Lupino with the gaunt face, the haunted, haunting eyes which had made Travers wonder what he had seen and done. Perhaps Lupino had suffered some precognition, a vision of his own death here. Travers had disliked the young man intensely, and avoided him, and as he saw the tumbling, spinning wreckage of the Rapier, he could not deny a moment of foolish guilt.

        “You see it?” Rogan asked. “Just a wreck.”

        “Delta 5,” Travers said tersely. “I got two more. You see them?”

        “I see one ... and it’s a wreck, but it’s whole,” Rogan mused. “I got a number for you, Travers. Delta 3. That’s Paul Tang. The hull looks sound from here ... I’ll go in closer, get a better look. He might be alive.” She sounded doubtful. “You get the other one.”

        Travers was already swinging the gunship around, and he jinked the throttles, a bare nudge, to chase the F-76. It was drifting across the last, faint gas-wisps of the explosion, and space was so saturated with radiation, sensors were stuttering, on the edge of useless. He peered ahead with his own eyes, picking the dark shape out of the background of stars.  

        The hull was sound but the engines were dark and the plane was not transmitting. Not a beacon, not a squeak of telemetry. The Rapiers were well shielded, but still Travers’s eyes went to the rad-counters, reading levels almost off the scale. Every system must have shorted out, leaving it as a husk. The gunship nudged around another degree, and he was trying to make out the number on the tail when Rogan’s voice said, “I have Delta 3 in tow. It’s way too hot to take it aboard ... Tang’s dead. The canopy fractured, the cockpit fried. He’s cooked.”

        Nausea overwhelmed Travers’s belly for an instant and he swallowed hard. “Still looking for two more, Rogan. Get busy.”

        “I’m doing it, Travers. Who’ve you got there?”

        “Trying to see. Wait.” Travers turned on the floodlights, and the Rapier was picked out in harsh white light. The hull was charred, but he could still make out the number on the tail and his heart squeezed. “It’s Curtis.” He swallowed and took a deep breath before he could speak again. “You’re after Vidal and Hubler.”

        “No sign of them,” she warned.

        “Look further out!” Travers barely recognized his own voice. “Ellis, give me a hand here. Bobby, get your finger out!” The kid jumped out of his skin. Travers could clearly smell the sharpness of fresh sweat, and moderated his tone. “Take it in tractors, bring it in, close as you can.” He was juggling the cameras, zooming to get a look into the cockpit. The floodlights poured in, more candlepower than he needed, and then Travers sucked in a harsh breath.

        Marin raised both gloved hands to his helmet and dropped the visor. He would have lifted it a bare minute before, when he began to struggle with the dormant flight systems. He dropped it again now in the interests of his irises, and Travers watched him raise both thumbs. Before Travers could even attempt to transmit he tapped the side of his helmet, over his ear, and made negative gestures. 

        “Rogan,” Travers said instead, listening to a hoarse croak where his voice should be. “I’ve got Delta 4, alive. The Rapier’s dead, nothing left ... I’m going to take him into my hot-box. You need help?”

        The other gunship was cruising far out from the epicenter of the eruption, scanning in every direction. “I just picked up one mark, Travers. Going after it, and ... I have audio.”

        He cranked his gain to maximum but the local area white noise sheeted out his comm. “Can’t reach it, Rogan. Give me a relay.”

        The signal was strong enough but massively distorted and broken up. Still, Travers recognized the voice. “You got me? Gunship! Gunship! Rogan, goddamn it!” Roark Hubler sounded strung out, at the end of his short patience and mad enough to kill. 

        “Hold your peace, Roark,” Rogan yelled across the white noise. “You’re drifting so far out, you’re just lucky to get seen at all! You see anything of Vidal?”

        In that moment the audio broke up so badly, Travers could make out no more, and Bobby Ellis muttered, “Decontamination Bay 2 is open. I’ve got him in tractors, sir. You want I should put him right in?” 

        “Fast as you can.” Travers adjusted his headset. “Rogan! Rogan!” No answer. Travers swore, and over his shoulder addressed the systems officer. “Get back to Decon 2, will you, Ettinger? Make it fast. The Rapier’s hot as hell, the electricals fried, but Marin looked okay. Get into a hardsuit, hook up a power line, see if you can get him out of there. Torch him out if you have to. We’re going after Hubler and Vidal.” 

        Every nerve in his body wanted to go aft to the hot-box, but the downside to rank was duty, and his place was here. One Delta Dragon was still missing, while at least Curtis was aboard. The engines rammed up again, a thrumming vibration in his bones as he took the gunship out on the other side of the hot-zone and closed on Rogan’s signal. As he put the wreck behind him he began to pick up audio, and listened intently.  

        “I saw it!” Hubler bellowed. “Just follow your nose, damnit!”

        “I’m trying, Christ knows,” Rogan was muttering. “I’m just not seeing it, Roark. You could be delirious, you know. You ought to be in the Infirmary! I’m heading back in right now.”

        “I’ll give you delirious, Rogan,” Hubler threatened. “You head back in, and I’ll have you on a spike over a barbecue pit!”

        “Trouble?” Travers interrupted as he closed fast on Rogan’s gunship, but saw no sign of another F-76, which could only mean Rogan had taken Hubler aboard. Tang’s crippled ship, dead pilot and all, were in clamps on the underside of the hull. 

        “You could say.” Rogan was at the end of her patience. “Roark thinks he saw —”

        “Roark fucking knows he saw!” Hubler exploded on the comm.

        “— Vidal eject, blow out the cockpit module just before the engines ruptured,” Rogan finished, ignoring Hubler. “Maybe he did, Travers. I don’t know. What I do know is, both of Roark’s legs are crushed, he’s bleeding like a butchered pig, he’s going to lose them, even if I redline my engines every klick of the way back to the Kiev ... and if I don’t, it’s not his legs he’s going to lose, it’s his useless, shitty life!” Her voice rose to a bellow as she spoke.

        “Get moving,” Travers told her. “Hubler, shut the hell up and hang tight. If Vidal’s out here, I’ll find him.” 

        A pause on the comm, and Hubler was back, hoarse, winded. “I owe you one, Travers. You bring him in, even if he’s dead.”

        “I’ll bring him in,” Travers promised. “Rogan’s got Tang. He and Lupino didn’t make it.”

        “And Marin?” Hubler was fading fast now.

        “I’ve got him aboard.” Travers felt as if he had been punched under the heart. “I don’t know what shape he’s in. The plane’s toast, but I saw him moving.” On his screen, Rogan’s gunship was accelerating fast, and as she bypassed the hotzone she dumped a marker beacon which would warn of the navigation hazard.

        The shards of cinder were hot enough and big enough to confuse tracking, and Travers was intent on the display, sorting through the traces one by one. “Ettinger! Where are you?”

        “I’m in the hardsuit,” Leon Ettinger told him. Rad-counters are wild, Travers. Decon systems are running at max.”

        “You see Marin?” Travers brought the gunship around after a track which looked promising. Ettinger, he knew, would be in the suiting room just off the side of the hot-box. He should be in the airlock, with several view angles on several monitors.

        “I see him in the cockpit. The canopy’s still locked down ... no power to lift it. He’s moving. Give me a chance, Travers! I’ve got a laser torch in my hand, not a magic wand.”

        “Sorry.” Travers forced in a breath. Ettinger was five years older than himself and a good man. He knew what he was doing. And of all the tracks both Travers and Rogan had followed, the mark he had just picked up looked the most interesting. He adjusted his audio as he took the gunship closer and angled the floods. “Vidal. Vidal, you hear me?” A sputter, a crackle, as the floodlights swung over and began to glare on a charred surface. Travers turned his gain to maximum. “Vidal, if you’ve got power, kick up your transmission. I don’t hear you.”

        A crackle, a sheet of white noise, and “—ick me up. I’m hot, but the canopy’s sound. Rad levels are holding okay inside. Can you see me? I have you on viz, Travers.”

        As he spoke, the charred object in Travers’s floodlights tumbled over and he realized he had been looking at the bottom of the cockpit module. “I just picked you up, Vidal. Bobby?”

        “Pulling him in now,” Ellis said quickly. “I’ll put him in Decon 1.”

        “You’re headed for Decon 1,” Travers repeated. “Your men Tang and Lupino didn’t make it. Rogan’s gone back in fast with Hubler ... he’s badly hurt but he should patch up.”

        “He’s the toughest sonofabitch I ever knew,” Vidal said ruefully, “including me.” He paused. “Marin?”

        “In Decon 2. I don’t know yet.” Travers was listening to the beat of his own heart. “Ettinger’s in a hardsuit, cutting him out of the cockpit right now. Soon as we get you aboard I’m going back there to help.”

        “I’ve got him,” Bobby Ellis said jubilantly. “Reeled him in like a fish on a line.”

        “Good for you.” Travers released the flight harness and pushed up out of the seat. “Get us home, Bobby, fast as this scup-bucket will go.”

        From the gleam in the kid’s eyes, this was the sole compensation for the sorrows he endured in the service. His personal thrill was speed, and Travers felt the engine vibration clear through the deck as he made his way aft to the cargo deck and hangars. 

        The gunship had four hot-boxes, each large enough to accommodate a Rapier, each serviced by an airlock, and the four airlocks opened directly onto the suiting room, which also gave direct access to the machine shop and the gunship’s infirmary. The red spinners were on, indicating that Decon 1 was busy, and Travers peered at the monitors. Ettinger’s cutting torch was a hotspot which trashed the rest of an image which was little more than a fog bank in any case. Decontamination was running high, battering the whole compartment with jets of steam so powerful, they would knock a man down and flay bare skin. “Ettinger? Ettinger!”

        “Go take a pill, Travers,” Leon Ettinger said in a pained voice. “I tried to get a power hookup, but everything’s shorted. Decon’s been running, he’s got life support for another ten minutes and I’ll have him out of there in two. He’s signaling that he’s in good shape. Jesus, he’s a lucky boy. They both are. I’ve been listening to your comm. You picked up Vidal, and I wouldn’t have put money on that.”

        Some part of Travers began to relax at last, and he sank down onto the bench between the suiting room’s lockers. For the first time he felt the chill, uncomfortable prickle of the uniform shirt and realized it was sweat-soaked. He pulled both hands over his face and through his hair, and studied his palms for several moments while he waited for Ettinger. Now it was over, he felt the shakes starting and clenched both fists tight.

        The red light over Decon 2’s airlock turned to amber: in an emergency a technician could go in ‘naked’ for a short time now — without a suit. Travers was on his feet. “Ettinger?”
        “Yeah, yeah, hold your water, Travers. Here, for godsakes, you take it, Curt, maybe you can shut him up.” 

        A rustle, pops and crackles, and Marin said breathlessly, “I’m all right, Neil. The edge of the blast caught me, burned out every scrap of wire I had, killed the power system. If life support wasn’t on storage cells, you could mail me home in a box.”

        Fresh sweat prickled Travers’s ribs and palms. “You hurt?”

        “Just shaken up. And angry,” Marin admitted. “I’ve got about five minutes left in Decon, Neil ... and then I want some answers.”

        The voice that surprised him belonged to Vidal. “So do I.” 

        Travers had not heard the soft hiss of Decon 1’s airlock cycling, and he turned now to watch Vidal come limping out of the hot-box. His right knee was twisted, and his face was a dark essay in fury. The flight suit was sweatdark, and he was pulling off the gloves as he walked out of decontamination. He flung them down and glared at Travers, but when he spoke his voice was almost bantering.

        “You need a medic,” Travers observed.

        “I owe you.” Vidal thrust out his hand. “I could hear Rogan’s comm, I just couldn’t punch a signal back. And she was right, Roark was losing so much blood, he was daffy. You could have bugged out. You already had your buddy aboard.”

        “You don’t know me very well,” Travers said quietly, and took Vidal’s hand, not in the least surprised to find it shaking. 

       “And you don’t know me at all,” Vidal added. He nodded back over his shoulder, toward the hotzone where ’389 had died. “I was impressed. You and Marin would have done it, even if I’d chickened when that butt-head, Vern Morrison, started babbling about Jackson.”

        “Maybe we have nothing left to lose,” Travers suggested evasively. “Would you have?”

        “Chickened and run?” Vidal’s brows rose. His head shook slowly. “I told you half a lifetime ago, Travers, when we were playing folgen. Some of us are not in it for the money.” He smiled faintly. “You called me an uptown frat-brat, and you’re mostly right ... mostly. There’s a tad bit more to me than that.” 

        A blue status light blinked on over the suiting room’s door and Travers stirred. “We’re coming up on the blockade. Let me take us in.”

        Vidal lifted his arm, took a sniff and made a face. “We’re going to be on the rug in twenty minutes. I’m going to take a shower, at least try to smell like a human being while Colonel Rusch decides if she’s going to bust my butt for this.” He leaned over toward Travers and took another sniff. “Take a word of advice ... and a shower.”

        With that he limped away toward the dark locker room beyond the infirmary, and Travers was alone in the harsh light of the suiting room when Decon 2 opened and Marin stepped out. He looked, Travers thought, like a man who had just realized how lucky he was to be alive. Pale, shadowed, blue about the eyes and at the same time smiling. Behind him, Leon Ettinger was desuiting, and Travers seized the rare opportunity to take Marin’s hands, hold them tightly. 

        “That,” Curtis murmured, “was a little too close.”

        “You have a gift for understatement.” Travers was dry-mouthed, longing for a beer, for privacy, for an hour of peace and quiet in which he could find words which at the moment eluded him. Marin only nodded, and a faint, tired smile, a light in the wide hazel eyes, told Travers the words were not necessary. Curtis reached up, touched his face with fingertips which seemed to brand Travers’s skin, and Travers could have taken him, crushed him in an embrace. 

        Bobby Ellis chose that moment to intrude. “On approach to the Kiev, Major Travers,” he called. “They’re taking Delta aboard.”

        “I’ll be right there,” Travers told him, somehow coherent.

        “We,” Curtis corrected, and went ahead of him.

        Technicians were waiting to swarm over the gunship, but Delta’s Decon bays were curiously empty. No Rapiers had returned, and of five pilots only two were alive and walking. The mission status boards listed Joe Lupino as ‘missing,’ since no remains had been recovered, but Paul Tang, whom Travers had barely known at all, was simply listed ‘Dec.’ No ceremony, no surprise, no space for grief.

        Pale, blank faces watched Travers, Curtis and Vidal walk out of the hangar. Vance Botero had come up. He stood back, chain smoking, while a team of medics hurried Hubler to the nearest service elevator. Hubler was deeply unconscious and they were forcing blood into him even before he was brought out of Rogan’s gunship.

        Without a word, Travers and Curtis headed for the showers. Vidal followed the medics after his wingman, but every part of the Delta hangar was busy following the general alert, and there was not a moment of quiet or privacy. Travers clenched his teeth until his jaw ached, and envied Marin the Resalq disciplines that calmed, soothed, in the face of frenzy.

        His equanimity was intact, his hands steady as they dressed. They were very likely in serious trouble, but Marin seemed not to care. He was clearly angry, but the passion was on a tight leash and his face was composed as Vidal looked into the Delta officer’s facilities. Damp hair, fresh uniform, Travers noticed: Vidal had used the bathroom at the infirmary while the medics stabilized Hubler. 

        “They’ve requested the pleasure of our company,” he said tersely. “Rusch will be in the briefing room in ten.” 

        “Oh, joy.” Travers studied Curtis with genuine concern. “Are you up to this? You had a damned rough ride. If you want to beg off —”

        “I’ll be fine,” Marin said mildly. “In fact, I want to look Alexis Rusch in the eyeballs and see for myself how much of a bastard she is.”

        “A bastard?” Vidal echoed. “She’s a pain in the ass, but not a bastard.” He stood aside to clear the doorway. “And we’re late.”

        The ship was standing down, but the crew decks and hangar decks would be busy for twenty hours or more. A flight of fresh F-76s must be broken out of storage, assembled, tested, armed. Pilots must be borrowed from other units. The whole carrier seemed to be moving independently, and Travers was reminded of an ant heap or a beehive full of worker drones, each scurrying about its business, apparently without order until the final, unifying purpose emerged. 

        Haunted eyes followed them to the service elevators. Travers wondered how much the grunts knew. On the Intrepid, most of the crew would have been listening into the comm loop, always two steps ahead of the officers, like the most agile armchair quarterbacks. These conscript kids knew exactly what had happened. And if it could happen to Omaru, it could happen to many other colonies.

        The elevator closed and the car went up fast. Travers was aware of the drum of his pulse, and more than ever envied Marin his calm as they walked into the empty, echoing auditorium. The podium lights were half-dimmed, the threedee idling, and Travers’s attention was drawn to the portrait of Ernst Rabelais.

        It was meter-high, dominating the briefing room, in a heavy carved wood frame. Welcoming the diversion, he inspected it minutely for the first time, surprised to find that it was real wood, and a genuine painting within. He stood back and frowned up into the face of the man who had given his name to one of the most notorious regions in space. He could not remember seeing any depiction of Rabelais before, and he was surprised again. The man was young when he sat for this portrait; the face was unlined, the hair fair, the eyes very blue, a shade not very different from Travers’s own. Ernst Rabelais was an attractive man without being at all handsome, and Travers wondered if the artist had flattered him.

        Coffee molecules drifted toward him, capturing his attention, and as Marin handed him a cup he turned his back on the portrait. Vidal was still at the ’chef, on the bench at the rear of the ten-meter auditorium with its three crescent tiers of seats and the massive threedee beside the podium. The briefing room seated forty, the full compliment of the carrier’s command corps. With only three present, it seemed empty indeed.

        “Anxious?” Marin asked softly before Vidal could join them.

        “No. What can she do, bust us?” Travers tried the coffee. “I’m thinking of calling Shapiro. I’ve heard all I need to hear.”

        “We’ve seen no physical evidence,” Marin warned. “Westheim and Vidal talked in circles, and hints won’t hold up in court.” He laid a hand on Travers’s shoulder. “Finish the job out properly, Neil, and then we won’t have to come back. We’re close. A few days will do it.”

        He was right, and though Travers longed to find a rational argument he could not. He was still hunting for a retort when footsteps, sharp on the tiled floor of the auditorium, announced company, and his spine stiffened in spite of his resolve. Never in his life had he liked officers; he did not enjoy being one, and being answerable to them was anathema.

        Colonel Alexis Rusch strode to the podium and stood in the backwash of the muted lights. She was medium height, strongly built without being thick-set, chic without being pretty, elegant without the self-conscious social pretensions. Arms folded, she looked up at the three young men at the back of the auditorium, not one of whom had stepped down toward her.

        Twice, Travers and Marin had seen her before. Both times they had been in the back of this briefing room, virtually unnoticed among the Kiev’s officer compliment, two faces among forty, and unimportant ones at that. 

        Without a word Colonel Rusch dropped a data cube into the threedee beside the podium, and with a groan Travers heard his own voice and Marin’s, words he would never forget. The machine was relentless. Marin: “If it’s going to be a problem for you, Vidal, let me do it. I’ll worry about dealing with Harrison Shapiro later.” And then Travers himself: “I’ll cover for you, Curtis, right behind you.” Marin again: “Neil, you’ve got three crew aboard. There’s no need to take a bunch of kids with us.” Travers: “I also have my sidearm in my hand. Give him confirmation, Ellis. Bobby! Confirm!” And Ellis, a startled yelp: “Jesus! Okay, all right, he’s got the gun on us!” Marin once more: “Good enough. You hear that, Vidal? The carrier’s monitoring us. If it’s going to be an issue, for the record, order us right now to stand down. We’d be happy to ignore you. And incidentally, three minutes.” And at last, Vidal: “You guys can’t have a fucking brain cell left between the both of you! Travers, Rogan, hold up and wait for firing instructions.”

        The colonel in command of the super-carrier Kiev thumbed off the threedee and lifted a brow at the three men. “I assume you have excellent explanations. I’m waiting.” 

        “You heard the whole thing,” Vidal said quietly, frowning at the portrait of Rabelais. “You know exactly what happened.”

        “I have Goldman-Pataki, Cygnus Logistics, BankColonial and the underwriter, Samson Mercantile, screaming at me from four different directions. You blew away fourteen billion dollars’ worth of civilian investment.”

        “And you know why.” Vidal’s tone was unyielding. “You know the carrier’s navigation decks were tampered with. Preloaded. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was someone on General Bauer’s staff. They were over here a week ago, shoving their noses into everything, and they demanded access to the mainframes.”

        “No,” Marin said quietly. “They wouldn’t be the source.”

        Colonel Rusch looked up at him, and Marin came down the central aisle toward the podium. He stopped outside the perimeter of the lights. “You’re sure? Major Marin, how could you possibly be privy to that information?”

        “I don’t have information, but I can still see reason, ma’am,” Marin said, arguing from the vantage point of logic, since he could not disclose his and Travers’s affiliations with Shapiro. “General Bauer’s department is supposedly dedicated to upholding the integrity of the DeepSky Fleet. Of the Confederacy, by extension.” His shoulders lifted in a shallow shrug. “What took place today was so heinous, one can’t believe any officer within Fleet would take responsibility for it.”

        “It would take a politician to sanction genocide,” Travers added. 

        “Ah yes, Major Travers.” Rusch’s eyes followed him as he came down to join Marin, leaving Vidal at the back of the auditorium. “Would you like to describe for us what you believe happened?”

        For a moment Travers almost surrendered to the wave of absurd humor which rose in his throat. He choked off the mocking laugh at the last moment and ducked to hide the smile. “All right, I’ll put the whole thing into words, ma’am.” He glanced at Marin, and Curtis nodded, content to listen. Travers cleared his throat and tilted his head at Rusch, interested to watch her reactions. “The DeepSky Fleet is getting mauled at Omaru,” he said, carefully level. The colony’s been arming for years, their kids are Confederate-trained, and they’re fighting like they know something. They believe they can win. This much is so obvious, even CNS couldn’t miss it. We’re reaching the point, ma’am, fast, where something must be done about Omaru before Velcastra erupts, and then Lurand, and a dozen other worlds. Omaru has to be crushed so decisively there could be no possible chance of recovery, and there’s no easy way to do it. Fleet and the Army have tried their hand through conventional means ... and they chewed us up. It’s taking too long, costing too much. It’s embarrassing to the government of Earth, and it’s financially inconvenient.” 

        He had been watching Alexis Rusch’s face as he spoke. She wore a mask through which it was difficult to read any trace of response, but her eyes glittered with some mixture of anger and wry amusement. Travers had few personal concerns; at the last he and Marin would invoke the name of Harrison Shapiro, and their assignment here was over. But the part of him that genuinely enjoyed playing folgen wanted to see how far he could go.  

        “You’re quite the political theorist,” Rusch observed. “I’m still listening, Major. I assume you have a punch line.”

        He did chuckle now. “If it’s a punch line, it has to be the worst joke in history. Some caucus of high-powered senators, somewhere back on Earth, arranges the more or less complete ruination of the Omaru colony, the destruction of the city of Hydralis, the summary execution of its eight million traitors and mutineers.” He looked across at Marin. Curtis’s face was dark, shadowed. Disillusioned. “You stop a loaded ore hauler on its way in from one of the mining colonies.” Travers’s voice was very soft now, filled with regret. “You take it on remote pilot, using the very override codes you, ma’am, couldn’t pry out of Cygnus with red-hot tongs. You disable its comm systems and scan platforms, and load its nav-decks with a preset flight path. The drone can only follow the program you give it. So it drops out of e-space in the sensor blind of Hellgate, deep in the Omaru system, and even the deep space network doesn’t see it till it’s practically right on top of us. Neither Goldman-Pataki nor Cygnus is talking. Fleet, being so paranoid it hurts, gets a tracking lock on it. We shriek and move the Kiev, which has been on station in the same place for a long time now, like a big, fat target. Does anybody bother to take another look and see where the ore carrier’s going to wind up?” He nodded at his partner. “He did.”

        “So did I, Major Marin,” Rusch said quietly, “but I confess, I was fooled. I consulted my nav-deck, and I believed my data.”

        It was Vidal who said harshly, acidly, “Preloaded horse shit. Good enough to throw that wanker, Morrison.”

        “Good enough to fool me, Vidal,” Rusch added sharply, “until Delta began to shout.”

        “And thank God we did!” Vidal came marching down from the back of the auditorium. “Alexis! Are you telling me you still believe the crap you got from your nav-tank? Goddamn it, you’re better than this!”

        The accusation as well as the familiarity crackled like an electrical current. Travers and Marin shot a glance at each other, and Travers felt his brow crease. He and Curtis fronted up to the podium, and for the first time Rusch permitted an expression to show. It was some kind of rueful amusement. She said to Travers and Marin, “I’ve known Michael Vidal since the day he was born. He and my son were at school together. And he never did have any sense of manners or decorum.”

       “Uptown Elstrom,” Vidal said tersely. “The right side of the tracks, Travers, where you rubbed shoulders with the Deuels, the Liangs, the Shackletons.” He gave Rusch an odd look. “The clans of Vidal and Rusch, gods help us all. And he’s right, Alexis. Colonel.”

        She stepped down from the podium, sat in the nearest chair and stretched out her legs, crossed at the ankles. “I know he is. Get me a coffee.” She pinned Travers with a glare. “After you were through with your flying circus, I ran the numbers through my own system, a handy. Cut the nav-tank out of the equation.”

        “But ...” Travers felt a smile tug at his mouth. “But you authorized us to destroy it ahead of time.”

        “I did.” Rusch paused to take the coffee from Vidal. “I told you. I’ve known Michael Vidal since he was born. Before he was born, in fact. I learned to trust him a long time ago, and he’s seldom wrong.”

       “Never,” Vidal corrected. He sat in the chair behind Rusch and leaned forward, elbows on the back of the chair beside her. 

        She did not spare him a glance. “I’m getting a lot of flak from every angle, civil, legal, corporate and military.”

        “Tell them where to stick their heads,” Vidal suggested, “and get a tech crew on this. Find out who rigged the nav-deck.”

        “Because,” Marin added very quietly, “if we’d been worried about our pensions ... or about surviving, come to that ... we’d have stood down when Major Morrison insisted, and watched Hydralis destroyed.”

        “Indeed.” Rusch studied him with a frown. “I was listening to your comm. ‘I’ll worry about dealing with Harrison Shapiro later,’ you said. Who are you, Major Marin? What are you?” She lifted the mug but did not drink. “Are you connected to Fleet Internal Affairs?”

        Marin laughed softly. “No, ma’am.” That at least was true. “I’m just a kid from the colonies, and you can put me in front of a firing squad before I’ll stand aside and let the Confederacy kill eight million people.”

        “Republican,” Alexis Rusch said in an odd, flat tone.

        Something in her voice made Travers’s ears prick up. Marin’s back straightened and his head came up. He met the woman’s eyes levelly. “Am I busted?”

        For an elastic moment she was silent, just looking at him, and then she buried her nose in the mug. “If I arrested every person on this ship who has republican sentiments, I wouldn’t have enough left to make a crew shift. Conscripts.” Her lip curled.

        “They don’t beg to be here,” Travers said sharply, and then added, through sheer force of habit, “ma’am.”

        She angled an odd look at him. “You’re a republican too, no doubt.”

       The atmosphere was white-hot. Something had to break, and at last Vidal laughed, more of a bark than a sound of humor. “Find me a colonial who isn’t. And while you’re at it, Alexis, Colonel, find me the bastard who preloaded the nav-deck and give me three minutes alone with him.” 

        “As long as that?” Marin said with dark humor. 

       “Gentlemen, please.” Rusch stood and walked several paces away before turning back to them. “You may find it amusing, but you’re certainly going to be investigated, and two of you can’t survive that a second time.” She was looking critically at Travers and Marin. “There’s very little I can do to protect you, if either Fleet Sector Command, Borushek or our political superiors, choose to take punitive action against you, but I’ll certainly testify on your behalf.” She gestured with the mug and gave them a faintly exasperated smile. “Because you’re right. Omaru was supposed to be one great smoking crater with eight million dead, and it was supposed to look like an industrial accident, not a war crime. But being right, being innocent, never shielded a person if the service or the government wanted them nailed.”

        “It stinks,” Vidal said sourly.

        “Yes it does. It’s also a hard fact of life, Michael.” Rusch gave him a hard look, and he stood, taking the half-empty mug from her. “I’ll let you know how this proceeds. And as for your disagreeable friend, Major Hubler, I had word from the Infirmary just before I came here. He’s alive, but the legs are gone, as you expected. It’ll be biocyber prostheses for him, and a few months at the base hospital in Sark while he gets his new feet under him.”

        Only Travers heard Marin’s soft intake of breath, and he moved to Curtis’s side, unable to offer more than moral support. Colonel Rusch drew away to the door, paused there and turned back for a moment. “For what it’s worth, well done, all of you. You’ll be decorated ... probably right before you’re cashiered. Your debriefing will begin tomorrow, and will take several days. You’re grounded until we have closure on this business, of course. As I said, I’ll speak out for you if and when Borushek Sector Command tries to make some kind of object lesson of you. I shall endeavor to make sure you’re not actually shot.”

        On that caustic note she was gone, and Vidal made an obscene gesture at the closed door. “She always was an A-grade pain in the butt. You know she’s a Shackleton? That’s as in Shackleton Void. Her mother’s the direct descendent, name and all, but Alexis calls herself Rusch, because papa was the congressman with the money. Jesus! Don’t you hate politics?” 

        “With a passion.” Travers was headed after the colonel. “I’m going to go and get mildly plastered, if anyone would like to join me.”

        He did not look back, and was surprised when not only Marin but Vidal also was still behind him when he reached the elevator. Vidal was preoccupied, perhaps with Roark Hubler, but not anxious enough to return to the Infirmary. He was still with them when Travers palmed the lock pad beside the quarters he and Marin shared, and invited himself in as the lights came up.

        A bottle of orange schnapps and three glasses appeared from the locker under the bed. Marin poured, took his own glass and sat on the corner of the bed, watching the other two with a vast curiosity. Travers held up his glass in salute. “Survival.”

        “Survival,” Vidal echoed, and drank. His eyes narrowed on Travers, and with the empty glass he gestured at Marin. “So what’s the story? You and him.”

        “We’re together,” Travers said simply and refused to elaborate.

        “So I gathered.” Vidal helped himself to another schnapps. “Doesn’t mean I can’t try my luck. We have more common ground than you think.”

        “StarCity frat-brat,” Travers muttered, turning away.

        The sound of a velcro seal breaking open made him turn back, and his eyes were drawn to Vidal’s smooth, hairless, pale-gold chest. One breast wore a small, discreet tattoo. Not the garish, brazen flame sculpture of the Delta Dragons, but an open-headed ankh worked in blue and warm yellow. For several moments Vidal just let him look, before he resealed the shirt. 

        He tossed down the second orange schnapps, upturned the glass on the table by the bottle and was on his way to the door when he leaned over unexpectedly, caught Travers’s face in his hands and landed a kiss hard on his mouth. For a moment Travers was too astonished to react, and by the time he might either have protested or participated Vidal had withdrawn and was gone.

        “StarCity, certainly,” Marin said, amused. “Bratty ex-fraternity bastard, most definitely. Also republican diehard, willing to put his career and his liberty on the line if Rusch had chickened. The man’s Daku. I never saw anyone actually wear their mark before.”

        “They’re fanatics ... like Chandra Liang. So what the hell is a fanatical Daku doing on this ship?” Travers drew a deep breath, collected another schnapps and joined Marin on the bed.

        “You heard what he said. ‘We all have reasons to wish Fleet in hell. Some of us are ready to do something about it.’ I’m only guessing,” Marin said slowly, “but I think his family may be up to their aristocratic eyeballs in some kind of conspiracy. The Deuels, the Liangs ... the Shackletons and Rusches and Vidals. These people are the Deep Sky. You think they’re going to calmly sit back and let the colonial wars take everything generations of them have fought to build and reduce it all to ruins? You can add the Shapiros to that list!”

        “So Vidal’s aboard as, what, a spy?”

        “Why not?” Marin took a deep drink. “We are. He’s a Daku agent, self-confessed. He could be Chandra Liang’s agent.”
        “Point.” Deliberately, Travers pulled Curtis down, tangled with him as the alcohol began to hit his brain, buried his face in the angle of Curtis’s throat and shoulder and closed his eyes. “Never again. That one was way too close. Closer than the Intrepid.”

        “I ... was there,” Marin whispered, holding Travers’s head against his chest. “I thought it was over, Neil. I really did. I had twenty minutes of life support and the Rapier was burned out. I’d thrown the plane up and away so hard, I thought I’d break her back, and the explosion still caught me. For a while I thought I’d be cinders, and then I was drifting, all I could do was wait. And hope you’d come looking.”

        “I love you,” Travers said, blind against Marin’s neck, where he could feel the slow, heavy pulses of life. 

        Arms closed tightly about him and Curtis whispered very softly, “Djem sha’halin, djem elem-vinor.”

        “I don’t understand.” Hot, acid tears stung Travers’s eyes.

        “I said,” Marin murmured, “I love you.”

        He had said a good deal more than that, and Travers knew it, but for the moment it was enough to hold on, to hunt for a kiss and celebrate just being alive. Sense, coherence, returned an atom at a time and at last he sat up, wondering if Marin would mock him for his feelings. But Curtis’s smile was very gentle, even meditative. Travers took his hand and kissed the open palm.

        “I’ve been thinking.” Marin moved over to make space, and Travers sat against him. “Thinking,” he elaborated, “about taking Richard Vaurien up on the offer.”

        “Fresh ID and a clipper ride, right back home to Darwin’s?” Travers reached for the schnapps, discarded the glass and swigged direct from the bottle. “You? Not likely. You’re the original idealist.”

        “And you?” Marin captured the bottle and drank.

        “Me?” Travers knuckled his eyes. “There’s enough of the idealist left in me for me to want to see this through.” He paused. “To a point. After this one, I don’t think we owe Shapiro. Next time, if the assignment looks like a one-way ticket to hell, we tell him where he can shove it. Yes?”
        “Yes.” Marin produced a chuckle, a rumble low in his chest. He rested his head against the wall behind the bed. “So the bold Alexis Rusch is a Shackleton. First-fleet stock, direct descendent of the pioneers who opened up the Deep Sky.”

        “Carson said something about her being related to Rabelais.” Travers reached for the bottle. It was half empty. He took a drink and turned a blurry frown on Marin. “Vidal wants me. And I’m drunk.” 

        “I noticed ... on both counts.” Marin slid down and sideways until his head was on the pillow, and would have pulled Travers down with him. The chime from the door interrupted.

        Swearing lividly, Travers rolled up to his feet and padded across the cabin. He dimmed the lights before he opened the door, and blinked at the last face he might have expected to see. “What the hell are you doing here?”

        Santiago Westheim regarded him with a wry smile. “I heard what you did. The whole carrier heard. Fleet’ll probably hang you out to dry for it, you and Vidal, but ... you did good. Both of you.” He offered his hand. “You can fly with me, Travers, any time. Do Fleet some real damage, hurt ’em bad, before they do it to you.”

        “What are you talking about?” Travers was tired enough to be impatient.

        “A flight. Good money.” Westheim’s brows arched.

        “We’re grounded, all three of us,” Travers informed him harshly.

        But Westheim only shook his head and chuckled. “Only in Fleet’s narrow, constipated little universe.” He dropped a hand on Travers’s shoulder, gave it a companionable squeeze. “23:00, tonight. Be on the Echo hangar deck ... bring a friend.” He glanced into the darkened cabin. “Like I said, there’s good money in it. And here.” He slapped four vouchers into Travers’s palm. “These, you can have back. Vidal told me.” He gave Travers a wink.

        “Okay.” Travers took a breath and began to wish he had drunk less. “It’s a covert flight. Where to?”

       But Westheim only tapped the side of his nose. “You don’t even need to know. Felix Cheng will be along to do the business. You and Marin just do what you do best. Fly. And then collect the cash.” He looked at his chrono and gave Travers a mocking look. “Sleep it off, kid. Where you’re going tonight, you need to be wide awake.”

        A sketched salute, and Westheim was gone, back toward the officers’ lounge. Travers let the door close and brought the lights up a little, the better to see Marin. Curtis had not moved a muscle. “What do you think of that?”


        “I think,” Marin said slowly, “we’re about to get exactly what Shapiro needs. Twenty-four hours, and we could be off this bucket.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Salvage tug Wastrel

 

Off the port bow of the Wastrel, the salvage tug Earthlight rode like a phantom, half-seen, half-imagined, in an e-space envelope which encompassed both ships. It was a spectacle Richard Vaurien had never seen before, and he sat on the flight deck, nursing a glass of wine and a deep, simmering disquiet.

        The Wastrel was hurt. She would mend, but something in Vaurien’s concept of reality had changed forever. For five years he had evaded the best Fleet had, foxed with Hellgate and won. He had won again, but the cost was dangerously high, and as the Earthlight took her sister ship under tow, at last Vaurien admitted the truth. He was fallible. Mortal. And the Wastrel herself was far from indestructible. He was clever, even lucky. But lately his luck was stretched much too thinly, and he would be a fool to ever rely on it. 

        In a sealed bay off the machine shop, the object lay in a cradle between four tractor projectors, held in a perfect vacuum, cocooned in broad spectrum comm jamming. It could not move, transmit or receive signals, and every moment it was subjected to a bombardment of scans the like of which Vaurien had never imagined. 

        Jazinsky, Teniko and Ingersol had not slept since they took it aboard. They had physically sampled the object’s hull, imaged it in minute detail, mapped its interior, found its brains, its eyes and ears, and its heart. They read an unfamiliar wave pattern from its energy source; unfamiliar signal forms issued from the circuits serving as its brains. It pinged, sending out sensory probes that went nowhere; it recalibrated and pinged again, and again, but the furthest it could reach was the wall of a workshop, ten meters from its own nose and tail. Its power output quadrupled and it broadcast a monstrous signal; the Wastrel blanketed it, jamming it utterly. 

        Had it tried to call home, or at least call out to others of its kind? Vaurien was sure it had, and his sense of disquiet redoubled. He had ordered the tug’s general crew to keep away from the object, and when its power output quadrupled again he ordered the bay opened to space and had the tractors stand ready to push the thing out and away. Tonio protested — of course. It was not a bomb! Vaurien wished he was so sure, but the probe remained quiet, curiously inoffensive.

        The internal scans showed machinery tight-packed into the casing, and the casing itself was a ceramic-metal alloy, super-hard, super-dense impervious to a laser torch. But not to a plasma torch. Tully Ingersol had soon pin-pointed the object’s field generators; their wave pattern was not so very different from the Arago signature. Jazinsky found its brains, a spherical knot of circuits set in the middle of the hull, ahead of the field generators and behind the startling array of sensors.

        It was a probe. There was no doubt in Vaurien’s mind. It had no weapons of its own, and no capacity for hyperflight — Jazinsky was right about that. The object was of an almost recognizable, a not-quite befuddling technology, different, alien, but still understandable, and in five hours of scanning and testing they had not seen a mechanism or a wave pattern which suggested any kind of Weimann propulsion system.

        No, it was just a probe, and Vaurien knew instinctively, and with a sickening sense of foreboding, what it was. Many times, he had heard Mark Sherratt relate parts of the Car’am-anha, the ‘dying time,’ the century-long saga of a people who were hunted almost to extinction.

        Hunted. Vaurien closed his eyes and drained the glass to the bottom. The hunters slithered out of Elar’ne like snakes; no one ever knew where they came from and they did not announce themselves with the noise and disruption of hyperflight. Stealth was their intention. They used Hellgate, performed a slingshot around Naiobe and launched themselves into the vastness of the Deep Sky. They might cruise for decades in the dark between the stars, looking, listening, waiting only to pinpoint a target, and then —

        It had already tried to call out, and since it had appeared from the inferno of Elar’ne, Vaurien was sure it had not tried to call home. Others of its kind, then. His eyes were closed, and behind the lids he saw again the terrible images depicting the holocaust. Ruined worlds, star systems stripped of their clement planets, displaced people who had forgotten most of their heritage and were afraid to show their alien faces in the public places of the new Deep Sky.  

        The Resalq had so nearly vanished out of the universe, and that thing in the bay off the workshop was one of the hunters. Not a killer, but a hunter. The killers came later, when they were called.

        “Richard?” 

        The voice at his shoulder shocked him out of a blood-red reverie and sweat broke from Vaurien’s pores. He blinked his eyes clear and relaxed his fingers on the glass a moment before it shattered.

        “Richard, are you all right?” For once Tonio sounded concerned about someone other than himself. “You look a little strange.”

        “I feel a little strange,” Vaurien admitted. “You know what you’ve caught? If I had the sense I was born with I’d push it out into space and cut it into confetti with the geocannons.”

        “It’s harmless,” Tonio began, protesting.

        “It’s the single most dangerous object the human race has had in its clutches since the first hydrogen bomb!” Richard pushed out of the seat and turned toward the Lushi boy. He caught Tonio’s head and kissed him soundly, gratified when Tonio’s arms went around him and his tongue flicked into the kiss.

        “I said,” Teniko repeated when he was allowed to speak again, “it’s harmless.” He licked his lips, reached up and touched Vaurien’s mouth with his fingertips. “Barb and Tully cut their way into it four hours ago. They just worked out how to download at least some of its brains ... they’ve modeled it, Richard, down to the last molecule, in the threedee, and —” He took a breath, and his eyes glittered as if he had a fever. “And Jazinsky just defueled it.”

        “She what?” Ice water seemed to drizzle the length of Vaurien’s spine. “She’s tapped its fuel?”

        “Defueled it,” Teniko repeated, and grasped both of Vaurien’s hands, dragging him physically toward the rear of the tug’s flight deck. “Richard! The fuel!”

        It was Neil Travers’s voice, then, echoing in Vaurien’s ears: how long ago? We know the Zunshu are shooting the rapids through Elar’ne. They navigate through it, and they don’t do it by magic. Your missing element is Zunshu top-fuel. Vaurien forced in a deep breath. “The probe let you take it to pieces? It just sat there and let you?”

        “No,” Teniko admitted. “It tried a few things.”

        “Such as?”

        He shrugged with the sublime unconcern of youth. “It tried to hit us with a couple of fields, but we were shielded. Poured out some very nasty, very hot radiation, but we’d been ready for that, since we didn’t recognize its power matrix. It took a shot at scrambling our brains with a high-power broadcast, but we overrode it. Ingersol had a drone cut into it with a plasma torch, along a couple of vacuum welds we’d imaged, and we did it some damage, getting into its guts. Something shorted, burned out. It’s brain-dead.”

        “You’re sure?” Vaurien was suspicious.

        “Jazinsky is. She took out the cyber system, a sphere about this big.” He held up his hands, a half meter apart. There’s no power to the brains, Richard, and the whole machine is dormant. You’re thinking about a booby-trap on a timer?”

        “You read my mind,” Vaurien said dryly. 

        “It’s obvious.” Tonio gestured over his shoulder. “Ingersol went over every cubic centimeter of it, looking for anything like that. Nada, Richard. Nothing. Good enough?”

        “No,” Vaurien said darkly. “But I can see you’ve been as thorough as anyone could ask of you. Forgive me, Tonio. I won’t feel happy till that thing is off this ship. And until the Resalq have examined it.”

        Tonio’s eyes had not stopped dancing since he spoke of the fuel, and he dismissed Vaurien’s misgivings with a gesture. “We’ll be sharing data as soon as we get back to Borushek. The Resalq science community at Riga will kill for this! Barb’s putting together a package, we’ll transmit the whole thing, encrypted, as soon as we make Omaru.”

        “No.” Vaurien caught him in bearhug.

        “No?” Teniko had no objections to the hug. “Why not?”

        “Because we don’t take risks. That kind of data isn’t transmitted, not now, not ever.” Vaurien released him and gave him a push. “But I did call Shapiro’s office. I didn’t talk to him, but I left a message with Ingrid. He was out of system, but she’d find him, forward the call.”

        “She?” Tonio made a face. “It’s a machine.”

        “I know.” Vaurien permitted a smile. “It’s also a she. You want to show me your stuff, kiddo?”

        His skin crawled as he walked into the imaging lab and looked into the depths of the threedee tank. Jazinsky and Ingersol were still busy, modeling the probe, reducing the whole object to a three dimensional blueprint detailed down to the level of the matrix of the fundamental materials. Give them a month for analysis, Richard realized, and they could duplicate it, at least on a physical level. The alloys would tax their ingenuity; and the fuel? The Zunshu top-fuel? He remembered his own words, a challenge he had laid down when he told them to go out and find it: a stasis chamber, he had said, a Zunshu artifact, something buried in the data return from Orion 859, or even some element common to both that black hole system and Naiobe, a mineral which occurred naturally in the Drift.

        They had risen to the challenge and they had found it, Tonio Teniko’s specific element to provide the power for a Weimann ignition inside Elar’ne. The element that had been theorized but not known until a few hours ago. Their faces were jubilant. Triumph banished fatigue and Jazinsky seemed to be operating on perpetual motion as she tended the machines, tweaked and tucked, rendering the model to the last detail of perfection in the threedee.

        Still Vaurien’s flesh crawled as he surveyed the model. “Zunshu,” he whispered, poised on the edge of the tank and unwilling to enter it, though Jazinsky was wading hip-deep in the image.

        “Zunshu,” she affirmed. “At last. And we found Tonio’s element, Richard, so far off any periodic table you understand, the numbers would be meaningless.” Her eyes glittered. “There’s your top-fuel. Very delicate, very dangerous. Stable, of course, until it’s energized by a certain charged particle, but we’re taking no chances. We have it in containment. But I can tell you now, I’ve never even seen serious speculations about a fuel like this.”

        He pulled both hands over his face. “Question is, do you have any real idea how to harness it, or are you guessing?”
        She only shrugged. “Not my job. It’s Teniko’s field, let him run with the ball now.” From her tone, she believed he could do it.

        “All right.” Vaurien’s eyes strayed to Tonio, who was running data at that perplexing speed. He shook his head over the Lushi kid, a small expression of exasperation. “I left a message for Shapiro.” Jazinsky angled a look at him but said nothing, and Vaurien added, “We’re a few hours out from Omaru. I’m going to get some rest. Buzz me when we’re on approach, Barb. We need all kinds of help, and right now the Kiev is the only place to get it. I’ll need to clear our repair work through the system, make sure they know where to send the bill!”

 

 

 

The Kotaro-Fuente Kamisori was prepped and waiting, and at 22:50 Felix Cheng was already aboard. Of Westheim and Botero there was no sign, but Cheng was watching for them, and as they appeared on the flight line with a few minutes’ grace he flashed his landing lights and waved through the wide cockpit canopy.

        The Kamisori was very like the lighter that had left Velcastra, streaming coolant as it raced through the civilian traffic lanes to meet the Mako. Curtis Marin had flown similar craft for Mark Sherratt, and he ducked in through the open side hatch without concern. With two Weimann modules in the tail, chain guns and cannons in the chin, Yamazake electronics and Ibex brains, the lighter would shoot its way out of a tight corner and probably make it as far as Borushek, so long as you weren’t in a hurry. 

        As yet they had no clue as to where they were headed, and Marin fixed Felix Cheng with a speculative look. He shook the man’s hand, watched him arrange his long limbs in a seat in the back. Cheng folded his hands on his middle and closed his eyes. 

        “You want to tell us where we’re going?” Travers was abrasive, his temper short, his patience worn thin. 

        “The deck’s already loaded with the coordinates.” Cheng did not even open his eyes. “Just fly straight and level, let me get some sleep. I’ll do the business, then we turn around and fly home.”

        “Yes, sir, very good, sir,” Travers muttered as the side of his fist hit the hatch lock. 

        The lighter closed up with a whine of servos. Marin had already made his way forward out of the body of the Kamisori, and fed his legs into the pilot’s seat. The control surfaces were all familiar and the plane was already prepped, the Aragos warm, the navigation deck preloaded as Cheng promised. As he ran up the flight harness he surveyed the coordinates, and swore softly.

        “Problem?” Travers was sliding into the seat beside him.

        “Yes ... no. Maybe. Take a look at your screen.” Marin pulled on a headset and settled the plug in his ear. “Cheng, do I call Control for launch instructions? What’s your call sign?”

        “Just flash your landing lights three times,” Cheng called from the back. “Go onto airsearch scanning as soon as you’re out of the hangar, and make best speed.”

        “Flash the landing lights,” Travers echoed, and tapped on the switch with one fingertip. 

        A figure in the body of the hangar sketched him a salute and the spinners came on, a siren howled as the bay blew down to partial pressure. Not a word had been spoken on the comm, and it was a safe bet, Botero or Maniku would have scheduled routine maintenance on the air cycling machines or heaters, and the hangar doors. They were being tested right now. If one small ship popped out, who would notice or care? Convenient. 

        The Kamisori was fast, agile, almost as swift as a raceplane. She was out of the Kiev and away like a shadow, under cover of a drone cargo module four times her size, and as soon as Marin had put some serious distance between him and the blockade he opened the throttles. He was out to the orbit of Althea before he reached the legal safe distance for the Weimann ignition, and with the nav-deck already loaded he felt like a passenger.

        The coordinates were the only concern, and as the lighter made a smooth, easy transition into the freefall realm of e-space he took off the headset and twisted in the seat to look at Travers. Neil’s face was dark, almost brooding. He knew as well as Marin where they were headed, and he was merely cynical, not at all surprised.

        If a ship could use the sensor blind of Hellgate to appear as if from nowhere, it could use the same trick in reverse. Richard Vaurien had been doing it for more than five years, and Harrison Shapiro was no stranger to the alchemy. The lighter leapt away from Omaru and Althea, following its nose into the eye of the storm.

        From Omaru, Saraine, Honiara and many other colonies, the Rabelais Drift appeared to the naked eye as a bright, milky place in the sky, where superluminous stars glared through the gas clouds which marked the death of 2631C, and the older, more timeworn clouds of novas that might be a thousand years old. Naiobe would swallow them all, but not quickly. The small black hole was voracious, feeding, the brightest object in Omaru’s night sky, but it would be centuries more devouring the Rabelais Drift. And even after the banquet was done, it would still be a major station on the gravity express.

        “Hellgate,” Travers whispered. He need not have kept his voice down. Cheng was listening to music. The savage noise of a peligro band hammered out of a handy in his lap. 

        “The skirts of it,” Marin agreed. “I took a close look. We’re headed for the science platform, Oberon.”

        “Manned platform?” Travers wondered.

        But Marin made negative noises. “Like the Cyclops arrays. The whole thing is on auto, but there’s technicians’ facilities. They’re always out here working on it.”

        “There’s a crew on it now?” Travers sounded doubtful.

       “Let me check.” Marin had an open file, all the data Sonny Westheim saw fit to provide. A moment later he shook his head. “Not right now. Just five billion dollars’ worth of automated equipment, and you and me, and Lix Cheng ... and his contact.”

        Travers marked the time. “A smuggler. We don’t even know what we’re carrying.”

        “Data. It has to be.” Marin’s eyes skimmed the instruments with the ease of long practice. “I took a peek into the cargo compartment, and we’re empty. My guess is, Cheng’s got a pocket full of cubes.”

        “And an empty wallet,” Travers added. “Don’t knock it, Curtis. Like I said to Rusch, the DeepSky Fleet it getting chewed up. Without the smugglers it wouldn’t be happening.”

        “I’m not knocking it,” Marin said mildly. “I’m just not filled with joy to be heading right back into Hellgate!” He gave Travers his hand, and Neil took it. “Five hours to Oberon, loverboy ... and Cheng’s got a point. Get some sleep.”

 

 

 

The whole blockade automatically went onto alert as the big ships drove into the Omaru system, but Vaurien need not have been concerned. The courier Chryse had docked alongside the Kiev four hours before, and the salvage tugs were expected. The super-carrier was ready to receive the damaged Wastrel into docking clamps on the forward belly section, and minutes after she was locked on a hundred drones began to swarm over her.  

        It was the early hours of the morning ship time, aboard the carrier as Vaurien stalked through the docking rings. The graveyard shift was uneventful, the massive ship as quiet as she would ever be, and Vaurien indulged himself in a shiver that went right through to his bone marrow. He had not set foot aboard a carrier since he was eighteen years old, and the memories reawakened by this arrival were not welcome.  

        He had expected to have to track down Shapiro, and was surprised to see him waiting in the lounge, off one side of the docking ports. The Chryse was not turning around at once; her crew were taking an unlikely furlough on the blockade, looking up old friends and wasting time and money in the vidphone booths, where private calls were difficult and charged by the second. At this hour the lounge was almost empty, the lights dim. The dove gray furniture and dark blue carpets gave it the homogenous character of any clipper terminal in any system.

        “You look,” Harrison Shapiro remarked as Vaurien appeared, “like hell.” He stood, beckoning for a mess steward to fetch another round of whatever he was drinking. 

        “Strange you should say that.” Vaurien sank into the deep upholstery of the nearest chair. “I just came back from there. You saw the damage report?”
        “I also saw the message you appended.” Shapiro waited until the steward was well out of earshot. “And I quote, ‘Get your butt to Omaru asap, we found what we were looking for, no time to waste, no way to transmit details.’ Eloquent as always.” 

        “I was a little annoyed at the time.” Vaurien sampled the liquor and made noises of approval. The dark rum was rich with the aromas of other eras. “You came.”

        “How could I ignore so charming an invitation? Besides, I was on my way here anyway. Fleet business.” Shapiro regarded Vaurien with a frown. “You found what you were looking for?”
        Vaurien closed his eyes. “It’s like you’ve found the holy grail at the end of a lifetime searching, turned it over, and stamped on the bottom it says ‘made in hell.’ ” 

        The silence between them was thick as molasses until Shapiro said, “Zunshu?”
        “You better come aboard.” Vaurien drained the glass, left it on the knee table at his side, and headed back toward the docking rings without waiting to see if Shapiro was following.

        The imaging lab was dark when they stepped in. Jazinsky was alone, finishing up some final chore before she sought sleep which was long overdue. Vaurien had never seen the shadows of fatigue in her face before. She looked up as he and Shapiro appeared and grunted some noncommittal greeting.

        “Miss Jazinsky.” Shapiro circuited the tank. “I believe you have something I’m supposed to see.” He gave Vaurien a sidelong glance. “A holy grail of sorts.”

        She laughed softly. Vaurien heard deep weariness in the sound. “I’m not sure I’d call it anything like that, but judge for yourself.”

        The threedee came on, flooding the tank with light, and the model of the Zunshu hunter probe floated in its center, slowly rotating on a vertical axis. Blue-black, featureless, dormant. Harmless. Vaurien stood back in the shadows, let her show him a video compilation of how it appeared out of the jaws of Elar’ne, how the Wastrel was damaged, plucking it out of space. He watched Shapiro’s face, saw the expression shift from cynicism to disbelief, to awe and finally to some mix of healthy fear and shrewd connivance. At heart Shapiro was a politician, Vaurien thought. A republican. 

        Jazinsky had taken the model to pieces, exploded it, rotated it, displayed its guts, its brains, its heart. At last she played a fragment of the download, letting Shapiro hear the gibberish of its signal code.

        “We downloaded a lot of what was loaded into its memory core, but I have to warn you, Shapiro, it won’t be easy making sense of it. Mark Sherratt would be far better qualified to take a crack at it. I’d like to get this to him. Soon.”

        “I’ll make sure he gets it.” Shapiro was still intent on the model “And the Zunshu fuel, Miss Jazinsky? A moment ago you mentioned a revolutionary new fuel.”

        “An element,” she said tiredly, yawning, stretching, massaging the back of her neck with both hands. “An element, General, and one of your weird ones. An element which could only be created under immense gravitational pressures ... millions of gravities, in fact.” She smiled faintly. “Such pressures are actually common in nature.”

        For a moment Vaurien was mystified, and then he saw what she was driving at. “In the gravity wells of black holes.”

        “Exactly.” Jazinsky yawned deeply and turned off the threedee. She swiped up a handful of data cubes and held them out to Shapiro on her way to the door. “For Mark, or the Riga science community. Just don’t let the Confederacy get its claws on them.”

        “Yet it’s exactly what would get them off our backs,” Shapiro mused. “It’s just what we need to buy us time.”

        She whirled, fatigue banished once more, this time by incredulous anger. “You can’t be serious!”

        Shapiro gestured with the cubes she had just given him. “You have the fuel? You downloaded the contents of its cortex? You’ve taken physical samples of the hull alloy, and you’ve modeled the whole thing to the molecular level. God knows, you could set up a production-line and churn these out in a month!”

        “Not quite,” Jazinsky argued, “but I take your point. Don’t give the bastards the hard data, give them the shell, without the fuel, without the brains. Let them work it out for themselves.” She tipped back her head and her face clenched. “Shit, Shapiro, you drive a hard bargain!”

        “I’ll have to,” Shapiro said bitterly. “You were buried in the Drift, Miss Jazinsky, or you might have heard what happened here at Omaru yesterday. We’re almost out of time, and we’re going to have to drive some bargains none of us will like.”

        Vaurien felt an odd flutter in his belly. For the first time in years, Barb Jazinsky stepped closer to him, as if there might be safety in numbers. He asked, “What happened here, Shapiro?”

        The story of Cygnus Logistics ore hauler CL-389 was told in terse, bleak words. Shapiro varnished over nothing, and at last stood looking at the data cubes in his palm. “You can thank Dame Destiny,” he said quietly. “By whatever outrageous fortune, she put Travers and Curtis on this ship, in the best unit, at the right time. Or the city of Hydralis would certainly be a crater, while the rest of Omaru began to die. Colonel Rusch showed me her calculations as well as Major Vidal’s. I listened to the mission audio, and I’ve already invoked all the power of Fleet Sector Command to quash the storm of protest here.” He dropped the cubes into his pocket, leaned on the side of the threedee projector which served the tank and folded his arms on his chest. “In the interests of the public right across the Deep Sky, the incident is being reported as a near-tragedy, a terrible industrial accident, no one’s fault. But no one believes that. And I,” Shapiro said quietly, “can still scarcely believe any Confederate bureau could sanction this.” He paused to rub his eyes with thumb and forefingers. “Incidentally, Travers and Marin are still aboard but I want you to avoid making contact. They’re still on assignment, and the only officer on the Kiev who knows, now, that they work for me is Colonel Rusch herself, and it’s her business to know.”

        He looked older, Vaurien thought. In the last week Harrison Shapiro seemed to have aged through a decade. And he was right. “We’re out of time, aren’t we? Suddenly Earth is playing dirty, and this time we just got lucky.”

        “I believe so.” Shapiro challenged Jazinsky with a glare. “You have the data. Do you need more? Take all the time you can get, while the Wastrel is docked here, alongside the Kiev. You’ll be here for days. You could stretch it out to weeks, but just being here makes you a target and I wouldn’t advise it! Make the most of your time, Jazinsky, get every erg of data you need ... and then take the object to Albeniz.”

        The Fleet docks, Vaurien thought. The Zunshu hunter probe could be researched there for weeks or months, in complete secrecy, until someone like Wayne Mulholland arrived from Earth to commandeer it. He set a hand on Jazinsky’s shoulder. “Barb?”
        “All right.” Jazinsky’s face was bleak. “Like he says, it’ll get the buggers off our backs, buy us some time.” She took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly. “Time for what, is the question?”

        “For one thing, to find out who is responsible for pre-loading the navigation deck aboard the Kiev!” Shapiro pushed away from the threedee projector. “I’m giving that assignment to Kris Bauer’s people, and Colonel Rusch has offered her complete support.” He produced a reluctant smile. “She was sure I’d come here to arrest her people, and she came out fighting, brass knuckles and all. I’ve known Alexis Rusch for quite some time, and I know a good deal about her family. Did you know, Captain Vaurien, her mother’s name is Shackleton.”

        “I’m impressed,” Vaurien said honestly. “That puts her high up on the social ladder on Velcastra.”

        “It puts her ten rungs higher,” Jazinsky added. She gave a ribald snort and mocked Richard with a lopsided grin. “You haven’t made the connection, have you?”

        “Connection?” Shapiro echoed.

        “It’s way too long since you guys were in school! Shackleton,” Jazinsky said acerbically, “was the family name of Ernst Rabelais’s mother, and out here it’s all the same clan. He followed his father into pure science because mom was a rich industrialist, came up owning half the city of Elysium back home in the Avalon system after the Equinox debacle. I learned all this in ‘history of science’ class when I was eight years old.” She stepped out of the imaging lab, turning the lights out behind her. “If anyone wants me, forget it, I’ll be comatose.”

        The ship was quiet, the crew stood down. Vaurien and Shapiro studied one another in silence for a long moment, and Shapiro made the first move, back toward the docking ports. Vaurien followed. “Take all the time you can here, Captain. The Wastrel will be fully restored to your satisfaction, and then ... take the probe to Albeniz. While it’s in your hands, keep it under the tightest security. If you need, I’ll put a detail aboard. You don’t have the resources to take responsibility for something of this magnitude.”
        “Do that,” Vaurien said, more harshly than he had intended. And then, exasperated, tired, “Shapiro ... Harrison.”

        “Well, that sounds like progress.” Shapiro turned back toward him with a faint smile. “You’ve done something extraordinary, Captain, and I can only respect the people under your command.” He paused, obviously searching for the right words. “Trust me to know what I’m doing.”

        “I might,” Vaurien said ruefully. “I just might.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Oberon, Rabelais Drift

 

The sense of returning, or replaying, was powerful. Oberon was a science platform, free-floating, anchored in space with station keeping engines rather than being built into a planetoid like the Cyclops arrays, but it was a sibling to the Cyclops outpost and terribly familiar, drifting against the stunning backdrop of the Rabelais Drift. From Omaru and Saraine, this part of the sky might look halcyon, tranquil as a dream, but the truth was very different. The sky was storm-torn, gashed by weals of incandescent gas through which supergiant stars burned the irises, and the solar winds were shriveling.

        Gravity tides rippled through the Oberon platform many times per day, like the tiny fore- and aftershocks surrounding a major quake. Oberon’s Arago generators were as massive as those on the Wastrel, and its power was provided by a Prometheus generator buried inside a Weimann capsule for shielding, lest it fry alive the human technicians who came here for routine service work.

        The platform was a disk, a half kilometer across and fifty meters thick, with the porcupine quills, dishes and crescents of so many aerials, Curtis Marin did not even try to count them. On landing approach the platform morphed dizzily from disk to sun-bright landscape, and he slid a pair of green-gold aviator’s glasses onto his nose, the better to see.

        Travers was tight-lipped, wrestling with a furious company of ghosts as the Kamisori dropped out of e-space, and as Marin took them in toward Oberon, seven light minutes inside the posted perimeter of Hellgate itself, his mood only darkened. For himself, Marin had enough memories of the Rabelais Drift to last a lifetime, but he focused on the science platform — on the cash value of it in both cold, hard colonial dollars and Confederate credits. Five billion dollars or just over a billion credits. No one would take hardware of such value and put it in ridiculous jeopardy. Oberon was parked in one of the Drift’s back pockets, where one could sneak through like a thief in the night, and the dragon would only lift an eyelid and sniff.

        “That’s a lot of Fleet paychecks,” he said softly as he took the Kamisori into a hover, five hundred meters above the platform. 

        “And a week ago,” Travers said ruefully, “I would have said you couldn’t pay me enough to drag me back here.” He reached out to adjust the airsearch lidar. “I’m not seeing him. Cheng!”

        The beat of the peligro band still made the body of the lighter reverberate. Felix Cheng seemed intent on rupturing his eardrums. While he slept, Marin had turned down the volume but Westheim’s man had woken a half hour ago and turned it right back up. The noise grated on Marin’s nerves, almost as much as the caressing hand on his neck as Cheng joined them up front.

        “What am I looking for?” Marin asked sharply. “A ship?”

        “Maybe.” Cheng stroked the side of his face and smiled down at him with dark brown eyes. Teasing, challenging, mocking. Marin resisted the urge to pull his head away and Cheng added, “Meetings are never the same twice. You get predictable, you get dead in a hurry.”

        “Your smuggler could already be inside,” Travers suggested, “if he has the access codes. And incidentally, keep your hands to yourself.” He had not even looked across at Marin and Cheng. 

        “Sounds like an order,” Cheng taunted. 

        “Does it need to be?” Travers’s dark head turned now, and he nailed Cheng with a glare. 

        “I rank you,” Cheng reminded him pleasantly. “I got seniority.”

        Travers’s tone was just as pleasant. “And I can twist your head off with one hand. You want to play power-games, do it someplace else.”

        For a moment Cheng blinked at him, and then laughed. “We’ll see. The Kiev’s a big ship, Travers, and you’re here for a long time.”

        “Really?” Travers reached out again and cranked up the gain on the air-search. “I’m not seeing a ship. Either your man’s late or he’s inside. Your move, Cheng.”

        “Call me Lix.”            
        “Whatever. Your move.”

        “Try calling.” The tone was purring, dangerous, but Cheng took his hand from Marin’s neck. The same fingers set a high audio band and punched in a number, a call sign. Marin could not see what he had input, but the lighter began to transmit. 

        Again, the sense of returning and replaying. It was like Mont Katerine, waiting for the other half of a deal to show, make contact. Marin shared a sidelong glance with his partner, and Travers’s brows rose in speculation. They had come full circle. The way the job had begun, it was surely going to end, and Travers’s hand slid slowly down to the sidearm. 

        When they were dealing with mercenaries out of Halfway, even Westheim’s people went in armed; deals would be done, but no one trusted anyone ... there was no honor among thieves, as a privateer had told Vaurien not long ago. Marin was only mildly surprised to be handed sidearms as they dropped out of e-space. 

        The Zamfir pistols both he and Travers carried were not Shapiro’s favorite palm gun but the slightly larger weapon, the same pistol Travers had produced on the gunship, in an odd ritual of intimidation. Neil was extremely skilled, but Marin gestured minutely: take care. And his own right hand molded about the companion sidearm.

        Felix Cheng had noticed none of the byplay. He was intent on the comm and scan systems, not even blinking as he watched for a ship coming in, listened for a signal. Marin was about to make the guess that they had simply arrived at Oberon early, when the comm blipped, blipped again, and it was not a crackle from the background radio noise of Hellgate. The signal was strong, local, and moments after it began a second signal echoed it. Marin had already pinpointed the first — a ship tucked in behind a major planetoid the size of Nirgal, which held the Cyclops arrays. The ship showed a wedge of itself as it began to transmit, and the second signal issued directly from Oberon.

        “I have a profile on the ship,” Travers murmured as Cheng moved back into the body of the lighter. “Take a look. You recognize it, Curtis? You should.”

         The ship was not especially big — a freighter or perhaps a tender, bigger than the Chryse but smaller than the Wastrel, with guns salvaged off some warship which died in Hellgate. It outgunned the Wastrel, though Vaurien habitually carried more armor. 

        The Mako slid out of cover behind the planetoid, and it turned its blunt nose toward Oberon and the lighter from the Kiev. “Sergei van Donne,” Marin whispered. “Full circle, Neil.”

        “Did you take Vaurien’s contract formally?” Travers wore a curious half smile. “Did Richard take a Dendra Shemiji contract when he asked you to itemize van Donne on Velcastra?”

        “Nothing so formal.” Marin eased the lighter around, nudging the throttles to bring it in toward the platform’s docking port. “Though he would enjoy hearing the report of van Donne’s demise.” He paused as the lighter locked on, and as the steel-bell chime rang through the airframe he added, “I’ll play it by ear. Maybe van Donne will give me a reason.”

        There was an undeniably creepy aspect to the science platform. The air pressure was so low, the ears popped as one entered; the lighting was minimal, rendering a visitor blind until his eyes adjusted; the internal temperature was just above freezing, and though the facility was designed to accommodate a human crew it was silent as a crypt. When humans worked here, light, heat and air would be priorities, but Oberon was usually the domain of automatic systems recessed into the dull metal walls, and a handful of housekeeper drones.

        It felt dead, Marin decided, and it smelt stale. The a/c and heaters had shut down when the last tech crew left. Only a few lights and barely halfgravity had been turned on in the area adjacent to the docking rings, by whoever had arrived here before the Kamisori entered Hellgate. He and Travers watched Cheng stride into the station, and the man was unconcerned. The scene appeared to be routine, even boring.

        “Hello!” Cheng cupped his hands to his mouth and called ahead into the half-dark, where dense shadows could have concealed an army.

        “Felix.”   

        A figure moved in the shadows opposite the docking port: he was tall and broad shouldered with the Pakrani genes, and not even the thick darkness could fully conceal the white-blond hair which was loose on his shoulders. Marin’s eyes narrowed, and as they grew accustomed to the half-light he saw denims, a leather jacket, street-chic for Sark or Dominguez or Hydralis. 

        And then van Donne stepped out into the backwash of light from the docking port, and Marin saw the old tattoos, the Maori-style winged knife motif of Los Hachazos. His own cheek smarted for a moment with remembered discomfort, reminding him of the Delta Dragons’ flame sculpture he still wore.

        Seven years ago, Lieutenant Sergei van Donne was investigated, prosecuted, cashiered. He left the Chicago under such a cloud, he would certainly find no place in civvy street, and no one should have been surprised when he turned up in Freespace. Los Hachazos was disgraced, the command corps of the super-carrier Chicago was removed, replaced, and a half dozen officers paid a high price for their corruption. Two executions, four thirty-year tickets to Jackson. And for van Donne, an escape into Halfway, a new career. 

        Marin did not know the specifics and did not need to. He shared a taut look with Travers and kept his hand close to the sidearm as they dropped back, flanking Cheng. If van Donne knew Cheng, expected him, business would be smooth as silk. The eyewitness testimony of this scene was ample evidence for Shapiro. For the moment they were still in the shadows, halfseen, and for once Marin would be pleased to remain there.

        The smuggler moved like a big cat. Marin was reminded of a puma as van Donne took several paces forward, and Cheng offered his hand. They shook with one of the odd, society wrist-clasps. “Good to see you, man,” Cheng was saying. “You been here long?”

        “A half hour,” van Donne told him. “I like to get in early. You’ll forgive me if I trust very few people.”                 

        “We saw the Mako,” Cheng said dryly, “lurking. They put you aboard and pulled out? What happened to your lighter?”

        “It’s in a crash shop on Ulrand, waiting for engines,” van Donne admitted grudgingly.  

        “So you’re playing it safe here.” Cheng permitted himself an unwise chuckle. “I had to wonder, after Velcastra.”

        “Velcastra wasn’t my doing. I was set up, Lix. Betrayed.” The mercenary made no attempt to disguise his fury. “Richard Vaurien. You know the man?”

        “I used to.” Cheng hesitated. “He sold you out to Fleet?”

        “He works hand-in-glove with Shapiro,” van Donne growled. The accent was Jazinsky’s, from southern hemisphere Santorini, perhaps even the city of Columbo, but the voice was deep. He was taller than Jazinsky by a hand’s span, Marin saw, and broad through the chest and shoulders. The tattoo gave him a wild, even savage aspect. And several times he had tried to kill Vaurien. Jazinsky would not have hesitated to put a bullet in him, and Marin’s hand hovered close to the Zamfir.

        “Vaurien legitimized?” Cheng was surprised. “I didn’t know Fleet ever offered that kind of deal.”

         “Times change, Felix,” van Donne said bitterly. “The Deep Sky isn’t what it was, and Shapiro knows it.”

        “As do we all.” Cheng echoed the mercenary’s bleak tone. “You heard about the bulk carrier? Nearly plowed right into Omaru with ten million tonnes of fissile ore aboard — Christ! I don’t want to be out here. No one does, except that madman, Vidal, and you know where his head is.”

        “I know him well enough,” van Donne admitted. “I’ve done a lot of business with the Daku, and I’ll tell you this, Felix: if the Deep Sky survives, they’ll be close to the power when the dust settles. If,” he added, “anything is left out here at all.”

        “Damn.” Cheng’s head bowed. “I’m from Louverne myself, the big island. From my backyard you can see Hellgate, clear as cut crystals, any winter night. If the Confederacy could waste Omaru that way, they could kill Louverne with no more trouble. You heard anything about the ore carrier?”
        “Rumblings,” van Donne mused. “What’s it worth to you, Lix?”

        “You’re going to put a price tag on the information? Sergei, give me a break!” Cheng’s voice rose sharply, bouncing back off the dull metal walls. “It could be you next!” 

        Sergei van Donne seemed to consider the situation and offered, grudgingly, “I’ll give you a name. What you do with it is your business. Involve me, and you’re dog meat, understand?”  

        “You’ve made yourself clear,” Cheng muttered.

        “Zwerner.” The Freespacer’s lip curled on the name. “Boden Zwerner.”

        Cheng’s head came up. “That’s all you’ll tell me?”

        “You got what you asked for.” He was growing restless. “You want to do business now, or not?” He looked up past Cheng into the shadows beside the docking ring. “You got yourself new pilots?”

        “You know Williams and Asami were going home. These two rotated over from the Ranger. Vidal’s new bosom buddies, seems they rescued both Omaru and his ass yesterday. They’re about as republican as he is, they should all be very happy together.”

        “New faces,” van Donne mused. “Do they have names?” He stepped forward, the better to see the two who had deliberately remained in the half-darkness of coagulated shadows cast by the curves of the docking rings.

        The introductions were careless, cursory. Cheng attached no importance to them. “Travers, Marin, they’re interchangeable.”

        “Travers ... Marin,” van Donne echoed, and his eyes had widened, he could see them clearly now. And the gun was in his hand so fast, even Curtis Marin could only blink. “Get rid of the sidearms. Do it!”

        “Sergei, what the fuck are you —” Cheng exploded.

        “Shut your mouth, Lix! You people amaze me,” van Donne crooned, half in amusement, half in a cold, dangerous rage. “You have such a capacity for blind faith, it’s a wonder you’re not in a monastery.”

        Very carefully, in attenuated slow motion, Marin plucked the Zamfir out of its holster and dropped it at his feet. Travers was a few seconds behind him as Cheng pressed his luck with the mercenary, stubborn and angry. “They checked out, van Donne, I ran their records myself. They were investigated on the Ranger, FJD doing its usual crap, and they were chewed up at Rotterdam. They’re clean.”

        But the white-blond head was shaking slowly as Travers’s weapon clattered onto the deck with a thin, hard sound of plastex and ceramic. “Like Vaurien, they’re with Shapiro. All you morons did was tap into records you were supposed to find.”

        Cheng skipped a beat. “Damn. You know them?”

        Every nerve was alive, the length of Curtis Marin’s spine. His eyes were on the Chiyoda machine pistol in van Donne’s left fist, and he was measuring the distance between them, in meters, heartbeats, fractions of a second. “If he’s done his research,” he said in a harsh monotone, “he should have stumbled over the files. It doesn’t mean he knows us.”

        The Chiyoda swung over fractionally to cover him and van Donne’s pale blue eyes glittered in the light from the Kamisori’s open hatch. “Vaurien had taken on the Omaru contract, Lix, did you know that? He was working for Chandra Liang and the rest of the Daku airheads. Then one day he drops the contract so fast, you’d think it turned molten in his hands, and the next thing you know, Fleet Borushek is picking up his tab at the Lisbon Docks.” The blue eyes narrowed, and van Donne shifted his scrutiny from Marin to Travers. “Chandra Liang came looking for somebody to fill the vacuum.”

        “And he picked you. I thought, ” Travers rasped “the man had more style.”

        “Or more sense,” Marin added. They were walking a fine line between diverting van Donne and goading him, and Marin did not want to kill the mercenary until he had spent some time as Shapiro’s guest in the high-security underground beneath the Fleet Borushek building. He kept his hands well out from his sides but cocked his head challengingly at van Donne, deliberately sending mixed signals, compliance and threat in one. “Did Regan de la Courte ever catch up with you?”

        “Who?” Cheng was suspended between dread and curiosity.

        “The aerospace developer out of Mawson,” Marin told him in deliberately offhand tones. “Their man, Reece Clyma, was the supply end of the chain, shipping several billion credits’ worth of arms and aircraft out to Omaru, via this scum.”

        The mercenary was shaken but covered well. Only the flare of his nostrils, the widening of his pupils betrayed him, but Marin had seen. “How the hell could you know that,” van Donne erupted, “when even Sector Command doesn’t know!”

        “I know about Reece Clyma,” Marin said in a deliberately silky voice. “I know about the couple of billion credits you creamed off the top of the deal, and the half of the merchandise that never showed up on delivery to Omaru.” His brows arched.

        “Then you should know,” van Donne said darkly, “Clyma’s dead. And before you make any half-assed allegation, I didn’t kill him.” 

        “I know you didn’t kill him.” Marin favored him with a smile. “Because I did.”   

        “You — what?” Almost mocking disbelief overtook van Donne.

        Marin’s smile settled into steel. “On the miner. You know the details? Miner 17, working the Jivaro Lode, one end of Canyon 186 on the Sebastian Plateau, a nasty little planet called Kathleen.” He looked sidelong at Travers, who was hanging on every word, unblinking, his face wreathed in weird, mask-like shadows. “The medical report said Reece Clyma took a serious heart attack, he was dead by the time he was back on the base ... I made sure of it. I was the one who flew him back in. And it wasn’t a heart attack.” 

        Every syllable was the truth. Sergei van Donne licked his lips and shifted his grip on the Chiyoda. “The gutter scuttlebutt on Mawson was talking about a contract. Dendra Shemiji. You?”

        A shrug was Marin’s only comment. 

        The silence was leaden. Marin was once again measuring the distance between himself and the Chiyoda in van Donne’s left hand when Cheng gave a shrill laugh. “I don’t believe this! The whole thing is too ridiculous, Sergei.”

        “Ridiculous? Sure,” van Donne agreed. “But you can believe it, Lix. When I picked up the contract Richard Vaurien let drop, I did a lot of research into Robert Chandra Liang. I know how his kid was murdered on the Intrepid. I know how Liang paid a gajillion Confederate credits to get revenge.”

        “Justice,” Marin corrected harshly.

        “Call it what you want.” The Freespacer studied him with a deep frown. “I hacked Liang’s mainframes and I put a tap on his comm. I always do, when I sign my soul away. He and his ex, the Deuel woman, were talking about the Dendra Shemiji job, and about their kid. And about the two of you, Marin and Travers, who used to work for him in one capacity or another, and then showed up to deliver due warning about Harrison Shapiro’s involvement.” 

        Dry mouthed, Marin silently chastised himself. He was getting slow. He might have expected van Donne to do the research. He might also have expected Liang’s security to be tighter. Travers must have been thinking the same thing, for he said,

        “I’ll have to go back and take a look at Liang’s security system. It seems to be on the fritz, and it shouldn’t be. I installed it myself.”

        “In between these little jobs for Fleet Sector Command, no doubt,” van Donne taunted. He drew back the big Pakrani shoulders, tossed the white-blond hair out of his face and looked Travers up and down. “You look like a Fleet goon.”

        “Takes one to know one.” Travers was goading. “You were busted with the rest of Los Hachazos and half the command corps from the Chicago. They executed two and slammed the door on a bunch more. The problem is, they just missed you. And so did I.” He growled a chuckle. “We both did. Lucky you were wearing the riot vest that night on Mont Katerine, Sergei, or you’d have been bloody confetti, like Vaurien wanted, even though Shapiro’d paid to get you alive.”

        The deadpan speech was all the diversion Marin was waiting for. He had been poised every moment Travers was speaking, leg muscles bunched, adrenaline pumping, just waiting for van Donne to turn his full attention on Travers. He could easily have killed Neil. The goading was calculated, vicious. Effective. Marin would never be sure if van Donne had intended to kill, but he launched himself as if he was certain of it.

        The Chiyoda was his target, and the wrist holding it. The Pakrani body behind the gun was more than two meters tall and outmassed him by so much, Marin was not about to let van Donne wrestle. Sheer speed, the half-gravity van Donne had turned on, and Travers’s inspired diversion were his allies, and still he yelled a warning for Travers to dive, as he aimed a scything blow at the Chiyoda. 

        In the split second before the blow landed van Donne was caught between two targets. Travers was going down in a tuck and roll, and Felix Cheng bellowed a warning. The side of Marin’s fist hammered into the Chiyoda, knocking it off target, and with the jar of impact the weapon discharged. Thirty hollow-nosed rounds hosed out of the machine pistol, striking sparks as they plowed into the docking ring. Some system shorted, cascading phosphor-bright showers across the sprawled Travers, but the voice which grunted in pain belonged to Cheng. Marin did not even have time to glance at him.

        The blow took the Chiyoda off target only for a moment, and van Donne snarled as he pulled it back into line. Marin was actually waiting for him to level it, with the left hand outstretched and vulnerable. He was no longer thinking or calculating. The body — nerves, muscles, fibers — had to react on its own. In the time it took to think through the move, he would be dead.

        He was within a meter of van Donne now, close enough to smell the brandy on the big man’s breath. His right hand shot out to van Donne’s left, his fingers closed about the body of the Chiyoda and he wrenched both the gun and the hand outward, downward, in one of the few directions in which the human wrist and elbow are not designed to move.

        The mercenary grunted like a wounded pig as his elbow dislocated, but he was much too good to wait for Marin’s hammer blow to his jaw, or for Travers to get his hands on one of the Zamfirs. With his right hand, he swung a wild roundhouse at Marin, making him duck. The blow would have taken Marin’s head off, had it landed, and before Curtis had straightened Travers was shouting.

        “Move! You’re in my line!” 

        Again Marin moved, fast, and Travers snapped off a dozen rounds before he put up the Zamfir and, cursing, scrambled to his feet. Sergei van Donne was gone, disappeared into the shadows, way back from the docking ports.  

        “You got him?” Marin dove for the sidearm he had thrown down. 

        “Maybe, but I only hurt him,” Travers warned. “He’s out there, Curtis, and he’s pissed. Cover.”

        The only reliable cover Marin could see was the lighter itself. The rest of Oberon was a labyrinth, half-lit, with thin air and low gravity. Sergei van Donne had been here for a half hour, acclimating to the conditions, and even though he was hurt, he would have the advantage. The Chiyoda lay at Marin’s feet and he scooped it up, but not for a moment did he believe it was van Donne’s only weapon.

        Right on cue, in confirmation, a series of shots ripped out of a shadowed doorway thirty meters from the docking ports. Every shot was high and wide, but Marin picked up his pace. Travers had caught Cheng by the arms and was dragging him fast toward the lighter. He made an inviting target, and Marin dropped the Chiyoda onto single shot, firing one a second toward van Donne’s bolt hole to keep him pinned down.

        The hatch sealed with a solid, reassuring thud, and Marin took the opportunity to drag a breath to the bottom of his lungs before he turned his attention to Felix Cheng.

        “Forget it.” Travers was holding an ear to Cheng’s nose and mouth, while Marin took in the position of the wound, the blood soaking the body’s whole torso. Travers sat back on his heels. “This one’s going home to Louverne in a box. And we,” he added, looking up at Marin with wide, dark eyes, “are in a lot of trouble.”

        “You have a gift,” Marin told him, “for understatement. All he’s got to do is call the Mako, and she’ll blow us away. He’s probably already called out.”

        The lighter was docked on the edge of the Oberon platform, naked to space, unarmored, and the Mako could not be far away. 

        “If we sit here,” Travers said bleakly, “we’re dead. Move?”

        “Move,” Marin agreed. “At least give ourselves half a chance.” He was hurrying toward the cockpit as he spoke and Travers was a half pace behind. “I know I dislocated van Donne’s elbow, and he may have a bullet in him. He’s definitely in pain and he could be bleeding. If I were him, I’d want to get to a medic, fast, and go hunting later. We might — and I say, might — get out of here if the Mako comes straight in to pick him up.”

        The flight systems were still active, and Travers pulled on a headset as Marin ran up the harness. “I’ve picked up their comm.”

        “Can you jam it?” Marin released the docking clamps and watched for the green light. 

        “I don’t know,” Travers admitted. “I’m not sure if this bucket of bolts has the equipment ... but I just heard the Mako respond. They’re coming in. Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast.”

        The Kamisori was already moving, and Marin opened the throttles to send it racing across the surface of the disk of Oberon, a hand’s span above the forest of aerials. “Have they seen us?”

        “You know they have.” Travers was listening intently as he brought the weapons systems on line. “Curtis, we’re not going to shoot our way out, not against the Mako. She gave the Wastrel a fight.”

        “And we can’t run,” Marin added. “They’ll pick us off like flies on a wall before we can get a Weimann ignition.”

        “Can’t run, can’t fight.” From somewhere Travers produced a brash grin. “Hide?”

        “You got a better idea? Hold on!” Marin looped the Kamisori down over the lip of the platform and tucked it into the contours between the maneuvering engines and the Prometheus plant. He took the lighter in close, flipped her over and let her drift in, flush with the dull gray hull of Oberon. “Now you see us, now you don’t. Between the fallout from the Prometheus and the background noise from Hellgate itself, they’re not going to find us with sensors. They’ll have to pick us up visually or not at all.”

        Travers took a long breath, let it out slowly, a hiss through his teeth. “You know they’ll come hunting. Have you looked at the odds?”

        “We both have.” Marin was going through the motions, the careful preliminaries of a Weimann startup. “But sooner or later van Donne’s going to yell for a medic, and when the Mako docks, we’ll get our chance. Look on the bright side. We can get lucky.”

        “Lucky?” Travers echoed. “I think we used up all our luck.”

        The quiet remark was not at all bitter, nor even bleak. Marin was finished with the Weimann systems, and let the lighter idle. He turned in the seat to face Travers and held out his hand. Neil took it. “You were right,” Marin said softly. “We should have called Shapiro. We didn’t have to be here.”

        “Perhaps.” Travers only shrugged. He lifted Marin’s hand and kissed the open palm. “I’ve never given much thought to where I’d be when it happened, or who I’d be with. We make an end if it here, now, or somewhere, somewhen else. What’s it matter?”
        “It matters a lot,” Curtis said thickly. “To begin with, we’re going to get out of here.”
        “Maybe.” Travers seemed unconcerned. “That’s not what I’m trying to say.” He paused, searching for the words. “It’s not when or where you die that matters, Curtis. It’s how. Dying for something, believing something, achieving something.” He smiled. “Having someone to care about. Knowing the feeling’s mutual. I finally figured that out.” The smile widened. “I know I’m not making sense.”

        “Yes you are.” Marin released the flight harness and leaned over, close enough to take Travers’s face in both hands and kiss him. “You’re making excellent sense,” he said against Travers’s tongue, “and we’re still going to get out of here.”

        “I believe you.” Travers’s fingers threaded through Marin’s hair and his eyes were very dark, very blue. He pulled Marin closer to kiss again, and Marin’s thoughts spun around the old words, ancient even in the Resalq, where they were seldom heard outside the classic poetry. Djem sha’halin, djem elem-vinor. Thee whom I love, thou holder of my soul.

        A proximity alert churred urgently and they broke apart, once more intent on the screens. The Mako was cruising by like a hungry killer whale, but where the lighter rested, no scan would pick her out of the background confusion of the Prometheus plant and the Drift. As yet van Donne’s crew were hunting uselessly on instruments, and Marin’s optimism increased by a notch. The more humans relied on machines, the less they were willing to use the senses born to them.

        “They should be looking for us, naked eyeballs or nothing ... and they’re not.” He tried to moisten paper-dry lips and found his tongue just as parched. “Can you still hear their comm?” He was reaching for a headset, and as he settled the plug in his ear he heard van Donne shouting at his crew. His fury had boiled over into rage, but the officer he had left in command of the Mako was hardly intimidated, and van Donne’s accusations of incompetence aroused a tirade which made even van Donne back off. 

       “All right, goddamn it, come in and get me,” he bawled when he was allowed to speak again. “I’m bleeding like a hog here, the bastard shot me. Get me aboard, then we’ll nail them!”

        “Standby to move,” Travers murmured. 

        “We’re idling.” Marin ran up the flight harness and his eyes skimmed the instruments. “Weimanns are online.”

        And then Travers was cursing fluently. “Goddamnit, they just launched a flock of sensor drones, and kicked every scan platform they have up to maximum. So long as we stay put they won’t see us ... we leave the cover of the platform, they’ve got us. We’ll be toast before we can get into e-space. I know the specs on this little crate, Curtis, it has a long power-lag on the ignition cycle, and we’ll drift until the Weimanns kick in.” He hesitated, fingers drumming on the armrest. “Do you want to use Oberon for cover? We could sit here right through the power-lag and then skip out, clean through the middle of
Hellgate.”

        For a moment Marin considered the suggestion, but his blood had chilled by degrees. “With the nav-deck on this bucket? No way. We wouldn’t make it, Neil. The Drift’s too much of a minefield and we don’t even have the Yamazake software, much less Jazinsky’s.” Frustration clenched his fists and he closed his eyes, squeezed them shut. “So we slither, and you show me how well you can shoot.”

        “Slither where?” Travers demanded, and then groaned. “Where they’re not expecting us to go, right? Straight into Hellgate. We use Oberon for cover while we put some distance between us and them, and I pick off the sensor drones. And just maybe,” he added bleakly, “Hellgate will fog their scans for long enough to buy us some time.”

        “Give me an option,” Marin challenged softly. “Right now, Hellgate gives us better odds than van Donne.” His hands were poised on the flight controls, waiting for the system to inform him the Mako had docked. “Neil?”

        “It’s worth a shot,” Travers said with a certain grim humor. “We can’t do any worse than we’re doing.” 

        A red blip on the panel told Marin the Mako had just locked on, and he lifted the nose, fired the Aragos to maximum to push the lighter off from Oberon. The throttles opened wide, engines howled and the Kamisori jumped like a startled deer. She bolted away, not toward the dubious freedom of open space but into the storm-ripped, riven heart of the Drift.

        Rabelais Space always seemed to open its arms in welcome. Marin wondered how it had enfolded the Resalq explorer, Ebre’Zjim, and later, the small science vessel belonging to Rabelais himself. The face from the painting in Alexis Rusch’s auditorium haunted him as he aimed the lighter into the Drift and ramped up the speed as if he wanted to be lost in the maelstrom of it.

        Busy with the weapons systems, Travers was bagging drones at whim. They were unarmed, but every round he fired was as good as sending up a marker flare. He kept his volleys short and ignored the energy weapon.          “The Mako’s picked us up,” he warned. “You knew she would ... she’s firing a few shots after us ... just going through the motions to let us know they see us. Thank gods they can’t reach us from there, but you know they’re tracking us.” 

        “They’ll be a few minutes taking van Donne aboard,” Marin said quietly, preoccupied with the lighter, “and they shouldn’t follow us too far into the Drift. They don’t have the software for it. Remember, van Donne was trying to steal Jazinsky’s work.”

        “I remember.” Travers was intent on the Mako, still docked to Oberon. “They’ll follow, but they’ve got to lose us in this morass. But like you said, this thing isn’t exactly equipped to run Hellgate either.”

        ‘Morass’ was an apt term, Marin decided, and Travers was right: the lighter’s navigation decks were standard issue. He could calculate a routine flight, but he had no means to predict which way the tide of Hellgate was about to swirl, and like the ocean, it never rested. Their best chance lay in speed, agility. Marin was uncomfortably aware of the odds. 

        From Mark Sherratt and Barb Jazinsky he knew enough about Hellgate to swing wide, away from Naiobe and the clutch of super-giants, where most of the temporo-gravitic anomalies spawned, but his teeth were clenched as he saw the reef up ahead — the Bronowski reef, which routinely killed big ships, and pounded to pieces motes like the Kamisori. He pulled up, arced around, well short of the reef, and looked for a navigation fix. 

        Hellgate was not a place to get confused, turned around, but normal instruments soon began to fail as they overloaded with the complete confusion of the Drift. E-space navigation demanded ultimate precision, not guesswork, and the danger was very real. But Hellgate was their unlikely ally now: as the lighter put distance between itself and the Mako, van Donne’s crew lost contact with it. In the Drift, sensors became useless over distance. As Travers reported the loss of the Mako’s acquisition signal, Marin began to work hard. 

        He caught a glimpse of Nirgal, picked up the strident signals from the Cyclops arrays, and spun the lighter on its axis. Travers’s head was bent over the flat-screen of the nav-deck, sifting through columns of numbers, navigation references. Marin knew he was looking for something, and knew when he found it. 

        One long forefinger tapped the screen. “Loki. You see it? A planetoid. It’s stable enough for Fleet to put a surveillance installation there, and it usually stays put. It’s only been caught up and spat out once that I know of, and I’ve often flown topcover for the tech crews servicing it. Trust it, Curtis. There’s your navigation fix.”

        “You’re dead sure? Okay. But will van Donne know it?” Marin asked tersely. “He’s got to know what we’re doing.”

        “He’ll probably know it. But there’s twenty other beacons and Fleet installations in this general area. I know the place too well,” Travers said darkly. “He can’t search them all and we’ll be just plain unlucky if he comes here first.”

        “Good enough,” Marin decided grimly. It was the best shot they were going to get.

        The lighter’s nose had dipped, and he sent it fast toward Travers’s planetoid. It reminded him of Nirgal, of Ulkur and many other scorched, blasted worldlets in the maelstrom of Rabelais Space; and Travers was right again. Less than a planet but much more than an asteroid, Loki was cratered by impacts, split and torn by the gravity tides from Naiobe, its surface crisscrossed with canyon-deep fissures. He came around Loki fast and killed the engines. 

        “Any sign of the Mako?”

        “Not yet. Go for it,” Travers said in a hoarse undertone.

        A Weimann ignition was governed by safeguards, rituals as old as the science. All ships were different, but for the Kotaro-Fuente Kamisori the transition to e-space was an eighty-second ordeal during which every erg of power was bled off to feed the Weimann field generators. A big ship could continue to cruise through all but the last few moments of the ignition cycle, but the small ships paid a penalty for size. They carried only one master generator, and of necessity they drifted on momentum while the e-space envelope formed. During the power-lag they were painfully vulnerable. 

        These were the longest eighty seconds in Curtis Marin’s memory, while Travers hovered over the tracking screens and every instant they expected to see the Mako come barreling up out of any one of Hellgate’s host of sensor blinds. 

        Marin had never seen anything more welcome than the molten, churning wave-front of the e-space envelope. It shrouded the lighter, plucked it out of the fracas of Rabelais Space and tumbled it into the five-hour long conduit of delicately-calculated freefall to Omaru. 

        With a groan, he released the flight harness and stretched out shoulders which had begun to ache with stress.

        “That was tight.” Travers echoed the groan. He lifted himself out of the seat, and as he turned away from the instruments he saw the body of Felix Cheng, which still sprawled by the side hatch. “Help me with him.”

        They lifted Cheng between them, carried him aft and put him into a cargo capsule in the tail. The pod sealed, and Marin frowned at it. “He did us one service.”

       “He did?” Travers was scrubbing a faint trace of blood from his palm with a wet-wipe from the tiny latrine cubicle. “Oh ... the name. He cajoled a name out of van Donne. Boden Zwerner.” He threw the wipe into the chute and dried his hands on both thighs. “It means nothing to me, but I know the look on your face. What?”

        “I don’t know,” Marin admitted. “I get the feeling I should know the name, but —” He shook his head. “It’s nothing, Neil. I’m just tired and stressed out. This one is for Shapiro and Mark. God knows, Dendra Shemiji will be able to find our Boden Zwerner soon enough, if they don’t already know him!” He made his way forward and subsided onto the bench opposite the hatch. “I imagine this is the first time Sonny Westheim has lost a man on one of his little ‘extra curricular’ activities. I shouldn’t think he has a reasonable cover story.”

        “It’s difficult to explain how your man was shot dead in the Drift,” Travers said dryly, “when he was supposed to be in his bunk aboard ship. More than likely they’d stage an accident in the hangars. Have him crushed by a tractor or killed in an airlock failure, fudge the death certificate.” He sat beside Marin, slid one long arm about him and pulled him close. 

        Marin was grateful for the embrace. In that moment he felt a thousand years old, and he mocked himself for the self-indulgence. Mark Sherratt would say he was getting soft. He might have been right, but at this moment Marin did not much care. The assignment was over, and he could focus only on the present: they had just made a dangerous enemy, but they were out of the Drift and in five hours they would be back in the comparative safety of the blockade. 

        He laughed softly at the thought, and Travers lifted a brow at him. “I’m just thinking. All things are relative. I just thought of the blockade as safe.”

        “You’re delirious.” Travers swept a hand about his face as if to feel for a fever. 

        The touch became an unabashed caress, charting Curtis Marin from brow to knees. He closed his eyes, the better to savor it, and whispered into Travers’s open mouth, “Djem sha’halin, djem elem-vinor.”

        “One day,” Travers murmured into the kiss, “you’ll tell me what that means.”

        “It’s from a Resalq poem,” Marin said. “Very old, very difficult to translate. Hush, now.” With his fingertips he silenced Travers when Neil seemed about to protest, and hunted for his mouth.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Wastrel, Fleet blockade, Omaru

 

Daylight seeped into Travers’s senses an erg at a time, and in the dream he was in the domed rainforest outside the mansions of StarCity, high above Elstrom. Velcastra’s yellow sun was warm on his back, the breeze was moist, cool, tossing the trees overhead, where raucous green parrots squabbled and frangipani filled the air with heavy perfume. Curtis was sitting on a boulder at the edge of a pool, naked as a water sprite, hair dripping, skin shimmering with droplets, the hazel eyes filled with sultry invitation. Travers admired him lazily, from the long, blond legs to the smooth muscles of his breast, the wicked smile, which to Travers’s eyes only rendered Curtis more beautiful, and the sturdy column of his cock, thick and risen, commanding the attention. As he watched, Curtis palmed the shaft, drew his left hand across his chest, a caress that roused his nipples into brown pebbles, and right on cue, Travers woke up.

        The daylight issued from the threedee; the wake-up call was a blend of panpipes and the chatter of forest birds. Outside the long viewport, the ventral hull of the Kiev was a blue-black landscape punctuated by the bright flashes of the running lights of drones at work on the ship.


        The Wastrel. Travers would have known the ship anywhere; it had a ‘feel,’ a luxury, and not being back on the
Kiev was a joy in itself. Beside him in the wide bed, Marin stirred, murmured, turned over onto his back. The satin sheet draped artfully around the morning erection, and Travers caught the light fabric between his fingers to pull it away. Curtis was every bit as beautiful as the water sprite. The most obvious difference between them was the Dragons’ tattoo on his right cheek, and it would soon be gone. A small part of Travers would miss it. Marin was blinking awake, focusing on Travers’s face, perhaps even reading his mind, for his right hand slipped around Travers’s neck and pulled him down. The kiss began on Curtis’s lips and ended much lower. 

        The heat of him, the musky hardness, lured Travers. He took the shaft down deep, letting Curtis buck his hips, letting him take what he needed until his breath was catching on soft curses. Then Travers lifted his head, returned to Marin’s mouth and plundered him. Too long, he thought. It was much too long since they had been able to find the time, the energy, even the peace of mind for this. 

        The night stand offered a rare collection of sensual oddments, but Travers was interested only in the tube. The gel was from Lushiar; it had the scent of cedar or pine — what did the Lushi call it? Rami, the woody, ground-hugging heather that grew on the seaward hills outside Troy. Travers remembered the city, the coastline, the people, but not for anything would he have traded this morning on the Wastrel.

        Marin turned over in his arms and tilted his hips. He was still sleep-soft, drowsy and relaxed; his body opened in welcome and Travers sank into him like coming home. He went down, pillowed on the smooth, slender back, and buried his face in Marin’s hair as he willed his own body to slow down, his blood to stop racing. Then Curtis wriggled, flexed his spine, took his weight on his knees and humped back, and Travers’s mind spun away. His hips moved hard and fast, his hands clenched into Curtis’s shoulders, and he heard Marin howl, a wild sound, like the timberwolves which thrived across the mountains and high valleys of Darwin’s World.

        Visions of home haunted his coming. He flung back his head, and his whole body clenched in the fleeting rapture as Curtis cried out beneath him. Travers went down onto him, content for the moment to regain his breath, listen to the drumbeat of his own heart and Marin’s, as if they were one body.  

        Darwin’s World was one of the brightest jewels of the Near Sky, with its Earthlike climate, the forests and tundra terraformed centuries ago, the rivers below the Wulff Glacier sparkling as few of Earth’s rivers had in centuries. For the first time in many years Travers felt a thread of longing for home, and he wanted Marin there beside him.

        It would be so easy to accept Richard Vaurien’s offer. Too easy. He indulged the fantasy of escape in the hazy moments as thought filtered slowly back into his mind, and then let it go with a faint, self-mocking smile. Marin was moving again, easing his spine, and as Travers withdrew he groaned eloquently. 

        “Shower,” Travers decided. 

        “Shower?” Marin echoed.

        “Both of us.” Travers caught his hand and pulled him to his feet. As he propelled Marin into the cabin’s bathroom he stooped to drop a kiss in the middle of his back.

        Ship time it was 11:00 and they had been asleep for nine hours. Travers still felt the tug of a deep need for rest, but the briefing was set for noon, and they must be there. The whole exercise was so highly classified, Shapiro had moved it off the Kiev. The company would meet in Barb Jazinsky’s imaging lab, where the massive threedee would be pressed into service. Shapiro would conduct the session personally, and Travers knew no more until he and Marin walked into the lab.

        The massive armor doors were closed, sealing off the machine shop, and seating had been arranged before them. Three autochefs were working steadily, and Vaurien, Jazinsky and Ingersol were already eating while Teniko and the tug’s pilots, Greenstein and Cassals, fussed over the menu. Shapiro and Kristyn Bauer stood in the middle of the threedee tank, heads close together in conference, and to Travers’s surprise he saw Mark Sherratt on the other side of the tank. 

        The gold and burgundy shirt, the ivory clasps holding back the lion’s mane of his hair, and the thick gold earrings were outrageously at odds with the austerity of the Fleet uniforms beside him: Michael Vidal and Colonel Alexis Rusch flanked Sherratt, and all three were intent on a flat-screen out of Travers’s line of sight, wide-eyed as they reviewed some data compilation. 

        Travers and Marin were the last to enter the lab. Shapiro’s security detail locked the doors immediately, and silently took station beside them. Marin waved a greeting to the guards, and Travers was not surprised to see Jack Mayol and Bev Sakita, who had returned Frank Berglun’s remains to Velcastra. Shapiro placed his absolute trust in very few individuals, and both Sakita and Mayol had earned that trust.

        Mont Katerine seemed a lifetime ago to Travers. Time had a way of stretching like elastic. He wondered if it were the mind playing tricks or if time really did stretch; perhaps Sherratt knew. As they joined Mark at the screen Travers caught a glimpse of the data and felt his heart squeeze. They were studying the Zunshu object, and from the appalled looks on Vidal’s and Rusch’s faces, this was the first time they had seen it. 

        “Curtis.” Sherratt looked up from screen. “You were asleep when we got in. Harrison told me where you’d been, and why.” He smiled and gave Marin his hand. “I wasn’t about to wake you to say hello.”

        “Thanks.” Marin nodded a greeting to Vidal and then tilted his head at the colonel. “If you’re here, it means you know it all.”

        “Almost all, Major.” Rusch’s voice was hushed with reaction to what she had learned in the last few hours.

        “It’s ‘mister,’ ” Marin corrected with a faint smile. “Shapiro would have you believe it’s ‘lieutenant,’ but I have a long-standing prior commitment. Mark?” 

        “Very long-standing indeed,” Sherratt said with a trace of humor. “And you can relax, Curtis. I’ve already brought Alexis up to speed.”

        “About Dendra Shemiji ... and the whole goddamned rigmarole.” Vidal stepped back from the screen and shoved his hands into the pockets of the uniform pants. “Every skeleton is out of the closet and rattling around naked. Resalq, Daku, privateers, Dendra Shemiji, the colonial mutineers.” He nodded at Shapiro and Bauer. “We’re all out. If the government of Earth arrests any one of us, they’ll get us all.”

        “And the last thing we’ll see in this life,” Rusch added, “is a military firing squad.”

        “So we don’t get arrested,” Travers said dryly. “Hence, this session is not being held on the Kiev, and ... I do believe Shapiro wants to get started.”

        The general had already activated the threedee, and Rusch was eager to see the whole compilation. Vidal had seen enough already, and busied himself at the ’chef, where Travers joined him. “You want the fish, Shanghai noodles or the rice?” Vidal asked over his shoulder.

        “I’ll take the noodles. Curtis?” But Marin shook his head, and was already talking in undertones with Sherratt. Travers took a plate from Vidal and was eating when Vidal fixed him with a glare. “What?” Travers arched a brow at the pilot from Elstrom, but he could guess.

        “You’re an agent,” Vidal said, as if it were an accusation.

        “A month ago I was on the Intrepid.”

        “On assignment, as you were here?” Vidal’s eyes were hard.

        “No. Bravo Company, 176th Airborne. Master Sergeant Travers at your service, Vidal.”

        For a moment Vidal blinked at him and then choked off a laugh. “You’re bullshitting me.”

        “Nope.” Travers chewed mechanically. The food tasted like plastex. He and Vidal remained standing behind the rest of the company and beside the ’chefs, subtracting themselves from the preliminaries and freeing themselves to talk quietly. “That’s how fast things are turning around, Vidal. I went from crew deck grunt to civilian, to Shapiro’s agent like that.” He snapped his fingers. “The fact you’re at this briefing instead of in a cell, means he’s probably going to offer you a deal.” He studied Vidal with genuine interest. “You’re Daku. The only reason you’d be on this ship is if you’re their man on the inside.”

        Vidal’s pale blue eyes narrowed on him. “One of them. You might be surprised to know, Travers, how many of us there are.”

        “On this ship, or in Fleet?” Travers wondered.

        “I don’t know about Fleet.” Vidal looked away, into the heart of the threedee where the Zunshu hunter had just appeared. “The less we know, the less Fleet can worm out of us. On this ship? There’s quite a few, Neil. You met some of us.”

        In the threedee, the Zunshu probe rotated slowly; Jazinsky had assumed the commentary and was taking the model apart piece by piece, explaining the rudiments of the mechanism, the materials, the power source. Travers and Curtis had been aboard the Kiev less than an hour when Richard ran the data for them, and Travers turned his back on it now, to concentrate on Vidal. 

        A haunted look had come over Vidal’s face; the sun-creases seemed to deepen, aging him as he watched Jazinsky’s presentation. “You knew about this? None of us knew a thing, not a goddamned thing.”

        “You know what the Confederacy wants you to know.” Travers finished the noodles, dropped the plate into the chute and took a tall glass of juice. “The DeepSky Fleet is out here on account of the wreckers, privateers, Halfway mercenaries, even the mining corporations on the far side. Places like Honiara, Rotterdam, McEwan, so far away, so damned powerful, you’ve got little corporate empires sprouting up.” He drained half the juice. “It’s a good cover story for the DeepSky Fleet, and they’ve been given one hell of a job out here for thirty years. But it’s not why Jardine Mayhew made the ‘strong Fleet’ speech.”

        “Zunshu.” The word was still raw and uncomfortable on Vidal’s tongue. “Jesus! This morning I still thought of the Resalq as a dead race.” He paused. “Then again, this morning I thought I was going to be arrested and it’d be court martial and execution for me. The republican, the Daku, the traitor.”

        “Semantics.” Travers shrugged. “In the colonies you’re the hero, not the villain. But Fleet would certainly like to make an example of you.” He frowned at the back of Mark Sherratt’s head as Mark took over the commentary from Jazinsky. The threedee showed a rough plot of the Resalq ‘escape route’ away from Elar’ne, through the Mare Resalq and into the Middle Heavens. The Rabelais Track was overlaid on the Resalq paths, and Sherratt had just launched into a vastly abbreviated telling of the Car’am-anha. “Have you heard this, Vidal?” Travers asked.
        “Some of it.” Vidal looked haunted. “There’s too much to digest in a day or a week, but they gave us the short version.” He gestured at Rusch. “She’s hooked. She spent the morning with Jazinsky and Teniko, thrashing through theories, adding her ten bucks’ worth. Alexis has a lot of her own research to contribute. She used the
Kiev as her personal science platform for years! Devious ... it was the whole reason she put on the uniform. But you know that. Her umpteen-times great-uncle would no doubt be proud of her.” 

        “Her what?” Vidal had lost Travers.

        “Ernst Rabelais.” Vidal took a cup of green tea. “Remember the oil painting? It’s an heirloom.” He stirred and regarded Travers soberly. “You won’t be staying aboard, will you?”
        The note of regret seemed genuine. Travers said softly. “We’ve no reason to. We finished our job on Oberon. You saw the report?”
        “I took a glance.” Vidal sighed. “I never liked Felix Cheng, but at least you could trust him. I contacted his family on Louverne, told them he died ‘in the field.’ It’s all they need to know.”

        “Have you spoken to Shapiro yet?” Travers wondered.

        “About what’s going to happen to the others?” Vidal puffed out his cheeks. “Westheim, Roden, Botero, Maniku, Hubler, Ross, Griffith, Leary, Cheng ... and me. Scratch Cheng off the list. And as you said, if I’m here, Shapiro’s not going to have me shot! The others? I don’t know, Travers.”

        “We only had five of those names,” Travers told him. “You know a Halfway pilot, Marianna Wing?”

        Vidal’s eyes sparkled. “I know her. She hates guys, you notice that? Give her a reason, and she’ll crotch-shoot you. They tell me it’s such fun, getting them cloned and transplanted.”

        “What’s her problem?” Travers’s brow creased as he thought back to Wing, and Dario Sherratt’s experience of her.

        But Vidal only shrugged. “Something happened in Halfway. Some prick from a carrier, used to be an officer, something to do with a VR sim, an interrogation. I didn’t beg for the details.”

        “We did business.” Travers was recalling the scene in Shapiro’s security cells. “I heard her say grunts are not the only ones who try their luck in Freespace. Officers bring other skills. Anything you want to learn, from piloting a carrier to tearing out a man’s mind, you can learn in Halfway.”

        “So they tell me.” Vidal seemed disinterested. “I’ve never been there, don’t expect to go there. But you should know one thing, Travers. The next time Sergei van Donne sees you, you’ll be dead.”

        “Or he will,” Travers said darkly. 

        The preliminaries were complete and Shapiro stood, taking Sherratt’s place before the threedee. Travers began to listen, and moved quietly to the seat at Marin’s side. “Thank you for your attention, people. Colonel Rusch, Major Vidal, I hope you’ve had the opportunity to become acquainted with Doctor Sherratt, General Bauer, Captain Vaurien and his crew. I know there’s been quite a number of surprises for you, and unfortunately very little time in which to become accustomed to troubling data. Please bear with us. You’ll have time to absorb the details at length, but at this moment we must outline some critical decisions, and I believe you’re sufficiently up to speed to be privy to this briefing, and perhaps participate. Major Vidal, would you bring me a glass of water?”
        Vidal was still at the ’chefs, and came around with a beaker as Shapiro set up the threedee. He took the last empty seat, on Sherratt’s right. Rusch was on Mark’s left; both of them were scribbling numbers on a handy, intent on the display, working and reworking some calculation while Jazinsky had abandoned them and was eating. 

        “Thank you, Major.” Shapiro drank and cleared his throat. “We’ll begin with the simpler questions. Colonel Rusch, it’s my duty to make you aware that your family and associates on Velcastra have been the subject of an investigation at top priority.” Rusch’s head came up fast, but Shapiro made soothing gestures. “The investigation was crucial. It was performed by Dendra Shemiji, which reported not to Fleet but to me. Doctor Sherratt’s findings allowed me to place my complete trust in you, and invite you to join us today.” He smiled coaxingly. “We’ve known each other a long time, Alexis. You appreciate as well as I do the need for security, and I know you’ll forgive the intrusion.”

        “Forgiven, Harrison,” Rusch said wryly, “but the next time you want to know something ... ask.”

        “I will.” Shapiro’s eyes moved on to Vidal. “Major Michael Wasim Vidal is the eldest son of another of Velcastra’s leading families. Two of his grandparents were statesmen; two more are currently serving with the Velcastran Congress. It’s no surprise to me to discover his Daku leanings! But no Daku would be a DeepSky Fleet officer, nor assigned aboard a carrier, by choice. So, Major: for whom do you work?”

        Vidal stood, hands clasped at his back, spine rigid. “If I speak, General, I’ll condemn too many people at the head of our society.”

        “I respect your loyalty,” Shapiro said levelly. “But we already know about Robert Chandra Liang and Sonja Mei Ming Deuel. I also know that Miss Deuel’s half-sister is your third-cousin. The blood relationship is tenuous, but traceable.”

        It was Rusch who said quietly, “It’s all right, Michael. All of us have passed the point where secrets should be kept. In fact, keeping secrets from each other will very likely hinder us.”

        For a moment more Vidal hesitated and then shrugged and relaxed the rigid posture. “Liang and Deuel are involved at the top level, and I’ve reported to Chandra Liang more than once. If you want to know who else is involved ...” He frowned at Mark Sherratt. “I imagine you have only to ask Dendra Shemiji.” 

        “All right, I’ll accept that.” Shapiro moved on. “You may be aware that we have the Freespacers, Marianna Wing and Conway Streller, in custody. Some of you have wondered if they’re to be shipped out to Jackson, and the answer is no. They’re aware of too much for me to permit them to speak freely with anyone, anywhere, even in the penitentiary. Streller is fully recovered from surgery. He and Wing are incarcerated in quarters, under close guard, in the Fleet Borushek building, and there they will remain indefinitely.” He was looking at Vaurien as he spoke. “Yes, Captain, I see you have questions!”

        Now Vaurien stood, hands in pockets, rumpling a deliberately gaudy shirt. Everything about him was anti-Fleet. “Streller and Wing have a lot of buddies in both Halfway and Ulrand. Questions are going to be asked. They took a legitimate contract on Ulrand and vanished. Somebody’s going to come looking.”

        “A valid argument,” Shapiro allowed. “But the paper trail ends on Kjor’in, and we’ve sealed off the planet. Everyone here is aware of the Zunshu stasis chamber, discovered by Doctor Sherratt’s party. A science team is currently encamped on the surface of Kjor’in, but it’s much too early to expect results.  

        “The Shelikov has been reassigned and replaced by three cruisers which will be permanently on-station, and the system is seeded with quarantine markers. CNS and GlobalNet News are carrying a story about a commercial prospecting crew which perished in appalling circumstances following a landfall there, and we’ve admitted to putting a research team on Kjor’in. That should hold the situation.”

        “For a while,” Vaurien agreed, “but you’re not going to shake off Ulrand like that. They know too much. It all started at El Khouri.”

        He was right, and Travers watched Shapiro sigh heavily. “Ulrand is being placated with Confederate credits. Cold, hard cash is at the root of their case, Captain. They firmly believe the El Khouri event, which wreaked havoc on a planetary scale, was the result of a corps of bungling Fleet engineers meddling with a Resalq relic. I’ve informed them of a field generator which was apparently discovered there by Doctor Dario Sherratt and his associate, the engineer, Tor Sereccio. They’re content with that story ... plus sixteen billion credits in compensation.”

        Marin whistled. “The Confederacy actually approved the payout?”
        “Not yet,” Shapiro admitted, “but if they want to contest it, they can only send in their own team of negotiators to talk down the price. And Ulrand has a very strong case. General Bauer, comments please?”

        “Their case is cast-iron.” Kristyn Bauer stood. “I’ve gone through the documentation, Harry. The El Khouri event is our responsibility, end of statement. Ulrand is a very special case, and the Confederacy can not afford to ignore the fact they invited Ulrand to join, meaning Ulrand can withdraw at any moment. If Ulrand were to secede, it would become a safe-haven for colonial ships, a refuge for republican fugitives. Earth has no extradition treaty with Ulrand, nor are they likely to secure one, if they try to shortchange the government in MarakCity. We owe them, big time, and everyone knows it.” She turned to Vaurien and spread her hands. “I think Ulrand will keep.”

        He still seemed troubled but he said, “Good enough. Next question regarding bastards out of Halfway: Sergei van Donne.”

        “At the moment,” Shapiro said tersely, “van Donne is not an issue. We’ve seen nothing of the Mako since Travers and Marin shook it off in Hellgate, near the Loki tracking installation. Captain van Donne will have retreated to Freespace, and he’s out of both our jurisdiction and our hair. We can only deal with him when he reappears.”

        “I’ll keep my ear to the ground,” Vaurien offered. “He’s a bad enemy, Harrison. He’s taken several cracks at me, and now he’ll be after Travers and Marin. You realize, he’s safest dead.”

        “I do realize that.” Shapiro was clearly exasperated. “But again, he’s out of my jurisdiction.”

        “Dendra Shemiji,” Vaurien growled.

        Mark’s head came up. “You want to negotiate a contract?”

        “You’ve taken people in Halfway before.” Vaurien gestured sharply at the watchful Marin. “He’s been there, probably on your business.”

        “Not yet, Captain.” Shapiro took a deep breath. “Understand me. I’d be as happy as you to take van Donne out of the equation, permanently. We no longer need his information, his contacts. But his death in Halfway would almost certainly be blamed on the people in this room ... and we can’t afford to make enemies in Freespace. The time is coming, Richard, when we’ll need all the help we can get. Enemies in Halfway could cost us dearly.”

         He made a good argument, and Travers felt an odd prickle about his bones. Vaurien considered the question for some moments and then subsided back into the seat. Alexis Rusch took his place. “I need to know your decision regarding the members of my crew who’ve been exposed as smugglers. And before you ask, I was not aware of Major Vidal’s association with them, though I’ve known all along of his connection to the Daku, and his reports to certain agencies on Velcastra.”     

        Shapiro found a smile. “I’ll thank you for answering any number of questions, Alexis, before they were asked!  And it’s my decision to leave your smuggling contingent right where they are.” A murmur ran around the lab, and Shapiro held up both hands to quell it. “Smugglers they may be, but they’re also officers in pivotal positions on the Kiev, and they hold open two doors to two channels of communication. On the one hand, their business partners are in Halfway. On the other, they’re connected with agents right across the Deep Sky who represent colonial governments. At a glance, you can see how much more valuable they are to me if I leave them in place ... and run surveillance on them, naturally!”

        “The way you ran surveillance on me,” Marin said acerbically.

        “Of course.” Shapiro drank the water glass to the bottom. “The alternative is to remove Majors Westheim, Roden and many others from the Kiev and replace them with my trustees. In fact, I’ve no need to do that because Major Vidal’s group are already republicans and even Daku ... though some of them are admittedly using Fleet as a shortcut to a vast fortune! For the moment there’s nothing to be done about this, and I prefer to keep them where I can see them. And use them. Alexis, I’ll send a replacement for Major Cheng, of course.”

        “One of yours?” Rusch asked shrewdly.

        “In fact, one of ours. Welcome to this company, Alexis.” Shapiro offered his hand, and she took it for a moment before he turned back to the threedee and called up the image of the Zunshu hunter. “The last questions on your minds are the most important of all, and the hardest to answer. First, what’s to be done with the Zunshu object retrieved by the Wastrel ... second, what’s to be done about the CL-389 incident. 

        “There is no doubt whatsoever that ’389 constituted a first-strike weapon of hideous proportions. Travers and Marin returned from Hellgate with one piece of information worth a hundred others. Major Felix Cheng performed one last service for which I’m in his debt. We all are. Cheng coaxed van Donne to give us a name, a connection, a place where we can at least begin to unravel the ’389 mystery. 

        “The name is Boden Zwerner.” Shapiro paused; the lab was silent. “Now, at this time I don’t want to say more, because a Dendra Shemiji investigation has just begun. You appreciate, I can’t use Fleet Sector Command resources to perform this inquiry ... not if the power, the agency, behind the CL-389 incident is within Fleet or the government of Earth. I’d soon meet with a wall of resistance, and were I to bring force to bear, I have no doubt I’d be ... removed.” Shapiro’s face was bleak indeed. “Doctor Sherratt’s agency has the resources to go places I can’t, asking questions I can’t, and he has already begun. 

        “Meanwhile, my office is standing by the official story as issued to CNS. The whole incident has been classified an industrial disaster. And I’m afraid further questions regarding this ‘Boden Zwerner’ are simply premature. We have no hard information at this time. The names ‘Boden’ and ‘Zwerner’ are much too common to permit guesswork. Doctor Sherratt, your comments?”

        Mark stood and surveyed the assembly with a faint frown. “I’m afraid I’ve little to add. I received Harrison’s message only a short time ago, and came here directly. Any investigation takes time; this one is extremely delicate.” He shrugged expressively. “When I have more, you’ll be informed, and be assured, I’ll be as swift as possible. Knowing the who, the how, and the when regarding CL-389 gives us the chance to prevent another first-strike situation. But I should add, the mere fact we received the data from van Donne renders our position extremely difficult. At first glance you’d be forgiven for assuming Confederate agents have been recruiting in Freespace, and I can only urge you to caution. The only hard fact I have for you today is, I have no hard facts!” Sherratt smiled ruefully. “Give me a little more time. At the moment, my other main concern is the same as your own has to be: the Zunshu device. What indeed is to be done with it? Harrison has already spoken to me and, reluctantly, I agreed.”

        “Agreed to what?” Vidal was wary, suspicious, and looking at Rusch for answers she did not have.

        “Easy, Major, you’re in no jeopardy.” Shapiro gestured at the threedee Zunshu hunter. “Jazinsky, Teniko and Ingersol have blueprinted this device. Downloaded its memory, removed its cortex, defueled it, sampled the alloy of its hull. The remaining shell is an object more alien than anything built by the Resalq. Make no mistake, realms of research must be performed. But the critical data is in our hands right now. It won’t damage us to pass the object into the care of Confederate scientists ... but not our data. The research will surely keep them busy. Give them something to do. Keep them,” he added sourly, “off our backs ... off my back. Buy us time.”

        He took a long breath and exhaled it slowly. “I’ll open the floor to any and all questions now, but be advised, people: answers may not be forthcoming, not because data is being withheld, but because there are no clear answers.”

        At that point Travers stopped listening. He was at the ’chef and collecting a mocha when Marin joined him, and he punched for two. Curtis looked preoccupied, even disillusioned, and Travers said quietly, under the voices, “Three days to debrief, then we’re on furlough. A little R&R. I was thinking about Dominguez.”

        “We’ve missed carnival time,” Marin reminded him. “Winter’s coming in there now.”

        “So I’ll teach you to skate,” Travers suggested. “We just need to get the hell out, where Shapiro can’t reach us too easily and haul us back. If not Dominguez, then where?”

        “Dominguez, why not?” Marin sampled the mocha and made a face. “Who programed that thing? You’d have to be Resalq to like this!” The mild joke at the expense of the Resalq palate made Travers smile, but Marin soon sobered. “I heard Shapiro and Bauer talking. No, I wasn’t eavesdropping. They can be loud.” He leaned both shoulders against the gray armor door which shut off the machine shop. “They were setting up our next assignment.”

        Travers groaned. “Not another carrier.”

        “Nope.” Marin lifted the coffee mug. “Groundside, but I don’t know where. A colony in some kind of trouble, and whatever it is, Mark’s concerned. I think,” he added, “he brought the job to Shapiro, which is the only thing that’ll makes me take a long, hard look at it ... before I tell them where  to shove it.”  

        “Oh, great.”  Travers tipped back his head and squeezed shut his eyes. “I may not come back from Dominguez.”

        “I may stay there with you.” 

        They shared a chuckle, scavenging for humor while the briefing turned to bleak subjects. Travers led the way around to the lab’s wide viewports, which framed a dozen big ships and thirty small vessels, and the blue-green, half-crescent face of Omaru. From the vantage point of space it looked much the same as Velcastra or Borushek or Darwin’s World. 

        The sudden longing for home which had beset Travers earlier returned. What was on his face he did not know, but Marin stepped closer. “You okay, Neil?”

        “Yeah.” Travers dug deep to find a smile. “Just thinking about Dominguez. There was a danceshop where the Lushi boys were painted green as lizards. What was it called?”
        “Chimera.” Marin’s eyes glittered in amusement. “I wasn’t sure you’d like the place.”

        “You hauled me in there,” Travers protested. “Think you can find it again?”
        “Oh, I think so.” Marin was gazing out at the blue-green planet. “There’ll be snow in Dominguez by now. Frost on the trees. Your Lushi boys won’t be dancing in body paints in the street!”      

        “I told you. I’ll teach you to skate.” Travers moved closer. “And long winter nights mean more time for ... less intellectual pursuits.”

        “Less intellectual than skating?” Marin chuckled quietly, and some retort was poised on his lips when Shapiro’s priority comm line buzzed, intruding on the briefing.

        They turned back into the body of the lab as Shapiro took the call. His face seemed to be carved in granite as he listened privately, a combug in his ear. He took a breath, and to Travers’s ears it sounded ragged. Then, “Thank you, I’ll ... thank you.”

        The lab was so quiet, Travers could hear the clamor of his own heart as he waited with the rest of them for Shapiro to speak. The general passed a hand before his eyes and set a hand on the nearest threedee projector, as if for support. Kristyn Bauer was beside him, hovering, anxious. “Harrison, for godsakes, what is it?”

        “Juarez,” Shapiro said hoarsely. 

        “The Juarez mining colony?” Vidal was up, fists clenched. “What about Juarez?”

        Shapiro’s face was granite again. “It’s gone. And eighty thousand souls with it.”
        For a long moment the silence endured, and then the lab erupted. Travers turned back to the viewport, deliberately tuning out the shouts of protest and futile anger. Juarez was a pilot mine showing vast potential, a system where the star was yellow and stable, and three of the rocky, barren worlds were mineral-rich. Terraforming had not even begun; now it never would. 

        Without a word Marin was beside him, warm against his shoulder, and Travers was grateful for the small comfort. A long time passed before he spoke. “This is how it was for the Resalq. First the hunters came out of Elar’ne, then the killers. And they never knew why.”

        A Fleet ship moved across the face of Omaru, and Travers blinked at the dark space where it had been. Marin’s hand on his arm fetched him back from a vision of obliteration and he seemed to shake a mist from his head. Mark Sherratt was on his feet, commanding the briefing while in the background Shapiro demanded the Juarez data. Travers looked from face to face, seeing the same grim resolve. Everyone in the room felt the loss of Juarez keenly. It could easily have been Saraine or Louverne.

        Or Omaru. 

        Fingers of ice scampered down Travers’s spine, and like Marin he forced himself to concentrate on Sherratt. “The Zunshu are still striking with impunity because they’re unchallenged,” he was saying, “and they don’t expect to be challenged. But there’s a difference now. We Resalq have had centuries to prepare, and generations of humans have made their home in the Deep Sky.” He paused, perhaps for breath or effect. “This time,” he finished, and there was steel in his voice, “we’ll be ready for them. This time, it ends.”

        “This time,” Travers echoed softly.

        “Our time.” Marin corrected. “Human and Resalq together. Alone, neither of us could do it. But, together?” 

        He took Travers’s wrist tightly, the warrior’s clasp of another age. Together, they rejoined Shapiro’s briefing as it morphed into a council of war.
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CRY LIBERTY

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.

        Gay-themed SF at its most astonishing and rewarding.
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