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Prelude

 

Hydralis, Omaru

 

The squad flyer came out of nowhere, cut a line over the roofs of Arkady Mall and buzzed the crowd. Six months ago the panic would have been thick as smog, with civilians screaming and running, and the Fleet security detail would have found easy pickings. Tonight, the flyer attracted a mix of curses and big-caliber gunfire. Shots peppered the blue and white tail of the squat, stubby craft and it bobbed up, high above the mall, rotating through three-sixty as it rose. 

        The squaddies were scanning, pinpointing the snipers, and moments later four rotary cannons in the blunt nose opened up. Windows blew out on the second and third levels of the Meiguo Hotel, and the kiosks and stalls threading down the center of the mall were pelted with glass and masonry. The public address bawled over the gathering riot with orders to lay down arms, be still, surrender.

        But Leon Sherratt had never seen a Hydralis crowd obey orders from the squaddies. They were Fleet. They were military police from the blockade, as loathed as plague carriers — but no longer feared. Six months of constant sparring with gunships, squad flyers and worse had scarred the city, demolished parts of it, reduced others to fields of cinder. But while buildings could easily be ruined, people became inured to threat, and so habituated to the sound of chain guns, they merely dove into cover. Panic was sparse on the street; rage was ubiquitous.

        Pressed against the bricks in the service alley at the side of a danceshop called Désireux, Sherratt covered his ears with both hands. The combination of guns and public address would make a man’s eardrums bleed, no less than the blare of ‘music’ from the danceshop. Synthrock was not to Sherratt’s taste. Perhaps Resalq nerves were more receptive to the subetheric tracks, and while humans actually paid to enter Désireux and listen to the din, it was making Leon Sherratt’s spine crawl.

        Lit in purple and blue by the animated neon from the danceshop, the blind windows in the hotel across the mall gushed return fire. Someone up there had a light launcher and a supply of rockets — enough to worry the squaddies. Not quite so brave now it was a standup fight, the flyer’s crew pulled out to rooftop level and the crowd below broke into a chorus of cheers of abuse. Sherratt was less optimistic. He leaned out of the alley and gave the squad a glare.

        They ‘situation’ had turned ugly. It was racing out of their control, and he knew the Fleet MPs must be routing in backup. 

        It could be a gunship next, blotting out the late evening sky above Arkady Mall, and Leon’s palms prickled with anxious sweat. The squaddies were not here by chance. No one among the crowd would guess what had brought the Fleet bastards here tonight, but Sherratt was painfully well aware of it.

        His palms were still blistered and the muscles in his thighs trembled with leftover fatigue. He was out of shape, and if he died tonight, he would have his own physical shortcomings to blame. He had been hiding too long, and when a man was cooped up, fearing to show his face to the street, he soon got soft — in a place where softness was as terminal as a disease.

        The city was a bad place to be. Many of the locals had pulled out. They were up in ‘the valley’ and beyond, taking their kids and their old people, getting them out of the target zones. A month ago, Fleet had raided Hydralis almost every day. Industry was here, the big auto factories of Rand, Cyber-Zabou, Volvo and Weiss. Aircraft, engines, mainframes and the AI interfaces that made them work — everything was manufactured in the Hydralis area. This was the first city completed by the terraformer fleet, the first populated by humans. It remained the biggest city on the planet, with a population above six million and almost all of Omaru’s industry. Fleet knew exactly what to target, to hurt.

        Yet they had not destroyed Hydralis, and Leon Sherratt knew how much of the urban demolition was due to the fighting, missile overshoots, heavy vehicles going down hard in the industrial precincts. When a gunship bottomed out, even if the reactors did not spill, the devastation was the equal of anything wreaked by an artillery assault. Harlington and Southwark were wastelands. The Volvo assembly plant was a crater.

        But Fleet had not inflicted the devastation it had expected in Hydralis, and if the officers commanding the blockade had hoped to beat the people into submission, they were disappointed. Omaru had not even begun to retaliate in earnest. Its citizens did not want to fight, yet they had shown their fangs to elements of the DeepSky Fleet, and they had drawn deep, arterial blood. Fleet backed off to lick its wounds.

        The attacks came again — as they must: the Fleet blockade squadron was under orders countersigned in political offices in a city called Chicago, which Sherratt had never seen, never expected to see — but the raids were more cautious, infinitely more cunning. They feared the Hydralis militia. And they had reason to.

        Fear was like a virus. Leon Sherratt felt it licking along his nerves, and swallowed on a dry throat. His palms burned after the climb, his legs trembled after the sprint. He was at liberty, but he wondered how many humans would be picked up by medevac and transferred directly to the morgue. Too many, he thought bitterly, and tonight their blood was on his own hands. 

        He had brought Fleet here. He had thought to vanish into the crowd, one more face among a thousand others, his biosigns lost in the tide of so many others that his ‘gibberish’ sensor readings would not give him away when the squaddies came.

        They had come sooner than he expected. By his chrono it was just after 19:45 local time, and in this month of early summer the sky was the color of satsuma plums, with two moons up and the brightest points of the Rabelais Drift beginning to glitter like carnival lights in the north. From the west side of MountMiorosu, out of the city lights, Hellgate was a pale, milky swathe in the sky, bright with superluminous, giant stars. The naked eye could see Nova 2631C, and with field glasses it was a visual spectacle.

        Tonight he had no chance to even notice El’arne. The squad was still hovering 75 meters north of the Meiguo Hotel, and it was only a matter of minutes before their backup arrived. Another squad or a gunship — either way, he would be picked up. And if a gunship dropped in to fly topcover for the bastard squaddies, the autoguns would batter Arkady mall to rubble. 

        Leon Sherratt had to get out — and let them know he was leaving. Just as he had led them here like a fool, he had to lead them away again, fast. Too many people could die tonight, and he might still be taken. If the squaddies caught him, or killed him, it was all for nothing. The risk, and the cost of the blood spilled here, were too high.

        Synthrock blared out of Désireux without pause. The volume inside the dance shop was so high, most of the clients were unaware of the riot. He recognized the vocal track. The lead singer for a band called Lux was screaming out a lyric about out-of-mind angelino ‘rides,’ and a boy called Rico. The song, if it could be dignified with the term, had charted across the colonies, where citybottom reverberated to the pungent subetherics of synth. Leon longed for the naive old steelrock of other decades, and for the complex cross-harmonies and quarter-tones of his own people’s music.

        It was too long since he had heard Resalq music, sung by native singers. The ancient music, discovered in the ruins on Jagreth and Velcastra, was being performed again, by humans now, but they got it wrong. Their voices could slither around the complex melodies, but their ears — accustomed to the fifteen-semitone scale — could barely even hear the Resalq quarter tones. A few bands were close enough to be bearable. One Celtish vocal quartet from the homeworlds was eerily close, but the heavy, relentless beat used to back their vocals set Sherratt on edge.

        A twist of homesickness ambushed him as he leaned out from the alley once more, to get a visual bearing on the squad. He had been here too long. Omaru had a small, insular Resalq community, but they referred to themselves as ‘gypsies.’ They were nomads, footloose, like Dario and that pred’yche of his. Leon tried to remember the name, and then let it go. It meant nothing. The only thing that mattered now was to stop the shooting, stop the killing — and get out of Hydralis with his life and his data.

        He knew the interior of Désireux well enough after several parties. In the front were the foyer and public facilities; then it was four levels of dance salons, and below them, the bar and the ‘flops,’ where patrons could sleep off the dream smoke which sizzled in the air of at least two of the salons. And above were the rooms where hustlers entertained their trade. 

        He needed a vidphone, quickly. His own phone was no good — he knew he was tapped. Fleet had traced him, isolated him out of a company of more than fifty individuals with access to the laboratory, and then they had cut him out of the pack the way a crippled deer was singled out by hunting wolves. Leon knew his phone was tapped, and he had hidden it an hour ago, left it open and receiving — ‘the forecast for Greater Hydralis City, 14:00 to 20:00 hours, is for mild, changing conditions with winds from—’

        The squaddies would have wasted precious minutes homing on the phone’s signal, while Leon climbed the power conduit down the inside of the lift shaft, from the third-level garages to the second subbasement. It was the only way in or out of the lab, without being picked up by a surveillance camera, and even though he was a friend of the sovereign state of Omaru — even though the government of Hydralis had given him a smart card, passwords and AI recognition, he desperately avoided the cameras.

        The system was hacked. It was lousy with virus-like spies, and as fast as the UOH particle physics lab cleaned them out, they were back. For the last three months Leon had lived on the edge, knowing the squaddies were never more than one step behind him. University of Omaru, Hydralis was a good place to hide. He was one more academic among a tribe of them, all thronging the campus, determined to keep to schedules while the colonial war erupted around them. Leon could pass for a post-grad student or one of the younger faculty members. He had the looks, and the qualifications to pull his weight in the particle physics lab, though he was not a physicist. Even a basic grasp, freshman level, of Resalq and Zunshu technology was enough to open doors at UOH, and once he was on the inside, campus security and faculty alike had made it so easy, he almost felt guilty.

        Only Roy knew what he was. There was no way to fool Roy Arlott. He looked at Leon with the eyes of a lover — the first time in so long that Leon had looked into a lover’s face, he could only surrender. Roy knew soon enough that Leon was different. The body geometry was a fraction ‘off,’ and the skin pigment, the exact shape of the pupil when it was fully contracted, even the body temperature. Roy was a linguist, not a physical scientist, but he was a highly intelligent man, and he knew Leon was not quite human. 

        The band bellowing out of Désireux changed, though the din remained the same. And Leon Sherratt was out of time. Roy Arlott’s face whirled before his mind’s eye as he took a breath, held it, and stepped out into the body of Arkady Mall.

        The crowd had scattered. Many of the hucksters’ stalls and kiosks had been ruined by the exchange of gunfire. Fruit, vegetables, junk jewelry, cheap cosmetics, body paints, vidcubes, were scattered in a trampled mess, while the traders had hurried under cover. Most of the city’s buildings had shelters, strong-points where an earthquake or an artillery salvo might level the surface yet leave the strengthened basement intact.

        Sherratt was almost alone as he deliberately stepped out into the open and turned his naked face to the squad flyer. Being alone, he attracted attention. They would scan him to be sure he was not armored, carrying a weapon which could knock down the flyer; or was he vidnews paparazzi, unarmed but still a target, because Fleet was getting bad press and freelance vidjockeys were the poison they lived with.

        They knew his face — it was on file, though as yet they had no name to tag it with, much less a set of biosigns which would set Leon Sherratt apart. He gave the squaddies a measured four seconds to see him, image him, and try to get a scanner lock-on, and then he ran.

        The alley was a dead-end filled with overflowing trashpacks and miniature whirlwinds of litter. He jumped the legs of a doper who had passed out there, and went around the teens who were painting up a new round of lurid graffiti. They looked blankly at him as he dove by, headed for the service entrance where delivery drivers brought in supplies. Booze for the bar, cartridges for the dream smoke blowers, fresh food for the kitchens. 

        The cleaners also used the side entrance. The door was fouled with machines and chemicals, which broke several civil regulations — this door also served as a fire escape. In a panic, people would trip, fall, and be trampled. Sherratt kicked away the machines. They were sleeping drones, not even semi-intelligent, and they knew nothing as he pressed through a crush of cartons, stacked furniture, strewn coats and assorted baggage, to reach the inner door.

        The sign pasted to it read Private: staff only. No one noticed as he appeared from the storeroom, and before him was the first of the floors, an arena filled with dancers, loud with synthrock, buzzing with dream smoke. The smoke had no effect on a Resalq, save to make him sneeze, but bass tracks hidden in the music, below the level of hearing, made his hackles rise and sweat spring from his pores. Hearing the same subetherics, humans became aroused. 

        Across the floor, revelers were clenched in twos, threes, bunches, gyrating to the heavy, audible beat. The heat and humidity were oppressive, and Sherratt was already sweating. In the strobing glare of the lights, paint smeared around the flanks and limbs of the dancers — most were naked, and the fluorescent warpaint, chic this year in the colonies, gave them a primal aspect. Exciting, disturbing, frightening. 

        The Companions were always the best dancers. Leon knew several of them, from nights spent here at private revels. Roy’s group loved to boogie. The big redhead, Carlos, was on the near edge of the floor, working his body hard. Gold rings caught the strobes at his neck, wrists, breast and groin, fine chains winked against his skin as he spun, too absorbed in the performance to notice Sherratt. 

        Leon spared him only a glance, and his eyes moved on, looking for a way through the crush. The vidphones were on the other side, a rank of booths beside the bar. He saw an opening and launched himself into it. Dream smoke tingled in his nose, irritating his sinuses. Faces turned toward him with curious looks — what was he doing here, still in street clothes, wild eyed, driven? 

        Recognition sparked in some of the faces but Leon ignored them, pushing through, trying not to notice the odors of hot male bodies, sweated in heat, aroused by the synth. A man called his name, and though he knew the voice he ignored it and pressed on. 

        Two of the four vidphones were free, and as he reached the edge of the floor he hunted through his pockets — not for the smartcard which would have flagged his presence to the security computers in an instant, but for a five dollar coin. The squaddies already knew he had come in here: now let them work for their pay. If he made it too easy for them, he could be dead before he got out of Désireux.

        As he ducked into the thick plastex hood the synth din abated enough for him to hear. He dropped the coin into the machine and stabbed numbers on the screen, a phonecode engraved in his memory. Not Roy’s number, though he could quote that in his sleep. 8847 6635 was a number on the other side of Hydralis, out on the ’skirts, in the burbs beyond the factories, where people lived. 

        Only one question haunted him. Was Mitch home to pick up on the house line? It was too dangerous to call him on the road. If the machine at the house tried to forward the call, Leon would cancel at once. His fists clenched, nails raising welts in his palms, as he waited. If Mitch was out, Leon was not quite on his own, but the next few hours would be interesting. And then —

        “6635, Garret.” Like balm on a wound. Mitch had selected voice-only when he accepted the call, so the screen remained a kaleidoscope of colors, formless, sensual, suggesting half-imagined shapes before dissolving again.

        “Mitch, it’s me. Leon.” 

        “Leon! Where in the hell are you, man? I called —”

        “I’m in trouble,” Leon said over the synth and Mitch Garret’s voice. “You know a dance shop called Désireux?”

        “What are you doing at Désireux?” Garret’s voice rose sharply.

        “Using a phone the bastards can’t trace, and trying not to get killed!” Leon forced a breath to the bottom of his lungs. “I need a pickup, Mitch, or I’m not going to make it out.”

        “Christ.” Garret skipped a beat. “Not from Désireux. There’s too many people, no place to put down, and there’s already squaddies there, right?”

        “A flyer over Arkady Mall. They’ll be in here soon.”

        “How did they find you?” Mitch began. And then, “Later. Can you yet to Brady’s?”

        It was a restaurant on the south side, beyond the Weiss plant, not far from Mitch’s place. Leon knew it. “Too far,” he muttered. “I don’t have wings or a groundie, and I’m running out of time. Can you make it to CamdenPark?”

        “I can’t land there,” Garret warned. “It’s too open, too many people again. I’d draw a squad faster than you could whistle, if I try putting a truck down in the middle of a bunch of kids and old ladies. Come on, man, think!”

        Think. Leon Sherratt clenched his eyes shut and rubbed his face hard. The synthrock was starting to deaden his frontal lobes and speak to the ancient reptile complex buried deep down, inside the Resalq brain. Senseless dread uncoiled through him like a ravel of tired party streamers. 

        And then he had it. “Touch and go,” he said hoarsely, “don’t land, just touch and go — C-Zab air park. Can you do it?”

        Again Garret skipped a beat, and then he was back. “When?”

        “Give me an hour,” Leon panted. “You can see the C-Zab building from the Mall, but I have to shake these bastards for long enough to make the pickup, or I’ll just drag you into this mess with me.”

        “And you’ll be telling me what the fuck your mess is,” Garret said tersely, “when I pull you out! An hour, Leon. Be there. I won’t be able to hang around waiting for you — and if you bring the squaddies with you, I can’t afford to be seen.”

        Mitch Garret was the link back to too many others, and if he were taken alive, drugged, ‘interviewed’ by Fleet’s master interrogators, the price of Leon Sherratt’s liberty would be too high. 

        The price could be Omaru. The end of the colonial wars before they properly began — the subjection of every colony in the Deep Sky … and for the Zunshu, no opposition.

        The vidphone clicked off from Garret’s end, and Leon dragged his sweating palms over his chest. The linen shirt, with the green-copper crest of UOH on the breast pocket, was soaked. The thick braid into which he had roped his hair was heavy, annoying. Many times he longed to cut it, but it served a purpose. Many Resalq of his generation were not the same, and the diversion —

        “Hey, Leon, man, you look like all hell.” 

        A hand fell on his shoulder, making him jump. It was the big redhead, the Companion with the gold rings and blue-green body paint. The hair veiled Carlos’s face, spilled around his shoulders, and the chameleon body paint changed color in the lights when he moved. He was local, bred and born in Hydralis and wasted here. With that face, the stature, the body form, the heavy genitals that could have been molded by the hand of a sculptor, he could have done well in uptown Sark, even Elstrom StarCity, Velcastra. More than once Leon had told him so, but Carlos only laughed. He was uneducated, with a broad accent from the wrong side of Hydralis, which would always imprison him here.

        “You don’t want to be with me, kid, not tonight.” Leon’s eyes were on the foyer, where patrons were still coming into Désireux though the club was already too packed for comfort. The squaddies could not be far away. “I have to get out of here.” He heard the edge in his own voice.

        Carlos tossed the long red hair back out of his eyes and looked over both shoulders. “Who’s after you? You want I should get security? Désireux don’t like it when their guests get hit on.”

        “No!” Leon held up both hands. “There’s squaddies out there, Fleet bastards. They’re looking for me, kid, and the less you know about it, the better. I just have to get the hell out.”

        “Fuckitall,” Carlos said, half amused, “you don’t do nothing by half. Git, man, while you can. Go out the back.”

        The back exits led around to the same alley where he had come in through the store room, and Leon was uncertain. If the squaddies knew this dance shop even a tenth as well as its patrons did, they would block the alley mouth, and when he tried to get back around to the mall he would run right into them. Leon cast about for options, furiously aware of the clock ticking in the back of his mind.

        And all at once his time was up. The commotion in the foyer made Carlos spin, and as the shouting roared over the thundering synthrock, Sherratt took his chance. 

        He saw the squaddies over the heads of the dancers — three men and a woman, all of them Pakrani or Kuchini, in helmets and flak gear, visors down, searching the dance shop visually and on instruments. 

        As he had done in the street, he bobbed up out of concealment and showed his face just long enough for them to pinpoint him. And then Sherratt was gone like a jackrabbit. In ten paces he thanked whatever gods might be watching that he had let Roy Arlott drag him to idiotic faculty parties at Désireux. 

        If he had never been here before, the two Fleet MP squads would have taken him, because the crush of dancers parted before them like a mob of sheep before the dogs. Some were screaming, others were yelling abuse, but they cleared the way for the squaddies to make good time across the floor, in the direction of the phone booths.

        Long before they were there, Leon Sherratt was gone. Running crouched, he used the dancers for cover until he found his way through to the back. The stairs curved around the elevator shaft. The MPs would expect him to use the elevator, which would immediately tell them which floor he had punched for. Sherratt leaned into the one waiting car and selected level 9 — and then he fled up the stairs.

        Thigh muscles which had cooled and stiffened after the sprint from the UOH transit station hurt with each step. He tuned out the pain, forcing himself on — but not to level 9. The squaddies would take one of the three lifts. They were lazy, Sherratt thought, accustomed to flying or riding wherever they were headed. It was a conditioned reflex after long service in uniform. These squad officers would be from some Middle Heavens world, possibly even from the homeworlds. Fleet was not foolish enough to assign Deep Sky citizens to trash their own homes, persecute their own people.

        Level 7 was the parking garage, open to the air on both sides of the building, with the rooftops of Arkady Mall at least one floor below. Above the garage were four levels of luxury accommodation and a bistro right on the roof, with a pointless, ugly view of the industrial parks. No one in Hydralis seemed to notice that the factories seemed to stretch from horizon to horizon. Industry was the life’s blood of Omaru. It had made the world the richest in the Deep Sky, and the most densely populated — all of which made it a big, fat target for the Confederacy. The military service levy bit deeper and harder here, and at ‘tax time’ the fortune levied from Omaru would have settled the tax bill for any three other colonies.

        It was natural for the colonial wars to begin here, Sherratt thought dizzily as he pushed his legs on, up, around the curving stairs. His right hand grabbed for the rail. He began to haul himself up as he passed the fourth level, and as he grasped the hollow steel he felt the resonance of the elevator going up right beside him.

        With a blistering curse he sucked in a breath and pushed himself harder. He turned his wrist to see his chrono, and listened to the drumbeat of his heart. He was out of shape, and he was in deep trouble. He had been too long in hiding, spent too long going soft while he waited for Fleet security to search elsewhere for him.  

        Weeks had become a month, more, and at last he assumed they would guess he had skipped, gotten out of Hydralis with the tidal surge of people taking their kids and old folk to the agricultural towns. He was certain Fleet must be searching for him in places like Troy and Larisa, and he played his hand. 

        Humans had a saying: everyone was allowed one mistake. Sherratt was sure he had made many more than that, and this one could be his last. He was fish-breathing as he dove into the cool, shifting and acrid air of the parking garage. He took a precious moment just to force air into his lungs, and then he dragged both hands over his sweating face and pushed on.

        If someone had left a car unlocked —

        Only a moron would leave a vehicle unlocked in this part of town, but Sherratt hunted up and down the ranks, trying a door here, a window there. He had no tools to break in and hotwire a car, but he might have gotten lucky: guys were often stoned before they arrived at Désireux, and forgot little things like security.

        But it seemed his luck was spent tonight. All the luck he owned had been invested in getting out of the lab alive, making it into the elevator shaft via a service hatch, down and out through the subbasement.  

        Even now, no one at UOH would know what he had done, what he had taken, where he had hidden it. They would know soon enough what was gone, and as soon as the news was public, that Leon Sherratt had been killed by Fleet squaddies, or arrested, they would know who had taken the device.

        Leon did not care — they could have it back, when Mark or Dario, or that human Mark was so fond of, Jazinsky, was finished with it. If Mark and Jazinsky were even half as smart as they believed they were, the government of Hydralis could have fifty of the things, fresh off the assembly line. But first they had to surrender one for study, and the devices were so rare, so precious, they might have been stuffed with gelemeralds. 

        No authority on Omaru was about to make one available to a stranger, an offworlder, unconnected with the university and the government. Sherratt was out of options. 

         His heart was slowing, he had his breath back, and he knew the Fleet squad would be turning the bistro upside down and shaking it. They would be in the kitchens, in the bathrooms, believing he had lost them. They would be frustrated and angry, and they would be vicious. The whole dance shop would be sealed, and the interrogations would go through till dawn: who had assisted the fugitive, who had hidden him, who knew him? People would die, others would rot in the prison on Rashid, the second moon. Leon could easily be there with them, and the thought filled his veins with liquid fire.

        He was breathing easier, though his legs shook and the blisters in his palms were bleeding; and again he was out of time, almost out of options. From the open mouth of the garage, on the north side, which faced away from Arkady Mall, he could see the top section of the CyberZabou building. 

        The company designed the AI human-machine interfaces for half of the mainframes from the homeworlds on out. The C-Zab building reared eighty floors above CamdenPark, and the company occupied only twenty levels, close to the top. The bottom fifty floors were filled with arcades, retail, entertainment, and the top ten were executive apartments, high above the street — under the air park which was Leon’s goal.

        His way down from the garage was the fire escape, an old fashioned zigzag of bare metal against the wall, in the alcove housing the lift shaft. The night air was as cool as equatorial Hydralis would ever enjoy, and he poised on the threshold, searching for a blunt object. Cleaning drones had been here, not long before. The whole garage was almost too clean, but at last he saw what he wanted.

        A champagne magnum — bearing the label of Hsian Sheng Wineries, Velcastra, and still smelling of white wine not yet gone rank — stood just inside the top of the fire escape. Someone had finished their party out here, in the cool and quiet of the evening. From the city rooftops you could watch the sternflares of ships departing Hydralis Field. The spaceport was on the horizon, but the big ships cut a line out over this part of the city. Kids came up to rooftop level to find cool air, get stoned and make out. 

        The broken blisters smarted as he lifted the magnum. The plastex almost slipped on the blood in his palm, but he twisted it, hefted it over his shoulder and hurled it, hard, into the canopy of the most expensive car in reach. The alarm exploded, hurting his ears, but Sherratt did not wait around to listen.

        Two levels above, in the bistro, the squaddies would assume he had given them the slip a second time and tried to steal a car. His attempts had set off the alarm. The Fleet officers would be in the elevator moments later. 

        The fire escape was steep, the going was slow, but two floors lower he had access to the building’s interior once more. His ears were still full of the electronic racket of the car alarm when he dove through the wide glass doors into the Orange Blossom cafe on level 5. The doors shut out the alarm, but the synthrock reverberated through the whole framework of the building. 

        Faces turned toward him as he appeared from the fire escape but he ignored them all. The service lifts — the big freight elevators which served the kitchens — were off to the right, behind the meandering tables, with their ridiculous umbrellas, as if the Orange Blossom were in the open air, and it was not night outside.  

        His one prayer was that the freight lift would be available, and for the first time in almost two hours, he was in luck. He was inside at once, and punched for street level. The platform went down fast, being designed for cargo, not the comfort of human passengers, and it opened into the chill air and odd reek of the yards out back of Désireux.

        Now he was gambling, but it was a good wager: he had been seen inside, he was known to have punched the elevator for level 9, and he was suspected to have tried to steal a car on level 7. His gamble was that all the squad officers had been called up to the garage, leaving the ground floor either unguarded, or only lightly covered.

        Luck was holding together, and a thread of hope uncoiled through his chest as he saw the clear alley mouth. He was moving at once, and at the same corner where he had hidden to watch the flyer buzz the crowd, he ducked into concealment again, long enough to scan the mall visually in both directions. 

        The squad flyer and its backup — another identical craft, blunt-nosed, with the high tail and the cannons mounted in the belly — had landed in the ruined body of the mall. Two officers and a swarm of drones guarded the vehicles; the other four would be in the parking garage — if they had not played a hunch and taken the fire escape. Before long the Orange Blossom’s patrons would be describing the wild-eyed fugitive who had bolted into the freight elevator, and he would have company.

        In a way, he was counting on it. Sherratt sucked in a quick breath, bunched his muscles and launched himself. The mall was ten meters wide, and dead opposite was the YukiYume Arcade. It was still belching music though most of its patrons had dispersed with the arrival of the flyers. The arcade’s wide entranceway was lit with dancing blue and white neon, and Sherratt made a dead run, not even breathing, into the glare and noise.

        The security drones which swarmed around the flyers picked him up at once, but he was inside before they caught him up, and lost among the hundreds of people who had come here to get away from Hydralis’s fierce equatorial heat. 

        To one side was the rink, a vast arena of ice where skaters circled endlessly and the technicians were programming the Zamboni to clean up the surface before the midnight hockey game. To the other side was the bar, O’Grady’s, and the first of YukiYume’s many VR dens.

        Green marble stairs led down into the underworld of subbasements, and glass-bottomed lifts whisked patrons up through the honeycomb superstructure of the mall, which shared a common wall with the Meiguo Hotel. Leon did not know this part of Arkady as well as he knew the dance shop, but he had often killed a few hours here to escape the heat. If he closed his eyes, the chill of YukiYume reminded him of Riga, in the mountains far to the north of Sark.

        The homesickness was back, full-force, as he headed past the stairs and into the maze. YukiYume was a labyrinth, with blind passages headed off, up and down, apparently at random. Arkady Mall was not designed by the terraformer fleet. It was built only fifty years before, to replace the area of the city which was razed by fire when a crippled heavy lifter lost its Aragos and smacked down short of the spaceport. The arcade wound itself around the back side of the ice arena, looped up and down like a series of switchbacks, and even people who knew it well could get turned around.

        The worst thing Leon could do was run. The squaddy security drones would pick him out of the crowd in an instant if he moved too fast. He knew they were back there, sniffing, imaging, sorting, and when he saw the signage of a den he recognized, he stepped inside, under the animated logo proclaiming Phantasm.

        It was part VR parlor, part sexshop — the line between the two often blurred into meaninglessness. The sharp smell of chimera was on the air here, tingling in his head, and the cavern was dark red, dark green, warmer than the arcade yet still twenty degrees cooler than the street. Life-sized holos of the house Companions shimmered in alcoves off to both sides of the doorway, advertising their wares. 

        Patrons could hire them for real, enjoy flesh, blood and bone, for high prices; or they could take the VR option, where fantasy encounters had been woven around the Companions. Sabel was ebony-black, with the stature of a Pakrani and the ripped physique of a man who lived in the gym. He was magnificent in scraps of silk and leather, with his mane of scarlet-streaked dreadlocks, and he knew it. Lex was a gold-skinned Lushi, buzzcut, tattooed from head to foot. His holo twisted and writhed to display the lean body of a dancer, the agility of an acrobat, and an arrogance which outmuscled Sabel’s. Coraline was from some colony Leon did not know, with subtle engineering — or else she was local to Hydralis, and her body had been reworked for the trade. The legs were too long to be natural, and those pneumatic breasts could not have suffered the tug of Omaru’s gravity for long.

        He bypassed them all, cutting a line into the waiting room and looking for one specific face. It was after seven. Danny should be at work by now, and he should be here. The lounge was occupied with the usual flock of hopeless, helpless late teens, two boys and a girl, waiting for a VR hookup. The tiny rooms in the back were all busy, with three more waiting their turn. Downstairs, the flesh and blood Companions, Sabel, Lex and Coraline, would be playing poker, drinking coffee, smoking bel-grass, waiting for a trick to show who could afford the real deal, not the VR sim. Some nights they had a long wait.

        A bell on the low counter carried a sign: Ring for service. Leon thumped it hard enough to make the waiting kids jump, and an angry face thrust out of one of the hookup booths. “Hey, if you don’t like waiting, you can get the fuck out of my — oh, it’s you, Leon. Christ, you look like shit. What you need? Are you using? I didn’t think that was your scene!”

        As he spoke, Danny Shroeder was tugging Leon out of the lounge and into the back, the private area where the shop-sitters relaxed. The threedee was on, displaying some vidmovie. Danny had just muted the sound and left it running while he went to clean up the booth for the next client in line to fry his brains. Fresh VR jacks, a paper sheet over the couch, a water bottle with the seal intact, the remote lying on the pillow. 

        Framed in the threedee, two husky youths were entwined and heaving. One was bronze-skinned, the other pale as drifted snow, and both could have been churned out by the same personal trainer, in the same gym, on the same machines. Both boys were beautiful, but to Leon’s exhausted eyes, something about them looked fake, while Danny Shroeder was infinitely more appealing.

        He was short, pale because he worked in the arcade, with sunburn on his nose from some foray out and up, straggling brown hair that was still trying to grow out the service cut, and the soft hands of a guy who had done his entire five-year hitch in data processing. But Danny was real, and his plain, ordinary face was filled with concern as he pressed Leon into a chair and reached for a bottle of Green Douglas malt whiskey, ‘the Deep Sky’s best Irish.’

        “Leon, for godsakes.” He pressed a double into Sherratt’s hands and perched on the arm of the chair as if he worried Leon would drop it.

        “I’m okay, Danny,” Leon said hoarsely. It was water he needed, not booze. “I’ve got squaddies behind me — they just shot up the mall. You can’t hear it in here over the music from the rink.”

        “It was on security.” Danny waved vaguely at the threedee. “Stay off the streets, it said. Action in progress, some kind of bullshit. I didn’t look too close. That was you? Christ.” He fidgeted with anxiety. “You, uh, didn’t lead them here —?”

        Sherratt gave him a reproachful look. “You know me better than that. They know I’m in YukiYume somewhere, but this place is an ant heap, and I’ll go through too fast.”

        “Go where?” Danny demanded. “If there’s squaddies behind you, and you’re on foot —”

        “I’ve got a pickup, 45 minutes, the C-Zab air park.” Sherratt handed back the whiskey untouched. “You got any water, Danny? I’ve been running my ass off for the last hour, and I’m so far out of shape, if they don’t take me I’ll probably drop dead of a heart attack.”

        “Damn.” Shroeder scrambled up and hurried into the lounge for a bottle from the cold cabinet. A voice spoke to him, under Leon’s hearing, and he snapped back, “In a minute, sir, soon as I get it set up.” 

        He was back then, snapping the cap off a plastex liter bottle. Leon took it from him and forced himself not to swallow the whole thing in one pull. It would only cramp his belly, and he had far to go. “I need a way out, Danny,” he said between swallows. “Other side of YukiYume from Désireux, something that gives me a clear shot through to C-Zab.”

        Anyone who worked here, as Shroeder had, since he was released from his Fleet service, knew the arcade blindfolded. “Under the rink, through the service ways,” Danny said without hesitation. “I know the codes to get the doors open, because my cousin works for the company that services the freezing gear for the rink. He comes down here, gets stoned out of his gourd, and I kind of cover for him while Sabel bounces him senseless.” He flushed, which looked unhealthy on one so pale. “I’m not supposed to, you tell anyone, Leon, and my job goes whoosh, but for godsakes, it’s only watching the machines, and I just did five years in data processing on the Chicago, I’m so far overqualified for Rod’s job, it’s not funny, and Rod doesn’t get much chance to skull out and get done by somebody like Sabel too often, and —”

        He was babbling because he was scared, and Leon also was watching the time, listening to the relentless tick of the clock in the back of his mind. “Not a word to a soul, Danny. The service ways come up where?”

        Shroeder sucked in a breath. “In the alley between YukiYume’s blind side and the Ressmeyer Complex, it’s all parking garages and trashpacks. When you get out the door, turn right, man, you got it? Right. Make a left and you’re dead. You’ll come out on Shackleton Square, in the open. Make a right, and take every right after that— I think there’s three — and you come out on ArgyllPlaza.”

        It was perfect. Sherratt knew ArgyllPlaza well. There was a bistro there, with a view of CamdenPark on one side, and the CyberZabou building towered over the park’s west border. “Got it. And thanks, Danny. I owe you one.”

        “You owe me three for this,” Shroeder corrected. “You know what you owe me. I’ve called you three times in the last week, you’re never answering.” He opened his arms, inviting an embrace. 

        “I’ve been busy.” Leon swept him up, held him tightly and kissed him, though there was little time to linger. “I’ll call you, Danny, when it’s safe.” He and Shroeder had not shared more than an hour of intimacy, stretched over months, and he knew Danny wanted more — he knew Roy would only be amused, or might even invite himself along. Roy was not the kind to settle down, or want the comfort of an enduring partnership, let alone the fidelity that went along with promises. Roy was not yet thirty years old, and though he thought he knew Sherratt’s secrets, there were some he had never dreamed. Leon Sherratt was four times his age.

        And he might be dead in minutes. He could not allow himself to be arrested. Much more than his own life was riding on this crazy scheme, and not for the first time he called himself a fool — though not for being involved. Not for talking his way into the particle physics lab at UOH, where Roy worked and could easily get him a job as a lab assistant — jobs were easy to get in Hydralis, since the Fleet raids began. 

        But Sherratt was no kind of professional thief. Getting into the lab was as easy as using Roy’s smartcard. Roy did not even know, yet, that Leon had taken it; he should never have known. It should have been back in his wallet before he missed it, and Leon castigated himself viciously. He knew he should have been able to get out of the lab again with the borrowed device, without tripping the security system. 

        For minutes he had thought he was out, free, and he only realized a silent alarm must have triggered when he saw the drones buzzing around. They were outside the long windows, every meter of the way down the side of the lab building. The ways out were covered— he would be arrested as soon as he put his nose outside.

        As he released Danny Shroeder he peered at his palms. The bleeding had stopped but they were full of raw flesh. He had skinned them going down the elevator service shaft, and his shoulders were beginning to stiffen and ache after the unaccustomed physical effort. His legs were protesting just standing, and he chastised himself mercilessly for falling so far out of condition. But Fleet had imaged his face three months ago, and thereafter liberty meant hiding, because nowhere in HydralisCity was free of Fleet surveillance. The drones were everywhere, often too small to be seen. Some of them were no larger than his thumb, scattered like thistledown from the bigger viddrones which were quickly shot down by snipers like those in the mall.

        His one chance to get his hands on a device had come tonight, and it might not come again. Some specialist from the Winslow-Mao Institute had come in, running the blockade with a mercenary crew, or gunrunners. It could be done, but the danger was terrible. The man from Winslow-Mao had run the gauntlet, but Sherratt was bleak about his chances of understanding the device well enough to duplicate the technology. 

        Without any shadow of doubt, that device was either ancient Resalq — or it was Zunshu, and Leon was too young to know. What a physicist from Velcastra was expected to make of it, he could not imagine. It should be Jazinsky studying it, and his own e’quero, even his brother, who was a cryptocyberneticist. But the shot through the blockade was too dangerous to risk them. Mark Sherratt and Barb Jazinsky would never be allowed to do it, even if they were insane enough to volunteer, and Leon prayed they were not.

        The humans had another timeworn saying, which he had never understood, much less appreciated. If Mohammed would not go to the mountain — whoever, or whatever ‘Mohammed’ was — then the mountain would have to be fetched to him, or it. 

        And since there was no way Mark or Jazinsky would ever be on this side of the blockade, the device was going to have to go to them, whether the government of Omaru in general and the faculty of UOH liked it, or not. There were times when Leon Sherratt thought it would be easier to physically move a mountain.

        If he died tonight, the ancient device was so expertly hidden, it was not likely to be found for more than a year. And if Leon did perish tonight, he would take its secret with him — and any real hope the Deep Sky had of victory in the colonial wars.

        “I have to go, Danny,” he said huskily. Wide blue eyes blinked up at him, and he dropped a kiss between them. “I don’t want to get you in trouble, and there’s squaddies out there, not far enough away. Codes?”

        “Call me,” Shroeder whispered as he scrawled a nine-digit sequence on the back of a scrap of printer flimsy, and tucked it into Leon’s breast pocket, under the UOH crest. “Promise you’ll call me.”

        “I will.” Leon was already moving. “When it’s safe — you don’t want to be close to me, not now.”

        “I … know,” Danny said awkwardly. He was no taller than Leon’s shoulder, his cologne was too sweet for Sherratt’s liking, and he was just twenty-three years old. Often, Leon thought of him as a child, but humans were deceptive. “Look, get the hell out, will you?” Danny said tersely. “Run, be safe, and — pick up the goddamn’ phone one of these times!”

        Five years in Fleet, even in the data processing department buried in the heart of a super-carrier, gave a man a certain toughness. Sherratt touched Danny’s face with his fingertips and stepped back. “Yessir, Sergeant Shroeder.” At the curtain which separated the office from the lounge out front, he turned back. “Keep your ears open. Trust nothing, till you hear from me.”

        He was gone then, doubling back toward the rink, and his eyes skipped from passage to doorway to window, watching for the drone that would put a shot in him, the vidcam that would image his face. He moved no faster than the other patrons of YukiYume, who meandered between the ice arena, the dream shops, dance shops and, on the lower levels, the sexshops, dens where the trade was rough. The way back to the rink seemed much longer than the route he had taken to Phantasm, but he was still alone as he stepped into a dogleg in the passage.

        On one side was the closet where the cleaning drones were housed; on the other, a blind door with no handle, no window, no signage, just a keypad. He fished the scrap of paper from his pocket, keyed in the nine digits and held his breath.

        The door slid to the right, and the lights kicked on automatically inside. A waft of freezing, dank air, smelling strongly of mildew, hit him in the face. It stank like a boat neglected too long, but he stepped right into it, grateful for Danny’s wastrel cousin and his penchant for a little upmarket dope and a big downtown Companion. 

        He thumped the door release from the inside to close it, and gave thanks again: the owners of YukiYume were penny-pinching. The lock was cheap, not any kind of smart lock that would demand a user ID before opening, and record who had used it. Nothing would lead the squaddies back to Danny or Phantasm.

        A plain plascrete tunnel led down on a steep angle, and he knew he was under the rink moments later. Music roared overhead and the ceiling rumbled constantly with the mass of the skaters. The air down here was not much above freezing, and he jogged to keep warm. 

        The passage ran under the short axis of the rink, under the grandstands on the other side, and he jogged by the garage where the Zamboni was kept when it was not in use. It was up top tonight, getting a tune-up before the big game. As he hit the up-ramp, headed for the alley Danny had described, he looked at his chrono. 

        He was on pace to make the pickup, with fifteen minutes left to stay alive and at liberty, and find his way to the C-Zab air park. Sherratt’s pulse rate picked up as he pounded to the top of the ramp. He took a breath and hit the door release.

        The alley was deep in shadow and the air was like soup, blood-heat and thick with humidity. Two lamps lit the way, and the only other light sources were at the exits of Ressmeyer’s parking garage. To his right was a street, and he must go that way. To his left the alley opened directly onto Shackleton Square, with the big bronze Tribute to the Pioneers, and twenty dusty eucalypts, jacarandas, acacias. 

        The air seemed quiet but he paused to listen. He heard none of the telltale whine of servos and the pish-pish sound of the maneuvering jets of small drones. Time was wasting, and he let the service door close behind him. He pushed out of the well of shadow, headed away from the tree-lined square, and as he reached the corner by the trashpacks he hunted for a landmark to get his bearings.

        He could see the top of the CyberZabou building, and Danny knew this place like his own backyard. If Sherratt kept on bearing right, ducking from one dusty, gray alley to the next, he would find himself in the plaza opposite CamdenPark. His whole body felt as if he had been held down and pounded, but the adrenaline rush of being out, at liberty, and close to the end, overrode pain and exhaustion.

        His lungs panted the heavy air and his ears were open, scanning every moment for the sound of drones. They must be there somewhere behind. He did not believe he could outrun or outfox them, yet he was still moving, still alone, when his nose picked up the aromas of coffee and cinnamon.

        Before him were the wide spaces of CamdenPark, bright with the colored lights and decorations — it was Proclamation Day tomorrow. Obliquely opposite the Cafe Titania was the Cyber-Zabou building, rearing over the park like a chrome and armorglass monolith. Sherratt dragged both hands over his sweated face and peered at his chrono.

        The street was a dazzle of lights, with four lanes of sporadic ground traffic and endless streamers of cars headed into the air park, high overhead. A gaggle of factory techs loitered on the sidewalk, heading for the park, and he tagged behind them as they dodged across. 

        Under a canopy of eucalypts that smelt strongly of tomcats, he clung to the shadows and slunk north, toward the C-Zab tower. He was still looking for drones, and the hum of insects in the night air made his flesh crawl. His hackles were up as he hugged the last shadow, opposite the bright ground-level windows of Zabou Arcade. 

        He was alone here — if he could make it into the mouth of the arcade, the swarm of humanity would swallow him again. If he ran, a security drone might pick him out of the confusion of traffic and pedestrians headed into the theaters and dance shops; if he meandered, he might give the machines too long to image him, cross-reference and get a positive ident. He took a breath and ran. 

        Traffic was thicker around the arcade mouth, but it was mostly stop-and-drops — taxis, aircabs touching town momentarily, gyrobikes milling around the head of the ramp to the basement personal parking. Halfway across the road, he knew he had been picked up. It was a feeling of tingling in the spine, when a drone imaged him. Resalq nerves could feel it, while humans were oblivious once they grew out of childhood.

        This drone was either unarmed or programmed not to shoot into a crowd. Sherratt was still at liberty as he pushed into the throngs on the sidewalk, and he ducked down among the revelers. Insults wafted after him but he kept moving, shoving, and then he was in the arcade. 

        Bright lights, music and the chill draft of a/c enveloped him. Pressed into the doorway of a dreamshop, where the air smelt faintly musky with gryphon and chimera, he froze and used his eyeballs, his ears, for twenty agonizing seconds. The viddrone had lost him in the crush, and he hoped the machine was local. It might have been one of Zabou’s own security units, monitoring the crowd for potential trouble. It would be trading signals with its AI even as he stood in the dreamshop doorway, but the C-Zab AI did not concern Sherratt.

        What troubled him was the very real probability that C-Zab’s AI was hacked, and Fleet would have its own AI aboard a prowling, stealthed gunship, listening in to C-Zab’s e-traffic. Sherratt’s eyes smarted with sweat as he blinked at his chrono. He was in the building, but at the wrong end of it. He had eight minutes to get to the air park, find the park-and-ride, and be visible for Mitch Garret. Mitch would not wait more than twenty seconds — he could not afford to. 

        And when he was gone, Sherratt’s chances of getting out were close to zero. Missing the pickup amounted to ritual suicide, and his heart beat hard at his ribs as he cast about for the elevators.

        A queue had formed up, ten deep and five wide. The upper levels were filled with theaters, cinemas, VR palaces, the salons where uptown patrons amused themselves. While the population of Hydralis decimated itself as families fled the battleground, and then decimated itself again as workers in ‘unessential industries’ pulled out, every business found itself competing for trade. Some had closed their doors already, but most were surviving on offers of de luxe service at firesale rates. The Zabou crowd was rougher than usual, Sherratt noticed as he threaded into the lines waiting for the elevators and slouched down to look like one of their number. 

        There was a citybottom element here tonight, while this building’s usual clientele was well-heeled, and headed down from the air park rather than up from the street. Leon was not about to complain. With his disheveled appearance and haunted face, he would have been picked out of the normal C-Zab crowd immediately. Tonight, he almost blended in.

        He waited through four cycles before he could get into an elevator, and then the car stopped on almost every floor. He was headed directly to the air park, and crammed into the back, against the brushed-steel wall, where the resonance of the Arago field under the car made his teeth chatter. 

        Fatigue had begun to make him shake, and he knew the adrenaline surge was spent. The crisis energy which had driven him this far was exhausted, and there was nothing left. A squaddy would pop something now. He would snort a bubble of mai-boogey to kickstart his body again. Sherratt had nothing, and in any case the drugs on which some humans relied did little for the Resalq. 

        His eyes were on the time, and as the car passed level 40 he was aware of a heavy, sinking feeling in the pit of his belly. It was taking too long, Mitch Garret would have gone by the time he reached the air park. Futile, acid tears of frustration stung his eyes and his fists clenched, raising fresh blood in his palms. 

        And then the car emptied out all at once on 42, and as the last passenger hurried out he caught a glimpse of the show posters at the theater opposite. A new production was opening tonight, something bright and loud, sensual and ridiculous, which would make the people of Hydralis forget the war for a few hours. Everyone was headed to the same venue. 

        Alone in the car, Sherratt stabbed the air park button several times and fought down his panic breathing. He had not believed he owned another drop of adrenaline, but something hit his blood like speed. His heart was pounding again, his legs trembling with the senseless need to run, when the car opened.

        The air park was the size of a football field, cooler because it was high above Hydralis, stinking with exhaust and hot engines, busy with cars and cabs hustling in every direction. For a moment disorientation made his head spin. He swallowed on a surge of bile and spun about, hunting for orientation. 

        Beside the lift was a bright holochart of the air park with a winking ‘you are here’ flag. He sucked in a breath of the acrid air as he forced his mind clear to study it. The park-and-ride was to his left, forty meters from the elevators, and right on the perimeter of the building, where it was marked with blue and green running lights. He pushed off from the holo display. He was on time, give or take a minute or two either way.  

        The park was well monitored and he did not run to the west parapet. He stood up straight, hands thrust into his pockets, and sauntered, which would draw no attention from C-Zab’s security AI. But as he drew closer to the park-and-ride his eyes were wide, scanning the sky to the south, which was the approach lane for the short-stop park. 

        Cars streamed in by ones and twos. He did not recognize any, and at last, leaning on the guard rail at the parapet, high above the street, he began to look for faces instead. Not for the first time, he was grateful for the structure of Resalq eyes. He was naturally as far-sighted as a sharp shooter, and well able to see drivers, rather than just cars.

        He caught sight of Mitch Garret as a mustard yellow Marshall truck dropped into the approach lane and tagged onto the ant lines. The signage along the quick-stop park flashed, Do
not stop engines! Cars and cabs feathered down on storming repulsion, cruised into semicircular bays to pick up or drop off passengers, and lifted off directly out of the bays. Nine bays were available, and incoming vehicles stopped on the threshold, waiting in an Arago hover for a green light.

        Two places back, behind a cab and a grocery-getter overloaded with kids, Mitch had seen him. He raised a hand, and as the cab moved in, he brought the Marshall truck up behind the family. Someone down the parking rank was struggling with parcels, rearranging their cargo trunk over and over, and Leon felt his insides clench as Mitch waited in line, longer and longer.

       The old couple were still fiddling with their bags — they must have been old enough to have come out with the First Fleet, Leon thought, and who should know damned well how to pack a trunk. They were still arguing over the back of a classic Rand FancyDancer when the taxi pulled out, and a commercial delivery van tailed it out of the airpark.

        The truck dropped in fast, almost jumping the green light. Mitch tweaked it through sixty degrees to fit the bay, and the canopy popped with a hiss of air pressure. The Rand began to wallow on a howl of repulsion, and Leon saw Mitch’s black curly head lean over. He was yelling through the engine noise. Leon could not hear a word, but he knew it must be encouragements to get up and move. 

        He had just doubled over to duck in under the canopy when a shot went by his left cheek close enough to scorch his skin, and this time he did hear what Garret was bellowing at him.

        “I said, get down! Leon, get out of the way! Leon!”

        Another shot went over his head close enough to almost disturb his hair, and Sherratt dove into the hot repulsion storm. His shoulder hit the plascrete and he swore lividly as he rolled, almost under the truck with the repulsion scorching his face, drying out his eyes. He flung up his arms to protect his head, and caught a bare glimpse as a drone was picked up by the third round from Garret’s weapon. The football-sized machine was flung into the parapet’s crash barriers, spitting showers of magnesium-bright sparks.

        “Get in!” Garret yelled. “Leon, where are you, man? Gotta go!”

        Half blind, gasping in pain and wondering if his shoulder was out, Sherratt dragged himself off the plascrete. He flung himself into the left side of the Rand’s big cab and rasped at Garret, “Move!”

        The truck was off at once, and Mitch Garret broke every rule in the book. Leaving the building, cars were compelled by law to tag into the ant lines and make altitude away from the CyberZabou tower. Garret hopped over the crash barriers and dropped like a stone to the midpoint of the massive building. As the truck fell, he brought the nose around onto a heading up Broadway, and before the vehicle had leveled out he gunned it into the canyon-like street.

        For almost a minute he hopped streets — Broadway to Macao to Grenasche to Rabelais — putting five kilometers between them and the C-Zab building, and only then did he drop down onto the entry ramp for the six-lane Spaceport Clearway, and thread into the ground traffic.

        On the dash before him the instruments were active. Many more instruments than were normal in a civilian truck. Sherratt cleared his throat, hugged his shoulder, and asked hoarsely,

        “Did they image us?”

        “Of course they bloody imaged us,” Mitch said tersely. “But they’re welcome to. There’s got to be forty thousand identical trucks on Omaru, and it’s wearing false plates. They run a make on this crate, they’ll find out it’s a ten year old, four-door groundie belonging to a little old lady in Fukushima. And no, there’s nobody behind us. I’ve lost them.” As if saying it aloud gave him license to relax, Garret leaned back into the seat, flicked on the autodrive, and set his head back. “Christ, Leon, what the hell are you doing? You’re supposed to be keeping a profile so low, you’re looking up at the worms!”

        “I left a message.” Leon was rummaging in the back, among the discarded packets, bottles, cans, looking for anything with liquid left. He found a half-empty flask of the local cola, and though he usually considered it a bare notch under poison, he drained it in one swallow.

        “I didn’t get any message.” Mitch’s brown eyes were skimming the instruments again, but his voice was level. The anger of adrenaline and fear was settling, and he gave Sherratt a worried look. “You’re hurt.”

        “I feel like I’ve been worked over,” Leon admitted, and mocked himself a little. “I’m in no condition to be doing this, but it was tonight or not at all. They’ve got a specialist from Velcastra coming in to look at one of the things. Roy told me they were setting up the labs, and I know my way around — I used to work there, remember?”

        “Yeah, you worked there till you got yourself in the Fleet image bank,” Garret said harshly, and then made apologetic noises. “Sorry, man. You gave me a scare. You, uh, you get the thing?”

        Sherratt had pulled the band from his hair and was raking the fingers of his left hand through it, massaging his scalp. “I got it. Don’t ask any more, Mitch. What you don’t know —”

        “The bastards can’t beat out of me,” Garret finished. “Where are you hurt? Let me take a look at you.”

        But Sherratt fended him off for the moment. “When we get where we’re going. Speaking of which, where are we going?” He was peering out, trying to recognize a landmark, get his bearings.

       “Avi’s place,” Garret told him, eyes on the instruments again. “We’ll be there in ten. I’m taking the next exit off this ratline, then we’re in the air.”

        “Good enough.” Leon settled back in the seat, hugging himself and wondering how bad it was all going to hurt in the morning. He had pulled muscles he had never known he had, and his palms were slick with blood, full of dirt. The shoulder was not as bad as he had feared, but he favored it as he tried to find a way to rest, and watched the lights of Hydralis stream by the canopy.

        Mauve and white neon marked out the exit ramp. Mitch swung onto it and opened up the Aragos. The truck lifted straight up, but rather than joining the traffic lanes he kept low, and cut across the river, with its chains of barges, and the vast dark area of the marshes. Beacons and marker lights glittered from Ship Creek. Beyond, the ocean was silver-green under two moons.

        Exhaustion had a way of anesthetizing a man. Sherratt was conscious of every injury, but he had passed beyond the point of caring about them when Garret dropped the truck down into the wide yards of Avi Hersch’s property. They were almost out of Hydralis, in the area of the old dockyards, where little had changed in a hundred years and the war had done no real damage, since there was nothing here to interest Fleet.

        The Hersch property was old, rambling, with sheds and outbuildings straggling over most of a hectare. Avi used some of them, but most had stood empty for years. His trade was crash repairs; a few of the sheds were filled with salvaged vehicles and parts. Another was a workshop where mechanics and apprentices labored on call. They kept no fixed hours, Leon remembered; when there was a job, Avi called them. They could work around the clock for a month and then sleep in the sun for weeks.

        At this hour, when they should have been off-shift, tools screamed in the workshop, meaning a rush job was in. Lights spilled out under the roller doors and music jangled out of a boombox without a hint of melody, harmony or lyric. Sherratt closed his ears to it and hoisted himself out of the seat as the truck rocked to a stop at the back verandah of Avi’s house. 

        Mitch Garret was a big guy, with the muscles and sinews built by heavy work. He drove a towtruck for Avi, on the same deal as the kids who torched, welded and painted. Sherratt was taller, heavier — the Resalq sometimes passed as Pakrani or Kuchini — but Garret would always be stronger. His grandparents were genetically redesigned, and the gene strands had only partially dissolved in the second generation. Mitch still wore the old Maori tattoos on both forearms, taking pride in a heritage his parents had only half remembered.

        He took Sherratt’s good arm across his shoulders and lifted most of Leon’s weight. Ahead of them, the house was cream colored in the moonlight, with a coat of fresh paint over age-old plaster. The roof was new, after the storms last season, and lights shone from three windows. Moths fluttered against insect screens, and as Garret drew close he called ahead to Avi Hersch.

        The back door swung inward, and the screen outward. One of the dogs scooted out, froze as he saw Garret and Leon, and gave a surly growl. On the doorstep, Avi Hersch called the animal back, and a moment later the dog recognized Mitch, if not Leon. Its tail wagged once before it vanished into the shadows. 

        “What the hell happened?” Avi’s voice was light, husky, with the local Hydralis accent. He had been born only a few kilometers from here, and after a tour with Fleet and a few years working for Stevenage and Regan de la Court in the mines on Cimarosa and Kathleen, he had returned to Omaru with a decent cash pad, and put the money into crash repairs. He stepped down from the door and his silhouette, against the light, told a story that was common enough in the city this year.

        His left arm was missing, above the elbow, and he limped badly on the patched-together remains of his left leg. Like many thousands of others, he was caught in the Fleet raids, medevaced out to one of the field units, and from there to any hospital in the hemisphere that could take the case load on the day of the assault. 

        That night, three months ago, six thousand people were killed, eleven thousand more were badly injured, and five billion colonial dollars’ damage was done, all in just under fourteen minutes. The fires rampaged across three sectors, Fukushima, Michigan, Valencia, and on into Shackleton before they were stopped. The Bowman-Hong plant was reduced to a single toxic crater, and with it went Omaru’s short-term ability to build Murchison fighter-interceptors and the Shrike missile system. Manufacture was shifted to Belgrade, in the southern hemisphere, but production was stalled for three months. For weeks more, fresh aircraft and missiles were slow to fill the gaps in a colonial defense force which routinely challenged Fleet — won, and expected to win. Mercenary blockade runners made up the difference.

        The Omaru militia pilots hovered somewhere between insane, suicidal, indomitable and brilliant. Sherratt was never sure which, but no one doubted their courage. Crews aboard the Fleet ships unlucky enough to be assigned duty on the blockade had learned many bitter lessons.

        A glance at Sherratt, and Avi Hersch knew exactly what had happened. He was sixty years old, with collar-long, raven’s wing hair just staring to march back from his brow, bronze skin, brown eyes, and features which had been beautiful in his youth and were still handsome as time began to encroach. Leon liked him a great deal. Avi had a deep maturity that, to a Resalq, was as attractive as a lovely face or fine body. He was in the familiar black jeans, a white shirt with the right sleeve rolled up about a muscular forearm and the empty left sleeve pinned to the shoulder. 

        With a soft curse, Avi flicked away the butt of a cigarette and stood aside to let Garret manhandle Leon up into the house. The smell of supper greeted him, and oddly, Sherratt was hungry as well as thirsty. A half pitcher of some local light ale stood on the dining table in the open end of the kitchen, and leftover steak and vegetables were cold on the counter. CNS whispered out of the threedee in the hall, stories of the blockade and Fleet’s attempted incursions into other parts of Omaru. Leon knew the house quite well. The darkened living room opened off the other side of the kitchen; a passageway led left, from the hall, to several bedrooms, one of which was a cluttered office. Avi had the house to himself tonight, but others had been here until recently; a cluster of glasses stood on the counter, waiting to be loaded into the dishwasher.

        All this, Sherratt absorbed without even looking up, before he lowered himself onto a straight-backed kitchen chair and blinked at the malachite green tiles under his sneakers. The door slammed, shutting out the racket of tools and music from the workshop.

        “You look like shit,” Hersch observed. “Mitch, get the kit.”

        “Bathroom?” Garret guessed.

        “Cupboard under the sink. And get a pail of hot water,” Hersch added. He pulled up a second chair and sat, knee to knee with Leon. “You want to tell me what happened?” When Sherratt answered only with a grunt, he went on, “Then let me guess. You made your run, you got caught …?”

        “Didn’t get caught,” Leon said as he reached for the pitcher of beer.

        He got a hand to it, and Avi saw the blood in his palms. “Christ, what have you been doing, you maniac? Mitch!”

        “Right here.” Garret stuck his head back into the kitchen. “You wanted a pail of hot water, it’s filling.”

        Hersch had taken Leon’s right hand in his own, turned it palm-up, and now he swore over it. “I know cable burns when I see them, Lee.”

        “I had to climb down. Don’t ask,” Sherratt brought the pitcher to his lips, left handed, and drank deeply. 

        Mock patient, Hersch let him finish and then demanded his left hand. Leon gave it to him, and when Garret returned with a pail, Hersch poured a lot of polidine into the water. “Put your hands in, soak them. Christ, you’re an idiot.”

        “But I got what I went for … got out, and didn’t get picked up,” Sherratt said defensively. “Avi, for godsakes, we’ve talked about this. You know what’s at stake. Who was going to do it, if not me?”

        “Yeah, I know.” Avi pulled his one hand back through the dark hair which fell heavily over his brow. “Mitch, get the lights on, overhead, and look in my desk drawer. Get the big magnifying glass. Then come back here and hold it for me.” He had pushed the plates out of the way and laid the first aid kit open on the table at his elbow. 

        The polidine smarted, and the sharp pain woke Leon out of a growing stupor. His hands felt too big, stiff as paddles, and when he lifted them from the water he was not surprised to see how they had swollen. The sounds of rummaging in a room along the hallway told him where Mitch was, what he was doing, and then he was back, with a circuit board magnifier. The lens carried its own lights, and as they turned on Sherratt looked away.

        His hands lay palm-up on the table, and for several minutes Avi poked and pulled with a needle and tweezers, sterilized with the polidine. Leon held his lip between his teeth till Hersch was done, and then watched, heavy-eyed, as his hands were slathered in ointment, and Mitch taped them.      

        The roll of tape dropped back into the kit box and Avi sat back and looked critically at him. “What else?”

        Mute, rebellious, Leon worked his shoulder around and shook his head. “It’s all right. I took a hit, but it’s fine now.”

        “Mitch, get the shirt off him,” Hersch growled. 

        “I said I’m fine,” Leon protested, but Garret ignored him. The damp linen shirt dropped onto his lap, and he endured probing fingers until even Hersch was satisfied. “Like I told you,” Leon muttered, “I’m all right. And I need a favor, Avi. I have to make a call.”

        “My house lines aren’t monitored. Yet,” Hersch began.

        “No.” Clumsy with the taped hands, Sherratt was fiddling with the shirt. “I have to call out.”

        “Give me that.” Garret swiped the shirt out of his hands, shook it out and held it for him.

        “How far out?” Hersch’s eyes narrowed on him.

        “Borushek.” Sherratt looked down at his hands as if he had never seen them before. The fingers were turning an odd shade of mauve or blue as bruises rose, and the palms were burning. “I have to call —” No good to say, ‘my father,’ no matter if it was the right term to use, which it was not. “A specialist,” he said lamely.

        “UOH has a specialist,” Garret told Hersch. “Somebody they brought in through the blockade from Velcastra.”

        “They’re wasting their time.” Sherratt was terse with frustration. “There’s maybe ten people in the Deep Sky who’re even remotely qualified to study that thing, and three of them are my own family. Mark, Dario, and his partner, Tor. It’s a very short list, to which I’d add Jazinsky, if there was any point in dropping names around here.”

        “You’re dead certain,” Garret observed.

        Sherratt gave him a dark look. “You know where I’m from. I grew up in their community. I read their language, and I’ve told you it’s not as dead as a lot of people think.”

        “We’ve seen you do it,” Avi said softly. He cocked his head at Sherratt with the familiar quizzical expression. “Who the hell are you, Leon? What are you? You’re an agent, aren’t you? But who’re you with?”

        “Daku,” Mitch growled. It had been his first guess in the days after Sherratt made contact with their militia group, and it was still his best.

        “I’ve told you, no.” Leon’s voice carried no sting. “But I suppose you could call me an agent.” 

        “You mean there’s more weird shit going on in the Deep Sky than the Daku.” Avi indulged himself in a dry chuckle. “You got that right! And you want to call out. Borushek.” He looked up over Leon’s head at Mitch. “I don’t want to call out from any transmitter on the property here. Fleet’s getting way too close. You know their AIs are eavesdropping on every squeak out of our transmitters, broadband, tachyon, everything.”

        He made a good point, but Sherratt had not forgotten. Very little on Omaru went unwatched, unheard, and the bigger the organization, the more surveillance it drew. Government, industry and military offices anywhere on the planet were the juiciest targets, and in the early days of the war it was discovered, watertight security was impossible. 

        The first raids into the Hydralis region were the simplest for Fleet. Their targets were the manufacturing plants — Murchison, Arago, Rand — which built war machines, weapons, drones. Next, centers of government, comm hubs, data relays, the conduits for any comm signals, and in particular the tachyon band. Omaru had little hardware left that could call out, and what e-space transmitters had survived the opening rounds of the war had been mobile, and moved too fast for Fleet to catch them.

        They were on ships, and those ships were still moving, never left in the same location for more than a few hours. The secret of survival when one lived under the vidcam eyes of drones, was to be mobile, unpredictable, and diffuse. With the old world, homeworld thinking, the commanders on the blockade were still struggling to grasp this. They seemed to expect the government of Omaru to gather in one place and sit tight, waiting to be blasted out of existence, or arrested. The Grand Senate complex in downtown Hydralis had vanished in a pall of greasy blue-gray smoke in the first raid, which also destroyed the local Arago factory. But the government complex had been empty.

        On Omaru, lately, ‘government’ was almost the wrong word. How did one govern a province, much less a continent or a whole colony world, when every word and erg of data transmitted were the property of the enemy a nanosecond later?

        There were ways, but Fleet had not yet imagined them. For some moments Leon Sherratt and Avi Hersch studied each other with a dark, bleak kind of humor, before Hersch ambled away into the hall, and Sherratt heard keys patter on the threedee pad. He was making a call, and Leon looked up into Mitch Garret’s dark brown eyes as they listened. 

        Garret had rolled up his sleeves, and the Maori tattoos stood out, dark blue, green and red, against the bronze of his skin. His face was shadowed in the light from overhead, making him look older than he was, and as Avi’s call was accepted, Leon saw stress lines appear about his mouth.

        No part of this was a game, and every moment of it was filled with danger that curdled Sherratt’s belly. They could easily die — tonight, an hour from now, all of them. If the stakes were not so high, none of them would be here, involved in this insanity.

        “It’s Hersch Crash Repairs,” Avi said to the threedee in a neutral tone. “is Mister Tarrant there?”
        “This is Alec Tarrant.” The voice was familiar, with a quality of steel and grit. 

        “Your job’s ready to go, Mister Tarrant,” Avi told him. “You asked us to let you know, soon as the work was finished. It just tested out fine. You can come over and pick it up right now, if you’re free.”

        It was code, but nothing Fleet’s AI would recognize. Signals like these were worked out on paper between ‘units’ of the militia. The military — the pilots, aircraft techs, support crews — were everywhere, scattered from citybottom to the bright lights of the uptown burbs, not merely in Hydralis but on every part of Omaru. 

        Encryption was pointless. If Fleet could not hack the message, the very failure told them it was a new level of encryption, to protect critical transmissions, which told them something was on, or brewing. Their reaction was to raid every signal source they thought their AIs might have picked up in the last thirty days. Multiple strikes put the militia squadron back in the air, and choked Hydralis with fresh smoke.

        “I’ll come right over,” Tarrant said evenly. “What’s the damage?”

        “Six-four-eight.” More code, telling Tarrant in broad terms what the local security situation was, and what might be needed. “Less than we’d thought. We managed to salvage some of the old rig. See you in an hour?”

        “Two,” Tarrant corrected, and hung up.

        Footsteps scuffed on the tiles, and Hersch was back. “You heard what the man said. Two hours. You need to get some rest, Leon. Can you eat? I got plenty of leftovers.”

        Sherratt took a deep breath, felt out his insides, and nodded. “I need to call Roy, too. You mind …?”

        “Help yourself.” Avi gestured over his shoulder at the hall, where the house’s old threedee stood, doing service as a vidphone and news machine. “Mitch, you want to eat? Why don’t you flash the steaks and make some fresh coffee. There’s a nine-pack of Wangs in the back.”

        Careful of every movement, Sherratt pushed up from the chair. His legs were stiff; both Achilles tendons felt like white-hot steel rods embedded in his ankles, and he was sore through the arms and shoulders. But only his palms were visibly injured, and with luck, he thought, he could fake it.

        He should have known better. Avi Hersch had been two weeks in the hospital, fighting to survive. Medical care was always thin on the ground after any of the battles. The night Hersch was torn apart by shrapnel spat out of a smoking squaddy flyer as it plowed into a building, more than a thousand people in that office tower alone were wounded, half that many killed outright. The city’s emergency facilities were over-stretched. Some of the injured died waiting for treatment, and the survivors — like Avi himself — remained crippled long after the event. 

        He should have had a biocyber prosthesis by this time, Leon thought bitterly. Anyplace else in the colonies, Avi would have been fixed up in a few weeks, and in a year or so he would have collected a cloned arm. He could afford the process; money was not the issue.

        Resources were the problem. Omaru had too little which was being made to stretch too far, and Fleet was hurting them — not badly enough to stop the war, nor even to win; but enough to wound people, individuals like Avi Hersch, who might remain crippled for a long time to come, and the casualties who died before they even made it to surgery.

        “You’re hurting,” Hersch said quietly as Sherratt walked out into the hall and punched Roy’s number. “What’s the problem, Lee?”

        “Muscles, tendons, you name it, it hurts,” Sherratt said sourly, hating to make the admission. “I’m not in any condition to do what I just did, and I’ll pay the price for it, all right?” He heard the defensive note in his own voice and sighed as he waited for Roy to answer. “I’m sorry. I’m just … sick and tired of myself tonight.”

        “No reason to be.” Hersch joined him in the hall, while Garret fussed with the steaks. “You went into the lab, took what we need, made it out in one piece, stashed the thing … stayed one step ahead of the bastards, and you’re here to tell the story. You asking me? I’d say you did good.”

        “Yeah?” Leon mocked himself with a lopsided grin. “So why do I feel like crap?”

        “You want something to take?” Avi offered.

        It was a difficult question, since most analgesics and peps which worked for humans did little for the Resalq. “You got any remiol?” Leon asked quietly.

        “You don’t want to be tranking out,” Hersch warned.

        There was no way to tell him, remiol was an analgesic in the Resalq body. It was a heavy tranquilizer in humans. “I’m just strung up,” Sherratt said evasively. “All it’ll do is get my oars back in the water.”

        Hersch looked far from convinced, but he disappeared down the house’s lateral passageway, in the direction of the bathroom, and before he returned the threedee cleared and Roy’s face appeared.

        “It’s me,” Leon said redundantly.

        “I can see that.” Roy peered out of the holo display. “Christ, you look — what’s happened?”

        “Oh, I got beat up,” Sherratt told him, and it was not too much a lie. “I made it to Avi’s. Can you come over?”

        “You got what? Did you say beat up?” Roy’s voice sharpened. “Where? Damnit, Lee, where’d you go to get worked over?”

        “Just get over here,” Sherratt said tiredly. “I’ll tell you.” Or, as much of the story as he could afford to tell. “Roy?”

        “I’ll be there in twenty. Fifteen,” Roy corrected. “I’ll run a few stop lights. Go sit down, Lee, you look terrible.”

        “Thanks.” Sherratt was still looking into the threedee when Roy hung up, and only then became aware of Avi, a pace behind him, with a pill bottle and a small glass balanced in the palm of his hand. The pills were pale blue pinheads. He swallowed two with half the water, and gestured at the threedee. “Roy’s —”

        “Coming over. I heard.” Avi thrust the bottle into his pocket and held his one hand out for the glass. “Go and eat. You know what remiol does to an empty belly. What will you tell Roy?”

        It was a fair question, and as yet Leon was less than sure. The less Roy knew, the safer it would be for everyone. Yet Roy was far from stupid. He had given Leon his connection to UOH, and secured him the job there, as a lab technician; for months he had known Leon was on the run — but many people were. If Fleet even suspected a person of being involved with the militia, they disappeared off the street. 

        Thousands had vanished without trace, and if they reappeared again at all, they showed up as numbers, inmates of the prison on Rashid. No one shipped to Rashid had been sent back yet. No one back home expected their colleagues, friends and family to be returned until after the war, the trials, and the prison sentences awarded to the survivors of Rashid, whom the Confederacy judged traitors.

        Roy knew Leon had been hiding out, but on Omaru this year, it only painted Sherratt as the hero. He knew Leon was with a militia group — he knew something was on, something big enough to be worth the risk. And he knew several members of the militia group gathered at Avi Hersch’s place. When he was here, he was always anxious, as if he were curious but did not want to see or hear anything about militia business.

        Tired right through to the bone marrow, Sherratt settled back in the chair at the kitchen table, and Mitch Garret slid a plate in front of him. The steak was thick and rare, the salad was fresh, the bread was yesterday’s reheated. Sherratt was almost too tired to chew, but as soon as he began to eat the hunger gnawed at his insides, and he ate a lot. 

        Across the table, Mitch watched him critically but made no comment, and as Avi turned the volume up on the threedee they both gave their attention to CNS. Independent journalists from many news services were insystem. Fleet liked to call the reports bogus, inflated and irresponsible, but as far as Sherratt knew, the independents were telling only the truth.

        A retaliatory strike had been made on the bauxite mines in the east, at Sonoma. Two miners — machines the size of small towns — had been destroyed, and the open pit bauxite lodes were not expected to produce again. The miners could not be repaired; new ones would have to be built, and Fleet had already destroyed the Junken-Silva-Kumano plant in the south, where they were made. 

        The strike on Sonoma was payback, Sherratt knew — everyone knew. Just yesterday, the Fleet cruiser Tethys was gutted, and over six hundred people killed or injured. She had been making a foray well inside the orbit of the smallest moon, Bahrain, and whatever chimpanzee was in command of the blockade this month should have known it was no place to be. 

        Fleet might get away with a fighter-interceptor patrol around the moons and smelters, on the very inner skirts of the blockade, but if they tried to move one of the big ships in closer, it had to be read as a major threat, major challenge. A warship in orbit over Omaru would shift the balances too far, and Fleet knew it. 

        Were they pushing? On whose orders? Leon could not believe Fleet Borushek would issue the order which would trigger the final battle, for the outcome was so uncertain. A victory to Fleet surely meant Omaru as a world must be reduced to wreckage, with a toxic atmosphere, a nuclear winter setting in, a vast charred wasteland where Hydralis had been. No colonial office would touch off that battle. The order would have to come from Earth. 

        And a victory to Omaru would mean the super-carrier Kiev was smashed to drifting debris, and the blockade contingent with her, at a cost of sixty thousand human lives and more than three trillion colonial dollars in hardware. The figures swam in Sherratt’s tired brain like tadpoles, formless, almost meaningless, as he ate.

        And somewhere, buried deep in the heart of Fleet there was a tiny germ of uncertainty, there must be: could Omaru do it? Could they take the Kiev? How? 

        The Tethys was open to space on all decks today, radiotoxic, too dangerous even for a crew of sophisticated drones. She had been towed back to the blockade by remote-piloted tugs and would be salvaged, cut up and fed to the smelters at Albeniz or Cimarosa. She had blundered into the minefield which was disguised as asteroid debris left over from the Goldman-Pataki workings. Spent fuel elements from the smelters were dumped there by the tonne, crackling hot, moored, waiting for processing, and they whited-out sensors. 

        No one aboard the Tethys ever knew the hot, sizzling haze of rubble was seeded with drone warheads. There were no real brains aboard the drones, just a ganglion with a single function: wait for a passing engine signature, blow the one-shot maneuvering rocket, aim for the superhot sterntubes, and detonate. 

        And today Fleet hit Sonoma in a kind of gruesome payback ritual which could not go on much longer. The revenge for Sonoma would hurt Fleet badly. Vengeance had to stop while there was something left to fight over, Sherratt thought, and he was painfully aware of his place in the scheme. 

        Each militia unit was like one ant in the nest, and the gestalt creature was so massive, so finely divided, Fleet could never hope to understand it. Messages filtered down to the worker ants only slowly, but Alec Tarrant’s group had known for weeks, Omaru was almost ready to throw down the gauntlet.

        “Hello, Lee.”

        Sherratt had been so consumed by his thoughts and the remiol, he had not heard Roy Arlott step into the house. He seemed to blink awake, shake a scarlet mist out of his head, and when he twisted away from the table he found Roy behind him, wearing a rueful smile on a worried face. 

        He had come from home, not work, and was in the familiar loud shirt and shorts, rope thongs on his feet, cowrie shell bracelets on both wrists, his hair roped back in salt-damp dreadlocks. The long white-blond hair contrasted oddly against the bronze of his skin, and he still smelt like the ocean. 

        “Hey.” Roy held out his hands, and Leon took them carefully, mindful of his taped palms. “You want to tell me?”

        “Thanks for coming. I, uh, got into a scrape.” He looked around for Garret and Hersch, but they had gone. He heard voices at the other end of the house, caught something about shipments and weapons. Roy must be able to hear it too, but he had the knack of closing his ears.

        “A scrape, was it?” Roy pulled up a chair and frowned over Leon’s hands. “Do I ask what went on?”

        “I’d be grateful if you didn’t.” Leon leaned forward, rested his head against Roy’s and closed his eyes. “All you have to know is, it’s done, and I’m in one piece.”

        “You call this one piece?” Roy’s grip tightened a fraction on Sherratt’s hands, inspiring a soft curse. “Sorry.” He lifted his chin and landed a kiss on Leon’s cheek. “How bad?”

        “Not very. Give me a couple of days. Most of the damage was my own fault, for letting myself get soft.” Leon sat up with a wince and chose his words with great care. “Alec’s coming over. I’m calling out.”

        “Out of system?” Roy’s brows rose. “Calling home?”

        “You knew the day would come.” Leon stood very carefully, and gestured into the living room. “We need to talk.”

        “Do we?” Roy sounded almost as tired as Leon felt, but he followed, sat beside him on the stuffed green leather couch and took Leon’s hands in his lap. “We’ve said it all, Lee. There’s nothing left, is there?”

        One lamp had turned on, low and amber. “There’s this.” Sherratt rolled his head on the leather padding to look into Roy’s face. Fine bones, high cheekbones, gave him an almost classical look, as if he should have been a dancer, a painter. In fact, he was a linguist; sometimes, a poet. He had come through his Fleet hitch with his nose unbroken, and why he had returned to Hydralis, Leon could not understand. He had the brains and looks to have gone to Velcastra or Jagreth, gotten out of this pit.

        “There’s what?” Roy asked. He gave Leon a small shake. “Did you take something? You’re sounding weird.”

        “Just painkillers.” Leon stirred with an effort. “I told you, I’m calling out, Roy. You always knew I would, when I was done here. I didn’t come to Hydralis for the good of my health.” 

        “No shit?” Roy faked a laugh. Beneath it, he was bruised. “So you’re leaving.”

        “Not tonight. It’s a pickup I’m calling out for.”

        “From Borushek?” Roy hazarded. 

        “Not strictly … a community there. Someone’ll come for me.”

        “Through the blockade?” Roy sounded doubtful.

        Leon took a deep breath and hunted for patience. “They run the blockade all the time, Roy. Smugglers, wreckers, black marketeers. You know how it’s done, we all do. You cut a track in from Hellgate, you make a slingshot right through the Drift, and drop out inside the blockade.”

        Roy’s fair head was nodding, but his lower lip was caught between his teeth. “Dangerous.”

        “So is living on Omaru this year,” Leon added, more harshly than he had intended. “It’s getting close, Roy. It’s going to end soon, one way or another, and you don’t want to be here when it does.”

        The blue-green eyes were the color of the ocean Roy loved so much. He had a house just above the beach at Silver Sands and his a/c was on the blink. On days like this, when the tropical heat settled over Hydralis like a shroud, he spent half the time in the water. “Where else would I be?” Roy asked darkly. “Every one of us knows Fleet could burn the atmosphere right off this planet, but who’s got someplace else to be?”

        “You do,” Sherratt told him. “I want you with me.”

         “Borushek?” Roy’s fair brows arched.

        “If you want to be there.” Lean leaned over and kissed him, savoring the opportunity, lingering over it. He tongued across Roy’s lips, tasting sea salt, and when Roy moved closer, ignored the protests of his abused body and leaned into an embrace. “I’m not kidding, Roy,” he whispered against the warm, salt-damp dreadlocks. “I want you beside me. If Borushek’s no good for you, there’s other places.”

        Roy’s fine-boned hands spanned Leon’s thighs. “I’d be an idiot to turn you down. Still, it makes me feel … weird.” He paused, as if to think, with his face pressed to Sherratt’s neck. “Like I’m running out on her. On Omaru.”

        “You’ve already played your part,” Leon told him ruefully. “You got me into UOH. When the shooting war’s over, I’ll be able to tell you what it was all about. Just don’t ask me yet.”

        “All right.” Roy leaned back and looked into his face. “You look bad. How can I help?”

        “I just need to rest,” Sherratt growled. “Lie down with me awhile. Alec Tarrant’s on his way over. I’ll get my call out, and then … stay with me tonight.”

        “Here?” Roy glanced around at Avi Hersch’s living room.

        “There’s a couple of bedrooms, guys often stay over. Avi’s got space.” Leon summoned the wraith of a smile. “I’m not going to be much use to you tonight.”

        “Did I come over here looking for a fuck?” Roy chided. “Let me take care of you, Lee. Just once, will you stop being the agent — or whatever the hell you are — and just let me take care of you.”  

        “You got yourself a deal,” Sherratt said dryly, and let every bone and muscle go limp. “I could use a drink.”

        “Whiskey, brandy? I’ll see what Avi’s got.”

        “Water,” Leon corrected, mocking himself. “Some agent, huh?”

        The exhaustion and remiol had begun to catch up with him, and minutes later Roy plucked the glass out of his hand before it could fall. Leon was half-aware as Roy sat beside him, head on his shoulder, and the scent of the ocean in his nose as he began to drowse fetched dreams of white coral sands, baby surf that broke a hundred meters out on the reef, and the black gulls of Frazer Island wheeling overhead. It was Borushek, the south continent, where industry and population had yet to encroach; but Roy was there. He was laughing at something, in his cowrie shells and white-blond dreadlocks, naked in the shade of the Cocos Islands palms. Leon reached for him and they went down in the sand. It was soft as a silk sheet over a feather bed, and cool, while Roy’s skin was sun-hot, and he knew what Leon wanted. He mounted the big shaft carefully, for it was thick, hard, demanding; and then he was riding, straight-backed, thrilling Leon with terrible pleasure. His face was turned to the sky, and his voice was husky as he whispered,

        “Lee. Lee, wake up, they’re here. Tarrant just landed.”

        “What?” Sherratt woke too fast and winced as his shoulders and legs protested being asked to move at all. 

        He was still on the couch in the living room, with a half-full water glass beside him, and Roy was right. The Arago whine of an incoming heavy vehicle was still blowing down to silence. He heard the hiss of a canopy releasing and the creak as it went up, then voices he knew. Alec Tarrant had not come alone — he trusted no one, nothing. Sherratt knew the voice which called out to Avi, on the front of the house. It was Martin Cimino, and Leon relaxed again. Cimino had been at Tarrant’s right hand since the blockade closed down and the raids began. You soon learned who you could depend on, and Cimino was one of the best. 

        “It’s good to see you, Alec,” Hersch was saying. “I know it’s short notice, but Leon called a few hours ago. I guess you’d know more about this than I do.”

        “Maybe,” Tarrant’s steely voice admitted. “Where is he?”

        “Living room.” They were right outside the front windows, casting shadows on the closed blinds. 

        “Keep an eye out, Martin,” Tarrant said quietly to Cimino. 

        “We expecting trouble?” Avi wanted to know.

        “We always do.” Cimino’s voice was quiet, husky, with the accent of Velcastra. 

        “Which is probably why we’re still alive,” Tarrant added. 

       The front door swung inward and the lights came up. Avi was a pace ahead of Tarrant, and Sherratt pushed up to his feet. Tarrant was original homeworlds stock like Avi, no trace of genetic reworking in him. He was fifty, stocky, with short-cropped red hair beginning to show strands of silver, and fans of lines about his eyes, which were as dark blue as Roy’s were pale. His skin was fair, freckled, and diamond studs sparkled in both lobes. The big shoulders wore a light linen jacket which did not quite disguise the harness of a sidearm, and Tarrant wore the linen slacks that were common in Hydralis year-round. 

        He looked Leon up and down critically but forewent the obvious comments, and instead arched both brows in question. Sherratt nodded once, and Tarrant grinned, showing white teeth. 

        “Well, now,” he drawled in an odd accent that seemed to come from everywhere, and nowhere, “I expect half of the DeepSky Fleet will be looking for you.”

        “Three quarters,” Sherratt corrected. “Time to vanish, Colonel, while I can. I need to call out.”

        Tarrant considered the proposition for a moment. “You have the device with you?”

       But Leon made negative gestures. “I know exactly where it is. At this moment I’m the only person in the cosmos who does, and that’s why it’s safe. I need a pickup, Colonel, unless you can get me a ride with some lunatic blockade runner who’s insystem right now —?”

        “You’re out of luck,” Tarrant told him wryly. “I assume you have someone specific to call?”

        “Someone,” Leon agreed, thinking of Mark, Dario, Tor. 

        “You staying here?” 

        Leon looked at Avi, and Hersch nodded.

        The militia colonel hesitated a moment longer and then stepped aside. “Grab your things. You want to come along, Avi?”
        But Hersch had just plopped into the spot on the couch where Sherratt had been, and was massaging the stump of his left arm as if it ached. “Not this time. The less I know, and … so on. You need another gun? Mitch would ride along.”

        “It wouldn’t hurt.” At the window, Tarrant had lifted aside one corner of the blind and was watching Garret and Cimino.

       They were talking in undertones by the car, and Sherratt smelt the sweet odor of bel-grass. He touched Roy’s cheek gently. “Wait for me. It shouldn’t take long.”

        “I’ll be here,” Roy whispered.

        The second bedroom had been converted to a home office, and the safe was built into the floor. Leon grunted as he stooped to lift aside the rug and dropped his hand onto the palm reader. The safe knew ten or twelve palmprints, and for him it opened at once. He rummaged in the recess beneath for a single blue-cased datacube he had left there weeks before.

        The safe growled shut and as he kicked the rug back into place he heard Tarrant in the front yard, telling Mitch to take whatever he wanted from the trunk. Meaning, Colt, Chiyoda, Zamfir, Garret’s choice. Tarrant never went anywhere without expecting a standup fight, and the big Rand Agudo was armored. Roy had helped himself to a beer and was watching CNS, some media postmortem of the Sonoma incident. On the threshold, Leon leaned over to kiss and cupped the smaller man’s smooth face in his taped palm for a moment. 

        “Be here,” he whispered. 

        Roy answered only with a nod, and as Sherratt stepped outside the door clicked shut behind him. 

        The night air was cooler. The moons were down, the stars very bright this far from the city, and he paused to gaze at Hellgate. It was a bright place in the sky, sparkling with the supergiant stars and pale with the swirl of the nebula, 2631C. Knowing what it was, what drove it and what used it made him shiver. 

        Like Saraine, Omaru was too close. Even Borushek was too close to be safe, but Omaru was perched as precariously as Saraine, and unlike Saraine, Omaru was noisy, dirty, obnoxious with industry, as if the humans were deliberately trying to advertise their presence. Only the sheer size of the Mare Resalq and the mechanism of random chance had kept them safe so far, and meanwhile the blockade was out there, somewhere over his head — the DeepSky Fleet, the Terran Confederacy, picking a fight in a house that was already on fire.

       Abruptly, Sherratt’s skin was prickling and his hackles rising. He wanted out. Now, tonight, if he could have gotten a ride. But the mercenary ship that had brought the physicist through from Velcastra had already gone, and he was back to Plan A: call out.

        Tall as a Pakrani, slender as a Lushi, blond as Roy, with eyes as dark brown as Avi’s, Martin Cimino watched Sherratt come out of the house. He greeted Leon with a nod, but did not offer his hand. Mitch was already in the Rand, and was examining a handgun in the pool of the cab light. Leon slid into the back with him, and as Cimino climbed into the front Tarrant hit the igniters.

        Powerful Aragos lifted the armored Rand, and Sherratt watched the house fall away below. Neither he nor Mitch asked where Tarrant was headed. They did not need to know, and the less any individual knew, the better it suited the militia. Often, the only security was ignorance. 

        The Rand was headed out fast, leaving Hydralis behind, and soon Sherratt was in alien territory. He had been on Omaru for more than a year but what he knew of the planet was mostly the city. Even town lights were sparse when the Rand began to lose altitude, and he looked over the side, trying to pick out landmarks in the starlight. He saw a tangle of girders, conduit, broken plascrete, and Tarrant said, answering unasked questions,

        “It’s an old industrial site, abandoned more than forty years ago. First Fleet crap. One day they’ll bother to clean it up. Makes a good hiding place. It’s not so easy to pick a ship out of this mess, especially when it doesn’t want to be seen.”

        But Tarrant apparently knew where it was. He was homing on a set of coordinates, and as the Rand dropped in steadily over a wasteland where the night air whimpered through a webwork of girders, Sherratt saw a single red marker light. 

        Even close up, he could not see the ship clearly. It was in the shadows, black on black, its surface matte, its ports secured. The Rand had touched down when a hatch opened and white light spilled from within. Tarrant stepped into the shifting air, took a moment to turn a three-sixty, and said softly to Garret and Cimino, “Stay put here, and watch.”

        Wherever ‘here’ was, Sherratt thought bleakly as he followed the militia colonel to the hatch in the ship’s side, and in. It slid shut with a quiet whine of servos, and he found himself embraced by chill air, bright lights, the smell of food, the endless chatter of comm from the blockade. The crew were eavesdropping on the Fleet loop.

        The ship was small, which gave it the advantage. It was easy to move, easy to hide, yet big enough to be Weimann-enabled. A face looked out of the cockpit; Sherratt did not recognize the woman. He saw only that she was Pakrani, young, with the unit tattoos of some squadron, which had not yet been removed from her face and hands. She looked him over but never offered her name, and Tarrant said only,

        “Take a smoke with Cimino, will you? We need to make a call.”

        No questions. No information shared. The Pakrani woman moved like a big, lithe animal. She headed out of the cockpit, back along the body of the ship, and out. Someone else was in the rear — Leon heard the clatter of tools, a soft curse, the whine of a misbehaving machine — but Tarrant had stepped into the cockpit, and he followed. 

        The copilot’s seat swiveled out, and Sherratt sat. Before him was an unfamiliar panel, but most onboard decks were similar. He dropped the datacube into the reader, and was aware of Tarrant at his shoulder as the comm systems came active. 

        “Soon as we transmit, this ship has to get up and move,” Tarrant said conversationally, “so make it short and sweet.”

        “It’s a recording,” Leon said tersely. “I made it weeks ago. Level 7 encryption … I don’t care if Fleet picks it up. All it tells them is how little they understand.”

        “They’ll know something’s doing,” Tarrant added bitterly. “They’ll hit us again.”

        “So hit them back, hurt them,” Sherratt muttered. The comm system was reading, and a light blipped in the middle of the panel. He had only to thumb it to make the transmission. “You know more than I do, Colonel. You’re five links higher up the chain of command than I am. You know how many aces Omaru’s hiding up its sleeve. You know as well as I do, Omaru can hurt Fleet so badly, Fleet doesn’t want to know about it … except the Confederacy suspects. It’s why they don’t come in and finish you.”

        Sherratt thumbed the key, and the comm began to send. The tachyon arrays powered up with a growl, and up on the back of the ship a panel opened. The transmitters extended like the barrel of a weapon. They were aimed at Beacon 116, which would bounce the signal through the DeepSky data conduit — Borushek was on the far side of Hellgate, its star could not be seen from Omaru, even though Leon could hunch down in the seat and look directly at it through the forward viewport.

        “You know there’s a risk,” Tarrant said pointedly.

        The comm relays circling Hellgate like beads in a necklace were often targeted by the wreckers, the mercenaries, Freespacers. Sometimes the data conduit broke down; messages were lost. Even if they got through, the time-lag for an e-space signal between Omaru and Borushek, around the skirts of Hellgate, was almost eight days, which was the reason Fleet employed couriers. Sherratt was too tired to think about it. 

        “So if it doesn’t get there I’ll send it again,” he rasped as he popped the cube out of the reader and back into his pocket. “Done.”

        “Then, let’s git,” Tarrant suggested, “before there’s a gunship on top of us. You know the bastards are eavesdropping.”

        Sherratt swiveled the chair out and grunted as his legs took his weight. Tarrant lifted one brow at him, but Leon shook his head minutely. “Have a little faith, Colonel.” 

        “Faith?” Tarrant echoed, on his way back to the hatch. “Faith in what, exactly?”

        The question probed to the very roots of the Deep Sky. The hatch slid open to the night air, and Leon gazed up into the mist of Hellgate. “Ven il’tharas, El’arne, laes irvia.” Tarrant was looking at him, narrow eyed, waiting. Sherratt only shook his head. “It’s an old axiom, Colonel.”

        “I don’t recognize the language,” Tarrant observed.

        “No.” For the first time in days Sherratt smiled. “You wouldn’t.” And he did not offer to translate as he made his way back to the Rand.

        The big, silent Pakrani pilot was aboard at once, and only moments after Tarrant had the Rand airborne, the ship was powering up too. It was done, and at last some nerve inside Leon switched off. His eyes closed as the Rand headed fast for the south — not headed toward Hydralis and Avi’s place, but into a haphazard, almost random pattern that would take them as far afield as Valetta and Harlem before it doubled back for home.

        Home. The thought haunted Leon Sherratt as it had haunted every Resalq through a thousand years, and for a time he watched Hellgate slide by the canopy of the Rand. Home was not a thing, not a place; it was an ideal or a dream, something to aspire to, live for … die for.

        The Rand was still headed south when he slithered into sleep.

        

        

 

 

         

        

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

On’rabi, Saraine

 

Sixty kilometers from the flatlands where archaeologists had been at work for decades, and where Mark Sherratt’s house stood in a clearing in the forest, the odd mauve skies of Saraine were dark and punctuated by sporadic arcs of blue-white lightning. The storm was still on the horizon, where it had hovered since before dawn, but the lightning was drawn to On’rabi. 

        Three times in the last two hours, a fork had touched down like an explosion on the mountainside. The strikes were fifteen kilometers away from the cliff head where Neil Travers and Curtis Marin had landed the Rand Lobo and pitched camp. There was no danger, but the impacts were enough like the thunder of artillery to make Travers’s hackles rise. He had been in the service too long, and he knew it. Marin seemed to ignore both the strikes and the storm.


  
        According to the WeatherNet AI — a popup drone which served the archaeological community — the cyclone would not cross the coast soon, and the lightning strikes were predictable. On’rabi was a mother lode of old fashioned iron ore. In the Resalq native tongue, the name meant ‘high-serenity,’ and it was typical of the wry humor of Mark Sherratt’s people. Peace and quiet were rare indeed in this place.

        Not far from their campsite, the greatest river in Saraine’s northern hemisphere dove more than 900 meters over the shoulder of On’rabi, and the warm, dense air was always heavy with humidity, bright with rainbows, and filled with thunder. 

        A week before, a group of archaeologists from the EternalCity project had set up a mobile base on the mountainside, far above the falls, but as the lightning began to strike they were under orders to evac. Travers and Marin were camped ten klicks away, on the approach to the cliffs, and had watched the scientific community move their vehicles in the first stormy daylight. 

        The team from the EternalCity had found a Resalq ruin — walls, foundations, an underground, almost a thousand years old. The site dated from the years of the first Zunshu strikes, the early years of the Car’am anha; and it was littered with ‘finds.’  

        Not one among the homeworlds archaeologists had realized the relics were salted there, where they could hardly be missed; nor that the whole site at On’rabi had been deliberately flagged for them. They were damned enthusiastic, Travers allowed. They were funded handsomely by the Lionel Shastri college on Borushek, which had devoted decades to the study of the Carina quadrant’s ‘lost civilization,’ but few among the research team were colonials; and like most homeworlds specialists, they were blinkered. They arrived in the Deep Sky half-blindfolded by what they knew to be ‘the facts’ before they ever took to the field.

        Fact: as a race, the Resalq were extinct. 

        Fact: most Resalq technology was beyond human comprehension.

        The idea amused Travers, and as he zipped a cable-tie around a hank of power lines, he indulged in an ironic chuckle. Mark Sherratt had been out here at On’rabi until midmorning, and he would have stayed on, if the AI at the house had not messaged him. Harrison Shapiro was coming in a day early, and Mark had headed home to make arrangements.

        Lightning forked again, closer, and Travers ducked involuntarily. On the other side of the sled they were rigging, Marin gave him a wry grin. “Too many tours in Fleet, that’s your problem.”

        “Don’t I know it?” Travers stood, straightened his spine and stretched out his joints one by one. He was bare to the waist, and felt the sullen heat of Saraine’s yellow G1 star on his shoulders. He drew both forearms across his face. In the heavy humidity, both he and Marin were sweated. “I was quit when Shapiro cornered us, remember. I was out of Fleet, gone, and glad to be.”

        “We both were.” Curtis ran up another cable-tie and considered the sled with a frown. He had tied his shirt around his hips, and his skin was slick. He aimed a handy at the control system he was setting up, and paused to study the scan. “Out of Fleet,” he murmured philosophically, “and gone … or thought we were.”

        It was more than two months since Shapiro had dropped out of the sensor blind of Hellgate right over Sherratt’s house, with a brace of gunships behind him and a warship in low orbit. Late summer had become mid-fall in this part of Saraine, but the subtropical climate never changed much. Fall was the stormy season — wet and wild. Yet it was rarely chill, as Darwin’s World thought of cold. The blue-green forests would be more lush, and the On’rabi River ran broad, deep and dangerous. 

        The tonnage of water smashing over the falls every hour impressed even Travers, who had served too long in the heart of Hellgate, and watched minor planets ripped to cartwheeling boulders by his own missiles. As he stretched out his spine, his narrowed eyes charted the falls again — the near-kilometer drop, the deluge, the halo of vapor and rainbows — and he gave the sled a frown not unlike Marin’s.

        As a project to kill time here at On’rabi, defeat boredom — and ride the falls from the raveled white waters at the clifftop to the basin they had worn out of the bedrock at the bottom — the sled was perfect. It was sturdy enough, with a web-like cradle of kevlex lashed between the formers of a roll cage. The cage was salvaged from a Weiss pickup truck abandoned by the archaeologists, and the hollow spars were laser welded to an Arago unit ‘borrowed’ from one of the ground trucks in Mark’s garage. Tor Serecchio would want it back, Travers guessed, if and when he and Dario returned to Saraine. They expected to be on Kjorin for some time yet, living with the Resalq science team and working on the Zunshu stasis chamber they had uncovered there.

        Still, the lashed-together sled looked flimsy to Travers, with its hanks of naked control cables and the naively simple joystick control. He looked from it to the falls and back again, and lifted a brow at Marin. 

        “I assume you’ve done this before.” Not quite a question.

        Marin gave him a curious look. “You don’t trust me?”

        “That’s not what I said.” Travers sat both fists on his hips and looked Marin up and down with overt appreciation. 

        There was no denying, Curtis was looking good. He was lean and tanned, and the pink place on his cheek, where the unit tattoo of the Delta Dragons had been removed, had faded to almost nothing. Travers’s own cheek had been pink for a few days, but the Kiev file was closed, until or unless Dendra Shemiji produced any tangible connection to the name Boden Zwerner. 

        Travers caught himself thinking about work, and deliberately put the whole subject out of his mind. Marin was waiting, watching Travers as if he could almost hear the gears turning in his head.

        “We’re on furlough, Curt,” Travers said ruefully. “Ten whole days of not having to follow orders … or take risks. Five days in front of us to lie in the sun, eat when we want, drink what we like … get laid a lot.” He angled a deliberate glance at Marin’s butt, and then looked away toward the falls. “The crap Shapiro has us doing is one thing. Line of duty, maybe. But I think I draw the line at getting reduced to my constituent molecules while I’m on furlough. There’re easier ways to get wasted, and there’s about a hundred things I’d rather do.” His eyes returned to Marin’s half-bare body. “If you follow my reasoning.”

        “Relax.” Marin bundled a sheet of yellow plastex over the bare cables and taped it into a makeshift conduit. “I haven’t developed a deathwish since we got here.” With the conduit thoroughly secured, he threw down the roll of gray tape. He came about the rear of the sled and dropped a kiss, off-center of Travers’s mouth. “And yes, I’ve done this before.”

       “While you were in Fleet?” Travers wondered doubtfully. He caught Marin around the waist, pinned him against the sled, arch-backed, and stooped to graze across his chest. 

        “Dendra Shemiji business,” Marin corrected, trying to be evasive, which was not so easy when his breath had caught in his throat, and Travers’s right hand had just invited itself between his thighs.

        “Secrets?” Travers demanded. He paused in the diversionary tactics, lifted his head and looked into Marin’s face. “We decided we’d stop keeping them.”

        With a thoughtful look, he set a hand on Travers’s chest, over his heart. “You decided. I’ve done some things I’m not about to share, Neil. Things I had to do. I’m always going to have a few skeletons rattling in the back of the closet. If you get the detailed close-up on them, you might not like me so much.” As Travers let him up, he stretched out his spine with audible crackles. He took Travers’s hand now, and laced their fingers. “And this?” A nod at the sled. “It’ll do. I built the same contraption to get out of a nasty situation, three years ago. I’m still here to tell you about it, and this bucket is much better engineered.”

        “Nasty situation?” Travers echoed.

        “I got caught,” Marin said acidly. “It happens. Jobs can go wrong, and when they do …” He looked away. “More skeletons rattling around back there, maybe. You get out, any way you can, think it through, come back later — and finish what you started. This?” He gave the sled a kick. “The first time I built one of these, I was supposed to be doped to the gills on looney-moon and shackled to a piece of machinery the size of a house.” His teeth bared in a grin, but Travers saw no humor in it. “They blew it on both counts. They’d locked me in a private hangar, right in the belly of DawnFlight, where you could feel the vibration of the heavy lifters, twenty-six hours a day. You ever been there?”

        “DawnFlight.” Travers smacked his lips and gave Marin a wink. “A couple of times, on leave … but only on the recreational levels. Good looking Companions, booze that won’t make you go blind, a couple of chanceries where the tables aren’t supposed to be fixed, and a good time is had by all. Unless you get too stoned to remember.”

        “And, did you?” Marin’s eyes were bright with amusement.

        “Get stoned? No. Get laid? Frequently,” Travers told him, and indulged in a shiver at the memory. 

        DawnFlight was one of Louverne’s three skycities. They floated on repulsion in the nitrogen-blue stratosphere and servicemen were welcome to furlough there, so long as they stayed off the ground. DawnFlight made them welcome with dance shops, the hottest sexshops in the DeepSky, the best dreamshops — and got rich on Fleet pay credits. DawnFlight traders accepted all military tokens, and most were spent in dens which were actually policed by Fleet. Service medics made sure the Companions were clean, and the VR dens were monitored. No one was going to return to work with a case of Hamilton-Scalzo, and if a guy was cautious about the chimera, he would actually remember the experience. 

        But the city hovered on station, thirty kilometers above the city of Kiruna, and if Marin had been confined away from people and facilities, getting off DawnFlight would have been a challenge. “They locked you in a private hangar?” Travers hazarded. “Tools?”

        “Not enough, and there was nothing in flying condition,” Marin told him. “But I found a couple of cargo jacks and a cutting torch with thirty minutes’ power left on the cell. I cut the roll cage off a groundie, some kind of offroad joytoy, and I torched the Arago module out of the belly of a Marshall skytruck that was waiting for a new cab module. Neither one of them was good to go, on its own … and how would I get out of DawnFlight with a groundie?” He gave Travers a wry smile. “A lot of tape and cable-ties, a bunch of plastex trash bags, a few spot welds, while the torch held together. It worked.”

        “You survived to tell the tale,” Travers mused, and reconsidered the current contraption. This sled was built of better parts, comprehensively laser welded, with vastly more time and resources invested in it. The electricals had circuit-tested just fine, and as he watched, Marin began to go over the simple controls they had rigged an hour before. 

        Lightning forked again, seeming almost overhead, and for a moment the air smelt electric. The arc touched down on the high shoulder of On’rabi, not far from the workings — the site where the archaeologists had camped. The ruins had been well overgrown, and then erosion had almost worn them out of the mountainside once more. A bevy of drones finished the job, so that an AI aerial survey could pick the stubs of walls and foundations out of the boulder-strewn slopes.

        The humidity was rising, and around the falls it was always over eighty percent. Rivulets of sweat streamed down Travers’s bare back, and he swiped up the shirt he had taken off the night before. He pulled the fabric over his face, and fielded the water bottle as Curtis lobbed it to him. It had been too long out of the chiller and the water was tepid, but he emptied it in four long swallows.

        The RV stood on the west side of the falls, where the cliff head formed a fantail, like the transom of a ship. The ocean was thirty K’s away, and the mountain, with its mother-lode of iron ore, rose behind them like a fortress. Marin was gazing up at the ramparts of On’rabi, as if he was weighing the possibilities of getting into the site and placing the item, and getting out again before the massive iron ore deposits attracted the lightning again.

        The whole mountain was a magnet for the storm. In Resalq times it had been topped by a crown-of-thorns, an array of masts which captured the incredible discharge of this area’s frequent storms and funneled it into the storage cells in the mountain. Most of Saraine’s power had been gathered right here. 

        The masts were gone now, and the caverns which had housed monstrous superconductors were empty, barren. Millennium-old plascrete and girders bore silent witness to a vanished people, but of the Resalq themselves, not even graffiti remained. They were too careful to leave anything behind — unless they desired it to be found.

        Which brought Travers and Marin to On’rabi, ostensibly for a stretch of R&R, of which five days remained. The workings by Mark’s house were too busy and much too well charted for a ‘relic’ to be salted there and discovered without raising suspicion. But On’rabi was a fresh site, where only a fraction of the area had been imaged, sensor-probed, cataloged. 

        The trouble was, the foundations had weathered out fast, in a single storm event, almost as soon as the fall rains began. Mark could not afford to let the archaeologists stumble over the site in uncontrolled conditions. To make Shapiro’s scheme work, the science team had to be shepherded, even choreographed. 

        Even so, too much had probably remained to chance, Travers thought; and this crew was almost too enthusiastic. They had moved in faster, with more gear, even than Mark could have anticipated. Now, there was little chance of getting in and ‘tampering,’ unobserved. If Travers or Marin should be seen salting the relic into the site, or if any aspect of the artifact was suspicious, the ruse was useless — and it was much too important for them to take risks.

        The ruse was Harrison Shapiro’s, and it was a good one. Travers could still hear the general’s acerbic voice, whispering in the back of his mind: Thirty years ago, the Fleet buildup began because you Resalq spoon-fed our archaeologists enough information about the Zunshu to frighten a company of congenitally dense politicians. Maybe it’s time to spoon-feed them something else. For instance, the translation of documents recently excavated. 

        The artifact was a datacube, or the Resalq equivalent. It was less a cube than a disk, with the diameter about equal to the first joint of a man’s thumb, and a storage capacity of several terabytes. Resalq disks had been known since the find on Jagreth, two centuries in the past. They were impervious to moisture, vacuum and pressure, almost indestructible; and an odd, hybrid machine had been developed to extract the data.

        Not, Travers thought with wry humor, that pulling the data out of the current disk would be worth much. The texts retrieved by today’s team were in a dialect of Resalq — obscure, dense, difficult. Mark Sherratt had made sure of it when he carefully loaded the antique with a file he had worked on for more than a week. 

       The language was Baribi, and nearly impossible to translate without some source of reference, because it was not a cipher. Just as humans had brought five major languages out into the colonies, the mother tongue of the Resalq had at least three strains. Mark was fluent in the two which were still living tongues. 

        The texts he had loaded into the relic were very different from those translated from the ‘Jagreth artifact.’ And this was no children’s story. Sherratt had designed it as a college-level teaching text. It was a condensed version of the Car’am-anha, the Resalq account of flight before the Zunshu, and the near-extinction of his people.

        The age-old disk was in plastex, taped to the bottom of the cooler chest, under assorted bottled water, beer, wine. The camp could be rifled, the cooler emptied out, and the artifact would remain. It would be there until the opportunity came for it to be situated in the ruins — not-quite-buried, thickly dusted with local dirt, and deliberately sown in the path of the science team.

        If the opportunity came. Travers and Marin had been at On’rabi for two days now, and until the cyclone gathered in the Gulf of Alegre the site was an ants’ nest of activity. The archaeologists were aware of the civilian camp, lower on the mountain and closer to the falls. Marin had called in by comm to identify himself and Travers, but their welcome to On’rabi was chilly. They were certainly not invited to visit the workings.

        “I’m counting around forty minutes between strikes,” Travers said guardedly as he saw Curtis frowning up at the ramparts. “The last strike was just under five minutes ago. You thinking what I’m thinking?”

        “We make a run, straight into the underground,” Curtis mused. “We plant the thing and pull out. How long?”

        “Depends on a fistful of factors, doesn’t it?” 

        Travers dropped the sodden shirt and stepped back into the shade of the awning which extended from one side of the RV. Marin was still fiddling with the control system, apparently crocheting fiberoptic threads. Travers popped the top of the cooler and rummaged among the ice for a fresh water bottle. The liquid seared his throat and cramped his belly for a moment, but the cold was welcome. 

        “Factors,” Marin prompted, preoccupied with the scans.

        “It’s fifteen k’s, straight up the mountainside,” Travers observed. “If we’re going to break out the RV, figure an hour to get off the ground. We’ve missed this opportunity. We wait for the next strike, or the one after, and get a fresh window.”

        But Marin gestured with the handy, at the sled. “She’s ready to go.”

        “Good enough?” Travers glanced at the simple joystick control. 

       “Let’s find out.” Marin hit the igniter and was rewarded with a blustering whine from the Arago generators. A gale of hot, dry air washed over their legs and the sled lifted a half meter from the grass and pebbles. Curtis tossed the joystick into Travers’s hand. “Give it a workout.”

        It was the controller from a game simulator, and twitchy as the proverbial ten-credit hooker. The whole sled bucked like a startled horse as Travers grasped the stick, and he tweaked it delicately. The sled rotated on its own axis through three-sixty, put its nose up, down, and he fed a little power to the maneuvering pods. The contraption was never intended to make much forward way, but Marin had configured it so that a fraction of the lift could be angled back, left and right, to give the thing momentum, steerability — and forward, to afford it some ability to brake.

        With a roar, the sled lifted two meters over his head and headed toward the treeline at sixty k’s. The joystick was sensitive as any flight simulator, and the Arago unit impressed Travers. Apparently, Tor liked plenty of ‘grunt’ in his machines. 

        “It works,” Marin said, amused. His eye was on the sky. “Time?”

        “We can get up there before the next predictable strike.” Travers was bringing the sled back, before it outran the wireless range of the joystick. “Security’s going to be the problem.”

        “Have they left drones working the site?” Curtis’s brows rose, creasing his forehead. 

        “Or guarding it,” Travers added. 

        “Do they have the resources?” Marin reached for a water bottle and cracked the top. “Or the brains, come to that.”

        “There’s one way to find out.” With a flourish, Travers spun the sled through one-eighty and killed the power. It thudded back onto the turf from which it had lifted. “So long as we’re in the underground when the next strike hits, we’re safe. But if we run into drones, it’ll get sticky.”

        Show their faces to the machines, and the whole site became suspect, contaminated. Anything found there would be subjected to so much testing, Shapiro’s ruse might become transparent. If they destroyed the drones, they risked the same suspicion. Still, Travers had one or two ideas, and from the look on Marin’s face they shared the same inspiration. 

        Curtis looked at his chrono and emptied the bottle in one swallow. “We’re good to go and we still have our window.”

        Travers tossed another bottle to him. “I’ll grab us a couple of jackets. As hot as it is up here, the underground’s going to be like a meat locker.”

        “I’ll get the artifact,” Marin offered as Travers headed into the RV. “And, Neil?” Travers turned back. “Sidearms,” Curtis said quietly.

        “There’s no one up there,” Travers protested.

        “Still … sidearms. ” Marin was immovable.

        And he was the party with ten years of Dendra Shemiji experience behind him. Travers was not about to argue with his instincts. Fleet had taught them both how to survive on the field of combat — any field, anywhere; but covert skills were a new field to Travers. His education there had only just begun. Mark Sherratt granted him an occasional hour of his precious personal time, and he had presented Travers with a datacube loaded with simulations, recordings, case histories, background reading. Travers wondered how long it had taken Marin to wade through this — but then, Curtis had been able to devote his complete attention, his full time, to the re-education, while Travers had begun to despair of getting free time, outside of Shapiro’s business. 

       Even here at On’rabi, ostensibly on furlough, they were still on Shapiro’s payroll. They had drawn this covert assignment, which was critically important and undeniably delicate. When the Resalq artifact was ‘discovered’ and the data retrieved, the homeworlds archaeologists would arrive at Mark Sherratt’s house within a day. They knew Mark as an eccentric linguist, a scholar who had devoted decades to the study of the dead race; and he spoke the Resalq mother tongues more fluently than any specialist among them. 

        Would Sherratt assist them? Could he translate these new dense, elusive texts? The files would mystify any existing translation algorithm. In moments, Mark would identify the language as Baribi, and he would ask for a few days. The archaeologists would understand that his computers were already prepped with a working model of Barbiri, in which Mark had invested more than five years. He needed just a few days to process the data, and he would have it for them.

        Weeks later, the condensed Car’am-anha would be on Earth, under the microscope in twenty universities. And in five times that many political offices — including the inner sanctum of the DeepSky Fleet. The government of Earth, which still knew little of the Resalq and the Zunshu, would be rocked. 

        This was Shapiro’s intention, but as Travers gathered jackets, sidearms, shoulder harnesses, he wondered if the general was not being naive. If Shapiro had any inkling of how to pray, his hope would have been that the Confederacy would see the foolishness of the ‘strong fleet policy,’ the uselessness of the military service levy, and the taxation which tore the cost of Fleet construction out of the colonies. 

        Shapiro had to believe the government of Earth would wake up to the fact that the threat came from the heart of Hellgate, from an enemy which was unseen and unknown; and that Earth would release its stranglehold on the colonies, and pursue the Zunshu with other tactics, other weapons. The crusade was worthy, and Travers knew Shapiro had to go through the motions. But the billionaire industrial cartels which had grown obscenely rich on the back of military construction contracts would never let Fleet development stall. Anyone in the Deep Sky knew this much. 

        But with the last diplomatic option exhausted, Shapiro could use every resource he possessed to take control of the colonial wars. He could wreak chaos in the Deep Sky with a clear conscience. Future historians would never be able to characterize him as the usurper.

        And the last move in a years-long tournament began here at On’rabi, while a cyclone battered in from the gulf. Travers was conscious of the gravity of the situation as he shrugged into a tan leather jacket and settled the sidearm harness at his waist. 

        The Chiyoda pistol fit snugly in the small of his back, familiar, even reassuring. He hung Marin’s black leather jacket and hardware over his arm, and plucked the pair of flashlights out of the bracket by the rear hatch. As he stepped down out of the RV he slid a pair of silver-green pilot’s shades onto his nose.

        On’rabi took on an odd aspect as the filtered glasses dropped out a whole band of the spectrum. The stormy sky was purple-gray and ominous, and the blue-green forest became silver. Native birds hunted there, and the local primates — not quite monkeys, not quite not — howled out of the trees at dawn and dusk.

        The sweltering heat of early afternoon had settled over the forest, and Travers might have wished the storm would come in with a downpour. The air was heavy, electric. The jacket’s silk lining had already adhered to his bare back as he handed Marin the other jacket and the Zamphir pistol.

        The bed of the rollcage had been the most difficult aspect to engineer, and at last they had stripped the recliner seats out of the back of the RV. Laid out flat and taped into the cage, they offered a reasonable ride — feet-first, wind in the face, good strap-downs. And they could be returned to the RV when the sled was cut apart to salvage Tor’s repulsion unit. 

       The storm grumbled on the horizon. Marin had the jacket on, but he paused, one boot up on the sled, to consult the handy. He was tied into WeatherNet, and a moment later he turned the display to show Travers the latest forecast. The cyclone was still over the gulf, steadily getting bigger, bouncing off the coast over and over, and stubbornly working its way back.

        “I’d say we have a ‘go,’” Travers decided, “if we move our asses in the next few minutes. Otherwise we wait — our window till the next strike is wasting.”

        “How long?” Marin asked.

        “Thirty minutes, give or take.” Travers took his weight on the bars of the rollcage and swung into the left-side seat. “Depends how much speed we can get out of this thing, doesn’t it?”

        “Let’s find out.” With a brash grin, Marin flopped into the other seat and ran up the harness. He dropped the joystick into Travers’s lap with a sultry wink and a salacious lick of his lips. “All yours.”

        “All mine,” Travers echoed as he settled a combug in his ear and flicked power on the controller. “Well, now, let’s see what this bucket of bolts will do.”

        He had to hand it to Tor Sereccio: the kid liked a kick in his vehicles. The generator was big, powerful, and well serviced. It lifted the sled plus the combined weight of two grown men, and when Travers angled up the nose, vectored thrust to the tail and asked for power, the combug whispered a forward velocity of seventy k’s. The more height Travers asked for, the less speed he got, and he settled for treetop height.

        With a few meters to spare between the bluster of the Arago field and the monkey nests in the upper branches, the makeshift sled turned its nose toward the ramparts of On’rabi and headed up fast. The joystick was so sensitive in Travers’s fingers, a slight pressure would redline the Aragos. He cradled it in his left palm as if it were a tiny bird and stroked it with his fingertips. Below, odd, almost-familiar primate faces looked up as they passed over, and the howls of protest and panic began. With the wind in his bare face, the ride was close to the myth of ‘living flight,’ and Travers felt the rush of adrenaline. 

        The sled project had been one antidote to the boredom of waiting, camped at On’rabi in the heat and constant humidity. The other age-old antidote was sex — and on that score, they could have remained camped at On’rabi for months without a protest from Travers. He had spent too many nights on a crewdeck to complain about On’rabi’s weather, when Curtis Marin, and spare time, and a lot of inclination, were the fringe benefits of the job.

        They had watched the science camp, waiting for an opportunity that seemed increasingly unlikely. The cyclone provided this one perfect opportunity, and the light, quick transport was going to make the job easy — 

        If the storm held to predictions and the next lightning strike fell on time. Travers glanced into the west where, seen through the pilot’s glasses, the sky’s purples dimmed out to charcoal and black. He was uncomfortably reminded of the heart of the Drift. The skies around Naiobe looked very like these.

        The storm event which had weathered-out the ruins had devastated one whole slope with a mudslide. Trees had been uprooted whole and swept away, boulders tumbled, leaving an ugly scar like an avalanche chute. In the midst of the wreckage, the squares, circles, oblongs, and the stub walls of surface buildings were like the scales and spines of a dead dragon half-buried in the surface of On’rabi. The aerial surveillance drone had picked them out at once, as soon as the post-storm conditions were good enough to launch. Suddenly, Mark was scrambling.

        Leaning over, Marin yelled over the roar of the windstream. “Jink left ten degrees … see their cleared area?”

        Drones had cleared a roughly circular landing area a hundred meters across. Trees and brush were cut back and the dirt was carbonized by the exhaust of heavy vehicles. Barely stroking the game controller, Travers brought the sled low over the zone and held up, two or three meters above the gravel while Marin panned the handy about the site.

        He was looking for security drones, and he was thorough. He scanned for almost a minute before he shouted into the wind, which was lively, high up on the shoulder of On’rabi. 

        “I’m reading mech signatures, but not out here. Whatever they left behind, it’s down below. I’m seeing three drones … one’s definitely security, the others are industrial, scanning, way, way in the far chambers.”

        “And so should we be,” Travers added as he let the sled drop down and nudged it closer to the cave-like mouth of the workings.

        “Time?” Marin glanced at his chrono. “We should have ten or fifteen minutes —”

        “Give or take … Mama Nature cares zilch about human schedules.” The sled dropped to a meter, and Travers nudged it forward toward the black ink recess, where the science team’s drones had laid open the Resalq underground, like a raw, gaping wound. 

        On cue, thunder growled in the west and Travers’s skin prickled. The archaeologists had not pulled out without reason. It was ridiculously dangerous up here, with the mother lode drawing the lightning. Curtis was scanning again, aiming the handy into the underground. He had drawn the Zamphir and held it under the handy, panning it to and fro while he hunted blindly in the shadows for security drones.

        Travers was also half-blind in the sudden darkness. He had the sled’s nose inside and was about to slide it right into the cavern when he heard the soft intake of breath from Marin. 

        Both the handy and the Zamphir tracked to the right, and Travers knew Curtis’s vision was as poor as his own — he was relying on the handy as he fired off a dozen shots. A burst of gold-white sparklets seared Travers’s eyeballs as the drone erupted, and it hit the ground with a harsh clatter of metal on rock. Marin swore as his vision whited out, but the handy was still scanning and a moment later he said tersely, 

        “Clear. One drone down. There’s only two others. The parent institute back on Borushek is probably counting pennies! The machines are working so far away, we won’t see them. Feel free to get us under cover, Neil.”

        Ten meters inside, the sled bottomed out with the familiar rasp of buffers on concrete. The handy’s screen was bright blue in the darkness. One of the flashlights flicked on, and Travers probed the shadows. Thunder growled again, and the great empty spaces of On’rabi seemed to act like a resonating chamber.

        Much of the east and south slopes of the mountain had been hollowed out. The iron lode was in the west side, facing the gulf, and according to Mark, the underground extended north and east for almost a kilometer in each direction. 

        The floors and walls were smooth with the almost-polished finish of fused rock left by plasma cutting. A thousand years ago, even before the Zunshu came, Resalq drones had cut out these tunnels and cathedral-like chambers, some of them big enough to house an aeroball stadium.

        The areas nearest to the cavern mouth had seen a lot of human traffic recently. Dust underfoot, where fresh footprints would be seen, was not going to be a problem there. But the deeper chambers which had not yet been explored by the Lionel Shastri team — human or drone — would surely be covered by a fine layer. Those chambers were off-limits to intruders, narrowing their options as to where the deposit could be made.

        Travers was impressed. He had seen similar workings on worlds like Ulkur, and monstrous industry on Cimarosa, and the On’rabi underground was their equal. The superconductors were gone, but kilometers of conduit remained, spearing up into the rock like organ pipes, and terminating in raw amputations, in the great oblong cradles where the superconductors had been housed. 

        When the Resalq pulled out, they left nothing of themselves behind. The conduit was common metal, generic design. It could have been churned out in a factory on Omaru. The drones which had tunneled out the underground were gone, like the power system and even the handrails which had guarded the fused-rock balconies a hundred meters above the flooring — as if the fugitives were concerned that a fragment of their genetic material might be left behind, and read, and corrupted into a weapon.

       The flashlights probed into still, dank, ice-cold air, and before the beams found the opposite walls of the biggest chambers, they expired. Travers whistled, acknowledging the feat of engineering. “They did all this just to set up a temporary science station to monitor the Drift.”

        “El’arne,” Marin said, hushed. He had zipped the jacket and stuffed his hands into the pockets. “It’s so stripped, the best our archaeologists can do is map and measure, maybe try to read thousand-year-old energy signatures … and hope someone dropped something on his way out.”

        “Like, maybe, a disk that fell out of a pocket,” Travers suggested. He angled the flashlight this way and that. “Any sign of those drones?”

        “They’re still down deep, unaware of us … they’re laser mapping. I’m reading the beeps, and by the looks of what I’m seeing, we’re in luck for a change. The work they’re doing is all gross-scale. They’re still finishing the global scan of the whole underground. They won’t have started the local scan — the nooks and crannies. We can hide the thing up here somewhere, let them turn it up in due course when they start poking into corners and sifting dust. It may take a few days, but that suits us fine.”

        “Then, we need to decide where to put it.” Travers glanced pointedly at the inside pocket where Marin had stowed the Resalq disk. “It needs to look like it was lost in one of your dusty corners, forgotten. Perhaps dropped when someone was on his way out of here in a hell of a hurry.”

        “I’d say —”

        A sound like an artillery shell impacting shuddered through the bedrock above, and On’rabi resonated like a great bell. Both Travers and Marin ducked involuntarily, and Travers mocked them with a crooked grin. The lightning strike was a few minutes late but right on target. 

        “Our next window just opened,” he said quietly, hesitant to raise echoes. “Thirty minutes, Curtis. Not a second longer.”

        “And the security drone?” Marin jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Even a blind archaeologist is going to recognize gunshot damage. I’m thinking —”

        “Shove it outside, leave it where it’ll get caught in the next strike,” Travers finished. “They’re going to wonder why it was outside.”

        “It picked up intruders, went out to investigate and got fried,” Marin suggested.

        Travers gave him a gin. “And the intruders?”

        “Primates … or tourists like us.” Marin gave a snort of wry humor. “They might have been fried too. You want to tell them we saw someone on the mountain just before a strike?”

        “Maybe.” Travers was cautious. “Don’t underestimate them too far. They’re homeworlders, but they’re not stupid.”

        “They also know a genuine Resalq relic when they see it.” Marin slipped a hand into his inside pocket and produced the blue plastex case which contained the disk. “These are so rare, they change hands on the black market for more than a million credits a pop, when you can get them. Every one is cataloged, there are no ‘loose’ ones left. The entire haul that was lifted from the JagrethNationalMuseum was recovered.”

        And the thieves were presently doing twenty years as guests of the colonial government. Yet Mark had a case full of these disks, every one an original, from the time of his youth. He was born in the century after the Zunshu scattered his people and killed most of them. He was unspeakably old, with the savvy and cunning of one who had lived almost nine hundred years. Travers could grow dizzy, thinking about it.

        This disk had never been touched by human fingers. No trace of DNA would be found on it. The plastex case popped open, but Marin deliberately kept it out of contact with his skin. 

        “So … where?” he turned on his own flashlight and began to hunt again. “Put yourself in the position of a technician, or better, a tech’s kid. The whole installation is being evacuated. The Zunshu are on their way. There’s a scramble to get out … the adults are scared, angry, the superconductors were dismantled and lifted out last week. You’re the kid. Your e’quero is on the last ship to leave — it’s prepped on the field at the EternalCity, and everyone’s edgy. You can’t afford mistakes: the rest of your people are headed out fast, and they won’t be back. Anything goes wrong, you get left behind and you’re here for life.”

        The flashlight beam lanced into the freezing air. Marin was backtracking through the cavern, heading toward the fused-rock stepway where the guard rails had been removed. Up above were walkways leading to a small complex that had surely been living quarters. The way out was back through caverns designed to house machines the size of whales, all of them ringing and empty.

        A kid might have run down the stepway, Travers thought, to catch up with his e’quero — ‘father’ was the wrong word, no matter the human tendency to use it. Many times, he reminded himself, to the Resalq, the very concept of gender was alien. 

        The elders might have been yelling for the last kids to get the hell out before they sealed the underground. A kid might grab his gear in a hurry, forget to fasten his backpack. And as he ran down the stepway, his things spilled out. Most were collected as his father growled at him and the other elders started the vehicles. 

        Was this kid the last out? Scolded, harassed, the child would rush. And if he missed something? Perhaps a teaching text, required reading, the condensed history of the century of his people’s persecution?

        “Here?” Marin was clearly thinking along the same lines.

         Halfway down the stepway, the kid might have paused to hitch a knapsack further up on his shoulder. Did he know it was unfastened? Small things slid out, hit the wall and tumbled down one step, two. The disk came to rest against the freezing stone of the inside wall, where one would have to be actually on the steps to see it. The hypothetical father, shouting for his child to hurry, would never be aware of it.

        The disk slipped out of its case, recreating the accident, and Travers had already gathered a palmful of dust from a cranny in the rocks, two passages away. It was like loess, finer than talc, raining through his fingers and covering the artifact just enough to be convincing.

        “The question is, will they find it?” Marin lifted a brow at him. 

        “The drones will. They’re thorough, like humans never are.” Travers brushed his palms off on the seat of his jeans. “Speaking of which, let’s get the wreck out into harm’s way.”

        Any big piece of conductive metal would attract lightning. The security drone was big enough, massy enough, with enough steel on board, to make them sweat and swear as they manhandled it out into the murky daylight. Marin had put three shots into the brain pan. The machine was fried, but the gunshot damage was too obvious. 

        Without comment, Travers bundled the drone up onto the slope above the workings and left it there, like a steel finger beckoning the lightning. Time would do the rest. He rested a moment, leaning on his knees, and gave Marin a wry look. Curtis stood on the path below him, apparently content to watch raw manpower at work. His eyes were admiring Travers’s legs, and Neil could hardly muster a protest. 

        Thunder rumbled once more, and he would have sworn it was closer at hand. The humidity had assaulted him the moment he stepped out of the underground. He unzipped the jacket as he hopped down the slope, scattering shale before him and raising dust devils behind.

        “Time to get out,” Marin hazarded. “I never knew the storm that blew according to the forecast.” He had thrust the flashlight into a hip pocket and was checking WeatherNet. “See?” He turned the handy toward Travers.

        She was back on the coast, fighting to cross, and if she did, she would be over On’rabi in an hour, two at the most. Travers was moving as he read the latest forecast update, and in minutes he was feeding power to the Arago generator. It huffed into life, and as the sled lifted, spun inside of its own length, Marin turned off the flashlights.

        Big, fat raindrops began to spatter as they slid out of the underground and bobbed back up to treetop level. Travers was pleased to put distance between them and the mountainside. The primates were howling, but they were howling at the thunder now, as much as the sled, and they did not settle as Travers set down in the lee of the RV. 

        They were pulling a tarp over the sled when lightning arced into the mountain again, and Travers turned his face to the rain. “We’ll need to stay put till the science team returns. Anything else would look suspicious. Batten down, close up the ’van, kick on the a/c, open a bottle of wine and watch the show?” It would be spectacular if the storm continued during the night. 

        “And ride the falls in the morning,” Marin agreed, “while we wait for the excitement to start, up there.” He gave the ramparts a glare. “It’s not quite the place I’d have chosen for a furlough. Damn Shapiro.” 

        “The iceboat races,” Travers said philosophically.

        “You’ve mentioned that before … carnival time on Darwin’s World.” Marin reached over, caught Travers’s head and kissed him, frenched him lightly in invitation.

        Travers wanted much more. He took Marin against him, held him there, ignoring the humidity, the heat. “There’s places on Darwin’s you can’t imagine.”

        “And on Jagreth,” Marin told him. “There’s a club called Haokan Shuishao —”
        “I was talking about hanging glaciers and forests of Jupiter spruce as far as the horizon,” Travers chided.

        “I’m talking about a a club,” Marin repeated, “with no permanent address. It’s a barge, Neil, floating wherever they choose to moor it tonight. Fifty meters on a side, with a chimera dome overhead.” He had Travers’s attention now. He rested both hands on Neil’s hips, fingers clenching into the muscles of his buttocks, making them ripple in reaction. “You ever made out under a chimera dome?”
        “You have,” Travers hazarded.

        “Once, a long time ago. They feed power to the pressure skin, it changes color in liquid streamers. They light it blue-green when they moor on the river. They light it like fire, red, orange, gold, when they anchor west of the city in the sunset. You lie naked in the grass under a sky of liquid fire, and Companions — Lushi, Pakrani, whatever you have a fancy for — show you the stuff heaven’s made of.”

        “Damn,” Travers murmured. “Not that you could afford the place on a sergeant’s pay.”

        “You’re not drawing a sergeant’s pay.” Marin pulled him in close, felt the heat and sudden hardness in his groin, and the heavy beat of his heart. “Under the dome, it’s ten layers of whatever you want. You have a taste for Velcastran champagne, Oysters Margolin and the best uptown Companions in the business? No problem. Or you want to rampage in leather and spurs, swill beer and comport yourself like a rutting walrus? Also no problem.”

        “Swill beer?” Travers echoed.  

        “You can do the leather, champagne and oysters.” Marin was teasing outrageously and enjoying the freedom to. Their assignment here was complete. They only had to rig the camp to ride out the storm, and for the first time in months they had five days of liberty from Shapiro’s command. “I’ll get the chance to show you places you never knew existed,” he promised. “When this is over.”

        “This?” Travers’s fingers combed through Marin’s sweat-damp hair. The military cut was growing out, and the hair was determined to curl in the humidity. Travers liked it. He wondered how it would grow, when there was no Fleet regulation to be observed.

        “The colonial wars.” Marin sighed. “I could wish …”

        For a moment Travers thought he was searching for the right words, and then he realized Curtis was watching something. The hazel eyes were focused on the eastern sky, over Travers’s shoulder, and he turned to follow Marin’s line of sight. 

        “Now, what the hell is that?” Marin murmured.

        A flock of deep tracer had punched out of the bottom of the dense overcast, thirty degrees over the horizon, above the MasenjiRanges. The rounds could only have been spat out of a pair of cannons, which meant at least one aircraft was coming in on the same trajectory as the shots — but who was firing, and at what? The roar of engine noise was still out of earshot when a second burst of cannon fire ripped through cloudbase, and moments later the pinprick shape of a plane appeared.

        And it was in trouble, streaming smoke and debris from the stern quarter. It was still maneuvering, but it was badly shot up, and as it streaked closer — headed for the EternalCity, if Travers was any judge — they saw how it wallowed. The control systems were failing, leaving the plane to sideslip and buck on the turbulent air. The pilot was coming in hot and rough, riding a repulsion cushion that seemed to be intermittent.

        Flights of tracer shadowed it, each a narrow miss, and as Travers watched a second aircraft dove out of the cloud cover. No smoke and debris streamed from this one, and Marin swore softly as both planes angled off to circuit the cyclone and then headed toward the city.

        “Now, who’s hunting whom?” he murmured. “I don’t recognize either of them. Neil?”

        “Nope.” Travers tugged the tarp into place over the sled. It was clamped in moments, and he leaned into the RV. He had left a comm set hooked over the back of a swivel sweat, and as he watched the planes skirt the storm front, he settled it over his left ear. “248RV to Base. 248RV, Mobile to Base … you there, Mark?”

        A crackle, and Sherratt’s voice, thinned and distorted, said, “Right here, Neil. You’re probably looking at the incoming aircraft. The house AI picked them up when they crossed into this airspace. They dropped out of e-space on the other side of Saraine.”

        “We just saw them — visual pickup,” Travers told him. “There’s one hell of a fight going on … you expecting visitors?”

        “Only Harrison, and he arrived an hour ago.” Sherratt’s voice was terse. “But I know who’s being chased home. We received an ident as soon as signals cleared after re-entry. Break out the RV, Neil, but stay put for the moment. The Mercury is in orbit and we have two gunships on approach, so we may not need you back here. But still — be ready to move.”

        “We will. 248RV out.” Travers swept off the headset and tossed it back into the RV. “Shapiro’s in, they’re on standby. Mark knows who’s coming home with his tail feathers on fire.”

        “And the hunter?” Marin had lost sight of the aircraft, and turned back to Travers. 

        “There’s a couple of Shapiro’s gunships on approach,” Travers told him, “but Mark wants us to prep to leave, just in case.”

        Marin was glaring at the storm front. “She’s coming in, Neil. Best we can do is batten down and enjoy the show. If Shapiro’s deployed gunships, they have it covered. Relax.”

        “Relax,” Travers echoed in a growl. “So why do I have the proverbial bad feeling about this?”

        “Foreboding,” Marin guessed. He glanced after the aircraft, which had vanished into the northeast. “Whatever that is, it’s not good news.”

        “Understatement,” Travers said bleakly as he began to drop the sunshade off the side of the RV.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Eternal
City, Saraine

 

The blue and green threedee sphere was bright with traces, each of them tagged in red and gold. Two gunships were two thousand kilometers downrange and closing fast, while the hunter and the hunted were already over the dense forest to the south. Beyond Mark Sherratt’s studio windows the sky was ominous, though WeatherNet said the storm was lingering out over the ocean, as if it was reluctant to come in. If it stayed out in the island chains another day it would dissipate, as most cyclones did, without ever wreaking havoc on land.

        The forests had overgrown the entire flatland and buried the EternalCity, and from the second floor windows at the back of the house Mark looked out over an unbroken canopy of blue-green. He was waiting for a visual sighting of the inbound planes, while Harrison Shapiro was more interested in the threedee display and the audio loop. With a combug in his ear, he was listening to the gunship pilots, crosstalking with the Fleet cruiser Mercury, which rode in low orbit directly over the EternalCity. 

        The hunter and his prey had dropped out of hyperflight on the other side of Saraine, and they dove into the atmosphere as if they were connected by a tether. Mark had no doubt he was seeing the last leg of a long, long chase, and he was uncomfortably aware of the knot of tension in his belly. The house AI picked up the fugitive’s ident signal even before tracking aboard the Mercury was aware of them; and unlike the techs on the cruiser, Mark knew exactly who was running for home with a shark on his tail.

        “My gunships are ten minutes downrange,” Shapiro reported, still listening intently. He gave Sherratt a taut look. “Where’s your boy?”

        “He’ll have to ditch,” Mark said quietly, still visually scanning the ominous sky. “He’s in bad shape. The Eclipse won’t make it home.”

        “It’s the Yamazake raceplace variant?” Shapiro guessed.

        Mark angled a glance at him. “My people don’t fly the fighter-interceptor version … too many fangs, it makes you look like you want to pick a fight, draws too much attention. The Yamazake variant is all we need. Fast, light, agile —”

        “Unarmed.” Shapiro gestured at the threedee. “About now, your boy will be wishing Yamazake hadn’t stripped out the cannons to get mass off the airframe … he’s fallen under the tracking net. Your AI just lost contact, but the last thing it saw was the repulsion shutting down.”

        “He’s going to ditch,” Sherratt said, already moving, “and as soon as he does, he’s a sitting target. Last known coordinates?”

        With one thick finger, Shapiro delved into the threedee sphere and pointed out a landmark in the forest. “He’s going down about ten K’s short of … Colm-benaru, if I’m pronouncing it correctly.”

         “Close enough,” Sherratt allowed. “Joss?” The AI’s mellifluous, androgynous voice purred in a language Shapiro could not understand, and could barely even pronounce, and Mark said tersely, “Prep the Capricorn for short-range work, and clear your cannons for close defense.”

        “Cannons?” Shapiro was behind him as they headed down the wide stairs and into the west side of the house, which adjoined the garage.

        “This house can defend itself, as a last resort,” Mark told him ruefully. “But how stupid would we have been to take on your gunship escort, when you dropped in on us so unexpectedly? This, however —” He gestured at the forest, where the raceplace would surely have grounded out by now. “This is a fight I’d expect to win. Besides which, this bastard, whoever he is, is coming in shooting.” He gave Shapiro a wry smile. “At least you had the good manners to knock at my door. Are you coming along for the ride?”

        “I wouldn’t miss this,” Shapiro said honestly. “I don’t get into the field often enough. You get enough brass on your hat, and they won’t let you out on your own anymore. Still … I’ll take the brass.”

        His fingertips tapped a rhythm on the case of datacubes which lay on the desk by the threedee, before he swept them up and dropped them into the breast pocket of his pale blue linen jacket. 

        They were his reason for coming to Saraine: the contents were much too delicate to be transmitted. Preliminary data had come home to Saraine days before, boosted on around Hellgate from the Resalq science ships working the regions beyond. No Fleet ship, no civilian ship of human origins, had been close enough to the Juarez mining colony in the moment when it was destroyed, and eighty thousand souls perished with it. But the third of Mark Sherratt’s research platforms, the science vessel Kho’un Elar, was on her way back in, to make fresh observations of Naiobe.

        Much of the data still had to be processed, but Sherratt’s own computers, here on Saraine, had churned through enough for him to be certain. The Juarez colony had not died through any freak accident. There was no signature of a massive fusion explosion, and no distress call. The human colony was in its infancy, just an agglomeration of domes, spheres, caverns, grounded ships, in which technicians lived and worked. The drone terraformer fleet was not even due to begin for months, but Juarez was already producing enough high-grade ores to excite both the government of the Confederacy and the Stevanage company, which had been contracted to develop the frontier. 

        And then — nothing. One moment Juarez was an ant’s nest, noisy, dirty, energetic, thriving. The next, it was gone, with not even enough time for the colony’s AI to get out a distress signal. Quite by chance, the Kho’un Elar was passing, and as always the science vessel was passively scanning, collecting data that might be useful somewhere, somehow. 

        Alerts chimed in twenty threedees, rousing the sleeping crew, when swarms of gravitons were charted, like flies around dead meat. They were the residue of a major gravity event. Not a star’s collapse to black hole, but something lesser. Something infinitely more terrible. 

        The Kho’un Elar — the name translated into any human language as Storm Dancer — swept the Juarez system just once before it headed out fast. The planet was ravaged, with a crater the size of Nirgal where the colony’s main installations had been. The thin, oxygen-poor atmosphere was ripped away, but no haze of dust or ash had been seeded into what little sky remained. Instead, instruments aboard the Kho’un Elar read gravitons. Swarms of them, issuing from the heart of the crater. 

        Local gravity there was almost ten percent higher than the standard gravity of the rest of Juarez, and though Mark Sherratt’s machines still had to crunch most of the data, he had seen the pattern before. The cubes for which Harrison Shapiro had come to Saraine were loaded with other data, ancient, but no less relevant than the Kho’un Elar data.

        Three Resalq worlds had been scanned, imaged, in the hours after they became casualties of major Zunshu assaults. The data mirrored the Juarez findings, without any variation, any error. Like the Resalq ruins, the human colony was still there — imploded, compressed under the force of unimaginable gravities. 

        These were the weapons of the Zunshu arsenal, and as he viewed the summary of the Juarez data, minutes before the house AI signaled incoming trouble, Shapiro had admitted to a shiver, as if someone had walked over his grave. For Juarez, there was no hope, no deliverance; but in the hands of Sherratt and Jazinsky, the data would be dissected. Even if the technology driving the Zunshu arsenal could not be described, the weapon itself could be imagined; and imagination lay behind every new theory which would shake the ground of long-established science.  

        The garages were almost as wide as the house, and they ran back into the hillside, under the gardens, much further than the house was deep. Shapiro murmured in surprised as he saw the assortment of vehicles, but Sherratt was cutting a line for the Yamazake Capricorn. The spaceplane was one of the midrange ‘Yammies,’ very fast, space to surface, with a slender white body, cerulean blue delta wings that folded at their mid-line to facilitate parking, and a high T-tail. 

        The plane was already riding a storm of repulsion and the hatches were open. Joss whispered into the sudden chill of the garage, and Mark translated, “The flight systems are active, preflight checks are complete, so long as we don’t want to head out. Which we don’t. Colm-benaru is only fifty kilometers from here. Damn. ‘My boy,’ as you call him, almost made it home. I’m not usually vengeful, Harrison, but — Joss, are you still tracking the hunter?” A whisper in the ancient language. “Gunships?”

        “Eight minutes out, making the best speed they can,” Shapiro promised.

        “They’ll arrive just in time to deliver the body to the funeral,” Sherratt said bitterly, and stepped up into the front hatch of the Capricorn.

        Blast doors growled open, admitting a wash of mauve, sullen daylight, and Joss passed control of the aircraft to Sherratt. In the left-side seat of the gray and charcoal cockpit, Shapiro watched without comment as Mark thumbed the safety covers off a pair of triggers. 

        Then the Capricorn was out, falling upward into the angry sky. It spun like a dancer as Mark aimed the nose for Colm-benaru and opened the throttles wide. Three engines snarled in the tail, and the forest canopy was a blur. Even the Arago dampers could not smother all the acceleration, and as he was crammed back into the seat Shapiro bit off an oath. 

        The landmark tagged on maps as Colm-benaru was a table mountain, presiding over the forest with sheer cliffs on three sides and several waterfalls not much smaller than On’rabi. The view was impressive, but Sherratt did not even see it today.

        From ten kilometers out he had seen the pall of smoke, black and oily, which belched from the wreck. The storm wind scattered it almost at once, but the crash site was marked well enough for him to pinpoint it in forest which was a thousand years dense. The Capricorn was braking as hard as she had accelerated when the onboard deck blipped for attention.

        “He’s still here,” Mark murmured. “The hunter.” And his fingers hovered over the triggers.

        “Watch yourself,” Shapiro growled. “He’s already shot your man to pieces, he won’t hesitate to knock us down.” He touched the combug, listening intently. “We’ll have gunships on top of us in six minutes, and they’ll pick up tracking in four. Don’t take risks you don’t have to.”

        The advice was wise, and Sherratt did not take it lightly. He divided his attention between the display at his elbow and the stormy sky before him, and almost in the moment the instruments picked his target out of the forest canopy, he saw it with his own eyes.

        The hunter was cunning, clever. He was under the airsearch net, bobbing in and out of the treetops, looking for a shot. Two could play that game, and Mark lost height. He dropped the Capricorn so low, the bluster of his repulsion thrashed the trees. The smoke marking the crash site was less than a kilometer away, and as he played the game, waiting for a shot, he called,

        “348-Airborne to Rainbird … Jai, if you’re hearing this, get down, stay down. Do not respond. Your bandit is still in the zone, but you have cover. I’ll pin him down — we’re waiting for gunships.”

        “You don’t know that he can hear,” Shapiro warned.

        “I don’t even know if he’s still alive,” Sherratt admitted, “but I’ll tell you this much. Jai Serrano is the best there is. I gave him an assignment I’d have hesitated to give to Curtis Marin, and if he’s dead …”

        His fingers flicked the triggers and twin lances of tracer leapt out of the cannons mounted in the base of the wings. Shapiro did not even mention the fact that the Capricorn was a civilian aircraft which should not have been armed. He was intent on a display in the console before him, and he licked dry lips.

        “You missed … five minutes, and we’ll have topcover. I know you’re looking for vengeance, Mark, but I’ll say it again: don’t take risks when you’ve no need.”

        “Vengeance?” Sherratt tapped the triggers again, and tracer arrowed away like laser bolts into the gloom. “Not vengeance. Not exactly … but if Jai’s dead, this bastard will know what he died for, and …” He caressed the triggers once more, and this time the onboard deck rewarded him with a green light. 

        “And you’ll take great joy in winkling the information out of him,” Shapiro finished. “As I said, vengeance. And you hit him. I don’t know how bad. Put some air under us, we can afford to take a look.”

        The Capricorn bobbed up, and Mark’s eyes were wide, visually searching the treetops while he listened for a blip from the deck. Of the hunter, there was no sign, and instruments could not find him. He was almost certainly down; the question was, where?

        “Gunships are four minutes out, three minutes from target acquisition,” Shapiro reported in a bare murmur. “Damnit, where is he?”
        “Grounded out?” Mark wondered. “Sniff the air. If he’s streaming coolant or chemical smoke, we’ve got him.”

        “Already doing it,” Shapiro said dryly. “And … I’m reading toxic levels of volatiles, corrosives, hydrides, rhodium, fluorine … I’d say you hit him where it hurts most. Power and fuel. Dumb luck?”

        “Perhaps. But I’d like to think nine centuries of experience gives me an advantage.” With delicate fingertips, Mark tweaked the scan profile and tried again.

        “What are you looking for?” Shapiro was dividing his attention between the incoming gunships and the Capricorn’s displays.

        “Human lifesigns,” Mark muttered, “and they’re going to be damn hard to find down there. There’s oulvam everywhere. The indigenous primates. Same size as a smallish human, with a body temperature within ten degrees, which is the same margin of difference you get when human bodies are wearing pressure suits. The trick is to tell them apart … before our man uncouples a weapon and takes a potshot at us.”

        “We’ll have topcover in three minutes, and my gunships will acquire targets in two,” Shapiro reported.

        A faint smile touched one corner of Mark’s wide mouth. “Academic now, isn’t it? We already put him down.”

        “If he’s down, and on foot,” Shapiro hazarded, “he can’t have gotten far in this time. Especially in dense forest. What area are you searching?”

        Mark’s eyes had never left the graphical display, with its confusion of false color and tags. “Radius of twenty meters from the point where he probably grounded out. The word probably bothers me … I’m going to widen the scan zone.” He tweaked the instruments for the fifth time and shook his head over the display. “Damnit, where did he go? Do you —”

        A blip from the deck was the only warning. Shapiro had taken a breath to bark an alarm, but Mark was faster. Before the AI pilot could seize control he redlined the Aragos, threw the Capricorn up like a missile and flipped it onto its back to bring the guns to bear. Two warheads had chased up out of the jungle of native blackpine and the imported briars which were running wild. Two flaretails were sun-bright against the stormy overcast. With a glance at the display, Mark saw a time-to-impact of under four seconds, and a green-zone target lock, and he turned over targeting to the AI. 

        The missiles erupted, warheads and fuel load, so close to the Capricorn that paint stripped off the nose and the canopy was pitted by pea-sized, superhot shrapnel. In the instant the chain guns ripped through the missiles, the deck blipped a second warning — but this time the AI had already backtracked the first salvo to source, and the guns fired at once. 

        “Got him,” Mark said tautly. “That’s the problem with taking your shot, best or otherwise … you give away your position.”

        “He’s got to be desperate,” Shapiro observed. And then, to the lead gunship’s Tactical Officer, who had picked up the explosion, “Negative. Situation is under control. Get in fast, and cover us, but I think you’ve missed the fight, Sergeant Fargo.” 

        No more missiles burst from the tree canopy. They would have been a waste of time and ordnance now. And on Sherratt’s display a red flag marked the shooter’s position. The chain guns were trained on it, and with the AI covering fire control, Mark took the Capricorn in.

        “Two minutes, and we’ll have gunships,” Shapiro reported. “They see us already. They had the Mercury run an orbital scan, looking for friends of our man, hiding over the poles or in the Hellgate sensor blind. Nothing. This guy came in alone, on the tail of your man, Serrano.” He paused to listen to the gunships, and added, “It’s been a chase … from where, Mark?”

        “Ask Jai,” Sherratt said bitterly. “If he’s alive. I have my suspicions, but we’re a little pressed for time just now.”

        “And I see our man,” Shapiro barked. “Come left, ten degrees.”

        “Got him.” The red flag marking the missile source was moving. “And he’s trying to get out. Not that I blame him,” Mark added with acid humor. “He has to know we’re going to take him apart.”   

        “We?” Shapiro echoed.

        “Dendra Shemiji.” Mark cut back speed and lost height until the treetops were thrashing in the Arago field. “Jai’s worked with me for longer than my kids have been alive. As I told you, I trusted him to take on an assignment I wouldn’t have trusted to Curtis, and Marin is the best of the new breed, Harrison, like Neil Travers, as well you know.”

        “I hired them,” Shapiro agreed. “Gunships are coming in … one minute. Pin the man down, if you can. I’ll put a squad on the ground to collect him.”

        “And have your infirmary standby,” Mark added. He was looking at the pall of greasy, toxic smoke which hung on down below the forest canopy, though the wind dispersed it above. His teeth closed on his lip for a moment. “348-Airborne to Rainbird, if you are hearing this, you are clear to respond. 348-Airborne to Rainbird … Jai, I’m not receiving your comm. If you can’t transmit, give me an emergency flare, a dozen rounds at the zenith, something.” 

        He waited then, and the AI was displaying a proximity warning for the two inbound gunships before the combug in his ear crackled, and a washed-out, distorted voice whispered hoarsely, 

        “Rainbird … Mark, can you —cate on this sig— … get me?”

        “I have your position, Jai,” Sherratt assured him, “Just sit tight. Harrison, do your people have a fix on that bastard hunter?”

        “I relayed your coordinates a moment ago. They have him.” Shapiro held up a hand for quiet while he listened to the comm loop. “Affirmative that, Echo Bravo. Come straight in. We want a clean pickup. No shooting. repeat, do not shoot. Infirmary status?”

        The Capricorn had just nosed into the toxic pall, and the Arago field drove the smoke down and aside. Again, proximity alerts blipped, but this time the AI was issuing fire and hazmat warnings. The wreck was right below, and Mark switched to look-down scan mode. He was trying to pick one shape — a man — out of the confusion of the forest, and Shapiro let him work.

        Over the comm loop, the gunship pilots were crosstalking with the Mercury, and Shapiro was content to listen until one of the Tactical officers offered to douse the fire. “Not yet,” Shapiro said sharply. “We have a man on the ground, Sergeant. Wait for my go-ahead before you dump on the wreck.”

        “Copy that, General,” Judith Fargo responded. “A field med team is standing by. You want they should jump?”
        “Yes.” Mark had been monitoring the comm since he caught sight of the big, ugly shapes of the gunships. “I’ve found him, Judith, and it looks like he’s is poor condition. Stand by for coordinates, and put your jumpers in the air, asap.”

        “Will do. Friend of yours, Doc Sherratt?” Fargo wanted to know as the gunship came in over the location.

        “For many years,” Mark murmured. He backed the Capricorn off as the much bigger Echo Bravo threatened to physically nudge it aside, and bobbed up to a level with the gunship’s cockpit. Through the armorglass, he caught a glimpse of the pilot, engineer and tactical officer, and he smiled grimly as he recognized them all. Jim Fujioka, Gill Perlman and Judith Fargo were all Intrepid veterans, close to the heart of Shapiro’s small, tight-knit private fleet. 

        Technically, they flew for Richard Vaurien, but when Shapiro needed a crew he could trust implicitly in a place as sensitive as Saraine, they transferred temporarily from the Earthlight to the general’s own crew. They might be on a cruiser like the Mercury or a courier. Sherratt knew them well, since he had finished processing them, arranging their return to civvy-street after the wreck of the Intrepid, when Shapiro surprised them all.

        A moment later the medics jumped. Three figures in forest green fatigues and a strange exoskeleton of kevlex armor pieces dropped out of Echo Bravo’s bottom hatch, fell fast on repulsion and vanished into the treetops. They were right on Jai Serrano’s position, and now Sherratt began to listen intently to the loop.

        In the background, he heard signals from the squad that had gone after the hunter. They were under sporadic, halfhearted small arms fire, but someone had laid down a stun field. Either their quarry was out of ammunition, or he had taken off his helmet. Either way, the rattle of semi-auto fire from a fortification of boulders and briar stopped, and the squaddies were headed in. 

        Directly under the Capricorn, the medics had found Serrano, and Mark’s mouth was dry as he listened to a voice he knew. It was Bill Grant, the Lushi with the Australian accent. And the edge in his voice did nothing to reassure Mark.

        “No! Strap him down, get the lifters under him, I can’t do much for him here. Infirmary!”

        The gunship was almost at treetop level, its belly hangars open wide, floodlights spilling out, bright in the deep, purple storm light. “Listening to you, Bill. What do you need?” A man’s voice, deep, gruff.

        “Prep for surgery,” Grant shouted over the loop. “Gut wounds … there’s not much left of his spine in the lumbar region. Massive trauma, blood loss … BP’s no good, respiration’s shitty … looks like he was shot trying to get the hell out of the zone, after the crash. Big, big caliber round … I’m seeing a few contusions, he got banged about a bit when she went down, but this — the rest of it’s a single wound, gut to spine, front to back.”

        “Damn,” Mark whispered. He touched the comm panel and cut into the loop. “Can you hear me, Bill?”

        “That you, Doc Sherratt?” Grant called. “I don’t have time to chat. Your man’s got two, maybe three minutes, then he cashes in. That’s Mac, on the gunship. Doc MacLean. He’s prepping, setting up to transfuse —”

        “No!” Sherratt’s voice was razor sharp. “No blood, do not transfuse! Echo Bravo Infirmary, do you copy?”

        James MacLean, lately of the super-carrier Intrepid, was there at once. “I hear you Doctor Sherratt. All I need to know is your man’s blood type.”

        “No,” Sherratt rasped. “You have a cryotank aboard?”

        “Of course.” MacLean sounded mystified.

        “Prep it. Get him inside, get him into my house,” Mark insisted. “No transfusions, James. I’ll explain later.”

        “Since you’re adamant,” MacLean said acidly. “I imagine you have a good reason. Infirmary, stand down, and break out the tank.”

        Sherratt’s eyes were on the time. Grant had guessed two minutes, three, and it should be enough. Over the loop, he heard the med squad setting up the lifters — three light cargo jacks that slid under the brace into which the casualty had been strapped — and from there Jai Serrano would waft up like a feather, into the gunship’s open bay. 

        Seconds rushed by. Odd, how time raced when one wished it would crawl. Almost a minute passed before Grant rated the brace secure and the cargo jacks were in place. Ten more seconds to activate the jacks, and then Mark was watching the forest canopy, waiting to see the medics.

        They went up as a squad, just as they had jumped, and between them they held the two-meter brace. It unfolded into a miniature rollcage, molded to the individual’s body shape and locked down tight. Ninety seconds, and the med squad vanished into the glare of the floods, and now Sherratt closed his eyes, listening intently.

        The hangar crew had cleared one side of the jump bay, and the Infirmary team was on the deck there, with the tank open. Grant was right beside Jai Serrano on the way up, and had tagged sensor probes into the skin of his neck and chest. 

        “Move it!” Grant’s voice cut like a knife. “The man’s flatlined! Fast as you can, kids, the clock’s running — hustle!”

        Four minutes, Sherratt thought grimly, before irreversible brain damage took place, due to the halt in blood flow, the cessation of oxygen delivery. He gave Shapiro a glance and saw the lines etched into the general’s face. So much was riding on this assignment. The wager was as high as the stakes. As Grant pronounced Serrano dead, Shapiro had tripped a timer, and they listened intently to the loop. MacLean was one of the best in a difficult business. He was a matter of months short of retirement, with a career behind him as the CMO of the Intrepid, and the Fleet tenders Nanking and Arial. MacLean had seen more battlefield cleanup assignments than Bill Grant could even imagine, and there was only one thing he could not possible know.

        Jai Serrano was not human. Let the OR’s med drones automatically transfuse him with the usual wide-spectrum, ‘typeless’ synthblood, and he would die with the needle still in his arm. Human blood was as lethal as any venom — to a Resalq.

        The clock in Mark Sherratt’s mind told him two minutes had elapsed after lifesigns ebbed to nothing, before the cryogen tank was sealed. MacLean was scanning the body every moment as they opened the brace, lifted Serrano out, and into the pod-like tank. He had not even muttered a curse on the air, but he must know, Mark thought. 

        The Resalq would pass well enough as humans to slither through routine scans — body temperature was a little high, blood pressure a little low, but normal enough to pass. Thorough scans were a different matter, and MacLean had surely been looking for residual brain activity. He would have read fragmentary wave patterns, distorted by death, but odd enough to make him suspicious, make him scan further. Then, the differences would be much more apparent. Blood and body chemistry would be ‘off’ and, suspicious indeed, MacLean would have taken a DNA sample.

        “Clear,” the man was saying into the chaos of the loop. “Doctor Sherratt, your associate is in cold store. I assume you have the facilities at your house to take care of him.”

        The stress on the word spoke volumes. “With your help, James. I’m not a surgeon, but I can supply what you need.”

        “Understood,” MacLean said thoughtfully. “You and I must sit down and talk about this.”

        “Must we?” Sherratt gave a pained sigh and looked sidelong at Shapiro. “How’s your squad doing?”

        “They made their pickup,” Shapiro said musingly. “Mark, are you certain you don’t want the gunships to return to the Mercury directly? I assure you the ORs on the cruiser are the equivalent of any major hospital, any ‘crash shop’ in the city of Sark.”

        “I know, Harrison, and I’m grateful,” Mark admitted, “but what Jai needs first, I can supply at the house.” He pulled the Capricorn out further, let it drift downrange of the crash site. “Have your gunships follow us in. What shape is the hunter in? He wasn’t injured in the crash?”

        “She,” Shapiro corrected, “didn’t crash. She set the aircraft down neat as you like, let the automatics cut power and smother the fires, and then went hunting for us. She must have been fairly sure she’d dealt Serrano a death blow. It was only a matter of time before he died — and she had no idea she’d be up against a couple of gunships.” He touched the combug. “Shapiro to Echo Bravo, follow me. Tango Sierra, return to the Mercury and stand down.”

        For the second time in as many months, the lawns outside Mark’s house were scorched by the powerful downwash of military Arago fields. Big lift engines shut down, but the heavy air was still resonant. Thunder rumbled on the horizon as the med squad maneuvered the cryogen tank up by the rockeries, along the patio to the wide glass doors from which one could see the outline of the EternalCity, on a clear day. Today, veils of mist shrouded the forests which had overgrown every part of the city.

        The tank was a poor fit, too large for the passages in the house’s basement. It went down on the service elevator and fluoros rattled on in a small room Shapiro had never seen. White-tiled floors and walls gave the room a sterile look, which was justified. In the back, set into the wall, were a line of freezers and refrigeration cabinets. As the tank came to rest with a thud of metal on ceramic, the Lushi medic squeezed by and examined the contents of the shelves.

        “Drugs,” Grant observed, “but I don’t recognize any of them.” He gave Sherratt a hard look. “Drugs for your people?”

        Mark gestured at the freezers. “Drugs, whole blood, plasma. Tell James to get in here, finish the scans he started on the gunship, and take what he needs.” He stood beside the cryotank, looking in through the transparent observation plate, at a face which was deceptively young. Jai Serrano was far from the young human he seemed to be at first glance. He was older than Dario and Tor; and he was a survivor.

        “He’s a lucky boy,” Grant said sourly. “If we’d been two minutes later, you’d need a bloody magic wand to bring him back. Unless your people …?”

        He was asking if the Resalq brain was any less delicate than the human; or possibly if the Resalq technology could revive a badly damaged brain. The answer to both question was no, and Mark only shook his head. Footsteps in the direction of the stairs caught his ear and he called,

        “In here, James. Everything you need, I think.”

        “Except elbow space,” MacLean said with wry humor. He offered his hand, and Mark shook it. “Nice to meet you again, although I could wish it was under better circumstances.” He canted his head to look into the casket. “Resalq, I presume.”

        “Of course.” Mark touched the access terminal recessed in the wall by the door, and rummaged for a file. “I have his data here … not in any language you can read, I’m afraid! But if you tell me what you need to know, I can translate.”

        MacLean was less than optimistic. “I don’t know much about Resalq physiology. I’m not qualified to work on him, Mark. You should ship him out to someone who knows what they’re doing with your people.”

        “Borushek,” Sherratt mused. He frowned at Shapiro, thinking it through, and at last made negative noises. “I’d rather bring a surgical team out here, Harrison. The slightest chink in the armor you’ve constructed around your operation in Sark, and we could be in deep water.”

        The lines had etched into Shapiro’s face again, and the harsh fluorescent lights deepened them. “You haven’t told me much, Mark, but I can work it out for myself. Jai Serrano was the agent to whom you entrusted the assignment of tracing the name Boden Zwerner.” Not a question. “Dendra Shemiji business, with high stakes for us all.”

        “The highest stakes in the Deep Sky,” Mark said philosophically, “and I’m guessing Jai got what he was after. Why else would he be pursued across half the quadrant, and almost killed?”

        “It also means,” Shapiro said pointedly, “he was blown. Whoever or whatever he was investigating, he was picked up. Perhaps betrayed.”

        “No.” Mark was definite. “You can’t be betrayed when you’re working alone. The only people who knew where Jai was going were himself … and me. Still, he was discovered. And until he’s recovered, he’s in no condition to tell us what happened.” He looked up at Shapiro over the tank, and his face was troubled. “And that’s dangerous, Harrison.”

       It was a grave understatement, and Shapiro knew it. Until they knew how Serrano had been discovered … what he knew, what he had been hunted down to protect … no security, here or on Sark, could be trusted. The name of Boden Zwerner haunted Sherratt, just as the code numbers CL-389 would shadow his thoughts forever. The Cygnus Logistics heavy transport almost destroyed the city of Hydralis, and in the nuclear winter which followed the blast, all of Omaru would have perished. 

        No matter what was reported by CNS, nobody was dense enough to believe the ’389 incident was the accident it had been made to appear. Publicly, Shapiro’s office had no choice but to stand by the official story of a terrible mishap; but behind the scenes they had a single lead, and that, courtesy of a Freespacer. Sergei van Donne was notorious, but he knew people in low places. 

        Who or what Boden Zwerner might be was a question for the most delicate investigation, and Sherratt had always known the risks were enormous. His own words haunted him now: Knowing the who, the how, and the when regarding CL-389 gives us the chance to prevent another first-strike situation. 

        First strike in the colonial wars? By the crudest definition, any first strike against a colonial world could only originate with the Confederacy — orders signed, countersigned, in an office on Earth itself and carried out by elements of the DeepSky Fleet. 

        A shiver took Mark unawares, and he found Shapiro, MacLean and even the shoulder-high Lushi medic, Grant, watching him closely. “If Jai was ‘blown,’” he said hoarsely, “he could have betrayed your whole operation in Sark, Harrison. Or he could have betrayed Dendra Shemiji, right back to source. Me. Right now, we can’t afford to draw attention to the fact Jai is alive … half-alive. Let whatever Confederate paymasters think he’s dead, and we never received the data for which he was killed.”

        “Bring your own surgeons here to Saraine,” Shapiro agreed. “And as for the hunter, the bastard pilot who ran him down, do you want me to interrogate her?”

        But Mark shook his head slowly. “Give her to me, and then I’ll ask you to get back to Sark with all speed, Harrison, and take a message for our Riga community. I’ll give you the contact codes and clearances. There won’t be a problem getting through. They’ll know who to send, ... and I’m thinking the team could get back here fastest aboard one of Richard’s ships.”

        “The Earthlight was groundside on Sark’s industrial field when the Mercury shipped out,” Shapiro mused. “I wish we could restrict this operation to us and Vaurien’s own crew, but as you might know, the Wastrel has been at the Albeniz dock for the last ten days. Jazinsky and that disagreeable little tyke, Teniko, were still working on the Zunshu probe, modeling it, or mapping it, or some bloody thing, before it’s handed over to authorities from Earth. Last I heard, they were almost done. They might be heading back to Borushek — we might get lucky for once.”

        In cryogen, Jai Serrano could wait forever before a retrieval was attempted — but if his data was so urgent, the surgical team would be out here fast. Mark sighed over the tank, and the fluoros turned off, plunging the infirmary, which was deep under the house, into intense darkness.

        He headed up the stairs, into the discreet whir of a/c and the deep, sullen light of the incoming storm. A threedee was active in the corner of the front studio, where the long windows overlooked the forest and the sky had begun to boil. The holosphere was alive, constantly updating with streaming data from WeatherNet. Mark gestured at the wet bar with invitations for the men to help themselves. For himself, he took a glass of water from the cooler and gazed into the threedee for some moments. Keys pattered, and he whispered into the comm pickup, soft words in a language long assumed to be dead.

        “The storm’s crossing the coast as a gale … the cyclone’s blown itself out. We’ll feel a little of the sting in the tail here, but it won’t be the light show you might have been hoping for.”

        With a chuckle, Shapiro settled on one end of the long, corner-hugging couch, cradling a scotch and soda. “I’m not disappointed. I’ve lived twenty years in Sark, right on Borushek’s equator. Our storms come frequently, and they’re bigger than anything your EternalCity’s ever seen.” He sampled the scotch and fixed Mark with a frown. “So where did you send Serrano?” 

        “To begin the search?” Mark was at the windows, watching the sky lowering, while MacLean poured coffee and Grant opened a beer. “In the Carina quadrant, all things begin on Borushek. Jai was under your nose, but it was safer if you didn’t know about it, Harrison. And unlike Curtis Marin, who used codes provided by a political office on Velcastra that was already under your eagle-eye —” He gave Shapiro a wry glance over his shoulder. “Jai used your own codes, provided by yourself, so no flags went up. Nothing alerted your AI to his presence.”

        “Because Ingrid would have assumed it was me, remote-accessing.” Shapiro could only approve. “And after he finished rifling the Fleet Sector Command database, where was Serrano’s next stop?”

        But Mark only shrugged. “I don’t know. When a Dendra Shemiji agent is in the field, there’s usually no communication with base. We work as lone, free agents. That way, we can’t endanger other ‘cells’ … which, incidentally, is a term I dislike. We won’t know where the Boden Zwerner trail led him till he’s retrieved, repaired, and coherent.”

        “And if Serrano was captured, interrogated?” Shapiro pressed. “We don’t know if your man ran home with a wasp on his ass because he’d just escaped custody — and if he escaped, every one of us could be in jeopardy.”

        “Quite right.” Mark turned his back on the window, and the storm, and gave Shapiro a dark look. “I would advise tightening your security, as I’ve already done with my own, a moment ago.” He gestured at the threedee, where he had checked WeatherNet at the same time. “And keep a fast ship to hand, with its flight systems warm.” He flicked a glance at MacLean and Grant, who were chuckling. Sherratt himself was not smiling. “I’m not joking, gentlemen. In fact, I’ve never been more serious. We knew the risks when we undertook any investigation into this ‘Boden Zwerner,’ and we also knew it was something we had to do. 

        “Make no mistake: the Confederacy has the ability to destroy the major colonies. They can commit genocide in the Deep Sky, and make it look like a tragic accident. They tried at Omaru, and only the quick thinking of Curtis and Neil, and the fangs of some brash young pilots — the Delta Dragons — stood between the city of Hydralis and oblivion. Omaru as a world would have perished within months, in a ten-year nuclear winter. A crass waste of a beautiful, clement world, of which there are too few.”

        Shapiro was on his feet again, as if he could not be still. “Give the Confederacy the chance, and they’ll do it again.”

        “They won’t get the chance,” James MacLean observed. 

        “Not if I can help it, Doctor.” Shapiro gestured with his glass, in the general direction of another world. “The Wastrel headed over to the Albeniz facilities two weeks ago, taking the Zunshu object as a classified, security cargo, and I sent encrypted messages via the Middle Heavens data conduit: we went hunting for the Zunshu and we caught … something. The brass at the top of the DeepSky Fleet, and their political taskmasters, will want it. You can expect a ship out here in the next weeks, faster than signals could make it back.”

        “And Barb has had enough lab-time with the Zunshu probe?” Mark wondered. “I know she and Teniko were crunching numbers. Something to do with a fuel source. I’ve heard the words ‘hyper-Weimann’ … I have an inkling of what they’re doing, but all I know for certain is, it’ll take time.”

        “Time,” Shapiro said bleakly, “is the one element we might not have. If Serrano was captured, we could be out and running tomorrow.” He huffed a sigh. “I’ll send a courier over to Albeniz, get word to Captain Vaurien and Miss Jazinsky. I wouldn’t like to see either one of them fall into Fleet hands. They know far too much, and Fleet interrogators would be happy to take them apart. They couldn’t expect to survive, and their intel would send the rest of us scurrying fast into Freespace.”

        A weight had settled over the room, sodden and suffocating. Mark threw it off with an effort. “Be alert, be prepared … but don’t invite suspicion. We know nothing at the moment, nor will we, till Jai speaks.”

        “And we’d better be moving,” Shapiro said grimly. He drained the glass and set it on the bar. “I’ll convey your message to the Resalq community in person, and I’ll signal the Earthlight to prep for the flight back. She’ll still be on the industrial field — Vaurien said she was groundside for hardware upgrades.”  

        “Shields and cannons,” Sherratt told him, “some of which were salvaged from the hulk of the Intrepid.”

         “You’ve never told me exactly where she is,” Shapiro said carefully.

        Sherratt gave him a level, hard look. “She’s safe, and she’s well hidden, and she remains a super-carrier, even if she’s hot as hell and depressurized on all decks. Unfit for humans to live and work there, but … the less you know, Harrison, the less can be drugged or bludgeoned out of you, if you’re the one who’s caught. And the more we’ll have to fight with, when — what’s the term you people use? When push comes to shove.”

       “Yes.” Shapiro seemed to age five years as Mark watched. “These are ugly times, Mark. Brutal. But they could end in glory, if we play the game just right, if we make the rules, and make the Confederacy play by them. I’ll have a security detail bring in the hunter. She was scanned, of course. She has no weapons on or even in her body, and there’s no poison capsule, no explosive charge, no self-destruct mechanism. But they tell me she’s built like a professional kickboxer, and she’s mad as hell. Tell my people where you want her stashed, and for godsakes, be careful.”

        “Dendra Shemiji,” Sherratt whispered ominously, almost soundlessly.

        “But don’t underestimate her … you don’t know who she is, or where she’s from. When you find out, brief me.” Shapiro lifted a brow at MacLean. “Doctor?”

        “Right behind you.” James MacLean had finished the coffee, and he shepherded Grant before him, toward the door. “Give my best to Neil and Curtis,” he told Sherratt. “Tell them I missed them by a few hours, or a few hundred kilometers — and it’s steaks on the grill at my place in Riga, if they can get away for a few days. I’ll leave a message on my system.”

        “Take care, James, I’ll be in touch,” Sherratt called after them as the three headed out of the house by the wide front doors. “And thanks, you too, Bill, for getting Jai back here, more or less in one piece. That’s one I owe you.”

        At the long windows, Mark watched the men go out to the thick, squatting-troll shape of the gunship which had seared the lawns. Heavy raindrops spattered the glass before him, and through an increasing curtain of rain he watched Shapiro and his people board through a side hatch. Moments later the lift engines began to whine as they powered up, but the Echo Bravo gunship did not lift off at once.

        Two security troopers appeared with a manacled figure, still wearing a plain olive-drab pressure suit, between them; and a third trooper followed them up the blue-granite steps. The prisoner labored under the burden of cuffs on wrists and ankles, and a hood. The ankle cuffs dragged in the grass with an apparent mass of twenty kilos each. The hunter had become the captive, and as he spared a thought for Jai Serrano, Mark could find little compassion.

        He led the squad into the basements, opened a vault which had been cut into the solid rock on which the house stood, and the prisoner was thrust inside. The vault was chill, and when the door growled shut, it was dark as an unopened tomb. That door was armored, since the vault was directly under the garages. 

        The security squad returned to the gunship at once, but Mark remained in the cool quiet of the basement. He knew the gunship had left when the foundations of the house trembled with the intense downthrust of massive lifters, and he guessed the storm was going over when Joss, the AI, chimed a soft alert, and murmured a report that windows were auto-sealing.

        For some time he studied the closed armordoor, brooding on Serrano, on the hunter, and on some of Dendra Shemiji’s more ancient secrets. At last, without comment, he turned his back on the vault and left the hunter to the chill and the dark.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

        

On’rabi drew the storm like a magnet, and the mountainside was wreathed in lightning. For some time the roar of the falls was eclipsed by thunder, and from the RV the sight was a spectacle. Jagreth’s city of Westminster stood in the mid-north, and Curtis Marin had seen few massive storms before he shipped out with Fleet. 

        As the wave-front of the cyclone passed over On’rabi he set up the recorders, and ignored Travers’s smart remarks. Neil had grown up within sight of the Wulff Glacier on Darwin’s, and the ice storms which whipped up over the mountains, breaking over the SternhagenForest, above DelawareCity, were legend. The climate of Darwin’s was called ‘gentle’ in the colonies, but all things were relative. It was a world of extremes, like Earth itself; and it could be violent. Curtis had never been there, but Travers liked to talk about it, and he had often described the Brabanzon Flats around Delaware, the trails up to the glacier, the ice boat races. 

        In the quiet of the evening, over a glass of wine, he liked to talk through plans of taking a furlough back on ‘the old world,’ and Marin let him talk. It was a harmless way to unwind, and Neil knew a fantasy when he saw it as surely as Curtis did. 

        The AI had aligned the Arago generators in the floor of the RV, tripling the vehicle’s weight to hold it to the ground as the winds howled through. The armorglass was rated for orbit, so the cab was safe, and their camp, sled and all, had been lashed down tight. The hull was not conductive, so they were in no danger of attracting a lightning strike, and they were well above the highest point in the On’rabi River gorge. 

        With the RV closed up and the a/c running, the inside air was cool and fresh. The vehicle was three meters by seven, with armorglass all around and a fairing — discarded on this trip — which enabled the squat, clumsy craft to get itself into an orbit high enough to be taken aboard a ship. The interior was an amiable muddle of research equipment, tools, and mementos of many worlds. It was Sherratt’s eccentric style, and Marin liked it, was comfortable in it. He pulled a blanket over his shoulder, turned over on the air bed under the high rear windows, and pillowed his chin on Travers’s chest. Neil’s right arm slid around about him, and with the other hand he reached for the flute of JacksonValley chardonnay he had set aside moments before.

        Dawn was an hour old, and the storm had gone through, cutting a swathe of havoc into the north and west. Just before midnight, Curtis had called Mark again, making sure the house was secure. As always, Sherratt was in command of the situation. Then the RV’s comm system had switched up to level 4 encryption, and Marin called Travers to the threedee. Shapiro had already pulled out; the Mercury was en route back to Borushek … there was a cryogen tank in the house’s infirmary, and a prisoner in one of the vaults. The pilot would keep a while longer, Mark judged; the longer she was left in the cold, the dark, the more tractable she would be when the time came for questions. 

        Twenty-six hours sounded about right to Mark, a full day on Saraine — and it was all the time they could afford. Technically, they were in jeopardy already, and only the lag of the tachyon band and transit-time of a vessel in e-space gave them the chance to breathe, and plan. 

        For himself, Marin was almost unperturbed. Languid with the wine, he surveyed the inside of the RV and his partner, and asked himself where his loyalties lay. He wished Shapiro nothing but victory, but even now, even here, he resented being shanghaied into the general’s rogue fleet. Shapiro had left no option for any of Mark’s associates, or any of the Intrepid veterans. His war was simmering; he needed skilled people to fight it, and he knew how to recruit. But the risks Shapiro ran every day were unthinkable, and if he was going to lose control right now, right here —

        Marin drew a caress about Travers’s big, broad chest, the flat belly, the strong hips. The arm about him tightened, and Neil pressed a kiss to the top of Marin’s tousled head. They were silent; they had talked through the night, while the storm rampaged across On’rabi. They were talked out, and what plans were possible had been made.

        If they were blown — if Jai Serrano had been caught, interrogated, escaped and dove for home with a hellhound riding his tail — then Richard Vaurien’s old ‘fallback’ plans dropped into gear. Mark’s three science vessels and the trio of armed salvage tugs, Wastrel, Earthlight and Wings of Freedom, would rendezvous at Oberon, inside the Drift, and from there would head out.

        Freespace. The word inspired a shiver even in Marin, for there was sure to be blood. The word was out that Vaurien had legitimized, contracted with Fleet, and before the Freespacers who followed characters like Sergei van Donne and Marianna Wing were convinced that Harrison Shapiro was a colonial, a Republican, ‘in bed’ with the Daku, people were going to die. Marin had no particular fondness for Freespacers, but he and Travers had made enemies of their own, and he was not about to underestimate Sergei van Donne.

        “Now, what’s going through that head?” Travers wondered. He drained the wine glass, set it down and settled his left arm about Marin. “You think too much.”

        “Occupational hazard,” Marin said drowsily. “You work for Dendra Shemiji, you never stop thinking. You can’t afford to.”

        “I could say the same for working for bloody Shapiro,” Travers said acidly. “That bastard’s going to get us both killed.”

        He made a good point, but Marin did not want to go there. He took his weight on his palms, on either side of Travers’s body, and looked down at him in the grudging daylight which streamed through the RV’s east windows. Neil was pleasantly stubbled, drowsy, tousled; and he was tanned, Marin observed. On’rabi was too hot, too humid to wear much, and Travers was the kind who tanned quickly. He was lean, too, with a smoldering quality about the blue eyes which was irresistible.   

        “Now, why are we talking about Shapiro?” Curtis demanded.

        “Was I?” Travers arched back into the pillow to stretch his back. “Got something better to talk about?”
        “This.” Marin dropped his head and kissed the middle of Travers’s chest. He drew his lips over the left nipple and flicked it with his tongue. “And this.” His mouth feathered Neil’s skin to his right nipple and settled there. Travers groaned, scissored his legs and caught Marin between powerful thighs. 

        His hands explored Marin’s back, and fingers knotted into Curtis’s hair to urge him up. But for the moment Marin defied him, and slithered down. The kiss Travers had wanted landed elsewhere, inspiring a bass groan, and Marin caressed warm, musky skin. He knew what Travers liked, and giving pleasure was almost as satisfying as receiving it. He knew love when he felt it; he had been in love before, several times, and every time the experience had gone bad.

        Travers’s hands were gentle on him, encouraging where they could have demanded, and Marin recognized the bittersweet anguish that made him ache, made him hope foolish things, look forward to a future that was founded in fantasy. It was why he would let Travers ramble for an hour about Darwin’s World, and going home, buying a place there, building a life outside of the military. 

        Too much fantasy coiled though the dream for Curtis believe in it, but he longed to. Even if Neil had rose-tinted the scene, little could detract from a property backing onto the forest under the dragon’s teeth of the mountains, where hanging glaciers sparkled in the winter sun, and in the summer three rivers bisected the Brabanzon Flat, keeping Delaware well irrigated, and green. Money was not an issue; for years Curtis had let Mark Sherratt invest the Dendra Shemiji pay checks. He had no idea how much was on account, but it was enough for him to retire without a qualm.

        But before the fantasy could become real the colonial wars must end; and Marin was filled with misgivings. Shapiro’s war was about intelligence, intrigue, surveillance, security. It was a dance on eggshells, always one move away from ruin, and the CL-389 incident had changed the game forever, rewritten the rules and shifted the goal posts. 

        Nothing would be the same now: the Confederacy itself was fighting dirty. The Fleet blockade on Omaru was formidable, yet their first strike was underhand, devious and brutal. A formal assault on HydralisCity might exact a half-million casualties — the region was densely populated, heavily industrialized. But an impact like ’389 would reduce every part of Hydralis to rubble, utterly destroy the population, and begin the nuclear winter which finished Omaru. 

        Planet wrecking was not Curtis Marin’s concept of honorable war; but it was frighteningly effective. And if history recorded the event as a horrific accident, so much the better. Many other colonies, including Velcastra, Pakrenne, Lushiar, even Jagreth, were watching Omaru, and CNS had been quick to point out, the so-called colonial wars could be won — or lost — in the Omaru system.

        “Curt?” Travers combed through Marin’s hair fetching him back to the present. “What’s wrong?”

        “Nothing,” Marin lied, and with relish, returned to the task he had assigned himself. 

        He knew every part of Travers’s body, as if it were a landscape he had mapped, charted; he knew every place where a caress would arouse a shiver, where his tongue would inspire a groan. He knew the pattern of freckles on Travers’s left hip, the shape of the constellation Tigris, which circled Jagreth’s north pole; and his scars — too many scars, even after the CMO’s best efforts. 

        The risen shaft was powerful, like the rest of the man. It also was familiar territory, and Marin knew what it liked best, from its thick root to its blind eye. He indulged it shamelessly with lips, tongue, fingertips, until Travers gave a soft curse. He caught Marin, lifted him and dumped him down. Marin found himself astride the strong hips, and he propped his weight on Travers’s shoulders.

        They had made love while the lightning wreathed On’rabi, and this morning desire was languid, slow, easy. Marin leaned down to kiss, tasting wine on Travers’s tongue, and his weight settled on Neil. He wriggled to fetch his own cock against Travers’s, and began to hump in an age-old rhythm. The big hands he knew so well spanned his back, stroked down and kneaded his buttocks. 

        He murmured into Travers’s mouth, nothing coherent, and Travers began to rock against him. At midnight it had been hot, sweated, energetic; now, it was a long, slow glide to completion in the draft from the a/c. Marin’s shoulders were tattooed with bites, his flanks finger-bruised, and the coming was in an odd slow motion. It felt almost like the thunder which had seemed to echo forever in the deep river gorge.    

        They were half asleep again when the sound of civilian jets and lighters roused Marin. Travers did not even lift his head, but Marin propped himself on his elbows to look out through the RV’s rear window. He recognized the vehicle coming in, and flopped down again with a grunt.

        “The science team came back,” Travers guessed. His eyelids did not even flutter.

        “Who else?” Marin settled his head on Neil’s shoulder and yawned across his chest. “They’ll find their security drone in about five minutes.”

        “They’ll wonder what it was doing outside,” Travers growled.

        “They’ll call us,” Marin added. “We were here … what did we see?”

        “Damn.” Travers rubbed his eyes and heaved a yawn. “Breakfast? Check WeatherNet, see what’s coming up, check in with Mark?”

        “All of the above.” Marin heaved himself up against the pillows and cranked open the window over the bed. 

        The air was cooler, fresher. The sky was bright, the wind had settled, and the smell of the forest was heavy on the air as On’rabi steamed in the early morning sun. Monkeys howled out of the treetops, and since the storm had gone over, the background roar from the falls seemed loud. 

        Their camp had come through well. The AI had realigned the Arago module as the winds died down, and the sled was in one piece though the tarps were ripped. The grill was battered, and lit under protest. Half-dressed in cutoff denims that were fraying fast, Travers dropped four eggs and a couple of steaks onto the hotplate, and Marin watched him idly as WeatherNet updated in the threedee display.

        “We’re clear,” he reported. “The storm was mostly blown out when it hit the EternalCity. We saw the best of it here.” He called up Mark’s house line and sat on the steps below the door of the RV to wait. 

        Sherratt was a long time answering. The call was fielded by his AI, and bumped onto an encrypted line, and still Marin waited several minutes. Mark was being careful, and after the events of the previous day, Marin could not blame him.

        At last Sherratt’s face appeared in the threedee. He looked tired, Marin thought, as if he had not slept enough — or, at all. “Curtis, I was about to call. Any damage?”
        “A little. Nothing major. We saw quite the show, and I recorded a lot of it.” Marin paused. “The science team are back on-site. You know we had to neutralize their security drone. They’ll find the hulk soon enough.”

        “Problem?” Mark asked.

        But Marin made negative gestures. “We’ll cover. God knows, there’s been enough trouble in the last year or so with black marketeers, thieves on the EternalCity site. The whole point is, professional thieves take stuff out, they don’t plant million-credit merchandise in nooks and crannies, and leave it behind. It won’t be a problem, Mark. And your … package?”

        “In the vault, no lights, no heat. Cold, hungry, thirsty, fretting … just about now, wondering if she’s been locked into a tomb. She has no idea there are video pickups in there, but I’ve been watching her.” He paused, dragged both hands through the red-gold mane of his hair, and fixed Marin with a bleak look. “She’s a professional, no doubt about it.”

        “Hunter? Killer?” Travers called from the grill, where he was turning steaks. “Intelligence agent?”

        “I don’t know yet, Neil,” Mark admitted, “but I will, and soon. You two, stay at On’rabi until a representative from Lionel Shastri makes contact. Feed them whatever story you like … and then tell them you’ve got damage on the RV, you have to come back to base for repairs or supplies. They’ll not call you liars — not when they pulled right out for the duration! Soon as you’re free to break camp, get back here.”

        Marin gave the sled a wistful glance, and shared a wry glance with Travers. “We’ll be there. Any more trouble, Mark?”

        “Not a whisper,” Sherratt told him. “Jai came home so fast, it’s possible the hunter’s paymasters don’t yet know where he ran to. They’ll get their agent’s signals all too soon, but even so, we have a few days to prepare.” He paused to look at the time. “And in the same time frame, Harrison will be sending us the best surgical crew Riga has to offer.”

        “Jai Serrano …?” Travers wondered.

        “Is actually dead,” Mark admitted, “but he won’t stay that way. And then, we’ll know.”

        “We’ll know,” Marin added darkly, “what the hell we’re doing and where we’re going.”

        “Yes.” Sherratt knuckled his eyes, an incongruous gesture, oddly vulnerable. “I have a great deal to do, Curtis, and I’m tired. Let me get back to you.”

        He would be closing down every experiment, backing up every file, offloading every bit of data, packing the must-take items from his art collection, his library, as if he were leaving Saraine, never to return. Marin felt some measure of Sherratt’s anxiety, and he swore quietly. He had never seen Mark looking tired, stressed — vulnerable, and the sight disquieted him more than he could describe.

        “Breakfast,” Travers offered. “Get something to eat, Curt. It’ll do no one any good if you get into one of your moods and don’t eat.”

        “One of my what?” Marin echoed, though he knew exactly what Travers meant. 

        “Don’t con me.” Travers scooped steak and eggs onto a plate and slapped it on the table before him.

        Philosophically, Marin pulled up a chair. The days when he could fool Neil about anything were gone, and a large part of him was glad to see them pass by. For the first time in his adult life, he was aware of a sense of belonging — and of the roots of fear, in the pit of his belly. A man who owned nothing, loved nothing, had no cause to fear. Marin would have placed himself in those ranks only months ago. Now, as he watched Neil Travers fiddling with the grill, rummaging for a second steak knife, and discovering the chairs were wet, Marin was keenly aware of dread.

        This war, this game of Harrison Shapiro’s, could strip away everything he had come to think of as his own, and an unaccustomed resentment rose in Marin’s throat, almost choking him. If Mark’s agent had been captured, interrogated, and the whole company was about to scatter like thistledown, Curtis Marin would not complain. It might be many years before they could return to Saraine, Jagreth, Darwin’s, but they would be alive, and free. The colonies could be torn apart — and the Zunshu would feed on the carrion — but a day would come when it was over, and the survivors could return.

        “Curt?” Travers had pulled up a chair. “You’ve got that look again.”

        “What look?” But Marin knew. He was only going through the motions, and when Travers answered with a growl he shrugged. “I’m just thinking it through.” He forked a piece of steak into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “Shapiro’s on the run, Neil, and by tonight Mark’ll be on a ten-minute alert. One squawk from the AI, and we can be on the other side of Saraine, out and running, before any Fleet squadron has bucked re-entry. And no law says we have to come back.”

        “I’ve thought about it,” Travers admitted. “If it comes down to that, I’m not going to shed a tear. We’ve done enough for Harrison Shapiro for one lifetime. And for what it’s worth, he hasn’t convinced me that he has the power to take control of the frontier war and turn it around. The same as Omaru hasn’t convinced anybody they can win. You notice Jagreth and Velcastra and the rest are not exactly racing to Omaru’s aid. They’re staying out of it, sitting on the fence, till they see what Omaru’s made of. What kind of fight they can put up, when it starts. Not all this creative bullshit about boobytraps and quickies, hit-and-run stuff. Fleet won’t let them get away with it much longer, Curt. It’ll come to a standup slugging match … and they’re up against the DeepSky Fleet.” He did not have to feign a shudder. “I’ll be honest. It scares me. What scares me more is, if we’re still on Shapiro’s payroll, we could be right in the middle of it — us and Mick Vidal’s people.”

        For some time they ate in silence, and at last Marin said quietly, “We can always subtract ourselves from Shapiro’s equation. He’s had enough out of us already to reimburse him for the deal we were cut, last time we were on Saraine.”

        Travers’s dark head nodded. “If Richard and Mark were going to pull out, I’d throw in with them. Let’s say … I trust them to know which way the wind’s blowing! If the day comes when Vaurien and Sherratt cut and run, I won’t be sticking around to watch the fun back home.”

        A flock of blue parrots shot overhead from the direction of the falls, and Marin paused to watch them bolt toward the forest. Before he could speak again, the threedee chimed for attention and Travers made a face. Marin pushed back his chair and leaned into the RV to take the call.

        Sure enough, the face in the holo display belonged to one of the senior scientists from the Lionel Shastri crew. He was Richard Vaurien’s age, deeply suntanned, wind burned, his face lined and creased from a career spent in the open air, on worlds much less clement than Saraine. Marin thought briefly of the El Khouri highlands on Ulrand, and the deep-freeze of Kjorin. Without a doubt, Doctor Bern Masahiko was a homeworlder; nothing about him suggested the genetic reengineering which had prepared humans for the colonies, and neither did he have the ‘style’ of a colonial … the ‘accent,’ Marin thought with amusement. In the background of the display image was the interior of their main vehicle, an open hatch, a swathe of bright sky, and washed-out figures moving to and fro.

        “Doctor Masahiko.” He gestured with the plate he had brought along. “You’ve caught us at breakfast. Too bad you pulled right out yesterday — it was quite a show. We were safe, camped down here. Bit of damage, nothing too major. We’ll have to go back into ‘town’ for some stuff to get ourselves fixed up again, but —”

        “Yes, yes, I’m sure you were quite all right.” Masahiko spoke with one of the European accents, Marin was not sure which; they all tended to sound alike to one who had never been to Earth, and had no plans for going there. And Masahiko was impatient, annoyed, though not yet with Marin. “Tell me, Mister Marin, did you stay in the area the whole time?”

        “Of course.” Marin was eating again. “What about it?”

        “There’s been interference on the site.” Masahiko glared out of the threedee, as if challenging Marin to confess.

        Instead, Marin laughed. “Hey, not guilty! Neil and me, we came here to surf On’rabi. Poking around in some museum … not our thing, man.” For some moments Masahiko continued to glare at him, and at last Marin set an edge into his own voice and said sharply, “You want to come out and say it? If you’re accusing us of getting in there, drinking your beer and leaving little graffiti greetings on the hallowed walls of some bloody ancient hole in the ground —”

        “No, of course not,” Masahiko said reluctantly. “And it’s true, nothing on the site was damaged.”

       “So what the hell are you looking at us for?” Marin was the one challenging now. He had set the plate down with a clatter, leaned on both palms before the threedee, and the edge of anger was still sharp in his voice.

        The archaeologist visibly took a deep breath and summoned patience. “Someone was up here. We left a patrol drone. Armed and on the perimeter. This morning, a fifteen-thousand-credit drone is on the slope above the workings, upside-down … and inside out. It’s taken several lightning strikes.”

        It was just like an institute bean counter to think about the dollar value of equipment lost. “You should’ve programmed it to stay in,” Marin said acidly.

        The remark won him another glare. “We did. The only thing that would have taken the drone outside in those conditions is an intruder.”

        “Download its memory, check its scan log,” Marin said indifferently.

       “We tried. It’s too badly broken up. It’s toast,” Masahiko said disgustedly. “So we were wondering … since you stayed put, did you see anyone messing about up here?”

        Marin stood back from the threedee. “Matter of fact, we did. But we thought you’d left someone in-site, a caretaker.”

        It was a lie: they knew the camp had been fully evacuated, placed in the care of drones. Mark’s AI routinely monitored all comm into and out of the EternalCity, and he had intercepted the evac orders — but Masahiko did not know this.

        “I see.” The archaeologist’s face darkened. “You saw an airplane?”

        “Coming in from the northwest, it landed in your air park.” Marin reached for his plate. “We didn’t think anything of it. Why, is something missing?”

        Now, Masahiko looked simply perplexed. “No. Nothing’s out of place, nothing’s been disturbed. It’s … most odd.”

        “Sounds weird,” Marin agreed, “but if you didn’t lose anything, what’s your problem? Oh, right. The fifteen-thousand-credit patrol drone. Look, maybe it scared the intruders off, right? It took a lightning strike, but if it frightened off your trespassers, it did you a favor. Why, what’ve you got up there that’d interest looters?”

        “Actually,” Masahiko said awkwardly, “that’s the curious thing … nothing, Mister Marin. Thousand-year-old dust, empty stone chambers. As you said, a hole in the ground. We might have been worried about the black marketeers, but there’s nothing here to loot!”

        “Still, they wouldn’t know that, would they,” Marin hazarded, “till they’d had a good poke about in there.” He gestured with the fork. “There’s your intruders.”

        The scientist seemed willing to believe. “Did they hang around long?”

        “Oh, half an hour,” Marin said disinterestedly. “I’d be guessing, they figured that was about as long as was safe, given the lightning strikes. We were getting them every forty minutes or so, before the storm hit, and a lot more often, after.”

        “All … right.” Masahiko stirred as someone under the audio pickup of his threedee called him. He looked over his shoulder in the direction of the hatch, and then back into the threedee. “I won’t keep you, Mister Marin. I’m sure you’ve got better things to do. Thank you for your time.”

        “No problem. Drop in for a beer,” Marin offered. “Like I said, we have to go over to the City for supplies, but we’ll be back by —”

        “Yes, yes, very kind. Thank you,” Masahiko said quickly, and shut down.

        “The man has a master’s degree in rude,” Travers observed from the table, where he was pouring coffee.

        “He’s busy counting his beans this morning,” Marin added, “and from the looks of him, I think he’s run out.” He pulled up a chair beside Travers and reached for the pitcher of coffee. “He bought it.”

        “Why not? It’s a watertight story.” Travers gestured with the last forkload of steak, in the direction of On’rabi and, far beyond, Mark Sherratt’s house. “They do have a problem with relic thieves at the City, and there is nothing to steal here — but who’s going to know, until he’s taken a look?” He savored the coffee for several moments. “Now, all they have to do is stumble over the disk we planted, and we’re home free.”

        “Leave it to the drones.” Travers sat back, mug balanced on his belly, and turned his face to the sun. “If finding it was down to characters like ol’ Bern, I wouldn’t expect them to see it in six months. But the drones can’t help picking it up as soon as they finish the global mapping and start over with the local area scan. It’s one tiny piece of metal in the middle of a vast stone and plascrete underground … which upsets the architecture of their tiny little world.” He yawned expansively and stretched, head to foot. “They should have it in a few days, a week or so at the longest.”    

        The morning was already getting hot. Humidity levels had stopped rising, and settled at their usual high, where a man could still breathe, but not a molecule of sweat would evaporate from his skin. Marin stripped to the skin as he tinkered with the sled, but their chances of Arago-surfing the white water and the falls were diminishing by the moment. It would be wisest, he thought, to cut Tor Sereccio’s repulsion unit free from the rollcage, and put the seats back into the rear of the RV. On’rabi was one more thing that would have to wait till Shapiro’s war was over — won or lost.

        He knew Travers was watching him, and his body thrummed in memory of the night’s activities. No matter the exotic realms he had explored, Marin had never done anything like making love while thunder drummed and lightning seemed to wreathe the falls. His nerves seemed to transmit the charge of the storm, and Travers was like a force of nature, big in him, hard as blood-hot steel, relentless as the storm itself. Marin had felt himself blurring into the thunder, fusing with the lightning, as if he and Travers were as elemental as the rampages of nature. The coming was vast. He knew he had left welts on Neil’s back, and he had his own bruises to show for it. 

        Travers was watching him with lazy sensuality as he worked on the sled, and Marin angled a sultry glance at him from beneath lowered lids. It was too hot, too humid to be close, but the flirting was amusing. Neil slid an experimental arm about his waist, but the shared body heat was too much. He mocked them both with a groan, let Marin go and slapped a beer into his hand instead.

        The call came in the sweltering mid-afternoon. Mark’s AI had been monitoring comm signals out of On’rabi, and as soon as ‘Joss’ hacked through the low-level encryption, Sherratt was on the air. Travers took the call while Marin finished repacking the RV’s cargo trunk, and Mark said without preamble,

        “They bought the story, Neil, and I was surprised. They found the relic several hours ago. Someone on the Lionel Shastri team was paranoid enough to do a full-spectrum scan, from the top, by hand, as if they’re worried about being bugged, or perhaps it’s being boobytrapped that bothers them! Either way, the human crew swept the whole underground just to be sure, and they turned up our disk. 

        “They must have taken a couple of hours out for some serious ‘oohing and aahing,’ and then they slapped together a hasty message for headquarters. Apparently, and I quote, the relic is in ‘fair condition,’ it’ll read, and the data is perfectly retrievable.” He snorted a wry laugh. “They’ll be at my door so soon, I should make sure the coffee’s hot.”

        “Speaking of which,” Travers interrupted, “do you want us back? What about your uninvited guest?”

        “Still in the vault,” Sherratt told him. “Frightened, cold, dehydrated … ready for plucking. And yes, I’d like you back here, Neil. This is going to be interesting, and I want some solid backup when I open that vault. She’s scared, hungry, frozen, confused with dehydration, but I don’t intend to underestimate her. She got the better of Jai, and I would never have believed that could be done.”

        “Serrano’s that good?” Travers traded glances with Marin.

        “He was,” Mark said bitterly. “Right now, he’ll be lucky to live. I’m sure he’ll revive for long enough to tell me what he knows, but the injuries are shocking. How long can a surgical team from Riga keep him alive? I’ll tell you this, Neil: if Jai does survive, I’ll never let him take another Dendra Shemiji assignment, supposing he got down on his knees and begged to do it.” He paused, and looked over Travers’s shoulder at Marin, who had just stepped into the scan-field behind him. “Come back in soon as you can.”

        Marin gestured at the interior of the RV. “We’re ready to leave, Mark. You said something about coffee —?”

        “I’ll go and put on a pot,” Sherratt offered dutifully. 

        The RV was completely repacked, and though the sled still had to be taken apart, it was stripped of seats, harness, electronics. It lifted on its own Arago field and clamped itself to the roof, behind the streamlined cargo fairing. Marin sighed over it. He had deliberately not cut the roll cage off Tor’s repulsion generator; in the back of his mind was a hope that they would make it back to On’rabi on some furlough, before Dario and Tor returned from their work in the field.

        They were still on Kjorin, and were unlikely to be back for some time. The challenge of a Zunshu stasis chamber was enough to overwhelm Curtis, and Neil had refused to even try to grapple with the physics. The chamber enclosed a bubble of another time, and its skin appeared to be a liquid — a membrane insulating one time zone from another. The questions Dario and Barb Jazinsky were asking were simple to state, and nearly impossible to answer.

        Was the membrane permeable? Was any information exchange through it possible, in either direction? And how could one physically reach into another time zone, in order to open the chamber? The membrane was liquid in most senses of the word, but all its molecules except those on the ‘event horizon’ of its surface — a nanometer’s depth — were frozen in time, so the shell of the chamber was of virtually infinite strength. 

        Even to both the Sherratts, Jazinsky and Teniko, it was a nasty combination of problem, mystery and landmine. It was deadly. 

        Half of one hemisphere of Ulrand had been laid waste, and Harrison Shapiro would be apologizing on behalf of the Confederacy, paying compensation, and cutting deals, for years. The government in MarakCity was so furious, no amount of financial reparation, no offer of colonial aid, had sweetened them. Their senate would go into session in a matter of days, Marin remembered. They would debate in the public forum for days or weeks, and then the question would go to planet-wide referendum: would they secede from the Terran Confederation?

        Mark was sure they would; Shapiro still hoped he could offer enough to keep the Confederate connection — not because he had any desire to help the government of Earth, but because if Ulrand seceded, their freeports would be havens of safety for mercenaries, pirates, gunrunners, Freespacers. And their prisons would be hellholes for any colonial tried and convicted in MarakCity, as Dario and Tor had already been, in absentia.

        There was already no extradition treaty with Ulrand; in future, there would be no mechanism for prisoner exchange, barter, even bribe. If people like Dario Sherratt and Tor Sereccio were picked up by bounty hunters working out of Marak, they would not see daylight for twenty years, if they lived so long in an Ulrish prison. Marin could not believe they would.

        Thoughts of the freeports of Ulrand took his mind back to Mark’s own prisoner as the RV lifted. Travers was flying, and Marin watched the broad river chasm, the tangle of white water, the towering falls, and at last the jungled mountain itself, fall away below. Travers left him to his thoughts until they had picked up the beacon broadcast by Mark’s house AI, but as the RV responded, and he passed control over to the automatics, he swiveled the seat toward Marin and frowned at him.

        “You want to tell me what’s bothering you?”

        “Nothing … everything,” Marin admitted. He reached over, clasped his right hand about Travers’s knee and gave it a companionable squeeze. “The whole thing is — not what I had in mind for the rest of my life.”

        Travers answered with a snort of ribald laughter. “Good Christ, you think Harry Shapiro spent his youth dreaming of wasting the twilight years of his career fighting against the Confederacy? Now, Richard might have. Richard was born a rebel. When I wasn’t much more than knee-high to a footstool I used to lie in his arms on winter evenings, and his idea of pillow talk was colonial insurrection! From his perspective, it’s lucky the colonial wars came along, or else he’d have been hunting for a decent cause. His life needs one. Me?” Travers’s wide shoulders lifted in a pragmatic shrug. “I could live without it.”

        The understatement amused Marin, but he made no comment as the RV was already headed in and down. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

The dense, blue-green forest which had overwhelmed the EternalCity skirted Sherratt’s fences, and the white-walled house was like an island of civilization in a jungle which extended over every horizon. 


        The garage doors had been rolled back, and the wide lawn before the house was occupied by the Yamazake Capricorn. The spaceplane’s hatches were open; the cargo bays were already packed, and the engines shimmered with heat. The AI pilot was keeping them flight ready, and Travers made an eloquent grunt in comment: Mark was taking nothing for granted. He was ready to go.

        He greeted Travers and Marin on the patio, and said simply, “Pack what you want to take and get it into the Capricorn. We’re on a ten-minute alert. Joss can get us that much early warning.”

        “It didn’t see Shapiro coming in,” Travers warned. “If whoever was after your agent pulled the same old wrecker’s trick —”

        “Not possible,” Mark said tersely. “As soon as Shapiro pulled out, I laid down a chain of snoops, between low orbit and the second moon. Not even Richard himself could get past them without Joss raising a ten-minute alarm.”

        “A chain of smart scanners looking for the signature of a Weimann dropout.” Marin glanced at the sky, which was clear and rich in the mid-afternoon. “I wonder if we should have done that years ago.”

        “I underestimated Harrison,” Mark admitted. “It can be a fatal mistake. And I do mean fatal.” He gave the Capricorn a glare and turned into the house, not waiting for the others to follow. “We’ve much to do. Are you armed? Underestimating anyone is not a mistake I plan to make again.”

        “We have a couple of pistols.” Travers dropped a hand on Marin’s shoulder. “Get me a coffee while I break them out of the RV.”

        Screen doors clashed shut to keep out the heavy, droning forest insects which were airborne in profusion after the storm. Marin followed Mark into the kitchen at the back of the house, and without a word poured three mugs. The coffee was Velcastran, on the Highland Gold label, too acid for his own taste, though it suited the Resalq palate. To smooth it, he slopped milk into his own mug. Travers would drink it black; too many years of crewdeck coffee had inured him. 

         He followed them into the house, and Marin traded him a mug for the Zamphir handgun and its harness. The weight of the weapon against the curve of his back was familiar, comfortable, and when it was in place he lifted a brow at Mark. 

        The living room’s threedee displayed a vidfeed from the vault. For some moments they studied the figure of the pilot who had chased Jai Serrano. She was sitting in the corner, arms and legs drawn in close, huddled against the cold which would have permeated every bone. She was wearing a plain flight suit, nothing fancy, nor particularly well insulated; and she was, Marin thought, beginning to look the worse for wear. The cuffs were still on both wrists and ankles but she had shaken off the blindfold. Her hair was pale and shorn, and since her head was bowed, her face was invisible.

        “Did she sleep?” Travers asked bluntly.

        “No. Nor has she had water in twenty-six hours. Nor is there any light in the vault.” Mark drummed his fingers on the panel below the threedee. “In other words, she should be ready to be reasonable. She hasn’t made a sound … she did explore the dimensions of the vault, knocked on the walls to verify that they’re solid, and she found the air vents, so she’s known all along, she wasn’t going to suffocate, although it’s equally certain she’s in deep trouble. None of which,” Mark added, “made her panic.”

        So the woman was certainly an agent. By now she would be well aware of the fact she could die here. She had tried to kill a man, and there was a price to be paid. Who was her paymaster? Whose orders did she take, what was her mission, aside from killing Jai Serrano?

        Travers was standing well back, content to observe. He had seen several Fleet interrogations, but this was Dendra Shemiji business, and little would be the same. Fleet could be brutal. Marin had mentioned the name of Marianna Wing, who had firsthand experience of a Fleet interrogation and had left the service with a grudge. She and her partner, Conway Streller, were still confined in the Fleet building in the Borushek compound, and though they enjoyed comparative luxury, they remained prisoners. And this woman?

        “Agent or Freespacer?” Travers wondered.

        “Mercenary,” Marin guessed. “And there’s only one way to find out. Mark?” He had drawn the Zamphir pistol.

        “While we have time,” Sherratt agreed, “because she’s not what worries me. It’s her boss, the one who gives the orders and signs the paychecks, that troubles me.”

        The basement level was cool, with the subtle hum of machinery and the whisper of the a/c. The labs were shut down and a lot of the equipment had been loaded aboard the Capricorn. The mainframes were idling, and any sensitive machinery that was too large to be moved in a hurry had been rigged with charges. No matter who came in here, hoping to capture Mark or the data which could decide the course of the colonial wars, they would be disappointed — and possibly dead.

        At the bottom of the stairs, between the service lift platform and the infirmary which was crowded by Jai Serrano’s cryogen tank, Mark flicked the light on in a store room. Heavy, rail-mounted shelving was trundled into the left side of the archive, leaving many points at which a captive could be secured, and enough space for three grown men inside the door. Sherratt gave Curtis a bleak look, and he nodded.

        From the infirmary, Mark picked up a case, color coded in blue, while most of the rest of the contents were green. Blue for drugs which were safe and useful for humans, green for Resalq. Drugs for one race were not quite toxic to the other, but a Resalq tonic would make a human very sick. In the case were four preloaded hypos. Mark checked them mechanically before he turned off the lights and left the cryotank to itself. Jai Serrano’s time would come soon enough.

        Outside the vault, Sherratt stopped and turned up the lights both in the access passage, and inside. They were blue fluoros, bright enough to make Marin blink, and he had not been confined in complete darkness for many hours. The agent would be blind; and weighed down by the cuffs, her threat was reduced, if not neutralized. Still, two handguns leveled on the room as Sherratt keyed the door.

        It rumbled open, and Marin stepped to Travers’s shoulder. The agent was in the back, both cuffed arms over her face to protect her eyes. She was Pakrani, like Jazinsky; the shorn hair was not quite the white-blond of the native Pakrani, and Marin guessed this one was half-caste. And the other parent was more than likely Kuchini. The impression was affirmed with the first words out of the agent’s mouth. The accent was Haven, with short, clipped vowels, brittle consonants, a hissing ‘s’ and a breathy ‘h.’ 

        “At last,” she said hoarsely as she pushed up to her feet. “I thought you’d forgotten me.” She towered over Marin and Travers, and had half a hand’s-span over Mark. Her shoulders were wider than Travers’s, and Marin was looking at her legs, where the big muscles of the athlete or soldier made the flight suit taut. “What do you want? Who are you?”

        “Let’s talk about what you want,” Mark suggested, “and who you are. I imagine you’d like to stay alive as long as possible, so I’ll ask you to walk forward and make no stupid moves. There are two guns on you, and they’re quite capable of making as great a mess of your anatomy as you made of your quarry.”

        “He died, then,” the agent said in a tone of deep satisfaction.

        “Cryogen, waiting for emergency surgery … a team is being assigned as we speak. Come, now.” Mark’s tone hardened. “Do you want to be manhandled? There are three of us, and you’re both blind and under the gun. Give us trouble, and we can just as easily put a bullet in you and conduct this interview on the floor.”

        “Interview?” She barked a laugh. The arms dropped from her face and she blinked in the lights. “Not blind. Half.”

        “Then you see well enough to see the three of us and both guns,” Mark said acidly. “Move, zunsh’or, or you’ll regret the decision to defy me.” 

        The professional in her must have heard the note in his voice. She came forward, hands raised, shuffling. Travers and Marin stepped back, well out of her reach, and neither of the guns wavered from the agent’s middle until the cuffs’ magnetic clamps had joined the shelves, far apart, and high. The steel was still ringing with a bell-like sound when she blinked her protesting eyes open to slits and looked her captors over one by one.

        “I don’t know you,” she said shortly, hoarse with thirst. 

        “You will,” Sherratt promised. “You know what we want from you. Comply, and you live, though I can’t promise you freedom. Refuse, and you’ll more than likely die.” He gestured with the case of drugs. “I have more than enough here to turn your mind inside out. Before you say a word, I know you’ve been trained, you’ve done simulations, you’ve been subjected to doses of every substance short of neurotoxins. I know you’ll resist until the end … but the end comes, zunsh’or. And after what you did to my friend, I don’t particularly care if you tell me what I want to know with your dying breath, and then go to feed the wildcats in the forest.”

        Her eyes were still narrowed but she was seeing, and she focused on Mark, for the moment dismissing Curtis and Travers as mere goons. “Who are you? What are you?”

        “I’m the man with the grudge and the hunger for vengeance,” Sherratt told her. “The man whose friend you pursued, shot down, and murdered.”

        “You said he’s tanked.”

        “He is. But he might not live … long enough to tell me what he knows, certainly, but then —” Mark shrugged eloquently. “And you know I’m angry. You want to bear the brunt of my rage? Or you want to share it around, lessen the head-kick when it comes?” She was listening, and he took a long breath. “You didn’t just take it into your own mind to chase him all the way here and knock him down. You’re a professional. I can see it in your face, your eyes. You’re under orders.”

        She dropped her head back and gave a deep, guttural laugh. “Go fuck yourself. I’m under orders, and he’ll gut me like a fish if I say a word.”

        Sherratt gave a soft grunt of wry humor. “Fact one: there is a paymaster. Fact two: it’s a male. Which shortens the odds of finding him.”

       The agent glared at him and the cuffs shifted, rasping on the thick steel uprights of the shelves. “If you’re going to drug me, why don’t you just get on with it.”

        “I’d rather negotiate with you,” Mark offered. “You want to die?”

        “Don’t bullshit with me.”

        “Then use your brain for a change, woman,” Mark snapped. “If you don’t want to die, take your options. Look at you! You’re young, not yet forty. Your face gives you away. It hasn’t been modified. You’ve got good genes, Pakrani and Kuchini, and that accent is Haven. I already imaged your face while you were locked up. You want to tell me who the hell you are, or you want me to track you down via the Civil Registry? You fly like a Fleet veteran. You learned to fly spaceplanes with a DeepSky Fleet squadron, didn’t you? You’ll be easy to find.”

        “Do it,” she growled, and closed her eyes to shut them out.

        With a sigh, Mark stepped back. “Watch her. Trust nothing. Give me two minutes and I’ll have her.”

        “Meaning, you have the complete Deep Sky Civil Registry on file here,” Travers observed.

        “I have the Registry right back to the homeworlds,” Sherratt corrected. “And this one already defined my search parameters: born on Haven inside the last fifty years, or more probably the last forty … female, one Pakrani parent, flight-schooled with Fleet. It won’t be hard to find her.”

        With that he stepped out, and Marin shared a glance with Travers, who wore a faintly scandalized expression. “How do you think the Intrepid vets were going to be slithered back into the community?” Curtis asked wryly. “You don’t dance rings around Fleet Sector Command without resources.” He knew the agent was listening, though she was motionless, her face like a mask, the pale blue eyes closed. Her eye sockets had begun to hollow with dehydration and they were blue-ringed with fatigue. “The thing I don’t understand,” Marin went on, as if musing aloud, “is why any colonial, anyone who calls the Deep Sky home would do that.” Deliberately cryptic.

        “Do what?” Travers was genuinely puzzled.

        “Take one of the quadrant’s very few clement, hospitable worlds and reduce it to cinder and ice, and twenty million people along with it. It’d take some special kind of traitor.”

        “Or mercenary,” Travers added. 

        But Marin was unconvinced. “I’ve known a lot of mercenaries with scruples. Your friend, Richard, for one.”

        “Richard,” Travers said acerbically, “is a law unto himself — and they broke the mold right after they made him. Richard would be the first one in line to hand this bitch over to Fleet Borushek, even though he ran guns to the colonials the same day. And you’re right. It’d take some warped kind of traitor to betray their own home and take a bath in colonial blood, for pay.”

        The agent’s voice was deep, rough. “All right, you bastard, I’ll bite. What in the hell are you talking about? And I know I’ll regret asking.”

        “Omaru,” Marin said quietly.

        “I don’t know squat about Omaru. Never even been there.” She dropped her head back and closed her eyes. “You got the wrong bitch.”

        “No, it’s you. You chased our man back here,” Travers said levelly, “which means you’re on the payroll.”

        “What payroll?” Only the lips moved.

        “The gravy train of whatever bastard set up the Omaru incident,” Marin said in a deliberately indifferent tone. “You saw it on CNS. Everybody did. It headlined for a week till the news about the Juarez colony filtered back.”

        “And I suppose the next thing you’ll accuse me of is blowing up Juarez,” the agent mocked.

        But Travers chuckled richly. “No, love. You should be glad, we already know who did that.”

        Her head snapped around and the blue eyes probed him for a long moment before she said, “You’re serious.”

        “Dead serious,” Travers assured her. “Right now, we’re a lot more interested in what happened at Omaru — so we can make bloody damned sure it doesn’t happen again.”

        Big hands curled into fists as she straightened and squared her shoulders. “Who the hell are you?”

        “Your counterparts,” Marin said easily. “We do the same job as yourself, but we do it on the other side.”

        “What other side?”

        “The side that doesn’t wreck habitable planets and wipe out colonial lives by the millions,” Travers told her. “You? You’re on the other side of the fence, lady. You picked your turf. You can’t be surprised when you die for it.”

        The blue eyes narrowed to slits. “Mind games.”

        Marin’s head shook slowly. “They haven’t started yet. When they do, my associate and I will stand back and watch the master at work.” He cocked his head to the door. “Speaking of whom —”

        Soft footfalls announced Sherratt, and a moment later he was framed in the doorway with a hardcopy, a single sheet. “Josephine Leah Queneau, age 37, born in Bloemfontein, Haven. Mother, Leah Eugenia Fonseca, was a commercial pilot out of Pakrenne; killed three years ago in a heavy cargo crash. Father is Nathan Liam Queneau, age 64, re-enlisted after the death of his wife, and still serving as a Fleet engineer. Josephine Leah had two siblings; the elder brother, Conrad, was killed in service — in Hellgate, where else? The other is a sister, Zoë Bernadette, age 29, lives on Pakrenne in some kind of artists’ commune. This one of ours seems to be the blacksheep of the clan Queneau.”

        “Blacksheep?” The agent barked a humorless laugh. “The crash that took out my mother was a shipment of munitions. The colonies have been tooling-up for this bloody stupid war for a long time.”

        “And your mother flew for the colonies,” Sherratt observed.

        “My mother would fly for anybody who could pay the fee,” Queneau said sourly. “Same as me. I’m not interested in your politics. I don’t give a flying fuck who wins this war. They just pay me, I do the job, and I get the hell out.”

        For a long moment Sherratt studied her. “You have the sound and style of a Freespacer.”

        “I fly out of Halfway when there’s a reason to. What’s it matter?” Queneau looked him up and down. “Why? I wrecked some precious cargo of yours in the Drift one day? Well, gee, that’s real tough luck.”

        “Wrong again, love,” Travers said with ironic humor. “If you’re thinking about idiots shooting cargoes through the Drift, we already know who picks up the pieces … and gives some specific freighter a little incentive to drive up on the Bronowski Reef.”

        The buzzcut head turned toward him. “Then, what the fuck do you want me for?”

        “The question is,” Sherratt said smoothly, “what the … the fuck, as you delicately put it … did you want Jai Serrano for?”

        Queneau blinked at him. “Jai who? Was that his name?”

        “If you’re going to play stupid with me,” Sherratt warned, “I can shift gears and play that game too. You want me to break out the drugs?”

        “Seriously, Jack,” Queneau said fatuously. “I never knew his name. Joe somebody? Fine. Nice name, same as mine.”

        “Jai,” Sherratt corrected. “And his name was never the question. I asked, what did you want him for?”

        She gave him an odd look, as if he had asked something too ridiculous to be believed. “Espionage. Breach of security. Grand theft data, and data smuggling. Trespass. Forced entry. Malicious collateral damage. Grievous bodily harm. And three counts of first degree murder. Your man was quite the bastard. I don’t own the patent on that.”

        The list was impressive. Sherratt shared a sidelong look with Marin, rolled up the hardcopy he had made from information provided by the Civil Registry and tapped his chin with it. “She’s told us quite a lot. Jai certainly achieved his objective. He broke into a building, more than likely to get access to a restricted terminal which would let him access his target data … and getting in wasn’t easy. There was some property damage, and the security guards — humans, drones or more likely both — jumped him. There was a fight; one or more human guards were injured … three were killed. Then, Jai got out of the building. Data smuggling was on the list.”

        “Your man’s a criminal,” Queneau said tersely.

        “My man was an agent, same as yourself,” Sherratt argued. 

        “He broke a flock of laws!”

        “Agents sometimes do,” Mark agreed. “You’ve done the same yourself. Trespass, collateral damage, attempted murder which might yet become murder.” He tilted his head at her. “My man was only doing a job.”

        “So was I!”

        “We’ve established you have a paymaster, a boss.” Mark leaned on the door frame. “He pays you to murder?”

        “He pays me to protect what’s his,” Queneau said nastily, and gave Sherratt a toothy, humorless grin. “You could say I’m in security.”

        “Jai took your boss’s data right from under his nose, and he’s pissed.” Travers stepped closer to Marin and Sherratt. “Now, we know what data Jai was hunting for, and you already told us, he found it.”

        Queneau’s lips sealed, as if she was not about to say another word. Sherratt sighed and opened the case. He took out one hypo and lifted the cover off the needle. Marin had read the label in the lid of the case, and whistled. Sherratt only shrugged as he flicked the hypo and squeezed out a few drops of the honey-colored liquid to expel any micro-bubbles.

        “We don’t have time to mess around,” he said quietly. “We need answers, and we need them now, not a week from now, when Ms Queneau has had time to think over her own crimes.”

        “Crimes?” Queneau echoed. “I’ve done nothing! I killed your man? That’s the way the game’s played, Jack, and your agent knew it. He took me on, I won. Game over. You want to call that a crime?”

        “Your crimes,” Mark said icily, “vastly outweigh anything Jai Serrano might ever have been guilty of. How does accessory to the murder of at least ten million colonials, men, women and children, sound? Or do you want to call it an act of war, and yourself a soldier? You can do that, but you need to disclose your unit, your ship, your commander. Your old Fleet service number won’t do. It’s who you work for now that matters!” Sherratt’s voice rose as he spoke, until he was shouting and some measure of the anger which simmered inside showed through.

        “Ten million — what?” Queneau recoiled. 

        “And as for collateral damage,” Sherratt added, close enough to the agent that he could have counted her pores, “the intent to wreck an entire earthlike, inhabited planet rather outweighs a few security drones, or a fused palmlock, don’t you think?”

        Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Jack. I don’t know shit about this stuff. They were —” She threw a hard glance at Travers and Marin. “Omaru? Man, I’ve never even been to Omaru, and with the blockade, I couldn’t go there if I wanted to.”

        “Yet you’re happy to work for the man who wanted to destroy the planet and slaughter its people!” Mark’s voice bounced back off the close walls, loud, rage-filled. The hypo hovered beside Queneau’s left cheek, close enough for her to see the needle in the corner of her eye.

        “I — what? No!” The cuffs shifted minutely, slithering on the heavy steel of the shelves as the big, Pakrani-Kuchini body put massive stress on them. “Jack, I just work in security. I’m a mercenary, not a — a murderer.”

        “Tell that to Jai Serrano,” Sherratt said icily, and the tip of the needle grazed her neck, just enough to raise a bead of blood.

        Queneau flinched away from the tiny prickle. The discomfort was not the issue, but the contents of the syringe had begun to panic her. “Listen, I’m just a hack. I’m a pilot, a good one. I go where they tell me, do what I’m told. They pay good money — it’s not political. Christ! It’s a — a job! I punch the fucking clock like a thousand other stiffs working there. Jesus, what are —”

        “Working where?” Mark demanded, right by her ear. “When we began, you told me your boss would gut you like a fish if you told what you know. You lied?”

        “No, it’s God’s honest truth.” A film of sweat glistened on Queneau’s face. “He’ll fillet anybody who betrays him, and he — he’s done it. You contract with him, and you sign in blood. You don’t betray him.”

        “You just make yourself an accessory to the attempted murder of ten million souls and the death of a planet,” Travers said acidly. “You want to leave her be,” he suggested to Mark. “One day soon, according to those in the know, this war is going to be over, and when it is, the war crimes trials will be on for months, public broadcast on CNS. Let her rot in a cell in Jackson for five years or ten, whatever it takes, and at the end of it —” He stepped before her and drew himself up to his full height. She was still looking down at him, but she was breathless with dread. “Lady,” Travers said in a deceptively mild voice, “they’ll be executing people like you in droves.”

        “For crimes against humanity,” Marin added. He shook his head over her and turned away, showed her his back. “You’re some kind of deviant, I’ll say that for you. Forget it, Mark, don’t waste your time with her. Hand her to Fleet Borushek. Let them shove her in a cell till the trials come around.”

        The ploy worked where a litany of threat might have failed. Queneau was panting lightly, and her eyes were wild. “I fly out of Ulrand. It’s the nearest thing to Freespace, and I told you, I’m a mercenary. Have been since I got out Fleet, and my mother had the contacts. I flew with her a few times, running munitions to your precious colonials. I don’t know nothing about Omaru. Everybody’s been talking about the CNS story, the orehauler. It was an accident. I only saw it on the vidcasts, like everyone else.”

        “Liar,” Mark sneered.

        “You — what?” Queneau was hoarse with thirst. “Why would I lie about a thing like that?”

        “Because you work for the bastard who set it up.” Mark was almost snarling now, and the needle jabbed a little deeper. “It was no accident!”

        “I don’t —” Queneau sucked in a breath. “What are you talking about, Jack? You’re not making any sense!”

        She was either a fine actress who should have been in the holoshows, Marin thought, or they were getting very close to the truth. He stepped closer and took a discreet sniff at her skin. She smelt acid, and she was sweating. Her breath was fast, and sour — which meant her belly was churning, curdled. The capillaries in her cheeks had expanded, and when he pressed a finger into the hollow of her throat he felt the quick pulse which was uncharacteristic of the athlete. These were the parts of a performance which were virtually impossible to feign.

        “She’s probably telling the truth,” Curtis said quietly. “She’s just a goon. A Freespacer, a hotshot pilot who was hired on as security, flying out of MarakCity. Which at least tells us where the data trail led Jai.”

        “Actually, I expected it to be Halfway,” Sherratt said thoughtfully, “but as she said, Ulrand is the next best thing. What makes me suspicious is, their senate begins public sessions very soon, and they’re about to secede. Leave the Confederacy. After the El Khouri incident, who could blame them? And no one on Ulrand would try to destroy Omaru.”

        The agent had hung on every word, and groaned, deep in the big Pakrani chest. “Christ, there you go again with the Omaru thing. I just fly out of Marak. I do what they tell me, go where they send me.” She licked lips which were sandpaper dry. “So, who’d I kill? Your man, your agent, who was he?”

        “You already know.” Mark stepped back and toyed deliberately with the syringe. “He was hunting for the data that would tell us who set up the event which almost destroyed Omaru. He got the data … and you hunted him down for it. Killed him for it. Which makes you an accessory, since you’re protecting the bastard who’s responsible.”

        “No.” Queneau’s head shook heavily. “I don’t know squat about the content of the data, Jack. To me, it’s just — data. They didn’t tell me what. It could’ve been insider share trading or a new VR game or the blueprints for a missile system. Who knows, who cares? You think they tell their best shit to the likes of me? Look at me! I’m a grunt. A mercenary pilot, close to the lowest form of life. They just told me, get in the air, get after him … lose him, and I was dogmeat … kill him and destroy the data. Just that, the data.” She took a difficult breath. “That was the job, and I did it. Like I said, your man was an agent — he played the same game and I won.”

        Sherratt considered her bleakly. “It’s not a game, Queneau. It’s bloody, it’s brutal, it’s lethal. And your boss is culpable. If you want to stay out of a cell in Jackson, and avoid being tried for crimes against humanity, you better name your boss, separate yourself from him.”

        “He’ll kill me if I sell him out!”

        “And we’ll probably have to kill you if you don’t,” Travers said reasonably. “You have to know, those drugs are dangerous. One dose is bad enough. Two, and you’re a hospital case, but there’s no hospital around here. Three doses, and you’ll tell us what you know about a minute before you slide into a coma, and if you wake, you’ll be lucky. You’d need to be on life support machines to keep your body alive, but nobody here has the resources … or the inclination to go that far for you.”

        “Sweet Jesus.” Queneau closed her eyes. “Are you from Fleet?”

        “No,” Marin said levelly.

        “Private army?”

        “No. Nor are we Freespacers. “

        “Colonial militia? Agents for some colonial bureau — Daku?” She was clutching at straws.

        “Enough,” Sherratt said impatiently. “You’re stalling, and time is the one thing we can’t give you.” And as he spoke, he was prepping the syringe again.

        “Oh, fuck,” Queneau said with feeling as he stepped closer. She squeezed shut her eyes and took a breath. “Boden Zwerner.”

        The room seemed to stand still. In the pin-drop silence, the whisper of the a/c seemed loud. At last Mark stepped away, and the lid clicked back into place on the drug case. Queneau cracked open her eyes and dared another breath as he put away the syringe.

        “Now, that,” he told her darkly, “is the one name that might actually save your hide. Curtis?”

        Marin leaned both shoulders back against the wall and studied the ceiling, with its air vents and service hatches. “It makes sense. Like you said, I’d half expected the bastard behind the CL-389 strike to be hiding in Freespace, but if in doubt, fly out of Ulrand. Let’s be honest, Halfway isn’t known for its luxury hotels! So the bastard hires himself an army of mercenaries. Hotshot pilots, Fleet-trained, and neither a brain nor a scruple among the lot of them. They don’t think. They just do what they’re told, waste who they’re told to waste.”

        “So, Jai breaks into some building, gets hold of the data he needs … fights his way out,” Travers went on, “and when he makes it away, they set this hound dog on his tail. She probably launches out of a private hangar in the building, but Jai has to make it back to the ’port. They can’t catch him, but they can trace him. She’s on his tail when he gets out of the ’port, and she’s still with him when he drops out of e-space right here. The rest, we saw.”

        “It’s not easy following someone through e-space,” Mark mused. “You can’t track them, but if you’re riding their tailpipes when they make the Weimann transition, you can pick up the wake ghost. You know this old trick, Neil? I’ll give you odds, Queneau does.”

        But Travers’s brows were up, creasing his forehead. “Wake ghost? I never heard of it.”

        “You want to tell him?” Sherratt invited Queneau. “You’re off the hook, temporarily, by about a millimeter. You can buy yourself a glass of water if you cooperate.”

        She was hoarse enough, thirsty enough, to be lured by the simple offer. She blinked owlishly at Travers. “You can’t track nothing in e-space, but when the Weimanns ignite they leave a signature in twenty different kinds of radiation. It’s gone in less than a second, but if you can pick it up, it points like an arrow, where you’re going. I’d rigged my AI to scan for it, pick it up and match coordinates. I was right behind him when he jumped, and when he dropped out.”

        “Damn,” Travers murmured. 

        “And Jai,” Marin said very quietly, “screwed up.”

        Sherratt wore a regretful face. “He did, badly. He made one jump, direct for home. He should have made two at least. He would have known he’d picked up a tail, but he could easily have lost her. She could only have guessed the first jump, not the second or third. I’d have jumped toward Borushek, Jagreth, anywhere but Saraine, and then dropped out immediately when she’d committed, and made another jump.”

        “She,” Queneau growled, “was prepared to take the chance. He was one hell of a pilot. I couldn’t stop him before he got out of orbit. Best I could do was jump with him — and this Jai of yours probably would have made two or three jumps to shake me off, if he’d been able.”

        “Meaning?” Sherratt swung back toward her.

        “He was out of options by the time his AI got a Weimann ignition,” she said evasively. “I’d done him some damage in the fight. Truth is, I almost wussed out myself. I was so close to him, my own AI was having kittens, and your man was bloody lucky to even get one Weimann ignition. I’d shot him up so bad, my AI was telling me to get the hell out because he was going to implode, and at that proximity, he’d take me with him.” She paused and looked from Sherratt to Travers and Marin and back. “He had to get home in one jump. Soon as he dropped out — anywhere — he’d never get another. He’d just strand himself in hostile space.”

        “So he made a dive for home and trusted Joss to pick him up,” Mark said sadly, “via the chain of popup snoops I laid after Shapiro caught me napping. And Joss did pick him up, but he had a lot of damage. He was coming in hot, and this one …” He nodded at Queneau, but would not look at her. “This one was still on his tail, and still shooting.”

        “Doing my job,” Queneau said huskily. “That’s what they paid me to do, man, and I don’t know squat about Omaru, or the data.”

        “But your paymaster,” Marin pressed, “a man called Zwerner?”

        “That’s his name … and I want that water before I say another word. You traded water for knowing how I followed your agent. I want my half of the bargain — unless you’re a lying bastard who’s going to play fucking mindgames, in which case you better get on with them, because the sooner I’m dead, the sooner I’ll be out of this hellhole of yours.”

        Mark Sherratt actually smiled. “Do I look like a bastard?”

        Pale blue eyes, a little like Jazinsky’s in color and shape, and filled with the bitterness and suspicion of Tonio Teniko, looked him up and down. “You tell me. What’s a bastard look like?”

        “In fact, they come in every shape, size and gender,” Sherratt said easily. “Neil, would you?”

        Without a word Travers stepped out of the room, and Marin listened as he leaned into the infirmary and ran a cup from the water cooler there. He was back in seconds, and Queneau was waiting. He held the cup to her parched lips, and she drank it all in two swallows. It was not a large cup. A hundred milliliters would not begin to quench her thirst or rehydrate a body that size. In fact, Marin thought, two gulps of water would do more to torment than satisfy — and Mark must have been thinking the same.

        “I’ll trade you,” he offered. “Another cup of water. Tell me about Boden Zwerner.”

        She coughed and a pink tongue tip rasped over her lips. “Most of what I know is the name. He’s just a shadow on a wall.”

        “Not good enough.” Sherratt’s voice hardened.

        “Christ.” Queneau squeezed her eyes shut.

        “How were you recruited?” Travers asked. “Let’s play a game. It’s called Practical Pig. Tell us real things, about real places, real people.”

        He had thrown her a lifeline, and Marin was almost sorry for her as she made a grab for it. “My mother was alive at the time. She had drinking buddies in Marak. The merc bosses do a lot of their hiring and firing in the citybottom boozers. You ever been there?”

        “Many times,” Sherratt said with an odd thread of humor. “You signed with a mercenary crew …?”

        “They said they were working for some guy, called himself ‘the colonel.’ I got out of Fleet with a mortal hatred of officers, so I didn’t like the sound of some bastard civilian giving himself a rank, like I was his to command, and flog into submission if I didn’t say Yessir fast enough to suit him.” Her face hardened. “Been there, done that.”

        “But you signed with him,” Marin observed.

        “Course I did. The money was too hard to turn down, wasn’t it?” Queneau mocked herself now. “Christ, sounds like it was my big mistake. Sure, I signed on. Like I said, you contract with him, you sign your name in blood. He’ll eat your liver if you step out of line … yet I’ve never seen his face. Heard his name plenty, in the citybottom boozers, but I could run into him in the street and not even know him.” She coughed. “Water.”

        “A cup,” Sherratt agreed. “I want more, Queneau, but I’ll meet you halfway. You see? I’m not such a bastard after all.”

        This time Marin brought the cup, and she drank it as thirstily as the first. She was exhausted, he noticed. The eyes were red-rimmed, blue veins like threads showing in the temples and eye sockets. He tossed the empty cup aside and returned to Travers and Sherratt.

        “Which tavern?” Mark asked.

        “Tavern?” 

        “In which drinking house were you recruited?” Mark specified.

        “I think it was the Reconquista —”

        “You think?” Travers’s voice was harsh.

        “All right, I’m sure!” Queneau’s voice rose. She was bigger than Travers, and the voice out of that Pakrani chest cavity was just as deep. “It had to be the Reconquista, because I’d just signed off the freighter and I was looking for a flight … or a job. Anything.”

        “What freighter?” Marin wanted to know.

        She let her head hang forward, eyes closed. “I was on the Krait for a couple of years. She’s a butt-ugly cargo hulk out of Halfway, belongs to an oddball, name of Fernando Wang. You know him?”

        “I know of him,” Sherratt said thoughtfully.

        “Then you know Fernie Wang has a pet snake, a krait, he named his ship after it. The thing’s about two meters long with these yellow and black rings, and he says it’s fifty years old. It’s so damn poisonous, every bugger on the ship is scared shitless of it — and that included me. He uses it to kill his enemies, and he pets it like it’s a kitten. Gave me the creeps. I’d signed on for two years, and as soon as my time was up, I was out of there. Christ, it was more fun slogging through the muck in a Fleet uniform. Turns out, my hitch was up when we were in the port of Marak.” She blinked owlishly at Sherratt. “Good enough?”

        “Good enough to earn another cup of water,” Sherratt agreed. 

        He went for it himself, and returned with a two-liter pitcher and a paper cup. Queneau’s eyes went to the jug and stayed there. She took a cup and swallowed hard, waiting now. The routine was set: question, answer, reward. In principle, it was little different from training a dog, and Marin had seen it many times.

        “Boden Zwerner works out of Marak, then,” Sherratt mused. “Which building did Jai Serrano break into?”

        “He tricked his way into the Palmeral,” she rasped.

        “Which is?” Deliberately, Marin poured a cup of water, drank half of it and handed the rest to Travers.

        “Bastards, the lot of you,” Queneau said sourly. “The Palmeral is Zwerner’s place.” She glared at Sherratt. “It’s forty or fifty floors and ten subbasements, just south of downtown Marak. The top ten floors are Zwerner’s domain. You get an invite once in a lifetime … unless you’re his age —” a nod at Travers, “with his looks —” a nod at Marin, “and your hair —” a nod at Sherratt himself. “Zwerner swings both ways, and he likes them right in the middle ground. His women are tall and work out, and his guys are slim and smooth, with the hair.” She made a face. “Ordinary mortals can take a hike. Or sign on with the goon squad. Like me.”

        Without comment, Sherratt refilled the cup and held it to her mouth. When she drank it to the bottom, he filled it again and held it for her. “Have you ever seen Zwerner?”

        She shook her head tiredly. “I saw a picture, one time. Like a holosnap, bad quality, light all wrong. Just enough to know he’s a he, and he’s probably not as tall as he wishes he was, and he wears at least one diamond in his ear, right lobe, and he hates Sergei so bad, he probably wishes he could get his bare hands on the man’s gullet.”

        Ears pricked, and Marin shot a glance at Travers. “Sergei?” Travers prompted as Queneau settled back against the iron framework of the shelves. 

        “Yeah. Old sparring partner of Zwerner’s, from what they tell me. Him and Sergei, they have what you’d call a history.”

        “And you know the story?” Marin lifted a brow at Mark. “Lady, if we like what we hear, you’ll probably buy yourself a bunk and a meal.”

        “I’d settle for the pitcher,” Queneau growled. 

        “Tell us about Sergei,” Sherratt said quietly. “And mind what you say, because we know a great deal about him. We’ll know a lie when we hear it, and you’re right back in the vault while we make arrangements to dispose of your remains.”

        Slitted eyes glared at him. “You really are a sonofabitch, aren’t you?”

        “We all are,” Travers said brashly. “And we’re waiting.”

        “You know way too much,” Queneau croaked. “You’re Fleet, aren’t you? Fleet Internal Affairs. I knew it.”

        “We’re not,” Mark told her in a harsh tone. “There’s no cell in Jackson waiting for you, if you don’t give us what we want. FIA would haul you back and try you as a criminal. We answer to no such authority. The only court of arbitration you’re going to get, Sergeant Queneau, is this one.”

        “Don’t call me that.” Her face twisted. “I got no time for Fleet.”

        “But you know a whole lot about the Freespacers,” Marin added.

        She took a long breath, held it, let it out. “Some of them. Christ, I’m dead meat.”

        “You’ve been dead meat since you dropped out of e-space on Jai Serrano’s tail,” Sherratt reminded. “So has Jai, and he still is. There’s a cryogen tank in my infirmary, and if he dies, I can bury you as the price of his life. My people can be very vengeful, Sergeant. I can give you back your life or I can take it from you. Tell me about Sergei.”

        “His name is van Donne. He’s an asshole,” she said acidly. “He’s a big, beautiful asshole, but … you’d have to stand in line to put a shot in him. I know a dozen pilots, mercenaries, smugglers, wreckers, who’d take him out on sight, besides myself. He’s got rich on smuggling everything from dope to banned VR cubes, from guns to … Christ, you name it. He’s wrecked ships in the Drift, and he’s used Fleet to do it. He has damn-near as many contacts in the service as he has in Halfway.”

        “That would be Sergei,” Travers said ruefully. “She knows the man.”

        “Water,” Queneau demanded.

        The cup in Marin’s hands was chugged without a breath, and as she finished Sherratt said quietly, “You say there’s bad blood between van Donne and Boden Zwerner?”

        “It’s there in the picture, only picture I ever saw of Zwerner,” she said tiredly. “Somebody took it when they weren’t looking. They’re in some kind of a hangar, or an arcade air park, I dunno what, or where, but Zwerner’s got a frigging AR-19, a service assault rifle, on Sergei, and I don’t know what happened in the next half second, but they’re both still alive. I got the story from one of Sergei’s drinking buddies — the citybottom taverns in Marak, the ones close up against the spaceport, are the best places to find out anything about anybody. I know a whole lot more about Sergei than I ever wanted to. Him and Zwerner wrecked a freighter. They drove it bows-first into some big planetoid in the reef, I can’t tell you which one, but she went up somewhere on the Bronowski Reef. Then it came down to dividing the cargo, and who got paid for what … and who got stiffed. You listen to Sergei’s buds, he’s the victim. But I’ll tell you this: around the Palmeral, he’s the gorgon, there’s a price on his head, but there isn’t a bounty hunter out of Halfway who’ll take the contract. Most of them are Sergei’s buds, and the rest of them crap their pants at the idea of going after van Donne — for which, who’s gonna blame them?

        “And I swear to God, that’s all I know. That’s who I work for, and how I was hired. They picked up your man on the way out of the Palmeral, tagged him back to the ’port and gave me a vector. I was just earning a crust. You say I’m working for the wrong boss? You’re probably right. Who am I to argue?” Queneau sagged against the steel uprights. “I shot up the wrong guy? I hope he makes it, so he can stand up and take a swing at me. But that’s the way the game is played.”

        She was burned out, Marin thought. The anger, the resistance, were gone. All that remained was a deep, aching exhaustion and an odd kind of acceptance. If she died, she died — it was part of the game, and she had chosen to play.

        For several minutes Sherratt studied Queneau in silence. For himself, Marin was satisfied, but he had never met Jai Serrano, nor even heard his name before this incident; and he knew Mark could be vengeful.

        Vengeful, but never unfair. “You make your point,” he said to the woman at last. “This is the way the game of espionage and war is played, and the first person to admit it would be Jai himself.” He aimed a remote at the cuffs, and as the electromagnets released Queneau sagged. “Now, I’m going to give you two words of warning,” Sherratt offered. “First: you try to run home to Marak and buy Zwerner’s absolution by giving him a line on this place, or us, and you’ll feed the wildcats. Understand?”

        “I’m not totally stupid,” Queneau said bitterly. “If I show my face back at the Palmeral, I’d have to lie through my teeth, swear I killed your man and destroyed the data. If the bastard isn’t convinced, it’ll be the drugs, and if I die on the high it saves him the price of a bullet later. You think I can go back? Get real. I can’t even run for Freespace, because Sergei’s friends know who I contracted with. They’ll kill me for working for the bastard who put a price on van Donne’s head. I’m screwed, any way you look at it. Second warning?” 

        “When Jai Serrano gets out of that cryogen tank,” Sherratt said slowly, “always supposing he makes it through the surgery … he leads with his left, and he’s fast. Know when to duck.”

        She blinked at him. “You’re not going to kill me?”

        And Sherratt’s lion-maned head shook. “That’s not for me to decide. You’ll be under close arrest until Jai is coherent enough to make the decision. As you said, it’s a bitter, foolish, costly game in which people die every day, and after you’re done with your five year hitch, you choose to play. No one forces you. No one compelled Jai. He was the best in the business, since a long time before you were born, Queneau.”

        “Shit,” she whispered. 

        “Knowing would have made a difference?” Travers asked darkly.

        “No. He killed or maimed a whole security squad at the Palmeral, and if he’d been on my tail instead of me on his, he’d have been happy to blow me out of his way.” She pulled back her big shoulders. “Where do you want me? Close arrest, you said. Back in the vault?”

        “Not the vault,” Sherratt mused, “but I don’t trust you far enough to let you wander around this property. The den lab, Curtis?”

        The choice was good. “Come with me, Queneau.” Marin was already moving. The Zamphir was leveled on the woman again, though the ankle cuffs were still mass-adjusted and heavy. “You’ll be fed, comfortable, and there’s water on-tap where you’re going.”

        It was a small lab in the east of the house which had been stripped; its equipment was aboard the Capricorn, and nothing of consequence remained. The lab was accessed from outside, a door on the east patio. The threedee on the empty bench was alive, but there was no transmitter save the circuit, the house’s own network. The refrigerators were empty, and the sinks, but the water was still connected, and though the system access jacks by the threedee were vacant, the chair was still in place. The a/c was on automatics, and cool air streamed toward the open door.

        “It’s a physics lab,” Marin told Queneau as she stepped inside. “The walls are shock-stressed to contain an explosion and the windows are armorglass. You can’t smash your way out, so you might as well get some food, and some sleep. Joss? Recognize Marin, Carellan Djerun illo’it, kay-bay-emmet.”

        “Recognized,” the AI murmured, shifting out of the Resalq language as it addressed him.

        “Scan and file the human female,” Marin told the AI. “Recognize Queneau, prisoner. No privileges at this time.”

        “Confinement?” Joss queried.

        “To this location,” Marin affirmed. “Fresh air, water, and by all means relay messages to any of us, but under no circumstances release the door, and if she tries to break out, inform us immediately.”

        “Recognize Queneau, prisoner,” Joss responded, “confinement begins immediately, pending reinstruction.”

        “Thank you, Joss.” Marin stood in the doorway, feeling the a/c on his face and the sticky jungle heat of afternoon on his back. 

        Queneau had already explored the whole room. As he watched, she pulled the chair up to the threedee and flipped channels, looking for a decent news feed. CNS came up, and she leaned back. “I could use a meal.”

        “On its way.” Marin stepped out. “Joss … lock.” 

        The door slid closed and bolts slammed home. Through the window, he saw the agent slump down in a chair which bowed under her weight. She would have lifted her boots up onto the bench, but the cuffs were still too heavy for comfort — or flight. The threedee was alive with images of the Fleet blockade of Omaru, where CL-389 was still making headlines, weeks after the event. As he watched, Queneau’s chin sagged onto her chest, and in moments she looked asleep. 

        The sound of voices took Marin to the other end of the patio, and around the corner of the house. The shadows were long, and Travers and Mark had gathered there to listen to the forest, watch the sun immerse itself in the cloud front which was coming up. The evening would bring more rain, but WeatherNet had issued no warnings.

        “The question is,” Sherratt was saying as Marin joined them, “what did Boden Zwerner get out of Jai before he ran? We may not be safe here. It might be wise to evac the property. There are other places we can be.”

        “It might,” Travers agrees, “but I doubt Zwerner ever had his hands on Serrano. It was a fight to get out with the data after he’d tricked his way in … if he’d been caught, he’d have been injured, or doped, or at the very least cuffed like Queneau. He wasn’t. In fact, Serrano was able to get back to the ’port of Marak while Queneau was preflighting a plane, and you know Zwerner’s agents would have chased him every klick of the way there.”

        He made a good point — good enough to convince Marin — but Sherratt’s face remained shadowed. “Jai had a lifetime of Dendra Shemiji secrets behind him. There are tricks and techniques you can’t imagine, Neil. I won’t feel secure until I’ve heard the story from Jai’s own tongue. And until then …” He frowned at the Capricorn. 

        “If you want to bug out,” Marin said quietly, “don’t wait any longer to do it. In fact, give Shapiro a buzz, tell him where to have the surgical unit from Borushek rendezvous with us. You tell me where you want to go, and I’ll get us there. Joss can hold this place together as usual, until or unless there’s an incursion.”

        And at that moment, the house AI would upload itself to pure data storage, shut down its systems and leave the building as an empty shell. The Resalq artworks might be looted, since they were priceless, the garages emptied out of every vehicle, and the house itself might be razed. But the AI could fabricate a replica from scans and blueprints, and aside from the fact the Resalq antiques were merely copies, the house would be almost identical, no matter where it was constructed. It could spring up on Borushek or Lushiar after the war. Mark had done it several times already.

        After the war. The words nagged at Marin as he waited for Sherratt to make some decision. Travers slung an arm over his shoulders and drew him close, and Curtis was pleased to share his body heat, his strength. A man made a lot of enemies in any war. He thought of Queneau, and wondered if any of them would ever be safe again. 

        The thought was bleak, and he turned toward Travers, hunting for an embrace. As always Neil gave generously, and not for the first time Marin counted his blessings. As Joss murmured from the house, Mark went in through the patio’s French doors, and Travers’s grip on Marin tightened. His hands covered Marin restlessly, as if he were searching for something, but when Curtis looked into Travers’s face he saw only a thoughtful expression. 

        His fingertips traced the shape of Travers’s mouth. “Mark won’t let us be taken, Neil, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

        “That’s not what’s on my mind.” Travers ducked his head, and his teeth fastened into the skin of Marin’s nape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Sark, Borushek

 

The DeepSky Fleet docks at geostationary over the city of Sark never rested. Three tenders were in, a flock of small ships, a cruiser
just returned from the ‘far side’ patrol, on the opposite side of Hellgate; and the courier Chryse had run home just ahead of the cruiser, from the same location. The Chryse was doing shuttle service between the Omaru blockade and Borushek. Its crew had come to regard the flight as a milk-run, a ‘redeye special,’ involving a slingshot, tight around the Rabelais Drift, and then a swift passage into the Omaru system under cover of an armed escort.

        The Darwin Docks were even busier, since the colonial war began to simmer. Many damaged vessels came here for repairs, when the Albeniz facility was overwhelmed. At any one time, five or twenty-five craft of every size would be refitting here, docked at the pylon arms of the immense spiral of the dock. 

        Among them, the three freighters which were being overhauled for a special assignment went unnoticed, but Harrison Shapiro’s eyes easily picked them out of the background traffic of Fleet ships. Three weeks ago they had been civilian hulls. Now, they were little more than shells, waiting for a Fleet crew to install new mainframes, and for an engineering crew from Riga to modify the engines with Resalq design quirks at which Shapiro could barely guess.

        He had promised Mark Sherratt five ships, and he would deliver, but suitable hulls were difficult to find, and the funding for this extra-curricula activity must be carefully disguised. If Shapiro were audited, these ships would appear in his records as supply barges for the blockade, and the materials for their refit would be listed as routine spare parts for the repair of ships crippled on the same blockade. 

        The ruse was good enough, and like any private scientist Sherratt had been quick to accept the offer. For some moments memory eclipsed the view of the three hulls framed in the long viewport, and Shapiro watched a scene replay in his mind’s eye. The stage was an apartment in the Carmichael sector of Sark, high above street level — the apartment belonged nominally to Travers and Marin. Their names were on the document, so long as they worked for him. It was not a large apartment, Shapiro remembered, and it had seemed overcrowded with the three Resalq there, as well as himself and his people. He recalled the anger in Dario Sherratt’s eyes as he told the story of how he and Tor Sereccio had been arrested in Ulrand’s MarakCity, and how reluctant Dario was to share data. Shapiro had wanted his data so keenly, he could almost smell it on the air, but it had come down to bribes and bartering.

        For the Kjorin data — a crack at another Zunshu stasis chamber — he had traded ships and funding. I can offer you a lot more than just impounding the Ranjipur with all hands for you. 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? 

        Ships and funding, to find the Zunshu devices which had been seeded through the very colonies through which, now, humans were blundering. Shapiro’s thoughts turned to Juarez, as they must, and his eyes closed. Eighty thousand engineers, geosurvey specialists, flight crew members, families, children of every age from the newborn to the graduating student, had been snuffed out in an instant.

        In his pocket, the case of datacubes he had collected from Saraine was incongruously light, warm against one thin layer of cotton and his skin. Shapiro had reviewed the data from the Resalq science ship, and his bone marrow cooled by several degrees as the numbers flittered through the dark spaces of his mind. 

        Every detail was the same as it had been for the Resalq. Without warning, a world was devastated … no time to issue a distress signal, any cry for help … no survivors to describe what had happened … no reason for the ‘raid.’ If it were a preemptive strike — if Resalq or humans had pressured, sanctioned or goaded the Zunshu into the assault — there would have been a small piece of common ground from which to launch an investigation. But the humans of Juarez were as utterly ignorant of the Zunshu as anyone in the street, in any colony — they had done nothing to provoke an enemy.        

        A soft alarm from the comm system jolted Shapiro back to the present and he blinked at his reflection, half-seen in the viewport through which he had been frowning at the freighters. He looked older, he thought. Careworn, pale, losing flesh. The burden of responsibility wore a man down, and Shapiro had never admitted, even to Mark Sherratt, how deeply he had been shocked by the CL-389 incident.

        He had not believed the Confederacy capable of such atrocity; and now he was ready to suspect anything, anyone. He trusted no one he had not recruited himself, and he trusted the Resalq and Richard Vaurien’s people before anyone outside his own office. The three groups together — his own trustees, Sherratt’s and Vaurien’s — were a pitifully small group, measured against the mindless frenzy, the senseless drive of the DeepSky Fleet. And the Confederacy, the distant government which pulled its strings as if the super-carriers were puppets.

        The chime from the comm announced a message from the dock’s AI, and Shapiro listened for a moment. The Chryse was on approach. She would dock in fifteen minutes and passengers and crew would be off ten minutes later. Shapiro had known her schedule, and had known she was coming in about now. He had waited an extra hour on the dock, so he could offer Alexis Rusch a ride down. A ship in flight was the safest place to discuss matters which could cost them their lives; and his own lighter was standing by at boom-22, which guaranteed them greater safety again. Colonel Rusch was here to be briefed, and no one in his — or her — right mind would transmit the details, no matter the encryption.

        It was a long time since Shapiro had felt safe, and lately he was beginning to feel hunted. Yet this was the very situation he had courted, the action he had been waiting and planning for, for years. As Richard Vaurien would say, ‘push was coming to shove,’ and Rusch deserved to know what she was up against.

        The observation port was a few meters from the door of Shapiro’s ‘high-side’ office, and he was loitering there, enjoying the view across the dock to the planet below, while he waited for a person-to-person call to be accepted. The Mercury had been installed at boom-38 only an hour before. Her crew were standing down, dispersing, some of them heading for the surface by shuttle to return to Vaurien’s Earthlight. His own pilots would have prepped his lighter by now. They would be killing time, drinking coffee and watching CNS, as everyone did in spare moments. 

        There was a gruesome fascination about Omaru. Shapiro himself was not immune to it. CNS kept a running tally of the death toll, the destruction of property, prisoners taken, ships destroyed, colonial dollars and Confederate credits invested in the ‘action.’ Their newscasters had begun to refer to the situation as ‘the war,’ but Fleet and the Confederacy disapproved of the term. It was heard on the midnight and early-hours bulletins, but on the ‘five,’ the ‘eight,’ the ‘ten,’ it was always an action. As if the ghastly state of affairs were just a minor strategy in an endless, bloody gladiatorial game.

        The door to his dockside office was open. The threedee was active, and Ingrid, his AI, had already roughly briefed him on the work on his desk, waiting for his return. Omaru was only one of his problems, and Shapiro had long ago washed his hands of involvement. The Fleet blockade took its orders direct from the Confederacy, and the only reason those orders were funneled through Fleet Borushek was, that was the route of the DeepSky data conduit. 

        Shapiro had two major concerns where his voice would be heard, his judgment valued. On the larger scale, the situation on Ulrand was critical. Closer to home, the trouble he had left behind on Saraine haunted him, the name of ‘Boden Zwerner’ whispered constantly in the back of his mind, and even before he arrived on the Fleet docks he had alerted Ingrid to crank security to maximum, enable full surveillance, and report hourly. Still, Shapiro was edgy, aware of a desire to look over his shoulder and search the passing crowd for faces —

        A whisper of sound from his office, and he made out Ingrid’s soft, synthetic voice. “Gerenal Shapiro, your call has been accepted.”

        In moments he was looking into the threedee and the door was closing behind him. He waited until it locked before he tapped a key on the pad, and the rotating graphic of Borushek was replaced by a face. Not a human face, Shapiro thought, though a stranger would never notice the differences at first glance. The man — and he knew it was the wrong term to use — was a Resalq of Sherratt’s age. The skull was fractionally different, and disguised with the familiar mane of hair; the eyes were gold, not hazel; and there was no trace of a beard line on the pale gold skin. 

        The man was speaking from Riga. Behind him, a window opened onto a hillside with a view of the mountains, and Shapiro guessed the property was just west of North Rainier, which placed it in the heart of the Resalq community. Most of Riga was mountainous, and Borushek’s Resalq had settled there in numbers, in the high valleys where agriculture flourished, the air was clean, the climate temperate. 

        “General Shapiro.” The man spoke with the same accent as Sherratt. “We know you, of course … and since you have Doctor Sherratt’s current codes, we assume the matter must be of some importance.”

        “That would be an understatement,” Shapiro said quietly. “To whom am I speaking?”

        “My name is Kerensky. I’m with the Helios Surgical Institute. Your message mentioned a medical emergency. I assume you mean an emergency to … shall we say, a member of our community?” Kerensky smiled faintly, but his brow remained creased. 

        “You assume correctly,” Shapiro told him. “Doctor Sherratt is uninjured, but his associate has been placed into cryogen by the CMO of the Mercury. An agent I know as Jai Serrano has been killed, though both Mark and I believe him to be salvageable — so long as he receives the correct treatment. Do I make myself clear?”

        Kerensky’s face was grim. He looked up over his threedee, and Shapiro watched him beckon several others. They stepped into the vid pickup’s angle of view. Two were much younger Resalq, perhaps of Dario’s age, and indistinguishable from human; the third was a contemporary of Kerensky and Sherratt, and subtly different, if one knew what to look for.

        They were recording, and Shapiro gave them all the information he could, from the nature of the injury to the medical supplies available at Mark’s location, and the small fact the location had changed. Sherratt was on the move. Trusting nothing, no one, he had pulled out of Saraine until every question was answered — and most of them could only be answered by Jai Serrano himself.

        The Resalq seemed to have been expecting a call like this. They were hardly surprised by the summons. “I can get you to your rendezvous point,” Shapiro offered. “The Earthlight is groundside in Sark at this time. I’ve checked her status, and she can leave in six hours. Is that time enough for your team to be ready to leave? I’ll send a transport to MadisonValley to pick you up.” 

        For the first time Kerensky looked astonished. “How do you know we are in MadisonValley? This call is being deliberately routed through five orbital comm stations!”

        Shapiro indulged himself in a small chuckle. “I’m a local boy, Doctor Kerensky. There’s a window behind you, and I know MadisonValley when I see it. Shall I send a transport?”

        “At once.” Kerensky was already moving. “We have much to do, but we’ll be ready to leave in two hours. Captain Richard Vaurien is aboard the Earthlight?”

        “No. The Wastrel is still at Albeniz,” Shapiro told him, “but the ship is crewed by individuals known to us both. You’ve nothing to fear. Since Serrano made his way home, we have all tightened our security. Nothing can move in or out of Borushek or our protected facilities without me knowing about it.”

        “All right.” Kerensky seemed to consider the question, and then made the decision to trust, as Mark had. “Two hours, General.”

        The threedee returned to the graphic of Borushek, and Shapiro studied it for some moments, fingertips drumming on the desktop beside it. “Ingrid, I want you to message the Wastrel at Albeniz.”

        “Encryption level?” The AI’s voice was deep enough to remind him of Lauren Russell, but different enough not to mock. He had configured Ingrid with a trans-colonial accent, common in any colony, native to none — which also reminded him of Lauren. 

        “Level 9,” he specified. This rank placed the signal in the highest levels used only by the Resalq community. His own people, Mark’s, and Vaurien’s, possessed the codes, but if a Fleet snoop were to pick up the signal, the Confederacy would know only that priority messages had been sent from Borushek to Albeniz. Shapiro might be required to make explanations; he would deal with them when the time came. 

        “Standing by to transmit. The message?” Ingrid asked. 

        “Alert Captain Vaurien to our new security status,” Shapiro said quietly. “Tell him to return to Borushek, best speed possible. Tell him … to keep his eyes and ears open.”

        “Signal is in transit,” the AI murmured a moment later. “You have four new messages queued for your attention.”

       He sighed, sat back in the chair and pinched the bridge of his nose to ward off the ache that was gathering behind his eyes. “Anything new, or is it just the same callers getting impatient?”

        “Three follow-up calls,” Ingrid reported, “one new.”

        “Important?”

        “The source is the Fleet cruiser Ganymede, en route to Borushek from Fleet Quadrant Command, Chicago. Tagged for General Harrison Shapiro, Fleet Sector Borushek, from Senator Rutherford.”

        “Oh, Christ. Already?” The incipient headache blossomed into a throb in his eyeballs and the bones around them. “What does he say? Give me the gist, Ingrid. I don’t have time or inclination to sort through the political double talk.”

        The AI was not configured for humor. The soft voice said simply, “Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford informs you he will be arriving at Borushek in a little under 100 hours, and expects to take possession of the relic.”

        “That’s it?” Shapiro pushed up to his feet and punched the ’chef for coffee.

        “That is the gist of an eight-minute verbal message,” Ingrid told him. “Do you wish to hear the whole —”  

        “No! Later, maybe,” Shapiro said tersely. “Where’s the Chryse?”

        “The Chryse docked three minutes ago at boom-14.”

        “And Colonel Rush?”

        “Is about to debark.”

        “Page her. Tell her to come over to boom-22. She can ride down with me.” From Shapiro’s office there was no view of boom-14, but the threedee displayed the familiar image of the courier, from the vantage point of the security cameras above and to the stern of the ship. The maneuvering engines still glowed dull red, but the body of the craft was dark. The crew were already shutting down, handing her over to the technicians. They were due leave on this flight, and the bright lights of Sark beckoned. Shapiro almost envied them their youth, their enthusiasm.

        Boom-14 was a hundred meters away around the core of the dock’s spiral, and two hundred meters up. His own crew had been waiting for him for an hour, and as he left the office he called the lighter. She was prepped already, but they could get clearance to leave the dock. Far away, in the distant mists of memory, Shapiro could recall standing the same duty. In his day, young pilots had called it the most boring job in the Deep Sky. Lately, they competed for it because it was also one of the safest.

        The caffeine began to hit his bloodstream as he walked up to the service lifts, and as he stepped out, two hundred meters higher, a little spring had returned to his step. The copilot was standing in the lighter’s hatch, and sketched a salute as Shapiro appeared. A jangle of music from the cockpit was swiftly silenced, and he accepted the offer of another coffee as they waited, now, for Rusch.

        She was traveling light, with just a single bag over her shoulder; and she was not alone. Right behind her as she stepped aboard the lighter was Major Michael Vidal. The half-Pakrani heritage was obvious at once, but he was raven-dark, the hair cut ruthlessly short, and yet there was more than a touch of the exotic about Vidal. He wore gold hoops in both his lobes, and the Delta Dragons’ tattoo on his left cheek gave him, Shapiro thought, the look of a pirate. The gull-gray dress uniform fit him like a glove, and he knew it. It certainly looked much better on him than on Rusch.

         “Harrison, you’re looking … tired,” Rusch said by way of greeting. 

        He shook the hand she had thrust at him. “Alexis. How was your flight?”

        “Same old same old.” She slipped the bag off her shoulder and handed it to Vidal. “Stow this, will you?”

        “You’re traveling light,” Shapiro observed. “Sit. Take one of the seats up front … we have to talk, and there’s no safer place to do it.”

        “I intend to hit the stores, soon as I get my feet on your turf.” Rusch flopped into a seat and twisted to face him. In the rear of the widebody shuttle, Vidal was tossing bags into a compartment. The lockers slammed shut and sealed. “So, Harrison.” Rusch studied him with a frown.

        “So.” He looked up at Vidal. “There’s coffee, Major. Help yourself. In fact, get your colonel a cup.”

        “Sir.” Vidal could not quite stand straight in the low-ceilinged body of the lighter. 

        The ’chef was up front, right behind the pilots’ stations. Shapiro watched him pour two mugs, and Rusch took one with a nod of thanks. Vidal settled his big frame in the seat opposite, and as a rumble through the airframe informed them that the lighter was maneuvering, he ran up the harness.

        A chime, like a great steel bell, told them the boom had parted, and the lighter was floating free. The pilot had command, and the comm whispered with a voice from Darwin Flight Control. They were given a clear departure heading, and the pilot took them down and away in a vast spiral, under the dock’s massive comm arrays. The blue-white face of Borushek filled the forward canopy for almost a minute before the lighter’s nose came up and the craft assumed a modest re-entry angle.

        The slight vibration through the soles of Shapiro’s feet came from the Arago sled — three big generators. The lighter would wallow on their repulsion cushion. Re-entry was like slithering into a bathtub filled with feathers. 

        “I found the bastard who rigged my navtank.” Rusch cradled the mug between both hands and looked from Shapiro to Vidal and back again. “We traced him through the tampering with the surveillance monitors. He’d wired them to fail right on cue, when he tapped into the tank and preloaded the CL-389 approach data. Thank gods, you can only access the tank from three places on the whole damned carrier!”

       “The ops room itself,” Vidal counted off, “the computer core which has to trade data with it, and the technicians’ interface, in the service conduit between the two.”

        “He hacked your system via the technicians’ interface?” Shapiro guessed.

        But Rusch’s dark blond head shook. “The computer core. The man was a deliberate plant. He came aboard with the last crew rotations, and I dare say he didn’t have to pose as a cyber specialist. He was able to trick his way around the computer core itself, on the night shift, thirty-six hours before the CL-389 incident.”

        “No surveillance monitor footage?” Shapiro’s brows rose. “You have proof? You better be sure, Alexis.”

        “Proof that he hacked my system?” Rusch took a long breath, looked at Vidal, exhaled slowly and made minute negative gestures. “Proof that he rigged the monitors to go down on the night shift, in the computer core? Yes. And that’s good enough for me. There is only one reason he’d have for crashing the surveillance system in that part of the ship.”

        “Codes,” Vidal said tersely. “You need codes to screw around with the monitors. The bastard couldn’t get our codes any other way — they’re changed constantly, the AI sets them — so he bought them.”

        For a moment Shapiro struggled to follow Vidal’s meaning. The young man’s blue eyes were crackling with some unholy humor, and with a flash of inspiration Shapiro said, “Vance Botero.”

        “Vance Botero,” Rusch echoed. “And I will say, the man aged ten years with shock when he was told what his black marketeering had almost done. He’s an oddball. He’s a colonial separatist to the soles of his odoriferous feet. He’s in a Fleet uniform out of necessity, and he’s getting rich in the black market, selling anything from dope to VR fantasies, to the blueprints for weapons systems … and access codes. Of course Vance Botero sold them to our insurgent, and he was well paid.”

        “You arrested Botero?” Shapiro hazarded.

        “For a while. He’s back out, on probation.” Vidal watched the white-hot stream of re-entry pass by the side ports while the Aragos held the lighter steady enough to leave the coffee undisturbed. “I told him I’d known about his antics for years — which is true. But this time his bullshit had almost wiped out a colony.” He grinned widely, showing white teeth. “Old Vance was sure I was going to put a bullet in something vital. He was cooperative after that.”

        “He’d believed his customer was probably Daku,” Rusch mused, “or even an agent from HydralisCity, come aboard to sabotage the Kiev. My gods, that poor ship has one hell of a history. Botero would have been very pleased to see the carrier crippled. She’d be pulled out to Albeniz for repairs … out of the killzone, Harrison, away from Omaru. Which would be the answer to his prayer.”

        “The killzone?” Shapiro echoed.

        Vidal’s face was bleak. “That’s what the flight crews are calling it.” He looked away. “We’re dying at Omaru, every day, every hour. You seen CNS lately? If victory is in the body count, we’re getting beat, General. They’re hurting us. CNS only knows half the story. Most of what we run into doesn’t make the vidnews because it makes Fleet look bad.”

        “And the Confederacy,” Rusch added, “won’t let it go on much longer. They’ve had squads from the blockade fly raids into Hydralis, but they don’t want to do too much publicly. The fastest way to make Velcastra and Jagreth and the others come to Omaru’s aid would be to make martyrs of the people of Hydralis. Annihilate them in high-visibility raids.” She leaned forward, elbow on her knee, and fixed Shapiro with a hard look. “You know the CL-389 incident will be repeated. If you can’t smash your enemy under the gaze of the independent colonial news service ...”

        “Do it surreptitiously,” Shapiro finished. “What became of Botero?”

        “As Michael said, he’s back on the crewdeck, on probation.” Rush sat back. “I cut him a deal, kept his secret, left Fleet Justice the hell out of it ... traded him the name of his client for his second chance to make good.” She drained the mug and handed it to Vidal. “Not being an idiot, he accepted the deal. I could use another coffee, Michael.”

        “And his client?” Shapiro wondered.

        “A man called Gerard Tsien.” Rusch studied the palms of her hands. “He didn’t make it through interrogation, Harrison, and I regret that. But he told us what we had to know. He’d been conditioned to the drugs, the machines. His mind was twenty layers deep, and he gave us nothing. We took what we needed, but when we were done there wasn’t much left. He survived in deep coma for a few days, and then ...” She shook herself and made a face. “I find the whole thing intensely distasteful. This is not why I joined Fleet.”

        “You?” Vidal snorted. “You joined Fleet to get a worm’s eye view of the Rabelais Drift! You took the promotion to colonel to get command of a super-carrier inside Hellgate. I’ve known you way too long, Alexis.”

        She gave him a glare which eroded into a pragmatic look. “Yes, well, I never made any secret of it. I’m a scientist. I’m not military, and I’m not political. I took Fleet’s offer of the rank and the ship because it put me where I wanted to be — where few civilians ever get a chance to go.” She sighed deeply. “And now, I do believe my pigeons have come home to roost.”

        “Chickens,” Shapiro said wryly. “On Borushek we say chickens.” He gestured at the thickening blue atmosphere outside the viewports. “And you’re in Borushek airspace. What report did you send back to Fleet, to account for the man’s death?”

        “The usual.” She took the coffee from Vidal and gazed into the cup. “Lieutenant Gerard Tsien had been killed in a maintenance accident. My CMO did everything possible to save his life, but the brain pan was fried, he’d taken a massive discharge from a power coupling. Three days in coma, and he passed away peacefully in his sleep.”

        “He was cremated on board and his ashes sent back to Fleet Jagreth, for transshipment to his next of kin. His file listed an address in Westminster.” Vidal watched a bank of cumulus come up like a mountain range. “It’s over, General. We know the who, the how, and the why … and I gotta tell you, it scares the shit out of me.”

        “I’d have to agree with that,” Rusch said bleakly,

        “Make it unanimous,” Shapiro growled. “You’ve flown into quite a hornets’ nest, Alexis. You recall the name of Boden Zwerner?”

        “I recall it,” she said acidly, “but it doesn’t mean anything. Just a bunch of syllables your men, Travers and Marin, brought back from the Oberon run.” Her brows rose. “Progress?”

        “Of a kind.” Shapiro gestured with his empty mug. “As you know, I asked Mark Sherratt to put the weight of Dendra Shemiji behind the investigation. His people can go places ours never could, asking questions that would get us courtmartialed. He assigned one of his best, an agent by the name of Jai Serrano. Resalq,” he added. “Unspeakably old, knowing every trick the oldest dogs know.”

        Both Rusch and Vidal were listening intently, hungry to know who or what ‘Boden Zwerner’ was, but Shapiro said tersely, “We scraped Serrano off the forest floor on Saraine after he was tailed home from who-knows-where, and shot out of the air by one hell of a pilot. My CMO, James MacLean, managed to get him into a cryogen tank, but he was dead. It’ll be some time before he can talk, tell us what he knows ... what was forced out of him before he ran for home.”

        “Jesus Christ.” Vidal made a curious sign before his face. His thumb, second and third fingers were folded flat to the palm, the first and fourth fingers extended. 

        From file pictures, Shapiro recognized the sign of a secret society, but before he could remark on it the colonel was speaking.

        “Michael,” she said quietly. “For gods’ sakes, be careful.”

        The blue eyes were wide. “It’s not a crime to be Daku.”

        “Not yet, and not here,” Rusch agreed, “but if you get into bad habits, one of these days you’ll betray yourself in bad company.” She gave Shapiro an apologetic glance. “He’s been Daku since he was fourteen years old. He got suckered into it. There was a boy called John —”

        “Jonathan,” Vidal corrected. “I was fifteen, he was eighteen, just about to get drafted, and I was old enough to know what I was doing, and it was me who seduced him, and he didn’t make it back from his five-year hitch.” He hissed a sigh through his teeth and shrugged. “He was Daku. Freedom for the colonies, home rule for the Deep Sky, liberty and justice for the poor stiffs whose parents and grandparents gave up their homeworlds genes, volunteered for reengineering, and then got shafted by the Confederacy.”

        “Michael,” Rusch remonstrated for the second time, “you’re preaching to the choir! And I didn’t criticize you for falling in with Jon Stromberg, or for getting mixed up with the Daku. It’s your life, and I have an intuition we’ll all be joining you, if any of us survive this bloody stupid war.” She had a level look for Shapiro. “Are we at jeopardy? Did Sherratt’s man betray us, the way we winkled what we needed out of Tsien?”

        “We don’t know.” Shapiro spread his hands. “Mark has pulled out of Saraine until we can learn more. I don’t know where he is, just a code word in his language, meaningless to me. But I gave that code, and a set of coordinates, to a surgical team from the Resalq community at Riga not an hour ago. They’ll be on the Earthlight before midnight, and I’m assuming Mark has named a rendezvous point quite close at hand. The Resalq know these skies better than we do.” He paused, took a breath of the cold, sterile cabin air, and watched the sky darken. 

        The terminator had been crawling steadily over the city of Sark, and as the lighter dropped in lower, among the traffic lines, dusk had fallen. City lights blazed; the tallest buildings in Sark were outlined in multicolors as if decorated. 

        “My AI has placed the whole facility on alert,” Shapiro added. “At this point, there’s no danger to us, though I’ve also alerted Captain Vaurien to the emergency. Remember the comm signal lag. If the orders to arrest us for treason, or simply terminate us, are given, they’ll probably come from an office in Chicago, on Earth.”

        “Maybe,” Rusch corrected. “They could just as easily come from a ship that’s already out here, which we know nothing about.”

        “Speaking of which,” Shapiro said bleakly, “there’s a cruiser coming out here. The Ganymede will make Borushek in about 100 hours. Some senator is coming to collect the artifact.” 

        “You know his name?” Vidal’s eyes narrowed. When Shapiro looked curiously at him, he shrugged. “Sorry, sir. My family’s been political back through six generations.” He nodded at Rusch. “So’s hers. She may call herself ‘Rusch,’ but never forget she’s a Shackleton.”

        “I know,” Shapiro said blandly. “I did my homework. Alexis, you’re a direct descendent of Ernst Rabelais himself, through the distaff side of two families.”

        “Velcastra,” Rusch said with a commendable lack of smugness, “is inclined to be matrilineal. I got a lot of flak when I took my father’s name. That’s my father the senator,” she added. “Michael’s right. If you know the name of the errand boy they’re sending to collect the Zunshu device, we might even know him.”

        “Does the name of Rutherford mean anything?” Shapiro watched the lights of Sark brighten as the lighter began its long, massive spiral down toward the vast plascrete wasteland of the Fleet compound. 

        “Rutherford.” Rusch tried the name on her tongue. “Michael?”

        But Vidal made negative noises. “I can make a few calls.”

        “So can I,” Rusch agreed. “Give me a few hours, Harrison. I’ll have him for you — know your enemy, as they say.” A faint smile touched one side of her mouth. “They should be sending him to Ulrand. A real, live senator from Earth might be able to kiss enough asses and grease enough palms … or is it the other way around? ... to bring them back into line before it comes to blood.”

        She was right, but the government of Earth might not agree with her. “Have you been watching CNS?” Shapiro wondered. “They did a documentary, it went to air in Borushek last week.”

        “We took the feed.” Vidal ducked down to watch the lights of the Fleet facilities swing around as the lighter lowered on approach. “According to what I saw, the ‘El Khouri Event’ damaged the biosphere of the whole damned planet.” 

        “Though the devastation was centered on the highlands,” Rusch added.

        “The region where Dario Sherratt and Tor Sereccio had been working,” Shapiro agreed, “and where a fool by the name of Mulholland wouldn’t listen to a word that was said to him — you saw the files?”

        “I read everything you gave me. We both did.” Rusch’s lips pursed. “Mulholland paid for the indiscretion with his life. I’d love to string him up by his gonads, but they’re reduced to molecules and scattered over the entire planet.”

        “Then you know Dario Sherratt and Tor Sereccio are still on the list of MarakCity’s wanted criminals,” Shapiro said quietly, “and since Mark spirited them off the planet, his name has been added.”

        “That’s bad,” Vidal observed.

        “Bounty hunters like Conway Streller and Marianna Wing will be hunting for them,” Shapiro added, “until the charges are resolved. And it’s not likely to happen any time soon.”

        Since Ulrand was literally rediscovered, after almost a century and a half of isolation, the world had only nominally been a member of the Confederacy. This much was grade school reading. “You know the senate and people of Marak alike are bound to vote to secede,” Rusch mused. What would you do?”

        “Me? I’d hit the bastards where it hurts most — in the pocket book!” Shapiro grunted a humorless chuckle. “I’ve offered them more money than Earth is likely to authorize, but it’s the proverbial drop in the bucket, Alexis. We’re trying to clean up half a hemisphere! I have to go back there in a few days. Stand up in front of the public and apologize again on behalf of Fleet and the Confederacy. I should drag this man Rutherford with me, kicking and screaming. Let him speak for Earth, since he’s out here wearing the official party face.”

        “Do it,” Rusch challenged. “Shanghai him if you have to. Shove him in front of a vidnews crew and leave him to hang himself.”

        “Don’t tempt me.” Shapiro allowed a moment of wry humor. “I monitor Marak’s political scene closely, every day. You know it falls to me to reduce the whole sorry mess to terms which are simple enough even for a senator on Earth to comprehend.” 

        “What’s to comprehend?” Vidal demanded, “The Ulrish are so furious, nothing the Confederacy could do or say is going to sweeten them. Their biosphere is damaged, fifty rare species were borderline extinct.” 

        “And diplomatic relations are about to be severed,” Rusch finished. “That covers it, Harrison?”

        “Almost. A state very close to war exists between the governments of Earth and Ulrand. In a month from now, if some office high in the Grand Senate building in Chicago wants to stake a claim on Ulrand, it’s going to take an invasion.”

        The prospect was bitter enough to leave them silent as the lighter slid in over the threshold of the Fleet compound, cruised into the gape-fronted hangar at ground level, and rotated around to neatly fit its landing space. 

        “An invasion force,” Vidal said softly. “It could happen … but I don’t think Fleet would overwhelm Ulrand as easily as they think.” 

        Rusch released her harness, pushed up to her feet and stretched until Shapiro heard her joints crackling. “Ulrand has always been a safehaven for Freespacers. The Marak government is so near to bankruptcy, hiring mercenaries to fight their war is a flight of fantasy, but … a lot of those Freespacers, black marketeers, wreckers, mercenary captains, have gotten disgustingly rich under the protection of Ulrand’s freeports.” 

        “And they,” Vidal agreed, “could mass a squadron which would give the DeepSky Fleet a run for its money.”

        “The result would be the same,” Shapiro said darkly. “It can only be a bloodbath, and eventually, surrender. They can’t win.”

        Vidal’s eyes brooded on Shapiro for a moment before he went aft to retrieve the bags. “They can’t? I wouldn’t be so sure, General.”

        Some note in his voice alerted Shapiro, and he angled a glance at Rusch. “You people know a good deal you haven’t told me.”

       But she could only shrug as she made her way into the wide aisle and waited for the hatch to release. “Not really. At least, we have no hard data, no juicy details to give you. Only impressions ... perhaps only hunches.”

        “I’ve always trusted my gut feelings,” Shapiro said slowly. “It’s why I let out the line, let Curtis Marin take the hook and run. Why I shook Mark Sherratt’s hand as a partner, and contracted with Richard Vaurien, instead of slamming the door on him. You have hunches? What kind?”

        The hatch released as he spoke, and warm, humid, aromatic air wafted through the lighter’s cab. Sark stood right on the equator, and the temperature rarely fell much below a simmer, even at night. The afternoon had brought the customary rain storm, and the acrid tang on the air was the chemical signature of a dozen assorted tools and engines which were working in this security hangar.

        Camera eyes panned toward them from the gantries overhead as they stepped down onto the stained plascrete, and Shapiro made sure his face was seen, known. Ingrid was driving those cameras, and two hundred more scattered across the Fleet compound. The only face the AI would not recognize on sight was Michael Vidal’s, and he was wise enough to turn toward the camera, let himself be imaged, and let the AI get a positive ident on him. 

        “Hunches,” he was grumbling as he led Rusch and Shapiro to the nearest elevator. He stood aside, watched the older man punch for the top level, apply his hand to the palmprint reader and punch in a six-digit access code. “I’ll give you one for a start. The government in HydralisCitydoes think it can win. Throw the DeepSky Fleet at them if you like. They think they can take you down.”

        “How?” Every nerve wanted to disbelieve, but on an academic level Shapiro knew better. 

        “We don’t know how, Harrison,” Rusch said irritably, “but Michael’s right. I’ll give you short odds, the people at the top in Hydralis do know. And if I were you, I’d tread very, very carefully at Omaru.”

        The lift opened, and they stepped into the silver-gray interior. Armordoors grumbled shut and it went up fast on repulsion. Shapiro watched numbers tick over on the floor indicator, and heard the terseness in his own voice. “Me? I don’t give the orders that organize the blockade. You know that. Your orders come direct from the Confederacy. There’s not much I can do to get the Kiev off the blockade, and if I did, Omaru would call it a victory, and you know what would happen next!”

        Every colony in the Deep Sky would declare its independence and challenge Fleet to do something about it. The next moves in the game would be made in an office in the city of Chicago, and these moves had already been debated and decided in the Grand Senate, the seat of the Confederacy. Earth would not give up its stranglehold on the frontier. It would be blood and fire.

        “You’re sure?” Shapiro asked quietly as the lift slowed imperceptibly, on approach to the topmost levels of the AdministrationBuilding.

        The plascrete and armorglass structure towered over the Sark skyline, with the outlying suburbs of Quorn and Carmichael skirting the Fleet compound, the spaceport and the ‘greenbelt’ of parks. Beyond, the hills rose steeply up to MountCapillano, and the chain of dams feeding Sark.

        The view from Shapiro’s office windows was a dimension better than anything offered by the leading hotels, but he was so used to it, he barely gave it a glance before he fixed Alexis Rusch with a demanding look. “I said, are you sure about what you’ve seen in the Omaru system?”

        She was tired. Here, in the privacy of Shapiro’s private domain, where the lights were low and the sky outside was still flushed with the last colors of sunset, she sagged into one of the easy chairs flanking the desk, and let the fatigue show through the facade of the colonel for the first time. The officer commanding the super-carrier at the spearhead of the blockade could not afford exhaustion, frustration — fear. But as Rusch had said not long before, she was a scientist, not a career officer, and certainly not a politician, despite the ‘family business.’ 

        “I’m sure of nothing,” she said shortly. “I know nothing. I have no numbers for you, no observations, no proofs. But I can tell you this: every time we push, Omaru pushes back just a little bit harder than we’d pushed them, and you can almost hear the chuckles as they do it. They’re smug, Harrison. The kind of fat-smile, laughing-up-a-sleeve kind of smug that warns you to back off, give them plenty of space ... and don’t push.”

        “But if you asked me to prove it to you,” Vidal added, “There’s only one piece of ‘evidence’ I can give you, and I don’t know if you’d call it evidence.” 

        He was standing with his hands in the pockets of the glove-like gray trousers, looking out over the compound, and the city beyond, on the skyline, a carpet of lights which extended up into the hills. The uniform pants stretched taut over his hips, buttocks, thighs, and Shapiro could not fail to notice the man’s stature, the almost arrogant bearing of the athlete, the soldier. 

        It was a long time since Shapiro had allowed himself to look at another human being of any gender as an object of desire. He had begun to wonder if those nerve endings had been burned away by work, cauterized by stress, and dread. He had become an odd, asexual creature, he thought, and he wondered if Lauren Russell would even have recognized him, much less married him. He admired Michael Vidal with the eye of an artist, as he admired Barb Jazinsky; but if he waited for the old fire to kindle, he was disappointed. It seemed there was no place for it, in his life or in his body.

        Oblivious to all this, still gazing at the lights, Vidal did not look back as he said, “Call it evidence, if you like … it’s like proving the existence of the invisible by charting its effects, and everything’s subjective. But something about Omaru has the Confederacy running scared. Fear is the whole reason for CL-389. Some caucus back in Chicago has the same collective hunch we do, General. You don’t want to push Omaru into a standup fight. You’ll be lucky to get out of it with just a bloody nose. You could get knocked flat on your ass and stomped. So ... the preemptive strike. ’389.”

        For some moments Shapiro mulled over Vidal’s point. He had heard similar opinions from Travers and Marin, and even CNS were remarking about the apparent confidence shown in all engagements by the Omaru forces. Hydralis had been assaulted and was routinely raided, but the Fleet casualties were brutal, much higher than anything they inflicted. 

        “You may be right,” he allowed. “Certainly, Neil Travers and Curtis Marin would agree with you, and they were on the blockade, saw it at firsthand, albeit for a short time.”

        The names made Vidal turn back from the cityscape. “I was going to ask if Neil Travers is in town.”

        “He’s with Mark Sherratt’s party, outbound from Saraine,” Shapiro told him. “He and Marin were there on my assignment, when the Dendra Shemiji man was tailed home.” His eyes shifted to Rusch. She was listening, but seemed to be winding down. “You may recall, we decided to try an eleventh hour tactic. Spoon feed data to the Confederacy. Hand their cultural and military scientists a carefully crafted body of data. A condensed version of the Car’am-anha. Do you know it, Alexis?”

        “Mark Sherratt briefed me.” She looked away, and her voice fell to a whisper. “It’s happening to us, isn’t is? And there’s nothing the DeepSky Fleet can do to prevent it ... and you can’t get the government of Earth to shut up for long enough to listen and understand.”

        A bleak silence descended over them, and at last it was Vidal who broke it. Hands still thrust into his pockets, he turned back into the office and gave the local-time clock a brash grin. “Since I’m grounded, pending the ’389 inquiry, am I at liberty, Alexis?”

        “Not my call.” Rusch gestured toward Shapiro. 

        “General?” Vidal’s blue eyes were bright with a wicked sparkle. “If I’m not on assignment, I’d like to hit the street. It’s a long time since I was off the carrier and out of uniform in citybottom. A guy can start to forget which part fits in where, if you follow me. If Travers is out of town … and since Roark won’t be up and around for a while, I thought I’d head for a couple of places I found last time I was through here. Do a little chimera, maybe play some VR, find a place to dance and get horizontal.”

        Sark was a base town, and like any city which revolved around the military, it was alive from dusk till dawn. Shapiro jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the lifts, which would take Vidal to the public access levels. “Ingrid, recognize Major Michael Wasim Vidal. Grant full access privileges, top security clearance.”

        “Recognized,” Ingrid murmured.

        “Just don’t get too stoned,” Shapiro warned. “Remember, we could be in jeopardy. They could try to pick us up any time, anywhere, and if you’re too senseless or legless to take care of yourself and your own, you’ll be in a cell, looking at a firing squad.”

        “I won’t be senseless,” Vidal said darkly, “and as for legless … Roark is in the base hospital here. Roark Hubler, my wingman. The Delta Dragon who was so beat up in the ’389 incident, he made it back, but not in one piece.”

        “I know,” Shapiro said quietly. “I signed the authorization to get him the best biocyber implants the service can provide.”

        Still, Vidal made a face. “Biocyber. You know what they say about them. Always going wrong, and it’s hard to get spare parts out here, and the bloody things ache. It’s a new pair of cloned limbs he wants.”

        “He’ll take what he can get in the short term,” Rusch argued. “You know as well as we do, as well as Hubler himself does, it takes upwards of two years to grow a new pair of legs. And the cost is out of the question, Fleet won’t underwrite it.”

        “No, but I will,” Vidal said in an irritable voice.

        The statement opened her eyes and she gave him a hard look. “You have that kind of money?”

        “I’m good for it. It’s part of the Vidal bequest,” he told her. “There’s only three of us, myself, Trick and Ying, to divide the whole estate. Any bank on Velcastra would loan me the price of a pair of legs.”

        “You might need them yourself,” Rusch warned, “and if your disagreeable friend has walked away on the only pair of legs you can afford to mortgage short of collecting your share of the property division, you’ll be on biocyber shanks yourself, till your father obliges you and joins his ancestors. Because the likes of Roark Hubler won’t be able to raise the money to get you fixed up.”

        “I know.” Vidal looked away. “It’s not a decision I made lightly, Alex. But Roark’s saved my ass more times than I could count. I owe him … and besides, you’ll bail me out.”

        “Will I?” Rusch studied him with heavy eyes and a faint smile. She looked him up and down, from the service haircut, the Dragons tattoo and the gold earrings, to the long, muscular legs which were in question. “I suppose I would. Or I’d never be able to look your mother in the face.” Her eyes closed again. “Get out of here, Major. And remember what Harrison told you: get stoned, get plastered, and you’re on your own.”

        Vidal sketched her a mock salute. “I’ll be back in the morning. You want to have breakfast right here? I thought you said you were hitting the stores, soon as you got into town?”
        With an effort she forced open one eyelid. “Get out of here — and that’s an order.”

        He was gone with a ribald chuckle, and Shapiro poured a couple of drinks, sherzake for Rusch, scotch and ice for himself. He perched on the corner of his desk and keyed the idling threedee to life.

        “Ingrid, status.”

        “All stations report secure,” the AI said moments later, in the deep, soft voice with the trans-colonial accent. “The Ganymede is 94 hours out. There has been no further communication from Senator Rutherford. Doctor Sherratt is on station, awaiting rendezvous. The Marak Senate has issued an invitation for all Ulrish citizens to participate in the forum and referendum. Current comm received from Omaru is twelve hours old. The Kiev reports no abnormal movements on the blockade. The Wastrel signaled direct, message received 42 minutes ago. Captain Vaurien is closing down the Albeniz project and prepping to depart. The Wastrel is expected in Borushek orbit in 60 hours. The Riga Surgical Institute reports standing by for pickup. Estimated time of arrival at Sark Field, 22:30, local time. The salvage vessel Earthlight is making final repairs and departure preparations, with an estimated launch time of 23:30, local.”

        As the AI finished, Shapiro was looking at the Earthlight, framed in the threedee. By comparison with the Wastrel, she was a tadpole beside a shark — but for that reason she could go places the big ship could not, and he did not underestimate her potential. The Earthlight was purpose-designed to haul massive loads out of the gravity well of a planet or star. She was an odd, humpbacked and macabre hull, ugly as a troll, monstrously powerful, with an engine and Arago configuration that made her as agile as a gymnast. And when she was unloaded — not lifting a cargo ten times her own mass, or hauling a ship which dwarfed her — she was as fast as a Fleet courier, with the armor of a mining ship. 

        The crew rosters were posted for the flight to rendezvous with Sherratt’s party, and Shapiro took a moment to glance down the column of names and faces. Several of them were Intrepid veterans: Fargo, Fujioka, Perlman, Inosanto, Choi. They had come in on the Mercury with Shapiro and returned at once to their other ‘ride.’ Officially, they had signed with Vaurien, but they straddled the fence. They were part of a very small, select talent pool on which Shapiro drew as assignments came up.

        Another member of that pool, though he was only now realizing it, was Michael Vidal. Shapiro frowned at the elevators, where the pilot had exited minutes before. Vidal could be more useful than any of the others — not because of his abilities, but because of his connections. He was a self-confessed Daku, converted in adolescence, and still serving the secret society. He was Robert Chandra Liang’s eyes and ears on the Omaru blockade; he was Harrison Shapiro’s pipeline into the political hotbed of Velcastra, where revolution … colonial war … was brewing.

        From the easy chair on the other side of the desk, Alexis Rusch gave a quiet, eloquent snore. Shapiro turned the lights to nothing and stepped into his private bathroom. A moment later steam billowed out of the shower stall and the hot water threaded tendrils of relief into his muscles.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Wastrel, Borushek High Orbit

 

By shiptime it was not yet dawn, but Richard Vaurien was wide awake. Even a smooth Weimann transition sent a curious buzz of vibration through the whole frame of a ship, and this dropout was anything but smooth. The lurch jolted Vaurien out of a sound sleep and a dream about Jazinsky and Teniko, who were arguing as usual, but they were fighting over dessert this time. As he woke the significance of the dream hit Vaurien hard. He and Teniko had only been an ‘item’ for a few weeks, and Jazinsky was so preoccupied with the Zunshu relic, she had probably not even noticed yet. But Richard was very much aware that she had not noticed, and part of him was angry — while another part was relieved. 

        He sat up too fast as he woke, and put a hand to his head. Last night’s wine was still acid on his tongue, and he groaned as he peered at the chrono. He had been asleep for a few minutes over four hours, and that, only because he had drunk too much. As soon as the wine wore off, a hard Weimann shift was enough to snap him fully awake.

        “Relax.” The voice issued from the mound of silk sheets and quilt beside him, though his partner did not move. “You know they’re bleeding so much power off to the labs, they’re shorting the rest of the ship. The Weimanns are just a tad out of synch.”

        A tad out of synch? Vaurien pulled both hands over his face, rested his elbows on his knees and regarded the darkened cabin with a glare. They were Jazinsky and Tully Ingersol, and they were bleeding power from anyplace on the Wastrel they could get it, to run simulations which Vaurien was sure should never have been run on a ship. They were guzzling power the way a city ate it, at a pace even a ship like the Wastrel could not supply.

        The labs, simulators and fabricating bays had been running without pause since before they shipped out of Albeniz. A shell remained for the Confederacy to confiscate, and wringing useful data out of it would be time-consuming and difficult. Only one piece of data would be yielded readily: the thing was utterly alien.

        The threedee opposite the bed was on, and displaying ship status as an endlessly scrolling list of numbers. From the bed, Vaurien could see only one important item: the Wastrel was ‘stacked’ on approach to Borushek. The Darwin docking facility, where Harrison Shapiro’s ships and charters were berthed, was shuffling to make space; ships were coming and going, and Flight Control was broadcasting a wide-spectrum ‘keep off.’ 

        The Wastrel had shut back to idling and was monitoring Shapiro’s security bands now. His AI had called the moment they dropped out of e-space, and the threedee was signaling mutely: message waiting. With a soft curse Vaurien slid off the bronze sheets and padded naked around the end of the bed. He sat again, beside Teniko’s feet, and turned on the audio.

        The message was recorded — obviously. He raked his nails through three days’ growth as Shapiro’s face appeared. He looked tired, Richard thought. Then again, so did they all. Since the CL-389 assault few people who knew the truth had enjoyed a night’s sleep, and since the Juarez event, who could sleep at all on worlds like Saraine, Omaru, even Borushek? 

        The ordinary ‘jack’ in the street in Hydralis was sleeping because he was stupid enough to believe the official handout, that ’389 was a rogue, a terrible accident — a lucky escape for Omaru; and he had no means to know the Zunshu existed. The story of Juarez was being suppressed, and when it was finally served up to the media, the loss of the colony would probably be attributed to a catastrophic meltdown.

        The message from Shapiro’s office was little more than a status update, with the punchline, ‘Call me soonest poss, security situation critical.’

        Critical? Vaurien mused as he looked over the message. What the hell did Shapiro mean by that? The Wastrel had been prepping to leave Albeniz when he signaled with a cryptic message: return Borushek, best speed. He would not be more specific, even under the umbrella of top-level encryption. Vaurien’s eyes skimmed down the text segment of the current message, looking for more. There were notes about a senator coming in from Earth, arriving in eighty hours or so, if the ship held to schedule; and the Earthlight was out again, making a rendezvous with Mark Sherratt, after an ‘event’ on Saraine. 

        Curious, Vaurien tapped the threedee’s keypad, and addressed the ship’s AI with subtle queries: anything on sensors? Threat status? 

        Nothing. So Shapiro’s ‘security situation’ was not an immediate calamity. Still, Vaurien touched the threedee again, calling the flight deck. The Wastrel’s senior pilot, Yuval Greenstein, was on station to monitor the approach to the Fleet docks. He was yawning over coffee and did not bother looking into his threedee pickup as he asked,

        “Yeah, Rich, what?”

        “I just saw Shapiro’s message,” Vaurien told him. “He’s got some kind of trouble.”

        “We knew that before we shoved off from Albeniz,” Greenstein yawned. “He say what’s bugging him this time?”

        “No. He just says, heads up and call me when you get in.”

        “So, you call him?” Greenstein flicked a glance into the threedee now.

        “We’re not in yet,” Vaurien said tartly. “Let me know when we are.” The threedee returned to the ship status data, and as he took a look at the power consumption figures he swore again. As soon as the Weimanns were shut down, the simulators and fabrication shops throttled up. “What the hell are they doing?” Vaurien muttered, talking to himself.

        From the bed, still not moving a muscle, Teniko groaned, “They’re modeling the probe. Virtual and real, simulation and lash-up. Everything down to the alloy. The only thing they can’t dupe is the fuel element ... but you know we defueled it. The element is being modeled on the molecular level, simulated … trying to find a way to make the stuff. And the process drinks power, Richard, the way Tully Ingersol drinks beer.” 

        He sat up in the middle of the vast bed and looked at Vaurien out of owlish eyes. With his hair standing on end and his features still blurred with sleep, still he was one of the most beautiful creatures Vaurien had ever seen, and he castigated himself for the impulse to forgive Tonio anything. The truth was, he was a little snot most of the time, with a vicious tongue, no sense of humor, a vast ego and chips on both shoulders. He was also the second most brilliant human being Vaurien had ever met, and easily the most beautiful; and he had a reason for those chips.

        “We’re standing off, waiting to get a boom,” Richard told him. “If the power drain is anything to go by, you know exactly where Jazinsky is.”

        Teniko made a face. “She’s worse than I am. I thought I was the typical workaholic genius. I gave up the competition, Richard.”

        “She can be single minded, preoccupied, dedicated,” Vaurien allowed. “It’s what makes her what she is, and who. She’s Mark Sherratt’s prodigy. Never forget, she’s worked with the Resalq since I took her out of high school, before she graduated.” He turned a little, and dropped a hand on Tonio’s lean thigh, which was draped in silk. “I wish I could have found you the same way.”

        “So do I.” Teniko looked away for a moment and then gave Vaurien a sultry smile. “Last night was very good.”

        “Last night was very drunk,” Vaurien argued. 

        “That too.” The Lushi boy only shrugged. “Sometimes you have to be. You know ... ’389, and Juarez.” He reached out a hand and Vaurien took it. “I’m sober now. You?”

        “Sober enough,” Richard decided. He slid over, ducked his head and dropped a kiss in the smooth delve between Tonio’s breasts. “What did you have in mind?”

        Surprisingly strong hands caught his shoulders and dumped him onto the bed. The mattress was still bouncing when Tonio’s weight landed on him, and Vaurien looked up at him, watched him closely. The sex was always like this — or, it had been every time thus far. Tonio had to be in control at least at the beginning, and Richard was not about to complain. It was no hardship to be naked, prone and warm under him. Like all of the Lushi he was lightweight; and like many of them he possessed a great beauty which had been his one real enemy during his Fleet hitch. Even now, after sleeping in this bed for weeks, Tonio Teniko had to start out on top, no matter where their wrangling eventually took them. 

        He was more relaxed now; his eyes were never glazed with too much gryphon, nor dilated and wild with angelino. Vaurien had no idea how he had come by the angelino, and as soon as he found it in Teniko’s bag, he had trashed the rest of the stash. Angelino was dangerous, like mai-boogey and looney-moon. The blockers were harsh, and any of that family of drugs was the royal road to brain damage. Tonio could afford to lose a few more brain cells than the average guy, but he had been doping since he was still in uniform. 

        Vaurien had very few rules about what went on aboard his ships and what did not, but one of them was a ban on dope like angelino. The rule was, you bring it aboard, you take it away again — and you don’t come back. He had broken his own rule for Tonio. The boy was a special case. Even now, Vaurien was not quite sure how stable he was. His work was brilliant, but the wildness, the fury, the abyssal depression, were always too close, too easily triggered.

        The vast doe eyes looked down at Richard, studying him, as if Teniko was waiting for him to begin. “You never did tell me what you have in mind,” Richard said softly. His hands molded about the slender Lushi body, finding the sensitive places, where he could make Tonio sigh, close his eyes, groan deep in his chest. His nipples were as sensitive as a girl’s; his skin seemed to have more nerve endings than any lover Vaurien had ever known. 

        Knowing how to handle him was half the magic. Under Richard’s hands he was pliant — his ghosts were banished, he forgot the past utterly. Better than dope, Richard decided as he worked Tonio’s balls in his palm, thumbed the whole length of him, root to crown, and the Lushi boy slid down and settled on him in a boneless sprawl. He was hunting blindly for Richard’s mouth and Vaurien kissed him, long and deep, exploring territory which was still new. He came up, hot and hard, and he was ready for it when Richard rolled him over. 

        For a short time the foul tempered, ill mannered little snot was gone. It was an angel writhing beneath Vaurien, hot, hard and eager. The lube smelt vaguely like flowers, but Richard did not know what kind; it slicked his fingers, slicked Tonio’s insides, and he stroked, in and up, deep and slow, until he felt the boy relax. 

        Dark eyes watched him as he lifted the long, slender legs over his shoulders. Tonio would not have it on his knees; he might never do it that way. Or, Vaurien thought — his mind was an acid whirl — not until the reengineering was done and he called himself Pakrani. And when Tonio called himself Pakrani, Richard thought, more than likely it would be himself on his knees. 

        Not that it would be the first time. Neil Travers was fleetingly on his mind as he positioned himself. And then he was inside Tonio, and the young Lushi clawed his back, clenched his fingers into Vaurien’s buttocks to pull him down and in, closer than his own skin. Richard’s mind spun away, and with a soft French oath he surrendered his sanity.

        The coming was elusive this morning. It took a long time, as if it were a thing to be stalked, hunted, and claimed as a trophy. Last night’s wine was still in his blood, his brain, making everything seem slow motion. Sensations were attenuated, thoughts were drawn out like strands of gossamer. He felt everything strangely, as if at second hand, and at the end he seemed almost to stand outside and watched climax ripple through his own body. 

        Tonio gave a wail, high, sharp, but Richard knew he had not hurt the boy. He was too careful, too conscious of the wrongs done the small Lushi body in the past. Sometimes he thought he was trying to make up for the crimes of others; someone had to. For a long while he lay still — knowing he must be heavy, feeling Teniko’s deliberate breathing — and at last thought filtered back, rationale reshaped itself, and he lifted his head.

        Doe eyes looked up at him, dark and liquid; confused, Vaurien thought. He waited for Tonio to speak, but he said nothing, and at last Richard kissed him instead, and withdrew from him with great care. A twist of discomfort passed over his face, and then Tonio turned belly-down on the bed and gave a vast sigh.

        “You want to share the water?” Vaurien offered. 

        “Start without me.” Teniko gestured vaguely in the direction of the bathroom. “I’ll be there when I can get my bones to move.”

        “Take your time, you’ve got plenty of it.” With an odd sense of resignation, Vaurien hoisted himself to his feet and leaned into the bathroom. Steam billowed, but for some time he regarded himself critically in the amber mirror. 

        Was he starting to get old, or just getting soft? He wondered. Or perhaps he was just tired. There had been no real peace in the Deep Sky for too long. It was almost thirty years since he had slipped through Fleet’s grasp, vanished into the cracks, and though the years had been profitable they had seldom been easy. 

        He stepped into the shower stall, turned the water pressure up high, and the heat, let it pummel and broil the exhaustion and frustration out of him. He was almost done when Tonio stumbled into the bathroom and began to rummage for his things, and he left the water running for him. Without a word, Teniko stepped into the stall, and then yelped at the heat. He turned the water to cool and shut it back to a trickle. Vaurien chuckled and snatched up a towel.    

        The threedee had been flashing ‘call waiting’ for some time when he left the bathroom. He took an apple juice from the cooler, and with the towel still draped over his head he tapped a key to accept the call. He knew the answering voice at once — it was Shapiro’s AI. 

        “Good morning, Captain Vaurien. I have General Shapiro for you. Please switch up to level 6 encryption and stand by.”

        The man must have been waiting a while. He had gone on to other matters, and it was Vaurien’s turn to wait. He listened to the sounds of industry from the bathroom, and Tonio was back, half-dressed in a Rimini pattern sarong, dragging a comb through his hair with one hand and holding a glass of berry juice to his lips with the other. Vaurien watched him pad around the cabin, for the pleasure of watching him, and tried to forget the appointment in Riga, scheduled for tomorrow. 

        “Captain Vaurien, it’s good to have you back,” Shapiro said from the threedee. His face was as grim as his voice. “I assigned the Earthlight in your absence. You received my signal?”

        “Of course. Just as we received your message to quit Albeniz and get back here — we were already prepping to leave.” Vaurien frowned deeply at Shapiro. “You want to tell me what goes on, Harrison?”

        “Not on the air … and not at my office,” Shapiro said cautiously.

        “Then, name a place,” Vaurien invited. “You want to come up to the Wastrel? We just docked. We have nothing on sensors, there’s no threat to the vessel or crew that we can ascertain — and if there was, you know this ship can defend herself. I’d back her against the very worst Hellgate could throw at her. In fact, I have,” he added acidly. 

        For some moments Shapiro seriously considered the invitation, and then he shook his head. “We could be under observation right now, Richard, and I’d rather not run risks. Make your way to Riga, as soon as possible. I’ll be arriving there myself tomorrow, covertly. Not even my own AI will know I’m there.”

        “Damn,” Vaurien whispered.

        “Something’s difficult about Riga?” Shapiro’s voice sharpened.

        “No.” Vaurien was looking at Tonio, his eyes skimming the Lushi boy’s long legs, the fluid line of his back, as Teniko rummaged through a pile of clothes. “We have to go there anyway ... doctor’s appointment.”

        “Really?” Shapiro was surprised. “Well, that works out fine. Gives you a formal reason to be there that’ll survive a surveillance probe.”

        “A what?” Vaurien demanded. He shot a look at Teniko over his shoulder. Tonio was listening now. “Harrison, what kind of trouble are you in? Or is it we?”

        “It could be all of us ... or none of us, I don’t know yet,” Shapiro admitted in a steely tone of voice, “but I’m sure as hell not going to jeopardize this operation. We’re a long, long way from the Confederacy. Far enough for us to take matters into our own hands, if need be. If some bastard, somewhere, somehow, has got hold of what we’re doing.”

        “Find out,” Vaurien said harshly. “Between you and Mark Sherratt, there isn’t a data conduit that’s safe from the Deep Sky back to Earth itself.”

        “Already underway,” Shapiro told him, “but for the moment, stealth is the best advice I can give. I’ll tell you more in Riga.”

        “Tomorrow,” Vaurien agreed.
        The connection broke, and the threedee returned to the ship’s own streaming data. For some time Richard sat watching columns of text and numbers march through the display, oblivious to Teniko behind him, and then he keyed for the AI. 

        “Find Mark Sherratt,” he told the comm system. “Hail him, let me know when he answers.”

        “You expect Sherratt to know what Shapiro’s trouble is?” Tonio sounded doubtful.


        “There was a mention in Shapiro’s first message,” Vaurien mused. “The trouble began with an event on Saraine, he said … which means Mark’s involved.” He caught Tonio around the waist, dumped him onto his lap. He had put on a kaftan over linen pants, the kind of clothes he would wear at home. The fabric was brilliantly printed, golds, orange and aqua fractals weaving over a dense black, and through the linen Tonio was warm. “Trust me,” Vaurien told him, “Mark Sherratt is always involved. He’s had a finger in everything, every slice of every pie, as long as I’ve known him, and that,” he added philosophically, “is a very long time.” He reached over and tapped the threedee again. “Barb, are you still in the lab?”

        He was about to call again before she answered, and she sounded tired. The threedee showed no sign of her; he had a view across the familiar cavern of the physics lab and she said from somewhere just inside the range of the audio pickup, “I’m done and shutting down here, Richard. You want to get breakfast?”

        “Yeah. My place?” Vaurien offered.

        “Give me a half hour,” she said, preoccupied. “You want to see the numbers?”

        “Numbers?” 

        “Sim results. The machines have been running all night. I have preliminary numbers on the alloy, the fuel.”

        “They’ll keep for a while,” Vaurien said thoughtfully. “Mark and Tonio will make better sense of them than I will. That stuff, I leave to you. But have your preliminaries ready for Shapiro tomorrow.”

        She skipped a beat. “He’s coming here?”

        “We’re going to Riga,” Richard corrected.

        If it was anyplace else in the system, he suspected she would have said, ‘I’m not going anywhere.’ The labs aboard the Wastrel were the equal of anything she had access to on Borushek. But Riga meant the Resalq community; it meant the probability Mark Sherratt would be there, and she could trade data, bludgeon him with numbers until he yielded another scrap of the Resalq data she was fitting into her work piece by piece, as if she were assembling some four-dimensional, cosmic puzzle with a million pieces. Vaurien did not envy her — and he had begun to wish Sherratt would stop playing the teacher. The time for those games was long over.

        “Mark’s in Riga?” Jazinsky’s tone brightened.

        “I don’t know,” Vaurien admitted. “You saw Shapiro’s message. There was some kind of incident on Saraine, while we were over in Albeniz, and Shapiro’s just ramped up his security.”

        Again, she skipped a beat. “Then, so should we. Harrison Shapiro doesn’t run scared unless there’s a reason.”

        “I didn’t say he was running scared,” Vaurien cautioned. “He’s being so cautious, he won’t transmit merde, and he’s making his way to Riga tomorrow ... covertly, was the word he used.”

        Jazinsky’s face appeared in the threedee. She was exhausted. The white-blonde hair was roped back and neglected, and in the blue lights of the lab she looked drawn, pale. “Damn. Put the ship on alert, Richard. We can pull out at a whisper of trouble, and the hell with them.”

        “That,” Vaurien said darkly, “is the plan. Breakfast?”

        The discreet chime of the alert was still audible when everyone aboard felt the rumble through the hull. The maneuvering engines were running, and Yuval Greenstein’s bored, yawning voice said over the comm, shipwide and to no one in particular, “Wastrel is docking. We’ve been assigned boom-17. The time in Sark is 17:45, the temperature is 34°C, there’s ten-tenths precipitation over the spaceport … sounds like a crappy day on the base, folks.”

        On a whim, Vaurien leaned back into the cabin and touched the comm. “Get me a weather update for Riga, Yuval. Tomorrow.”

        “Coming up … and then I’m off-shift, and I’m crashing, Rich. The ship’s on alert? Fine. Wake me when the shit actually hits the fan. Tomorrow’s update for Riga is 26°C, partly-partly, chance of a shower in the evening, with another tropical front coming up off the ChallengerGulf. Why? You going out?”

        The smell of breakfast was making its way aft from the lounge, and Vaurien’s belly chose that moment to inform him it wanted to be fed. Teniko had already gone ahead of him, and he said to Greenstein, “Just a ride down into Riga, some personal business, Val. Nothing you should worry about. Go to bed.”

        Personal business? For Teniko, it was true enough. Tomorrow would be his first appointment with the genetics designers, and he was justifiably nervous. The road ahead for him was sure to be painful, inconvenient, frustrating, but he was determined to go through with it. Vaurien disapproved, but he had said everything he could without arguing — Teniko would have said bitching — and for the moment he had other things to worry about. Shapiro’s message nagged at him, orbiting in his head like an unwelcome tune. Security situation critical.

        With a soft curse, Vaurien headed after Teniko, and resigned himself to hearing the full report on the night’s sims and tests, which Tonio would demand and Jazinsky would be glad to deliver over waffles and coffee. The work was pivotal. The Zunshu probe remained at Albeniz, under top-level security and in an isolation tank, waiting for confiscation — but it existed in VR in Jazinsky’s labs, and the virtual was getting closer to the real as Jazinsky plowed through the thousand-odd simulations, experiments, models. 

        Last night, Vaurien knew, she had smashed pieces off the molecule at the heart of the super-dense alloy of which the Zunshu device’s hull was made. As the Wastrel shipped out of Albeniz, she had been modeling the fuel element. It was too dangerous to work with in reality; a natural substance which existed in an island of stability around 260 on the periodic table. No such element existed, to Vaurien’s knowledge, inside or outside a laboratory; and if it did, it should have a half-life measured in nanoseconds. 

        But the element Neil Travers had called the Zunshu ‘top fuel’ held itself together as surely as the lightweight actinides, and even Jazinsky could not explain how. She wore a perplexed expression as she described it, and as she and Teniko began to talk in numbers and mathematical shorthand, Richard closed his ears and turned his attention to the chocolate croissants and coffee. 

        When they had something working, if they ever did, they would demonstrate their bottom line: a vehicle they could launch into the Rabelais Drift, manned, remote, or AI-piloted. A vehicle that could navigate inside the rifts and storms of Hellgate.

        The very idea made him shudder, deep as his bone marrow, and he buried his nose in the steam rising from the fresh coffee as hellish visions of the Class 7 inferno they had chased just weeks ago returned to haunt him. They were the stuff of nightmare, but Vaurien did not have to be asleep to suffer them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Riga, Borushek

 

From space, Borushek looked enough like Darwin’s World for Neil Travers to be seduced. He might have been on approach to home, looking forward to lousy food at the Venice Spaceport restaurants while he waited for a through flight north, a domestic shorthaul that would deliver him home.

        He had not seen Delaware since he reported to the Fleet building, put his hand on the palm reader, traded in his civilian belongings for a rookie uniform, a service rifle, a five-year hitch that passed him back his freedom on Velcastra, where he was soon out of money, out of work, and too young to know that boredom was better than signing on for a second tour. If you got through your first with your life and your limbs intact, your luck was exhausted. Re-enlisters had the reputation for being crazy.

        But Borushek was not Darwin’s, and as a ship dropped into orbit the illusion died. Deep Sky constellations blazed over the planet and the air was busy with different transmissions, and dirty with the fallout of industry left over from the early colonial days. Darwin’s was ancient, by comparison. The cities were old, the population recognizably human, the culture comfortably familiar, like the stars. Anyone just out from Earth would know the patterns in the sky and pass among the crowd on the street without raising an eyebrow.

        Out here, so far from the heart of the Confederacy, little remained in common with Earth. The streets of Sark were colorful with Lushi, Pakrani, Haldians, Kush, Mazjeet — all the forms which had been engineered for the colonies and now were blending together into something new, something natural. Like Michael Vidal, whose Pakrani genes gave him a stature and strength Travers might have envied; like Jo Queneau, who was half Pakrani, half Kuchini, both and neither of those two forms.

        The AI pilot had control of the Capricorn on approach to Borushek. Travers was merely monitoring instruments, sitting up front because he wanted to see Borushek from space. Curtis and Mark were still busy, and he knew where Queneau was, down to the last centimeter. The mercenary was drone monitored, every moment. She was asleep in one of the seats in the back, with a half-eaten meal beside her and a magazine abandoned at her feet. Travers could pull up a surveillance image any time he wanted to, but in any case the drone would raise hell if Queneau so much as breathed out of place — and she knew she would die for any slightest transgression.

        A whine transmitted through the airframe as a fast vibration, and he knew the Aragos were coming online early, test-firing, before the dive into the atmosphere of Borushek. The Capricorn was on a heading for Riga, direct. Travers had only to sit back and enjoy the show as she headed in over the equator and then away to the north of Sark.

        A soft blip from the comm panel at his elbow preceded Curtis’s voice. “You still in the cockpit, Neil?”

        “Still,” Travers told him. “You just felt the Aragos kick in? We’re on our way down.” As he spoke, he heard a whisper from the master comm monitor — Mark’s voice. He was talking to the Earthlight. The tug was fifteen thousand meters off the Capricorn’s starboard wing, and five thousand behind, coming in on a parallel course and headed for Sark. She would land back in the Fleet compound, while Mark was bound for home.

        The voice answering Sherratt belonged to Gillian Perlman, and on a whim Travers touched the comm and said into the loop, “Nice flying with you again, Perlman. Almost like old times.”

        “You gotta be kidding me,” Perlman scoffed. “Our old times means the Intrepid, and Lorenzo fuckin’Falk, and the goddamn Drift. This? Does the word ‘milkrun’ mean anything to you? Or is that two words?”

        Travers allowed himself a quiet chuckle. “Point. You want to get the old gang together for a beer later?”

        He knew Jim Fujioka was on the Earthlight, with Fargo, Inosanto, Choi, and James MacLean, who was finishing out the last months of his service contract anywhere he was needed. He might be on any of Vaurien’s ships, or the Mercury; he might even be on the Carellan Djerun, though his skills were limited, when he came to treat Resalq. Only a few months ago MacLean, like Travers himself, had believed the Resalq to be extinct.

        But the Capricorn was beginning the long, long approach to Riga, at the very heart of the Resalq community on Borushek, and Travers was intrigued. He had not yet visited Riga, and Marin had not been there in several years.

        “I’ll see if I can’t round ’em up for you,” Perlman promised. “When do you guys plan to get back into Sark?”

        “A couple of days,” Travers hazarded. “Not sure. Talk to Mark.”

        “Mark can’t be sure either,” Curtis said, cutting across the loop. “See how it goes, Perlman. Put the word out, we’ll get back to you.”

        “And where’s this soiree of yours going to be?” Jim Fujioka was on the Earthlight, his signal starting to break up as both vessels slithered into the upper reaches of Borushek’s dense atmosphere. 

        “There’s a tavern in citybottom,” Travers suggested. “You know El Cuchitril? They brew their own, and the food’s edible.”

        “—ell us wh— get it organi—,” Perlman said into the signal breakup.

        Borushek had expanded before Travers, from a blue-white globe to a panoramic horizon. As the Capricorn made its spiraling Arago descent the view seemed to turn inside out. ‘Down’ became ‘around,’ and even ‘up.’ The Capricorn dove into the cloudscape and Travers’s eyes were on the instruments, watching altitude and bearings, when a footfall behind him announced Marin.

       He swung the copilot’s seat around and watched Curtis lean on the back of the other seat, apparently intent on the clouds. Marin was in black linen slacks, a pale gold shirt and Resalq jewelry, which suited him. The bracelets and rings were platinum and gelemerald, pale and exotic against skin which had swiftly tanned brown in a few days at On’rabi.

        “How is he?” Travers asked quietly, when Marin did not speak.

        “Pretty much as you’d expect,” Marin said pragmatically. “They said they’ll finish the job at Riga. He’s on the edge, mostly out of it, but he came to a few minutes ago, and he knew Mark.”

        Ten hours of surgery, and Jai Serrano was out of the cryogen tank a few hours at a time, though he was on comprehensive life support systems. If they were shut down, he would die in an hour. The repairs to his body would take a long time. It would be years before he stood on his own legs again. At least a whole year before he digested food. Stomach, liver, kidneys, pancreas, gall bladder, everything was shot to hell; and part of his spine no longer existed, along with the nerves. 

        The cryotank was open and standing by, and he spent most of his time in it. If the information for which he had almost died was not so critical, he would have been left in cryogen until replacement organs, tissue and limbs were cloned and grown. Consciousness was a delicate balance between drugs, stimulants, machines, and luck, and Sherratt had apologized several times for waking him.

        “He’s almost lucid,” Marin said thoughtfully. “They’re decreasing the drugs a fraction at a time. He only has to be coherent for a few minutes. They’ve already done the gene sampling. They’ll keep the tank in some institute in Riga, where the cloning’s done for Resalq patients.”

        As organs, nerves, bone and tissue became available they would be transplanted in ten or twenty operations, between which Serrano would sleep in cryogen. If he would accept biocyber legs, he could be out of the tank in twelve or fourteen months, but for himself, Travers thought he would prefer to wait for living limbs. Few users had anything good to say of biocyber prostheses.

        The thought reminded him of Roark Hubler, who was in the base hospital at Fleet Borushek; and the specter of the hospital reminded him of Marin, and the Argos incident. Marin had received several cloned organs, but he had walked out of there on his own legs, and Travers knew how lucky he had been.

        “Inbound civil heavy 688, this is Riga Control. Civil heavy 688, this is Riga Control, please identify.”

        The comm intruded, and Travers was pleased to set the bleak thoughts aside. The AI would have responded, but he touched the key. “Riga Control, this is Carellan 348-Airborne, headed direct for Sama’er Tahge.”

        A pause, a few seconds of silence as profiles and ident codes were double-checked, and the light voice of Riga Control was back. “Welcome home, Carellan Airborne. Is Doctor Sherratt aboard?”

        “He is.” Travers shot a glance at Marin. “Do you need to talk to him?”

        “Not important. His house AI has been trying to reach him. Convey a message, please: he has guests.”

        “Will do. 348-Airborne out.” Travers lifted a brow at Marin. 

        “The AI at the house here is a synchronized clone of Joss, and as well armed as the other,” Curtis said quietly. “If it didn’t know these guests, it could be damned inhospitable.” He settled in the pilot seat and checked the comm log for these last minutes, since the Capricorn dropped into Borushek’s busy airspace. “Got it ... thank gods for computers. Joss was handshaking with ours while you were trying to set up a night on the town.”

        “And the guests …?”

        “Vaurien and party, Shapiro and party. Still …” He nodded over his shoulder, back down the body of the Capricorn. “I’ll go back and give Mark a heads-up.”

        The forward canopy was full of the mountains now, dramatic with contrast in the early evening. The valleys were already in the shadows of the western ranges. Travers recognized North Rainier. Sark was way to the south and far below, on the equatorial plain, west of the ChallengerGulf. Riga had enough altitude for plainsmen like Shapiro — like Travers himself — to be breathless, and the houses were often partially pressurized. Snow crowned these mountains even in summer, and Travers was reminded of the saw-tooth ranges behind Delaware.

        Nestled in a high valley, the town of Riga was sheltered on three sides and open on the fourth, to the south, where the EndjeraiRiver flowed out. Its headwaters were among the glaciers a hundred kilometers north, and its name was Resalq. 

        Riga’s river valley was ancient and wide. In recent centuries the Endjerai was a modest waterway, but a million years ago it had cut itself a massive canyon. The walls had weathered in, the cliffs eroding into more gentle slopes which were now timbered. Third-generation, re-engineered Jupiter spruce and black fir were thriving. From the air, the town looked like a model. Travers saw red, green and white rooftops, buildings of two and three levels, some built back into hillsides, all of them scattered among a checkerboard — not of fields but of gardens, private estates. 

        Many years ago, The Resalq had gathered here for security and safety in numbers, and Travers was aware of features which would not be revealed by any casual scan. Riga was armed. Its weapons were built into the bedrock before the buildings of the town went up around them. Three satellite uplinks winked in the evening sun on the hillsides above. As the Capricorn dropped in through its final approach, thrashing the spruce and fir, he counted more than twenty aircraft and spaceplanes parked in the estates around Sama’er Tahge.

        Though he had never visited before, Travers knew Mark’s home stood above the body of the town, with a view of the river valley in one direction and the mountains in the other. The house was long, deceptively low, with two levels at the north end. Before it were gardens filled with Borushek’s native plants; in back was a landing, with doors and ramps to garages which were sunk under the house. Beyond was a slope, a half kilometer long, running down to a creek which emptied into the Endjerai three kilometers away.

        With a whining howl from the Aragos, the Capricorn hovered over the landing and rotated to fit the space. It put its nose to the garages and angled its blisteringly hot tail to the open paddocks and the wind. It sank so gently, Travers was unaware of the exact moment when it touched down. Doors opened on the decking which ran along the back of the house, and he waved as he recognized faces.

        The Capricorn opened up with a snake hiss of equalizing pressures, and as he made his way back to the hatch, Travers remembered the altitude, the outside pressure, the poverty of oxygen up here. He took several deep breaths of the cabin air and grabbed his jacket before he stepped down out of the spaceplane.

        The evening air was crisp, chill, fragrant with the smell of mown grass, buzzing with flying insects. The whole valley was blue-green in shadow but the mountain ramparts were still brilliantly sunlit, and if the altitude were lower, the oxygen levels higher, Travers could have been fooled into thinking he was not too far from Delaware. The illusion was thin; almost at once he was aware of a faint giddiness, and the sensation grew as he climbed the spruce-plank steps up onto the top level of the deck.

        Few citizens of Sark, Jackson, Sugarloaf, Samoa and other parts of Borushek ever came up here, for this reason. The Resalq were isolated, even protected by the geography. For themselves the altitude was of no consequence. Their body chemistry was different, more adaptive and much more forgiving. Mark Sherratt might be a tad breathless if he was working hard outdoors here, but he would never be as aware of physical discomfort as Travers was by the time he reached the top level of the deck.

        “It’s more comfortable inside. The air pressure’s only a few bars under normal.” Shapiro offered his hand. “Welcome to Riga, Captain Travers.”

        He had been about to clasp Shapiro’s hand in greeting, and hesitated. “Captain? What’s this, another assignment?” He and Marin had gone aboard the Kiev on special assignment with the rank of major, but Fleet knew them as lieutenants.

        “Promotion, you and Marin,” Shapiro corrected. “Acknowledgment of field service above and beyond … and all the military nonsense.” 

        “Meaning,” Michael Vidal added, a pace behind Shapiro, “there’s no such place as above or beyond anything. You do what you have to do, it’s what the bastards are paying you for. Welcome to Riga, Neil … and you’re turning blue. Come inside.”

        “Captain Vaurien and his party arrived an hour ago.” Shapiro was beginning to sound asthmatic. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

        “The Earthlight headed straight to the Fleet compound.” Travers turned back toward the Capricorn, and fought several deep breaths to the bottom of his lungs as he watched the cargo platform dropping directly out of the belly. “We have Jai Serrano aboard, complete with cryotank … also two specialists from the Resalq medical team who worked on him. In fact, they’re still working on him.”

        As he spoke, the platform extended fully and locked into place. Its small area held the tank and, beside it, one of the Resalq medtechs — his specialty was life support systems — and Serrano himself, locked into a body-brace for transportation, surrounded by machines, and suspended on a bluster of repulsion. 

        Both the tank and Serrano’s apparatus turned toward the house, and Shapiro shepherded the younger officers inside to make way. Travers was delighted to step inside and get a decent breath. The house lights were just coming on as daylight dimmed away, and Mark’s home here was so much like his home on Saraine, Travers could not have told them apart. 

        Even the same AI voice, belonging to the synchronized clone of Joss, whispered in a language he could not understand, though he could guess what it was saying: it had to be reporting decreasing air pressure and oxygenation throughout the whole structure. Doors would be closing and the a/c would crank up to compensate.

        From the long windows, Travers watched Sherratt and the surgeon appear at the Capricorn’s hatch. Behind them was Jo Queneau, and Curtis Marin was so close behind her, he might have had a gun in her back. She was not yet trusted, and Travers was not about to be forgiving. He had seen the treatment sheet. Serrano’s injuries were monstrous, and he would lose years of his life in the recovering.

        “You’re looking good, Neil. Tanned. Where’ve you been?”

        A whiskey and soda appeared under Travers’s nose, and he gave Vidal a nod of thanks. “Saraine. You ever been there?”

        “Haven’t had the pleasure. Yet.” Vidal put the stress on the last two words and savored them. His tongue tip flicked out to moisten his lips. He was not talking about Saraine.

        Travers glanced sidelong at him from beneath lowered lashes. Vidal was very good looking, and he knew it; the Pakrani genes made him tall, broad, and the Fleet buzzcut suited the bone structure of his face. He had good, strong features, and his eyes were astonishingly blue in the house lights. But Travers shook his head minutely and lifted the glass to his lips.

        “We’re not on assignment now. Curtis Marin’s no strung-out VR freak, and you don’t know a damn thing about me.”

        “I could learn.” Vidal leaned back to look him up and down. 

        “You could also get your nose busted,” Travers added. “Take it up with Curt.”

        The man’s brows rose, creasing his forehead. “You’re not handfasted?”

        “No. But we’re together … if you know what I mean by together.”

        “I know what you mean.” Vidal was watching Marin come up the steps with Mark’s party. “Now, what the hell is she doing here?”

        “She? Who?” Travers was still preoccupied with Marin, and surprised at Vidal’s abrupt change of direction.  

        He gestured with his own glass. “Queneau. I didn’t know she was with you guys. You don’t like to share data, do you?”

        “You know her?” Travers demanded.

        Vidal only shrugged. “Of course. We were on the Shanghai. I was green as grass, straight out of rookie school, she had four, maybe five months left before manumission. I was training to fly fighter-interceptors, she’d been flying gunships for years. We used to beat each other’s brains out two or three times a week.”

        “You what?” Bemused, Travers assumed he had misheard.

        “Jeetkwando,” Vidal said self-mockingly. “She’s half Pak … so am I. It’s no secret; why should it be? This isn’t Earth, thank gods. And even if it was, you can see the Pak in us at a glance. But Queneau’s also half Kush, and I’m just old fashioned, garden variety hume on my father’s side. Queneau was also a few years older and a lot more experienced. She was almost the only inmate of the crewdeck who could give me a real workout. I could always whup Roark with both hands tied behind me.” 

        “Well, well,” Travers whispered. “You kept track of Queneau after she got out of the service?”

        “No.” Vidal drained his glass and set is aside. “She headed for Halfway. She’d fallen in with some real characters, the likes of Vance Botero and Lix Cheng. Remember them? She’d got an invite to fly with some bastard crew, and she thought she sniffed some real dinero. Maybe she did. She was out of there on the first courier, so fast, she didn’t stop to buy a farewell round at the bar. In fact, I think she owes me one.” Vidal turned, leaned on the window’s polished spruce frame, and gave Travers his attention. “When did she sign with Shapiro?”

        “She didn’t,” Travers said dryly. “She’s in custody, for the time being. She’s the bastard agent who shot Jai Serrano out of the air, so I don’t have to ask you if she’s any good.”

        “Shit,” Vidal swore. “It’s been a long time, Travers. I’d know her anywhere. She hasn’t changed, but the last time I saw her, I was slamming her flat on a Jeetkwando mat and trying to tell her, she’d gotten in with some stinking company. I don’t know what happened after that.” He set a hand on Travers’s arm, firm and companionable. “Keep both eyes on her. She’s damned dangerous.”

        Travers was watching Mark’s group come up into the house. Marin acknowledged Vidal with a nod, and Travers said quietly, “Queneau is more dangerous than you know. Until a few days ago she was working for a mercenary unit that flies out of Ulrand.” He looked into Vidal’s blue eyes, saw them narrow, and added, “Boden Zwerner.” He gestured at Jai Serrano, who was barely half-conscious amid the medical contraptions. “It’s the data that got him killed — it’s why you’re here.”

        They watched without comment as Marin and Queneau vanished into the east side of the house, and moments later Marin returned alone. Serrano was set up in a corner of the vast, open-plan living area, and the cryogen tank was parked right outside the door onto the deck. The two Resalq medical specialists hovered beside him, monitoring without pause. Travers reminded himself, Jai Serrano was technically dead. Every life function he possessed was artificial, and his mind was wandering.

        Voices from the front of the house announced Vaurien and Jazinsky, and a moment later Travers heard Alexis Rusch, and the light, acerbic tones of Tonio Teniko. They seemed to be speaking a foreign language, where Travers understood one word in ten — just enough for him to realize they were debating the e-space geometry of El’arne. 

        Did Richard follow them? Travers doubted it. Vaurien was brilliant, but his areas of expertise did not extend to Resalq mathematics, Weimann physics, or the ten-dimensional geometry of the Rabelais Drift.

        Playing the impromptu host, Vidal poured again and handed Marin a glass as Curtis joined Travers at the window. “Good evening, Captain Marin.”

        “Captain,” Travers echoed. “Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

        “If you like that kind of thing,” Marin said darkly. “Shapiro told me. But I didn’t enlist in his army. I’m out, gone, as soon as this shooting party breaks up. Which might be as early as breakfast tomorrow!” He looked over his shoulder at Serrano, and then angled a glance up into Vidal’s face as he deliberately snaked one arm around Travers’s waist. 

        “Shapiro and Alexis told me a little,” Vidal said cautiously. “I understand this Serrano’s in no condition to be debriefed.”

        “Serrano’s dead,” Marin said bluntly. “His blood is synthetic, they’re feeding oxygen directly to his brain. They took out virtually every major organ, six inches of his spinal column, half of the spinal cord, and collapsed one of his lungs. His heart is being stimulated to beat twenty times per minute, to pump enough synth blood around his body to keep out gangrene, and the blood’s loaded with nanobots. His legs are mangled. The nano sealed off the ruptures, veins, arteries, even capillaries, but there’s not enough left for proper circulation. If he’s out of cryogen for long the legs will have to be removed before the necrosis spreads. They’ll amputate if necessary, but even so, he can only be out of cryogen for a few hours before they have to ... I didn’t fully understand what they meant. Recharge something or replace something else. They know what they’re doing, but it’s no technology I recognize.”

        “It’ll be Resalq,” Travers said in a soft, thoughtful tone. 

        “Like Jai Serrano.” Marin shook himself, as if to set aside unwelcome thoughts. “I spoke to the support systems specialist — the younger guy with the red hair. His name is Brett Corioni ... at least, that’s the version of it you and I can pronounce. Resalq is a difficult language, and Corioni himself isn’t fluent. He’s only Shapiro’s age. Much younger than Dario, and a hell of a lot younger than Leon.”

        “Leon?” Vidal echoed. 

        “Leon Sherratt. He’s Mark’s eldest ... offspring.” Marin tilted his head at Vidal. “How much do you know about the Resalq?”

        Vidal answered with a wide grin. “Enough. I know Sherratt has two offspring, and I know there’s no female Resalq, so ‘sons’ is the wrong word to use, if that’s what you mean. No females. How very ... inconvenient. I can’t imagine actually carrying some guy’s brat.”

        “Convenience might be a question of perspective,” Marin suggested. “The older Resalq attending Serrano right now is the surgeon, Kim Niesen. He’s older than Leon by maybe fifty years, but he’s been redesigned more often than Mark. He’d pass in the street on Earth, in normal clothes, with a service buzzcut.”

        Part of Travers mourned. He would never have suspected either of the two specialists of being anything less — more? — than completely human. In fact, they looked a great deal more human than some citizens of the colonies. The Mazjeet were different enough to be misfits even on worlds like Omaru, Borushek, Jagreth. 

        Kim Niesen and Brett Corioni remained close to Serrano, and even when the house AI announced, in both languages, that dinner was ready for serving, they remained with their equipment. 

        No table had been laid for dinner. Four autochefs were set up in the kitchen and a wide menu had been arranged. Travers was hungry enough to only glance at it before he chose the chicken, while Marin opted for white fish and Vidal helped himself to a double-serve of ragout. The others were gathering around the ’chefs as Travers and Marin claimed one of the three white leather sofas. Vidal took the chair opposite, which gave him a view of both Travers and the mountains. 

        Sunset colors had begun to glow. The snowcaps were saffron, gold, rose, and the house lights came up another notch. With a plate in one hand and a glass in the other, Mark settled on the second sofa and watched the colors of evening paint the landscape. Jazinsky plunked down beside him, still talking. Vaurien and Teniko were arguing over the food, and Shapiro and Alexis Rusch were conferring in undertones. They shared bleak looks with the medical team. Travers turned his attention to the food until the edge was off his appetite, and only then began to listen.

        “Oh, he’ll live,” Niesen was saying to Shapiro. “It was extremely close. Another minute and we wouldn’t have bothered salvaging the remains. We’d have advised Mark to organize the cremation, notify the family. You have to understand, General, no technology will restore a brain which has been dead for longer than around four minutes. You can stretch that to fifteen minutes only in an environment of extremely low temperatures. And in the Saraine environment — Serrano was lucky. Your medtech was fast. That’s the only reason Serrano will live. The rest of this is just technology.”

        “I’ll remember to give Bill Grant a commendation,” Shapiro offered.

        “Give him a pay rise,” Vaurien suggested from the kitchen, where the serving arch opened onto the living room, and Shapiro was only three meters away. “You can’t eat, drink or spend a commendation.”

        “I’ll keep it in mind,” Shapiro said, amused. “In the meantime, Doctor Niesen, when can we expect to debrief Serrano?”

        “Debrief?” Niesen echoed doubtfully. 

        He was taller than Shapiro, with the same dark gold hair as Mark, but his eyes were as brown as Vidal’s were blue. He had the long-fingered hands of an artist, and his wrists were tattooed with the signature swirls and spirals of the ancestral Resalq. The tattoos were not merely chic, they served a purpose, Travers knew: they disguised the tiny scars where the sixth digit, the twin opposable thumb, was removed to make Resalq hands over into human. Niesen was still Resalq enough to wear his clothes loose and his hair long.

        “Not debrief,” he was saying, “nothing so formal, General. You won’t be able to interrogate Serrano. In fact, leave the whole process to Mark. I have no doubt Serrano would speak easier, better, in his native language. The human is still an uncomfortable graft … to some of us.” As he spoke, he was looking down a long, aquiline nose at Corioni, and he sighed heavily. “We are a people in flux, General. Everything is changing, as if all we are, all we were, is a handful of snowflakes, or feathers in the wind. A few more generations, and perhaps we will cease to exist. The humans will have achieved what even the Zunshu failed to do.”

        “I don’t believe that,” Shapiro said thoughtfully. “I know your young people are integrating more and more with human society. I’m thinking of a young man named Sereccio, who thinks of Sark as his home. He dresses and speaks like any of the city’s young people. You’re afraid that in the next century the younger Resalq will integrate so completely, they’ll lose the way back. Forget who they were, and have no desire to be Resalq.” He shook his head slowly. “It may happen inside one generation, perhaps two, but the next generation on swings back, Doctor. It happened on Earth, where cultures collided. The native populations of the so-called ‘new worlds’ — which in reality were only new continents on the mother planet — were absorbed by greater, invading cultures. Often, they were chewed up and spat out, but enough survived for the indigenous culture to live on. In a few generations the great-grandchildren turn back to their elders, wanting to know who they are, who they were.”

        Niesen had listened intently. “I hope you’re right, General. In fact, the Resalq have no experience with this. We were one people. Quen’id.”

        “I’m sorry?” Shapiro smiled ruefully. “I’ve tried to learn your language, but I’ve made slow progress.”

        It was Mark who answered, as Jazinsky paused for breath in a monologue which had not faltered for an hour. “You would say, indivisible, undivided ... in a state of solidarity. One people, Harrison. We had nations, of course. There were clans, tribes, in our primitive days. But we were never culturally divided, and when we left behind the cradle of our motherworld, we spread across what you call the Mare Resalq, as a single people.”

        “Quen’id.” Shapiro tried the word on his tongue. “All right, Doctor, I’d be glad to leave Mister Serrano to Mark. Could I ask you, when?”

        The question was referred to Corioni. “Brett?” Niesen invited.

        The younger Resalq was still busy, adjusting the instruments with which he never ceased to work. “If you want to talk to him, Mark, I think you should try it soon. There’ll be no better time than the present. He’s in and out of consciousness, but he’s often awake, aware … to a degree.”

        “A moment.” Mark turned to Jazinsky, handed her his glass to set down under the lamp at her side, and got to his feet. “I follow your arguments, Barb, and I think you’re right ... do you have your handy? I’d like to see the numbers from the last simulation sequence. I’ll return at once.”

        While she rummaged for a handy, he joined Niesen and Corioni, and fixed the younger man with a hard look. “Be sure, Brett. A great deal pivots on Jai’s information. We can scatter on the winds of space ... or we can stand and fight. Live or die. He knows, but we can wait a day or two more.”

        “A few days won’t make any difference to Serrano,” Corioni said bitterly. “In fact, the longer you wait, the more he’s likely to be confused and forgetful. He’s full of drugs and nano. His chances of survival are much higher if we get him back into the tank until the smaller transplant materials are ready — organs, nerves, glands. It’ll be a year before we can take him out of the tank permanently. Even then it’ll be another year before his legs are grown.” 

        “Then I’ll talk to him now,” Mark decided, “and you can have him back in the tank at once. You’ve done all the genetic sampling you need —?

        “He’s not much more than a shell,” Niesen said quietly. “We took everything. There’s nano and tubes where his liver, kidneys and pancreas should be.”

        “All right.” Mark gave Corioni a nod. “Wake him. I assume you’re using some kind of cortical stimulant.”

        “Some kind.” Corioni had already set up the shot, and triggered it with a remote. “Wait a minute or so, Mark, let him come around, and then … keep it simple, keep it brief. I’ll go and prep the tank.”

        Listening from the couch, Travers and Marin shared a glance, and Vidal leaned closer. “You want to tell me what happened on Saraine?”

        Marin put the episode into a few terse phrases, and Vidal mulled over the situation with a bleak expression. “Boden Zwerner gives Queneau her orders,” he finished. 

        “And Boden Zwerner,” Vidal mused, “was Sergei van Donne’s tip, for the agency behind CL-389, the near death of Omaru.”

        “But it turns out Zwerner is a mercenary colonel with an operation flying out of Ulrand,” Travers added, “and you know he wouldn’t have any reason to destroy a whole colony. God knows, he must have made a fortune running the blockade to Omaru, same as Richard did. Destroy the colony, and he just strangled the golden goose. You know the order to kill Omaru had to come from Earth. It’s the only thing that makes any sense.”

        “So who’s his paymaster?” Marin lifted a brow at Vidal. “Your friend Queneau doesn’t know. It’s a safe bet Jai Serrano does … but here’s the rub: did Zwerner get an ident on Serrano before he turned out the hunting dogs? Did he inform his paymaster?”

        “If he did,” Vidal said quietly, “we’re belly-up, dead in the water.”

        Richard Vaurien had been listening, and he leaned closer now, elbows on his knees. “Not quite. We just need enough warning to get out, Major. We can place ourselves far beyond the reach of both the Confederacy and the DeepSky Fleet … of course, the colonies are then at the mercy of both those juggernauts, not to mention the Zunshu. And they,” he added, with a glance at Jazinsky and Teniko, “are the force that frightens me. The rest is just politics.”

        “Politics,” Shapiro echoed. “My gods, I wish it was.”

        “I believe it’s about money, Captain Vaurien.” Alexis Rusch had taken the chair beside Shapiro’s. A plate of chicken was balanced in her lap. 

        “The whole universe is about money,” Richard said ruefully. “But I take your meaning ... the politics of finance, then. Senators have their paymasters too, and the whole political process is a puppet show, a lot of paper dolls dancing on the end of short strings. Senators do what industrialists tell them to do … the DeepSky Fleet, military construction contracts, the yards where the super-carriers are built, the machines that build them … the companies which supply avionics, electronics, weapons systems, munitions … it’s a billion credit circus. It’s not going to stop even if we can convince the government of Earth it’s fighting the wrong enemy. Christ! The colonies are not the enemy. And as for the Zunshu — how do you fight what you can’t see, can’t predict, can’t hope to understand?”

        An uncomfortable silence settled over the group. In the background, Travers heard a whisper from the other side of the room, where Niesen was monitoring Serrano and the machines. Corioni had gone out onto the deck and was working with the tank. While Richard spoke, Travers had heard the solid, metal sounds and the hiss of pressurized gas as he opened it and ran the routine checks.

        And then Jazinsky spoke into the dense quiet, and Travers felt his nerves prickle back to life. “I think I know where the Zunshu live,” she said in a voice like a rasp. “I think I know where the bastards come from, and how they get here. You give me enough resources and enough time, Harrison, Alexis ... you keep the DeepSky Fleet off my back … and I’ll give you a way to take the fight to them.”

        “That,” Shapiro said softly, “is why we’re all here, Miss Jazinsky.”

        She barked a laugh. “I have a name, you know.”

        Aware of an uncomfortable prickle in every nerve, Travers got to his feet. He was walking aimlessly, and was in the second floor studio before he came to rest before the windows. The room was dark, and his eyes quickly adjusted, giving him an incomparable view of the mountains and Endjerai. Tourists would pay handsomely for this view from the windows of a five star hotel. 

        And Riga was far enough from the city lights of Sark, and high enough in latitude, for the sky to blaze with stars. He had only to look up over the shoulder of the big mountain, Kahalik, to see the Rabelais Drift rising in the east. Hellgate itself was a milky smear, filled with the sparklets of the giant stars which swirled in long, long orbits around a black hole called Naiobe. 

        From Borushek, you could look up and see Hellgate with the naked eye, and all at once the ground did not seem quite stable under Neil Travers’s feet. Omaru was on the other side — not so far away, in terms of the distances of the Deep Sky and the Middle Heavens. He wondered how many people in the Near Sky, the old colony worlds like Darwin’s, Avalon, Aurora, knew how very small their patch of the universe was. Until he had shipped out with Fleet, he had never imagined it.

        He was so preoccupied with the sight of Hellgate, he was unaware of footsteps behind him, and he gave a start as arms slid around him from behind. Lips pressed moistly to the side of his neck, teeth tugged gently at the lobe of his ear. A tongue flicked warmly there, and Michael Vidal whispered, 

        “You’re in good company. They’re starting to scare the shit out of me too. If the day comes when they get to fight their little war, you know who it’s going to be, on the front lines? Christ! You want to get out of here and find someplace?”

        He had the right idea, Travers admitted. He turned into Vidal’s embrace, touched his mouth with a light kiss, and then firmly fended him off. “I’m flattered, Mick. Extremely flattered. Don’t get me wrong, under any other circumstances I’d be glad to take you up on the offer. I’m just —”

        “Otherwise engaged,” Vidal finished. He held up his hands as if Travers had him at gunpoint. “It’s a crying shame.”

        “Is it?” Travers was listening to the voices from downstairs, where Mark had called Curtis to help with some chore. “I’m lucky, and I’ve got enough brains to know it.”

        Vidal chuckled earthily. “So, you fancy a threesome? I can show you a few things about zero-gee daisy chains you never even imagined.”

        “I guess you could.” Travers dropped a hand on Vidal’s shoulder on his way to the stairs. “Another time, Mick. And thanks for the offer. I appreciate it, even if I’ve got to jilt you.”

        “This time,” Vidal called after him. 

        This time, Travers thought as he swung back down into the soft lights and desultory conversation. Curtis was lending a third pair of hands to Niesen and Sherratt, and as Travers arrived the door opened with a hiss of escaping air pressure. Corioni thumbed the remote to bring the cryogen tank into the house, and while Travers poured matching glasses of rum and orange, Jai Serrano slid silently into the blue-black coffin.

        It sealed with a sound of metal on metal, as final as the grave. A shiver rushed through Travers’s belly and he stepped closer to Marin, wanting the arm around his waist, the familiar body heat against him. He passed a glass into Curtis’s hand and tried his own.

        “Where’d you go?” Marin asked quietly. 

        “I just had to get out, breathe … I don’t know,” Travers admitted.

        “Vidal followed you.”

        “Vidal tried it on,” Travers informed him.

        Marin did not skip a beat. “Do I break his nose, or what?”

        Travers chuckled quietly. “Not this time. He was a gentleman when I told him to keep his hands to himself. Mick’s all right.”

        The glass Mark had given to Jazinsky was set back into his hand, and he stood with his back to the windows, surveying the gathering with an unreadable, enigmatic expression. Travers was aware that he was holding his breath as Mark said, “You can stand down your security, Harrison. Jai is certain they didn’t get an ident on him. They never had him in custody, didn’t image his face, no fingerprint, no DNA profile.”

        A collective sigh rushed around the room, and Travers leaned into Marin’s shoulder. Shapiro’s face was a mask, but Rusch closed her eyes, covered them with a hand, as if she were making some ritual gesture of thanks.

        “From Queneau, we learned a great deal of the truth,” Sherratt went on. “Boden Zwerner is an individual, a man, a former partner of Sergei van Donne — and his enemy. Zwerner is not his real name; no one knows what his birth name is. He styles himself a mercenary colonel, and the truth is, he might have been a crewdeck sergeant while he was with Fleet, if he was ever with Fleet at all. He’s sixty years old now, so conscription began long after he was of an age to get caught in Fleet’s net. More than likely, he served with the merchant astra and, like many veterans, turned privateer.” He raised his glass to Richard Vaurien. 

        “I never heard the name of Zwerner before the ’389 incident,” Vaurien mused, “and I’ve flown out of Ulrand for twenty years.”

        “Zwerner is buried deep,” Sherratt agreed. “Only some of the people who work for him know his name. His business fronts as a legit enterprise, with an office address in Marak. You never see him at street level, he never does business in person even with his allies. From what he saw, Jai was convinced Zwerner has surrounded himself with security because he’s made many enemies in the last three decades.”

        “Like Sergei,” Vaurien observed.

        Sherratt’s leonine head nodded deeply. “Captain van Donne would kill him on sight. Without a doubt, he gave Marin and Travers the lead, the clue, in the hopes we will kill Zwerner for him.” He took a sip of the sherzake. “In all probability, we will. Zwerner took a great deal of money to set up the incident which would have destroyed a world.”

        “His paymasters,” Marin said quietly. “They had to be on Earth.”

        “Jai managed to trace the money-trail,” Sherratt said bleakly.

        “Government?” Rusch guessed.
        “An office in Chicago,” Mark affirmed. “Jai thinks he might have tripped a security failsafe somewhere in the system. Alarms will be ringing on Earth in a few days — remember the comm lag. However, all an AI in an office in Chicago will know is, someone out here is, or was, investigating Zwerner, and the secret is out: CL-389 was arranged on orders from Earth, paid for by some agency in the same city which hosts the Senate of the Confederacy.”

        “Damn.” Shapiro poured himself another drink and held up the decanter. “Anyone else?” Both Vaurien and Rusch held out their glasses, and Shapiro filled them as he said, “I’d downgrade security, Richard, Mark, but I wouldn’t fall back on autopilot. Earth knows we know ... they just don’t know who we are.”

        Travers’s brain was in overdrive. “For all they know, we could be a faction inside Zwerner’s own staff. There’s no loyalty inside mercenary armies, which is another reason Zwerner hides inside of security so tight, even Richard never heard his name.”

        “We could be another mercenary unit, Freespacers,” Marin added, “on the make. We could be van Donne’s crew, looking for a way to cripple Zwerner’s organization and get our hands on his dirty money.”

        “Or we could be with the Omaru Secret Service,” Shapiro added. “Oh yes, I’m quite aware of the OSS. They operate in Borushek, and I have one of their agents working in my building in Sark. I know he’s there ... he knows I know about him. I let him be; he thinks I’m ‘running’ him, letting out the fishing line, before I bust him, right back through his command hierarchy. In fact, occasionally I feed data to Hydralis through his conduit.” He smiled faintly. “I’m sorry, Alexis. I know it could make your job harder, but no one in this room wants to see the final confrontation begin.”

        She did not have to feign a shudder. “Amen to that. The Confederate office which paid Zwerner could assume we’re a faction inside the DeepSky Fleet — which we are! A faction which has colonial interests at heart. Perhaps we’re smugglers like Botero and his cronies.”

        “And just perhaps,” Mark Sherratt added with a certain wry humor, “they might guess correctly that Boden Zwerner was investigated by Dendra Shemiji … meaning, a contract on his life has been accepted.”
        “I’ll pick up the contract,” Rusch said, without hesitation or qualm. “I’d like to see the man in hell.”

        “Done.” Sherratt gave her his hand. “No charge, Colonel! Now, there is one possibility we need to consider: that the Chicago office is not government, but private enterprise. Remember, both Cygnus Logistics, which owned the ore hauler, and Goldman-Pataki which owned the cargo, are based in the city of Chryse, on Mars ... and both of those companies are heavily invested in the industries which have been growing rich on military construction contracts. They build the DeepSky Fleet. They stand to lose massively, if Omaru wins out and the colonies go to war, sever all ties, political, social, cultural, fiscal.”

        “But Jardine Mayhew’s stupid-ass ‘strong Fleet’ was built to take on the Zunshu!” Travers exploded.

        Vaurien gave him a dark look. “For thirty years they haven’t been able to track down the Zunshu. There’s nobody there to go out and fight, and the Fleet is already disgustingly massive. Predictably, to keep the money coming, the Senate has the people of Earth convinced the rebel colonies, the wreckers, the Freespacers, are their enemy.” He gave Travers and Marin a rueful look. “I watch CNS occasionally, too. What the Terran industrialists need most is for the colonial wars to dribble on and on, eating up ships which have to be replaced, repaired, refitted. The Zunshu? Who the hell are the Zunshu?”

        “Earth lost focus on why the Fleet was begun a long time ago,” Shapiro agreed. “Now, it’s all about money, and Mark makes a good point.” He lifted a brow at Sherratt. “Can Dendra Shemiji reach as far as Earth?”

        “With difficulty,” Mark said cautiously. “You want us to look into Goldman-Pataki and Cygnus Logistics?”

        “If you can.” Shapiro’s face creased in a deep frown. “I’ll pick up the costs involved. It would profit us to know ... from where the blade fell. Who signed Omaru’s death warrant. We know why, but if we knew who, we’d be in a position of advantage.”

        “And Boden Zwerner?” Marin prompted. 

        “Him,” Shapiro said darkly, “you can leave to me. I have to go to Ulrand in any case.” He angled a glance at Rusch. “I have some serious ass-kissing to do in the Grand Senate in Marak. I doubt I can convince them not to secede from the Confederacy, and Ulrand is going to be a thorn in my side. A nest of mercenaries, Freespacers, privateers, in our back yard.”

        “Offer them money,” Vaurien said bitterly.

        “They’re already being paid eleven billion in colonial dollars,” Shapiro told him in philosophical tones, “and I’ve committed the resources of three Fleet tenders to try to salvage what we can of their endangered wildlife, their biosphere. I’ve put a chain of weather control satellites in orbit, and had the Grossman dome a five-kilometer ravine, as a wildlife sanctuary. I’m at the end of my resources as well as my tether. I don’t know what else they’ll ask of me, but I doubt it’s anything I can deliver. They’ll secede, and I’ll be jousting with the likes of van Donne as well.”

        “Perhaps not,” Sherratt mused. “You’re overlooking the obvious, Harrison.” Shapiro waited, and with a faint smile Mark suggested, “Hire him. He’s a mercenary with a very fine ship. Don’t underestimate the Mako. He’ll fly for anyone — if the pay’s right — like Boden Zwerner. Maneuver van Donne into your debt, and when he owes you a favor, offer him a contract, appeal to his venal streak.” He looked at Marin, brows up. “Settle accounts with Boden Zwerner, and van Donne will owe us that favor.”

        “Easier said than done,” Shapiro began.

        But Mark gestured vaguely in the direction of Ulrand, which was down and slightly to the right. “Jai’s information is, Zwerner does business through his Freespace agents in citybottom, Marak, in places Fleet and the Confederacy don’t even know exist. We must make contact, get him into the open … or get inside the Palmeral ... and settle with him.”

        “Execute him,” Marin added. “Justice, General. Often, Dendra Shemiji is the only justice.”

        For some moments Shapiro considered the proposition, and Mark let him mull it through in silence. At last he turned toward Richard Vaurien, head cocked, a speculative look on his face. “Will you take on a special charter? I can’t run the gauntlet of citybottom. My face is too well known. Mark is also on the wrong side of their law. He took Dario and Tor Sereccio offworld, when they’d been released into his custody! The warrant for his arrest has been posted.”

        “But Richard and I know Marak citybottom well,” Barb Jazinsky said with a crooked smile, “and we can hit the street with a hard-ass crew behind us. Intrepid veterans, just out of uniform, still in shape, well armed.” She lifted her feet onto the coffee table before the couch and toasted Vaurien in sherzake. “I’ll be in this, if you want to commit the Wastrel.”

        “Sergei van Donne himself could be there,” Vaurien warned.

        She almost smacked her lips. “I owe him one. The last time I saw the bastard, he was trying to steal my work right off the Wastrel. I told him, if I ever saw him again, I’d break his legs. Maybe it’s time.”

        “Maybe it is.” Vaurien reached over and touched the rim of his glass to hers, but he spoke to Shapiro. “I’ll take the charter, so long as I choose the crew. You just tell me when you want to ship out. Not tomorrow.” He looked darkly at Teniko, who had been listening from a corner of the living room, contributing nothing, absorbing everything. “Tonio and I have some private business here in Riga tomorrow. After that, you name the date.”

        Shapiro wore a pained look. “Two or three days. And by all means pick your own crew. I’d hope for Travers and Marin aboard.”

        At which moment, Travers stopped listening. Their next assignment was on the street, picking a fight with Freespacers? He drew Marin to the long windows, where the valley was filled with the winking lights of other houses and the sky blazed with stars — with Hellgate. Marin was behind him, close enough for Travers to feel his warmth, smell his cologne, but Marin left him to his thoughts while the conversation began to windmill.

        At last Marin said quietly, for Travers’s ears alone, “I could eat again, and then … I know this house well, Neil. There are four guest rooms.” He paused. “If you’re interested. We’ll certainly be staying overnight.”

        Grateful for the diversion, Travers threaded his fingers through Marin’s hair. “I’ll try the fish this time, I think. The chicken was good … see if you can find a decent white wine. Not the acid rubbish the Resalq like.”

        Marin laughed softly. “Mark used to keep a few bottles of decent wine, mostly because I was often here, before I took the Karl David Liang job.”

        “I’m glad you did,” Travers told him. “One of the ’chefs is set up to take a crack at dessert. Chocolate mousse, cherry danish ...?”

        “You haven’t tasted the Resalq idea of dessert,” Marin observed. “Remember, they like their wine almost as tart as vinegar! Let me see if I can adjust the ’chef, get something edible out of it.”

         “And then — I could get interested in a flat, soft surface,” Travers admitted. “Seize the moment, you know? Because Marak will be rough. Going in there with a crew of bad-asses won’t make it easier.”

        “Any citybottom is rough,” Marin said noncommittally. “What, you don’t trust Richard?”

        In fact, Travers was looking at Jazinsky. “I trust him,” he said, deliberately cryptic, and would not elaborate.

        They ate in the west corner of the living room, furthest from the group which had gathered for a council of war. From the corner couch there, Travers could see through the armorglass observation panel in the side of the cryogen tank. He had never seen Jai Serrano’s face clearly before — the man had always been surrounded by machines, surgeons, drones. 

        He seemed merely asleep, in the embrace of the cryogen, and Travers was aware of an almost guilty feeling, studying him as if Serrano were merely an object. He had features which many would have called beautiful, but little of the Resalq remained about him. He was ancient, by human standards — much older than Dario — yet he seemed so young; and he had been remodeled over and over, until he would have passed as human in any colony, and on any street on Earth.

        Part of Travers mourned the loss of all that was uniquely Resalq, yet he knew it was necessary. For Dendra Shemiji’s agents to succeed, they could not draw attention. In fact, Jai was too handsome, too near the exotically beautiful, to make a good agent; his looks would set him apart in a crowd in which he needed to hide. 

        The bottle of Velcastran sparkling white shiraz was empty, and Travers was about to suggest he and Marin subtract themselves from the gathering, when Joss spoke quietly in the soft, lilting Resalq. No one in Shapiro’s war council would have noticed they were gone. 

        Conversation had long ago become desultory. Now, it paused as Mark listened, and replied to Joss in the strange, lilting mother tongue. He was on his feet, and at his mask-like expression Marin whispered, 

        “This isn’t going to be good.” 

        “Doctor Sherratt,” Rusch said sharply.

        “Do I call the Wastrel?” Vaurien was on his feet. “I can have a crew down here in twenty minutes.”

        But Mark held up his hand to stall them. “It’s an incoming message with a high encryption level. Resalq encryption,” he added, puzzled, “and the source is apparently Omaru.”

        “There’s a Resalq community on Omaru,” Marin began.

        “A very small community,” Mark added, “and they would contact one of Riga’s permanent authorities. I’m a gypsy, and they know it. I’m hardly ever at home here, and if I were on the Carellan, which I often am, they might not reach me at all. This message is tagged for me.” His brow creased and he looked thoughtfully into Vaurien’s face. “Leon has been on Omaru since before the blockade closed down.”

        “If I’m correct, Leon is your eldest son?” Shapiro asked. “I believe you have three.”

        “Two survive,” Sherratt said mildly. “Corin was killed before Dario was born. An accident,” he added, “nothing to do with the Zunshu. He was very young, and taking the risks young people of both our species often run. And yes, Leon is my first born. I’d assumed he joined some kind of republican group, perhaps even the militia. You understand, it’s been extremely difficult to get messages out of the Omaru system, with the blockade in place. Leon messaged me many times, a year ago, two years, but he was never specific — and it was never particularly urgent, while my own work has been extremely time sensitive.” 

        “Leon’s situation might have matured,” Shapiro observed.

        “Joss, unencrypt and play the message,” Sherratt invited.

        Without a noticeable delay, the AI began to murmur in the Resalq language. Travers had hardly begun to study the vocabulary, but he noticed Marin was listening intently. He could pick out many individual words, and he had a passing grasp of the difficult, convoluted syntax. Even so, after a few moments Marin turned his eyes to the ceiling, or the gods, and shook his head. 

        The message was brief, and as he listened Mark’s expression seemed to shadow. As Joss fell silent he turned back to the group and said tersely, “Of course it’s from Leon. I knew it had to be. The gist of what he says is very simple … the permutations are not. Basically, he says, ‘I have it, I’m in grave danger, come get me, soonest possible.’”

        Shapiro frowned up at Sherratt. “What is ‘it’ — what does he have?”

        And Mark could only shrug. “I have no idea, but from hints he was dropping six months ago, ‘it’ is some secret known to the government and the militia of Omaru. Perhaps the reason behind their decision to challenge Fleet, spark off these colonial wars. They’re far from foolish, Harrison. They wouldn’t go into any war unless they believed they had a chance to win.”

        “I’ve been saying that for months,” Vidal growled. “They hurt us, General, and we hurt them. Badly, on both sides. But short of smashing the whole colony, laying waste to the surface, wiping Hydralis off the map, we’ve done everything we can. Who’s going to be insane enough to give the order to destroy a planet? Jesus, we can do it — give the Kiev an hour, and we can have the atmosphere of Omaru burning, and everything on the surface dead in a week. But it won’t be happening, and I don’t give the proverbial flying fuck what orders were issued from Earth, but ...”

        “But every time the colonial militia goes up against us,” Rusch finished when words escaped Vidal, “they don’t fight like madmen. They’re controlled, reined in, only ever at half-throttle. They have a lot in reserve, and you can feel it in the air, Harrison: they know something. They’ve always known. There’s something they know, fact, that gives them victory virtually by default, and I’m not the only member of the blockade command corps who believes this.”

         “CNS have been hinting,” Shapiro agreed. “I have Ingrid, my AI, edit down the high points of every day’s coverage. I’ve been aware of the same subtle message. I assumed it was propaganda.” He tilted his head at Sherratt. “You don’t know what your son has been doing on Omaru?”

        “Not specifically,” Mark said carefully.

        “Leon is a scientist?” Shapiro hazarded.

        “Of a kind.” Sherratt headed for the kitchen and continued, speaking through the serving hatch, “Leon could never settle to study any one thing. He was a mabasch — what you would call a grasshopper. He touched down in physics, chemistry, biology, linguistics. Like Dario, like me, his life has been devoted to the study of the Zunshu. Tracking them down, or the traces they left behind. And believe me, Harrison, the Zunshu left their footprints everywhere. They’re just difficult to find. 

        “Unlike Dario, Leon has always worked alone — not out of any desire to, but because he’s never found a partner. You understand, for a Resalq the opportunities to partner are slim. There are relatively few of us, and the young Resalq are becoming so human, they often find it easier, more attractive, to join the human community.

        “The nature of the work made Leon into a kind of troubleshooter. He’s worked under the umbrella of Dendra Shemiji, and he certainly never hesitates to avail himself of my facilities. Now?” Sherratt glanced at Marin, and then at Vaurien. “It’s safe to assume he’s done. Whatever he was working on, he ‘has it.’ Perhaps an answer to a puzzle ... data ... an object. I can’t possibly guess. But he was specific: he’s in grave danger, and he needs extraction, very soon.”

        Quiet descended on the group for almost a minute, and at last Vaurien broke it. “Omaru’s a big, messy planet, Mark. Did your kid happen to leave any contact information? We can run the blockade —” He flashed Shapiro a wide, insolent grin. “But getting into Omaru is only the start of the job.”

        “He gave me a callsign, a public phonecode, a grid reference,” Sherratt told him. “I don’t know the city of Hydralis at all.”

        “I do,” Vaurien said tersely, “but your grid reference could be anywhere on the planet. Most Fleet surveillance is concentrated in and around Hydralis, obviously. Leon could be a hemisphere away.” He studied Sherratt, but spoke to Travers. “You know Omaru, Neil?”

        “Never been there for longer than a three-day furlough,” Travers said dubiously, “and I have to tell you, I didn’t take the tour. I headed for a few places that’d been recommended to me and didn’t come up for air. I can’t help you, Richard.”

        “But you and Curtis can lead a covert team,” Vaurien suggested. 

        Travers was interested. He felt a lick of adrenaline along nerves he had thought were anesthetized for the night, a prickling along his arms. “You’ll assign the Wastrel to run the blockade?”

        The privateer made negative gestures. “Not the Wastrel. She’s too big, and her profile is too well known. She’d be recognized, and in any case, she’s a behemoth. You’ll need to be on the surface. You can’t afford to leave a big ship in orbit. Fleet may be slow but they’re not quite blind— sorry, Alexis! — and even if they were, the republican militia would have serious objections to a whale parked in low orbit over a warzone. You couldn’t have missed the CNS story on the Tethys, a few days ago.”

        “It’ll be the Earthlight, then,” Marin guessed. “She’s on the field at Sark right now, after the run to Saraine. Perlman, Fujioka, Inosanto, Fargo, they all transferred back aboard from the Mercury.” He was looking at Shapiro. “They’d be my pick, General, if I were assigning crew.”

        “They’re yours, Captain,” Shapiro said. “Take Bill Grant. You might need a medic. And take a suite of the right drugs, Resalq equipment, whatever you need, in the event Mister Sherratt is injured. Mark, you might provide Grant with some instructional materials for Resalq paramedic work ... we almost made mistakes with Jai Serrano. Who else do you need?”

        “Me,” Vidal said promptly. “It sounds like I know Hydralis better than anyone else here. I don’t know it quite like the back of my hand, but I spent a few months there, the summer before I got my draft notice. I remember it well. A little local knowledge might go a long way. And besides, I want to be sure Neil has someone watching his back.”

        Perhaps only Travers was aware of the venomous glare directed at Vidal from Marin’s direction, but for the moment he let it pass. They would have to settle their differences on their own time. The mission profile was already taking shape in his mind.

        “I can’t promise you a pilot on the Earthlight,” Vaurien warned. “Steve Ramirez may not mind flying charters for Fleet with good pay, like the run out to Saraine with the Resalq medical team, but I can tell you now, he’ll draw the line at flying covert missions, black ops bullshit.”

        “It won’t be a problem,” Travers mused. “Perlman can fly the Earthlight in her sleep, but running the blockade means making a slingshot through the Rabelais Drift. I don’t want either Jazinsky or Mark aboard in any capacity — it’s too dangerous, we can’t afford to place them in jeopardy.”

        “But I can plot you the slingshot through Hellgate.” Jazinsky was intent on the job, pacing through it mentally before she pulled the handy into her lap and began to call up data. “I can get you there. Don’t let Hellgate faze you. She’s a bitch, but she and I have come to an agreement. She doesn’t chew me up, I don’t make her secrets public knowledge.”

        “And Leon gave us a grid reference, a phonecode, a callsign,” Marin finished. “If we can get in, we have our connection.”

        “So, am I aboard?” Vidal wanted to know.

        Shapiro was emphatic. “You’re in, Major. Any local knowledge of the city will be invaluable.” He gave Marin a challenging look, and Marin was professional enough to agree without hesitation.

        “I can retask some of the Hydralis surveillance,” Rusch was saying. “Give me the location. I’ll make sure you don’t get hit too hard, too often.” She gave Travers and Marin an apologetic look. “No gunships, at least. But the ‘squaddies,’ as they call them, the Fleet MP flyers, aren’t under global control from the Kiev; they respond to local security situations. If I poke my nose into their business at the same moment as a blockade runner gets through and there’s a fracas on the street, it’ll be noticed.”

        “We can take care of squaddies,” Travers said evenly, “but if you can keep the gunships the hell out, we’d be grateful.”

        “The other service I can arrange is a get-out.” Rusch lifted a brow at Vidal. “I can have certain of our pilots on the blockade keep watch for you, on your way out. You might even have a callsign, known to them. They can escort you to the Kiev. I’ll cook up some kind of cover story, perhaps about a covert mission.”

        “Something about bastard squaddies shooting up civilians in Hydralis,” Vidal suggested, “cutting down noncombatants, in unprovoked assaults. I’ll set it up, Alexis. I know which pilots you can trust … which of them are republicans to the bone marrow. And I’m trusting you with information that could get these guys busted out of the service and jailed for twenty years. Good enough, Neil?”

        “Good enough.” Travers was guardedly optimistic. He had been sent into worse situations with less backup, and had survived. “Curtis?”

        “If the situation on Omaru is so critical,” Marin said quietly, “Leon has been waiting for us for too long already. We can’t afford to delay. The only question left is when we ship out — and it can’t be long, General.”

        But Vaurien stepped between them, hands up. “The Earthlight is going to need some modifications before she can run the blockade. She’s a salvage tug, configured to lift ten times her own weight out of a gravity well. Suddenly you want her to move like a raceplane, which is about maneuverability, agility, acceleration. She’s not set up for that.”

        “How long?” Mark asked. 

        Vaurien paused to calculate. “At least one full day. And I can call Tully Ingersol. He can shuttle down and start on her, inside of an hour.”

        “Do it,” Shapiro agreed.

        “So we’re shipping out of Borushek close to midnight, tomorrow,” Travers guessed. “Barb?”
        “Your navtank will be loaded,” Jazinsky promised. 

        “And I’ll assign your crew.” Shapiro was already moving. “Let me use one of your house lines, Mark. I’ll have Ingrid take care of it.” He gave Travers and Marin a hard look. “I’ll want you on the field tomorrow, early, going over the Earthlight. Survival can come down to sheer familiarity with systems. So I suggest you get some sleep tonight.” He glanced deliberately at his chrono. “I’ll be in my office by midmorning. Any problems, questions, comments, contact me there.”

        “This way, Harrison.” Sherratt beckoned Shapiro to the stairs, and his studio on the upper floor. “Richard, do you need a house line?”

        But Vaurien was settling a combug in his ear, and merely shook his head — he was already listening to the loop. The Wastrel and the Earthlight were always in contact. The third of Vaurien’s ships, the salvage vessel Wings of Freedom, was on contract, somewhere in the Drift.

        As Richard hailed the ship, asking for his engineer, Travers slid one arm around Marin. “The man said we should get some sleep. He’s right.”

        “I’m not tired,” Marin said wryly. 

        “But I can think of a few ways to ... sedate you.” Travers’s voice was deep, sultry with meaning. 

        “I do believe I’ll take you up on that.” Marin set down his glass and let himself be propelled to the stairs. 

        The guest rooms were ranged around the east side, on the second level. From the corner room, the view was over the valley, where the lights of Riga glittered through the stands of spruce and fir and the snowcaps beyond shone, blue in the starlight. Travers had seen nothing like it since he left Darwin’s. He stood at the window while Marin pulled out an extra comforter, threw it onto the wide bed, and told Joss to wake them at five. 

        Soon enough they would be back in Sark, and then — Hellgate, and Hydralis. Another assignment, in danger’s way. He weighed the promotion and the pay hike against the danger, and found both lacking. Shapiro’s work was vocational. If you were in it for the money, you would be sorely disappointed. 

        A sound of rustling fabric drew him away from the view, and he turned to watch Marin undressing. He dropped his clothes in an untidy pile at the bedside and did not even bother to kick them out of the way before he held out one hand. Travers took it, reeled him in like a fish on a line, and held him tightly. 

        Hands wandered over him, wriggled under his shirt, explored his back, and Travers let Marin do the work. He let Curtis undress him, tease, coax, demand, fetching him up to a pitch of desire which almost ached, before he stepped back, out of his hands.

        He was skilled as any uptown Companion, and Travers often wondered where Marin had learned, who had taught him, and when, and even why. Some day he would ask, though it was a delicate question. Marin might have learned in the course of his work, for a Dendra Shemiji assignment. But then, who had taught him? And what had he done, where had he worked, on assignment? He had the looks, the face and body, to be a Companion — not a hustler, Travers thought as he was pressed into the bed and straddled; nothing so crude. But Marin could have been on Elstrom StarCity, or in the Brightlights sector of any city, right back to Earth itself.

        Instead, he was here, kneeling between Travers’s spread thighs while his lips feathered over Neil’s chest and his right hand tucked high into the moist folds and creases where Travers was most sensitive. He cupped the heavy testicles, thumbed them, dealt a massage that dizzied Travers, before his fingers reached further back, stroking deeply into the heart of him.

         The Hydralis assignment yawned before Travers like a chasm, a void into which he would plunge. He put it from his mind with an effort of will, banished it — longing for forgetfulness. Marin seemed to know what he needed. Travers pulled his knees into his chest and watched though hazy eyes as Curtis knelt up to attend to himself.

        He was already big, hard and throbbing. Travers focused on the rose-gold shaft of him, watching as it was slicked with saliva. Every caress from his own hand made Marin hiss through his teeth and groan, and when he was satisfied he took a moment to breathe deeply and hunt for control.

        The moment of penetration was always part thrill, part shock, a sharp discomfort, a rush of senseless delight. Travers closed his eyes to savor it, and then let every muscle and bone relax. His knees hooked over Marin’s shoulders, his buttocks rested on the slope of Marin’s lean thighs, and he abandoned himself to the storm of pure sensation.

        His mind spun away in a kaleidoscope of images — Hellgate, the face of Naiobe like the doorway to hell itself ... the swarm of the Delta Dragons, the inferno as the ore-carrier erupted — and like a superimposition across it all was Marin, his face, his body, like the ghost of an image torn out of a good dream and laid like a mask over the nightmare.

        The reality was breathing heavily, his limbs glistening with sweat in the lamplight as he worked hard, his face set into self-absorbed lines, his body moving restlessly as if he were hunting an elusive quarry. Travers gripped about him, the muscles of his belly rippling with effort, and Marin’s head tipped back. 

        His mouth opened to shout but there was no sound. Travers felt his coming, deep inside, and then Marin reached down between them, a little clumsy with fatigue. His left hand wrapped about Travers, a welcome grip, familiar and demanding at once, with all the guile of the Companion. With a soft curse, Travers surrendered.

        A century later, he found himself lying on his belly with the royal blue comforter strewn over his hips, listening to the sounds of industry in the bathroom. He smelt cedar cologne, and the faint musk of sex … and whiskey, he thought; and when he opened one eyelid he saw a glass on the night stand beside him.

        A moment of irrational humor ambushed him. “I was the one who said I’d anesthetize you,” he said in the direction of the bathroom.

        Marin was back at once, and yawned vastly. “You did. I told Joss to wake us at five.” He settled beside Travers and reached for the drink. “But I don’t even want to dream. Do you know how much furlough Shapiro owes us? I make it four weeks. Four weeks, Neil, of being so far beyond the reach of his office, he doesn’t even know where to call us.”

        “Four weeks,” Travers mused hazily, “is enough to make it back to Darwin’s.”

        “If you didn’t mind spending half the time on a clipper,” Marin argued. He took half the amber liquid in one swallow and passed the glass into Travers’s fingers. “My gods, that’s terrible. Where did Mark get this stuff? You could clean your boots with it.”

        “Which means,” Travers said pragmatically, “it suits the Resalq palate.” He raised the glass in salute and swallowed the whiskey. Marin was right. He had tasted better moonshine out of a crewdeck still, all of three weeks old and smuggled in water bottles. 

        But the raw spirit hit him in the very nerves that needed the relaxation and almost at once he settled. He pulled Marin down against him, spooned them back to chest, and peered at his chrono. Joss would be waking them in just under five hours. 

        “I know what the time is,” Marin muttered into the pillow. “Go to sleep. Lights, Joss.”

        The room plunged into companionable darkness, and Travers heard only the muted sounds of the rest of the house. Conversation from the living areas below, and, in the next guest room, the sounds of a heated debate. Vaurien and Teniko were still arguing. Travers did not need to hear it again — they had already said everything, several times. Teniko was determined to be redesigned. He was seeing a Resalq geneticist right here in Riga, tomorrow, and Richard Vaurien was no more sanguine about it now than he had been when Jazinsky first brought the little bastard aboard the Wastrel. Travers punched the pillow to comfort, and then punched it again. 

        “Ignore them.” Marin had not moved a muscle.

        “They’re a little loud to ignore,” Travers muttered.

        “Count sheep,” Marin advised.

        “I don’t even know what a sheep looks like.”

        “Then count bare-ass hustlers on ice skates going by in fur jockstraps and ear muffs,” Marin remonstrated. “Get some sleep!”

        Travers answered with a resonant snore.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Sark, Borushek 

 

“You don’t need me, and I sure as hell don’t need this crap. I’m out of here for the duration, and when you get back, if you get back, call me if you want me back aboard. Personally, I think the whole bunch of you need your goddamned brains examined.”

        As he delivered the harangue, Steve Ramirez was slamming an odd assortment of personal belongings into a battered red backpack, and when it would hold no more he zipped it shut and began to stuff his pockets. As if, Travers thought, he was trying to salvage everything that was his own because he was certain the Earthlight was not coming back. 

        Machinery was even then howling throughout, under and on the salvage vessel. She was being lightened, with three of her four holds being cut out, and the last left mated to the monstrous, hunchbacked chassis only for stability. The cockpit armor was being toughened, which would add a little mass and throw the stability off, so Tully Ingersol was meticulously aligning the Aragos to compensate. Unlike the Wastrel, the Earthlight was not designed for prolonged work in the rubble fields of shattered planetoids, or inside the Rabelais Drift. The Wastrel was armored like a warship, but the smaller vessel was designed to salvage dead-mass cargo from hulls that had grounded out and been abandoned. 

        A drone thirty meters tall, twenty wide and sixty long stood by to pull out the holds, and Ingersol had brought down four of the maintenance drones which worked on the Wastrel without pause, always torching, patching, the running repairs needed by any ship that worked inside the Drift. Hellgate, as Jazinsky liked to say, was a bitch, cruel, unforgiving and deadly.

        Without a glance over his shoulder at Travers, who stood in the doorway to the pilot’s cabin, Ramirez marched away. He was a short man, rotund, several years older than Shapiro but looking much older. The draft had begun too late to snare him, but he had served ten years with the Fleet Engineers, where he learned to drink hard. He pushed his way past Vidal and Perlman, who were in the hatch, and stomped down the ramp onto the baking, windswept plascrete.

        “Good riddance,” Perlman said disgustedly.

        But Vidal was indifferent. “The man has his reasons. And he’s right. We do need our brains examined. If any one of us had the sense he — or she — was born with, we’d be forty light years away.”

        “You got that right.” Perlman had fished a packet of Toreros from the pocket of her fatigues jumpsuit, and offered a smoke to Vidal before she lit up. Vidal took one, and the scent of roses and bel-grass wafted toward Travers as he made his way forward. “Still,” Perlman allowed, following Travers to the cockpit, “you have to wonder about the man. He’s got ten years’ experience with this sorry-looking crate. If anyone could get us into Hydralis and out again, safe, it’s Ramirez.”

        “We don’t need him,” Vidal said brashly. “I can fly this thing.”

        “So can I,” Perlman informed him. “In fact, I intend to. I know you, Vidal. You’re a fighter jockey. Leave the heavies to me. I flew gunships off the Intrepid, in Hellgate, for way too long.” 

        “Let her do it,” Travers advised. “If you want to take a seat in the cockpit, Mick, take weapons.”

        During the night, the Earthlight had been armed. Missile tubes, gattlings and an assortment of chain guns had been amputated from one of the Mercury’s gunships. They were an ugly graft on an already ugly ship, but Ingersol had been running the manufacturing shops aboard the Wastrel, and a set of fairings was coming down, remote piloted. The drones would be laser welding into the night, but by midnight the Earthlight would be ready. And by midnight the deck would be loaded with the plot for Jazinsky’s slingshot through Hellgate.

        The comm console had been revamped to control weapons systems, since the flight into Omaru was so covert, it would be made on a complete signal blackout. Vidal swiveled out the chair, perched on the edge of it and gave the new console a disapproving look. 

        “It’s a lash-up,” he observed.

        “Of course it’s a bloody lash-up.” Perlman blew smoke through both nostrils. “Jim Fujioka’s a genius, not a magician. Speaking of whom —” She leaned over Vidal’s shoulder, hooked a headset with her fingertips and settled the earpiece. “Jim, you still on board?”

        For an hour, Travers had walked the ship, familiarizing himself with the layout, the specifications, the facilities. The accommodations were not as lavish as those aboard the Wastrel, but four small cabins, a galley and lounge, an infirmary and hybrid lab were clustered aft of the cockpit. The cab module was only sixteen meters long; the whole ship was compact, not intended for live-aboard work, or long-duration flights, and she usually flew with a crew of four. On this assignment, the Earthlight would have eight aboard on the way in — and with a smidgen of luck, one more on the way back. Everyone aboard would be doubling up. Perlman and Fujioka had bunked together for years; Judith Fargo had no problem sharing a cabin with Bill Grant, since the Lushi medic neither smoked nor snored. Travers had already claimed the master cabin for himself and Marin, which left Vidal wondering what kind of a room-mate he had in Tim Inosanto.

        Travers recalled only the old barracks days, when kids like Fargo, Choi, Kravitz, Inosanto, and so many others, had lived, worked and died together, closer than most family. Vidal had not spent long on a crewdeck. The ‘fighter jockeys’ belonged upstairs, in officer country, with private cabins and a sophisticated officers’ mess. 

        Possibly for the first time in a long while, Michael Vidal would have to pitch in with the rest of them, and Travers admitted to a certain fascination, to see how he handled it. Inosanto had turned eighteen since the wreck of the Intrepid. He was still shockingly young, but like Perlman and Fargo, he was a citybottom kid, tough enough to raise neither an eyebrow nor a sweat when Fleet threw its worst at him, while uptown spoiled brats like Karl David Liang died. Vidal was another uptown fraternity boy, but Travers hesitated to call him a ‘brat,’ and spoiled was the wrong word.

        A few minutes with the makeshift weapons station, and Vidal was satisfied. He stubbed out the remains of the smoke on the only side of the console that was not duct-taped, and gave Travers a lopsided grin.

        “You thinking about lunch? Or am I the only one feeling the onset of starvation here?”

        “I’m thinking about lunch.” It was somewhere in the general vicinity of noon, but Travers did not even look at his chrono. A few days ago on Saraine, this would have been evening. A man’s system could not keep up, and soon did not even try. He ate when he was hungry, and ate whatever he had an appetite for, no matter the hour. “There’s a good place, about half a K from the Fleet compound gates. You know it?”

        “I haven’t spent enough time on Borushek to know anything well,” Vidal confessed. “We’ve got a couple of hours before Shapiro wants us back in the office.”

        They had been called in for a briefing on the latest intelligence from the blockade. The Artemis had docked in the early hours of the morning, Sark time, and was on turnaround. She would be headed back to the blockade at 19:00, and Alexis Rusch would be aboard. In the meantime, Travers’s main concern was familiarity with the ship.

        “Where’s your other half?” Vidal asked as they stepped down out of the dim, silver-gray interior of the Earthlight. “Last night he wanted to break my arms, today I’ve seen nothing of him.”

        “He’s reviewing the security of the private floors, top of the Fleet building. Shapiro’s orders.” As they stepped into the sullen light of an overcast, tropical noon, Travers slid green aviator’s glasses onto his nose. “Conway Streller and Marianna Wing are not happy campers —”

        “You thought they would be?”

        “— and there’s Queneau to take care of now.”

        “You can trust her.” Vidal’s tanned face creased against the light.

        They were in the shadow of the tug and its drones, most of the way to the car Travers had parked by the tail. “You don’t know that. You don’t know anything about Queneau, except she was a good Jeetkwando partner a hell of a long time ago.” He glanced over his shoulder at Vidal, and tossed him the infrakey to the Weiss runabout.

        “I’m driving? Fine.” Vidal slid in under the wheel. 

        The repulsion and jets howled up in unison as Travers settled in the left side of the car, and he watched Vidal’s long legs flex as he drove. In Sark’s tropical heat he was in white slacks, a pale blue shirt, almost civilian garb which made the Delta Dragons tattoo look all the more stark and odd. A hint of the Daku tattoo showed on his chest, in the vee of his shirt.

        The Weiss roadster cut a broad arc toward the Fleet compound gates, and as Vidal braked down he glanced sidelong at Travers. “Where’s this place you know for lunch?”

        “Turn right out of the gates and keep your foot off,” Travers warned. “Look out for a sign, red and green, Mei Shanshui.”

        It was a noodle bar with good sushi, reasonable pasta and decent Mexican on the side. The lunch rush had not yet begun, and the tables were mostly empty, just inside wide windows with a view of the Fleet spaceport. The plascrete wilderness seemed endless, on the other side of a three meter cyclone fence. The name of ‘Mei Shanshui’ was something of a joke. 

        Well accustomed to the diner, Travers pulled a stool up to one end of the long counter, where he could watch the threedees. A buzzcut youth, just released from his hitch, slapped a couple of menus down beside him.

        Vidal glanced once at the menu and pushed it away. He beckoned the kid back at once, and gestured at the fridges. “Give me a Cascade, and I’ll take the fried noodles and scallops.”

        “Times two,” Travers decided, and handed back the menus.

        On the threedees, a drama had just finished and the network threw to a roundup of sports across the colonies. Travers watched idly, aware of Vidal, waiting for him to speak, and not surprised when he said,

        “Who the hell are you, Travers? How did you get into this? Me, you could understand getting suckered into their bloody stupid war. I’m a Vidal, which is like saying Shackleton, Liang, Deuel, Rabelais. But you? I don’t get it.”

        “I was shanghaied,” Travers told him baldly. “I’d love to tell you there was a mutiny aboard the Intrepid, but she didn’t survive long enough. You know what happened to her?” Vidal’s blue eyes were wide, unblinking. “She was in Hellgate so damn long, she ran out of luck. Hellgate crippled a gunship, chewed it up ... spat it back at the carrier, and when it hit, the whole show was over like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Turned out, I was the senior surviving officer ... Master Sergeant, Bravo Company, 176th Airborne, for what it’s worth. 

        “Who am I? The last commander of the super-carrier Intrepid.” He gave Vidal a humorless smile. “Marin and me, we had the know-how, the motivation and the clout to get her out before Hellgate finished us. We already knew Vaurien and Sherratt from way back, and — you could say the mutiny happened after the fact. We were out, the whole company of us, and we weren’t coming back. Most of the survivors had already signed with Vaurien, and then ...” He shrugged eloquently. “Shapiro jumped us on Saraine. He could have slammed us into Jackson — fifty lashes and twenty years apiece, on the wrong side of the bars. Or we could have been looking at a military firing squad. He gave us the choice of enlisting in his personal war. The rest, you know.”

        “Well, shit,” Vidal said, vastly amused, “you don’t do anything by halves, Neil Travers.”

        “I’m glad you approve,” Travers said acidly. He paused while two green glass bottles of Cascade’s premium and two bowls were set down before them, and then nailed Vidal with a hard look. “Curtis and I were pressganged into this man’s army, we’re here because we weren’t given much option. It’s you I don’t get, Mick. You’re a Vidal, you’re from a rich family. Mark checked you out, after you and Rusch joined us: your old man is dying of sheer old age, your mother cut out and left Velcastra ten years ago, for pastures greener, and it’s just you and two cousins, Trick and Ying, to split the nine-figure bequest. That’s Patrick Vidal and Mei Ying Shackleton ... spelled m-o-n-e-y.” He paused to pass a fork-load of noodles into his mouth and glared at Vidal as he demanded, “What in the name of anybody’s god are you doing in the service?”

        The blue eyes sparkled with a brittle, unholy humor. “I’m a spy. I told you, I’m Robert Chandra Liang’s eyes and ears in Fleet.”

        “Daku,” Travers growled.

        “It’s not a crime, nor a sin.” Vidal’s fleeting humor vanished. He teased open his shirt to display the tattoo. “I got this when I was seventeen, before the bastards even conscripted me. I did my five years, and every day of that time I told myself, ‘Let the buggers teach me everything they know, let them qualify me on the most cutting-edge weapons, spaceplanes, anything, everything,’ because even when I was seventeen I knew this war was going to happen, and it’d be up to people like me, my generation, to fight it.” His brows rose and he took a few moments to eat. “Daku is just another word for colonial, or republican.”

        “Or separatist, terrorist, insurrectionist, mutineer, traitor, spy,” Travers added. “How big an idiot you are for admitting to being Daku depends where you’re standing, Mick, and who you’re talking to.”

        Vidal closed his shirt and returned to his meal. He ate in silence for some moments and then asked quietly, “You going to turn me in to the Confederacy? I don’t think so. You need me.”

        “Don’t flatter yourself,” Travers warned. “You’re welcome aboard but you’re far from irreplaceable. Not as an agent, not as a pilot.”

        “You’re a hard man, Neil,” Vidal observed.

        “You have no idea who I am,” Travers said bluntly, eating steadily.

        But Vidal was studying him closely, with a frown. “I think I do. I recall the way you came after Roark Hubler and me, and you didn’t even like Roark at the time.”

        “I still don’t. The man’s a pain in the ass.”

        “He certainly is,” Vidal agreed, “but you can trust him, one hundred percent. Like you. Like Queneau.”

        The woman’s name made Travers take his eyes from the threedee he had been watching — some local aeroball team had made the playoffs against the odds, and the betting was going wild — and looked sharply at Vidal. “You’re very sure about her. How can you know?”

        “Same way as I know about you.” Vidal chewed on the last mouthful of noodles. “I saw Queneau put her neck on the block to bring in a bunch of ordinary grunts. She could have died forty times over. Hellgate, where else? Rannach, Ulkur, Oberon, the beacons. You know the place?” 

        “Far too well.” Memories sizzled along Travers’s nerve endings and for a moment the meal he had just eaten almost seemed to curdle in his belly. “I’ll talk to Shapiro about Quenau.”

        “Do that. Shapiro needs all the good people he can find. It’s going to get bloody soon ... then again, that’s what I let the Confederacy train me for.”

        “So you can get out on the front line and fight for the liberty of the colonies?”

        “Call me an idealist. The Daku usually are.”

        “A lot of people would call you a maniac,” Travers observed acidly, still intent on the sportscast, which had switched to a roundup of the colonial rugby quarter finals. 

        “A lot of people would be dead wrong.” Vidal’s tone was steely. “I am what I am, Neil. I do what I have to do.”

        For a moment Travers took his eyes off the threedee. “You’re half Pakrani.”

        “Full marks for observation,” Vidal said fatuously, and filled his mouth with Singapore noodles.

        “You want to tell me how that comes to be?” 

        “You just said Sherratt ran the whole file on me, when Alexis and I came over.” Vidal was not about to offer anything for free.

        Travers angled a curious look at him. “You know damned well, that information wouldn’t be in any file. It just says your father, a very uptown Velcastran industrialist, married a Pakrani woman, your mother. That’s odd in itself, First Fleet snobs being what they are. They were married almost thirty years — Rusch knew her long before you were born. Then she cut out and vanished ten years ago.”

        Very deliberately, Vidal set down his food and twisted the stool to face Travers. “You think there’s no ‘First Fleet snobs’ among the Pakrani? God, you can be naive. My mother was an aeroball player. You didn’t see this in the file? Tell Sherratt to dig deeper next time. She’s Elaine Osman, captain of the Pakrenne national team for the six years when they won everything ... and superficially she’s a lot like Barb Jazinsky. Big, strong, drop-dead gorgeous, bloody arrogant ... though she doesn’t have a gram of Jazinsky’s brains, or compassion.

        “She was stinking rich on sponsorships and contracts before she even met my father, and she only married him to get a few rungs higher on the social ladder.” Vidal was bitter about the subject, but he smothered the emotion with beer and shrugged. “My father was besotted with her. He thought she was this perfect woman, this angel. He still thinks so, even after she lit out, dropped him when he started to get old and she got a better offer. You know where she is now?”

        “No,” Travers said apologetically. “Look, I was just curious.”

        “You have a right to be,” Vidal admitted. “She’s on Jagreth, married to some senator who’s running for governor. He’s loaded like my father never was, and he’s probably going to be in the Grand Senate. She’s a ‘trophy wife’ for him — yesteryear’s aeroball star, still drop-dead beautiful, thirty years younger than Senator Rob Prendegast. I expect she’s going to be Jagreth’s First Lady, about the same time my father passes on, and you know what the old fool thinks of all this? He failed her, he let her down, she was worth more than he could give. Bullshit. Satisfied now?”

        “Like I said, I was just curious,” Travers remonstrated. “If I crossed any lines, intruded, and I ought to apologize —”

        “No.” Vidal sighed. “You have to figure out who you can trust in this game. People have to prove themselves. You can’t afford to take anything on face value. Which is why I’m telling you to talk to Shapiro about Queneau.” He drained his beer and stood. “She’s worth it.”

        “What’s your hurry?” Travers demanded. 

        The threedee sportscast had cut away to a story from Darwin’s, and for the first time in years Travers was watching a vidclip on the iceboat races. Was it carnival time in Delaware already? Time had a way of slipping by at breakneck speed. He had lost track. On the vidclip he recognized the Wulff glacier, the ancient valley floor which was drone-sculpted, deliberately iced, melted out and resurfaced, to give the iceboats a perfect course. They were ten meters long and three wide, with a crew of five; the boats themselves were feather-light and rode a single blade which cut into the ice like a scalpel, and bladed outriggers which touched down occasionally for balance. The single sail was kevlex, just a few microns thick, rigged on a boom which swung to catch every breath of wind—

        “There’s something I want to do before Shapiro hauls us in,” Vidal was saying as he swept up several packets of chips and two sachets of dips from the display baskets on top of the drink cooler.

       “I want to watch this.” Travers had not moved. The colored festival lights shone on the blue-green glacial ice of SolValley, and in the background the event organizers had decorated a whole stand of Jupiter spruce, as they did every year. This vidclip had been shot long after the early winter sunset, and the lights danced in the night.

        Vidal peered into the threedee and grunted. “It’s a bunch of goddamn stupid iceboats, who cares?”

        The clip was finished then in any case. Travers drained his beer to the dregs and pinned a twenty dollar bill to the counter with the empty bottle. “You might care,” he said tartly, not even looking at Vidal, “if those ‘stupid iceboats’ were racing fourteen K’s from the place you were born, and you used to race them yourself before Fleet got its talons into you.”

        He stalked out of Mei Shanshui with a thunderous face. The tropical afternoon wind, hot and wet, hit him full in the face as he stepped out of the a/c. The Spaceport Clearway smelt acridly of exhaust and hot jets. He caught sight of himself in the wide, polished window glass, and did not care to sweeten his expression as he lowered himself into the Weiss, which stood at the door. Vidal dropped into the driver’s seat a moment later, and under the roar of repulsion and jets starting he said,

        “Hey, man, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

        “Would it have mattered?” Travers growled.

        “It might have.” Vidal set his left hand on Travers’s right knee.

        “One of these days,” Travers said with spurious pleasantness, “Curtis Marin is going to break your nose.”

        “Him, and who else?” Vidal demanded brashly.

        “Try him,” Travers invited. 

        Vidal skipped a beat. “He’s trained.”

        “You could say.” Travers was not in the mood to talk.

        “Jeetkwando?” Vidal might have been joking.

        “Dendra Shemiji,” Travers told him in a growl. “Get the hell out of the parking zone before you get picked up.”

        Without a word Vidal pulled out. Travers was silent, wrestling with an anger which refused to take shape in his mind, as the pilot threaded into the traffic, cut across four lanes and took the cloverleaf to double back to the compound’s big boom gates. He flashed his ID at the drone, and then they were back on the plascrete. Travers had expected him to head for the tall administration building, where the upper levels were Shapiro’s domain, one of the only sanctuaries in Sark. When he looked up from the footwell, where his eyes had gazed blindly while he replayed memories from half a lifetime ago, he was surprised to see the long, low base hospital building.

        “What’s your business here, Vidal?” he demanded testily.

        Vidal rummaged for the chips and dips he had picked up at the noodle bar, and gestured eloquently with them. “I promised Roark I’d bring him something halfway edible. The crap they’re feeding him would kill a goat.”

        “You mean it’s healthy, fresh enough to actually crunch when you bite it, and the meat hasn’t been dead in cryogen for eight years?”  

        “Exactly. Not Roark Hubler’s style. Are you coming along?” Vidal was heading for the hospital’s foyer without looking back.

        And since he had pocketed the infrakey without thinking, and the temperature in the car was swiftly climbing, Travers followed. Shapiro did not need them back for more than an hour, and in fact Travers had a gruesome fascination to see Hubler. The last time he had set eyes on the man, he was on a gurney, being hurried to the infirmary, where the forfeiture of his legs was the price of his life.

        The building was white, sterile, cool, with potted palms, ficus, philodendrons, nodding in the draft from multiple air vents. Vidal had obviously never visited before, since he had just arrived insystem, and he cut a line to reception, to look him up. According to the computer, Hubler was not getting constant care now; his condition was downgraded to ‘pending,’ and Travers guessed the term was jargon — pending the delivery of a pair of biocyber legs which had been balanced, weighted, aligned, especially for him.

        They had moved him from ICU, which was on the top floor, down to in-house accommodations, only one level above reception. Vidal spurned the lift, headed up the stairs, and again Travers followed, mostly out of a gruesome curiosity.

        He was in apartment 19, with a view of the gates and the clearway, and the door stood open. The jangle of a threedee issued from inside, and Vidal paused only to knock on the open door before he headed in. The threedee muted at once. Travers hung back at the door, wondering if he were welcome here. Vidal was in no such doubts.

         A hoverchair wallowed out of the bedroom which opened off one side of the living area. Travers glimpsed a narrow bed, the open door of a small bathroom beyond, and the general chaos that usually surrounded a bachelor. He backed off, remaining just inside the apartment, giving the others the chance to meet and greet, perhaps get the inevitable shock out of the way. Travers had heard Vidal suck in sharp breath and swear lividly as he saw Hubler. For himself, Travers felt like an intruder, and deliberately turned his attention to the threedee. 

        It was showing an action flick in which a Kuchini hero in head-to-foot black leathers and a naked heroine with improbable proportions kickboxed with four combat drones. Travers was riveted by the sheer stupidity. He knew these drones too well. You didn’t, couldn’t, tackle them barehanded. The producers of this piece of video trash were either ignorant or uninterested. The stud smashed them easily while the heroine’s stiletto-heeled kick decapitated them, and certainly kept her best features bouncing enthusiastically — which might have been the object of this exercise. 

        “You got a thing for cheap, nasty actioners?” Hubler’s rough, disagreeable voice demanded, much closer than Travers had expected.

        “Not since I was ten years old,” Travers told him.

        “You hooked on chicks with over-pumped balloons?” Hubler leered.

        “Not since I was eight years old.” Travers turned his back on the threedee and offered Hubler his hand. 

        It was difficult not to look at the stumps of the man’s legs. Two mid-thigh amputations had left him weirdly abbreviated, and Hubler did not seem to care who saw it. He was clad in a brief pair of blue-green gym shorts, and he was working out again, Travers saw. The muscles of his torso were ripped, the veins roped like hydraulic cables. The stumps were smooth and perfect; no incision lines, no bruises, not even a patch of discolored skin remained to account for the surgery. Roark Hubler could have been born this way. 

        The hover chair was little more than a bucket seat on a repulsion cushion, controlled by his body movements. It whined as Hubler leaned this way and that, moving fast and hard through the apartment. The man’s palm was still callused, his shake punishing. Travers was pleased to take back his hand.

        “Feel free to look,” Hubler said indifferently, slapping his left stump. “It’s not a bad job. The new legs will be in next week, then they say it takes maybe two, three weeks to get used to them. I’ll be back on the Kiev in a month.”

        “Maybe,” Vidal said moodily. 

        “Meaning?” Hubler flung the chair across the apartment to the kitchen corner and lifted three cans out of the refrigerator. He lobbed two haphazardly at Vidal and Travers. 

        “Meaning,” Vidal told him as he fielded the can, snapped his fingers on the top to smother the foam, and cracked it open, “you should watch CNS more often instead of this crap.” He jerked the can of Wang’s in the direction of the threedee. “The Kiev
might not even be there in a month.”

        “Or Omaru might not be there,” Hubler added. “I watch CNS enough. You get tired of their bullshit.”

        “It’s not bullshit,” Vidal said sharply. “Life on the blockade is no easier since you shipped out. We’re dying at Omaru.”

        “So are they,” Hubler added, and emptied half the can in one pull.

        Vidal took a long deep breath and seemed to nurture patience. “You’re deliberately not seeing the point, Roark, nor the truth. Look, I can’t hang around. I’m on Shapiro’s payroll, you know that.”

        “Good for you,” Hubler said sourly. “Means you won’t be going back to the blockade, huh? Cheers.”

        “You’re wrong,” Travers said quietly. “We’re headed to Hydralis late tonight.”

        “You and Mick?” Hubler’s brows rose, and when Travers answered only with a nod his eyes narrowed. “Covert shit?”

        “Yes. And no, we can’t tell you,” Travers said tersely, “but like any covert op, it can turn into a one-way ticket. I imagine Vidal came here to shake your hand and say goodbye. The least you can do is paste a smile on your ugly face for three minutes and pretend you care.”

        He slammed the beer can down and marched out of the apartment without waiting for a response. Anger burned so brightly in his belly, he was in the foyer, with its ficus and palms, just inside the sliding armorglass, before he stopped his feet. He dropped into the couch beside the potted plants and glared at the big gold chrono on the opposite wall. If Vidal was not down in fifteen minutes, he would call for a buggy, let Vidal make his own way back — and his explanations to Shapiro, for holding up the mission briefing.

        Vidal jogged down the stairs with two minutes to spare, and stalked right by Travers, through the sliding glass doors and out to the car. Anger simmered just under the surface and Travers let him be. His driving was jerky as he swung around the outside of the field and came up on the administration complex from the public gates on Stuyvessant Boulevard.

        The Weiss was abandoned in the car pool’s parking lot, and as the routine afternoon rains came through, they took the private elevator up. Vidal was tight-mouthed, still silent as they stepped out into Shapiro’s levels, and Travers left him to his thoughts. Hubler was a tough customer. He and Vidal had served together for a long time, and Roark knew he was headed back into harm’s way while Vidal — who had technically been in command of the Delta Dragons at the time of the CL-389 incident — was grounded pending an inquiry. Hubler was also nursing a bitter streak a mile wide, though he was doing a fine job of masking it. He had always been a man with a chip on his shoulder, Travers remembered; now, he seemed to be at war with the entire Deep Sky, as well as himself.

        Opposite the alcove which housed the elevator shafts was a status board, and a winking red light there caught Travers’s eye as he headed in, toward Shapiro’s office. 

        “What the hell is that?” Vidal demanded.

        “Security’s on alert ... these levels only, not the whole ant heap.” Travers reached over and tapped the comm at the side of the board. “Curtis, are you in the building?”

        Several moments passed and he was about to call again when Marin’s voice said, “Come down to the detention level. Is Vidal with you?” He was slightly breathless, and terse with annoyance.

        “Right here, Marin,” Vidal said to the comm. “What’s the problem?”

        “Just get down here,” Marin said shortly. 

        The detention level was two floors below Shapiro’s office and apartment. Travers punched for the elevator again, and without a word Vidal stepped in beside him. There was no way off these levels, Travers knew, without access to the elevator codes, or without recognition from the AI. Ingrid knew every face, every voice and palmprint of the people who should be here; and Ingrid had the ability to corner, sedate and even kill an intruder. The dart projectors were in the ceiling. One or two darts would tranquilize, depending on body mass; three or four would kill. Anyone working on these levels — or detained here — was aware of this, and Travers was surprised anyone would run this gauntlet.

        He should have known. She had the reputation for being hard, nasty, without a single redeeming quality. He had barely stepped out of the car, with Vidal a pace behind, when he saw the standoff. Marianna Wing must have jumped one of the stewards who looked after her and her partner, Conway Streller. She had relieved the young man of his palm gun, slapped a forearm over his windpipe, and with the muzzle of his own gun tucked in behind his ear she had made her way close to the elevators before Marin and two officers from Shapiro’s unit cut off her path.

        Her eyes flicked to Travers and knew him at a glance. “Welcome to the party, the more the merrier.”

        Marin was armed, but he had not drawn aim on her. A Chiyoda pistol was held loosely in the fingers of his right hand, but it was pointed at the floor. He was standing back against the wall, and as Travers stepped out of the lift car he had been attempting to remonstrate.

        “Even if you get off these levels, you can’t make it out of the building. If you did, somehow, that’d put you on the plascrete, five K’s inside the Fleet compound in every direction. Drop it, Wing. Let the kid go. You don’t have to die here.”

        “You,” Wing said nastily, “can go fuck yourself. I’ve told you. I’m done telling you. I’m out of here, Marin, or I’m dead. I’ve been cooped up about as long as I care to be — I got nothing to lose.”

        “You think so?” Marin sounded entirely open to negotiation. “I’m authorized to offer you a sweet deal. But I’m not going to make any promises while you hold the kid hostage.”

        “Bullshit,” Wing accused. 

        “You’ll never know, if you kill him,” Marin observed, “and the only way you’ll get into that elevator is by killing him. As soon as he’s down, if I don’t put one in you, the AI will. Ingrid?”

        “Correct, Captain Marin,” the AI purred from no direction in particular. “I have no direct shot at this time. Sergeant Provine’s life is in jeopardy.”

        The mercenary’s forearm tightened against the young man’s windpipe and he made a choking sound. “We can all die,” Wing suggested.

        “True,” Marin agreed, “but I’ll put another proposition to you. I can bury you, put Provine in the hospital for a week, and the rest of us can go to lunch.” His brows arched. “You think I can’t gut-shoot the pair of you with the same round, right through him, before you can take me? Wrong, lady. Thing is, I can have a medsquad here in under a minute, and Provine’ll be patched up in an hour.” His voice hardened. “Think about it, Wing: if I tell the medics, they won’t even see you lying there. They’ll step over you while you bleed. When they’re gone I’ll finish you off — being humane, you understand. It takes hours to die of a gut wound, and it’s a messy, painful business. Understand: nobody here wants you alive.”

        His voice was almost hypnotic, but Wing was not about to be mesmerized. “You’re a bastard freak, Marin, you know that?”

        “So I’ve been told,” Marin agreed. “And I’m hungry. I’m done trying to be reasonable, I’m done listening to you, Wing. I’m going to count to five, and if you don’t drop that gun, the next words I say will be to the medics.”

        The count was silent, and Travers counted with him, to five and then to ten, all the while watching the Freespacer’s eyes widen till they were bugged out and glassy. 

        On the count of eleven she flung the gun in one direction and the hostage in the other, and only grunted as Ingrid hit her in the side of the neck with two tiny darts. Wing buckled at the knees and pitched face-down. The security men who had flanked Marin collected her at once, and Travers scooped up the gun she had thrown away.

        He slapped the weapon back into Provine’s hand. “Be more careful in future, son. Underestimating that one can be the last mistake you make.”

        “Put her away,” Marin said tersely to the security men. “She’ll sleep it off in a few hours. Install some extra surveillance in her quarters, I’ll let Shapiro know what happened.”

        They were gone when Vidal applauded with a few claps. “Pretty damn good, Marin. I’m impressed. You even had me convinced.”

        On his way into the lift, Marin gave him a level, probing look. “You thought I was kidding?”

        He strode past Vidal, and only Travers saw the stony look on Vidal’s face. “You okay, Curt?” he asked quietly as the lift went up.

        “I’m fine.” Marin seemed unperturbed. “But I’m also going to tell Shapiro he’s got trouble. She’s at the end of her rope — I wondered how long it was. He won’t be able to keep her or Streller locked up forever, or even for much longer. Not without coming to some kind of a deal.”

        From Shapiro’s expression, he had been monitoring the scene. Travers pulled a chair up to the end of the desk and watched the threedee, which showed the crew who were installing surveillance bugs. They were less than the size of a man’s small finger and plugged into the walls. Wing had locked herself in even more securely.

        “She’s on the edge, General,” Marin was saying. “You’re getting close to the point where you’ll have to close the case on her.”

        “Execution?” Shapiro sounded dubious.

        “Or cryogen,” Marin suggested, “or exile. Take her, and Streller, and even Queneau, to a remote region on some planet like Saraine, with white beaches and green seas and an almost nonexistent population. Give the buggers ten years’ worth of supplies ... no way to call out, nothing that can be rigged to transmit, nothing that flies ... and forget about them. Freedom isn’t an option, but walls and gates are not the only kinds of captivity.”

        “Not Queneau,” Vidal said quietly. Shapiro angled a glance at him, and he turned back from the window where he had been watching a heavy lifter batter its way out into the tropical cloudscape. “She’s good, General. Gunships, weapons. She got the better of Sherratt’s man.”

        “And she’s in the pay of Boden Zwerner,” Shapiro added.

        “Was,” Vidal corrected. “Talk to her. Make her the same offer you made Travers and Marin. They were mutineers, privateers, and you came to trust them. Queneau deserves the same.”

        “I’ll talk to her,” Shapiro allowed. “In the meantime —”

        The growl of the elevator interrupted, and he fell silent until the car opened. Sherratt, Jazinsky and Rusch stepped out, but Travers had been expecting to see Richard Vaurien, with or without his irritating new protégé. 

        “Mark, thank you for coming in.” Shapiro waved him to one of the chairs under the vast windows. “Alexis, have you had lunch?”

        “An hour ago.” Rusch nodded to Vidal and stopped at the ’chef for a mug of green tea. “I don’t have long, Harrison. The Artemis is shipping out in four hours. I need to beat your people back to Omaru, if I’m going to fiddle the flight schedules and surveillance for you.”

        “We’ll get you there,” Shapiro assured her. “Ingrid, signal the standby crew aboard the Artemis. Tell them they don’t depart till Colonel Rusch is aboard, no questions, no arguments.”

        “In fact,” Mark added philosophically, “we’re about to scatter in every direction! I must get back to Saraine, before the Lionel Shastri people call in another linguist. They won’t wait much longer for me to get back to them, and we don’t want them having a translation begun by some idiot who’ll waste five years and deliver garbage.”

        “And I,” Shapiro said in a resigned tone, “will be on the Wastrel, headed for Ulrand. An engagement to which I’m not looking forward — but I’ll do what I can both to placate the Senate in Marak and to make contact with the man. Boden Zwerner.”

        The threedee cycled back to routine data, endless columns of figures detailing the building, the compound, the military docks at geostationary, every item from temperature and humidity to population movements. Travers looked away. “I’d expected Richard to be here.”

        “Not at this hour.” Shapiro settled in the chair behind his desk. “He and Teniko have another appointment. They didn’t say what, and since I assume it’s personal —”


        “Tonio’s talking to a geneticist,” Jazinsky said levelly as she helped herself to coffee and took the chair beside Rusch. “He wants to be redesigned, and the Resalq do the best work. God knows, they’ve had the most practice, with the best reason.”

        Shapiro did not appear surprised. “I’ll brief Captain Vaurien as soon as he gets into Sark. You’ll be aboard the Wastrel with us, Miss ... Barb. But I assume you have the navigation data for the Earthlight.” 

        She gave him a reproachful look. “Harrison, what kind of a question is that?” A datacube rattled onto the desk, before Travers. “Load your navtank early, and have Perlman run through a couple of sims. She’s got a lot of experience in Hellgate, so she’s not going to freak, but still have her run the sim two or three times.”

        Travers groaned. “Oh, Christ. That means you’re going to sling us around Naiobe.”

        “Thread the needle right,” Jazinsky said sharply, “and you’ll drop out of e-space inside the orbit of the moon, Rashid.”

        “And if we don’t get it thread right?” Marin speculated.

        The wide Pakrani shoulders lifted in a shrug. “You could be outside the orbit of their other moon, Bahrain, or you could be on the wrong side of Omaru. One way, you’ll be in plain sight of the Fleet snoops. The other way, at least you won’t make anything easy for the bastards.”

        “I’ll tell Perlman,” Travers said dutifully.   

        “See that you do.” Shapiro gestured to Vidal, who was nearest the ’chef. “I’ll take a coffee with cream, Major, and feel free to help yourself.” He leaned forward, elbows on the desk. “The Artemis came in loaded with the latest intel feed from Hydralis ... you people,” he was looking at Marin, Travers and Vidal, “are going to have to do some very fancy dancing to stay ahead of them.”

        “Trouble?” Rusch asked darkly.

        “On both sides.” He paused long enough to take a mug from Vidal, and studied the liquid thoughtfully. “Intelligence aboard the Kiev has no idea, none whatever, how the government, militia and secret service of Omaru is operating. They’ve done everything from target-specific, long-range assassination to wide-field missile assault and mass arrests. Nothing makes the mechanism skip a beat. Omaru is always back up and fighting in an hour. 

        “And they’re getting smarter.” He tried the coffee and set it aside to cool. “They’re knocking down your gunships Alexis, so long as they’re certain the crash site won’t do any more damage than has already been done. When a gunship strays over the city’s devastated zones — and they frequently do, because they’re deliberately lured there, and some of the younger pilots are too stupid, or too grass-green, not to take the bait! — snipers have found exactly how and where to hit a gunship to force it to land, intact.”

        “No surprise there,” Travers growled. “The grunts on any crewdeck could tell you how, and most of the kids on Omaru did their hitch, before this shindig got rolling.”

        “Enlighten me,” Jazinsky invited. “Remember, I never went through their sausage machine. Richard pulled me out before they caught me.”

        “Thank gods he did,” Alexis Rusch said quietly. “For that, if nothing else, the Deep Sky owes Captain Vaurien a debt it’s going to be difficult to settle.”

        “Just keep Fleet and the Confederacy off my back,” Jazinsky said in a steely voice, little more than a rasp. “Neil?”

        Travers had assumed the invitation was rhetorical, and blinked at her. “You’re kidding me. You can put down a gunship with one round out of a rocket launcher, if you know where to shoot it.” Jazinsky’s brows arched as if she fully expected a punchline. “You wait till it’s a max of 200 meters out, so it can’t evade the round,” he said levelly, “and you shoot it square in the pilot. The right round, at the right distance, peels the armorglass off the canopy like the shell of a shrimp. The entire flight crew is suddenly toast, hull integrity is shot to hell, and if the AI has the chance it lands, fast, so the rest of the crew can straighten out the mess. What you do with the gunship after that is your affair, but if you’re quick, and your snipers are good enough, the crew’s just fish in a barrel.”

        Shapiro wore a bleak expression. “These are tactics from the corporate war, the corporate battleground, and they work. This would seem to be the routine in Hydralis lately, and I have to warn you gentlemen, while Colonel Rusch can certainly keep the blockade gunships out of your hair, there are at least four gunships currently in the service of the Omaru militia. They’re armed with missiles and other weapons systems delivered through the blockade by gunrunners like Sergei van Donne and Richard himself, and their pilots are Fleet trained, right out of the academies and just back from conscripted service in Hellgate. 

        “They’re fearless, ruthless, they’re slugging it out effectively with the blockade gunships and MP squad fliers which, just weeks ago, were able to invade Hydralis’s airspace with impunity. If you give them the slightest suspicion that the Earthlight is a Fleet vessel you’ll be taking on some of the best crews and some of the best-armed gunships in this sector.”

        A sodden silence settled over the room. At last Rusch stood, drained her mug and jerked a thumb over her shoulder toward the lifts. “I have to go, Harrison, if I’m going to contribute anything to this enterprise. The sooner I get back to the Kiev, the more I can do.” She gave her hand to Vidal, but could not summon a smile. “Take care of yourself, Michael. I’ll do what I can for you.”

        “I know.” Vidal took her hand, leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I owe you one, Alexis. Colonel.”

        “Alexis will do this time,” she said shrewdly. “Early warning, Harrison: if I’m still alive when this thing is finished, I’m out. Gone. Find yourself a new commander for the Kiev. I won’t walk away before it’s done, but —”

        “But you’re a scientist, not military, not political,” Shapiro finished. “I’ve always known that, Alexis.” He took her hand. “Kristyn Bauer sends her best. She’s coming out to Borushek on vacation in a while, with her family. Maybe I can pull you off the blockade long enough to get you a decent furlough too.”

        “It’s a nice thought.” Rusch nodded to Travers and Marin. “Captains. Congratulations on the promotions. You deserve it. It was either a promotion or a firing squad.” She paused, halfway out of the office, and turned back. “Be cautious on Ulrand, Harrison. They’re spoiling for a fight, and they don’t particularly care who it’s with.”

        With that she was gone, and Travers studied Shapiro, who was searching the threedee for something. “You’ll have the Wastrel and a solid bodyguard around you,” he offered, “and I’d gamble on the Wastrel over a lot of warships. Ulrand doesn’t have anything to touch you.”

        “All very true, so long as I’m aboard,” Shapiro agreed. “Unfor-tunately I’ll be in Marak, addressing the senate, and if I want to make contact with Boden Zwerner, that won’t be done outside citybottom.” He glanced at Travers through the mist of the threedee. “I’ll take Alexis’s advice and proceed with caution!”

        Jazinsky had been watching him rummage for data. “What are you looking for?”

         “A signal from the Ganymede. A message from Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford. He’s due to be sitting right where you are, in around eight hours ... and I’d like to be able to inform him honestly, business is too urgent for me to stay back here, polishing a chair with my duff. I want him on Ulrand, in front of the Grand Senate, explaining to the citizens of Marak why the Confederacy’s man Mulholland damaged Ulrand’s biosphere so comprehensively, it may never recover.” He allowed himself a faint smile. “I’d like to watch his performance. Getting him there is going to take impeccable timing.”

        “You’ll slither in.” Jazinsky was looking at her chrono. “Tonio’ll be done with the genetic specialist by now. He and Richard only have to get their act into gear and their asses in the air. I’ll give them a call, if you like.”

        “Please do.” Shapiro sat back with the coffee between his palms, and regarded Travers, Marin and Vidal speculatively. “I think you gentlemen should be on the Earthlight. Have Perlman run those simulations. Sweat through them yourselves. Hellgate won’t forgive you any blunders ... and neither, I’m afraid, will Omaru.”

        The word ‘dismissed’ was a subtext on the words, and Travers pushed back his chair. He placed himself firmly between Marin and Vidal and angled a warning look at the pilot, but Vidal’s dark head shook minutely: he was not about to be confrontational. This was the wrong time. 

        As the lift closed, Shapiro had just invited Sherratt to present the preliminary data from Jazinsky’s research into the Zunshu probe. The threedee was alive with vivid, gyrating wave patterns and the symbols of a language Travers did not speak. Mathematics might be the one common mother tongue for all spacefaring species — but it was a pity, Travers decided, that not one person in a million, from either race, could understand a syllable of it. 

        “Hellgate,” Marin was saying as if it were a curse. “I just don’t believe this. We’re going back to Hellgate.”

        “But this time,” Travers said softly as he slipped an arm around his waist and deliberately drew him close while the lift sped down, “we’re not stopping.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Earthlight, Rabelais Drift

 

The panels were alive with warnings, but Marin had muted the audio. The Earthlight’s AI pilot was experienced in Hellgate, but it was configured to report on any perceived hazard, and they were coming thick and fast. Every few minutes brought another, and the ship would not be out of harm’s way for more than an hour. 

        She was cutting a difficult track around the skirt of the Bronowski Reef, where chunks of rock large enough to have been called planets in their own right ghosted into the margins of the e-space field. They were real, they were there, but the wormhole of the Weimann conduit cut under the space they occupied through a dimension in which the planetoids were as immaterial as fog. What Marin knew of Weimann physics, e-space topography, was scant, and he had no desire to know more.

        Off on the starboard rear quarter was Beacon 304. It was one of the cardinal points of Jazinsky’s slingshot through the Drift, and its exact position was critical. The Earthlight had dropped out into normal space right on the skirt of Hellgate, and the AI listened for the beacon, located it in space to an error factor of less than a hundred meters. 

        Because Hellgate had a nasty habit of moving things around, sucking them up and spitting them out somewhere, somewhen else, Jazinsky’s plot had to be precise, or the slingshot through the Drift would take the ship much too close to Naiobe — and she would not shrug aside the black hole the way she scorned planetoids. From the outer edge of the event horizon, the singularity was active in the full spectrum of dimensions, and it was dangerous in every one.

        The navtank made a thousand adjustments for the exact topography of Hellgate the moment before the Weimann transition, and after commitment to the slingshot through Marin had watched it correct again, every few seconds. The current position of things ... the sizzle of background radiation which were the footprints of recent events ... the relative gravity from any quarter, plus the proximity of Naiobe, the subtle ‘wobble’ of distortion in the radio waves pumped out by the pulsar at the heart of 2631C ... the shape and rhythm of the x-ray flares dancing around Naiobe’s accretion disk ... these factors and a hundred more were plugged into Jazinsky’s navigation software. 

        Marin understood none of it, but he had been intent on the threedee for an hour, watching the firefly snatches of data which flashed up and were gone in an instant. They were so hypnotic, his mind was zoning, his thoughts had spun away, and Travers spoke to him for the third time before a hand fell on his shoulder, rousing him.

        “You okay?” Travers had been gazing at the blue-white streaks of the e-space conduit, framed in the cockpit canopy surround, and now he ducked down to look into the threedee. “You know, too much of this stuff is bad for your mental health.”

        “Not to mention your eyesight.” Marin looked away and knuckled his eyes. They were dry, sore, and he realized he had not blinked in minutes. “We’re halfway through. Naiobe comes up in fifteen minutes, then Beacon 477 and Oberon, and we’re out.”

        “And I’ll dare breathe again.” Travers dropped into the seat beside Marin’s in the Earthlight’s crowded cockpit. 

        By comparison with the Wastrel it was cramped, but many of the ship’s essential functions were monitored from stations elsewhere; and one officer could pilot the ship, in the rare event that she was taken off AI control. The Earthlight was a different creature. She could not take on the Wastrel’s work, but the Wastrel was too big and too oddly constructed to land.

        The threedee was actually displaying the position of the Omaru system. The yellow, G2 star showed as a tiny blip, identifiable only by its tag. Travers’s forefinger dipped into the colored mist of the display and he gave an eloquent grunt.

        “Hydralis. What kind of stupid name is that for a city?”

        Marin glanced sidelong at him, for a moment watching the play of instrument lights on his face. “It wasn’t stupid when she was named. In its day, it was the common contraction for Hyde-Ralston-Isumi. HDRLS was its share market ticker.”

        “And they are...?” Travers sounded mystified.

        He had never been much of a history student. Marin only smiled. “They were three major players in the consortium which developed the colony. The company had been known as Hydralis for decades. They were all about robotics, propulsion, AI systems ... something like that. I never had a reason to look into it, but I do know they were out-competed by the companies that followed afterward. Arago, Murchison, IBEX. The original founder companies were lost in mergers during the first half century after colonization. 

        “The last to go was the big one, the company that had built the terraformer fleet, launched the actual colonial hulls, recruited the human talent, coordinated the whole show. Oyama Maru ... Omaru. They were based in Chryse, on Mars, and getting elbowed out by the big-guns, Mitsubishi for one. The whole inspiration behind the consortium was to get the hell out of the homeworlds market, get out on the frontier, open up a new world and make another trillion bucks! And they did well for most of a century before the super-predators, the massive companies like Arago and Intel-Brand-Xavier got out here. Oyama Maru still exists, a subsidiary of Mitsubishi. Hyde CyberIndustries belongs to Arago. I never knew what became of Ralston, but I heard Isumi finally merged with Xavier Avionics. They’re actually part of IBEX.”

        “And you never had a reason to look into this?” Travers lifted a brow at him.

        “For a few years I followed the financial news. I was getting good money through Dendra Shemiji, and Mark made sure I invested a lot of it. I suppose I was newfangled with the whole investment circus.”

        “You’re, uh, rich?” Travers asked with mock hesitation.

        Marin angled a look of reproach at him. “Stinking rich. You know I am, and you know how I got that way. I never kept secrets. Call it blood money if you want. I don’t believe that — and the investments were legit.”

        “I know.” Travers pushed down in the seat and got his feet up on the console, between the threedee and the flared casing of the instruments. “I have some serious catching up to do.”

        “So talk to Mark, use his broker,” Marin suggested. “They’re Resalq, Neil. They’re as shrewd as any money market magician who ever lived.”

        “I guess I’ll ... talk to Mark,” Travers said philosophically. “This whole thing is bizarre.”

        “What whole thing?” Marin divided his attention between Travers, the threedee, and the surreal fantasy which streamed and wove beyond the canopy.

        The navtank’s plot-points — for Naiobe, 2631C, Nirgal, Oberon, Ulkur, Rannach, the Reef — seemed to be swimming as they were repositioned. And the apparent gravity numbers were spiking off the scale. There was an event in progress between the black hole and the nova remnant, and the navtank was readjusting, recalculating every parameter. 

        A red light blipped for attention, and Marin said quietly, “Hold that thought, Neil. Something’s on.”

         One hand went out to the comm and Travers said into the loop, “Pilot to the cockpit. On-station, Perlman. We’re looking at an event.”

        Footsteps were pounding in the access passage behind him before he had finished speaking. The Earthlight’s habitation module was small enough to be called a ‘cab,’ you could run the whole length of it in ten seconds. Perlman skidded to a halt between the pilots’ seats, and gazed fixedly into the threedee for some moments.

        The display was repeating the workings of the navtank itself, on a one-to-ten scale. Better than Marin or Travers, Perlman knew what was happening, and she was barely breathing. The normal bronze of her skin was several shades paler. Perlman was only two generations away from the old homeworlds genestrand of the ‘afro-eurasian.’ She never blushed and Marin had never seen her blanch until she looked into the threedee.

        “Trouble” he murmured.

        She took a careful breath. “I told you, back on the field at Sark, if it gets shitty, don’t look at me. I don’t understand Barb’s stuff. I just fly these mothers ... Hellgate’s something else.”

        “But you understand what you’re looking at.” Marin gazed into the threedee. “It’s an event?”

        Her eyes were liquid brown, unblinking. “You know what a Class 5 event is?”

        Travers groaned. Marin swallowed on a dry throat. “I can imagine. Richard described the Class 7 to me, the storm they danced with, to chase down the Zunshu probe.”

        “A Class 5 is it’s kid brother,” Perlman whispered, “and Hellgate’s brewing one, right in front of us. It’s going to break the way an ocean roller hits a beach, smack in the middle of Jazinsky’s plot.”

        “Shit.” It was Vidal’s voice, right behind Perlman. “Shitshitshit ... will the navtank handle it? Perlman!” 

        “Jesus Christ, you’re asking me?” she demanded. “I told you, I don’t understand Barb’s crap. I halfway understand the old Yamazake model, and I gotta tell you, Mick, Yamazake doesn’t even try to track your Class 5 or your Class 6. Anything over a 3, you’re shit outta luck and navigating on your own. Hellgate’s smashed a lot of ships.”

        “Tell me about it,” Travers muttered. “Don’t remind me of those days, Perlman. Just read what’s going on in the damn’ navtank and tell me how good Jazinsky really is.” 

        He was swiveling the seat out as he spoke, and crammed into the space behind Marin to let her have it. Vidal stooped behind her to get a better angle into the threedee, and swore softly. 

        “You know this stuff?” Travers wondered.

        “Some of it ... not much,” Vidal admitted, “but when you grow up around Alexis Rusch and land on the same ship, in the Drift, you learn fast.”

        “So how good’s Jazinsky?” Marin asked, hoarse, dry-throated.

        “She’s damned good.” Perlman was still intent on the threedee, and did not look away from it as she hit the comm. “All hands, brace for unscheduled Weimann transition. This could be rough.”

        Green lights winked on, and Marin’s eyes skimmed the boards. Four out of the six Arago generators had cranked up; three were angled forty degrees off the port bow, and the AI had issued multiple warnings. Monstrous gravity tides causing rucks in ten dimensions, temporal rifts so profound they coiled like vines around the e-space conduit — proximity alerts, gamma, x-ray and theta radiation, a swarm of particles, temperatures in the ten-thousand degree range. The Earthlight could not run through, even inside the Weimann envelope. 

        The transition was a brutal wrench. Marin’s hands had clenched into the seat, and rather than the deck falling out from under him, it was as if his whole body was squeezed sideways, compressed on itself, for a tenth of a second. The breath rushed from his lungs, and he dragged in another, but before he could glance over at Travers the AI was clamoring with alarms.

        Beyond the canopy, the streamers of cobalt, cerulean, ice, and every shade of white seemed to fade, and in their place was the dark, malevolent face of Hellgate. Bloated stars lit the palls and pillars of gas in deep reds and electric blues, and Marin would have sworn that space, which normally seemed utterly immutable, was moving.  

        “What the hell is that?” Vidal demanded, stabbing a finger at the graphical display in the threedee.

        Travers was running damage control. “It looks like a few of the modifications were a tad bit rushed. We blew a couple of seals.”

        “Hull integrity?” Marin was pulling up data as he spoke.

        “We’re not compromised, and the drones are on top of it.” Travers flicked a glance at Perlman. “Where’s your Class 5?”

        “Right in front of us,” she rasped. “Feel that?”

        The Earthlight had shimmied a moment before, as if two colossal hands had seized it and pulled it in opposite directions. “Oh, I felt it.” Travers’s voice was grim, and his brow creased. “Too damned familiar.”

        “Hellgate,” Marin whispered. 

        Power surged out of the Arago generators, holding off the gravity tide, and the comm bellowed with Jim Fujioka’s voice. “What are you people doing?”

        “Not us,” Travers bawled into the audio pickup, “we just dropped out in front of a Class 5. What’s your problem?”

        Fujioka skipped a beat. “Next time you’re going to do something so bloody stupid, tell me ahead of time, so I can throttle up the reactors.”

        “Perlman?” Marin was as intent on the threedee as the pilot. “The whole navtank is being realigned for the run to Omaru.”

        “She’s driving across the gravity tide at ninety degrees ... almost surfing on it, on one mother of a repulsion field.” Vidal whistled. “We might get lucky.”

        Luck, Marin thought grimly, would be two stable minutes, with predictable phenomenae, before the event began to collapse. The two worst phases of any temporo-gravitic event were the beginning — when a ship had no idea it was coming, and was caught in it — and the end, when the event could collapse at random, creating surges, waves, with the potential energy of a super-carrier’s three reactors all blowing out at once.

        Green blips winked in the threedee, and Marin leaned closer. “The navtank’s indicating realignment complete ... the Weimanns are on pre-ignition routines.” 

        “The replot for the Omaru shot?” Vidal asked tersely.

        The data had just come up. “Completely recalculated,” Marin told him. “Weimann ignition in eighty seconds.”

        “She’s good,” Vidal whispered. “Jazinsky.”

        “And she knows she is,” Travers added. “You there, Jim?”

        And Fujioka’s disembodied voice, from the engine deck: “I’m just a passenger, Travers. I’ve got two reactors purring like kittens. I’m hands-off, just watching. Weimann startup in sixty-five.”

        Marin was watching the threedee, and he was the first to see the halo of red lights. “Christ, the event’s collapsing. If the AI pilot isn’t backing us off, Perlman, take it on manual.”

        She was keying the override code already, and speaking in a fierce mutter, as if talking to herself. “What the fuck am I doing here? I mean ... Hellgate ... I mean, I swore to any god who was listening, I’d be good the rest of my life if I could just get out of this stinking hole in space the last time ... got it.”

        “Manual override?” Travers barked.

        “Yep. She’s mine. Jim?”

        He knew what she was asking. “The Weimanns are on auto sequencing. I got no control ... I don’t want control. Let the AI shut down the maneuvering engines when the main drive enters tertiary ignition.”

        “Now, why didn’t I think of that?” Perlman muttered — she had already configured the routine. 

        “Weimann transition in forty,” Travers read off the display. 

        The Earthlight shimmied again, almost as powerfully as before, and Perlman swore. The maneuvering engines were hammering, their pulse drumming through the airframe, vibrating through the deck. Marin felt it in his teeth and knew he was holding his breath. In the threedee, a graphical representation of the Class 5 event was seething, roiling, like the heart of a cauldron of molten steel. 

        Warning lights winked again, and he shared a bleak glance with Travers. The maneuvering engines were at the redline point, and the AI had stretched the time till they could expect a Weimann transition. Travers said tersely into the comm,

        “What’s the problem, Jim?”

        “There’s no problem,” Fujioka rasped. “You’re trying to milk the reactors for enough power to hold off a collapsing Class 5, and redline the maneuvering engines, and run up for a Weimann ignition. We got an extreme lack of power. She’s doing the best she can. Thirty seconds.”

        Framed in the threedee, the graphic of the event seemed to be swallowing itself — a twisted, raveled form turning itself inside out. Every contortion along the lips of the event horizon spewed gravity tides and storms of hard radiation.

        “We’re frying,” Travers said to no one in particular. 

        “Safe distance,” Perlman added. “Jim, I think I can shut down one of the Arago generators. The AI wouldn’t do it, but the human sitting in the hot-seat says, we’ll get away with it.”

        “Intuition?” Marin wondered.

        But her head shook minutely. “Experience. I’ve shaken hands with too many of these things, with nothing but a skinny little gunship between me and the Drift.”

        “Shut it down,” Fujioka invited, “and we’ll be in e-space in fifteen seconds.”

        Perlman’s left hand touched the console, and red lights winked on. “Ignore them. The AI’s freaking. It’s configured to run at maximum safety levels ... but there’s times when being safely strapped into the seat of a plane about to blow will get you killed.”

        “Two — one —” Fujioka was counting down.

        The Weimanns kicked in with an odd sensation. It felt to Marin as if he had physically flung himself, shoulders-first, over a high wall, or through a window. In the forward canopy, the furious haze of Hellgate resolved into a streaked, blue-white confusion which challenged a man’s sanity, and he looked away. 

        “We’re out,” Vidal observed, as if he were letting out a breath he had held too long. “That one was too close.”

        “That? Nah.” Perlman shoved up out of the pilot’s seat. “That was a bloody great nuisance, but we were on top of it. You want close? Remind me to tell you about the Intrepid.”

        As she spoke, she was headed aft, and Marin cast a glance after her. She, Travers and Fujioka has spent years in Hellgate, shadowboxing with privateers, the so-called Hellgate wreckers. Their assignment sent them into the Drift, with no end in sight but the wreck of their own ship. 

        The damage report was coming up as the AI pilot recovered control, and with a bleak expression Marin read down the list. 

        “How bad?” Travers wondered.

        “It could have been worse,” Marin admitted. “The drones should have us fixed by the time we drop out again. If they don’t, I’d advocate holding up by Nirgal, finishing repairs, and have the navtank realign for the last leg of the slingshot. I wouldn’t want to head into Omaru with damage.” He was on his feet, and gave Travers an odd, crooked smile. “Remind me to buy Jazinsky a drink.”

        “And speaking of a drink,” Travers said with a certain self-mocking humor, “I could use a stiff one. Will you join me?”

        “Tequila,” Vidal offered. “I have the fixings, if you have the inclination.”

        Travers glanced from Marin to Vidal and back.

        “I said a drink,” Vidal said dryly. “Anything else can wait till we get back from Hydralis ... with,” he added, “Sherratt’s kid.”

        “Mark’s ‘kid’ is four times your age. More,” Marin reminded.

        “Resalq.” Vidal made a face. “Give me time to get used to it. Aliens among us. My whole life, they told me the Resalq had a lot in common with the Tyrannosaurus.” He moved aside to allow Travers and Marin to exit the cockpit ahead of him. “Extinct,” he elaborated.

        “They came close,” Marin said quietly. “Ask Mark to show you the edit of the Car’am-anha he finished a while ago.”

        “And then remember the Juarez colony,” Travers added, “and think about the fact we’re headed into Omaru. Makes your bone marrow curdle. Where’s this tequila?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Earthlight, Omaru

 

The Earthlight’s swarm of maintenance drones completed repairs on the hasty modifications with an hour to spare. The AI pilot indicated green across all systems as the ship dove out of Hellgate and, on time, on target, the human crew assembled for the dropout.

        The comm loop from the Fleet blockade was dense, noisy. Sixty ships of every size, from the scouts and couriers to the super-carrier itself, dominated every band of the comm spectrum, jamming and overriding any signal coming out of Omaru. Only the tachyon band was viable, and even that was monitored. Security AIs eavesdropped on every transmission, civil, corporate and military. 

        Like a shadow, black on black, the Earthlight dropped into the system out of the part of the sky where the noise of Hellgate sheeted out even the powerful Fleet comm. Sensors aimed into that region overloaded, registering phantom fleets while they were blind to real objects. 

        It was the trick Shapiro had used to surprise Mark Sherratt. Mark had responded immediately with a chain of snoops seeded into the moons of Saraine, so the trick could never be worked a second time. But no chain of snoops would safeguard the Fleet blockade against insurgents — it worked in the Saraine system because the planet was almost uninhabited and the system itself was as quiet as any abandoned region. At Omaru, Fleet had filled space with ships, debris, radio clutter, jamming, the top-heavy comm loop of a massive military operation. Before the war, local industry had made a toxic mess of much of the system, while the moons and asteroid fields sizzled with every kind of radiation from the smelters. When the strident, pungent and perpetual white-noise of Hellgate was added, snoops were as confused as any other sensor in the system.

        For which Neil Travers gave a nod of thanks to the soldier’s god who was apparently still looking over his shoulder. He was strapped in on the right side of the cockpit. Perlman was on the left, monitoring flight systems and ready to take command from the AI pilot. Vidal was seated at weapons, right behind Perlman, and Marin was monitoring the loop. Bill Grant had set up the tiny infirmary. Fargo and Inosanto had checked, serviced and loaded the formidable assortment of sidearms, and Jim Fujioka had remained on the engine deck, above and aft of the cab, where he could oversee reactors, drives and repulsion generators in greater detail than was available in the cockpit.

        “Dropout in ten,” Perlman reported. “Nine. Eight.”

        The screen before Travers was a confusion of marks. Most of them were like beads of water glistening among the loops of a fishing net — the blockade itself. Sixty ships were deployed, covering the standard approaches to the system, and where they grew thin, drones took over. There was only one way into or out of Omaru without detection — and even so, the Fleet commanders knew where potential blockade runners would dropout of the e-space conduit, down to a ten-thousand kilometer margin.

        They launched drones into the ‘corridor,’ but any mercenary crew which flew this route knew the AI interceptors would be there, and the Omaru militia used them for target practice. Fighters, gunships and missiles from the surface cleared the corridor every few days, according to Shapiro’s information. Every week supply requisitions arrived at Borushek, for drone systems to replace those destroyed — and those drones, Travers knew, were costing the Confederacy in eight figures each.

        “Weapons are up,” Vidal said quietly. 

        “We’re on target, right where we should be.” Travers had a graphic of the whole inner system before him.

        “Two. One. Dropout.” Perlman’s hands hovered over the console.

        As she counted to zero, Travers looked up from the screen, and through the cockpit canopy watched the blue streaks of e-space fade, replaced by the glaringly bright, daylight-side face of Omaru. It was shockingly close. The planet was not a globe but a horizon line, off the port side of the Earthlight, and the airframe had not stopped shuddering after the Weimann transition before the AI pilot redlined the maneuvering engines in a full brake sequence.

        The city of Hydralis was just past the terminator, where day slid into night. Hellgate would be rising over the northeastern horizon, while the sunward side of Omaru was blue with the southern hemisphere oceans and white with the cloud masses which formed around the continents in the north and far east. 

        Marin was intent on the chaos of the comm loop. His eyes were closed, his face mask-like. His voice was a penetrating whisper. “They’ve picked us up. Vidal, are you tracking —”

        “They’re just squaddies,” Vidal said quickly. “I see them ... there’s no gunships inside the orbit of Bahrain. Thank you, Alexis.” 

        “Your squaddies are reporting back to the blockade,” Marin said grimly. 

        “For what good it’ll do them. Alexis retasked the gunships. They’re someplace else, unavailable.” With deft touches, Vidal configured his sensors and weapons platforms. “Squaddies are out of range of any weapon we have on this ship.” 

        “Can you jam their comm?” Travers glanced over his shoulder at Marin.  

        “I’m doing that now,” Marin assured him. “And I don’t think they’re going to take us on, not on their own.”

        Travers’s screens showed him a plot of everything in the air between Hydralis Field and the moons, Bahrain and Rashid. He had picked up the squad flyers moments before, and was waiting for them to commit to some action. They were holding up, halfway out to Bahrain — intruders, well within the limits of what Omaru would call its defense zone — but they were not about to move on the Earthlight.

        “Looks like they’ve learned their lesson someplace else,” he said slowly. “They’re not following us in ... three squad flyers ... they’ve seen us, they probably don’t know what to make of us —”

        “I’d say they know exactly what to make of us,” Marin said acidly. “We look like any Freespacer crew, blockade running for profit, which means we have to be armed to the teeth. Remember the Ranjipur, the Mako? They’re squaddies, not idiots ... and,” he added, “they know they’re being jammed.”

        As he spoke, the three blips representing the squad flyers pulled out and headed for the blockade, full-throttle. “Fleet’s going to know a ship got through,” Travers observed bleakly. 

        “Alexis will know it’s us.” Vidal was reconfiguring the weapons and scanners for a look-down, shoot-down scenario. “I’m switching to groundscan. Perlman?”

        The pilot was still monitoring flight systems. “The AI handed control to me a minute ago. We’re here, its mission profile is finished — and you should know we’ve been picked up by maybe two hundred surface radars. Omaru knows we’re here.”

        “And they don’t know who we are,” Marin added. 

        “Get us in, lose us somewhere safe,” Travers said quietly to Perlman. 

        The navtank had loaded the entire surface scan for Omaru before the Earthlight shipped out of Borushek, and both Perlman and Vidal had spent several hours looking for a bolthole. The ship was on the opposite side of the planet from Hydralis now, which suited them fine. Most of the population, industry, spaceports, docks and facilities, were on the northwest continent. As soon as terraforming was finished and humans came in, everything clustered around the first, biggest city.   

        As the atmosphere began to whisper over the odd, asymmetrical hull, multiple overlapping repulsion fields formed around the Earthlight. They provided a fairing, allowing the ship to drop like a rock into Omaru’s gravity well, with the gentleness of a feather on the morning air. 

        Travers’s threedee was preloaded with the pilot’s data, and at a glance he knew where Perlman was headed. The southern hemisphere of Omaru was mostly ocean, punctuated by immense island chains. At the southern tip of the Sporades Archipelago was a land mass of five thousand square kilometers, half of which was bare basalt left from the eruption which had torn the island apart only forty years before. The other side of Vrangelya was thickly forested with native flora, and the data load from Borushek warned that this part of Omaru was never modified by the terraformer fleet. Native fauna was both abundant and dangerous.

        “They’re tracking us,” Marin warned. “We were picked up by the radars in the north, and they still have a mark on us. You want to try making contact, see if they’ll be nice?”

        “Give it a shot.” Travers checked altitude and position. “We’ll be visible to the tracking network for another ten minutes at least. Perlman?”

        She grunted an affirmative. “More like twelve. Stop worrying. I’m not headed straight into Vrangelya. I’ll give them a false heading, something believable, and when we drop through the ’net I’ll get us home on the deck. They won’t know where the hell we went.”

        “They’re hailing,” Marin reported, “but if they haven’t launched an intercept ship by now, they soon will.”

        “They just did.” Travers had seen a graphic of the launch framed in the threedee, as Marin spoke. “A whole flock of marks out of Komarov on the mainland ... and one of the buggers looks like a gunship. Damn. If we’re twelve minutes out from cover, they’ll pick us up visually before we can get under the ’net.”

        “Komarov Flight, this is Freespacer Inbound,” Marin called into the noisy confusion of Omaru’s comm traffic. He touched the comset he wore, putting the incoming audio on the Earthlight’s loop. “Do you read?”

        He called four times before a woman’s voice, husky, tenor, cut over the radio noise: “Freespacer, hold your position. Wait for escort.”

        “With all due respect, Komarov Flight,” Marin said dryly, “not a chance. You’re coming at us with a gunship. We didn’t come here to be shot out of the air. We’re a civvy operation out of Freespace. Recall your intercept squadron, and let’s talk.”

        “Freespacer Inbound, you will hold your position!”  

        “Are you going to recall your interceptors?” Marin asked pleasantly.

        The Komarov Air Traffic Controller seemed to skip a beat. “Negative your request. You have invaded Omaru’s sovereign airspace. I have no orders regarding any blockade runner due at this time.”

        “So check your schedules,” Marin said sharply. “Call whomever you call, and ask. We’re here on official business, Komarov Flight.” He covered the audio pickup and looked across the cramped cockpit at Perlman. “How long till you can get under the ’net?”

         “Ten minutes, but I just bought us some time,” Perlman told him. “This ship may look like a troll, but in atmosphere she’s at least as fast as a gunship — they’re no more aerodynamic than we are, and our maneuvering engines are maybe twenty times more powerful. I’m putting distance between us and the interceptors while we descend. Only problem is, we’re going to run out of space. We’re headed west. The coastline of Iskander is coming up too fast, and they’ll launch whatever they’ve got to back up Komarov’s squadron.”

        Travers was watching the groundscan, and pulled up data on the fast-approaching continent. He took a few moments to read and said to no one in particular, “It might not be a problem. The population is small, the local industry is only trawling and fish-farming. I doubt the locals could do much more than throw bricks at us. Curt?”

        “We’re still waiting for an intelligent squeak,” Marin told him. “Komarov, this is Freespacer Inbound. What’s your trouble? We came here to —”

        The ATC was back at once. “Hold up where you are, Freespacer. There is nothing on my system about a blockade runner coming in today.”

        “Your system’s wrong,” Marin said emphatically. “Perlman?”

        “Eight minutes, give or take,” she said tersely. “I’m coming about, before we get too close to the coastline. Headed southeast at 140° from the interceptors. Damn. We’ll be over the freakin’ icecap before I can lose ’em.”

        “Is that an issue?” Vidal wanted to know.

        She shot him a hard look. “Just an annoyance.”

        “Freespacer Inbound! Freespacer Inbound!” The Komarov ATC was furious. “What in the Christ do you bastards think you’re doing?”

        “Staying out of the way of your gunship, lady,” Marin informed her. “You want to pick a fight, do it with someone else. We have legitimate business on Omaru. You don’t know about it? Tough. Take it up with head office. Why don’t you call somebody, find out what’s going on?”

        “You stay right where you bloody are,” she bawled.

        “Whatever,” Marin said resignedly. 

        “Six minutes,” Perlman reported. “It’s still going to be damn tight.”  

        Travers angled a glance at her. “Meaning?”   

        “Meaning, their gunship is just under seven minutes from making contact with us,” she said tersely, “and we’ve gotten right up their noses. Soon as they have us in range, they’ll open fire. I sure as hell would.”

        “Then don’t let them make contact,” Vidal suggested. “And incidentally, weapons are cleared. I’m going to test-fire the chain guns, just to be sure.” He stroked the triggers, and a thousand rounds ripped out of the guns which had been mounted under the cab. “We’re in business.”

        “Don’t put the gunship down,” Travers said bleakly. “These people are fighting a war. They can’t afford to lose one. Remember, we’re on the same side.”

        “Wonderful,” Vidal muttered. “We’re going to be a sitting duck.”

        “We’re also armored.” Travers was intent on the threedee. “We can afford to let the bastards take a few potshots before we get panicky.”

        The comm crackled, and the ATC was back. “Freespacer Inbound, do you read?”

        “Still here,” Marin called into the mess of radio noise.

        “Nobody knows you,” she rasped. “If you’ve got legit business here, it’s not with the colonial militia.”

        “And who said it was?” Marin agreed. “Doesn’t have to be. Omaru’s a free system.”

        Now, the ATC skipped several beats. “Where in the fuck have you been for the last six months? Hold your goddamned position!”

        “Four minutes,” Perlman whispered. “I’m coming around again.” And she touched the intership comm. “All hands, standby for maneuvering: this could get rough.”

        Many times, Travers and Bravo Company of the 176th Airborne had flown with Perlman. He had watched her pull some ‘stunts’ which he might have called insane at the time, but he was still alive. He turned his attention to the groundscan, watched the surface detail of islets, bergs, floes, ripple past as the Earthlight turned through 90° and bolted more or less due east, across the path of the intercept group. And then Perlman turned the bow down toward a distant vista of ice and opened the throttles.

        Her voice was taut as steel wires. “Jim?”

        Fujioka was on the loop in an instant. “Right here.”

        “We’re going to want all the power you can feed to the Aragos. You know what I’m doing?”

        The engineer gave a dark chuckle. “Nothing you haven’t done before. You remember Rannach?”

        “If I care to ... which ain’t often.” Perlman was not even blinking as she watched the instruments and ignored the AI pilot. 

        “Do it,” Fujioka said into the loop. “I’m showing 110% on both reactors, and all Aragos are in the green with a fifteen percent overrun potential.”

        Failsafes had been overridden, alarms were being ignored. The AI was freaking, and without comment Travers reached out and muted it. He also remembered the sortie Bravo had flown at Rannach, and often wished it did not haunt his dreams. A gravitic event had isolated them from the Intrepid, and they had a crew of Hellgate wreckers right behind them, in a vessel which could have cut a gunship into scrap. They had survived — and Richard Vaurien’s Earthlight had more to give than any gunship.

        “One minute,” Travers read off, trying not to notice the airspeed, the potential gee-stress which was buffered by the Arago fields, and the estimated brake parameters which were updated every second, and blowing out as he watched. 

        Reactor output was just under the redline, and every Arago projector the Earthlight possessed was angled forward. A vista of fangs and spines, broken ice like a dragons’ graveyard, expanded before the canopy until it pushed out the sky, and muted alarms clamored.

        “Twenty seconds.” Perlman had already configured the system to execute. “Fifteen.” She tightened the harness. “Ten. Grab something! Seven. Six —”

        The Aragos slammed on five seconds before the ship would duck under the tracking network, and Travers was not even breathing. The Earthlight seemed to dive into an ocean of jelly. Repulsion cushioned the airframe, moderated the horrific gee-stress, but to Travers it still felt like taking a head-on with a mountainside. Anything not fastened down flew forward, and over the loop he heard a ragged chorus of cursing. His own coffee mug, empty and forgotten, smashed on the canopy before him, and the straps bruised his shoulders. Perlman swore passionately.

        His heart was still thundering when he saw the gray pall of the sky, and his eyes hurried to the altimeter. They were a bare twenty meters off the ice. Fujioka had shut back the reactors and Perlman brought the Earthlight around into the northeast.

        “We’re under the ’net,” Travers said breathlessly. “Curtis?”

        “I’m listening to their comm,” Marin said in an odd, tight voice. “There’s a lot of profanity on the air, not much else ... they’ve lost us.” He paused, as if to catch his breath. “Nice flying, Perlman.”

        “Nice? Is that the word?” She sounded doubtful.

        “Insane, maybe,” Vidal hazarded. “Awesome, possibly.”

        “We’re on a heading for Vrangelya.” Perlman handed control back to the AI. “Still seeing gunships, Neil?”

        “One gunship, two heavy flyers of some kind and three fighter interceptors ... all headed in the wrong direction.” Travers had pulled up a damage report, and was surprised. “Tully Ingersol does good work. We took a beating, but it’s nothing the drones can’t fix in a few hours.” He released the harness and picked the ceramic shards out of the forward console. “I’d recommend keeping the proverbial low profile until repairs are finished. Curtis?”

        Marin agreed at once. “If you were the officers in command of some militia cell, or worse, the OSS, you’d have to be suspicious when a ship shows up unannounced.”

        Vidal made a face. “Covert ops stink.”

        “You got that right.” Travers was on his feet, and pulled on a comset. “Perlman, how long till we’re down?”

        She did not have to glance at the threedee. “Seven minutes gets us to Vrangelya, then give me another five to find the exact right place. Remember, they’ll be launching every viddrone they’ve got right now. Visual search is all they have left, and they’ll use it. We don’t just need to be down, we need to be invisible.”

        He dropped a hand on her shoulder. “Like Jim said, it’s nothing you haven’t done before.”

        “Make it fast,” Marin added. “You’re dead right about the viddrones. The gunship just launched forty, headed to every point on the compass. Four or five are going to intersect with us.”

        “How long?” Travers leaned over the back of the chair he had just vacated, to look into the threedee. “The buggers are fast ... I’m guessing something around the ten minute mark.”

        “Like the lady said, it’s going to be tight,” Vidal observed.

        Marin was up and moving. “Then let’s cut a few corners. Etienne?”

        The Earthlight’s AI was rudimentary by comparison with those configured by Sherratt and Shapiro. Richard Vaurien had never relied on them greatly, since he had surrounded himself with a human crew he knew he could trust. Etienne was largely a pilot, which monitored the ship’s systems when she was groundside.

        “Etienne, jumpstart the threedee navtank.” Marin was on his way aft. “Load the Omaru data for the island of Vrangelya. Neil?”

        “Right behind you,” Travers assured him, and was not surprised when Vidal followed.

        Space aboard the Earthlight was precious. The full-sized threedee ’tank was usually shut down, and the space it took up occupied most of the crew lounge. The AI had killed the lights, and a projector in the ceiling recreated the island, two meters tall and four wide, oriented so that the current approach angle was presented to observers. Fargo and Inosanto had been in the lounge, finishing the service work on the weapons, and they stepped out as the lights lowered.

        Vrangelya was volcanic, and active. A series of massive eruptions had blown away two thirds of the island, piece by piece, during the last several centuries, but fresh land area was rising out of the VoyagerGulf, just off the eastern shore. For almost a kilometer the new ground was bare rock, perfect, gleaming basalt and obsidian, black coastal hills where nothing grew. A lagoon, three kilometers wide, lapped at the shores of jungled slopes; coral reefs were beginning to return to the areas devastated by the last volcanic event, and the waters were blue-green, shallow. The beach was white and the vegetation was dense right down to the tidal zone, offering no hiding place for a ship the size of the Earthlight. 

        “Rotate ten degrees west,” Travers said to the computer.

        The island spun on its axis, and Marin murmured as more promising territory appeared. On the high side of Vrangelya, which faced away from the devastated areas, the crags were precipitous, the gorges abyssal. “Etienne, magnify one hundred percent,” Marin told the computer. And then, “another hundred percent.” 

        “There.” Vidal had also seen the hiding place. 

        It was a ravine, thickly forested on both slopes, with a pool of runoff rainwater below. Vines matted the upper branches of the tropical hardwoods; some trees were so massive, they were rooted in the ravine and reached almost to the top.

        “Get her into that, under the vines, get her shut down and ambient with the environment,” Marin was saying, “and it should do.”

        “I’d ... say so,” Travers agreed. “Perlman?”

        “Yo,” she called from the cockpit, raspy over the bug in his ear.

        “We’ve got your bolthole. Etienne, transfer data to the pilot.”

        “Got it,” Perlman said a moment later. “There’s only the heat bloom from the engines that’ll give us away. I can flood them with cryogen the instant we’re down— and we’re going straight in. Two minutes.”

        A preoccupied frown commanded Marin’s face, and Travers knew he was still monitoring the wider picture, the comm loop which began with Komarov and ended with the Fleet blockade. The human brain could only process so much audio at once, and he had ‘packeted’ it, calling up only what he decided was priority at any moment.

        He knew Travers was waiting, wondering, and held up a finger for another minute’s quiet before he said, “I was listening to the high bands. Government, militia, secret service, that sort of level.”

        “Fleet?” Vidal asked.

        But Marin made negative noises. “Right now, we’re in. Fleet knows another blockade runner made it through, but at this time they have no more of an idea where we are than the Omaru militia does — or less. And we’re the original drop in Fleet’s pond. They won’t care about us; what’s one more shipment of guns or medical supplies? Our problems are all about the locals,” he added. “And they could get ugly.”

        Travers had been thinking the same thing. “How safe are we going to be, hidden in this ravine?”

        “Safe enough for a while,” Marin mused, “but I wouldn’t want to sit here for weeks. They won’t recall their airsearch drones until they’re pretty sure we bugged out, and the more resolution they invest in the search —well, if we hide long enough they’ll have us.”

        “Besides which,” Travers added, “we didn’t come here to hide. Mark’s kid didn’t call out for the fun of it.” 

        He paused as he felt the slight tilt of the deck, the hollowness in the pit of his belly, and then the soft jolt. He felt the faintest impact in both his knees as the ship settled. At once, the vibration of the engines — so constant and subtle since the ship left the field at Sark that he had ceased to notice it — was gone, and Perlman’s voice on the loop whispered that cryogen flooding had begun. In no more than a minute the heat bloom of engines, Aragos and hull would be chilled to an ambient level. 

        “There’s one hell of a lot of comm traffic between Komarov and Hydralis,” Marin was saying. “They’re using level 3 encryption, for what that’s worth ... there’s hell to pay.”

        “They think we’re a Fleet black op,” Vidal said bleakly. “We didn’t run the blockade, we’re from the fucking blockade.”

        “They’re only guessing — but from their perspective it’s a good guess.” Travers looked at his chrono and lifted a brow at Marin.  

        “It’s 20:45 in Hydralis. There’s nothing to delay for. The faster we find Leon Sherratt, the sooner we’ll be out and gone. Move.” He gave Vidal a speculative look. “This is what you tagged along for. You know Hydralis.”

        “I know it better than either of you two do,” Vidal corrected, “but it’s not like I was born and raised there. I spent a season out here, having a wild affair.”

        “Which makes you the expert,” Travers said ruefully. “Pick up whatever sidearms you want. Curt, if you want to break out the Trofeo, get her prepped to fly, I’ll pick up sidearms for us both.”

        Clustered in the passageway between the cockpit and the crew lounge, Fargo, Inosanto and Grant were stony-faced, listening. They, Perlman and Fujioka would stay aboard. Their assignment was the security of the Earthlight, without which escaping Omaru would be close to impossible, with or without Leon Sherratt. Perlman would move the ship, if relocation became necessary; the engineer was an insurance policy, like Grant, the medic. But Fargo and Inosanto were weapons specialists. If the Earthlight were discovered, she would fight. 

        “Hey, man,” Fargo said darkly to Travers, “stay in touch.”

        “Count on it,” Travers told her. “We can be out of here before the colonial militia knows where we are.”

        He sounded a good deal more confident than he felt. Vidal studied him with a critical look, but Travers gathered weapons and ammo packs in silence, and made his way aft to the only cargo hold which had been left intact. It served as the Earthlight’s hangar.

        The vast, dark space was lit by only a few arclights. Marin had turned on only what he needed to get aboard the lighter. They could not afford to raise the ship’s thermal signature. In the middle of the hangar, the Trofeo was a little brother of the Kamisori, which he and Travers had flown into Oberon, from the Kiev, on Felix Cheng’s business with Sergei van Donne. The body design was almost identical, but the Trofeo could be smaller, sleeker, since it was merely a surface-to-orbit lighter. The bulk of Weimann modules was absent. The paint scheme was green and white with gold insignia around the tail. Richard Vaurien swore the spaceplane had never flown in Omaru’s airspace, so she was not about to be recognized.

        The hatch was open and as Travers and Vidal strode out into the chill, dark expanse of the hangar, the cockpit lights flickered on, blue-white. Travers had chosen Colt and Chiyoda for himself, Zamphir and Ingram for Marin. He had not troubled to notice the weapons Vidal had taken; in the interests of familiarity, Vaurien had provided the full spectrum. 

       The Trofeo carried six people — or seven with a squeeze — with good cargo space, and Travers knew this particular plane. Like almost everything Richard flew, it had been modified. Tully Ingersol was an inveterate tinkerer, and since he had Jim Fujioka working alongside him, nothing would be sacred. The Trofeo had a top-end speed which would take Hydralis Tactical by surprise, and an acceleration which would leave their squad flyers far behind.

        She was prepped as Travers stepped aboard, but Marin swiveled out the seat and handed the comset to Vidal. “You’re flying. Anything you might know about Hydralis beats our collective zero.”

        “Suits me fine.” Vidal slid into the seat and jacked into the loop. “Earthlight, we are ready to launch. Open her up.”

        “Copy that, Wildcard,” Perlman responded. “Watch yourselves. I’m listening to a lot of high-band crap from Hydralis. They know somebody’s out here. You’ve got viddrones buzzing around, and they’re retasking some of their satellites on the next orbit. You’ve got maybe ten minutes to clear the area.”

        “That’s plenty of time,” Travers assured her. “Stand by.”

        The cargo hatch in the side of the hold was opening, and as a crack of daylight became a wedge, and then a sheet, the lighter’s canopies darkened, muting the harsh blue-green to silver-gray twilight. Outside the hatch, the ravine sweltered in full sun, but with sheer brute power the Earthlight had forced its way into the forest, into the biggest space Perlman could find. Small trees were toppled, shoved aside, and the underbrush was mashed flat under the mass of the ship. The light from overhead was gold, filtered through the layers of vines, and directly before the hatch was a pool of green-scummed, brown-stained water. 

        The Trofeo lifted on repulsion and was out moments later. Vidal’s hands were light on the controls as he bobbed up out of the ravine. The cargo hatch closed up behind them and, in the seat beside Vidal, Travers frowned over the groundscan. The Earthlight was invisible, and already her heat bloom was lost in the ambient, tropical background.

        “Good enough?” Marin was in the back, behind Vidal, where he could watch Travers and get a good view of the flatscreens. 

        “Good enough,” Travers hazarded, “until the locals ship in some real hardware and start scanning for big hunks of metal.”

        “Thank Christ popup drones are a flock of wimps,” Vidal said wryly. “Okay, ladies, hold tight. We’re going to be smack on the deck till we’ve put some real distance behind us, and she’s going to buck.”

         The harness straps ran up about Travers’s shoulders. The Earthlight would be reading their engine signature, the superhot exhaust wake, and he had no need to call in. They would know the Trofeo was gone. She rode the crest of the ravine, among the treetops, and Travers monitored the airsearch scanners while Marin continued to eavesdrop on the comm between Hydralis and Komarov. 

        “You’ve got drones to the north and west,” Travers warned, “less than a minute away from visual acquisition.”

        “Tells me where we’re going, doesn’t it?” Vidal gave him a grin without a trace of humor. 

        The lighter’s belly thrashed the treetops as he lifted her out of the ravine, turned the nose to the southeast and opened the throttles. The forest tore by below, the horizon expanded into the blue-green emptiness of the ocean, and the Trofeo skimmed the raw new basalt. 

        A plume of blue-gray smoke pointed away into the northwest from the crooked, asymmetrical cone of the volcano, but for the moment Vrangelya was quiet, as if it lay asleep. The southern oceans were deceptive, Travers thought. In these latitudes they were warm, green, but less than a thousand kilometers to the south they became violent, cold, capricious. 

        Holding to the wave crests, riding the contours of the ocean itself, Vidal took them into those waters before he brought the lighter about and bobbed up to perform a thorough airsearch. Powerful sensors reached back to Vrangelya, and Travers saw the drones there; but the Trofeo was beyond their limited reach. 

        “We’re clear,” Marin said quietly. “You’re in the tracking ’net, Vidal, and they’re not vectoring drones.”

        “Next stop, Hydralis,” Vidal said tersely. 

        The lighter climbed away from the wave crests, headed almost due south. She would pass over the icecap and head west into night, and then come up on the spaceport city at slow, civilian speeds, on a routine heading from the outdistricts. Neither her profile nor her speed and heading would appear odd to Hydralis Air Traffic Control, and once she was over the city she would be lost in the mass of humanity, one plane among ten thousand.

        “Coffee?” Marin offered. 

        “Thanks.” Travers reached back to take a mug from the hotpack. 

        In the rear, Curtis had swung his long legs up onto the seat and settled back to make the ride comfortable. He was still listening to comm traffic from the city but his eyes were half closed, and in the muted light of the dimmed canopies he looked tranced. Travers took the coffee but did not disturb him. 

        Airsearch showed only clear skies, and Vidal had set the autonav. As the Trofeo nosed over the icecap, he put his head back and closed his eyes. “Get some rest,” he said to Travers. 

        But rest eluded Travers, and instead he watched the world slither by beneath the wing, ocean turning to ice, ice becoming twilight, starlight, the mountains of the continent of South Iskander.  

        Oyama Maru’s terraformer fleet had surveyed the whole land mass and built the spaceport city close to the equator, on the eastern seaboard. Coming up out of the tropics, the lighter would drop down, south of the SalienteMountains, and thread into the normal air traffic lanes. 

        As they passed into night, Travers saw the firefly glitter of other cities scattered across the continent. Omaru was disconcertingly like Darwin’s World. Earthlike, clement, hospitable. He tried not to recall that a war was being fought here, and that this whole world had almost perished in a preemptive strike designed and executed to appear like an industrial disaster. 

        He had thought Vidal was asleep, and the pilot did not move, nor open his eyes as he said softly, “Neil, grab some shuteye while you can. God knows when you’ll get another chance.”

        “Intuition?” Travers wondered. “The proverbial ‘bad feeling’ about going in?”

        “Maybe.” Vidal might have been cast out of silver, in the instrument lights. “And maybe I just hate these bloody damned covert ops. Get some sleep.”

        Travers set his head back, closed his eyes, and tried in vain.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Hydralis, Omaru

 

From the parking lot of the Queen of Angels hospital, on the side of Mount Ross, the city was a carpet of light that sprawled to the horizon and beyond in the north, west and east. Only in the south did Hydralis dwindle away into rural areas, marshland, and finally the native pampas on which humans had as yet made little impact. The high-density suburbs and the centers of industry were over the northern horizon. The ‘brightlights’ areas — from ‘downtown’ to citybottom — were northeast, and further on, beyond the towers and pits of the new city was the old quarter, and the ocean. The spaceport was just inland, on the north side of Ship Creek and the salt marshes. South of the wetlands were the old docks, where time seemed to have stood still in Hydralis. Nothing had changed there in many decades. Most buildings were over a century old, and the original landing facilities which had been installed to accommodate the massive machinery of the terraformer fleet were still in use. Civilians used them now, and maintained the old gantries, fueling booms, tanks and plascrete ‘ways’ where, once, drones the size of towns had worked.

        Those days were so far off, Travers thought, they might have never happened. Mankind might have evolved on worlds like Omaru and Darwin’s, Borushek and Jagreth. To people of his own generation, the Confederacy had a weird unreality. Until a kid received his conscription notice, the planet ‘Earth’ was a dot on a star chart, a name that might be mentioned once in a year. Less. But eventually conscription and ‘tax time’ brought the truth down on the colonies like a load of bricks, and the phantom which haunted every world, every generation, in the Deep Sky gained substance, hardened, solidified. Earth was not a ghost. Mankind had not evolved on these worlds. The Confederacy was not a mirage out of some nightmare from which one could wake up and escape.

        Smoke blurred the horizon in the northeast, and Marin was up on top of the Trofeo with a pair of field glasses, trying to pinpoint the damage. Queen of Angels was on standby. The spinners were on across its flat roof, and the air parks higher on MountRoss were closed to civvy traffic. They were expecting a stream of medevac aircraft. Fire Control and Tactical had headed into the zone ten minutes before. Every civilian comm band was impaled with the blanket warning to aircraft over the city to get down, stay down, for at least sixty minutes. 

        Complying with the warning, Vidal had dropped the lighter into the nearest available parking space. The lower fields at Queen of Angels were mostly vacant. The sky swiftly emptied of running lights and sternflares, and Travers popped the hatch.

        The night air was warm, smelling of an odd mixture of hot asphalt and frangipani. The hospital stood in the heart of its own parklands, where eucalypts, jacaranda, cedars and every kind of flowering tree throve. The building was four floors high, with massive dish arrays on the roof, and no part of the hospital was dark tonight. Beacons winked on the roof, spinners marked out the emergency receiving bays. 

        “Looks like they’ve hit the industrial areas again,” Marin called down from the top of the lighter. “I can’t make out what they targeted, but there’s smoke from one side of Hydralis to the other.”

        Travers was listening to the local news service. Synthetic voices purred in his right ear, curiously unemotional. “They’re issuing warnings about toxicity in a couple of sectors ... Michigan, Valencia. Means nothing to me. Vidal?”

        He was still in the cockpit, watching the threedee. “They rub shoulders with the industrial zone. Bomb the crap out of industry, Michigan and Valencia get poisoned. If fires escape into the city, Michigan and Valencia are going to be the first places razed.”

        “And what about the grid reference Leon gave us?” Marin called down. “Does it fall anywhere close?”

        “No, thank gods,” Vidal said tersely. “Leon’s reference is outer Hydralis, something like Ship Creek. Mind you, what he gave us covers about ten square klicks. We’re not talking about anything as specific as a building, or even a burb.”

        “Just enough to get us inside the ballpark.” Travers caught two of the service handholds and lifted himself up onto the back of the Trofeo. A breeze stirred there, not so much cool in his face as cooling the film of sweat he had gathered as soon as he stepped out of the lighter. As he found his feet, Marin handed over the field glasses and pointed. Travers followed the line of his arm and whistled.

        The raid was right on the horizon, from the perspective of Queen of Angels. They had set down in the Oman sector, on the line where suburban became rural. Farmland stretched away to the southwest, where eventually the SalienteMountains rose like a rampart, snowcapped even in summer. 

       On maximum magnification, Travers saw the lick of flames on what had been a factory one moment, a battlefield the next. “So much for Rusch retasking Fleet,” he muttered.

        “She’s not a magician,” Vidal warned. Over Travers’s combug his voice cut across the background of the local news service. “This raid would have been planned for days. You hear about the wreck of the Tethys?”

        “Payback,” Marin said bitterly. “You kick me, I kick you harder.”

        “You got it ... and incidentally, we’ve got medevac headed our way,” Vidal said quietly. “Eight ... make that ten planes, headed for this location. You want to move?”

        “No, we’re not in anyone’s way.” Travers was watching a monstrous Fire Control dumpster hovering over the worst of the inferno. As he spoke, the dumpster released a load of red and gold dust, and the fire snuffed. “Jesus, it could get dangerous in there.”

        “It could get lethal in there,” Vidal corrected. “There was some kind of holy man, way back when. I forget his name but I’ll never forget what he said. ‘An eye for an eye blinds the whole world.’”

        “Human or Resalq?” Marin asked softly.

        “I don’t know,” Vidal admitted. “Call it Daku folklore, if you want. I read their book — right before I put on the uniform.”

        “Doesn’t matter where it came from, the man got it right.” Marin reached for the glasses, and whistled as he watched the Fire Control machines. “It won’t be safe in those sectors for ten or twelve hours. Fortunately, we’re headed someplace else — Ship Creek. And we can call ahead. We have a phonecode.”

        The
same thought had been on Travers’s mind. He let himself down from the top of the lighter and reached back up to take the glasses as Marin followed. “We’re grounded here for a while ... and it’d be a hell of a lot safer to make the call from a public phone.” He nodded up at the hospital and lifted a brow at Marin.

        “Great minds think alike.” Marin leaned into the Trofeo. “Stay put, Vidal. We’re going to walk up to the foyer, use their phones. Let’s see how far this callsign of Sherratt’s gets us.”

        Vidal twisted the seat around to look back. “I’ll be here.”

        Ten meters from the lighter, darkness, the scent of flowering trees and the acrid smell of bitumen enveloped them. They were headed up the side of the terraced hill by a path which meandered in ellipses between courtyards. Bronzes, fountains and stylized sundials held vigil over roses which needed pruning. The city lights hazed the sky to the north, but in the south the stars were bright over the low, distant line of the Salientes. Overhead, the faintest suggestion of Hellgate was visible through the shroud of light pollution.

        “It’s easy to see why people fight so hard to call this piece of land their own,” Travers observed. “If there wasn’t a war on, I’d say it was a nice night for a walk ... nice place to buy a piece of wilderness, build a cabin beside a lake and throw a line in the water.”

        “It is a nice place for all that, even if there is a war on.” Marin caught Travers’s shoulder, turned him around and covered his mouth with a hard kiss before he was gone again. “You’re a romantic, that’s your problem.”

        Travers tried to recall any time in his life when he had been accused of that particular crime — much less guilty of it. He was still trying to decide if he had been insulted or complimented when Marin turned left around a three-meter oleander and a life-sized replica of a Chola bronze, and one of the hospital’s many foyers was directly ahead. White light spilled from the wide armorglass doors. A reception desk was recessed into the wall at right, and a rank of hooded phones flanked the elevators, opposite. 

        A droning roar of big engines had been growing as they walked up, and Travers stopped outside the doors to watch the squadron of medevac lifters come in. They were in line-astern, military formation — which made sense. Every one of those pilots would be Fleet-trained, and probably out of uniform for no more than a year. They were coming in overloaded, if Travers was any judge; repulsion was howling, not much under maximum lift. He switched up from the civvy band to the emergency services channel to eavesdrop on their comm, and gave Marin a bleak look.

        Queen of Angels was only one hospital on standby. Other medevac units had headed in every direction, and these pilots were shouting about wanting a fast turnaround — they were wanted back in the zone. 

        “The only good thing,” Travers said pragmatically, “is, nobody’s going to be shooting at them. The strike’s over.”

        “You mean, it’s not like the corporate battlefield, where the bastards are just as delighted to shoot crap out of medevac units.” Marin gave the incoming flyers one more glance and headed into the building. “Give them time, Neil. This war’s hardly started. It hasn’t had time to get ugly yet.”

        Cool air, white light, muzak and the muted sounds of the public address greeted Travers as he followed Marin inside. No staffers were on duty in this foyer — the furor at the emergency bays on the roof would have commanded everyone. An AI waited patiently for query, just a pleasant, androgynous face framed in the threedee; security monitors watched from discreet angles. 

        The phones were similarly deserted. Marin leaned into the first hood, fed a ten-dollar coin into the machine, and gave Travers a glance. He selected voice-only and punched in the eight-digit phonecode.

        A line at the receiving end rang eight times before a machine picked up. “Leave a message,” it said baldly in a synthetic voice.

        “Walkabout,” Marin said just as baldly. “You can return this call inside the next twenty minutes on ...” He paused to check the local code of this particular phone. “6474 5998. If you can’t respond before 22:30, local time, do not call this number. Wait, and we’ll contact you again. Walkabout signing out.”

        He punched the off, and the phone offered a five-dollar coin. Travers collected it, dropped it into his pocket, and glared at the phone. “They’re going to make it rough.”

        “You can’t blame them,” Marin said indifferently. “I wouldn’t make it easy. Say we blew it on insertion to the Omaru system. Botched the blockade run, got ourselves picked up by Fleet, and interrogated.”

        “I know. It could be anybody and his uncle making this call,” Travers growled. “Twenty minutes. You want to wait outside? We’ll hear the phone.”

        Right outside the armorglass was a low brickwork structure, part bench, part planter. Dwarf cedars grew there, and a small trashpicker drone was gathering the cigarette butts which accumulated inevitably, anywhere people took a break from work. From this vantage point they could see the Trofeo’s cockpit lights. Travers touched his combug and said quietly,

        “Vidal, you read?”

        “Right here.”

        “We got their damn machine,” Travers told him, “gave the buggers twenty minutes to respond on the hospital’s payphone.”

        “I guess I’ll get myself a coffee,” Vidal said acerbically. “If they screw you around tonight, I know a place for dinner in Shackleton, and a couple of decent hotels ... at least, they were standing the last time I was here. After the airstrikes and the fires, all bets are off.”

        The first of the medevac aircraft was unloaded and lifting off. Travers watched the running lights go by just above rooftop level, and when the pilot throttled-up the jets a wave of acrid heat seared his eyeballs and sinuses. The jetwash whipped in the trees, and then the flyer was gone, racing back into the zone. Travers glanced at his chrono and stepped back into the cover of the building’s wide eaves.

        They waited fifteen minutes, and he was restless, almost ready to leave, when the payphone chimed in the foyer. He envied Marin’s calm — he knew it had to be some Dendra Shemiji trick of stillness and silence. He had been pacing while Marin sat on the end of the brickwork and watched the smaller of the two moons rise. It was a trick he promised himself he would learn. 

        On the third chime, Marin reached in beneath the hood and accepted the call. “Walkabout.”

        The voice was synthetic, genderless, without accent or inflection, merely repeating what was said to it. “You know Hydralis?”

        “Not well, but we’ll find our way, if you give us a location.” A tiny thinning of Marin’s lips betrayed his annoyance.

        “RalstonHarbor,” the androgyne said tersely. “Midnight.”

        “RalstonHarbor,” Marin repeated, looking at his chrono. “That’s some place in —”

        The line clicked dead. 

        “Shit,” Travers breathed. “Friendly, aren’t they?”

        Marin leaned both hands on the phone’s plastex surface, drumming a tattoo with his fingertips. “They’ve been taught to be terminally cautious. You can blame Fleet — people like you and Vidal are way too efficient. No offense intended.”

        “None taken. I think.” Travers was out through the door ahead of him. “Vidal, you still listening?”
        “No, I pulled out and left ten minutes ago,” Vidal retorted, a whisper in Travers’s ear. “What?”

        “You know a place called RalstonHarbor?”

        “Nope. Give me a minute to call it up. Did the bastards give you an exact location?”

        They were swinging down the terraced hill, from courtyard to bronze to fountain, headed for the small blue glow of the Trofeo’s cockpit lights. “They’re not that trusting,” Marin told him, “and although it pisses me off, I’m not going to blame them. What would you do, Vidal?”

        “Me?” Vidal gave a humorless chuckle. “Marin, what I’d put us through, if I were them, scares shit out of me. And here’s your location: Ralston Harbor, south of Ship Creek ... looks like an old industrial complex, hasn’t been used in fifty years. It might have been a skyharbor, back in the terraformer years.”

        Travers was listening to the local news again. “Air traffic is clear to fly. You want to go check out the area, while we have the chance?”

         “They’ll expect us to do just that,” Marin said quietly. “Check it out by all means, but don’t assume you’re unobserved.”

        “Vidal makes a good point,” Travers said sourly. “Covert ops stink.”

        The Aragos were powering up as Marin slid into the seat behind Vidal, and the lighter lifted straight up out of the parking lot. From altitude, the damage to the city was very obvious. A swathe of Hydralis was blacked out, and the smoke pall was twenty kilometers wide. Travers called up a chart of the city and overlaid the visual, and Marin swore softly.

        The airstrike had targeted Rand and Weiss. According to Shapiro’s intel, both factories had been turned over to the assembly of aircraft, avionics, weapons systems, after the war began — and Fleet was well aware that supposedly civilian plants were producing systems with military application. The damage was only measurable on a vast scale. 

        In the early days of the war, the Volvo complex had been reduced to a crater; tonight the Rand facility had been erased from the map, and the Weiss factory was a shell, still burning. Most of the Michigan sector was blacked out; power had been shut down as soon as the strike was called, but a few lights showed in Valencia and Fukushima. Power was coming back on, on the fringes of the zone.

        “Christ,” Travers whispered, “where was Leon Sherratt?”

        “On the other side of Omaru, if he has any brains,” Vidal said bitterly. “Nobody in his gourd would be here unless he had to be.” 

        “Some folks don’t have anyplace else to go,” Marin reminded him, “and if you empty out Hydralis, you’ll have ninety percent of the population in camps.”

        “I know,” Vidal muttered. “Look, I had ... I have friends down there.”

        “Down there?” Travers looked doubtfully into the dark spaces, where the devastation had scarred the city so deeply, it could not be repaired. Rand, Weiss, Volvo — they would rebuild, but perhaps not in Hydralis. In fact, Travers thought bleakly, Hydralis as a viable city might not even exist when Fleet was done with Omaru.

        Omaru itself was lucky to exist. The specter of CL-389 seemed to peer over his shoulder, and his skin crawled as he glanced up through the canopy at the bright place in the sky which was Hellgate.

        The Trofeo swung wide around the cordon set up by Tactical and Fire Control. Drone beacons marked it out, hovering on station. Spinners flashed against the dark wasteland of the blacked-out city, and the civvy bands were noisy with warnings. Vidal took them south over Shackleton, and came around over the salt marshes. The wind was out of the east, carrying the smoke over the city, and off the starboard side of the lighter the ocean was silver-blue, glittering in the light of Bahrain, heaving with a gentle swell.

        When the terraformer fleet surveyed this coast, the marshes were cut back, kilometers inland, but since the first wave of industry had been abandoned, superseded, replaced, the old complexes were neglected and the marshes were returning. Ancient plascrete was breaking up before the battering of the ocean, and drifts of black silt had already reclaimed the oldest structures.

        Half-toppled cranes stood a hundred meters off the shore, skeletons corroding in the moonlight. An age-old fueling boom had partially collapsed, leaving only the gantry like a sentinel, even further out. 

        The city was on the northwest horizon, and but for the moonlight, the coast was absolutely dark. The Trofeo orbited the whole area which was labeled on the Hydralis maps as RalstonHarbor, and Travers watched the scan picture build up, layers on layers of data. 

        “If they’re here,” he murmured, “they’re well hidden.”

        “They’re here,” Marin assured him. “Trust me.”

        The pilot angled a glance over his shoulder. “You’ve flown so many covert ops, Marin?”

        “Dendra Shemiji,” Marin said noncommittally, “both sides of the fence. Hunter and hunted. You won’t pick them out of the landscape, but you know they’re here.”

        “We have thirty minutes on them, give or take.” Travers twisted in his seat to look back at Marin. “Do we stick around, or come back?”

        Marin’s face was limned with moonlight and patterned in blue and red by the instrument lights. “Find the high ground and take it. Something we can defend, Vidal.”

        “You’re expecting to be assaulted?” Vidal’s voice was sharp.

        “I don’t know,” Marin admitted, “but I also don’t know who the hell these people are.” He looked from Travers to Vidal and back. “You’ve both overlooked the obvious, haven’t you?”

        For a moment Travers was blank, and from the look on the tattooed face, so was Vidal. “You want to enlighten us?” Vidal invited.

       With a long sigh Marin glared into the darkness of the abandoned harbor. “The message Mark received — the yell for help. Did it come from Leon Sherratt, or Leon’s enemies? Sure, they had his codes, but that doesn’t prove much. The Resalq are as susceptible to ‘hostile interrogation’ as we are.”

        “Fuck,” Vidal whispered eloquently.

        “You want to set up a perimeter?” Travers suggested. 

        “I think,” Marin said slowly, “I’ll help you do it.”

        Vidal was still intent on Marin. “You didn’t mention this before?”

        “It was going to make any difference?” Marin demanded. “You notice Richard Vaurien armed us to the teeth? You notice Mark himself, and Jazinsky, didn’t offer to come along for the ride — and we have some of the best of Bravo Company, the Intrepid veterans, for backup?” His brows arched at Vidal, and he pulled on a comset. “Pick your place. Neil, let’s get down and establish a perimeter while we can.”

        “You said they’re here already,” Travers said quietly. “They’ll see.”

        “So they’ll know they’re not dealing with rank bloody amateurs,” Marin said with a certain black humor. 

        “Then you’d better give me some topcover,” Travers said ruefully, “because they can get nasty as soon as they see what game we’re playing.”

        The lighter was dropping in as he spoke, and Vidal had mapped the whole zone with thermo, ULF-resonance and night-scan video. There were heat traces in several locations which could have been vehicles, but squatters lived out here. Boats bobbed at anchor beyond the silt banks and two flat-bottom outriggers were beached, their big fans quiescent, gleaming in the moonlight. The mangroves which thickened along the shoreline were busy with feral animals; eyes shone out of the darkness. 

        The best ground to defend was the top of a long slope, with an outcrop of smashed plascrete behind and an uninterrupted view of the harbor, as far as the ancient crane and fueling boom. The footing was firm, the mangroves were a hundred meters away, and the nearest squatter’s shack was twice as far, around the incurvation of the harbor.

        With a soft thud, like a fist impacting with a pillow, the lighter was down, and Travers opened up. He had already prepped the full compliment of drones, and Vidal had set the Trofeo on the broken, moss-grown plascrete on an angle where her guns and floodlights covered the waterfront and the mangroves. The smells of standing salt water and rotting root mass, old bait and abandoned boats, was so thick, a knife would have cut it.

        Six drones buzzed out of the cargo trunk. Each was the size of a football, riding a repulsion cushion. Tiny jets hissed like insects as they deployed. Two were video drones, feeding local-area data to the cockpit; two were comm relays; two were armed, though Travers placed slender faith in them. They were little more than chunks of remote-operated explosives on repulsion — one-shot weapons. But each carried enough demolex to blow the Trofeo into confetti, and he deployed them carefully.

        One viddrone and one comm relay popped straight up to 250 meters and came online. The bug in Travers ear whispered with the data relay, local comm traffic, and Vidal reported that he had visual: nothing was moving yet. With an AR-19 over his shoulder, comfortably familiar, and the weight of a big-caliber Chiyoda snug against his left side, he stepped down out of the lighter.

        Marin was out a moment later, and hoisted himself up onto the back of the Trofeo. He unslung his Ingram and went down flat, covering three-quarters of the area which the lighter’s own guns could not cover, while Travers reached into the cargo trunk. 

        Kitár mines were dimly intelligent in their own right. They could be imprinted with the face-, voice- and DNA-recognition of ‘friendlies,’ and they had enough brains to tell an animal or the small body of a child from an adult. If in doubt, they called their AI controller with a low-rez snapshot and asked for confirmation before they detonated. They were only the size of a man’s clenched fist, dense, heavy with demolex. Travers opened a ten-crate in the trunk, and lifted out four. 

        Hackles rising, skin crawling, he looked up at the sky to gauge the light. Cloud cover was coming in from the ocean, and he waited several minutes for a thick bank to pass before the white-gold face of Bahrain. Silent in the blue-black shadows, he crept ten meters out from the lighter and laid a chain of Kitárs, three meters apart. They came online as he flicked on the power, and a soft chirp in the combug told him that he had been recognized.

        “Perimeter is set,” he whispered into the loop. “Anything?”

        “Foxes ... could be ferrets ... maybe a couple of squatters getting it on in a beater, other side of the trees ... nothing moving,” Vidal told him. “Drones are operational. The Kitárs have checked in. Call it good.”

        Travers glanced at his chrono. “Ten minutes, and we should have company.”

        “They’ll show themselves when they’re good and ready,” Marin said quietly. “The only items on airsearch are civvy crates and a few commercial flights. Hydralis public radio says they have power on in Michigan and Valencia, for what its worth. Fire Control’s pulling out.”

        At 11:54 Travers slid in under the port wing and settled to wait. Marin slithered down off the lighter a moment later and joined him. The guns in the belly tracked twenty degrees left and right as Vidal tested his weapons. The stink of silt and mangroves was heavy, fetid.

        “You know what this reminds me of?” Marin took his weight on his elbows, balanced the Ingram and flicked on the night-sights. “Holdfast, Malteppe. The simulation tank on the Intrepid. It stinks the same way.”

        He was right. Travers had been aware of an uncomfortable feeling since he stepped out of the lighter, and had been trying to pinpoint what this place reminded him of. It was that hellhole just above the keel of the super-carrier, where the weak were maimed and died routinely, and men like Marin struggled to keep their passengers alive long enough to finish the sim.

        Memories of Hellgate — and of the Intrepid itself — prickled his skin, churned his belly, and he shrugged them away with an intense effort. He wondered for an instant where Jon Szabo was tonight, and then forced his mind to concentrate on the whispers of the drones. 

        “Time,” Marin murmured. “Midnight ... Vidal?”

        “Nothing. Airsearch is coming up blank. Just the domestic redeye express to Komarov and points east, and an orbital shuttle headed up — not that they’ve got much left to dock with,” Vidal said acidly. “The drones are just as blank. Vid shows nothing, local comm shows nothing. The Kitárs are dormant.”

        “They’re late,” Travers observed.

        “Or they’re thinking better of the setup,” Marin added. “If they beat the codes out of Leon Sherratt and suckered us here, they’ll have seen our perimeter defenses. If they’re Fleet bastards, they won’t try it on. Not now.”

        “Meaning,” Travers said quietly, “Mark’s kid is dead.”

        “Or a prisoner.” Vidal’s voice was taut. “You know there’s a Fleet prison on Rashid. Alexis could find out if he’s there, or was there.”

        “Damn.” Travers shared a grim glance with Marin. 

        “You always knew there was no certainty,” Marin whispered. “Mark knows. It’s a war, Neil. People die.”

        “Frequently,” Travers said bleakly. “If they don’t show tonight, you want to give them another chance, tomorrow?”

        Marin’s half-seen head nodded. “We could have scared them off here, tonight. They were bloody unfriendly on the phone! We can make contact a second time, see if they’re any more reasonable.”

        “How long?” Vidal wanted to know. “This place is starting to give me the willies. It’s too quiet. There’s nothing out here, Marin. Any time you feel like shoving off, recall the drones and we’re gone.”

        “Give it fifteen minutes?” Marin glanced at Travers in conference. “They can have an old-fashioned mechie, same as the next guy. They might be stalled, two hundred K’s from here.”

        Insects and amphibians chirped and called over the marshes; the tide was running out, lapping against the crane and the fueling boom; a distant thunder of engine noise, over the horizon, marked out the spaceport. Nothing else moved, and most of the lights which had shone out of the shacks were extinguished. 

        At 12:10, Travers began to grow restless. He would have picked up the Kitárs and brought the drones down then, and only long experience made him trust Marin’s uncanny sixth sense. Those instincts were seldom wrong.

        Dendra Shemiji had a way of honing reason, paring thought processes to a razor’s edge of minimalist logic. But even Curtis Marin jumped in reaction as the searchlights hit them in the same instant as a stun field rolled over the hillside — not from the air or land, where they had been scanning constantly, but from the water.

        “Get in here!” Vidal’s voice boomed over the bug in Travers’s ear, making the tiny amp crackle. “Travers! They’re on the water!”

        The warning came too late. At this range a stun field was too diffuse to thoroughly scramble a man’s brains, but Travers felt the discharge in every nerve. His limbs were full of pins and needles, the muscles refused to work properly, his vision swam and his ears roared. 

        He was aware of Marin beside him, rolling onto his back and trying to get his arms over his head — and then the Trofeo’s guns opened up, too close overhead, and all Travers could do was cram both fists into his ears, in the interests of his hearing.

        A moment later Vidal kicked on the floods, and vision was impossible. The searchlights were bright enough to be used as a weapon. Nerve impulses were so scrambled, Travers could barely force his arms up over his head, and he knew it would be several minutes before he would move freely, much less fast enough to save his own life.

        Over the comset, Vidal’s voice rasped, “They’re on the water ... they came up without a sound — small profile. Sail. Fuck! I never even thought about a sailboat. I need my brains examined. You hearing this, Travers?” 

        He paused to realign the guns and searchlights, and on the next volley from the Trofeo, the floodlights which had speared out of the darkened harbor doused.   

        “Got ’em,” Vidal announced. “I blew them the hell out of the water. They’re gone. Travers!”

        It was still too difficult to control his tongue, but Travers had managed to get his hands and knees under him. Something was wrong, something stank, but he could neither think it through nor issue a warning. Struggling up at his side, Marin looked pale and punchdrunk as he fumbled for the Ingram. The weapon almost defied him to reach it, pick it up, level it, and Marin pitched to his right, rolled down the slope, out from under the wing.

        On his back again, he was gazing up, wide-eyed, blinking, and Travers fought his numb limbs into cooperation. The viddrone overhead exploded in a ball of vapor, leaving painful corneal afterimages, and Travers would have cursed if he could have controlled his tongue. He had not even heard the shot — a sniper, then, concealed in the mangroves, still and ambient since before the Trofeo landed, appearing to sensors like a feral creature.

        They had been set up. Both he and Marin knew it, and even Vidal, who was never trained for this kind of field work, must be starting to figure it out. Travers was unsurprised when the comm relay drone exploded, and moments later the standbys were recalled. They had been hovering up by the tail, and on Vidal’s signal they scooted back into the cargo trunk.

        Nor was Travers surprised when the side hatch slammed, locked, and the Aragos began to howl up. The storm of hot air smarted his skin as the lighter picked itself up off the smashed plascrete and fell upward into the night sky. 

        It rotated as it rose away above him — he watched Vidal spin it on its axis, and as the nose came about almost due west the guns opened up. The setup was perfect. He thought he smelt the stink of Fleet Intelligence, and he groaned soundlessly. 

        A sailboat, more than likely remote operated, or with a tiny AI pilot. A sniper who might have been concealed in the mangroves since the call they made from Queen of Angels. Or a plane, stealthed, hidden in the tangle of corroding girders and pipes of the century-old harbor. They had picked their hunting ground well. Travers wondered how many setups had taken shape here, how many ambushes had been sprung.

        The Trofeo was firing constantly. Vidal needed to think about his ammunition, conserve it. This might be the first leg of a running battle, if one of them was going to get out with the message — a useless call for backup. Help was impossible. The only agency from which it might come was Alexis Rusch’s office, and she could not afford to associate herself with this mission.

        How in hell had they been blown? Travers’s mind spun in furious circles as he watched Vidal begin to fire in short, precise bursts. And he was shooting in two directions, Travers saw as his eyesight began to clear. There were two targets up there, probably squaddies, MP units from the blockade. With scores of near misses they were forcing Vidal out over the water, and Travers and Marin were the only reason Vidal had not stood the Trofeo on its tail and conceded the skirmish in a gale of jetwash. 

        “Get out!” Marin’s tongue was uncooperative, his words were slurred, but understandable. “Vidal, will you get the bloody hell out of here!”

        Get out and find backup, bring back help? Or just get out and save one life, since two were forfeit?

        “Go!” Travers roared. 

        Vidal’s voice rasped hoarsely over the comm, but the words were distorted by a storm of radio jamming. Travers could not make out a syllable, but a moment later the lighter pulled away, upward and outward into the dark over the ocean. 

        “Setup,” Marin hissed. “Christ knows how, or from where.”

        The thunder of engine noise assaulted them now as the stealthed planes dropped in from altitude. Sternflares chased the Trofeo, blue-white and angry. Travers lost sight of them as the other plane fell into a hover directly overhead. 

        Floodlights blazed out of the belly, and with a second to spare he abandoned the AR-19 and flung his arms over his head. The stun field which burst over them this time was massive, battlefield intensity. 

        Travers did not even have time to curse before awareness was snuffed like a candle and his skull seemed to explode. 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

The lights were too bright, and he lifted a hand to protect his eyes. For a moment he thought some fool had turned on the overheads, and then he realized it was his own eyes, dilating under the assault of the chimera. He never used the stuff, and at once he knew one of the bastards had put it in his drink, or skin-popped it when he was looking the other way. Four beers in him — especially the local brew, which was like a cross between jet fuel and caramel demolex — and he would never have noticed the shot.

        He turned quickly toward the group, wondering who it had been. Fargo and Perlman looked innocent, but Vidal was snickering. Travers swung a mock punch at him, not quite intending it to land. He moved too fast, and the pilot seemed to flicker before his eyes. He had become a mirage as the chimera hit Travers’s brain, but he was still laughing as he propelled Travers through the door. Halfway through he had stalled. 

        “Hey, man you work too hard,” Vidal was saying as he shoved Travers into the dimmer, greener lights within. “Take a break ... chill, let yourself wind down before we’re scraping you off the walls.”

        With that he was gone, and Travers was alone in the bottom of a deep, murky pool. Green light, green air. The place even smelt green. Bel-grass insinuated into his sinuses, tickling, reacting with the chimera, dancing with it, until his brain cells seemed to be floating on a froth of sea foam. Travers squeezed shut his eyes and waited for the trip to slow down. The high never lasted long. It was difficult to believe some people snorted this crap up their noses for the fun of it.

        The world ceased to spin, his heart slowed, his brain cells came to rest more or less intact, and he cracked open his eyes. Now that he could see more distinctly, the place was green. Carpets, lounges and chairs, draped walls, all were various shades from sage and mint to deep ocean hues. The lights were low, and the bel-grass wafted thickly from several brass burners which swung from the low ceiling on fine chains.

        He peered into the coagulated shadows, half-seeing forms. Full of chimera, his brain was eager to play tricks. A chair, its shadow and a lamp became a rearing dragon; a gold picture frame and the clock beside it became an eagle with outstretched wings. He blinked repeatedly and the phantoms solidified into real objects.

        The picture frame surrounded a photo-realistic study of a young man. Travers blinked again, but nothing would turn the image back into reality. The man was redesigned, with dark, green-gold skin and a mane of hair the color of glacial ice. He was naked, and so arrestingly beautiful, Travers was temporarily stunned.

        “You like?” 

        The voice belonged to a Lushi, not even as tall as Travers’s shoulder. His eyelids were blue, his lashes tipped in gold. He was almost as naked as the man in the picture, in some confection of gold chains and green silk draped artfully off one hip; and he was almost as beautiful as the image, though different in every way. He was probably ten years older, to begin with. This Lushi was middle management in a trade where near-nakedness was the uniform of the establishment, and beauty was a badge of office.

        “I like,” Travers admitted, and hoped his voice was not too slurred. 

        “You can have,” the Lushi purred. “For twenty-five hundred. Special offer ... discount to tall, dark studs ... Rico likes them that way.”

        “Rico?” Travers echoed.

        The Lushi gestured at the picture. “Rico Martinez. The stallion of this particular stable. He was redesigned, specifically for this house, this job.”

        “You’re kidding me,” Travers peered closer at the picture.

        “Two meters tall ... taller than you. Tall as a Pak. Hair like a Lushi —” he flicked his own black hair back over both shoulders “— but blue-white, like the Lushi’s never was. Ice-blue eyes, and you see that skin? Like gelemeralds outside ... like burgundy inside. You like inside, you want in?” He cast a heavy-lidded look over Travers’s body.

        “Why was he redesigned for the job?” Travers was still intent on the picture.

        “He was up to his balls in debt,” the Lushi told him. “He might have re-enlisted in Fleet and had his debts canceled ... if they were legit. But when you owe a quarter mill in citybottom, no Fleet office is going to settle those debts. Gambling, booze, dope, boys, girls, VR, you name it.” He chuckled richly. “So Los Soberanos offered him the deal. He gets himself redesigned, he signs a contract with this salon, and he lifts his ass for twenty-five hundred a pop. Three years, and he’s a free man. You, uh, like?”

        “Oh, I like, but I can’t afford,” Travers said ruefully. 

        “Too bad.” The Lushi looked him over again, and then glanced up at the picture. “You’re just Rico’s kind. You look like you just got off the lines.”

        “What lines?” Travers wondered if the chimera was confusing him, or if the manager of this salon was actually talking semi-gibberish.

        “The lines. The war. The battlefield, front lines.” The man blinked up at him. “You still got the body. Your hair looks like it’s maybe halfway grown out of the Fleet buzz ... and you got that something. You know what I mean? The quality of the soldier. Pedigree. A guy can get a taste for meat that just came back from the lines. Rico likes it that way.” He cocked his head at Travers. “You just got back from a ship?”

        “The Intrepid,” Travers told him, studying Rico from the sculpted pecs and pebble nipples to the dancer’s legs. “A tour in Hellgate.”

        “Hellgate,” the Lushi growled. “Dangerous ... the place makes a man wild, pumps some pressure under his cork. Rico could go for you. Special offer, man, once only, cuz I like Rico and he’s been done by too many genuine bastards lately. Twenty-two.”

        “Sorry. And I really am,” Travers said honestly. He was looking into the ice-blue eyes in the picture. “You got anything — how shall I put this? More affordable?”

        The Lushi snorted a laugh. “You mean, less bloody expensive. More bang for your buck. I keep telling Petroni — he owns this place — it don’t matter how good Rico is, or how tight the gene shop redesigned his ass, or how humungous they grew his dick, twenty-five hundred’s so freakin’ expensive, there’s no value for money, so who’s gonna come back after they’ve had him once? The first time’s the curiosity factor, you know?” He nudged Travers with one sharp elbow. “Go on. Two grand, even. This one’s for Rico.”

        “I wish. I’d be laying down bills if I had them,” Travers sighed.

        “Call it colonial dollars, then.”

        “Don’t have the bucks either.” Travers turned his back on the picture and looked down at the Lushi. “Like you already noticed, I haven’t been off a super-carrier long.”

        “You working?” Dark eyes looked him up and down. “I mean, if you need the bucks, I can get you in.”

        “Working here?” Travers was surprised. This sexshop was so far upmarket, he thought, it was in nosebleed territory.

        “Not here,” the Lushi admitted. “You gotta think downscale, man, till get you your start. I’d slide you into someplace like Alegria. Get your clientele started. Guys who ask for you by name when they come in. You work up a rich enough list, and I can get you in here.”

        Travers was actually amused. “Without getting designed?” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the picture.

        “You? Nah.” The Lushi made emphatic negative gestures. “I told you. There’s a lot of guys get off on fresh meat that just made it back from the lines, and you got the look. The shoulders, the legs, the steel in the eyes. You just got outta Hellgate on the Intrepid? Cool, man. I mean, that’s sweet. You know, Rico was on the Shanghai. He spent his whole hitch face down on a major’s bed, drinking wine and taking bubble baths.”

        “Well, there’s the perks of being a major,” Travers said philosophically.

        “You weren’t an officer, then?”

         “I’m ... actually, I’m still in. It pleases the bastards to call me a captain.” Travers sketched a salute.

        “Sweet deal.” The Lushi thrust out his hand. “I’m Benito.”

        “Travers. Neil.” He shook the man’s hand. 

        “Cap’n Travers.” Benito was teasing outrageously. “So, if you’re still in the service, what brings you to our little neck of the woods?”

        “Furlough ... I guess.” In fact, Travers was fuzzy about exactly how he had come to be here. He was also fuzzy about exactly where here was, but if he asked the obvious question — ‘Where the hell am I?’ — Benito would assume he had been drunk, stoned, or both for so long, he was lucky to remember his own name. 

        In any case, Benito was still talking. “Walk this way, Cap’n T., and I’ll show you the ... salon.” He snickered again. “Nice, upmarket name for it. It’s a sexshop. Mind you, it’s not a dump. It’s ... nice, as sexshops go. Okay, it gets a little rough — God knows, Rico could tell you some stories! — but we got the biggest bouncers you ever saw in your life. One of our Companions even squeaks, and the bastards are out, faster than they knew what happened. So, you want in?”

        “Huh?” Travers was following him into the back, where the front shop’s jewel-green lounge morphed into multiple passageways, gold, blue, ivory, ebony. 

        Several ceramics and bronzes were pooled in surreal green light. Here, a satyr ravished a nubile young androgyne over a fallen tree in a forest glade; there, two male forms were raveled together in what must have been freefall or midwater. One piece caught and held Travers’s eye. A man of his own age, cast in obsidian at half life-size; big, broad, straight-backed and arrogant, hung like a bull, powerfully aroused and glaring directly into the observer’s eyes — challenging. Daring. The statue made Travers think of Ingende, and he shivered as he recalled so many half-forgotten scenes ... the Intrepid, Hellgate, the warmth of comradeship, and off-duty hours which were alive with sensuality.

        “If you want to get the hell out of Fleet,” Benito was saying as he led the way to the rooms in the back, “off the battlefield and all that Confederate, Republican, Colonial bullshit, while you still have your looks, not to mention your limbs, I can get you into Alegria for the asking. You got the face, Cap’n. I like what I’m seeing.”

        “I’m flattered, but I told you already, I’m working,” Travers said with vague detachment. 

        “You said you’re still in ... Fleet.” Benito almost spat the word. “Fuck ’em. Get out before they get you killed. Get into some place like Alegria. Stash some real cash ... maybe then you could afford Rico? ... and   you’d be out. While you’re young and — virile.” Benito leered and winked. “Don’t con me. I saw you looking at the picture. And the statue.”

        It was a decent offer and Travers did not turn it down without a thought. “I already signed a contract. Not actually with Fleet.”

        “Not?” Benito frowned. “Now, what’s that supposed to mean?”

        “It means,” Travers said wryly, “I signed with Shapiro.”

        “Shapiro who?” Benito was blank. “The only Shapiro I know is Louis, the king shooter running with Los Soberanos. If you signed with them, you better forget everything I ever said since you walked through that door, or my ass is in a sling.”

        “Harrison Shapiro. Fleet Sector Command,” Travers corrected. “I work out of his office.”

        Benito whistled. “Hey, you went upmarket all on your own.” He shook his head over Travers, looked him up and down critically and sighed. “Too bad, man. You could’ve been stinkin’ rich. You could have a client list better than Rico’s ... Petroni charges way too much. Even Rico’s genetically redesigned ass ain’t worth twenty-five hundred. So, uh, like, what’ya do for Shapiro?”

        “Special ops stuff.” Travers’s tongue was thick, uncooperative. There was a dull ache behind his eyes, and his vision was off. Benito seemed to waver before him, fading in and out of the light. “What’s it to you?”
        “Me?” Benito only shrugged. “Nothing. I just wondered what kind of work would tie you to Fleet, on piss-rotten pay, and make you turn down the offer of some real good cash. God knows, you can’t even afford Rico on a special offer!”

        “It’s ... vocational work,” Travers told him. “What did you call it a minute ago? Republican, Colonial bullshit. The future of the Deep Sky, liberty in the colonies.”

        “And peace in our time. You don’t say.” Benito seemed to have heard it all before. “Sorry, man. I’ll believe it when I see it happen.”

        “It’ll happen,” Travers said thickly. “But thanks for the offer. I’ll keep it in mind.”

        “You mean, the war won’t last forever and when it ends you’ll be on the street, wondering what you’re going to do for a job?” The Lushi’s teeth were very white in the lamplight. “Come right back here. I’ll slide you into a shop like Alegria. For the moment ... what’ya got a fancy for, Cap’n?”

        “Right now?” Travers was studying another picture, gold-framed. 

        In it, a fair-skinned young man stood against a backdrop of dark crimson drapes. He wore a pale gray satin robe — or more properly, it was hanging off his left arm and shoulder, exposing most of him to the lamplight. His right wrist was heavy with gold bracelets, ivory and jade circled his neck, diamonds winked in both his ears, and both his nipples were heavy with gold, rings inside rings. 

        The man who had modeled for this picture was original homeworlds genestock; there had been no redesign. In fact, he was probably from Jagreth, Travers thought. There was something about the people from that colony, where the folklore swore every soul was related inside eight generations, because the colony fleet had been quite small. The red-brown curly hair was oddly familiar, and the faint slant of the man’s eyes — hazel eyes, Travers thought, though it was difficult to tell in the half-light of the image. Yet everything about him was just different enough to be odd, or off, and almost unfamiliar.

        “What do I have a fancy for right now?” Travers said wistfully. “If I told you the truth, you’d laugh.” He gave the image a crooked smile.

        And the picture moved. 

        The robe was shrugged up onto both shoulders, the hazel eyes directed a glare at him, and Curtis Marin’s voice demanded, “What the bloody hell are you doing here, Travers?”

        With a soft curse Travers spun away from the mirror. The image righted, gained depth and dimension, and Marin nodded into the room he had just stepped out of. 

        “Get in here.”

        The Lushi stepped between them. “You know him, Cap’n? It happens, sometimes, when you have a friend who looks like him, and they get down on their luck and land here. Okay, so you know him — but remember, he works here. If you don’t like his attitude, I can tell Petroni to toss him out. If he gets down on his knees and begs to stay on, insulting house guests will cost him a flogging ... and if you’re that insulted, Cap’n T., you can have the cat-o’nine in your hand for five hundred, and then we’ll toss him out on that delectable little ass.”

        “Christ, no!” Travers physically shouldered by him. “What the hell are you talking about, Benito?”

        “Well, you being Fleet,” Benito grumbled, “I’d have thought you were well acquainted with the company flogger.”

        “I’m not with Fleet, I’m with Shapiro, there’s a difference!” Travers said sharply.

        “Oh, yeah. Republican, Colonial bullshit,” Benito said in tones of sarcasm. “If you ask me, you’re all freakin’ nuts. Next thing you’ll tell me is, this bugger’s a colonial hero as well.”

        “He —” Travers began.

        “Neil!” Marin’s voice was razor sharp. “Get in here!”

        Travers had taken a step toward him when the Lushi laid a hand on his arm. “It’s going to cost you eight hundred, without the flogging.”

        “Yeah, whatever.” Travers thrust him aside. 

        “You know what you’re doing?” Benito demanded shrewdly. 

        “I think,” Travers said, angling a scornful look the Lushi’s way, “if I don’t know what I’m doing by now, I never will.”

        “He’s a Resalq,” Benito sang sweetly, mockingly, after him.

        The word stopped Travers dead in his tracks. He could not take his eyes off Marin, from the gold dust on his eyelids to the rings in his nipples, and the subtle body paint which was half-faded around his hips and groin. The robe hung back off his shoulders, hiding nothing.

        “Resalq?” Travers whispered. “Is he kidding me?”

        For some moments Marin did not answer, save with raised brows and an enigmatic smile. Then he stepped aside and held open the drapes to invite Travers into the room. “Find out,” he challenged.

        Something inside Travers lurched. He gave Benito a hard look. “The Resalq are ... how do you know about them? What do you know?”

        The Lushi only shrugged, just as enigmatic as Marin and twice as irritating. Travers’s fists clenched. With a blistering oath, he turned his back on Benito and marched past Marin, into the room.

        ‘Room’ was the wrong word, he decided. It was more of a cubicle, with mirrors on two walls and a massive bed which nonetheless left plenty of floor space. There was no window, no other way in or out; no circuit access, no threedee. A nightstand was stocked with a bottle of wine, a pair of flutes, water, several kinds of lube, toys galore; and the bed was strewn untidily with blood-red silk sheets.

        The drapes closed over, and a hand appeared through them. Without a word Marin handed over the robe and an ID bracelet carrying the infrakey which would get him out of this building. A contract had been entered into as soon as Travers accepted his services. 

        “What in the name of —” Travers began in a forced whisper, but Marin’s hand slapped over his mouth to silence him. 

        His lips were against Travers’s ear as he murmured, “There’s no vid monitors, but we’re audio bugged. Be careful what you say.”

        “I have nothing to hide,” Travers said loudly.

        “All right, but I have,” Marin whispered against his ear.

        A jolt hurried through Travers and he swallowed. “Dendra Shemiji?” He drew back to see Marin’s face.

        “Of course, what else?” Marin pointed out the audio bugs. “This place is monitored for my protection, your satisfaction, and the house’s insurance. If you don’t get value for money, you don’t pay ... and I get a flogging. If you do get value, and you try to bolt without paying, they’ll break your kneecaps.”

        “I should consider myself warned?” Travers shrugged off his jacket and dropped it by the nightstand. “I won’t make trouble for you. Management already knows I know you from somewhere else. Damnit, I thought you were still on Saraine.” He was unbuttoning his shirt. “What’s this about the Resalq?”

        “There’s a community here,” Marin said levelly.  

        “And Benito knows about them?” Travers took his hands away, let Marin unbutton the pale yellow linen shirt.

        “Apparently. I don’t know how. I didn’t ask.” Marin lifted off the shirt, stooped and placed a kiss in the hollow of Travers’s chest. “I was on Saraine till three days ago.”

        “And then?” Travers was having difficulty finding breath or words. “And what was that — Resalq? You?” 

        “What do you think?” Marin was being deliberately evasive. He stood back, arms spread wide, let Travers look, and look again. 

        On the third visual inspection Travers saw the faintest trace of stubble, body hair growing back in the folds of his groin. He was depilated, not genetically tweaked, and if he was temporarily displaying the Resalq’s apparently redundant orifice, it was cosmetic. 

        A fraction of Travers’s world righted. He placed his lips against Marin’s ear, tongued the lobe and murmured, “I shouldn’t be here. I had no idea you were. You’re working, obviously. What’s the assignment?”

        “The usual,” Marin said with a certain indifference. “This? It’s part of the job, Neil. I told you, I have some skeletons rattling around in the back of my personal closet. The more you know about me, the less you might like me.”

        “I’ll be the judge of that,” Travers told him. Marin’s hands had tucked into the back of his jeans. They worked their way around, unbuttoned and unzipped him. “Who’s the target?”
        “You don’t have to know. It’s better if you don’t.” Marin stepped back, lifted him out and cradled him in one warm palm. “Think ... CL-389, if you remember the event.”

        “Cygnus Logistics, the orehauler that should have destroyed Omaru, and would have, if we hadn’t killed it,” Travers groaned. “You think I’d forget? We were there, front lines, battlefield ... ah, Christ!” The jeans had puddled around his feet. He heeled off his boots, and Marin stepped back to let him kick the denim away. 

        “So what are you doing here, Neil?” Curtis sprawled on the pillows in the pool of amber light which gleamed on the gold and diamonds. 

        His body was eager, Travers saw, ready for it. He drew both palms across his chest, his flanks, held them framed about his genitals but did not touch yet. Did he need permission? This shop had an odd, confusing etiquette.

        “Furlough,” Travers said, speaking with some difficulty. “One of those bloody fools skin-popped something into me. A prank, I suppose —”

        “Something?” Marin fluttered the gold eyelashes.

        “Chimera, I think.” Travers’s weight bounced the mattress as both knees landed astride Marin. “It had to be Vidal. Then he shoved me in here.” He hesitated. “He knows you’re here?”

        But Marin’s head shook against the pillow. “It was just dumb luck. Hey, it’s your eight hundred smackers — you might as well enjoy it.” 

        Travers put his head down, took possession of Marin’s mouth and searched it with the kiss he had been ravenous for. Then, “How long?” He whispered against Marin’s ear. “Before the assignment’s over and you can leave?”

        “A few days, a week,” Marin said soundlessly.

        A streak of something very like resentment threaded through Travers. “You get many customers?”

        “A few. Not that many. I’m ... a little expensive,” Marin said with a hint of smugness. “It bothers you?”

        “Of course it bloody bothers me! All this time, I’ve thought it was you and me, nobody else.”

        “Neil, I’m working.”

        “I know you are!” Travers reared up on his knees and pinned Marin’s shoulders to the mattress as if they were wrestling, two falls out of three. “But this assignment — Mark put you up to it?”

        Marin did not answer, but looked up at him with wide, unreadable eyes which annoyed Travers like splinters of glass under the skin. 

        “You wouldn’t pick an assignment like this for yourself,” he reasoned. “Would you? You’re so rich out of Dendra Shemiji crap, it’s disgusting! No, this one was a favor for Mark, wasn’t it?”

        “Of course it was.” Marin sighed lightly. “Look, why don’t you call Benito back here? Say you changed your mind about me, you don’t want me any more. You can leave.”

        “And you could draw punishment,” Travers muttered.

        “It’s happened before,” Marin said stoically. He looked away, unwilling or unable to meet Travers’s eyes.

        Anger raced through Travers. “You’re telling me, Mark sticks you with assignments where you get hurt?”

        “You can always get hurt — and killed,” Marin remonstrated. “I took the Chandra Liang job, Neil. I put myself aboard the Intrepid, in Hellgate, to take down Neville. You forgotten? He could have flogged me to death, same as he killed Chandra Liang’s kid — it was a risk I took. It’s a bloody risky business ... which is why I get very well paid.”

        “I know. Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Travers growled. “The next time I see Mark Sherratt, I’m going to break his nose.”

        Marin actually chuckled. “You can try. Mark’s a lot quicker than he looks. Who do you think taught me every Dendra Shemiji trick a human could learn, before he put me in the field?”

        “Well ... shit,” Travers swore passionately. “I still don’t like you being here, Curt. It was supposed to be you and me, not — this.” He gestured at the drapes and audio bugs, the lube and toys, some of which were gruesome. 

        “I’m working,” Marin reminded him. “When it’s finished —”

        “When it’s over,” Travers said between gritted teeth, “no more. Vidal had it right. Covert ops stink, even the Dendra Shemiji ones. No more, Curtis. Not even if Mark Sherratt begs us both, on his bent knees. Not even to save the bastard colonies. Let Harrison Shapiro do his own dirty work.”

        “You staking a claim on me?” Marin stretched luxuriously, hands lost in the silk pillows. 

        “And if I am?” Travers demanded. 

        “I wouldn’t argue, though Mark Sherratt might. Still, he’s had good service out of me, for a lot of years. I don’t owe him anything. So ...” Marin’s hands crept up Travers’s arms, his hands laced behind Neil’s neck and pulled him down to kiss. “Go on, then.”

        “Go ... on?” Travers echoed dimly.

        “Stake your claim,” Marin told him. 

        Was it a dare? Travers’s body rose eagerly to the challenge. Every beat of his heart pumped blood into his extremities and his cock pulsed almost with a life of its own. A little clumsy with urgency, he moved back, let Marin turn over, and reached across for the nearest of the tubes.

        “Careful with those,” Marin warned ruefully. “Some of them smart.”

        “Say — what?” Travers fumbled with the tube.

        “I said, put a dab on your lower lip before you wave it anywhere near any other part of your anatomy — or mine. Or,” Marin added, “dump the one you just picked up and use the blue pot.”

        “Blue?”
        “Trust me.” Marin tugged the pillows and settled. “It’s your eight hundred. You don’t want to exit these premises with a funny walk.”

        Travers tossed the tube in the direction of the nightstand and reached for the pot. The contents smelt faintly of jasmine, and just the heat of his hand dissolved it into a light, fragrant film. He was not even breathing as he stroked it onto himself, and then the long, slender legs parted for him and he was lost. 

        Now he had no awareness that this was a sexshop, that Marin was on assignment, undercover, or that Mark Sherratt had sent him into this upmarket den, like so much fresh meat. There was only the pounding of his heart, the rush of excitement, sensations which permeated every cell and drove the last traces of thought clean out of Travers’s head. 

        Beneath him, Marin heaved, cried out, high and wild as a snow fox in the heather off the shoulder of the Wulff Glacier, and Travers surrendered what remained of his mind to the chimera, and to him.

 

 

 

The threedee was still processing. It lagged at least two minutes behind the realtime sim, but Avi Hersch and Mitch Garret had already seen enough. More than enough. On the other side of the desk, the glowing tip of the cigarette brightened as Colonel Alec Tarrant inhaled. The scent of rose and bel-grass intensified, and he leaned down toward the threedee, in which was an image of a cubicle, though not the one Neil Travers pictured.

        It was a standard VR room, typical of most dens. Two couches were set up, but only the big, dark captain from Fleet Sector Command was currently hooked up. The other man was unconscious, under a jolt of gryphon. Travers had taken two jolts of chimera before he went under and accepted the VR sim, but as soon as he immersed himself in it, the flow of useful data was immediate and rich. 

        In twelve minutes, the Omaru militia had learned more about these men, Travers and Marin, than they would have learned in a week of mental and physical abuse. The audio component of the sim was on relay, via the landline — a safe line, not yet tapped. Fleet had no reason to bug the phone lines into a pit like this one. Travers had done a lot of talking, prompted by the digitoid which had been shaped on the fly by his own imagination. Every word he said was spoken aloud, albeit slurred under the influence of the chimera; and in fact, he had put almost every word into the mouth of the digitoid Curtis Marin — and some of them were more telling than those he spoke himself.

        Tarrant leaned both palms on the desk, just outside the blue-white mist of the threedee and spoke to the comm pickup. “Avi and Mitch are looking happier than they have in days. It’s your call, Leon. We lose ’em, we waste ’em ... or we give ’em a half hour to get decent and then make ’em an offer.”

       On the other end of the phone, Leon Sherratt’s voice — thinned and faded by the connection — sounded shaken with relief. “I heard what I’ve hoped and prayed to hear. Stuff no bastard from Fleet Intelligence could possibly know. Saraine, Mark, Dendra Shemiji. There was a lot more stuff I don’t know much about ... Shapiro’s involvement in the Republican movement. I don’t know the man, except by reputation. But there’s no doubt Travers was on the Intrepid, and we know what happened to her.”

        “She was lost in the Drift, months ago,” Tarrant mused. “We have intel from several sources. Richard Vaurien was involved. She was salvaged, but no one knows where she is.” He crooked a curious brow at Hersch. “I know squat about Saraine. It’s just a speck in the navtank.”

        “Not to me,” Sherratt’s voice said from the phone. “I spent half my childhood there, at Mark’s house. And that’s another thing, Alec. The moment Travers mentioned Dendra Shemiji, I was almost sure we were clear. You heard the words Travers made the digitoid Marin say: he’s worked with Mark for years, long enough to pay back whatever debts. Marin’s with Dendra Shemiji, and Travers is with Shapiro.”

        “Shapiro,” Tarrant echoed, and stubbed out the smoke. “I’ve had a lot of intel on Harrison Shapiro in the last few months. Most of it’s come in through privateer channels ... Richard Vaurien. I do know he and Mark Sherratt have something going. A covenant of some kind. I haven’t been able to find out what, but Vaurien’s confident of it. Now, if you add Vaurien and Jazinsky to your old man, Leon, and throw in Fleet Sector Command ... interesting, wouldn’t you say?”

        On the rear side of the desk, Avi Hersch slid the chair out and stood. With his right hand he massaged what remained of his left arm, as if the missing limb ached intolerably. “You have a talent for understatement,” he observed, still frowning into the threedee. “On the face of it, I’d trust these two. You knew Leon’s old man would get a pickup through the blockade somehow. This could be it.”

        The colonel’s dark blue eyes glittered with unholy mischief. “Could be?”

        Hersch leaned both shoulders against the wall and watched the threedee, where Danny Shroeder was removing the VR hookup, checking Travers’s pulse and heart rate and tut-tutting. Hersch was unconcerned. What Schroeder did not know was that Captain Neil Travers had just been flying the sensual high of his life, chimera-powered, VR-augmented, modeled by his own imagination. The elevated pulse and BP were normal, he was fine.

        “There’s a one in ten thousand shot,” Hersch said quietly, “that these guys are Fleet Intel officers. The real Travers and Marin were picked up by Fleet on the way through the blockade, interrogated, maybe even killed in the process, and the data used to program these two.”

        “Oh, please,” Leon Sherratt’s voice remonstrated. “That’s sheer paranoia, Avi.”

        “It’s bloody good sense,” Tarrant argued loudly. “But it’s also dead wrong, this time. I had an update, fresh data, from Komarov. A blockade runner did come in, yesterday. It appeared out of nowhere, like the good blockade runners do — meaning, it had to have made the slingshot through Hellgate, and you know Vaurien’s tame brainiac, Jazinsky, is just about the only one who can plot that kind of horse shit. Our blockade runner dove straight under the tracking net and the useless buggers out of Komarov lost it, but they did get half a profile on it, on long-range scan. 

        “It looks like one of Vaurien’s ships.” He glanced from Hersch to the silent, cautious Garret and back. “If I had to guess, I’d say it just might be the Earthlight, which would also make sense. Leon calls Mark ... Mark calls Richard. He’s got a little blockade running to do, and he contracts it out to the professional. He sends along one of the best Dendra Shemiji has — this Marin character — and Shapiro rows himself aboard. Add Travers to the crew, which makes even better sense.” He gestured at the threedee. “These two are screwing each other’s brains out.”

        “So, the only way Fleet would put one over on us,” Mitch Garret said slowly, “is if they ambushed Vaurien’s ship, interrogated the real Travers and Marin, put their own crew on the Earthlight, took her back out to the skirts of Hellgate and dove right into Omaru.” He shook his head slowly. “They don’t have the brains.”

        “Oh, yes they do,” Tarrant warned. “But ... these guys, I’m going to trust, and I’ll tell you why.” He reached over, backed off the threedee’s recording of the VR interrogation, and replayed its crescendo. “Like I said, these two are screwing each other blind. Fleet Intel doesn’t like that in its agents. You know the old theory. 

        “Two officers get close, get too friendly, and one day it comes to a decision between one guy hauling the other’s butt out of trouble ... or not ... and letting a billion dollar job slide into the dumpster.” He was watching the fuzzy, confused images in the threedee, where the computer struggled to make coherent forms from a man’s runaway imagination. The picture was indistinct, but the audio from the cubicle was unmistakable, as was the voice of the digitoid. “If these two were Intel agents, Fleet would have separated them, soon as they got close,” Tarrant said, vastly amused. “They’re not Fleet. The living truth’s right in your ear.”

        “Good enough for me,” Leon Sherratt said from the phone. “You want me to come in, Alec?”

        “Tonight,” Hersch told him. “Let Travers and Marin sleep it off. They’re doped to the gills right now. And Cimino called. They forced down the lighter, the Trofeo that tried to make a runner. The pilot ID’d himself as Vidal, Michael Wasim. That checks out with a lot Travers said. The lighter was damaged, it’ll be in the workshop at least till tonight, so take your time, Leon.”

        A long sigh whispered over the audio pickup and then Sherratt said, “All right. Thanks, Avi. Look, I’m going to get hold of Roy, tell him to get his stuff together. Seems like we’re headed out.”

        “Later, man,” Hersch said darkly, and cut the line. He looked up through the mauve haze of the threedee at Tarrant. “You realize Travers and Marin are going to be pissed enough to kill on sight.”

        But Tarrant only chuckled, a wicked sound which he seemed to have patented. “Marin and Travers should be grateful they weren’t flogged to jelly, had their brains turned to goo and their nerve endings burned out. Give me the option, Avi, and if I’ve got to be interrogated, I’ll take a VR trip any day. Who the hell’s such a prude he’d take blood and broken bones over a red face?” He paused and addressed the comm. “You there, Danny?”

        Shroeder had stepped out of the cubicle. He was not far away — there was little space to escape in this den — and he answered at once. “Mister Tarrant?”

        The kid had no idea Tarrant, Hersch and Garret belonged to the Omaru militia. He was sweet on Leon Sherratt, he knew Leon needed a favor, and he had a friend or two here in a citybottom dump called El Patán. He called in a favor, called it his contribution to the war. The less he knew, the better, because in a day or three Leon Sherratt would be out of the system, and Danny Shroeder would have to live and work here. 

        “What shape are they in?” Tarrant asked.

        “The big guy’s coming down,” Shroeder reported shrewdly. “The other one’s still high as a kite. Not so much body weight ... we might have, uh, given him a tad bit too much.”

        “You got the blockers?” Tarrant asked quickly,

        “Oh, yeah, sure.” Shroeder was not concerned. “You want I should go get them?”

        “I want you should unhook the big guy, get them both ready to move,” Tarrant told him. “Mitch, give him a hand.”

        They would be moved out of the VR cubicle and into the apartment under the shop. Shroeder’s friends lived there, but part of the favor he had called in was that they left for a few days, turned a blind eye to anything they heard and saw, and left a supply of hookups for the VR machines — fresh, still in the wrappers, not used and half-cleaned. These dens were notorious. Hamilton-Scalzo disease was rampant anywhere in citybottom.           

        Garret was moving at once, and Tarrant watched him leave before he dropped a cube into the threedee. The entire interrogation sequence downloaded, and he blanked the memory. “Avi?”

        “I ought to get back to my place,” Hersch decided. “Apparently we did the Trofeo a little bit of damage. My people can fix it, but I want to be sure. She’ll have Leon aboard on the flight out ... and that.” 

        That. The device. The thing for which all this had been arranged. 

        “No mistakes,” Tarrant agreed. He dropped a hand on Hersch’s good shoulder, gave him a companionable squeeze there. “I better go help Mitch. There isn’t one decent muscle in Danny Schroeder’s whole body, and by the looks of him, our Captain Neil Travers will be enough to give Mitch a hernia ... even before he wakes up.” He flashed a brash grin at Hersch. “And a broken nose right after.”

 

 

 

Marin jerked awake and froze like an animal hiding in stillness. Only his eyes moved, and they opened to mere slits while his hearing picked out every nuance of sound. The drumbeat of music, either massively loud and quite distant, or softer and closer, it was impossible to tell ... muted voices, at least two men and one woman talking in another room ... the mindless babble of the threedee playing another ludicrous situation drama to fill the space between commercials.

        The room was dim, lit by a single lamp turned low, in the far corner. He lay on his side on a soft surface — not a bed, but a couch: he felt the cushions against his back — and the motionless lump stretched out on a mound of blankets and pillows right beside him could only be Travers. 

        He smelt the leftover odors of cooking; someone had been flashing a chic en. And ... not bel-grass, but kipgrass, sandalwood ... and just the faintest trace of dream smoke, crackling on the very edge of his perceptions. Put that together with the primal drumbeat of music, and he began to guess where he was.

        A/c whirred so softly, he barely heard it over the threedee in the next room, but he was aware of it at once on his bare skin. He was naked like Travers, but he saw his own clothes and Travers’s, dumped in an untidy pile by the door. Neither of them was restrained in any way, and this surprised Marin. He flexed his whole body, joint by joint, muscle by muscle, while not visibly moving, and everything was free. Everything was also stiff after many hours of inactivity, and his head was foggy.

        It had been a drug, then — and more than one dose. Something to keep them out cold, while they were brought here and background security was run. Again, Marin was surprised, because he would have expected some kind of interrogation. If these people were content with a strip-search, they were more stupid than they knew. 

        And he had definitely been searched. As he flexed his body he felt the faint soreness in every orifice. He and Travers had certainly been imaged, and palm-, retina- and DNA-printing would have been done. If the colonial militia had access to the Civil Register, they would have tried to run a standard ident probe. They would have been confounded, Marin knew: neither he nor Travers was listed, since they signed with Shapiro. 

        Still, the lack of any kind of restraint prompted Marin to assume the locals were either dim, desperate or foolishly trusting. He opened his eyes a little wider and took in the darkened room. It looked like the lounge of an apartment, but there were no windows. An apartment in citybottom, then, where accommodations were cheap and plentiful, if one had no problem with living the troglodyte life. 

        The walls were papered with holosnaps and pictures clipped from magazines or printed out from the ’net. Almost every part of every wall was covered with women in various degrees of undress, and in every outrageous posture, from the mundane to the acrobatic. This place was a bachelor pad, then, probably right under some kind of shop — dream, sex, dance, VR. It was hard to be sure, but from the wallpaper, he guessed sex. And the place was downmarket, cheap, sleazy. 

        The prints on the wall closest to him were amateurish snaps; the Companions were all similar, typical of citybottom, with the pneumatic breasts, the rouged, ringed nipples and the dead-eyed faces of kids who had crash-landed here because there was no place else to go. Sexshops exploited them even before they received their conscription notices; and then Fleet treated them badly. Marin had seen the pattern too often. He thought of Jon Szabo, of Tonio Teniko, and wondered where these girls had been, what they had done.

        So, this was a bolthole? It was a good guess. The colonial militia was a force in hiding in its own backyard. Under the constant eye of Fleet surveillance drones, nowhere was safe. The deeper into city-bottom one dug, the farther from the ‘brightlights’ sectors and the industrial areas one drifted, the less surveillance there would be.

        “Neil?” A bare whisper. And then, louder, “Neil!”

        The soft sound of his name reached through the fog, and Travers groaned awake. He reached for his head with both hands and curled into a ball. “Oh, Christ, what happened to me?”

        “We were doped,” Marin told him, slithering off the couch to his side. “But I’m just foggy. What’s wrong?”

        “Headache,” Travers said between gritted teeth. “Massive headache.”

        “Let me look at you.” Marin knelt, took his hands by the wrists, and turned Travers’s face to the light. Dim though it was, he saw the little red marks, twin sets of pinpoints on the temples, almost in the hairline. “Damn. You did a VR hookup. You remember any of it?”
        “Oh, yeah.” Travers struggled to sit. “I remember way too much.”

        “Interrogation?” Marin asked bitterly. “How bad?” He had suffered through it himself more than once, scenes of such torment, a human body could not actually survive, though the VR fantasy was perfectly survivable, and to the brain, just as real.

        “Not bad,” Travers said ruefully, still holding his head. “Sexshop ... you, me, the full VR sim ... you’d pay money for it, if you weren’t tied down and shoved headfirst into it. Don’t ask.”

        “Be grateful,” Marin said dryly. “This business can get ugly. If they got what they wanted to know the easy way —”  

         “I’m not complaining.” Travers peered at him in the dimness, “Why the hell am I naked? So are you.”

        “Strip-search,” Marin told him. 

        “To make sure I don’t have a stick of demolex tucked out of sight somewhere handy?” Travers wriggled, discovering his sore places. “Damn, they were thorough.”

        “So would I be. They don’t know us from a hole in the ground. We could be agents from Fleet.” Marin was up and reaching for their clothes. “I’ll give you odds we’re under surveillance right now. You might like to put something on before they get sociable.”

        Travers had his jeans on, though he was still bare-chested and unshod, and Marin was in the gray slacks, the denim shirt over his shoulders when the door swung inward. The first thing he saw was the muzzle of a gun, and he held his hands well out and up. They knew he was unarmed, but at least a dozen objects were within reach, which could become impromptu weapons.

        “Captain Travers, Captain Marin. Relax, no one’s going to harm you ... not unless you pick the fight.” 

        The voice was tenor, with an odd lilt and a resonance. It belonged to a man of middle height, with wide shoulders and a lopsided grin — not a young man, Marin saw, but neither had time caught him up yet. He was fifty or sixty, at that time in life where age was difficult to pinpoint, with red hair in a military crop, and an attractive, engaging smile. He was in denims, athletic shoes, the informal uniform of any street, any city, any age group; the clothes were neither shabby nor costly.

        “I’m Marin,” he began.

        “I know you are.” The man gestured at Travers with the Zamphir pistol. “I know a whole lot about both of you.”

        “That,” Travers said acidly, “was despicable.”

        “That,” the man said brashly, “saved your teeth, your nose, your knees and your balls. You wanted to be worked over instead?”

         “Enough,” Marin said sharply. “We came here to find Leon Sherratt. Who the hell are you?”
        The Zamphir reversed and dropped back into the holster at the small of the man’s back, and he thrust out his right hand. “Colonel Alec Tarrant, Omaru Republican Forces.”

        Still cautious, Marin shook the offered hand. “I assume you represent Leon Sherratt? His father sent us.”

        “If you know Leon, you know father is the wrong word,” Tarrant said speculatively. 

        “You’re testing me now?” Marin wondered. “All right: e’quero. How much Resalq do you speak? Fai rahbe’lal sinun, cu veas-ha arhen’un
uulal.”

        The colonel chuckled. “That’s a whole lot more Resalq than I speak, but I know the sound of the language when I hear it. Leon was satisfied. He was listening in, during the sim.” He stepped aside to clear the doorway. “You want to drink. You’ve been out for twenty hours. You’ve got to be dehydrated. I’m sorry for your headache, Captain Travers.”

        “VR crap,” Travers said sourly, pushing past him.

        Right ahead was a kitchen so small, it would accommodate one person at a time. Travers held a glass under the faucet, drained it, drained it again, and handed a third to Marin. The colonel studied them closely as they drank, and when Marin upturned the glass on the draining board by the sink he gestured along the single passage, to a door at the end.

        “Come and get acquainted. You hungry? There’s leftovers.”

        The tall man with the dark curly hair and the deep suntan was Mitch Garret. Ex-Fleet, thirty years old, with brown eyes and big, capable hands. He had done his five-year hitch with an infantry unit and come home with a whole skin. The ghost-pale kid with the zits and the anxious disposition was Danny Shroeder. He seemed to know nothing about militia business, and as soon as the conversation turned to anything vaguely ‘sensitive’ he vanished. 

        It was obvious at once that Colonel Alec Tarrant was the hub around which this militia unit revolved, but the older man, Avi Hersch, was one of the forces that propelled it. Hersch was ten years older than Tarrant; his tour with Fleet was voluntary, since Jardine Mayhew’s ‘strong Fleet policy,’ the building of the DeepSky Fleet, and the double burden of the military service levy and colonial taxation, all descended on the frontier when Hersch was already in his thirties. Marin saw the man’s intelligence at once. Hersch was smarter than Tarrant, but he had less of the colonel’s flamboyance; and he was battle-scarred. The stump of his left arm ached constantly. He massaged it, and it was he who was smoking the kipgrass to relax cramped muscles.  

        Silent in the background, monitoring the security of this bolthole was Martin Cimino — tall as Jazinsky, but gaunt, with haunted eyes that seemed to look right through Marin and into the next dimension. Cimino was dying, Marin thought, and he knew it. His ailment was not a war wound, there was not a mark on him. But something inside was wrong, and on Omaru this year the resources to deal with it were absent. Marin frowned at him while Travers shook hands, and Cimino looked up at him, as if wondering what he knew. In fact, Marin knew nothing; but he wondered if the war would be over soon enough for Cimino. 

        The woman was middle height, with hair as dark as Garret’s, and as curly, unshorn on her shoulders. She was his sister, Zulika, five years younger than Mitch, and still wearing the hard edges of the Fleet hitch, though she was beside Cimino, one hand resting on his back. She dressed in the kind of cammo-toned mock-fatigues which were chic in places like Vazyabinsk and even Sark; but on Zulika Garret, reinforced by the old unit tattoos, they looked less chic than dangerous. She had been out of Fleet for only three years, and Marin guessed she had transferred directly to the colonial militia, bringing with her the service skills of a senior sergeant.

        At a glance, he knew Leon Sherratt. He had never seen a picture of the man, but did not need to. Leon was Mark’s son, if ‘son’ was the right word for any Resalq, and no amount of genetic work could undo the likeness between them. He had the same eyes, the same hands, even the same telltale scars, just tiny marks which betrayed the places where the redundant opposable thumbs were removed. Resalq of Leon’s generation had still occasionally been born with them, while they were unknown in those born later, like Dario and Tor.

        The smile was the same, too. Leon offered his hand, and Marin took it. “I remember your name, Curtis Marin,” Sherratt said by way of greeting. “Mark mentioned you often in the months after you joined him, right out of Fleet.”

        “That’s nice to hear.” Marin clasped Sherratt’s wrist in the old Resalq way rather than shaking his hand. “You’ve scared hell out of him, of course, with the message you sent. You made it sound like Fleet was one jump behind you and there was a forced-labor camp right in front.”

        “There is,” Leon said acidly. “The camp is on Rashid, and I’ve been in hiding for months. Too long. I popped my head up two weeks ago, just long enough to go and seize the opportunity I’ve been waiting for — otherwise I’m not stupid enough to be anywhere in the vicinity of Hydralis, I’ll tell you that.”

        “I don’t doubt it.” Marin shared a glance with Travers, who was investigating the remains of a chicken and salad bowl. “We got a glimpse of the city on the way up to RalstonHarbor. It’s a mess.”  

        “There’s a war on,” Tarrant said sharply. “Only the idiots expected to go into this fight and not get bloody.”

        Marin studied the colonel with a frown for a moment, and then nodded. “As you say. And for what it’s worth, you’re scaring the crap out of Fleet. The veterans on the other side of the blockade are shell-shocked.”

        “Speaking of whom,” Travers said pointedly, “the last time we saw our pilot, he was headed out as fast as the lighter could fly, with one of your people up his tailpipe. I don’t see him here.”

        “He’s at my place.” Avi Hersch stubbed out the butt of one cigarette and lit another at once. “Vidal, Michael Wasim. Looks like a Delta Dragon. He’s still wearing their tattoo all over his face, which means he’s probably blown a number of my friends to hell.”

        “He was also one of the guys who put his life on the line to keep Hydralis alive a little longer,” Travers said too loudly.

        “How’s your intel?” Marin asked of Tarrant, though Hersch was listening with a shrewd expression. “CL-389 mean anything to you?”

        For a moment Tarrant seemed suspicious, and then his eyes widened. “You two...?”

         “And Mick Vidal, and a few of the other Dragons. Some didn’t make it back,” Marin said quietly. 

        “And some of them were just dead lucky,” Travers added. “What shape did you leave Vidal in?”

        “He’s fine,” Hersch said at once, studying Marin as if he had not seen him before. “We forced him down, there’s minor damage to your lighter. She’s in my workshops right now, being fixed. Vidal is mad enough to spit, but he’s secure. Not in any danger.”

        “Let me talk to him.” Travers had helped himself to food, and pulled a chair up to the only clear space at the table.

        Without comment, Hersch swiveled his chair and brought the room’s threedee alive. Marin did not see the phonecode he punched into it, but moments later a face appeared. He was young, sun-blond, with dreadlocks and coral earrings. 

        “Hi, Avi. Problems?”

        “We’re out of the woods,” Hersch told him. “Have your visitor take this call. Friend of his wants to make sure we didn’t do some rape and murder routine on him, soon as we saw the tattoo.” 

        He chose his words with such care, Marin knew he was calling an insecure line. Half the lines in Hydralis were tapped; the trick was to use no words which tipped off the Fleet AI.

        “Sure,” the young man said, but hesitated. “Is Lee there?”
        “Right here, kid,” Leon called, though he was out of range of the video pickup. “What do you need?”

        “Just to hear your voice, know you’re safe.” The young man mocked himself with a humorless chuckle. “I was watching CNS. I saw the raid.”

        “So did we all,” Hersch said darkly. “Call the guy to the phone.”

        Marin raised a brow at Leon, and Sherratt sighed. “Roy Arlott. I hope you came in something that’ll transport two, because I told him he’s coming out with me.”

        “No problem.” Travers was watching the threedee. “Your better half?”

        “That would be one way of putting it,” Sherratt said philosophically.

        From the threedee they heard Arlott’s voice calling, “Mick? Your friends want to talk. Mick!”

        And then Vidal’s face drifted into video pickup range. He looked, Marin thought, mad enough to throttle the next person he could get his hands on, but a good deal of the fury dissipated as he recognized Travers. He also knew the line was insecure — every word he said was careful.

        “Nice friends you’ve got here, Neil. First they invite me to land, and then they insist on my being their house guest, and get intimately acquainted, and I do mean fucking intimately.”          

        Out of range of the pickup, Hersch said quietly, “He was forced down, we took him back to my place, patched up a gash on his arm and —”

        “And strip-searched him, same as you did us,” Marin finished.

        Hersch shrugged. “We had to be sure. It was that or a bullet, Marin. Given the choice, I’d drop my rags and comply.”

        “Which he did,” Marin guessed. “Smart boy.”

        “Stay put, have a beer, chill,” Travers was saying to Vidal. “Make sure our ride gets fixed. I’ll call you. We’ll be out of here tomorrow.”

        The line had disconnected and the threedee had darkened when Leon said, “It won’t be so soon. I have to make the retrieval first.”

        Travers and Marin shared a glance across the cluttered table, and Travers cleared his throat. “Would you like to elaborate on that?”

        Thinking back on the message Mark had received, Marin had already guessed. Mark’s voice whispered in the back of his mind as everyone in the room turned to Leon, and Leon struggled for words. 

        The gist of what he says is very simple … the permutations are not. Basically, he says, ‘I have it, I’m in grave danger, come get me, soonest possible.’

        “According to Mark,” Marin said quietly, “your message said you have it, you’re in danger, you want out, but you can’t get out on your own.”

        “That’s about the size of it,” Leon agreed. “There’s no way I could make it through the blockade without a pickup. But I got it, Marin.” His eyes shone. “I had it in my hands.” He held out those hands, curved, reliving the memory of holding an object.

        “What?” Travers prompted. “Okay, you got the thing. You want to tell us what it is?”

        “I can try.” Abruptly Leon sounded tired, fatigued, even low. “It’s a piece of technology, Travers ... could be Resalq, but if it is, it’s ancestral. It’s over a thousand years old. I know my people’s recent technology, and this isn’t anything I recognize. I don’t think it’s Resalq     — I’m sure enough to give myself the willies, it’s Zunshu.”

        Curious, Marin shot a look at Tarrant and Hersch, but their faces showed no flicker of surprise. They knew, not only about the probable nature of Leon’s stolen artifact, but about the Zunshu. 

        “Damn,” Travers whispered. “A weapon?”

        “It has to be,” Leon reasoned. “A whole flock of these devices were found in the outer Omaru system, seeded out there, like drones or probes or mines. A ship attached to the militia was lost in the region, the previous week. It vanished, Travers. Gone like that.” He snapped his fingers. “The militia launched an investigation, and they came up with a swarm of the things. Devices. Like nothing anyone ever saw before.”

        “And you know all this,” Marin wondered, “because...?”
        Leon looked levelly at him, so much like his e’quero, Marin was both charmed and disconcerted. “Because I’ve made it my job to know. It’s what I came here for. You think I’d be in a warzone if I had the choice? I’ve spent most of my life hunting for just this kind of thing, and where does it have to be? Omaru, under the gun, on the brink of war!”

        “Best place for it,” Tarrant observed, “otherwise everything would be too easy, wouldn’t it?”

        “I shmoozed my way into the militia using Mark’s name, and Richard Vaurien’s,” Leon said, ignoring Tarrant. “I hacked computers, I blackmailed for codes and passwords and data, I actually screwed my way into jobs, then worked double-shifts for months, to get the opportunity to steal data. If you think it was easy —”

        “Dendra Shemiji work never is,” Marin said pragmatically. Travers shot him an odd look, but for the moment Marin pretended not to see it and said to Tarrant, “You know Mark Sherratt?”

        The colonel was pouring coffee for himself and Hersch. “A little. Not as well as I’d like. I met him through Richard — Vaurien, I know well. He and Jazinsky have been playing tag with Fleet for years, under Shapiro’s nose. The last intel I had from out of the system says Mark and Richard signed with Shapiro.” Not a question.

        “You have good intel channels,” Marin told him. 

        “Velcastra,” Tarrant said evasively.

        Travers chuckled. “Robert Chandra Liang.”

        Now, the colonel was overtly astonished. “How the hell do you know him?”

        “If you know about Chandra Liang’s kid,” Marin said slowly, “you already know the answer to that.”

        The silence was thick as a blanket. “You were on the Intrepid, Travers,” Hersch said into it.

        “We both were.” Marin gestured for a coffee, and Alec Tarrant poured for him, from the chrome-sided jug on the hotplate. “I took Chandra Liang’s commission ... Dendra Shemiji. Mark was furious, but here we are.”

        “And the ship?” Tarrant’s eyes were bright, sharp, hard. “The Intrepid? The last I heard, Vaurien said they were salvaging the warload, but we never saw a gunship or a missile. We could use the whole consignment.”

        “I imagine you could.” Marin took his coffee and sat. “In good time, Colonel. First things first. Leon?”

        The younger Sherratt stood and worked his shoulders around as if he were stiff, sore, perhaps with too much tension for too long. “Most of the devices are in a bunker on the other side of the planet, under so much plascrete and steel — forget it. You could never get access. They brought three of them up to the campus, UOH, for study, but I could never get close. The labs were sealed, you couldn’t get in for sex or bribes. I scored a job on campus, working as a lab assistant. Easy work.

        “Too easy. I was always this close to the artifacts,” holding up thumb and forefinger a centimeter apart, “but never able to get my hands on one. I worked there for months. When the chief lab tech was killed in the Fleet raids, they needed a replacement. I was available, and I took the job — it was great while it lasted, but I got my face imaged by Fleet and had to go to ground. I’d hacked the campus mainframe by that time, though. 

        “I knew exactly what they were doing. I knew, when they brought in some specialist from Velcastra. It was a waste of time, you understand. There’s ten people, less, in the Deep Sky who’re qualified to even look at that thing, and I’m not one of them.”

        “Mark, and maybe Dario ... Jazinsky. Do you know Tonio Teniko?” Marin wondered. “And possibly Alexis Rusch. So you got back onto the campus and — what, stole one?”

        “Right out from under their noses,” Leon said with a definite smugness. “Trouble was, I must’ve tripped some silent alarm. I knew I’d never make it out, carrying the thing. I hardly made it out at all. That’s a night I’m never going to forget.”

        “So where is it?” Travers demanded. 

        “This would be the retrieval you mentioned,” Marin said tiredly.

        “Yeah.” Leon pulled both hands across his face and knuckled his eyes. “I hid it. I figured I could go back and get it when the dust settled, or I’d get it on the way out, when my pickup arrived. You guys.” He looked from Marin and Travers to Hersch and Tarrant, and back. “It’s problematical.”

        “I’ll just bet it is,” Tarrant said acerbically.

        “It always is.” Hersch stubbed out the kipgrass and looked up at the others, the younger members of this militia unit, who were listening silently. Mitch and Zulika Garret and Martin Cimino had hung on every word. “Security sweep,” Hersch said tersely. 

        “Ah, but, fuckit, Avi —” Zulika Garret protested in a deep, whisky voice.

        “Right now,” Hersch said sharply. “You ever start to get the idea you’re safe, what you are is dead, girl. Git!” 

        She, Mitch and Cimino left the room without a word, and Marin listened as they stepped out of the apartment. The bass thunder of music intensified for a moment before a door closed again.

        “What’s upstairs, a dream shop, VR den?” he wondered.

        “Sexshop.” Hersch gave the ceiling a wry look. “We’re right under El Patán. We used one of their VR booths for the interrogation. And before you ask, Travers —” He threw a transparent plastex pouch at Travers. Inside were the connectors for the hookup. “They were fresh out the bag, no rubbish. We took no risks, you’ll not catch anything nasty. This is one of those places where they sweep the bodies out in the morning, and when the medics come in, the clients and the Companions are in the same line for cut-and-patch work, soon as the idiots sober up. There’s everything from mai-boogey to angelino up there. Some nights, you could fry your brains just breathing the air, and any night you can get Hamilton-Scalzo in the VR booths — and the skin off your back in any of the private suites, if you’re not careful.” 

        Travers dropped the VR connectors to his feet and gave Hersch a glare. “What dope did you shoot me with?”

        “Chimera, double-dose, same as him.” Hersch nodded at Marin. “And you both had the blockers, and somebody kept an eye on you. Stop complaining. You’re not hurt, not even bruised. We’re two floors under El Patán because that little geek, Danny Shroeder, knows the owners. They took the opportunity to get a few days out of town, he said he’d cover for them. He owes Leon a favor or two. We’re safe here. Fleet doesn’t even know this apartment exists, and as for El Patán — it’s the kind of place they warn servicemen to stay the hell out of.”

        “So we’re safe,” Marin said cautiously.

        Tarrant chuckled. “Unless Fleet rockets us. Take a look at the city in daylight, Marin. There’s not much left standing.”

        “And that,” Leon said darkly, “is the problem.” His eyes moved from Travers to Marin. “I hid the device. It’s still there, it can’t have been found. Nobody goes there, since the raid.”

        “You’re kidding,” Travers breathed.

        But Sherratt’s head shook slowly. “Ten days ago, Fleet targeted the campus to get the particle physics labs, the biochemistry labs, the cream of Hydralis’s scientists. They got a few of them, but most were in the bunkers. But the labs, now ... that’s a different question. The whole area was so badly damaged, they suspended studies and moved the faculty to a warehouse on the other side of the city. UOH is off limits to the public, unsafe, contaminated, condemned.”

        “And that’s where you hid the device.” Marin passed a hand before his eyes. 

        “It seemed,” Leon said quietly, “like a good idea at the time.”

        “At the time,” Marin allowed, “it was probably the only option you had. Which doesn’t make it one bit less problematical now.” He scraped back his chair and stood. “I need some air. I can’t even think anymore. Which way’s safe, Colonel?”

        But Leon was on his feet too, and on his way out. “I’ll show him, Alec. I could use a breath myself. No offense, Avi, but you could slice the air in here. This way, Marin.”

        He was halfway out, with Marin and Travers right behind him, when Tarrant drew his pistol and offered it, butt-first, to Marin. Without a word, Marin took it, tucked it into his belt at the small of his back. Travers was a step before him as they followed Leon Sherratt into the pit of citybottom.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

The Kiraku Kibun building stood on the very northern edge of the Fukushima sector, and only geography had saved it. Most of Fukushima, Michigan and Valencia were dark, rubble-strewn, charcoaled. Kiraku Kibun styled itself a ‘lifestyle magazine for the young and young-at-heart.’ Its pages were filled with bare flesh of all genders, shapes, sizes and hues, sports roadsters, d-i-y tattoo advice, reviews of the new porno VR cubes — and shrewd tips on how to survive acting out some of their less gymnastic situations. The magazine was a legend on its way to becoming an empire, but its offices lived on the edge of Michigan; and the sectors from Michigan north to Hidalgo were certainly the bottom of this city.

        From the roof, twenty levels high, the view was as bad as Marin had feared. The air park had been closed due to shrapnel damage and the roof was quiet, windy, humid yet reasonably cool. Rashid was up, casting a blue-white light over a scene of desolation. 

        Here and there, the ruins were punctuated by multicolored neon arrows, all pointing down. Some of the subbasements had survived the fire which began in the Volvo plant, the night Avi Hersch was maimed.

        “He was DOA, did you know?” Leon asked restlessly. “Medevac lifted him out to Shackleton Veterans’ Hospital, but he didn’t make it. If one of the medics hadn’t been a friend from way back, they’d have let him die.”

        “What’s with the arm?” Travers was looking out across the city, and his nose wrinkled on the acrid smell of a battlezone.

        “There’s no facilities, nothing left,” Leon told him. “He should have a cloned limb ready in eight months or so, but they haven’t even started. They’re too busy cloning eyeballs, audio nerves, feet, dicks, things people actually need just to get around and survive. Avi’s classified as one of the fortunate. They’ll get around to him ‘in due course,’ for which read, after the war.”

        “Any chance of a biocyber prosthetic?” Marin wondered.

        But Sherratt’s lion-maned head was shaking. “They stare at you as if you’ve gone mad, if you even ask. They were made in Valencia — it used to be the light-industrial zone. The building was gutted, the factoring machines are gone. Now and then a blockade runner gets through with a load, but they’re ‘shop stock,’ if you know what I mean.”

        “Plug and play,” Travers said darkly. “Nothing made to fit the individual. They tell me it’s like wearing someone else’s shoes.”

        “Damn,” Marin murmured.

        “People think the blockade runners are coming in loaded with guns, explosives, missiles,” Leon went on. “Sometimes they’re actually loaded with medical supplies, or the raw materials the drugs are made of. There’s a whole basement wing at Queen of Angels that’s just been converted from a parking garage to an apothecary. Give them the raw materials, they’ll churn out anything. Antivirals, steroids, antibiotics, serum, blood plasma, whatever you need. But they have to have something to work with.”

        Marin turned his back on the view, leaned his shoulders on the parapet’s high balcony. “What’s the story with Tarrant’s man, Cimino? Am I right, he’s dying?”

        “You don’t miss much,” Sherratt said ruefully. “I’ll have to remember that. And you’re right. Marty Cimino’s dead, but he doesn’t know to lie down yet. It’s the lungs, both of them.” He rubbed his chest thoughtfully. “In the first few days of the war he was picking up an aircraft from Rand or Weiss, and he was caught in the raid. There wasn’t a mark on him, but the smoke stripped his lungs. He doesn’t breathe well — you notice he doesn’t talk much? We figure he’s got maybe twenty percent lung capacity left, and the next time he gets a virus, the common chest cold, he won’t make it. He needs to be tanked, in cryogen, while they clone him up a new pair of lungs, but there’s no tanks.”

        “Nano?” Marin made the suggestion with hesitation.

        As he had expected, Sherratt made negative noises. “Not outside of the Resalq community. They’re over in Iskander, and they move around a lot. Even I don’t know where to find them, and if I did, I know what the answer will be. Their resources are as stretched as anyone else’s. They’re on the run, hiding, under the gun like the rest of us, but there’s millions of humans on Omaru, and maybe forty, fifty Resalq, max. In their position, Curtis, would you donate your nano to strangers?”

        “No,” Marin said quietly, “I’d have to say I couldn’t afford to.”

        “So, Cimino’s clones are being grown?” Travers wondered.

        “Nope.” Leon looked away. “It takes seven months to clone a pair of lungs, Travers. Cimino won’t live long enough to collect them, so the decision was made not to tie up resources. It’s logical, even if it stinks. His only chance is cryogen.”

        “And you need a tank.” Travers looked sidelong at Marin.

        “We might be able to arrange that,” Marin said softly.

        Leon’s brows rose. “If you can, deliver it to Tarrant or Avi personally, not to the authorities or the militia or one of the hospitals. If it falls into their hands, a child will be in it, inside of three minutes.” He gave Marin a nod. “It’s an interesting question of ethics, isn’t it? Desperate to save the life of a friend, you run the blockade with a cryotank ... but to save your friend, you consign a child to the crematorium. This city has hundreds of them, every one needing limbs and organs, hanging on by a thread. I doubt Marty Cimino would accept the tank if you brought one in. He’s a good guy, Marin. He’d volunteer it for a kid. The fact is, the only chance Cimino has to survive is to get this goddamned war finished, and reopen trade.”

        “And Zulika Garret?” Travers took a step closer to Marin. “They’re together, I’m not blind.”

        “They’re married,” Sherratt corrected, “handfasted, whatever you want to call it. She’s desperate to get pregnant with his kid, so something of Marty will survive when the smoke clears, but Marty Cimino can’t do it anymore — no lungs, you understand — so they’re waiting for a booking at a gene shop up in Shackleton. Splice the whole thing together in the lab, get it implanted, and then get Zulika the hell out of Hydralis, before Fleet catches her and his kid, the same as they got Cimino.” Leon shook his head emphatically. “Don’t get involved, Curtis. It’s a mess. On the threedee, they call it ‘situation drama,’ and they broadcast daily episodes.” He mimed retching. “On the threedee it makes you puke, but you know what? It’s one hell of a lot worse when it’s real.”

        Marin shared a bleak glance with Travers, and looked Leon Sherratt in the eye. “All right, we won’t get involved. Now tell me the truth, Leon. No exaggeration, no omission. Is the device you found worth the risk of going in there and getting it?”

        He did not hesitate. “It’d be worth me dying to bring it out and hand it to you, so you can get it to Mark or Dario. But, please gods, it shouldn’t come to that. If it does ...” He looked away, took a deep breath and held it for several moments before he said, “Get Roy Arlott out of Omaru. I used his security pass to get into the lab, the day I stole the device. I didn’t think they’d be able to trace it, but they’re smarter than I’d realized. He’s compromised. He’s been on the run since the night Mitch Garret pulled me out of Hydralis, and I owe him one. Deal?”

        “Of course.” Marin looked levelly at Travers, and dropped a hand on Leon’s arm. “We need to look at this thing from every angle before we make a move. If the thing’s hidden and the campus is off-limits, smashed, contaminated, whatever, it’s not going anywhere, right?”
        “Right,” Leon said slowly. “I know the whole place well, and I know exactly where it is. Well, where it was.”

        “Was?” Travers echoed.

        The big Resalq shoulders scrunched eloquently. “The, uh, building fell in. They tend to do that when some bastard Fleet pilot puts a thousand kilos of demolex into them.”

        “Then it’s even safer,” Travers observed. “They dropped a building on it? If it survived the impact, it won’t see light till they clear the site for rebuilding — after the war. My gods, you can get to hate those words.”

        “Tell me about it,” Leon said moodily. He stirred, restless, ill at ease, as if the cityscape depressed him. “Look, tell me what you need. Alec and Hersch know the whole story, they know what I am, what I do ... what I found. You’ll get what you want.”

        “Vidal,” Marin said promptly. “What we’re going to need is another cool head and a good pilot.” He nodded at the elevator, and by extension, the apartment under El Patán, which occupied three floors in the lowest part of the basement complex. “No way would I jeopardize Tarrant’s group. After we’re out and gone, this colony has a war to win. Neil?”

        “I was thinking the same,” Travers agreed. “What we’re going to need, Leon, is a schematic of the campus as it used to be, and a reliable survey of the way it is now.”

        “Plus air, water and ground samples,” Marin added. “You said it’s contaminated ... with what, exactly?”

        “I don’t know,” Leon admitted, “but I’ll find out.”

        “How long are we safe here? I mean at El Patán,” Travers wondered.

        “I don’t know that either.” Leon was moving. “I’ll go ask Danny how long we can push it here. How long the owners’ll stay away. If you’ve had enough air, Curtis, we should go back down.” His eyes were on the sky, moving among the stars, which were quite bright in this part of the city, since so much was burned out, dead. “There’s always drones, surveillance. They’re out there, sniffing, peeking. I shouldn’t even be up here, barefaced, but there’s times I think I’ll suffocate if I don’t get out, breathe air that doesn’t stink of dream smoke and kipgass.” He gave Marin and Travers an apologetic shrug. “Right now, all I want is to go home.”

        They were in the elevator, headed down to the foyer level, from which El Patán was accessed, when Travers asked, “Where is home, for you?”

        “Riga, Borushek,” Leon said in an odd voice. “Or Saraine. Mark’s house there ... Dario being a prick, the typical little brother, while Tor tinkers with those bloody trucks of his, in the garage. Mark, working on some gibberish I never understood and don’t expect to. I’m not what you’d call a scientist. At least, not a researcher.”

        “He said you were a mabasch when you were younger,” Marin said quietly. “A grasshopper.”

        Leon smiled sadly. “That sums me up well enough. But I think I’ve done my bit for the Deep Sky. If I get out of this alive, I’m going to take Roy to Riga ... not Saraine; it’s too close to El’arne. I’m going to sleep for a year, and buy a place halfway down Kahalik, where the Endjeri runs into the barrages, above Samoa. You know the place?”

        “No,” Travers said regretfully, “but I’d like to. I saw Riga, briefly, when we got back from Saraine. We were there when your call came in.”    

        “The air’s too thin for Roy up there,” Leon said, wistful, mocking himself. “But if I get us a place halfway down the mountain we can raise horses and dogs, have a nice life, and still be under the protection of Riga.” As the elevator’s door opened he looked sharply at Travers and Marin. “You know the valley has its own defenses?”

        “We know,” Marin assured him. “I’ve been with your e’quero a long time. And have a little faith, Leon. This thing hasn’t beaten us yet.”

        For the first time Sherratt smiled, beguilingly like Mark. “I said the same thing to Alec Tarrant, not long ago. “Ven il’tharas, El’arne, laes irvia.”

        “Come again?” Travers demanded. “For the benefit of those of us who don’t speak the lingo?”

        “It’s an old axiom that doesn’t translate well,” Marin told him, “but ... ‘Friends dread Hellgate, but your family will dare.’ To come rescue you, that is. Put another way, anyone crazy enough to go into Hellgate to pull you out just accepted you into his clan.”

        “Nice thought,” Travers decided. 

        The elevator opened onto the ground floor of the Kiraku Kibun building. In the back was the access to the parking garages, in the front, the marble and armorglass foyer which had once opened onto the busy Spaceport Clearway. The water-wall was trickling, the lights were still bright, and music played. The building had become a mecca for people of every generation, a place to escape the devastation, danger, privation and omnipresent Fleet surveillance. Restaurants, live theater, bands and art shows kept the first seven layers above the street busy. Higher in the building, the magazine’s business offices were still open, but they had not published in months. Above, many apartments were still tenanted, but Hydralis’s population was growing more sparse.

        The basement complex was another world. It was connected by subway to other basements throughout Fukushima, Michigan and further afield, and though the surface was destroyed utterly, vast sections of the city’s underbelly had been opened up, cleaned out, shored up. The apparently dead zones of Hydralis survived as an underworld, and if the city were ever reborn, it would sprout from these roots, these foundations.

        El Patán was buried so deep, one could never blunder in. A lurid poster by the elevators advertised it with the customary warning, ‘Persons under 16 not admitted by law.’ The girl in the poster was probably just 17, and, as was usual in the ‘trade,’ she was already massively enhanced, with breasts like watermelons and twig-like limbs. When her conscription papers arrived in a few more months and she was assigned to a super-carrier, her life was about to become interesting, Marin thought as he turned left out of the lifts and followed Sherratt to the stairs.

        The patrons on El Patán were a mix of the hopeful and the hopeless. Most were male, a few female, a few undecided. Steelrock blared out of the doorway, where the lights were ruby-red and strobing, and dream smoke made the throat catch. Back from the entrance and to the right was ‘center stage,’ where the dancers performed in couples, and dancing was the last thing they seemed to be doing. Beyond were the VR cubicles, private suites and the booths, where twenty credits would buy ‘a quick,’ standing up with exactly one square meter of privacy.

        Cries, groans, the occasional scream issued from the booths. The acid scents of gryphon and angelino wafted out of the cubicles. As Marin, Travers and Leon made their way back through the maze to the private stairs leading down to the apartments, a girl staggered out of one of the private suites and fell, face-down, not moving. Blood looked black in the odd strobing lights, tiger-stripes of welts among the body paint and tattoos. Leon had been hiding in citybottom dens like El Patán long enough to be unimpressed. He stooped, felt for a pulse in the girl’s throat, and stood up.

        “She’s just fainted. She’s high as a kite, can’t feel a thing yet.” He stepped over her and walked on. “Don’t worry about her, she’s on at least three vid pickups. She works for the house, they’ll come out and get her, patch her up and break some little snot’s arms ... unless he paid well to get off this way.”

        “You recognize her?” Travers demanded.

        “Not really, but she’s marked.” Leon turned back, and pointed out the cryo-brand on the girl’s right buttock. 

        Fascinated against his better judgment, Marin looked closer. The ice-brand was the face of a clown, which made a kind of sense in a place called El Patán, and a date, four months in the future.

        “What’s this?” He traced out the date.

        “The end of her contract,” Leon said darkly. “She’ll be free to walk about the time her ‘conscription advice’ goes online — yes, they still post them in Hydralis, even now.”

        “That’s ridiculous,” Travers began under the rumble of the steelrock as a new track began.

        “Not really,” Marin said quietly. “If your notice is posted on CityNet and you don’t present yourself for induction, as this poor kid won’t be doing, you’re automatically a criminal. The war crimes trials will start when the shooting’s over. Dodging the draft is called treason. It’s worth ten years in prison. In this kid’s case it’ll be a decade on Rashid, if she survives, and I wouldn’t put money on it.”

        “The Confederacy has to defeat Omaru first.” Leon’s voice rasped. “They won’t, Curtis. That much I can guarantee you, if you can get me out of here — or the device. Just get it back to Mark.” Then he was moving, heading back through the booths and cubicles.

        They shouldered through a press of customers waiting in line at something that looked like a huckster’s stall. Marin caught a glimpse of datacubes, ampoules of chimera, bubble-packs of angelino and every kind of toy, and then the door marked ‘private, staff only’ closed behind him.

        The music’s bass channel reverberated through the walls. Some idiot had turned up the volume until dust rained out of the ceiling. Marin waited for someone to turn it down again, but no one did. Another level deeper in the basement, the apartment was marginally insulated, and as another door closed the vibration became bearable. Tarrant was gone, but Avi Hersch was still where he had been an hour before, and CNS was on the threedee.

        “You’ve been here long?” Travers wondered. When Hersch offered him a smoke, he took it, lit up and dragged deeply on the kipgrass.

        “In this particular pit? Not long,” Leon said tersely. “In others like it ... too long, Travers. The worst thing about it is, after a while you start to not notice. You get desensitized, maybe. I don’t know. I do know, I want out.” He turned to Hersch and reached for a cigarette. “Is Danny around?”

        Hersch gestured toward the kitchen. “What do you need?”

        “To know how long we can stay here,” Sherratt said resignedly.

        Stay here? Marin glanced at the ceiling and felt an odd sensation. “We won’t be here long. Avi, there’s a couple of things we need, and maybe you can get hold of them. First, we need Vidal. How long till the Trofeo’s back in the air?”

        “Tomorrow,” Hersch said at once. “I wouldn’t bring the lighter into the city, it’s too dangerous. But Mitch can go get your man, and the Trofeo can be here in an hour, on call, when you want to move. What else?”

        Travers pulled out a chair, straddled it, and counted off on his fingers. “Schematics of the campus buildings, specifically, the particle physics lab and surrounding structures, which is where Leon must have left the thing. Surveillance video of what it’s like now. And any chemical analysis you can get your hands on, of the contamination. Can do?”

        “No real problem,” Hersch said slowly. “Schematics are easy. The architect’s plans are on file in city hall’s mainframes, public access. Chemical analysis of the zone is simple. Tactical and Fire Control locked down the whole area, posted signs, issued warnings. You’re lucky. I have a channel straight to their AI. The same source should come up with at least some of the surveillance you need, but I’d do your own if I were you, Travers, Marin. Fleet tends to bounce the rubble to get its point across. We hurt them — take out one of their ships, maybe — and they launch another load of demolex into the ruins. The surveillance scans I can get from Tac may be obsolete.”

        “We’ll do that,” Marin mused. “We’re also going to need suits. If the zone’s as toxic as Leon thinks, we won’t just walk in.”

        Hersch gestured with his cigarette. “I have friends in Fire Control. Tell me what you need, I’ll get it. It’ll take a day or so for the plans and data, a couple of days for hardware.”

        “Make it three suits,” Travers reasoned, looking at Marin. “You, me, Vidal. I don’t want Leon back in there. Like he said, he’s done his bit — besides which, the place is so busted up now, no local knowledge he ever had is worth anything.”

        He was right. “Three suits,” Marin agreed. “Plus a car or a truck that won’t draw attention to itself in broad daylight ... how about a Fire Control truck, since we’ll be wearing Fire Control suits?”

        Now Hersch’s brows arched. He gave the question some thought before he nodded. “It won’t be a kosher Fire Control truck, but it’ll look like one. Understand, Tactical’s taken one hell of a beating. They don’t have enough left to do a tenth of their job properly, and there’s nothing to spare for wild goose chases. But I have a couple of trucks at my place that’ll make over. Two coats of paint and the authentic logos slapped on the side. If a Fleet viddrone happens to be passing by, it’ll pass muster. Next?”

        “We won’t know that,” Travers said slowly, “till we’ve had a look at the schematics and fresh area scans. Leon said they dropped a building on the site where he hid the device. He hasn’t told us exactly where yet. It could turn out to be dead easy — and it could be a pig of a job.”

        As he spoke, Leon’s face appeared from the kitchen. “Danny says we can be here for three days. That’s three days more than I want to stay. Long enough?”

        “Maybe.” Travers stood and pushed the chair back in under the table. “Is anybody but me starving?”

        At last Marin recognized the gnawing sensation which had been troubling his belly. “Yes.” He gave Travers a rueful look. “You must have worked up quite an appetite.”

        Travers’s right hand lifted with a very old, very obscene gesture, and he disappeared in the direction of the kitchen.

 

 

 

“Your data.” Without ceremony, Michael Vidal dropped a handful of cubes onto the table between the stale remains of a meal and the folgen deck which was being laid out in one of the complex patterns of solitaire. “For your information, I’m in one piece, thanks for inquiring.”

        In fact, Travers had been about to ask. He looked up from the cards and gave Vidal a faint smile. “You’re welcome. How’s the lighter?”

        “Heavy on the trim, and the Aragos are farting around.” Vidal pulled up a chair and helped himself to a smoke from Hersch’s pack. “They’re still working on it, in between painting trucks to look like Tac squaddies. You want to bring me up to speed? Hersch wouldn’t say squat, like it’s a matter of national bloody security.”

        “It is,” Travers told him as he swept the folgen deck together, abandoned the game and examined the datacubes instead.

        “Where’s your other half?” Vidal was hunting for a lighter.

        “Up in the Café Espiritu, in the foyer, talking to Colonel Tarrant, trying to arrange for Hydralis Tac to look the other way when we breach their security cordon.”

        “Cordon?” Vidal echoed shrewdly.

        “Grab a coffee,” Travers advised. “You’ll need it ... it’s not good news.”

        The cubes dropped into the threedee, and before he ran them he called Marin. He, Hersch and Tarrant had gone up an hour before. A contact from Tactical had agreed to meet Tarrant. She knew it was militia business, she knew it was beyond anything she could imagine or was likely to be told; and more than twenty years ago she had shared an apartment with Alec Tarrant. Did she owe him a favor? Travers hoped so.

        “I’ll come down,” Marin’s voice murmured in Travers’s right ear. “Did Vidal get in?”

        “He brought the cubes.” Travers was watching the pilot hunt for a clean mug — it would be a futile search — and examine the tar-like sludge stewing in the bottom of the coffee pot. “Any word from Hersch about the gear?”

        “Give me five minutes, I’ll be there,” Marin promised, and the connection clicked off.

        Vidal had heard one half of the conversation. “What hardware? You going to share data, Neil, or do I have to guess?”
        In a few terse phrases Travers told Vidal what he knew, from the find Leon had made to the airstrike, and the problem of retrieving the device. Vidal’s lips compressed, but he had his teeth into a challenge. Blue smoke plumed from his nostrils and the room’s harsh lights cast odd shadows about his face, highlighting the tattoo.

        Several terabytes were stored on the cubes. Travers scanned the file headers and stacked the cubes beside the threedee, and as Marin appeared he asked, “What do you want to see first?” 
        Marin gave Vidal a nod of greeting. “Surveillance video. We need to know what the site looks like now.”

        “Tactical —?” Travers was dropping a cube into the reader.

        “The lady’s a republican,” Marin said dryly. “She’s going to juggle the duty rosters, and when we say we have a go, she’ll make sure a crew of wise old heads are on duty, at Tac HQ and in the field. They won’t get in our way.” 

        “But we’re likely to draw some Fleet attention,” Vidal warned.

        He made a good point, which Alec Tarrant had also made, but the problem had been thrashed through. “We expect Fleet oversight,” Travers told him. “We go in looking like a Tactical Fire Control crew, in full suits. We’re going to look like we’re checking the ruins for the source of some kind of contamination. The rubble is damned toxic, and it’s upwind of the city. Fleet did the damage, they can expect cleanup crews to be there.”

        “And if the bastard Fleet squaddies show up,” Vidal began.

        Marin’s hazel eyes glittered. “There’s a militia gunship standing by. If Fleet launches a squad to interfere with the legitimate cleanup of a toxic airstrike zone, they should expect to lose aircraft.”

        “Excellent,” Vidal breathed. The data had loaded and was running, and he came to Travers’s shoulder to look into the threedee. “Holy shit ... they didn’t leave too much standing.”

        It was no exaggeration. One whole side of the University Omaru, Hydralis campus was rubble and wreckage. Girders poked out like ribs; the formers of which the buildings had been constructed had folded in on themselves and finally crushed each other under their own weight. This vid had been shot the day after the raid — the time and date were stamped into the lower right. 

        “It’s a little out of date,” Marin mused, “but according to Tarrant nothing much has changed. There’s been one additional strike, enough to warrant making our own scans before we go in, but as for physical intervention ...” He looked from Travers to Vidal and back. “We’ll be the first.”

        “Lucky us,” Vidal muttered.

        “Meaning, the site’s hot as hell,” Travers hazarded.

        “And dangerous. The basement complex should still be open, like citybottom between here and Valencia, but the whole site was rated too hazardous for human crews.”

        “Drones,” Travers said tersely.

        And Marin nodded. “Not fifteen minutes ago I asked Alec if there was any chance of getting some decent drones. He said maybe. There’s a blockade runner due in from Freespace in ten days with a cargo that should include a consignment of industrial drones, but we don’t want to wait so long, if we have any other option. It’s dangerous around here, if you haven’t noticed!”

        “I’ve noticed.” Vidal peered into the threedee and shook his head over the mess that had been UOH.

        “It turns out,” Marin went on, “Alec’s ex is Colonel Lindsay McCoy, disgustingly senior, working with Hydralis Tactical Intelligence Division. And she’s going to bail us out. There’s a couple of decent patrol drones that’ll do the job. Her department took them offline soon after the war started — they have exactly four left. They’re letting us borrow two and praying they get them back.”

        “Then, they have some idea about what we’re doing,” Vidal guessed.

        “No. But they’re smart enough to realize there’s a lot more than they can be told,” Travers said bitterly, “and it’s the survival of this colony that’s at stake.” 

        He watched the threedee for some moments. Vidal had jumped ahead, skipping over a lot of repetitious material. At the end of the package, ten hours of video had been reduced to a one-minute graphical analysis, with colored overlays representing surface levels, basements, subbasements, and the trenching and draining under those. 

        “How long, Curt,” Travers asked thoughtfully, “before this Colonel McCoy can come up with the drones?”

        “A couple of days, which works out well,” Marin told him. “It’ll be that long before Avi can get his hands on the suits, and get the truck ready to fly.”

        “And the Trofeo.” Vidal’s face twisted. “You know what the bastards did, how they forced me down? They climbed my back with a heavy lifter, let the fucking Aragos literally blow me at the ground.”

        “Which is probably why you’re still alive, and the Trofeo’ll fix,” Travers said acidly. “Count a few of your blessings.”

        “Blessings?” Vidal echoed, and palmed the Delta Dragons tattoo. “When they saw this, I thought I was dog meat. I didn’t know there was such hatred down here.”

        “After the beating Hydralis has taken?” Marin sat back and studied him thoughtfully. “You shouldn’t have come along.”

        “You needed somebody who knows the city. You still do,” Vidal said stubbornly.

        “Maybe. Probably,” Marin allowed, “but it’ll do us no good if you’re dead. You want to cover the thing up.”

        “Makeup?” Vidal mused. “I could.”

        “If I was you, I would.” Travers was on his feet, stretching his spine. “You want to take a look at the architectural schematics now, or the chemical analysis?”

        “Schematics,” Marin said without hesitation. “We can handle the contamination, if we get the suits and the truck, but we need as much lead time as we can get.” He gave Vidal a hard look. “Your buddies dropped a building on Leon’s cache.”

        Vidal only shrugged. “It’s just kids from the Middle Heavens, the home colonies, following orders. If they don’t do as they’re told, they draw a flogging, then they go back and do as they’re told. You ever been flogged, Marin?”

        The question was loaded. For himself, Travers had felt the lash just once — ’ten lashes, light,’ for a practical joke that could had gone seriously wrong and cost lives. He was sure Marin had never been flogged in the service, and he was aware of the hesitation, the skipped beat of silence before Marin said,

        “Yes, I have, Vidal, and probably a whole lot more comprehensively than you ever were.”

        For a split second Travers was certain he heard some of Marin’s skeletons rattling, and then Curtis drew a mask over them and fed the cube into the reader. 

        The blueprints were thirty years old, and Hersch had broken no law, breached no security, to copy them. They were seven layers deep, and the model was built top-down. The first layer to appear was the current campus complex; this ghosted out to blue, at fifty percent density, as the second layer was superimposed and the buildings’ vertical formers and spars appeared. This ghosted to red, and the plascrete footers were superimposed; next, the model rotated around and the basements and subbasements appeared. Next, electrical conduits and service crawl spaces, followed by the lift shafts and Fire Control access points. Lastly, the drainage, sewerage and the irrigation system.

        Keys pattered as Marin called up the graphical analysis of the damage and laid it side by side with the schematics. Without comment, Travers and Vidal moved in behind him to watch and, layer by layer, they went down through the schematics, matching the damage estimate with the original.

        The first basement was the public parking garage, and it was gone. The roof had collapsed in, destroying several million dollars’ worth of cars. But the first subbasement — the private staff garage — was only half compressed; and the three basements below were open. 

        “There’s a way down, here.” Travers’s forefinger traced the outermost lift shaft, and a crawl space where technicians could access the juncture of several power and water mains. “We’re sure Leon didn’t get out of the premises with the device?”

        “When he snuck out,” Marin said slowly, “all he had time for was running. They picked him up and they were on his tail all the way to Arkady Mall. It has to be in there somewhere.”

        “And he hasn’t mentioned where?” Vidal asked.

        “There was no point, before we got the data together ... think about security. This is how the militia works.”

        “You mean, nobody knows nothin’ about nothin’, until or unless they need to — just in case.” Vidal permitted himself a crooked grin. “Wise.”

        “They’re still one jump ahead of Fleet, to prove it. If they were dim, they’d be history by now.” Marin sat back and looked up at Travers. “Leon should be here in half an hour.”

        “Where’d he go?” Travers lifted the coffee pot off the hotplate and headed out, toward the kitchen.

        “To round up his partner, Roy Arlott. We’re taking him out, remember.”

        Vidal was still studying the schematics. “I met the kid. He’s cute as a bug, if you like ’em bronze, with long blond dreadlocks that smell of the sea, freckles and sand between the toes. I’m going to take a look at the contamination.”

        “You do that.” Marin clapped his shoulder in passing, and followed Travers out to the kitchen. 

        For a long time they were silent, consumed with the task confronting them. Sherratt could never have guessed the campus would be hit just four days after he made his run, and at the time he took the device, hiding it was vital. Squaddies from the blockade were behind him. If he were caught, the artifact would have been in the hands of Fleet officers. Perhaps Alexis Rusch could have taken possession of it, or perhaps some other officer with a political agenda, like Wayne Mulholland, would have confiscated it. In any case, Sherratt had been buried on Omaru so long, he could not possibly have known Rusch had joined Shapiro. He did the only thing he could, and Fate took a hand.

        The coffee jug was filling when Marin said restlessly, “We should get some fresh data from the site. I’d like to do that today, get the chance to compare new scans with the old, while Hersch and McCoy are working on the hardware.”

        “And I want to get a message back to the Earthlight,” Travers added. “If this thing comes off like clockwork, we’ll be out and running, they need to be prepped — and we need to know they’re on standby. Perlman’s good, but she’s not clairvoyant.”

        “Alec Tarrant should be able to arrange it,” Marin mused. “Bounce a signal off ten or twelve domestic satellites, confuse the hell out of the authorities.” He looked up at Travers, eyes glittering with reluctant humor. “You realize, Leon’s not only wanted by Fleet, he’s on the Hydralis government’s criminal list.”

        Travers actually chuckled. “He took their toy, and they’re pissed. Give Dame Fortune a chance. A year from now, he’ll be a war hero.”

        “If they don’t show him a firing squad first,” Marin finished. “Do you ...” He paused to listen. “Speak of the devil. They’re here.”

        Travers had been interested to meet Roy Arlott. He was thinking of Tor Sereccio as Leon and his partner came down to the apartment, and he was surprised. Roy was middle height, leanly muscled, with the mane of sun-gold dreadlocks which only looked neglected, while they demanded a lot of care. And Vidal was right — he was definitely ‘cute,’ if you warmed to the kind who had sand permanently between the toes. Leon had described the man as a linguist, even a poet, and Travers was far from surprised to find Roy Arlott articulate, softly spoken, with the remnants of old-world manners and the trace of some accent inherited from his parents, who were not local. 

        He was dressed for traveling, in jeans, a brown leather jacket, a rucksack over one shoulder. He showed all the signs of a man who was leaving and had no intentions of returning. Clear blue eyes, seeming oddly pale in so bronze a face, looked up at Travers, and Neil shook the offered hand, introducing Marin also. Arlott and Vidal were already acquainted, as were Vidal and Sherratt. They had all met in passing, at Hersch’s place.

        “So,” Marin invited as he pulled out a chair and brought the threedee alive. “Time to tell all, Leon. We’re waiting on suits, a truck, a couple of patrol drones, but unless something goes badly wrong, you’ll be out of Omaru in a couple of days. And we,” he added pointedly, “need to know if we need tools, heavy equipment.” He gestured at the threedee.

        “You’ve reviewed the damage?” Sherratt’s tone was almost apologetic. “I didn’t know if this whole thing was a waste of time. I’d already made the call to Mark four days before Fleet raided UOH. If I hadn’t — shit, Curtis, I might not have called at all. I might just have joined the Resalq gypsies and hung out in the boonies till it’s all over.”

        “Except you believe it won’t ever be over,” Travers observed quietly, “if you don’t get this device ... the government of Omaru’s big secret, which they can’t even begin to comprehend themselves ... into hands where it’ll be properly researched.”

        “Right.” Sherratt’s cheeks puffed out as he considered the situation, and then he turned to the threedee and recalled the architectural blueprints. “I was on my way out, and I knew I’d tripped a silent alarm. I’d looked out a window and caught sight of the drones. They might have been Fleet or Tac or campus security — I didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. I’m on the wrong side of the law, Travers, no matter where I am. Omaru doesn’t know what the hell to make of the device. They’re calling in specialists from Velcastra, for godsakes! 

        “So I’m out of the lab, I have it, but I can’t get out of the building, much less off the campus. I knew right then, I’d be lucky to be alive and at liberty, and the only thing I could do was hide the thing and recover it later, after the dust settled. The only luck I had going for me was, I knew the campus as well as anyone in Hydralis. 

        “I headed down, not out. Not the parking garages. You’ve seen the schematics. There’s four subbasements. The public can’t access any of them. The general staff can only access the top two, which are used as storage for the campus. The special lab staff, the museum and library staff can access another one down. The bottom one is the vault and the mainframes. The brains of UOH live down there and it’s like some ‘holy of holies.’ You’d think it was a shrine. 

        “Security’s tighter than a drum. To get in, you’d better be a curator, a university trustee, one of the acolytes of the eternal cybernetics ... or a fire fighter.” Leon nodded slowly. “There’s power and water conduits in the walls and floor, and there’s crawl spaces for maintenance drones. You can get in, right to the bottom level.”

        “You knew this?” Travers asked suspiciously.

        Sherratt gave him a withering look. “I bloody researched it, when I knew the kind of bullshit I was going to be wading in.”

        “Good for you,” Travers observed. “What kind of fool would I be if I didn’t ask?”

        “Point.” Leon rubbed his face hard, as if trying to wake himself up. He left his cheeks ruddy and his eyes bloodshot. 

        “But ...” Marin leaned closer to the threedee, and his hand disturbed the field as he reached into it to point out the security systems. “You could get into a crawl space? You didn’t need an access code, or a smartcard?”

        “I’d stolen the code,” Leon told him. “I had old Urquehart’s code. You know the man, Roy?”

        The name surprised Arlott. “He’s as old as God. He shouldn’t even be lecturing. The only reason he is, is there’s nobody else they can get to do History of Post Colonial Omarian Art — most of it, he just remembers because he’s so old!”


        “Exactly.” Leon wore a smug expression. “He has his access codes written down, because he can’t remember them. His codes would have gotten me into the vault by the private staff elevator, but I didn’t want to be seen there. Too much surveillance. I’d have been imaged a thousand times. I had to get in without being seen, and hide the device somewhere it would be safe for at least a few weeks. 

        “With a valid access code, you can get into the fire escape tunnels too, and the service ways, for the contractors who keep the whole place running. Now, I knew the annual power and cabling surveys had been done, because I was in the Challenger Court eating lunch when the techs inserted the drones. I watched them do it. So I knew those crawl spaces wouldn’t be used for a year. And Urquehart’s codes opened the hatch.

        “I got in from the janitor’s stores on the staff level under the parking garages ... to get to that level, I cranked open the emergency escape hatch on a lift shaft and ...” He surveyed his palms as if he could read the future in them. “I climbed down.”

        Travers heard the tremor in his voice, and knew it had not been so easy. “So that got you into the crawl space, unseen. You followed it down to the bottom, and ...?”

        “And I buried the device,” Leon said quietly, “under the pile of gear left there by Hydralis Power and Cable, the last time they actually had to do any work on the conduits. Unless there was an emergency and IBEX had to get into the infrastructure, or unless there was a major fire and Tac Fire Control had to get into the vault, I was home free. I confess, Travers, it never occurred to me that Fleet would target the campus. Perhaps it should have. Not that it would have changed anything. I still had to hide the device, right then, right there.”

        The easiest way back into the vault was probably through the same crawl space, Travers was sure. The lift shafts were warped and the power was out. But the crawl spaces were in the strongest parts of the basement complex — the walls and foundations. In places the plascrete was two meters thick, embedded with steel spars and the feet of the vertical formers which had held up the buildings above. His fingertip traced the line of the crawl space down from floor to floor, and then back up to the point where Tactical’s structural analysis said the parking garages were impassable.

        “Here,” he said at last. “Unless something’s changed, we can probably get into the staff parking level via the ventilators. They run up to the surface on a 45° angle. Grills on the outside, fans inside. Cut out the grills, put one of the drones into the shaft, let it take out the fans with a cannon.”

        Marin moved closer. “That would get us into the staff garages. The power’s out, the security system’s down ... I’d have the patrol drone open the hatch to the crawl space with the same cannon.”

        “Have it go ahead, make sure the space is clear,” Travers added, and frowned at Marin. “Do you know what kind of drones Colonel McCoy’s getting?”

        “No, but I can find out — I know what you’re thinking.” The tip of Marin’s tongue traced his lips. “Can the drone make its way to the vault level, bottom of the shaft, retrieve the device and come on up?” He stood back and referred the question to Sherratt. “How big is it?”

        The Resalq’s big hands molded the size and shape in the air. “About the size of a football. Maybe a little larger, but not much. The weight was maybe twenty kilos. I had it in a containment case, in a backpack. Could the drone get it? I don’t know, Curtis. Like Travers said, it depends on the drone. If it has handling claws and it can take the weight, and just reverse back out of the space, I don’t see why not.”

        “We’re meeting Alec Tarrant for dinner,” Marin told him. “I’ll ask him to get together with his ex and find out about the drones. If they’re not equipped, it might be possible to rig them. Give me a couple of hours in a machine shop like Avi’s, and you’re on.”

        The way he had rigged the repulsion sled at On’rabi, Travers thought. It seemed a hundred years ago, almost another lifetime, in a small, transient bubble of peace. Time was odd, infinitely elastic. Often it seemed to Travers that he had known Marin all his life. 

        “Dinner with Tarrant?” Vidal was asking. “Where? Not here, I hope.” He gave the apartment a disapproving look.

        “There’s some good restaurants upstairs.” Marin pointed at the ceiling. “You saw the building on your way in.”

        “A glimpse — I came in by road,” Vidal said slowly. 

        He seemed to be listening, with his head cocked and his eyes half closed. Travers assumed he was listening to the endless din from the sexshop two floors up, but a moment later the whole apartment shuddered with an impact that shook loose the dust, and both he and Marin were on their feet.

        “What in the name of God was that?” Roy Arlott demanded. His eyes were wide. If he had been a horse, bolting would have been on his mind.

        It had been an explosion, Travers was sure. “Christ, it could be an airstrike. It sounded like air-mobile artillery.”

        “It did,” Marin said tersely. “Neil?”

        “Right behind you,” Travers assured him. “Vidal, get them moving. Grab the data, get your own crap together, and —”

        “Get the hell out,” Vidal finished.

        It was lore in Hydralis now, that the only safe place to be in an airstrike was out and moving, with the airsearch radar on full-sweep and your engines redlined, headed away from the zone. The resources no longer existed to tear apart buildings like Kiraku Kibun, looking for survivors, much less move a half-million tons of rubble to dig people out of the caverns under collapsed buildings where, often, the basement complexes were flooded or filled with toxic smoke.

        Marin was headed up the stairs like a deer, and Travers was with him, right to the foyer. They came up the private stairwell which was most often used by delivery drivers, tradesmen, contract cleaners. The public stairs were wider, shallower, better lit. They were also crowded with people, shoulder to shoulder, panicked and trying only to get out as eight black-uniformed Tactical special ops officers forced their way in.

        The foyer’s wide glass doors were smashed and, beyond, two Tactical flyers had landed in the road, blocking ground traffic. It was no Fleet airstrike. The irony struck Travers like a punch. It was two squads from Hydralis Tactical, raiding some facility in the basements. 

        “Damnit, they could be after Leon,” Marin whispered.

        “They probably are. He’s been seen and recognized by some upstanding member of the public. A phone, a tipoff, and here they come. Jesus, this is lousy timing.”

        As he spoke, he and Marin ducked back into the staff stairwell, and with the access door closed behind them he cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled down,

        “Vidal! Vidal, we’re out of time!”
        The echoes had not died away when he heard the pounding of feet coming up, and moments later Vidal’s face appeared on the stairs. The flights formed a square, and as he rounded the corner Travers saw Sherratt and Arlott only a few paces behind him.

        “It’s Hydralis Tac,” Marin told Leon. “I’d put money on it, Leon — it’s you they’re after.”

        “Or me,” Arlott said grimly. “I’ve been on their shit list since they found out whose smartcard Leon used to get into the lab, to steal the ... whatever the hell it is ... and it better be worth it!”

        “It is,” Sherratt told him. “Vidal, where’s your car?”

        Vidal was at the head of the stairs. “You arrived by air?”

        “Yes, but Mitch only dropped us off,” Sherratt panted. 

        “Shit. The car’s this way — and we’re grounded,” Vidal said sourly, already moving. “It’s one of Hersch’s, a Rand Impala. It’s got all the power you’d ever wish for, but there’s one thing the bastards don’t do.”

        “Fly,” Travers said bleakly.

        The shock of another impact through the structure of the building inspired them to speed, and they still owned a trace of luck, Travers thought. Vidal was not headed up to the parking garages high in Kiraku Kibun, which would have been covered by Tactical. 

        The foyer was a mess of running, screaming people, some of them kids, some of them buff-naked, clutching clothes and wallets as they made a frantic escape from El Patán. No few were stoned, and all were confusing the Tactical operation. From the blown-out foyer, the officers aboard the big, ugly squad flyers could see nothing for the crowd. Doubled up and hugging the wall, Vidal headed for the other end of the foyer, and the door into the alleyway. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

        

The Rand Impala fired first time. Vidal had left it parked in the loading bay behind Kiraku Kibun, in the deep shadows of mid-afternoon. A yellow permit sticker was slapped on the inside of the windscreen, or it would already have been towed. The scarlet roadster was little more than an aerodyne, a teardrop cab riding the company’s patented slimline repulsion sled, with four of the most powerful street-legal jets in the tail.

        In the back, Leon, Roy and Marin would be slightly squeezed for space. Vidal was driving, since he knew the city far better than Marin or Travers, and neither Leon nor Roy wanted the job of driving the Impala. Roy Arlott had no idea how to handle a vehicle with so much power, so little weight.

        “You want to drive?” Marin had asked tersely of Leon.

        Sherratt was already diving into the back. “Not on your life — and it will be your life. I can handle the car but not the speed, Curtis, not on the road. Put ten thousand meters between me and the ground, and it’s a different story. You take it.”

        But Marin followed him into the back and ran the harness up tight. “I don’t know Hydralis. With luck, I won’t get the chance to learn it any better, we’ll be out of here so fast.”
        As they settled, Vidal claimed the wheel and Travers did not argue. The car did not daunt him, but he knew no more of Hydralis than Marin did, and his ears had already picked up the thunder of heavy lift engines somewhere overhead, bouncing back off every building in the sector. A Tac flyer was providing topcover for the two squads which had landed in the entry lane to the building’s down-ramp, and was traffic was jammed.

        “Drones,” Travers warned. “It’d be procedure to pop up a dozen.” 

        “At least. And there’s not one damn thing we can do about it. The car’s armored, but not armed.” Vidal was already moving, taking the alley east, to thread into the moving traffic on Olympic Parkway. “Somebody want to tell me where the hell we’re going?”

        “Make for the safehouse,” Leon told him. “4795 Hunter, in Shackleton. The nearest landmark’s ThallassaGardens. You know the place?”

        “Nope. I’ll find out when I get there.” Vidal had stuck the nose out into Olympic and was waiting for a break in the traffic flow. 

        And dancing over the road like oversized gnats were eight drones Travers could see — which told him there were twice as many he could not see. “We’re being imaged,” he said quietly, tightening his harness. “We must have been picked up as we walked out.”

        On cue, the Tac flyer dropped into the canyon of Olympic, and the public address roared. “Red Impala, license 676 DLK, stop your engines immediately. Driver and passengers, leave the vehicle at once.”

         “Screw that,” Travers muttered. “Go!”

        The Rand had the armor and the speed to physically batter its way into the stream of the traffic and then bolt away, weaving through spaces which were almost imaginary. The snarl around Kiraku Kibun thinned out in three blocks and they were clear. Vidal put his foot to the floor and Travers swore as acceleration shoved him back into the seat, and he watched the speedometer fly past 350kph.

        In the back, Marin twisted to look through the rear canopy, between the jet fairings. “We’ve left the drones behind, but the flyer’s making altitude. They see us.”

        Set into the dash before Travers was a rudimentary navdeck, loaded with Hydralis data, right down to mail drop boxes and vidphones. He zoomed out the view and looked for ThallassaGardens while Vidal threw the Rand this way and that. The brakes slammed on, rocking the car on its dense Arago field, and he slewed through three lanes to make a right onto Kobuk. Horns blared and a delivery truck jumped the curb and put its cab through the windows of a showroom. Pedestrians had seen the Rand coming and had scattered in every direction.

        “Jesus Christ,” Arlott muttered, “somebody’s going to get killed.”

        He was probably right, but Travers saw no alternative. So much was at stake, being arrested was not an option. Passive sensors in the dash blipped a warning that the car was being radar-painted, and again Vidal slammed the brakes back on, and threw the Rand into a side street. 

        They were on 59th, headed west to Heyson, and the radar lock was gone. Tac would be quick to reestablish it, but Vidal zigzagged through a maze of side streets and alleys.

        “Where the Christ am I?” he demanded of Travers.

        “Southbound, a half-klick short of Sitka,” Travers told him. “If they haven’t picked us up when you get there, hang a left and tramp on it. You’ll head under the Michigan road bridge. On exit, take the south ramp. That puts you on Joseph Conrad Boulevard —”
        “Which cuts right through the middle of Shackleton,” Vidal finished as he braked down at Sitka. 

        The road was less congested as they headed out, but Sitka was a main thoroughfare, heading for the spaceport. The canopy darkened in the full sun as they headed out of the shadowed canyons. Travers was watching the sensors.

        “I think we lost them. If we don’t shout and wave our arms about, we might get away with this.”

        The Rand slithered in behind a truck and Vidal kept the speed down. “How’re you doing, Leon?” he asked over his shoulder.

        “We’ll live,” Sherratt said windedly, “even if I am ten years older.”

        “How far to the MichiganBridge?” Marin had released his straps and twisted to search the sky with his eyes, looking for drones and flyers.
        “Two K’s,” Travers said quietly. “We’re not carrying a radar-paint, and even if we were, we’d lose the bastards under the bridge. You want to see if you can reach Tarrant? Have him talk to his ex, the colonel, and have her call the dogs off.”

        “Maybe.” Marin picked up the car’s handset. “Phonecode, Leon?”
        “This line’s not secure,” Sherratt warned.

        “And if we call Tarrant, we blow his security wide open.” Marin dropped the handset back into the cradle. 

        Travers could see the bridge ahead. All six lanes of the Sitka Clearway dove down under Michigan Boulevard and did not resurface for almost half a kilometer. As the Rand entered the inky shadows the canopy lightened and moments later they were under blue-white floodlights. Vidal took the speed down to the minimum allowable and dodged lanes to get over to the right.

        “You wanted the south ramp?”

        “It puts you on Joseph Conrad, and it should be an easy twenty-K cruise into Shackleton.” Travers zoomed out the navdeck’s view and scrolled ahead. “Keep the speed down, unless the bastards pick us up again.” He hit the radio and punched for the public bands. 

        Colonial Independent News Services was broadcasting from a camera ship over Olympic, right above the besieged Kiraku Kibun building. Traffic had backed up as far as Montreal and Argyll. Building management was screaming at Tactical, demanding compensation for the damage, and the loss of trade to such ‘valued establishments’ as the Kaleidoscope Cafe and El Patán. Tactical had issued a statement about one of Hydralis’s ‘most wanted’ criminals hiding in the building, but neither management nor the public seemed to care. Nineteen vehicles were reported damaged in the traffic snarl, including four write-offs — at least two of which were the vehicles Vidal had bounced off the Rand’s armored nose, to get out onto Olympic — and a riot was brewing.

        In moments, the impending public fracas eclipsed Tactical’s original assignment. Sherratt might have been one of Hydralis’s most wanted, but news cameras were watching as all Tac flyers were recalled to Kiraku Kibun, and Travers let out the breath he had been holding.

        The Rand cruised up the south ramp onto Joseph Conrad, and in five kilometers they would be in Shackleton. Vidal kept the speed as low as any other vehicle, and tucked into an impromptu convoy of delivery trucks.

        “Now you can breathe,” Sherratt said dryly. “You going to survive, kid?” He was talking to Roy.   

        “I’ll tell you after the chest scans.” Arlott mocked only himself with a sound of humor. “This is not my scene, Lee. Christ, I’m a language teacher.”

        Marin sounded genuinely interested. “At UOH? Which languages?”

        “Colonial dialectics, — Slingo, the common tongue of the colonies, and Foundation Resalq,” He hesitated. “Very basic Resalq.”  

        “And all pronounced dead wrong,” Sherratt added.

        “But no one knows how to pronounce it,” Roy protested. “You know exactly what happened when I published a paper trying to tell people how to pronounce it. I got hate mail from several hundred linguists all over the colonies, telling me I was too nuts to be a candidate for rehabilitation — who the hell did I think I was, and what made me think I had the right to be arbitrary about a dead language?”
        “I’m the culprit there, Curtis,” Sherratt admitted. “I put him wise to all the mistakes you people keep making, but it turns out humans don’t want to know.”

        “It turns out,” Marin corrected, amused, “several generations of human archaeologists and linguists have built their whole careers on the ancient language, developing a reliable translation cipher. You’re an upstart, Roy. They don’t, and can’t, know where you get your information. It’ll have to wait till the surviving Resalq decide to show themselves. If they ever do,” he added. “But you’re going to love working with Leon’s father.”

        “E’quero,” Roy corrected.

        “I know.” Marin smiled. “E’quero uu’or non ha gen’uulales illo’am bis terea’jhun.”

        “You speak it!” Roy was astonished, delighted. “’His e’quero and I have been friends for a long time.’ It’s wonderful to hear it spoken.”

        “Not really,” Marin said regretfully. “I know a few hundred words, and it’s taken me years to learn them. As you well know, there’s not a single syllable in common between Resalq and any language born on Earth ... and a linguist, I’m not.”

        “You’re also pronouncing it all wrong,” Leon added aridly. 

        “I’m pronouncing it,” Marin argued, “with an accent.”

        “Same difference ... Vidal, you should be in Shackleton.” Sherratt leaned forward to get a look at the dash, the navdeck display. 

        Vidal had cruised into the slow lane, and where the acacias and cedars of Shackleton offered a little shade at the roadside, he began to hunt for curbside space. “Do I park?”

        “No.” Travers was reading the navdeck. “ThallassaGardens is right ahead. Hunter will be on your right, and the safehouse is near the east end, close to the warehouses.”

        The Rand swung out through four lanes, right across the clearway, and the canopy darkened in the full sun. Mid-afternoon was baking. Hydralis simmered, and the pall of smoke from the fires still burning from the last airstrike drifted across the city, smudging the horizon. The Gardens were an island of green, mercifully spared. Travers glimpsed fountains, and arcs of water jetted from cannons set into the two-meter hedges. Rashid was in the sky over the trees, gibbous, blue-white, misleadingly tranquil.

        Hunter was a through-road to the warehouse district. Joseph Conrad linked to the Spaceport Clearway, and the road was busy with trucks. Almost two kilometers from the gardens, Vidal cut speed and glanced over his shoulder. 

        “You call it, Sherratt.”

        4795 Hunter was a downmarket apartment block, with a parking garage under the building and an air park on the roof. Ten levels of cheap accommodation were stacked on top of ground-floor retail, and a notice was posted in one window: ‘vacancies — apply within.’ Much of Hydralis’s population was on the move, heading out of the danger zones.

        “Parking garage,” Sherratt was saying to Vidal. “There’s a payphone, and I have a safe number, I can call Mitch Garret. In fact, I’d better. Alec and the rest of those maniacs don’t know if we made it out, but the scene’s been on the newsvids, they know Tac hit the building.”

        With a rasping, reluctant whine of jets, the Rand pulled in, down the ramp and into a dim, neon-lit underground where more than half the lights were not working. The garage was mostly empty; twenty or thirty beaters were nosed into slots. The air was harsh, chemical, heavy with humidity. Garish, multicolored graffiti covered every surface, and at first glance the payphone looked vandalized. Travers stayed in the car, watching as Leon punched digits and inserted impersonal, unidentifiable cash, a twenty dollar coin. The phone’s display was certainly cracked, broken, but audio worked. Sherratt leaned closer, and in moments he was talking, though Travers could not make out a word.

        “I’ll be glad to get out,” Roy said to no one in particular. “It’s been bad. I didn’t know Leon had borrowed my smartcard.”

        “He did what he had to,” Marin said quietly. “You know what’s riding on this ... would you have given the card to him if you’d known what he was going to do with it?”

        Roy hesitated and then said, “I’d like to think I would. The truth? I don’t know, Captain. I want to think I’d have the courage, but I’m a language teacher, for godsakes. What do I know about war, fighting, technology, all that crap Leon knows?”

        “You don’t have to know about it,” Marin reasoned. “You’ll be out with Leon, soon as we get the device, and we’re headed for Borushek, no stops. You’ll be in Riga, safe, thirty hours after we put the blockade behind us.” He paused there, watching Sherratt jog back to the Rand. “Leon?”

        “Mitch answered.” Leon flopped into the car and pulled both hands over his face. The garage was humid, close, stinking of cars. “He’s bringing the Trofeo, but we’re to leave the Rand right here. Avi Hersch’ll pick it up later, with the truck. A paint job and a set of new plates, and she’s back on the road.”

        “And Garret gets here when?” Travers wondered.

        “Tonight.” Leon was hoarse, and cleared his throat. “It works out fine, Travers. The suits and drones come in tonight, late, and the truck’ll be ready about the same time.” 

        Weighing the time, the risk, the location, Travers slid out of the car. “How safe is this safehouse of yours?”

         “It’s a militia house, not mine.” Sherratt sounded exhausted. “There’s weapons, demolex, cash, food for a few days. That’s all I know about it. I’ve never been here before.”

        “Keys?” Marin pressed.

        “Palmlock. It knows my prints, and I have the code. Six digits.” Sherratt rested his head back against the seat’s padding and closed his eyes. “You want to head out of town instead? We can get up into the SalienteMountains in a few hours. The problem with that is —”

        “This car,” Marin finished. “Every Tac squad between here and Komarov will be looking for it.”

        “Take another one?” Travers was surveying the choice in the garage with a scornful look. “I wouldn’t trust one of these beaters to get me back to ThallassaGardens without croaking.” He looked into the back of the car, where Marin was sandwiched between Sherratt and Roy. “You want me to go hunt something up?”

        But Marin made negative gestures. “We’d need something decent, and the theft would be reported to Tactical before we were out, clean.” He gave the graffiti a thoughtful look. “We’re as safe here as we’re likely to be anywhere ... so long as Tac and Fleet don’t know about this building.”

        “If they do,” Sherratt said tiredly, “it means Alec Tarrant’s people are getting slow, slack, careless. And you know better than that, Curtis.”

        “Yeah,” Marin said quietly, “I do. All right, out.” He dropped a hand on Vidal’s shoulder. “Park it in the furthest, darkest corner you can find. Kill a couple of the fluoros if you have to. The darker it is, the longer it’ll be before it gets noticed — or vandalized.”

        “It might even survive long enough for Hersch to pick it up,” Travers said ruefully.

        “I’ll follow you up.” Vidal hit the igniters and the jets whined, idling. “What apartment number?”

        “It’s 509, right in the middle of the building.” Leon slid out to make way for Marin. He took Roy’s rucksack, which had been in the footwell, and took his hand to haul him out.

        The elevators were out of commission. Up from the garage or down from the air park, residents, visitors and hawkers walked. The ten flights were graffitied every meter of the way, and one fluoro in four worked. Travers’s hackles were up, he was listening to the hammer of the pulse in his ears — and it had nothing to do with the climb — but he swung open the door to Level 5 and saw nothing. These buildings were too downmarket to have security or surveillance systems; no vidcams watched, no drones patrolled. 

        Four doors on the right of the stairwell was apartment 9, with a yellow door that needed paint, and a palmlock wearing several layers of dust. Sherratt slapped his left hand against it, and with the right, keyed in the six digits of a release code. 

        The door opened directly into a living room. The apartment was dark, with closed blinds, and airless, but the smell was ambient. Travers’s sinuses prickled with the dust as he made his way between old furniture and opened the blinds. Apartment 9 was on the back of the building, and the view was dismal. He looked out at the roof and rear wall of a warehouse, and down into the service yards separating the two buildings. Dumpsters and accumulated trash commanded the yards; a doper had collapsed in the shadows, and two kids were playing ball with a thin-ribbed dog. 

        Two minutes behind them, Vidal jogged into the apartment and closed up. Marin had already checked the rest of the apartment — little more than a bedroom, bathroom, kitchen — and came to rest by the windows. Sherratt was investigating the refrigerator, and pulled out a carton of juice. 

        “Was Garret specific,” Marin asked, “what time he’d be here?”

        “He said late.” Sherratt popped open the juice, took a long draught and handed it to Roy. “Something like midnight. He’ll fly out the Trofeo, and Avi’ll be on the road. He’ll have the truck, suits, drones, in the back of one of his business vehicles. He’ll unload those, and load up the Rand.”

        Travers was restless, prowling between the windows and the kitchen bay, which opened off one side of the living room. “We need to take a look at the site as soon as we get the Trofeo.”

        “We can make the run,” Marin agreed, “while Avi’s changing over vehicles. Vidal can handle the truck, get it out of the area. Leon, you and Roy’ll be with him. Between the three of you, you know this city. Get out of sight, stay out of sight, till we’ve nailed down a fresh set of data and checked the whole scan against Avi’s data.”

        “Then we pick up the device,” Sherratt breathed as if it were a prayer, “and get the hell out.”

        “That’s the plan.” Travers was looking at his chrono. “We have seven or eight hours to kill. Get something to eat and get some sleep.” He dropped his voice, speaking to Marin. “Soon as we get the Trofeo, we message the Earthlight. Perlman and Fujioka are going to be mad enough to spit. They’ll know it all went wrong.”

       “They’ll also know you and I have a habit of making things come right again,” Marin added. He gave Travers a faint smile, offered his hand, and Travers took it. Their fingers laced, and Marin said softly, “We got them out of Hellgate, when every soul aboard that ship thought the game was up. They know us, Neil. Trust them.”

        Trust the Earthlight to be there, and the crew to be on station, listening, waiting, poised to move, after days of silence had slithered by. Travers took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. He angled a dark look at Sherratt, watched him pull a carton of eggs out of the refrigerator, a bag of bread out of the freezer, while Vidal opened cans and sniffed the contents of packets. 

        “This had better be worth it,” Travers observed softly.

        “Leon thinks it is,” Marin murmured.

        They shared a long, reflective look. “You trust him,” Travers said at last.

        “He’s Mark’s son.” Marin’s brows arched, and he shrugged eloquently. “Like Dario, he has Mark’s brains, and I know Mark trusts him ...”

        “And you’ve always trusted Mark.” Not a question.

        Marin’s smile widened. “Always. Life in the Deep Sky has a few constants. Mark Sherratt is one of them.” He leaned over and nuzzled Travers’s ear with a kiss in passing as he headed to the kitchen. “Like you said, get some food and some sleep.”

        It was good advice, but Travers’s belly was taut, and sleep was the last activity his brain wanted to know about. The threedee chattered quietly in the background with news from the blockade, and Hydralis; Roy Arlott dropped a blanket in a corner, curled up on it with his head in Leon’s lap and went to sleep, while Leon and Vidal watched newsvids Marin sat with his back against the wall under the window, closed his eyes and seemed to meditate. Travers ate though he was not hungry, and paced until he thought he could rest.

        He took the chair opposite the threedee and the window, closed his eyes and tried to quiet the tumult of his thoughts.

 

 

 

Sunset was bloody and magnificent. Travers and Marin were on the roof, standing at the west parapet of a dilapidated air park, watching the stars appear — watching the sky for an aircraft they would recognize. A breeze stirred across the deserted roof, and the air was tolerably cool. Shackleton was still largely intact, untouched by the war; the lights were on and the stars were dim. Still, Hellgate was bright enough to draw the eye, and Travers viewed it with a shiver. It looked so innocent, like froth and bubbles; appearances were deceiving.

        “Relax, Neil. They’ll be here.” Marin was watching the bright stern of a distant freighter, headed up from the spaceport to orbit. “Give them time. The paint won’t be dry on the Fire Control truck.”

        “There’s a storm coming in.” Travers gestured into the southeast, where the leading edge of a major weather front had just crossed the horizon. “Did you see WeatherNet?”

        “It’ll hit in the early hours, or at least before dawn.” Marin turned his back to the sun-hot brickwork and stretched his shoulders. “We could be out and gone before daylight.”

        “Optimist,” Travers accused.

        “Always,” Marin agreed mildly. “Relax, will you? You’re making me ache, just looking at you.”

        “I am relaxed.”

        “You’re strung up tight,” Marin argued. “Come here.”

        His hands were magic, working out knots in Travers’s back, of which Travers had not even been aware. Neil leaned both hands on the parapet and let him work. He closed his eyes, opened his ears to the sounds of the area ... a dog was barking somewhere far off, kids were yelling, the carrying bass of music wafted out of the apartment block below, and the distant thunder of the freighter which had just headed up to orbit reached them at last. Tactical, or maybe Medevac, was busy on the road, up on Joseph Conrad; the war whoops of sirens chanted in an odd harmony to the peligro band which was beating out of an apartment. 

        Hydralis was the same as any city, anywhere. Its people were very like those of Darwin’s and Jagreth and Borushek — they were probably much the same as the people of Earth, though the homeworlders would not like to hear it. Colonials were characterized as yokels, boorish idiots whose genestrand had been polluted, perverted. Travers thought fleetingly of Kristyn Bauer, whose Pakrani family discovered at firsthand the prejudice in the street, on the planet she had once called her home.

        This war had been a long time coming, but it had to come. Travers was sure of it. It was like the ancient struggle between Earth and the daughter colonies on Mars, the Belt, the Jupiter system. Those wars were equally as bitter, and limped on through decades. Mankind was an odd creature. It was said that every human being coveted power, and Travers could believe it. Mick Vidal was a mine of Daku potted philosophy on the subject. Several times he had quoted some elder statesman from Earth’s remote past: ‘Power corrupts, and ultimate power corrupts ultimately.’ Travers had no idea who had said that, but he or she was right. Power, dominion, money, in the end it was all the same. You had it, or you didn’t; and if you didn’t —

        “There.” Marin was pointing.

        He followed the line of the outstretched arm and saw the winking green running lights of an aircraft headed in. The chances of two craft coming in to a downmarket slum on the edge of the warehouse district on the same night, were remote. Travers’s nerves prickled back to life and he pushed away from the brickwork. 

        By his chrono, it was fifteen minutes short of midnight as the plane dropped in closer, and he began to recognize the configuration of the Trofeo. The part of him that had been clenched like a fist for hours began to relax, but another part tightened. Now, it began.

        Repulsion stormed, hot and dry enough to parch the eyeballs, as the Trofeo approached, and before it set down one of the side hatches was sliding back. Mitch Garret’s face looked out, and he shouted over the roar of Aragos and jets.

        “Do I shut her down?”

        “No,” Marin yelled into the stormy air. “Go down to the safehouse and tell the others to get their crap together. Where’s Hersch?”

        “Not far away. I caught sight of him on Joseph Conrad.” Garret released the harness, left the Trofeo idling and stepped down. “What’s your plan?”

        “Fresh data,” Travers told him, “before we make a move. We’ll do a full data-collect while you’re offloading the hardware and getting the Rand out of sight. It’s in the parking garage. Any problems?”

        But Garret’s dark head shook. “Not unless you want to talk about Marty Cimino. He collapsed this afternoon. Zulika took him to the emergency room. He’s getting pure oxygen, six liters per hour.”

        “He’ll make it?” Travers wondered with an odd twist of his insides.

        “This time.” Garret shook his head. “Every time he turns blue and they drag him back from the edge of death, another billion brain cells have died. And you know the worst thing? Marty knows it.”

        “He needs a tank,” Travers said bitterly. “Leon told us.”

        “And he’s not likely to get one,” Garret added in a harsh, brash tone that covered a lode of pain. 

        Marin was strapping in. “You want us to take him out with us?”

        The suggestion surprised Garret. “You serious?”

        “The Trofeo seats six,” Marin said levelly, looking at Travers. “The two of us and Vidal, plus Leon and his beau. We have a spare seat. We can get him to the Earthlight.”

        “Through the blockade ... Borushek in thirty hours,” Travers finished. “If you can get him out of the hospital, get him to a pickup point.”

        “If he’ll go without Zulika,” Mitch added. “If you guys make it through the operation at UOH in one piece. If his doctors give him any chance at all of walking out of the hospital tonight.” 

        The straps were running up about Travers’s torso. “You won’t know if you don’t ask,” he said reasonably. “Can you contact your kid sister? It’s her call. He’s her husband, and this is his best shot at living — not overlooking the ifs, ands and buts.”

        “I’ll call her,” Garret said bleakly. “She’ll find out what can be done. And as for you maniacs —” He gave Travers and Marin a crooked grin. “You watch yourselves. There’s a reason the campus is blocked off behind a Tactical cordon.”

        “We will.” Marin hit the button to close the side hatch. “Get them moving, Garret.”

        The Trofeo was off then, falling upward into the night sky and arcing over toward the antlines of the air traffic lanes which crisscrossed the city in an orderly grid-pattern. From two thousand meters, Hydralis looked wounded. Great black swathes punctuated the cityscape, vast areas that were lightless, without power, water or sewerage, emergency services or Tactical coverage. 

        The tropical storm was over the horizon now. From altitude it looked angry, and lightning flickered intermittently. Travers watched it as he set up and tested the sensors and data recorders, but his first priority was urgent. The Earthlight, and Vaurien’s crew, had been on his mind for days. As the Trofeo tagged into the crosstown lanes which took it to Michigan, where the campus sprawled through a shallow valley, on both sides of Ross Creek, he switched up, and up again, to the encrypted high band, and called,

        “Wildcard to Base. Wildcard calling Etienne.” He called four times before the AI aboard the Earthlight responded, and then he kept the message brief. “We have a go. All hands, stand by. Confirm your location.”

        The AI’s response was not a set of coordinates, but a simple ‘unchanged’ signal, bounced off so many of Omaru’s domestic satellites, Tactical and Fleet would be lucky to find the source given a day of processing. Travers shut down before any human on the salvage vessel could get on the air, and trusted Etienne to rouse the crew.

        Below the lighter now was a range of low hills, a modest national forest, parkland, a golf course, and the campus. Before the war, the whole valley would have hummed with activity. Five major buildings plus three dormitory blocks, the labs and sciences buildings, the library, museum and art gallery, theaters, gyms, cafeterias and recreation halls — everything was closed down now. The cordon was marked out in yellow lights and strident radio warnings: ‘Tactical line, do not cross,’ and a little further into the valley, ‘Contamination hazard, turn back.’

        The creek was running high, and Travers wondered how much of the contamination was escaping into lower Hydralis with it. Three industrial drones, each the size of a building, were working at the end of the valley, and a convoy of skytrucks shuttled from their location into the north, to points unknown. They were cutting out a depression, like a tailings dam. In a few days it would be finished, and then decontamination crews would be working downstream, as far as the ocean, trying to clean up the mess.

        According to the Fire Control data, the chemistry and physics labs had spilled. The powerplant serving the labs had autoscrammed and had not breached, but all of the labs would have carried hazmat notices, and Fleet had smashed them. Deliberately, Travers thought sourly. No nukes had been dropped inside the Hydralis precincts, but there were other ways, just as certain, to hurt a city.

        In the backwash of the instrument lights Marin was very pale. Travers was about to ask what was wrong, and then remembered. Memories of the Argos must have returned to bedevil Curtis. He was lucky to get out of the wreck at all, and for months his life had been a struggle to survive, with too many surgical procedures, cloned organs, sterility.

        “You shouldn’t be here,” Travers said quietly. “Vidal and I could have done it.”

        “No.” Marin looked sidelong at him, and away. “They’re only shadows, Neil. Just the ghosts that creep out of the dark corners in here.” He tapped his skull with one forefinger. “I chase them back into their shadows ... I’m not about to let them beat me.”

        “You’re still phobic,” Travers began, cautious about every word.

        But Marin only shrugged. “All the more reason to get over it. I’m not going to end up like Tonio Teniko.”

        “Phobic about being Lushi — small, and drop-dead beautiful.” Travers gave an eloquent grunt. 

        “He would say runtish and way too pretty for his own good.” From somewhere Marin produced a smile. “I’m dealing with it, Neil. I’m all right ... commence scan.”

        Travers touched a key. “Data recorders are running. We’re scanning in ULF-resonance on this pass. Jesus, it’s hot as hell. You wouldn’t be around here, if you had the choice.”

        “Suits,” Marin said tersely. “If we could get our hands on armor, I’d wear it, but Tactical can’t supply. They’d have to come from a Marines unit. Not in this war, right?”

       “Suits,” Travers echoed. “Even suited, we’re on a time budget. The numbers I’m seeing here say we want to be out of there, desuited and in decontamination, in two hours, max.” He paused and angled a glance at Marin. “It’s hotter than we thought. The nearest decon facility we have access to is the Earthlight, and she’s a hell of a long way from here. If we don’t connect —”

        “We’re toast, I know.” Marin took a deep breath and his throat twitched as he swallowed. “Nobody’s out here, Neil. The valley’s so bloody hot, even the hoons haven’t been up here to graffiti it. There’s nobody to get in our way. The only thing that can go wrong, now, is if the structure of the ruins has changed. We have about an hour, safe limit, to get in, get the device and get out. We can’t afford to mess around with drilling and demolex. If any element’s changed, it’s off. We pull out, regroup, get hold of armor and drones, and come back later.”

        “Amen,” Travers breathed. “ULF-resonance scan is finished, Switching to thermo.” 

        He popped a datacube into the receiver, downloaded data and blanked the onboard memory. In the event that the assignment went wrong, the less Fleet knew about it, the better. The cube slipped into his pocket and he watched the thermoscan build up a picture of the ruins.

        “At first glance it doesn’t look like anything’s changed. The rubble’s been bounced a couple of times ... I’m seeing evidence of a couple of slides ... vibration off the drones cutting the dam could be responsible for them. But the way in we found still looks open.”

        “Stable?” Marin wondered.

        “That’s another question,” Travers admitted. “I’d be guessing the structure of these ruins is probably more stable now, after the slides. If anything was going to bust loose and fall, it’s done it.”

        “I’ll buy that.” Marin transferred his attention to airsearch and clacked his tongue. “We’ve been seen. There’s drones buzzing around.”

        “Tactical?” 

        “I can’t tell. They could be Fleet. According to Leon, the whole city’s lousy with them — that’s how he was imaged in the first place. If the thermoscan’s finished ...?”

        “Ninety percent,” Travers read off. “It’s just scanning the surrounding buildings now, nothing critical to our business. We’ve got enough.”

        Marin pulled the Trofeo up and away into the darkness. “Time to go.”

        The drones followed them as they made altitude, but with twenty kilometers between the lighter and RossCreek, they let go. “You realize the plane’s been imaged,” Travers warned.

        “They won’t find it in the Omaru civvy register,” Marin reasoned. “Somebody somewhere is going to guess it came in on the blockade runner that ducked under the tracking network a few days ago. They’d be right! It can’t hurt us, we’ll be gone too soon.”

        “And then —” Travers broke off as the comm crackled and Vidal’s voice came through on the same high band as Etienne.

        “Wildcard, I am airborne. Locate on my signal and follow me.”

        He switched in the local news and weather feed, and as Marin picked up on him the Trofeo rotated through sixty degrees. Vidal was ten thousand meters over Hydralis and headed southwest, toward the open country, the native pampas. Airsearch picked him up in moments, and Marin nudged the throttles. 

        “We see you,” Travers told him. “Let’s keep it quiet.”

         The Trofeo raced toward Vidal. Travers picked the running lights out of the darkness as Marin fell into an Arago hover, and as the two aircraft drifted closer he saw the silhouette of the truck Avi Hersch had provided.

        “She’s a beast,” Vidal said over the comm, “all brute strength and sheer butt-ugliness.”

        “And the paint’s still wet,” Sherratt’s voice added. 

        “Where are we headed?” Marin asked.

        “Not on the air. Follow me,” Vidal told him.

       The big, ugly Weiss truck headed beyond the perimeter of the city lights and shed altitude until it was skimming treetops. Travers was watching the groundscan, and saw the faint thermal signatures of animals, some wild, some domestic. A barn coalesced out of the distance and darkness, and the bogus Fire Control truck set down on the flat gravel in the lee side of it. 

        Across the top of the truck, the bar of floodlights kicked on, illuminating the whole area. The truck was yellow, like any Fire Control vehicle. The cab — front and high on the irregular chassis — seated six, and the five-meter bed was loaded. As Marin set down, Travers watched Vidal step down from the cab. The pilot had a remote in his hand.

        A signal from the remote, and the squat, hunchbacked shapes of two drones came alive. Lens eyes panned onto Travers and Marin, and Travers knew they were imaging and recognizing two new faces. The Trofeo’s canopy was still going up when he and Marin ducked out, and Vidal tossed the remote into Travers’s palm.

        “Give them a couple of voice prints,” he invited, “and try not to break them, will you? Message from Garret, urgent, priority: Colonel McCoy borrowed them. Apparently, we promised we’d have them back before they’re missed.”

        “We did? That could have been rash,” Travers warned. “McCoy does know what we’re doing with them, doesn’t she?”

        Vidal’s grin was white toothed and humorless. “Vaguely. Alec Tarrant told her enough to get her attention and stop her asking questions ... we’re taking somebody out with us? Garret shoved off so fast, I heard half the story. What’s his hurry?”

        “We owe these people a few favors.” Marin was watching the drones, showing them his face, full-on and in profile. “You met Marty Cimino? Tall, blond guy, thin as a rail, with hollow eyes. Looks like he’s dying — and he is. He’s also Mitch Garret’s brother-in-law, wounded in the early days of the war. His lungs were stripped.”

        “You can’t get clone work, or nano, or even cryogen here,” Travers told Vidal. “We offered Garret’s people a favor — Cimino.”

        “Easy, he jump-seats with us,” Vidal said blankly. “So what’s the catch? Garret took off like a missile.” 

        “The catch is,” Travers said wryly, “Cimino’s in the hospital. Garret’ll try to spring him and rendezvous with us before we make our run.”

        “Nice. We’re supposed to wait for him — with the thing aboard?” Vidal’s face was grim.

        “No, and Garret knows we can’t.” Travers reached over into the bed of the truck and began sorting suits, helmets, breather packs. “He makes it, or he doesn’t. And it’ll be a bummer if he doesn’t. Give me a hand here.”

        Between them, he, Vidal and Marin hauled out three full suits in day-glo vermilion with black and yellow chevrons, plus tools. Fire Control handies, a breather-pack recharger, a cutting torch, portafloods, flares, a sledge hammer, ice axes, a meter-long crowbar, a dust-blower, a landline comm set with a kilometer of fiberoptic cable and three SP microcameras, a half kilometer of kevlex rope plus carabiners, pitons, mallets, and a complete medical kit. Including, Travers saw, rudimentary in-field decontamination supplies.

        “I must send Colonel McCoy a thank-you note,” Marin said wryly as he rummaged through the medkit. “The suits are not what I could have hoped for, but they’re the best we’re going to get on short notice. Civilian crap. But the decontamination gear will buy us an extra fifteen minutes.” He looked up at Travers over the equipment. “We’re good to go, and there’s no reason not to.”

        “The Earthlight,” Vidal began.

        “Etienne responded. They’re in the same location and standing by.” Travers picked up one of the suits, broke the seals and checked power and gas levels. “We’re fully charged.” He lifted a brow at Marin.

        “Suit up,” Marin said tersely. 

        On the other side of the truck, Sherratt had listened, watched, without comment. Roy Arlott had slung his rucksack over one shoulder, and when Leon gave him a nudge he went to sling his pack into the Trofeo. Sherratt would be flying it, and monitoring the operation at UOH on long-range scan, as well as sweeping the whole Ross Valley on airsearch, looking out for trouble.

        In the early hours of the morning Hydralis and its airspace were as quiet as they would ever be. The time was now. Travers fed himself into the suit, tried the helmet for fit and disliked it. Vidal patted down the smart seals for him and Marin, but did suit up himself. He would remain with the truck until or unless there was an emergency. 

        The drones were alive in the flat bed, whirring and chirping occasionally. They were marginally intelligent — quite bright enough to understand clear directions, unambiguous orders. They were equipped with chemical sniffers, rad counters and run-dark vidcameras, and the truck’s receivers would monitor their transmissions.

        “We’ll be on the ridge above the campus,” Sherratt said quietly as Travers and Marin secured the suits. “Good luck.”

        “You know it’s bad luck to say that?” Travers clasped Sherratt’s shoulder with a gloved hand. “You just keep yourself out of trouble.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Radiation counters and chemical detectors went wild the moment they stepped out of the truck. It sealed tight behind them, and Vidal had switched the cab over to internal life support. He was breathing scrubbed air, and the armored body was rated for hotter, nastier places than this.

        Beacons right around the Ross Valley warned the public away. Even Tactical personnel were disinclined to intrude, and at 3:45am nothing stirred, save for the big industrial drones which worked around the clock on the dam. 

        The Fire Control truck landed in the nearest clear area. According to the architect’s drawings it had been a courtyard. There should have been a fountain, a bronze molding of Eros, a small garden where students and faculty broke for lunch. Flying debris had demolished everything. One of the main buildings was little more than a shell off one side of the courtyard, and on the other, the particle physics lab had been razed from the map.

        With a harsh whine of repulsion and a hiss of maneuvering jets, the drones launched. Like trained dogs they followed Travers and Marin to the nearest ventilator shaft which cut down into the staff parking garage. The helmet-mounted floodlights cast pools of blue-white light before them, picking out hard-edged, often surreal detail. Travers mouthed a soft curse and lit the cutting torch. 

        The grill glowed around the periphery, incandescent in the darkness, and as he completed the circle Marin grasped the center in both gloved hands and lifted it out. The drones had already registered and understood their orders. Without prompting, one popped into the ventilator shaft, and both Marin and Travers stood back.

        A roar blasted through the whole shaft, and they heard the chimes of falling wreckage. With two cannon shots, the drone had blown away the first of three fans which fed air to the garages. It was making its way down before the wreckage stopped falling, and Marin was already busy with a piton-gun.

        Two twenty-centimeter steel eyebolts fired into the plascrete wall beside the ventilator, and Travers secured their lines. The shaft went down at 45°, which would be hazardous enough, even if it were not filled with torn steel and ruptured fixtures. One rip in the suits, and they would start to soak up contamination the way a leaking boat sucked up water.

        Another cannon blast, far down the shaft, told them where the drone was, and Travers waited, listening for the third. Each roar was duller than the last, and as he heard the final one he said quietly,

        “Vidal?”

        “Standing by.”

        “We’re going in,” Travers told him. “The drone’s cleared the way down. Will brief you when we find the hatch.”

        “Copy that,” Vidal said tersely. “Watch yourselves.”

        The same thought had occurred to Travers. The ventilation shaft was not much wider than his own shoulders, and in such confines, his helmet lights did not carry. Going down hand over hand, and hampered by the helmet, he found he could look neither down nor up with any certainty.

        “You with me, Curt?”

        “A meter above you.” Marin’s voice whispered in his ear.

        The shaft ran down just under 22 meters. The rasp of his own breathing in his ears deafened Travers, and his whole body prickled with sweat as his boots hit the plascrete at the bottom. He moved aside, fell to one knee, and turned his floods on full.

        He saw crumpled cars, many tonnes of fallen plascrete and steel, gray dust, and under the rime of talc, at least four recognizable bodies protruding from the mess of construction members. He did not wonder that Tactical and Fire Control had not pulled out the dead — his own rad counters were telling him to get out now, and if he had been a civilian, he would have obeyed. His hackles were up, his skin crawling, and a large part of him wanted to turn back at once. 

        Many years of experience told him the truth: he and Marin had forty minutes of safe time, barring accidents, and it should be enough. Curtis was out now, and panning his lights around, looking for the service hatch, the entry to the crawl space. A moment later he saw it.

        “There it is.” His boots left deep prints in the dust as he made his way to a wall opposite.

        And Travers saw how lucky they had been. If the building had come down just five meters further west, the crawl space would have collapsed, or at least the access hatch would have been buried. There was no time to drill or blast a way through — not with this level of equipment. 

        The drone knew its job. The cannon fired again, blowing the lock mechanism out of the steel plate, and with a groan of metal the hatch sagged open, revealing the crawl space. The blast was still echoing back off the rubble when the drone moved up, and in, with the fearful, single-minded focus of a machine.

        “Vidal, you reading?” Marin murmured.

        “Yep. I have video,” Vidal said softly into the comm loop. “The drone is making one meter per second ... headed north from your position. How’s your rad count?”

        “High,” Travers told him, reading the meter with a faint shiver. 

        He had done this kind of work before, but never in wimpy civilian gear which left him feeling naked and exposed. He thought fleetingly of Ulkur, Rannach, the Bronowski Reef — of sensor ghosts, the shadows left by ship wreckers and the millennium-old footprints of the Resalq who had mined fuel ores there. Hellgate was infinitely more dangerous than this hole in the ground, but you didn’t work there in a glorified plastex bag with sleeves. 

        “Sherratt, you online?” he called into the loop.

        Leon was so close to the audio pickup, his breath transmitted. “Right here, Neil. I’m monitoring the airsearch ... you’re clear. Is it taking too long? That is, it’s hot as hell in there.”

        “We’re all right, Leon,” Marin said with surprising patience. “The time’s fine. You’re starting to sound freaky — take a deep breath, relax. We’ve done this work before.”

        And then Vidal: “I’m watching the clock for you, Travers. Can you estimate the time to get back out, as far as the truck, from your position?”
        “Five minutes,” Travers guessed. He angled a glance at Marin, and Curtis agreed with a nod. “Assuming the drone can retrieve the goods, we don’t have a problem. If the drone runs into trouble, we have the backup.”

        “Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-fucking-dumb,” Vidal muttered.

        “You don’t like drones?” Marin wondered. “Christ — better them down there than me!”

        “Copy that,” Vidal sighed. “Neil, I’m going to give you a fifteen minute warning. That’s get-out time plus ten minutes. I’ll give you another early warning at the ten minute marker, and don’t you dare wait.”

        “We won’t,” Marin said acidly. “You reading video?”

        “The drone is at the juncture of five ... make that six shafts. It’s pinging them all right now. It knows to keep heading east, right?”

        “East and down,” Travers affirmed.

        “Two shafts head west, and they’re blocked anyway,” Vidal reported. “One heads north. Three head more or less east ... two head down. The drone is getting return pings.” He paused to wait for data processing. “One shaft is too short — drone’s moving again, making one meter per second.”

        Over the comm, Travers heard the release of the breath Marin had been holding. “Leon, airsearch?” Curtis asked huskily.

        “You’re clear. I’m seeing a domestic shorthaul, headed over to Iskander. The redeye to Komarov. And there’s a routine cargo shuttle, AI-pilot, headed up to orbit. Nothing else in my field.”

        The dusty rubble-strewn underground was filled with grotesque shadows cast by the helmet lights, and Travers was trying not to notice the bodies, or the radiation counters. These civilian suits were already flashing red, and only the old Fleet experience held Travers’s feet to the spot.

        “Your drone just hit bottom,” Vidal murmured in his ear. “There’s a ... looks like a box. Sherratt, you finished fine tuning your deck?”

        And then Sherratt: “I’ve been looking at the vidfeed for the last two minutes. You have control of the drone?”

        “It’ll do what I tell it,” Vidal assured him. 

        “Rotate left, ten degrees. Good enough. Extend the handling arms.”

        “Done,” Vidal said tersely. “The box...?”

        “Is a tool chest belonging to the cablers who work in the vault right on the other side of the access hatch you see to the right of the chest. Have the drone take off the top. It’s locked up — if the machine can’t force it, it’ll have to blow it off ... for godsakes have it shoot high. The device is right in the bottom of the chest.”

        “Hold it, give me a chance.” Vidal was relaying instructions via an interface that was not quite up to the military code. “Check your airsearch.”

        “Clean,” Sherratt said quickly. Too quickly? “There’s ... a few marks, something moving out over the approach to the city. I can’t tell what.”

        “Then find out!” Vidal snapped. “Standby on the drone ...”

         The blast, as the machine took the lid off the chest, echoed up the crawl space. Travers felt the vibrations through the thick soles of his boots. 

        “The chest’s open,” Vidal said into the loop a moment later. 

        “Have the drone dig down under the tools.” Sherratt was terse, breathless. “It’s light stuff — fiberoptic thread, cutters, brackets, nothing big or heavy.”

        “It’s doing it ... you got an ident on those marks?” Vidal demanded.

        Sherratt’s voice was sharp, anxious. “Still trying. It might be a bunch of kids coming up here for mischief.”

        Or it might be Tactical, Travers thought. “Leon, standby to get the Trofeo the hell out.”

        “But you and Marin are down to maybe thirty minutes, safe time!”

        “And Vidal’s got the truck right outside,” Travers said evenly. “Run your damned preflight procedures, Leon!”

        “And if push comes to shove,” Marin added, “get out. Head for the rendezvous. We’ll meet you there.”

        A furious muttering transmitted over the comm, but Sherratt was doing as he was told. “Done and done,” he barked. “And I still can’t make out the scan traces ... they’re hovering out there, on the hill. It might be a bunch of surveillance popups, possibly from a flyer out of my scan range.”

        “Be sure,” Vidal growled. “And I think ... the drone just found your item. About the size of a football, you said? Is it a rectangular case with soft edges and corners?”

        “That’s it. Lift it out, bring it up,” Sherratt breathed.

        “Is it delicate?” Marin asked sharply.

        “No. The object Vidal just described is a containment case, they’re tough as all hell. The device is inside.” Sherratt sounded preoccupied. “I’m going to have to launch one of the Trofeo’s own surveillance popups, Travers, or I’m never going to get an ident on the intruders.”

        “No!” Vidal’s voice rose. “Don’t give away your position.”

        “Then, you better settle for the data you’ve got,” Sherratt snarled, “because the popups, if that’s what they are, are so goddamned stealthed, I was lucky to see the buggers at all!”

        The rad counters on both suits were clicking over into the purple zone, and Travers swore as he looked at his breathing mix. Both the clean-air supply and the suit integrity would expire at more or less the same time. “Vidal, has the drone started back up?”

        “Just starting now,” Vidal told him. “The object is locked in handling claws ... it’s making one half-meter per second on ascent.”

        Over the comm, Marin murmured something that might have been a curse. “It’s going to be damned tight. “We’ll have maybe ten minutes spare. Thank God we have the decontamination kit, Neil, because we’ll be so hot when we get out of this hole, we’d take a dangerous dose just desuiting, not to mention the chemical garbage all over us.”

        There was an edge in his voice, sharp as a sushi knife, and Travers gave him a sidelong glance. “How are you doing?”
        “I’m okay,” Marin said quietly. 

        “Don’t lie to me.” Travers turned toward him. “Go on, get out now, go back to the truck, desuit before it gets critical.”

        “I said I’m all right,” Marin insisted. “I’ll be fine, Neil.” He paused and dropped his voice. “But I appreciate the thought.”

        “You’re welcome,” Travers sighed. “Vidal?”

        “Your drone’s moving,” Vidal reported. “It’s making all the headway it can. All you have to do is wait, and we’re home —”

        “Good Christ ... Vidal!” Sherratt was shouting over the comm. “It’s a squaddy — make that two of the bastards, they just came up over the woods, I didn’t see them!”

        Travers’s heart gave a too-familiar twist. “That’s where your popups came from. Sherratt? Leon!”

        “Still here,” Sherratt muttered. “They’ve seen me.”

        “Then you’ve got nothing to lose,” Marin told him. “Open up, full-spectrum scan and video, get an ident.”

        “Doing it now,” Sherratt reported. 

        “Stop panicking, it’s probably just Tac and Fire Control,” Vidal reasoned. “They don’t want witless civvies fucking about up here.”

        And Sherratt again: “I’ve got a visual. They’re not Tactical, they’re not yellow, so they’re not Fire Control ... and they’re pissed. They just pinned me in spotlights.”

        “Stay put,” Travers barked. “You look like a civvy crate, the worst they can do is fine you.”

        “If they’re Tactical,” Marin whispered. “Vidal, where’s the drone?”

        Vidal: “Ten minutes under you ... and you gotta know the squaddy bastards have unzipped our encryption by now. We might as well be transmitting in clear — so be bloody careful what you say.”

        He was right, and Travers was aware of his nerves coming alive, his hackles rising. Not Tactical, not Fire Control? They could be a UOH security patrol, covering their own turf.

        “Start making your way out,” Vidal advised. “The drone can — Jesus Christ!” The comm whited out with noise. “They opened fire,” he yelled into the loop. “They’re targeting some part of the ruins, I don’t know what, we’re just in the way — means they’re Fleet bastards, not local.” Another blast of white noise, and Vidal was back: “I’m going to move the truck, before we lose it. Sherratt! Sherratt!”

        “I’m already out,” Leon shouted, “one thousand meters and going up. They’re not just bouncing the rubble, Travers. They’re after something specific. Damn! I think we brought them in ourselves.”

        “Say again!” Marin barked. “Leon, say again!”

        But Travers had already guessed what Sherratt meant. Dust was falling out of the ceiling and the heavy vibration of major impacts shook the whole underground. The subbasement levels were pockets of uneasy stability, and that stability was rapidly being compromised. 

        “They’re hitting on your position,” Sherratt said bitterly. 

        So the drones he had picked up were snoops — sleepers, hidden here and waiting, watching for unusual activity. The implications hit Travers hard. “Fleet knows something’s here,” he whispered to Marin. “How the hell did they know?”

        “You remember the specialist UOH brought in from Velcastra?” Travers asked bleakly. “I’d say Velcastra’s security stinks. The mission was blown back in Elstrom City, Fleet Intelligence knew Omaru’s business before their specialist even reached the blockade. Not that they know what the device is, mind you. If they did, the Kiev would be in low orbit and the city would have been wiped off the map. Right now they’re sneaking — they sent squaddies, which can slither into Omaru like snakes, not a gunship.” 

        “And they want to destroy the device, whatever it might be,” Marin added. “Damn, we led them right to it.”

        The impacts were heavier, closer. Travers physically ducked as the beams over his head moved a fraction. Dust showered down like powder snow, settling on his shoulders and Marin’s, and as the comm loop cleared for a moment Vidal’s voice came through — too loud, distorted with the power he was using to punch a signal through at all.

        “Get the hell out! Make your way out right now! Travers, Marin!”

        “We’re still here,” Marin shouted. 

        “Then move your asses,” Vidal yelled, “while you can. The drone’s still eight minutes below you. It can catch you up, or we can dig it out, but not if you’re both freakin’ pancaked when the rubble comes down — and it’s going to!”

        They were moving even as he spoke, the second of the drones following them like a trained dog. “Vidal! Vidal!” Travers waited for a lull in the comm breakup. “Vidal, can you contact the drone?”

        “Maybe,” Vidal growled. “I’m trying. The jamming’s heavy as hell, I bounced a signal off the Trofeo one minute ago —”

        And then the comm was gone, the loop was reduced to just Travers and Marin, and a feeling of suffocation settled on Travers. So much dust filled the air, he could see only a few meters ahead in the twin beams of his helmet lights and Marin’s, and without warning the rad counters clicked over into the black zone. Something had been disturbed, he knew, some containment vessel had ruptured, and the campus would be twice as hot, twice as toxic as before. 

        “He bounced a signal off the Trofeo,” Marin panted. “It probably got through the jamming.”

        “He called out — to who?” Travers caught a foot in a spar which probed out of the fallen masonry at an odd angle, invisible in the fog of dust, and almost fell. He caught himself at the last moment, felt his body wrench, but his first thought was for the suit. “Christ, let me look at this. Angle your lights down here.”

        Sweat prickled his ribs and stung his eyes. The suit was a kevlex mesh, a half-centimeter thick, triple-coated for protection against radiation, chemical hazard and fire. The spar had torn through the top two layers. The suit was intact, but if there had been time Travers would have stopped to patch it. As it was, the rad counters were already black — he and Marin were right on the line where even Fleet would recall its people, and a medcrew would be on standby. There was no time to patch the suit, and the impacts were closer, heavier, every moment.

        “Move,” Travers rasped.

        Blind instinct took them back to the bottom of the ventilation shaft. The lines were still in place, but the shaft itself was strewn with rubble, and as Travers angled his lights upward he saw the rupture in the west side. Spars lanced out, plascrete beams had broken through, and at a glance he could see, a grown man in a suit would not get through. 

        A pace behind him, Marin had seen the damage. They straightened, and through the visor Marin’s face was colorless. “Three ways to go,” Curtis said with grim precision. “We send the drone up, see if it can blast a way through. Two, we scout around, see if we can find another way out.”

        “I’d send the drone up,” Travers said without hesitation. “The next ventilator is fifty meters north, and in this fog we might not even find it. If we did, the drone would have to go up ahead of us anyway, to blow out the fan blades — and then we’d have to get through the grill, and ...” He held out both empty hands. “No cutting gear. Third option?”

        “Shuck the suits,” Marin said quietly, “and get out this way. Straight up those ropes, 22 meters. We’re in the black zone already, Neil ... we’re headed for one mother of a decontamination session. We don’t have much to lose.” 

        He was beckoning the attendant drone, and Travers stood back as he tasked it in clear, unambiguous phrases. The machine extended handling arms and cannons, and swiveled its armored lens-eyes into the shaft —it saw in infrared, acoustic and x-ray.

        As it went up, Travers and Marin moved back into the thickening dust. Shrouded in the gray pall, they saw nothing of the drone, but they felt the concussions of its cannon, and the thunder of falling rubble. They waited a full minute after the last cannon shot, and Travers angled his lights into the shaft. 

        It was open, but only one of the ropes was in place. The other was gone without trace. The drone had gone on up. Part of the task Marin had given it was to check the ventilator right to the surface, and return only if it was blocked, unclearable.

        “Give it a chance,” Travers said softly. He stepped closer, one hand on Marin’s back. “We’re almost out, and Vidal’s up there somewhere. We can decontaminate. I’ve had worse, Curtis, we both have.”

        “And Leon’s package?” Marin turned toward him. 

        “We can dig it out,” Travers said reasonably. 

        “So long as Fleet doesn’t get to it first.” Marin’s voice was taut. 

        “If it’s buried so deep we can’t get to it right now — Fleet can’t get to it either.” Travers stooped and looked up the ventilator. “No sign of the drone. I think we’re clear.”

        “Go. I’ll be three meters behind you,” Marin rasped.

        Travers’s gloved hands closed around the length of woven kevlex. He took his weight on it, gave a solid tug, and it held. The shaft went up at 45°, and not for the first time he gave thanks for the Fleet training, the years of hard physical activity, and the good genes that had built natural strength.

        He went up fast, and felt the jerk of the rope as it took the double-load of Marin’s weight too. It stretched perceptibly, but Travers knew these lines. It should carry a great deal more weight than his own and Marin’s combined.

        The squaddies were still firing, but they had not targeted the area where the ventilator emerged. As Travers killed his helmet lights and thrust his head out into the open air he saw them, two hornets buzzing around the place where Vidal had been parked, their cannons focused on a spot fifty meters away.

        “They scanned the area themselves,” he panted as he hauled himself out. His head was swimming, his eyes watering. The rad counters were so black, they were off the scale. “See where they’re concentrating their fire?”

        Marin was out a moment later. He doubled over, hands on his knees, to catch his breath. “They’re shooting up the coordinates where they registered activity, way down below. They’d have tracked the drone on ULF-resonance, or by its heat signature, and the cannon shots. Damnit, Neil, they’re going to bury it again, and it won’t be so easy to get to it next time. This place is hotter than hell, and the subbasements are going to crumple up under this pounding.”

        He was right. Travers had already seen every problem. For himself, he was not about to go back into the ruins without a suit of Marines space armor. If Mark Sherratt, Shapiro and Rush wanted the device so badly, they would make it happen. His breather-pack was flashing red, telling him he had less than two minutes to change the cartridge, but the recharges had gone with the truck.

        “Move, Curt,” he said hoarsely. “Be grateful they’re not shooting at us. Let’s just get the hell out and get decontaminated. I’m starting to fry.”

        “That’s your imagination,” Marin said in a curiously bland voice. “You don’t feel it at the time. It takes a while before the fun starts.”

        The helmet restricted vision and the visor made it difficult to see clearly. Travers was searching the sky, looking for running lights, floods, anything marking the position of the bogus Fire Control truck or the Trofeo. He saw neither, and with a curse he started out of the area at a stubborn jog, as fast as the suit would allow.

        The radio jamming was thick as treacle. He called Vidal’s name, and Sherratt’s, but there was no answer. He was headed up the slope, away from the squaddies, and halfway up his breather-pack died. He had no option about opening the vents and breathing the native air, and as he and Marin went over the top, he saw that Curtis had done the same. 

        With a hundred meters of Jupiter spruce and aspen behind them, he began to slow down. More than anything he wanted to get out of the suit — the fabric had become a radiation hazard in its own right. Marin was obviously thinking the same, for he had broken the seals down the right side and was ducking out of the suit while still moving.

        Travers salvaged only the comset as he and Marin stumbled on, away from the suits, along the ridgetop. He would have preferred to be down in the gully, well away from UOH, but a three-meter, razorwire fence closed off the slope. Thirty yards from the suits, they came to rest at an outcrop of boulders under the spruce, and caught their breath.

        “Vidal? Vidal?” Marin was calling now, wondering if the jamming had begun to let up, but only white noise answered. He switched to a wider, higher frequency range. “Leon? Leon, are you there?”
        A blast of white noise seared Travers’s eardrum, and then he could have whooped as he heard Sherratt’s voice. But what it was shouting wiped the smile off his face.

        “Get down! Get down, cover your heads — any cover you can get into! I have your position, Travers, I know where you are. Get down!” 

        Between the boulders were crevices where a man might fit, with a stretch of the imagination. By touch in the darkness, Marin hunted for one and crawled in. Travers squeezed into the tiny cavern behind him, and he might have demanded to know what Sherratt had seen. A moment later, he and Marin saw it for themselves.

        The crevice afforded them only a narrow view, but it was wide enough for them to see the gunship coming up out of the north — stealthed, almost invisible, just a great, dark shape like a bat against the stars, losing altitude as it approached. The thunder of engine noise had not reached them yet, but when it did they would feel it in every bone and nerve.

       “The squaddies can’t have been far away,” Marin said huskily. “They might have been hiding, ten klicks from the campus. Damnit, what’s wrong with Omaru’s security? They should have known!”

        “They’re getting crap kicked out of them almost every day,” Travers said bitterly. “They’re out of resources, getting tired. Making mistakes.”

        “How the hell did the gunship get through?” Marin demanded. 

        “Same reason,” Travers said tiredly. “The squaddies called home. They locked down the area long enough to let the gunship come finish the job.”

        He put his head back against the rock and closed his eyes. More than anything else, a sense of futility overwhelmed him. It was over, and it had all been for nothing. Leon and his partner would get out of Omaru, but the rest of it was a bust of the worst kind — the kind where people died.

        The raucous, bass thunder of monstrous heavy lifters rolled over them moments after the gunship passed overhead, and Travers’s teeth vibrated in his jaw. His insides might have been jelly, and even with both fists crammed into the sides of his head, his ears hurt. 

        The Ross Valley might have been a battlezone. Massive concussions rolled through it, and explosions lit up the night sky like hellish fireworks. They made Travers think of the sky-shows at the iceboat races at the winter carnival, and a longing for home assailed him, as deep as hunger, as keen as fear.

        In a rare lull in the onslaught he heard Sherratt, shouting his name over and over, and he answered with a grunt. “Still here, Leon.”

        “—n’t see you,” Sherratt was yelling. “Travers? Travers!”

        “I said, we’re still here,” Travers repeated.

        “Can’t see you, can’t hear you, but I know where you were,” Sherratt panted. He was as breathless as if he had been running. “Travers!”

        “My comset must be fried,” Travers said into the crevice where Marin was jammed between boulders. “Try yours.”
        “Leon! Leon, do you hear me?”

        “Curt? Thank gods. Curt, you’re going to have to move. You can’t sit there much longer.” 

        “Leon, what are you talk—”

       “Will you just freaking trust me for once!” Leon bellowed. “Get off your asses, get out and move! Head south, you hear me, south. Get off the ridge line, and take the drones with you!”

        Drones? Travers could hear every word Sherratt was saying, though he could not reply. Curious, cautious, he leaned over and popped his head out of the crevice, and his heart gave a curious leap. His left hand clenched on Marin’s right shoulder, leaving a wedge of bruises.

        “Drones?” Marin was wriggling out.

        “It must have been fifty meters behind us when we started out,” Travers said breathlessly, “just close enough to locate on us — body heat, or maybe the suits, God knows, they were sizzling. It followed us up, and located on its buddy.”

        Both machines were under the spruce, waiting with the unquestioning patience only a machine could achieve, while the Fleet gunship pounded what was left of the campus. And the drone which had gone down to the vault level had a football-sized case clutched firmly in its handling claws.

        “Head south!” Sherratt was yelling. “Seventy meters from your position, there’s a gate in the fence. Get through it or over it, get down into the valley, and take the device with you, even if the drones are finished!”

        In fact, the drones were in better shape than the humans. Fire Control bought nothing but the best, and Murchison Aerospace built them tough. Tapping into reserves of energy he did not know he possessed, Travers was a pace behind Marin as they ran, doubled over, hands clamped over their ears.

        The gate Sherratt had seen was locked. It was three meters tall, and the razorwire gleamed in the light of pyrotechnics bursting in the Ross Valley. Travers beckoned the drone that had cleared the ventilator on the way back up, and tasked it in clear, terse phrases.

        A single cannon shot punched the lock out of the gate, and they were through. The drones went ahead, ducking between the half-grown Jupiter spruce, and Sherratt was on the air, bellowing over the increasing white noise of radio jamming.

        “Turn right, turn right! There’s an open ar— —an land ju— —ng enough to —”

        An open space where he could put the Trofeo down for just long enough to pick them up. Travers ran, half a pace ahead of Marin, and the drones swung to follow.

        The open space was a clearing where campers had cut firewood, and a makeshift hearth blackened the turf. It was picked out in the spotlights from the Trofeo, and as Marin and Travers hung back on the fringe, the lighter dropped in, battering the trees. The hot, acrid wave of repulsion parched Travers’s face but it was welcome.

        The lighter was not quite down when the hatches opened, and Roy Arlott’s face appeared. He had tied the blond dreadlocks into a rope at his nape, and his face was wild as he waved, beckoned. 

        Travers and Marin needed no encouragement. They drove the drones before them, gestured them into the cargo trunk, and Marin dove on, into the lighter. Right behind him, Travers slammed up and locked the hatches.

        “Go, Leon!”

        They were less than a hundred meters over the trees when they saw the reason for Sherratt’s urgency. It was angling in from the east, cutting an arc across the city — another gunship, on a tight intercept course. The Trofeo was falling upward on maximum Arago fields, and Sherratt opened the throttles to put distance between them and the campus.

        “It’s going to be a slugging match,” he said over his shoulder. “They’re both armed and armored the same, and there isn’t one pilot or gunner down there that’s not Fleet trained, with field experience up to the eyeballs.”

        “If a gunship goes down,” Marin began in a hoarse whisper.

        He said no more. There was no need to say it. If a gunship went down in this kind of fight, the chances of a reactor spill were high. And the spill would make the existing ‘hotzone’ conditions in the Ross Valley look pale.

        “Tarrant knows what he’s doing,” Leon said quietly.

        “The colonel’s aboard?” Travers was not surprised.

        “Of course.” At a safe distance, on the very edge of the jamming, Sherratt fell into a repulsion hover and turned the Trofeo to watch. 

        The comm crackled, whited out and crackled again, and Vidal’s voice said, “Welcome back, Neil. You, uh, okay?”

        “No,” Travers said tiredly. Exhaustion seemed to permeate every cell, and he knew it was an early symptom. “Curtis and I are hot. We need some heavy-duty decontamination, and we need it soon.”

        “Damn,” Vidal whispered. “I wish I could take you to the Kiev. The facilities on the Earthlight will patch you up, but you’ll need more.”

        The valley had erupted with cannon fire. Tarrant had come up from dead astern, under cover of the valley’s suddenly white-hot radiation, which was scrambling sensors. He had already laid down a broadside which made the Fleet gunship stagger, but he could not deal it the death blow — a volley into the engine deck or the sterntubes. That would cause a reactor spill, and the consequences for Hydralis would inspire too many smiles on the blockade. Tarrant was hampered, but for some time Travers had known the militia colonel was cunning as a lame old fox. 

        He knew every trick of every trade, while the crew aboard the Fleet gunship would be of an age with Fargo and Inosanto, or at the most, with Perlman and Fujioka. Alec Tarrant had twenty years on them, and more. He knew as well as Travers did, where to hit a gunship to knock it right out of the air without actually damaging it. In all probability, Travers thought, it was the same trick which had won the Omaru militia the very gunship Tarrant was flying today.

        The cannons tracked down and under, as Tarrant ‘climbed the back’ of the Fleet gunship. Directly above it, he kicked in Aragos so powerful, they physically shoved the Fleet ship into the ground, while the cannons continued to pound and the belly armor absorbed almost everything the gunship from the blockade could throw at Tarrant.

        Perhaps only Travers knew the militia ship was damaged. She was listing, drifting — she had lost at least two of her repulsion generators, both on the starboard side. But the damage was too little, too late. Missile launchers tracked forward, and Travers knew what Alec Tarrant was doing.

        A single warhead slammed into the cockpit from almost pointblank range. In an instant the human pilots were gone, the hull was breached, the gunship was taking radiation and chemical toxicity. Travers knew the drill: the AI would close every forward blast door, sealing off the cockpit. It would sound collision, call the blockade for assistance, and land the gunship fast. These were the protocols, and the machine must obey.

        “She’s going down,” Marin murmured. “Chalk one up for Tarrant.”

        “Five,” Leon corrected. “That’s the fifth gunship he’s taken in more or less the same maneuver. It works, and Fleet are too damned slow to catch on.”

        “They couldn’t see him coming,” Travers said softly. “Too much jamming, too much crap confusing tracking and sensors. He got the first shot in ... lucky punch ... it only takes one to give you the advantage.” He put his head back and closed his eyes, too tired to move.

        “You sound like hell,” Sherratt said over his shoulder.

        “Actually, we’re dying,” Marin said acidly, “we’re just doing it slowly. We got fried, Leon. You want to get us out of here? You heard what Vidal said. The nearest help we’re going to get is on the Earthlight.”

        “Not quite, Captain.” The voice belonged to Tarrant. The gunship had just lifted out of the valley, and turned its blunt, ugly nose upward. “A crew is on its way to lock down the situation here, and I want to take you aboard. My infirmary’s standing by.”

        “Copy that,” Sherratt said, weak with relief. “Give me a beacon, will you, Alec? I’ll bring her right in.”

        Travers forced open his eyes, and was watching as the gunship came up fast to meet them. The damage she had sustained was minimal, the pilots were compensating easily. The big, brutal shape looked beautiful to Travers as it rose slightly above the Trofeo and Vidal’s truck, and a hatch opened in the belly.

        Blue-white light spilled from within, and moments later both Sherratt and Vidal picked up the landing beam. Both AI pilots engaged, and Sherratt twisted in his seat to look back at Travers and Marin. From the look on his face, Travers guessed he and Curtis must look as bad as they sounded, but he was too tired, too drained, to find any acid retort.

        The Trofeo rode the beam aboard and they heard over the comm loop as the medcrew came out to the hangar. A decontamination squad was standing by, and a containment box had been prepared for both the drones. Both the truck and the lighter would need routine decontamination, but Travers was uncomfortably aware of the welcome which awaited him and Marin. 

        He also knew, the gunship could provide only half the service. It could patch them up, as could the Earthlight, buy them extra hours, but Vidal was right. They needed to be on the Kiev, in a major medical facility where the treatment would be comprehensive, deep as their bone marrow. 

        The Kiev. The blockade. Travers was too tired to grumble, and was content to watch as the Trofeo touched down, hatches opened, and the medcrew moved up. He shared a glance with Marin, and wondered if he looked as pale himself, as shadowed and wasted. Curtis was blue around the eyes and lips, and still, with an unnatural calm. 

        He had lived through this same scene, Travers remembered ... the Argos. For Curtis, that time had been much worse. This was a minor annoyance by comparison, Travers supposed. The hazel eyes were oddly pale, reflecting the hangar’s floodlights, which had shriveled his irises. Travers closed his own eyes against the lights, and hearing seemed to diminish. Sound seemed to draw away to a distant point, where he could ignore it. He never quite lost consciousness, but his eyelids were too heavy to be lifted and his limbs might have been filled with lead.

        Half-aware at best, he felt a gurney slide under his limbs and listened as the sounds of the hangar morphed into the background chatter of a quiet infirmary. The air was cool on his bare skin; clothes were the first items to be discarded, since they trapped a lot of toxicity. He floated in a repulsion chamber and spread arms and legs while jets of too-hot water pounded him from every angle. Then it was tubes, needles, hoses, and as the first of the drugs fed into his bloodstream he drifted into darkness.

        The routine was an old one, long-familiar on any ship working in dangerous areas. Accidents happened, and quick action saved lives. Travers knew the treatment: his blood would be exchanged for synthblood two, three times in as many hours. The top layers of his skin were already pared away by scalding water and chemistry; his stomach would be pumped and pressure-hosed, his bladder and intestines would be purged and bathed; his mouth, nose, even his lungs, would be treated with chemistry-laden steam. The drugs were fed to him by IV. If he had been aboard a carrier the synthblood would have been loaded with nano and the drugs would have been more diverse, in larger doses. 

        The process was exhausting, but he was unconscious. He woke much later, limp as a rag doll and feeling ill, but the first thing he saw was the threedee by the bed, and as his eyes found focus he saw the rad count. He and Marin were not out of the woods yet, but the procedures they needed were commonplace on any big ship, any Fleet base. He could only imagine what the aftermath of the Argos event must have been like, and the months of Marin’s recovery. 

        The sounds of the gunship’s infirmary were still in his ears, and as he turned his head on the pillow he saw a familiar ceiling pattern, with a/c ducts, fire retardant nozzles and vidcams. He turned his head a little further and saw three other beds; only one was occupied, and Curtis Marin was looking back at him with a faint smile on a face as pale as a ghost.

        “Welcome back to the land of the living,” Marin whispered. 

        “I thought I died.” Travers sat up with a deep groan. The whole infirmary spun, as if he were inside a centrifuge. He squeezed his eyes shut until the effect calmed down, and swallowed on a wave of nausea. Every part of him, inside and out, was sore, and he glared at the tubes, where he was still connected to the IV. “Gunship?”

        “Still,” Marin murmured, as if he could not find the energy to speak. 

        “How long?” Travers was trying to focus on the chrono, on the wall above the observation pane, but his eyes refused to cooperate.

        “Three.” Marin paused to draw a long breath. “Hours.”

        Travers might have asked where the gunship was, but before he could summon breath or energy the door slid open, and Michael Vidal appeared. So the gunship had taken the truck aboard too — which made sense, since it was in the area and the fight was over. Vidal made his way across the clutter of an infirmary which was small in space, vast in equipment, and reached for Travers’s hand.

        Even the light clasp of wrists, warrior fashion, was uncomfortable. The skin was still sore. Vidal pulled up a stool and sat, between the two beds. He nodded to Marin, and gave Travers a wry look.

        “If you two keep trying to get yourselves killed, one day you’re going to manage it.” Then he palmed the Delta Dragons tattoo on his own cheek. “I know, I’m not the one who should be issuing cautions.” He looked down at Travers and dropped the banter. “Seriously, you’ll be fine, but we’re going to swing by the Kiev on the way out, get you some long-term treatment, nano and other crap, before there’s damage to fix.” 

        “The Kiev?” Travers echoed as he let himself carefully back down onto the mattress. The effort was exhausting.

        “Are we there? No. We’re still over Omaru,” Vidal told him. “Colonel Tarrant wanted to stand by UOH, in case some Fleet bastard decided to send another gunship, finish the job. He also wasn’t about to turn his back on the ship he put down until it was secure.”

        “And...?” Marin prompted.

        Vidal gestured over his shoulder with one thumb, in the general direction of the Ross Valley. “They lifted the gunship out by tractor a half hour ago. Seven of the crew are alive and in custody. The ship looks like it’ll fix up well, which gives Omaru one more to fight with. And us?” Vidal glanced at Marin. “Tarrant’s only waiting for one of their other gunships to cover the UOH site, and then we’re headed to Vrangelya. The Earthlight’s been briefed, I took care of that. Perlman’s on launch procedures.”

        “Leon?” Marin wondered.

        “Sound asleep, him and the Arlott kid,” Vidal assured him. “And the drones have been through decontamination. Colonel McCoy can have the whole lot back — the truck should be out of decontamination by now too, though I imagine they stripped the fresh paint right off it. And before you ask, the device is secure. The containment case is locked, Sherratt won’t open it till we get it right out of Hydralis, but ... I’d put ‘mission accomplished’ against this one.”

        So would Travers, and when he looked over at Marin, he saw Curtis’s eyes closing. Surely they were done, and all Travers wanted to do for the next hour or three was sleep. He was grateful to Vidal for the briefing, but he wished the man would go away. Vidal hovered for several minutes, but eventually he realized Travers was not going to talk, nor even keep his eyes open. The next sound Travers’s ears picked up was the soft hiss of the door closing. 

        His sleep was dreamless, dense, and he had lost any sense of time when he woke again. His eyes swam into focus and he found his vision better. While he slept this time, his skin had been ‘top-coated’ with synth, and the feeling of rawness had gone. Instead, he actually felt hungry, and when he moved he found his muscles in better shape. The fluid in the IV bag had changed color; it was pale pink now, which meant he had been getting electrolytes, proteins, glucose, along with the fluid and drugs. 

        Careful of every movement, he sat up, and this time the infirmary did not spin. He tried his joints one by one, heard them crackle as they moved, and heaved in a vast yawn. His throat was scratchy, but he was sure he was strong enough to stand. 

        “Take it slow,” Marin’s voice said from the next bed. “I just staggered as far as the bathroom and back. You’re not as strong as you think you are.”

        His voice was low, but there was more of it, and the old, familiar tone of dry humor had returned. Travers gave him a crooked half-smile, and became aware of his bladder a moment later. “Did you say something about the bathroom —?”

        “Other side of the scanner.” Marin gestured at the full-body imager. “Take your time, Neil. We only pulled out of Hydralis thirty minutes ago. The Earthlight knows we’re en route.” As he spoke, he sat and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Like Travers he was naked, and his skin shone slightly with the layer of synth. “How do you feel?”

        As his feet hit the floor Travers scrambled for his balance, felt for his legs, trying hard to find the easy equilibrium a man normally took for granted. Nausea welled up for a moment, but his balance returned a fraction at a time, and he pushed himself, step by step, hampered by the IV rig, into the closet-sized bathroom.

        The face of an escapee from a labor camp looked out of the mirror. He was not quite a ghost — but he might have seen one. He was pale, still blue around the eyes, and his pupils were dilated. Travers had seen that look before, and he gave his image a glare before ignoring it altogether. If he and Marin could get long-term treatment inside the next twelve hours, they would be in no danger. But Vidal was right, it would have to be the Kiev. Borushek was thirty hours on the other side of the blockade, and by then the deep damage would have been done. It could mean cloned organs and glands, and months attached to the base hospital. Travers had no desire to go anywhere near the Kiev, but the alternative was even less attractive.

        Marin was sitting up when he returned, and Travers knew that look on his face. He was chewing through a long, difficult calculation, with so many variables, estimates, random factors and ‘constants,’ Travers could almost hear the cogs and gears turning. He left Marin to think it through, and was not surprised when the wide hazel eyes looked up at him, dark and stormy.

        “You know how this has to play out,” Marin said softly.

        “If there’s another option, tell me,” Travers challenged, trying to make light of it and struggling to find a thread of even mock humor. 

        “There isn’t one.” Marin’s brows quirked. “You have to share the decision, Neil. One of us can’t make it for both. And you know what’s entailed. I’ve ...” His eyes closed for a moment. “I’ve been there.”

        “So you make the decision,” Travers suggested. Marin looked up at him, and Travers said reasonably, “No one should have to go through it twice.”

        But Marin’s tousled head shook slowly. “You can only do this by the numbers, and any way you add them up, they work out the same. We just drew a very short straw. The only long-term treatment we’re going to get in the time available is on the Kiev. And we can’t go there. Not with Leon’s prize aboard.”

        “I know.” Travers sat on the bed beside him, slung an arm over his shoulders and rested his head on Marin’s. Curtis leaned heavily into his side, as if he were too exhausted to move, and Travers pressed a kiss to his temple. “At least we’ll go through it together. It’s not going to be fun, but you won’t be alone this time.” He tightened the draped arm into a hug. “Borushek?”

        “Borushek,” Marin agreed. He turned into Travers’s embrace and feathered a chain of kisses from the middle of his chest to his mouth. “Be sure,” he whispered. “Know what you’re getting into and ... be sure.”

        “You mean, choose between six months in the hospital and the future of the Deep Sky?” Travers mocked gently. 

        “When you put it like that ...” Marin lifted his head and gave Travers an odd look, filled with affection, bleak humor, even a touch of reproach. “I’ve been an SOB since I was twelve years old, but never that kind of a bastard. Borushek ... and gods help us.”

        “Gods?” Travers made negative noises as he slipped away and dropped a last kiss on Marin’s brow. “Any human soldier’s gods that exist this far from home abandoned us last night. I wouldn’t expect any help from them — but I know Harrison Shapiro and the Riga community will be there, and that’s good enough.”

        “Good enough,” Marin echoed. His eyes closed, and memory seemed to consume him before he could throw it off.

        For the moment Travers left him to his thoughts. As often as not, Marin seemed to be able to find some internal balance, a kind of resignation, if not peace, and Travers guessed it was a Resalq technique. He wished he knew the trick himself as he watched Marin immerse himself in a silent ritual, and he made a mental note to have Mark teach it to him. Time to study was no longer an issue. For months, Travers thought bleakly, he would have little else but time.

        He was sitting on the side of the bed, wondering what a man had to do to get a meal, when the door hissed open, announcing Leon Sherratt. Bundled over his left arm were two flight suits in the plain silver-gray Fleet issue. Probably right out of someone’s locker, Travers thought, when this gunship was captured. He wondered fleetingly what had become of the crew — if they had changed their colors and were flying for Omaru now — as Leon deposited the flight suits on the beds.

        “Leon.” Marin offered his hand, and Sherratt took it carefully. 

        “You two are crazy,” Leon said conversationally. “Still, a little insanity is what it’s going to take to win this stupid war.”

        “It better be worth it,” Travers warned. “That was not fun.”

        “And you feel like shit. I know.” Sherratt shook out the flight suit, held it for him, helped him into it. “The medics say you’ll be fine, all you need is the long-term treatment. We had a message from the Earthlight. Bill Grant’s waiting for you. He knows exactly what to ask for, soon as we get to the Kiev.”

        “Leon, you seem to have forgotten,” Marin said quietly, “the Kiev is on the wrong side of the blockade, and we’re flying an outlaw flag. We’re not supposed to stop and ask for help — the plan was, the Earthlight would go through so fast, prepping for a Weimann transition, they’d never be entirely sure we were there, or who we were.”

        “Plans got changed,” Sherratt said dryly. “Vidal tells me, Colonel Alexis Rusch is one of us, and her people are watching for us.”

        “Which doesn’t do much for us,” Travers added, “when there’s sixty ships in the blockade, running three duty shifts per day.”

        “Vidal says —” 

        “I know what he says,” Travers sighed. “He wants to try for a rendezvous with friendly forces ... and it’s a dumb idea, Leon. If we run into unfriendly forces, get caught on our way out, the device we just half killed ourselves for is going to fall right into Fleet hands.”

        Sherratt looked away. “You guys can’t make it to Borushek.”

        “And we can’t take the risk of stopping by the blockade.” Marin sealed the soft gray fabric around his torso, leaving it open at his left shoulder. “It’s a lousy decision, Leon, but it’s already been made. We’re pulling out. It’s Borushek, in one haul.”

        “Then you and Travers are going to spend the rest of the war in the hospital,” Sherratt said darkly.

        “And the war might be over like that.” Marin snapped his fingers. “If the device is what you think it is.” He nodded at Travers. “Like he says, it had better be worth it.”

        “It is.” Leon took a breath, let it out as a hiss through his teeth. “I’m starting to wish I’d never heard of any of this.”

        “You don’t mean that,” Travers told him.
        “Don’t I?” The Resalq shrugged. “Maybe I don’t. Maybe. On the brighter side of things, we picked up Mitch’s brother-in-law. Tarrant took Marty Cimino aboard while we were standing by the UOH site. He’s in a bad way, but he’d be just as sick if he stayed on Omaru. This way, at least he’s fighting with a chance.” Sherratt drifted back to the door, and as it whined open he asked, “Is there anything you want?”

        “A meal,” Travers said tersely.

        “You’re ready to eat?” Leon was surprised. “I don’t think there’s anything in the medical rules that says you can’t. And you’ve got time — we don’t come up on the island, Vrangelya, for twenty minutes or so.”

        “Curt?” Travers lifted a brow at Marin. “You want to eat?”

        But Marin’s head shook. “Not yet. You eat too early, you only throw up. You’ll ... find out. But I do want to talk to Alec Tarrant, and I’ll take a cup of mild green tea, if there’s any such thing on this ship.”

        “I’ll scare one up,” Sherratt offered, and stood aside to allow them out of the infirmary ahead of him.

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Vrangelya was as inhospitable a body of land as Marin could imagine — which was a point in its favor. No one lived there; no one had glimpsed the Earthlight while she lay hidden, and the tropical storm which had blown up with twenty-meter waves and hurricane-force winds had curtailed the airsearch operation out of Komarov. The salvage ship stood exactly where they had left her. As the gunship crossed the coast, Marin was watching a threedee in the cockpit and he saw the heat-bloom of preflight engine firing. The reactors were idling, ready for the run out of Omaru, and since Tarrant had the authority to stand down the Komarov’s defense squadrons, Richard Vaurien’s crew had taken no measures to disguise the heat-bloom.

        The Trofeo was already loaded. The device was in the cargo trunk along with Roy Arlott’s rucksack. Leon Sherratt had left Omaru without so much as a backpack. He and Roy were in the rear of the lighter, sitting close and sharing an anxious silence. 

        For himself, Marin was aware of a coldness in the pit of his belly. An old shade had returned to haunt him. For the first time in years he glimpsed the faces of other victims of the Argos incident; some of them had not survived treatment. He knew exactly what lay ahead for himself and Travers. The coming months would not be easy, and his belly churned. If they had not brought Sherratt’s device out with them, he would have voted to try their luck with Alexis Rusch’s people, even if it meant being in Fleet custody. Rusch or Shapiro would not them languish there — not with the threat of Fleet interrogators who would winkle the data out of them. But the option was out of the question.

        With an odd sense of calm he looked beyond the blockade, even beyond the war — his own contribution, and Travers’s, was probably over. He could see as far as the high valley of Riga, the peace and quiet of Mark’s house, where he and Neil could wait out the months for cloned organs and glands to be grown, and attend too many appointments with specialists on the Fleet Borushek base.

        Under Vidal’s light hands the Trofeo came alive. The hangar was half-lit, and she stood in a pool of floodlight, between Avi Hersch’s truck and a couple of F-76 fighter-interceptors. Travers was on the other side of the lighter, talking in undertones with Cimino, and Marin studied Tarrant’s man with a frown. He was always pale, and Marin could not recall ten words he had spoken. But though he was thin, Cimino still had the remnants of an enormous physical strength, into which he tapped as if it were a battery. Before the war he must have been formidable, Marin thought. Inevitably, Cimino’s strength would fail, but even now the liquid brown eyes were filled with a stubborn determination Marin admired.

        “It’s been an honor, Captain.” Colonel Alec Tarrant spoke from Marin’s shoulder, and as Curtis turned toward him, he offered his hand. “Give my regards to Captain Vaurien, and Mark Sherratt.”

        “I will.” Marin shook the outstretched hand. “I won’t say ‘good luck,’ Colonel, because I know the old superstition. But I can tell you, you’re doing all the right things. Keep doing them a while longer, and I think ...” He frowned through the open hatch at Leon. “I think it’ll be over.”

        “One way or another.” Tarrant thrust his hands into the pockets of his brown leather jacket and tilted his head curiously at Marin. “They told me you’re making the slingshot right back to Borushek.”

        “They told you right.” Marin watched Cimino slide into the lighter and buckle the harness loosely. “We’ll survive, Colonel.”

        “Call me Alec,” Tarrant invited, and stepped back from the Trofeo. “I was going to offer the Earthlight an escort, as far as the blockade, but if you’re going out that fast, on pre-Weimann procedures —”

        “It’d be a waste of time and a pointless risk of hardware. Thanks anyway.” From somewhere, Marin produced a faint smile. “I’ll be watching CNS. Mark Sherratt’s people will unravel whatever mystery Leon’s discovered, and then ...” The smile widened. “It’ll take a while before Neil and I are in any condition to travel, but we’ll come back and visit. After the war.”  

        “After the war,” Tarrant echoed, and his face creased in the grin Marin had come to know. “I like the sound of that. I won’t say ‘good luck,’ but in the days of yore they used to say ‘godspeed.’ I don’t know what it means, but it’s a damn good lucky charm, and that’ll do.”

        A blue spinner had flashed on, and Marin gave it a glare. “I’ll see you, Alec,” he said quietly, and slid into the Trofeo beside Travers. Cimino was in the front with Vidal; in the back, Leon and his partner had not spoken in minutes. Marin ran up the harness and laid his right hand on Travers’s thigh, a silent communication which said so much, when words defied them both. 

        The hangar crew withdrew, and as the belly hatch rumbled open Vidal dribbled power to the repulsion. The lighter nosed out and down, and two hundred meters below the gunship’s nose, the Earthlight was concealed in its ravine by treetops and vines. The gunship stayed on station, covering for them while both the Trofeo and the Earthlight were vulnerable. Vidal feathered down on an Arago cushion and nosed into the open hold which served as a hangar.

        Green-gold daylight, filtered through the forest canopy, became the neon illumination of the hangar, and a spinner flashed as the hatch rumbled shut. The Trofeo’s engines shut down, and at once Marin felt the rumble of heavy lifters through every bone and joint. The Earthlight was already powered up, and before Marin had stepped down out of the lighter he felt the tiny wrench as she heaved herself into the air.

        The comm loop was open, and he heard Alec Tarrant: “We’ll follow you up to orbit, Major Vidal. We had no idea there were Fleet snoops in the Ross Valley. There could be others, hiding God-knows where. We won’t be letting them jump you before you’re clear of our airspace.”

        Vidal had gone ahead to the cockpit, while Marin and Travers were still trying to find the energy to unbuckle the harnesses. “We appreciate it, Colonel. Just follow us out.”

        The Earthlight was already making altitude. Marin forced his feet to the crew lounge and saw the brilliant blue of the high atmosphere, and a surreal mountainscape of massive clouds below. Someone down there would be battening down for a storm this morning. He stopped at the viewport to catch his breath, aware that Travers was beside him. He held out his hand and Neil took it tightly. 

        Together, they pushed on to the cockpit and subsided into the vacant rear seats where a comm technician and an engineering monitor might sit, if the ship were on a salvage job. Vidal was up front with Perlman. He had taken the weapons station and was prepping every system, while Perlman sat back and watched the AI pilot. Bill Grant hovered behind Travers and Marin, and Marin let his wrist be taken for a pulse. A fine needle slipped into the skin of his shoulder and Grant said quietly,

        “Immune boosters and antioxidants, Captain. You have no idea what’s going on inside your body right now.”

        “Yes I do,” Marin murmured. He watched as Travers received the same shot. 

        “I want to transfuse you,” Grant was saying. The Australian accent thickened with concern. “You might be twenty hours too late to head off shit by the time we make Borushek, but that doesn’t mean I have to sit on my ass and watch. I ran inventory on the infirmary and medlab when they told me what to expect. I can manage T-cells, antioxidants and a few drugs that’ll help. I can get you to Borushek in better shape than you might hope.”

        Marin was too tired to speak, and answered with a nod. The sky had darkened and he watched the brightest stars come on like carnival lights. The gunship was off the starboard flank, holding formation until they climbed out of Omaru’s deep gravity well, and then Tarrant was on the air again. With an intense effort of will, Marin forced himself to listen and understand.

        “We’ll be leaving you here, Major,” he told Vidal. “I assume your navdeck is loaded ... and ‘godspeed,’ whatever it means.”

        “Thank you, Colonel Tarrant.” Vidal rotated his guns and flicked on the headup display. “We owe you one.”

        “Rubbish,” Tarrant argued affably. “Just get that bloody thing where it’s supposed to be.” 

        “Affirmative that ... Earthlight signing out.” 

        As the gunship slid away and fell back into a down-orbit for re-entry, Vidal gave his complete attention to tracking and weapons. The blockade ships were distant on his screens, and beyond the orbits of Rashid and Bahrain space became busy with cruisers, frigates. Beyond them was the carrier Emil Morricone with a flock of Fleet tenders, and the extended super-carrier group spearheaded by the Kiev, which headed off the entire blockade. 

        The Kiev was sitting in the most-traveled traffic lanes, into and out of the Omaru system, with her group fanned out through 60° in every direction. Hellgate was angled off from the Kiev’s position, around 100° off the plane of the ecliptic — and the slingshot was by far the fastest way back to Borushek. If Travers and Marin had not been in jeopardy, Vidal might have dawdled back via another rout. 

        The Morricone was situated in opposition to the Kiev, covering the far-side of the Omaru system, with the support of cruisers and frigates. The remainder of the sixty ships on the blockade were fanned out to every navigation point, with several hundred sensor drones and gun platforms filling the gaps.

        The Earthlight’s tracking arrays were busy coordinating a monstrous data feed, while the ship accelerated away from Omaru, and Etienne, the AI pilot, patiently counted down the distance and time before a Weimann ignition could be initiated. The quarter-billion kilometers safe-distance threshold seemed immense to Marin. He watched with slitted eyes as Vidal tracked ships, drones, gun platforms, and the AI corrected course over and over to avoid them.

        Twelve minutes out from Omaru, Etienne murmured a warning. “They’ve picked us up,” Vidal said quietly. “We’ve been radar-painted three, four times. They know where we are ... they also know we’re headed out with our tail feathers on fire.”

        “Which has got to look suspicious,” Travers’s words were a fraction slurred with exhaustion but his eyes were open, and focused on the kaleidoscope colors of Vidal’s displays. 

        “You think?” Vidal recalibrated his instruments on the fly to drop out the sensor drones. They were of no consequence, now the blockade had seen them. More than a hundred tracking marks vanished. “It’s all about speed, from here on. Perlman?”

        She gave him a speculative glance. “How many times did you fly this same assignment, on the other side of the fence?”

        “You mean, how many times did the Delta Dragons try to stop an outbound blockade runner?” Vidal spread his hands. “I don’t know. Maybe forty, fifty times.”

        “And how many times did you succeed?” Perlman asked relentlessly.

        “Again, I don’t know,” Vidal admitted. “I’d have to guess, once in four or five.”

        Perlman turned back to the screens, where she was monitoring the performance of the AI while her hands hovered over the control surfaces, ready to take back command. “Then you know the odds. We have eighty percent odds of getting out ... or to put it another way, one chance in five of not.”

        “Colonel Rusch,” Vidal said pointedly, “is on our side.”

        “Your Colonel Rusch,” Perlman added, “is in command of one ship, not the whole sixty.” 

        “But it gives us a sharper edge,” Vidal argued. 

        The ship jinked through a course change so sudden, the deck tilted perceptibly and for several moments the engines redlined. Marin was watching, listening, and held his breath until the Earthlight leveled out and the drive engines smoothed. 

        He leaned forward for a better angle on the screen Vidal was watching. The navdeck was preloaded, and a great green swathe marked the exit corridor for the Hellgate slingshot. To Marin’s eyes it looked like a keyhole in a hangar door, but Etienne was driving toward it in a more or less straight line, if one overlooked the frequent weaving and ducking to skip under, over and around the fixed-position gun platforms.

        A marker beckon came up fast, issuing its own strident warning, but Vidal ignored it. “It’s just a smelter. They’re armed, but Alec Tarrant assures me they only shoot at Fleet ships. Goddamn it, I’ve lost a few good pilots around those mothers — Fleet doesn’t know they’re armed!”

        They were by in thirty seconds and the sensor pods on the Goldman-Pataki smelter ignored them. The Earthlight had a civilian profile. Any ship with a military profile leaving Omaru on this course would have been broadcasting an IFF, Marin guessed. 

        “Distance to Weimann transition window?” Vidal asked of the AI.

        Etienne’s pure, androgynous voice was unperturbed. “E-space window in one hundred and fifty million kilometers.”

        A telltale flashed red in warning, drawing Marin’s eyes to Vidal’s screens. “What’s that?”

        “A ship,” Vidal said darkly. “We can duck the gun platforms — you’d have to be blind and spastic to fly into one, but you’d be surprised how often it happens! — but we were radar-painted by a whole swarm of drones a while back. You had to expect ships. And this,” he added as he armed the weapons and cleared his triggers, “is where it gets nasty.”

        He was about to open fire on Fleet ships, and Marin appreciated the position Vidal was in. He would be responsible for the deaths of many brother and sister officers. Yet Vidal’s whole purpose for being here was a secret that was worth a Fleet firing squad. He was Robert Chandra Liang’s eyes and ears; he was a member of the Daku, just as surely as Curtis Marin was a member of Dendra Shemiji. Vidal had his own priorities, his own agenda. 

        If he could shoot to disable the incoming ships, and spare lives, he would. But his most fundamental agenda was about the Deep Sky, the end of the colonial wars, liberty on the frontier. And he must be keenly aware, Marin thought, of the precious cargo the Earthlight carried.

        “Looks like a gunship,” Vidal said tersely. “I’d say it launched from the frigate Cerberus. Too bad,” he muttered, “Roark and I used to play folgen with some of those guys.” 

        From the comm came a blare of white noise and a voice: “Civilian Outbound, cut your engines immediately. Civilian Outbound, you will cut your engines and follow me!”

        “Is that a fact?” Vidal tracked his cannons over. “Perlman, come left, just fly around them and head on out.”

        “You think they’ll let me?” Perlman demanded, pained.

        “Nope,” Vidal agreed, “but you will put me in a good position to get a shot into their hangar doors. Maybe I can get them a decompression to deal with, give them something else to think about.”

        Perlman’s face was set into a mask. “Coming about.” And into the Earthlight’s own comm loop, “Grab onto something, kids. They wanna play rough.”

        “Missiles! Jesus Christ, that’s not nice,” Vidal snarled. 

        His cannons followed the two tracks, he had a target-lock in seconds, but the range was close enough that blazing gases enveloped the nose of the Earthlight. Proximity alarms chimed, hull temperatures soared, and from the engine deck Jim Fujioka demanded to know what was happening. Both Perlman and Vidal were too busy to answer.

        The cannons continued to fire after the warheads detonated, and as Perlman went wide and under, Vidal raked the gunship’s starboard side and belly. Gouts of vapor gushed away into space, and the AI said with infuriating calm, “Four humans are in space.”

        “Armored?” Vidal wondered. “They’d be hangar crew, combatant. They should be.”

        “They must be,” Perlman guessed. “The gunship just broke off the attack to go fishing.” She looked over her shoulder at Travers and Marin. “One down.”

        “Distance to Weimann window?” Travers asked of the AI.

        “Too far,” Vidal said sharply. “Chill out, Neil. We’ll be out when we’re out.”

        “Ships coming in,” Perlman warned. “I’m seeing two, looks like they launched from one of the cruisers. Goddamn it, the cruiser’s starting to maneuver. She’s coming after the gunships. That’s too much firepower, Vidal — don’t go there.”

        Vidal grunted an agreement. “Find me a way out, lady. We’ve got Hellgate dead ahead, that’s where we want to be, and I’m seeing three gunships, not two — and that’s the cruiser Seiryoku. I know it, I know the captain. We’re not going to jink our way through.”

        “Shit,” Perlman hissed. “Hold on.”

        The Earthlight’s nose dropped and swung hard to port. The bright, sparkling mist of the Rabelais Drift climbed out of the canopy and the squadron from the Seiryoku fell away, first to starboard and then astern. Perlman opened the throttles wide. The Earthlight’s engine output was registering five percent over the redline, and Perlman was conferencing with Fujioka.

        “Five minutes,” he told her. “I can’t make promises or predictions after that. This ain’t my ride, Perlman. She’s Steve Ramirez’s bucket. He does good work, so does Rick Vaurien’s man, Ingersol, but — don’t push it.”

        “Don’t push it,” Perlman echoed in a growl. “What you wanna do, Vidal? We’re not going to get out this way.”

        As she spoke, she was weaving around the positions of several drone gun platforms, then the Earthlight leveled out and bolted into open space. Marin was watching the screens. The flood of adrenaline had woken him, instilled a little life into his brain cells, and he felt the unhealthy flutter of his pulse. They were running 30° off a bearing for the Drift, and the big, blue marker in the top right corner of Vidal’s screen worried him.

        “Vidal, that’s —”

        “I know what it is, Marin,” Vidal muttered. “It just turned out this way. And believe me, a guncrew from the Kiev will blow us to hell just as fast as one from the Cerberus. They don’t know us from a hole in the ground.”

        “And we,” Travers added, “are not about to tell them who we are.”

        “Nope.” Vidal was comparing vectors, values, velocities, instinctually running the rough calculations in his head. “Swing us around, Perlman. You want to be maybe 40° off the Kiev, go through fast, swing back around for a shot at Hellgate on the far side. And for chrissakes watch out for the smelters. There’s three of the bastard things out here, all of them abandoned, every one the size of a city, and only one skinny little radio beacon marking its position.”

        “I was briefed,” Perlman grumbled. “You look after your job, Vidal, I’m perfectly capable of — what in the fuck was that?”

        The cannonfire had come out of nowhere, not missiles but several thousand big-caliber rounds from a brace of rotary cannons. The Earthlight’s armor absorbed them, not quite shrugging them off, but the screens were peppered with red.

        “We’ve lost some sensors,” Perlman reported. “Nothing major yet. The bastard’s hiding behind the smelter.”

        “The bastard,” The comm said brashly, on a comm band so encrypted there was more than a second’s lag in signal processing, “is trying to get your freakin’ attention without getting himself cut to scrap, else he’d have let you maniacs go by and slammed a shrike missile up your ass. Vidal? Mick, are you aboard?”

        For a moment Marin was blank — he knew that voice, but a larger part of him denied it. But Vidal knew the voice too well. “Roark? Roark?”

        “Yeah, yeah, who the hell else would be out here waiting for you? Hubler barked. “I’m supposed to lead you out of the system, Mick, but you’ve stirred up a storm. Shit, what did you do? You’ve got the Seiryoku driving up behind you!”

        “We’re also running ahead of her,” Perlman muttered. “Who the hell is that, Vidal? Some bud of yours?”

        “You could say.” Vidal licked lips which were parchment-dry. “We need a corridor out to our Weimann window, Roark, and we need it fast.”

        “Fast, I can do,” Hubler said acidly. “Fast enough is something else. Come left 20°, down-angle 40° and follow me through.”

        Marin was watching Perlman’s aft-scan, and his throat was tight. The Seiryoku was coming up fast. Too fast. The Earthlight was staying ahead of her by a whisker, but both Marin and Travers were only waiting for Etienne to announce missiles or drones ‘in the air.’ As Marin looked on, Vidal primed the aft weapons arrays, and swore lividly.

        “Like the lady said, we lost some sensors,” he said over his shoulder in Travers’s direction. “Wanna guess where we lost ’em?” 

        “Damn,” Travers whispered. “Are we blind, aft?”

        “As a cave bat,” Vidal affirmed. “And we’re not fast enough. Fujioka?”

        The engineer might have been standing right behind him. “Here, Vidal, And if you’re going to ask for another overdrive on the reactors — don’t. Best I can give you is six Arago fields, overlapped and angled aft.”

        Which would repel an incoming missile, turn it aside, or else soften the impact when it hit. Repulsion screens were no substitute for armor, but the Earthlight was fortunate — she had both.

        “Do it, all the power you can pump in.” Vidal was trying to trick his way around the aft sensors, using other systems to get aft-scan, but nothing was working. “Roark?”

        “Yo,” Hubler responded from the stealthed gunship which had just popped out of the lee side of the smelter.

        “Roark, we’re blind aft, no sensors,” Vidal told him. “Aft-scan is so fried, I can’t even turn it over to the AI.”

        “You want I should cover your ass,” Hubler guessed. 

        “No, you idiot — cover your own!” Vidal snapped. “You cover my ass, and you’ll give away your position. You’re so far stealthed, the cruiser hasn’t seen you yet, and you can’t afford to let them.” He took a breath, swiveled in the seat and looked back at Travers. “Give me a data feed, Roark. Lock me into your aft-scan, pipe it straight to my AI. I’ll turn weapons over to the machine and sit back for the ride.”  

         “Can do. Smart boy,” Hubler said acerbically. “You owe me a cold one, Mick. Standby ... you reading?”

        The screens were alive with a massive datastream from the gunship, and the moment Etienne was fully oriented, Vidal surrendered weapons. He pulled his hands back to shoulder height and looked back at Travers and Marin. 

        “We’re all passengers now. Perlman, you know how to play follow the leader? Stick with the gunship — and if anybody knows a prayer, this would be a good time.”

        The snort over the comm belonged to Hubler. “There once was a pastor from Sark, who got himself lost in the dark —”

        “That’s not a prayer,” Vidal muttered, and then, “Jesus! They just launched four drone missiles, the full spread.” 

        “They read as Phaetons. I better come around, cover you,” Hubler began.

        “No!” Vidal’s voice was a harsh bark. “Do not compromise your position. You’re stealthed, Roark, you’re a ghost, you’re not supposed to be here!”

        If he was seen, and seen to be assisting an outbound privateer, the vast game Shapiro and Rusch were playing was up. Marin put his head back against the rest and reached for Travers’s hand. Neil clasped his wrist, but neither of them spoke. Four drone warheads were a death knell. Marin was not about to fool himself. The AI could not hope to intercept all four, and even one getting through the repulsion screen would cripple the Earthlight. 

        The drama played out in the threedee before Vidal and Perlman, and with a dreadful fascination Marin could not take his eyes away. Vaurien’s AI did well. Two Phaetons were tracked early, and the target-lock was good. Chain guns in the tail blew them away, but the signal lag between the two computers was a quarter second, just enough to make it impossible for Etienne to get a third target-lock.

        Fujioka’s voice was high, sharp over the comm. “I’m cutting power from all systems except the drive, everything goes to the Aragos. Gravity’s going to go off, people. Tie down and hang on tight.”

        Strapped into the seat, Marin was secure, but he felt the weirdness of freefall in the seconds before the third warhead plowed into the tail of the salvage tug. The Earthlight staggered but she rode it out, and aside from the proximity alarms the screens were clear.

        “We’re okay,” Vidal reported. “Etienne! Target lock?”

        “Negative targeting,” Etienne said calmly. “Trying to establish a lock. Eight seconds to impact. Seven. Six.”

        “Oh, Christ, no,” Travers whispered. His grip tightened on Marin’s hands. “No, no, no, no.”

        But nothing was going to stop the second impact, and following too soon after the first, the repulsion generators had not recharged the screen. The Aragos were howling, the vibration thrummed through the airframe. There was enough left to soften the blow, but not even Etienne knew by how much. The AI counted down and Marin laced his fingers into Travers’s, and held his breath as it hit.

        The Phaeton was a semi-intelligent drone with a heavy kick. The superbly simple AI mind came alive when the warhead was primed, twenty seconds before launch; its whole cosmos pivoted around target location and detonation, and when it was launched from astern of the target it focused on the heat signatures of sterntubes. The Arago screen was concentrated there, and Marin was watching Vidal’s display. The hull temperature soared dangerously in the seconds while the missile closed.

        The aft chain guns were still hunting for a target lock when the Phaeton hit. The impact was dead-center on the starboard sterntube, and the Earthlight shuddered. Hull temperatures were hazardous, and Fujioka shut down the Aragos as soon as the strike dissipated. Moments later the aft compartments flooded with cryogen, but Vidal’s and Perlman’s instruments were peppered with red, and both Marin and Travers could read the trouble.

        “We’re losing coolant,” Fujioka said into the loop. “I’ve got eighty percent pressure in the lines around the Weimanns, and it’s dropping while I watch. Shit, Travers, we ruptured something major.”

        “If we even attempt a Weimann ignition, it’s goodnight, sweetheart,” Marin whispered. He raised his voice. “Jim, it’s Curtis. Any chance the maitenance drones can get us fixed?”

        “Before that mother of a cruiser gives us another brace of Phaetons? No chance. It’d take us a good half hour to shut everything down, route around the damage, kickstart and test.”

        Vidal swiveled his seat to face backwards. “We gave it one hell of a good shot. Fleet has never moved one of the big ships to intercept before. I never saw it happen, Neil, in all the time I flew here. The Seiryoku’s bigger than we are, just as fast, and she’s a warship, not a tender, not a gunship. We push it ...” He looked from Travers to Marin, and back. “We force our hand, we die, right here, right now.” He gestured toward the cruiser which was coming up fast since the Earthlight began to wallow. “They can take us at whim. Right now, they’re seeing our troubles. They know we can’t even try for a Weimann jump.”

        “We’re busted,” Travers said succinctly.

        “We’re ... busted,” Vidal agreed. “The question is, what do we do with our payload? Fleet sure as shit isn’t getting its hooks on it.”

        “Dump it,” Marin said tiredly. “Dump it into space. One of Rusch’s or Shapiro’s people can track it down, pick it up later.”

        “Dangerous.” Leon Sherratt had stepped into the cockpit behind them. “You don’t know what it is.”

        “Neither do you.” Marin fixed him with a hard look. “Do you?”

        “I think I might,” Leon said carefully. “And dumping it in this part of space wouldn’t be my first choice.”

        “Then what — wait.” Vidal broke off and listened to the combug in his left ear. “Damn.” With a tap on the console, he cut the signal into the loop. 

        “Outbound Privateer, you will shut down your engines and prepare to be boarded.” 

        “Taken into custody and passed to Fleet interrogators,” Travers whispered. He looked at Marin out of eyes dark with exhaustion. “Richard lost a good friend this way. You remember the raceplane in the hangars aboard the Intrepid. Echo Company picked him up in the Drift ... he died under interrogation.”

         A wave of nausea, white hot and debilitating, overtook Marin. “For godsakes dump the thing. If it’s not aboard, we can stick to the story of being gunrunners out of Freespace.”

        “That story won’t keep us from interrogation,” Vidal warned.

        “But it might buy us long enough for Rusch to make a move,” Travers argued, “and Shapiro’s office to seize —”

        The comm issued a blast of radio distortion, and Roark Hubler’s voice made Marin jump. Cold sweat sprang from his pores and he swallowed the nausea with an effort of will. He forced himself to actually read the screens, and understand what Hubler was saying.

        The gunship had just unstealthed. Running lights and beacons winked on, the IFF announced it as Kiev Delta gunship, and the sensor blinds which had rendered it partially invisible to tracking shut down. 

       “Commander Seiryoku, this is Major Roark Hubler of Delta Company, Kiev Close Defense Squadron. I was in stealth pursuit, you beat me to the kill shot. I have the civvy runner under my guns. They’re dead as a duck, you do good work. Colonel Rusch’s orders, I’ll escort them back to the Kiev.” 

        A woman’s voice from the Seiryoku answered. “Copy that, Delta gunship. But watch yourself. They still have sublight capabilities, and they’re armed.”

        “Then you can escort the pair of us back to the Kiev,” Hubler said blithely. “Thank you for your assistance, Seiryoku. Much appreciated.”

        “Our pleasure, Delta gunship.” 

        The Earthlight shimmied, and reflexively Perlman shut down engines. Tractors from the Seiryoku had seized the ship. 

        “Tractors are enabled,” the Seiryoku’s comm tech reported. “Confirming that the privateer has shut down ... we’re right behind you, Major.”

        The Earthlight was dead mass, no more than a puppet. Perlman shut everything down and engaged the maintenance systems, and Fujioka was working constantly. Half-conscious, Marin heard him call Fargo to the engine deck to assist ... heard Travers talking in soft, desultory phrases with Vidal, and then there was silence from Travers’s direction, and when Marin forced open his eyes, Neil looked asleep.

        The prick of a needle roused him again and he saw Bill Grant’s face. “Sorry, Captain. I was trying not to wake you. It’s just antibiotics, antioxidants, some stimulants to get you through this.”

        The stimulants kicked in moments later and Marin sat up, knuckled his eyes and blinked his eyes to focus. Grant was giving Travers the same shot, the same apology and explanation, and framed in the forward canopy, the super-carrier Kiev was a dark leviathan against the sparkling storm of Hellgate, surrounded by her close defense ships. 

        With great skill, the Seiryoku’s AI maneuvered the Earthlight around and down, and docking ports were already cleared and prepped. Blue beacons flashed at a port just forward of the hangar bays, and Marin had flown a fighter-interceptor out of that exact hangar so often, he knew where they were headed. Hubler was returning to the Delta Dragons’ flight deck, and the Earthlight was about to dock at their supply portal.            

        Part of him relaxed a fraction. They were not quite in friendly territory, but Delta Squadron was the Kiev’s elite flight, answerable directly to Colonel Rusch. A tendril of hope wound through him, and he watched as the Kiev expanded to fill the heavens.

        He forced his feet under him as the Earthlight docked with a deep chime of steel on steel. Travers was blinking owlishly, and he had that paleness around the lips which betrayed the rebellion of his stomach. Marin gave him a hand to haul him up, and embraced him for a moment.

        For Neil’s ears only, he whispered, “Are you all right?”

        “No,” Travers said honestly, “I’m not. But ... this is almost home soil. I think maybe we’re in with a chance.”

        “Half a chance,” Marin allowed. He released Travers and looked up, past him, at the passage aft of the cockpit. Marty Cimino was standing there, ghost-pale, blue-lipped and anxious, which was bad for a man in his state of health. “Leon?” Marin called. And louder, “Leon!” Sherratt appeared from the crew lounge, and Marin said quietly, “Look after Cimino, he looks ... rough. Marty, just tag along with Roy. For all Fleet knows, you’re a civvy getting a ride out with some friends from the wrong side of the tracks. Understand?”

        Cimino’s voice was a husky whisper. “Oh, I understand. If they find out I’m with the colonial militia ...” 

        He fought a breath to the bottom of his ruined lungs and waited for a dribble of oxygen to reach his brain, but his eyes had a steely quality, and Marin knew why Alec Tarrant would want Cimino with him, even in this condition. There was no substitute for the years of experience in the field, and perhaps even the ruthless quality of a man who believed he had already given his life and had nothing else to lose. There was no trace of fear in Cimino’s face, and his voice was steady as he said,   

        “I hope you know what you’re doing, Marin.”

        “So do I,” Marin admitted with a wry expression which did not qualify as even the faintest smile. “Have a little faith.”

        The outer hatch was already opening. Vidal and Perlman were out first, Leon, Roy and Cimino behind them, and Marin and Travers stepped into the glare of the dock lights just ahead of Fargo, Inosanto, and Jim Fujioka. The engineer was furious; Fargo and Inosanto were watchful, cautious, while Roy Arlott was wide eyed and overwhelmed. Marin reminded himself, Roy was a language professor who had not seen the inside of a warship since he was twenty-two — and he had spent his whole five-year hitch as the comm tech on a Fleet tender. He belonged on a beach, unraveling the patchwork remnants of a dead language, or reading Resalq poetry to a class of bored science majors who were only in the room to make up their course credits.

        The dock lights were dazzling, but as Marin’s eyes adjusted he began to see faces against the drab gray background of inner hatches, palletized freight and status boards. He blinked his eyes to focus, determined to keep his grasp, but Grant’s stimulants were not as powerful as they should have been, which told Marin a great deal about the collapse taking place inside his own body and Travers’s. Neil was shoulder to shoulder with him, as if they were using each other as a reference point to stay in contact with the deck, and stay on their feet.

        The armed guards belonged to the Delta Dragons’ own security squad; several of the pilots were in the hatchway, and behind them were faces Marin and Travers knew. Vance Botero and Javed Manicu had both been busted for smuggling, and they were back on the crewdeck on special orders, direct from Alexis Rusch. 

        The Delta Dragons wore confused faces, but they were savvy enough to recognize the aftermath of a covert operation when they saw it. No questions were asked, no lies told. Vidal slapped hands, clasped shoulders, and the company moved aside as the whine of a hoverchair approached from the passageway connecting this dock with Delta’s hangar space.

        Roark Hubler threw his weight to maneuver the chair with a rapid, jerky movement which looked angry. Rage glittered in his eyes, Marin saw. His legs were still missing, and Vidal’s greeting was predictable.

        “What the bloody hell are you doing here? You’re supposed to be back on the base, getting your legs under you!”

        “Tell that to Rusch,” Hubler said brashly. “I was recalled early, to fly this goddamned op of yours. Seems there’s nobody else Rusch’d trust to do it and keep their lips zipped. Just me and the Dragons.” He looked around at the companions with whom he had lived and fought for so long. 

        “And your legs?” Vidal demanded. 

        “Crated, shipped along with me on the Chryse. I’ve had ’em on a couple of times.” Hubler’s ugly face twisted. “They don’t work right, and they hurt bad.”

        “They need to be fitted, adjusted, tailored,” Vidal said darkly. “You going back to Borushek, or are they doing the work here?”

        “They didn’t tell me.” Hubler backed off the chair and looked from face to face, in the group behind Vidal. “Marin and Travers I know ... who the hell are the rest?”

        “Later,” Vidal promised. “Get me a medcrew up here, Roark, fast. I’ve got two for deep decontamination, and I need a tank.”

        “Cryogen?” Hubler demanded, but he was already staring at Cimino. “What’s his problem?”

        “His lungs are stripped,” Vidal said tersely. “And he’s not in the service, so he won’t get treatment in a Fleet hospital, but we can get him back to Borushek. Tank?”

        Hubler gestured over his shoulder. “Ask Botero. You want anything on this barge, legal or il, he can get it for you. And if your man’s civvy, putting him in a Fleet tank’s got to be iffy.” The chair swung away toward the nearest comm, and Hubler punched it. “Medical emergency, medcrew to the Delta dock. We need you yesterday. Hustle!”

        In the back, behind the Dragons and their security squad, Vance Botero had heard his name. He pushed through, and nodded a cautious greeting to Marin, whom he had only known as a user, so hooked on VR, his brain was fried. “Major,” he said to Vidal, shifting the customary cigar stub from teeth to fingers. “What can I do for you?”

        “You heard, Vance. I want a cryogen tank,” Vidal told him in an undertone. “Any way you can get it. I don’t care. I want it on the Earthlight, and I want the big blond in it, before anybody gets a chance to ask questions.”

        The smuggler gave him a shrewd look. “What kind of questions?”

        “You don’t want to know.” Vidal dropped a hand on his shoulder. “Just do what you do. And another thing — Roark?”

        “Yo.” Hubler swung the chair toward him. “What now?”

        “Use Delta security, seal the Earthlight up tight and post a notice: on Colonel Rusch’s specific orders, ship, crew, passengers and cargo are impounded, pending transfer to General Shapiro’s office. Maximum security, refer all queries to Rusch’s department.” Vidal was looking at Travers. “That should be enough to hold the Fleet Intelligence bastards.”

        “It’ll be enough to get them looking sideways at Rusch and Shapiro,” Travers warned in a dry croak of a voice.

        Marin took a step closer to him. The dock lights had begun to blur in the periphery of his vision, and as he moved they swam dizzyingly around his head. “Shapiro has the weight to stop them.”

        “You hope,” Travers rasped. 

        “I ... hope,” Marin said groggily. 

        Voices blurred like the lights. Words separated out from sentences, and went wandering on their own. He heard ‘medcrew,’ and if a packet of sound could enter into a dance with the lights, this one did. He had lost contact with Travers’s shoulder moments before, and he turned, looking for him. Moving was a mistake. The deck heaved out from under his feet, the lights swam around his knees, and he thought he was in freefall. He tried to call Travers’s name, but his throat would make no coherent sound, and he tried to swat a swarm of bright bugs away from his face, not knowing they were the dock lights.

        It was only later when he realized hands had caught him, a gurney had slid under him, and he was riding a light repulsion field toward the infirmary.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Kiev, Omaru Blockade

 

Nano. No matter how often Travers suffered nano treatment it was always the same — he felt as if he had a fever. The malaise was also due to the concoction of drugs that had been fed into him via the IV tube for more than twenty hours. During the first sixteen he had been unconscious, and for the last four the IV had delivered an increasingly simple solution of electrolytes and steadily diminishing doses of the drugs. His limbs had a faint tremble, his senses were dislocated, his skin was hot but not a bead of perspiration would break. 

        They were out of the infirmary, but technically in close-custody in officer country, up on the dorsal levels of the super-carrier where the command corps lived and worked. A token security goon from the Dragons’ squad stood outside their door, but the quarters were comfortably large. To Travers’s surprise he had discovered that the threedee was online, and the system recognized him.

        For an hour, he and Marin had been sitting in the lounge area, drinking fruit juice and silently counting their many blessings. They would remain under professional observation for several weeks, but the Kiev’s decontamination specialists were some of the best in the business, and they were satisfied. Travers might have felt as if his body were lashed together from bundles of sodden noodles, but he was keeping down the juice, neither his skin nor his organs were hemorrhaging, and his mind was relatively clear. He knew the signs of recovery. 

        They were under orders to rest, dressed in ordinary flight crew fatigues without insignia, and their only connections back to the medical department were the telemetry patches which irritated a man’s back while they reported on BP, pulse, respiration and temperature. He longed to scratch off the patch, but his lifesigns would promptly flatline, and he could imagine the harangue.

        His thoughts were clear enough for him to be curious, and he used the threedee to discover the whereabouts and condition of the rest of the Earthlight’s crew. Marin was on his feet, pacing to and fro as if he were hunting for his balance, or the strength in his legs. He came to the threedee, both hands on Travers’s shoulders as Neil pulled up a chair and carefully petitioned for information which was probably classified.

         To their astonishment, they had clearance. Michael Vidal was ‘in conference’ with Colonel Rusch, and Leon Sherratt had been summoned to participate while Travers and Marin were sleeping. Roy Arlott was asleep and under guard in the quarters assigned to him and Sherratt. Cimino was securely tanked aboard the Earthlight, where Fargo, Inosanto, Perlman and Fujioka were technically in custody. Bill Grant was under guard, but he was in the Kiev’s infirmary, conferring with the decontamination specialists. He would be responsible for Travers and Marin on the long flight back to Borushek, and as always, Grant took the work seriously.

        Marin’s hands tightened on Travers’s shoulders. “Patience, Neil. You can’t rush the process.”

        “Recovery?” Travers turned the chair out from the threedee and stood with a grunt of effort. He opened his arms, and Marin came to him, leaned heavily against him. Arms wound around his waist, and Marin whispered something against his neck. “Say again?” Travers laid his cheek against the tousle of Marin’s hair. “That was garbled in transmission.”

        “I said, we’re a lucky pair of bastards,” Marin repeated. “And this is absolutely the last time. It’s the second time Shapiro’s shoved us through a meat grinder, and any debts we owed him are repaid. In fact, I think he comes out of this one owing us.” Curtis leaned back and frowned into Travers’s face as if he expected an argument. 

        “I think he owes us at least a decent furlough,” Neil agreed. “Something like a month, maybe two. Time to get a clipper back to Jagreth or Darwin’s — too far away for him to yank our chain and drag us back.” 

        “Darwin’s,” Marin mused. “What time of year is it, in the part of the world you come from?”

         “Spring, I think,” Travers said slowly. “Mind you, I could be dead wrong! It’s been a long time.” 

        “And I can hear the truth in your voice,” Marin added. He laced his fingers at Travers’s nape and pulled his head toward a kiss. “You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t throw you on the bed and ravish you ... it’ll be a while. You know about this, don’t you? The drugs and the nano take a lot out of you.”

        “I know.” Travers hunted for another kiss and said against Marin’s open mouth, which tasted of the juice, “What ‘truth’ did you hear in my voice?”

        “Oh, that.” Marin’s eyes were closed, his head tipped back, as if he were savoring being alive, being in Travers’s arms again — or perhaps being able to feel anything at all. “You’re ready to go home, aren’t you? You’re all done playing the hero, bumming around from system to system, looking for a better deal and then settling for a Fleet contract because it’s the only option.” His eyes opened and from somewhere he produced a smile, faint but convincing. “You’re quite ready to buy a place, put your feet up and watch the grass grow.”

        “On Darwin’s they say ‘Watch the fences rust,’” Travers corrected. He traced Marin’s features with his fingertips. “I could do that. I will do that, eventually. When the time’s right.”

        “And it’s not right now?” Marin demanded.

        “Not yet.” Travers released him and poured another round of juice. He handed a glass to Marin and looked out through the long viewport at the stars, the blockade, and beyond, Hellgate itself — too close. “It’s someone else’s turn to run the stupid-ass risks, but Shapiro’s still going to need us, and even if he doesn’t, you know Mark Sherratt does.” He lifted his glass to chink against Marin’s in a salute. “So ... you have a fancy for watching fences rust?”

        For the first time in an age Marin laughed quietly. “I’m sure I can find something to do.” He cupped Travers’s buttock and squeezed lightly to make his point.

        Travers was still searching for a suitable retort when a chime from the door announced their guard, and a secretary. The big, redheaded guard stood aside; she had unslung the service rifle but did not even gesture with it as the secretary looked into the room.

        “Please forgive the intrusion, gentlemen.” 

        The young man had one of the homeworlds accents. Travers could seldom tell one from another, and most grated on his eardrums. The name bar on his shoulder read ‘L’Engle, JP’. He was probably finishing out his first hitch, and he had worked his way into Fleet Intelligence, where his security clearance was high enough for him to serve as the CO’s aide — was he twenty-three, Travers wondered? The ebony skin was perfect, the pale blue eyes catlike, sharp, the accent deliberately cultivated. This kid was on his way up, by the express route. 

        “Colonel Rusch requests your presence,” L’Engle said pleasantly, “if you’re sufficiently recovered.”

        “Conferencing?” Marin asked. 

        “I don’t know, Captain ... and I’m sorry, I don’t know which of you is which.” L’Engle had the grace to look sheepish. “I haven’t been aboard long. I understand you flew with the Dragons until recently, but I wasn’t here.” 

        “Marin.” He jerked a thumb at Neil. “Travers. Is Major Vidal still with the colonel?”

        “I believe so.” The secretary stepped aside. “If you’re feeling equal to the task, Colonel Rusch is actually waiting for you.”

        “And it’s impolite to keep your CO waiting,” Travers added, on his way out ahead of Marin.

        He might have expected L’Engle to escort them to Rusch’s quarters or an office, even the auditorium where the officers’ mission briefings were conducted. Instead, L’Engle took them to the security elevator and punched for a down-car. 

        Up, Travers and Marin knew, were the ops room, the navtank, tracking, data processing, the comm arrays, and the access conduit to the computer core. Down was the executive quarters deck, but L’Engle punched for two decks lower, and Travers was mystified. He had not spent nearly enough time in this part of any super-carrier to know the geography. 

        He gave Marin a speculative glance, knowing Curtis had been promoted early in his hitch, and had spent a great deal of his time up here, studying. One more hitch, and he would certainly have been a major, probably in command of the Carrier Air Taskforce. A third hitch spent studying for carrier command, and if his record was exemplary he might have been a lieutenant-colonel, understudy to the captain of a super-carrier, in his early thirties. The thought was unspeakable. Travers wondered if it had ever bedeviled Marin. From the wry look on his face, it had.

        Three floors under the ops room, the elevator stopped on a deck Travers had never even known existed. The labs here were small, intimate, curved around the armored chassis of the computer core. If the Kiev were destroyed utterly, the last intact part of her would be that kevlex-titanium shell, a half-meter thick. 

        “Ah, Captain Travers, Captain Marin.” Alexis Rusch barely glanced toward the door. “Thank you, Lieutenant, that’ll be all.”

        “Couldn’t I interest you in coffee, ma’am?” L’Engle hovered long enough to score a few extra points. 

        “I believe you could. Thank you, Paul — one of your better ideas.”

        Rusch was intent on the lab’s main threedee, configuring it to do what, Travers could not imagine. Without looking away from it, she beckoned him and Marin closer. She was in a crisp, fresh uniform, but she had the look of a person who had not slept in days and was functioning on caffeine and sheer determination. 

        In the shadowed rear of the lab, Leon Sherratt was working, probably pounding his way through a report or a formal presentation, Travers guessed. Leon looked up only long enough to nod and mumble something semi-coherent, but a second shadow moved behind him, and Marin murmured in surprise.

        In the rear of the lab — back in the shadows, Travers observed, in an exile, an isolation, he imposed on himself — Tonio Teniko made no greeting, though he acknowledged their presence with a quick, almost furtive glance.

        “Teniko?” For the moment Marin ignored both Rusch and the threedee she was setting up. “What the hell are you doing here, Tonio?”

        He seemed to bristle at the interruption, and certainly resented the question. “Colonel Rusch asked me to brief her,” he said stonily. 

        “On Miss Jazinsky’s work,” Rusch elaborated. “No one is better qualified to bring me up to speed on what she, Ingersol and Mark are doing, and I thought he might crack open a window for me on Mark Sherratt’s own work. Back at the house in Riga, I did spend several hours listening to Mark, but I have to confess — he lost me after the first twenty minutes. Like any student, I’ve been trying to catch up ever since.” She flashed a rare smile at Teniko. “My walking cram notes over there is waiting for a scotch-rocks ... can I offer you something, gentlemen? Michael will be back momentarily, with the makings.”

        “Nothing, thank you.” Marin shared a glance with Travers, and threaded between the clutter of machines. “There’s more to you being here than a briefing, Tonio. I’m not that dense. What goes on?”

         “We modeled the fuel element.” Teniko’s stormy eyes shifted to Travers. “He called it the Zunshu ‘top-fuel,’ if you remember.”

        “We’re not likely to forget,” Travers said dryly. “You have a model? Then it can be manufactured?”

        “No,” Rusch said from the threedee. “Not manufactured. I could wish! But the technology is far in advance of anything we possess, and I suspect it would have defeated the Resalq even at the height of their civilization.” She looked up through the haze of the holosphere. “And in any case, why would the Resalq commit their resources to manufacture it when you go out and get the stuff?”

        Travers put a hand to his head. “Whoa. You left me behind a half-sentence ago. You mean, you found a source for the Zunshu top-fuel? Do they ship?”

        A husky chuckle issued from the bottom of Rusch’s chest. “Hardly. But Jazinsky’s model tells us where we can source the material ... we know what it is, and we know where to find it. It’s been staring me in the face for weeks. Jazinsky too.” She nodded at Teniko. “This young man —”

        “Stumbled over it ... and when I did, it was so obvious I kicked myself for a moron.” Teniko stepped out of the shadows and lifted his chin as if he thought he had to defend himself. “Sherratt’s known for much longer. I think he’s guessed all along, but he’s said nothing.”

        “He wanted to let you and Jazinsky figure it out for yourselves.” Marin indulged himself in a smile. “It’s Mark’s way of teaching.”

        “Then he should wake up to himself,” Teniko said harshly. “There isn’t time to screw about with teaching and figuring and reinventing the wheel for the tenth time in recent history — and finding out, when your project’s finished cooking, the goddamned thing is square!” 

        The smile was gone but Marin’s face remained pleasant, albeit thoughtful. “I’ve shared your point of view for some time, Tonio. However, I’ve also known Mark for many years, and I don’t think he can stop teaching! It’s what he does. And you’re right, Tonio.” Using the boy’s name deliberately, trying to make contact, find a way through the armor. “Mark probably woke up to the answer weeks ahead of you. But I’d guess he also knows there’s nothing to be done with or about the knowledge, until the rest of the puzzle has been hammered out ... and in the meantime, take it from an old hack, Tonio: it’s better to learn than be told.”

        “Don’t patronize me,” Teniko began nastily as pent-up anger seethed to the surface.

        “Mister Teniko.” Rusch neither raised her voice nor snapped, but every syllable cut like a razor. “As you are well aware, I respect your knowledge and I’m grateful for your assistance. However, I’ve told you several times, you’re only one of my assistants, and I neither condone nor tolerate abuse of the others. If you wish to leave, merely say so, and I’ll provide transport to wherever you desire to go. But as long as you’re availing yourself of my resources, you will respect the other members of my team.”

        Travers was speechless, and stifled a snort of laughter. She had put into bald words everything Vaurien, Jazinsky and Mark Sherratt had been trying to say for months, and she had done it without a snarl, or even a glance in Teniko’s direction. The young man was muzzled, but he was far from happy. Travers saw a blazing tide of rage, licking around the edges of a mask he pulled haphazardly over the stunning Lushi features.

        “Tonio?” Marin’s voice was pitched low, very soft. “What’s wrong?” Teniko looked away, but not before both Marin and Travers has seen the quick tears. “Tonio, where’s Richard?” Marin asked carefully.

        “On Ulrand. He and Jazinsky took Shapiro there, when the sonofabitch senator, Rutherford, got insystem.” Tonio’s back was turned to them but his voice was level. “Rich and I ... we sort of had a disagreement.”

        Knowing Teniko, it was likely to be a terrible understatement. Translation, Travers thought: they had come to blows, and both had retreated to lick their wounds and rethink the relationship. The fight could only have been about the genetic redesign Teniko had already scheduled, and Travers was not about to broach the subject. He could imagine the flashfire as Teniko erupted — moments before he marched out and demanded a transport back to Velcastra. And despite Rusch’s house rules, she needed him here. 

        “You met Senator Rutherford?” he asked instead, neatly diverting the subject.

        “I met him.” Teniko scrubbed his face with the back of his hand and returned to the threedee where he had been working. It was set back in the shadows, and he retreated gratefully. “Rutherford’s the usual homeworlds bastard. He knows every answer to every question in the Deep Sky, he knew it all before he shipped out of Earth.”

        “And by gods,” Rusch added, “he’ll pound the evidence with a mallet to make it fit the Confederacy’s requirements.” She paused as Vidal appeared. “Michael, I’d almost given up on you.”

        Brandishing two bottles held by the necks in one large hand, and an ice-bucket in the other, Vidal swept through the lab and commandeered space on one of the benches. “I was waylaid,” he told her as he hunted for glasses. There were none, so he improvised with several abandoned mugs. “Roark Hubler’s up on his legs, sweating and swearing, trying to walk a straight line ... damnit, Alexis, I don’t think I could go through that.”

        “No one does it by choice,” Travers said acidly. “Think about Avi Hersch and Marty Cimino.”

        “I think he’s saying, there’s a war on,” Rusch added.

        “No, really?” Vidal had been rinsing mugs at the water cooler. With a flourish he divided up the ice and twisted the cap off one of the bottles. “Not for much longer.”

        For the third time since he had stepped into this lab, Travers felt as if he had missed something vital. “Come again?”

        “The war,” Vidal told him as he slopped scotch into two mugs and slapped one into Travers’s hand without asking if he wanted it or not, “won’t last long. You anywhere near ready, Alexis?”

        “Done and done.” Rusch stood back from the threedee at last, and gestured at the mugs. “I’ll take one of those. And before you drink, Captain Travers, consider the drugs and nano you’re full of. They don’t mix well with spirits.”

        Without a word, Vidal held out his hand, and Travers passed back the mug. “They told me it’d be a month or so before we should drink anything stronger than coffee,” he admitted. 

        “Fortunately, the resourceful Lieutenant L’Engle will be back shortly with a pot. I recruited him myself. He’s a republican by inclination ... one of us, in fact, Michael. You can speak freely in his company — I trust him.” Rusch tried the scotch and made a face. “What the hell is this?”

        “The best you’re likely to get at short notice,” Vidal said ruefully. “They tell me it’s from Pakrenne. It won’t actually rot a hole in your guts. At least, not permanently.”

        She gave him a disgusted look. “Try having a quiet word with that smuggler friend of yours.”

        “Vance Botero?” Vidal’s brows rose.

        “He owes me several favors. Call in a few.” Rusch cast a glance around the group. “If we’re all ready, I’d like to begin.”

        Begin what? Travers had resigned himself to being mystified. He and Marin swiveled a couple of chairs as the lights lowered and the threedee came alive. 

        Rather than the display being desktop, Rusch had configured the projector. The holosphere was more than three meters wide, filling most of the lab’s open space, and she was standing in it as a presentation began. She moved to the edge, so as to see it clearly herself and not distort the projection.

        “This,” she said crisply, “is a reconstruction of the device Mister Sherratt stole ... borrowed ... from the particle physics laboratory at the University of Omaru, Hydralis — magnified nine hundred percent, of course, and with the carapace removed to give us a look at the insides.”

        Almost three meters long and half as wide, roughly cylindrical but tapered slightly at either end, the device tumbled slowly in all three axes, displaying itself from every angle. Rusch thumbed the remote, and a flock of yellow labels popped up. Each of the internal components which had been identified was ID-tagged; and while Travers and Marin had slept through the worst of the treatment, Rusch, Teniko and Sherratt had clearly worked around the clock.

        “The carapace is made of the same alloy as the probe which the Wastrel snatched out of the jaws of a temporo-gravitic event,” Rusch mused. 

        “We can duplicate it,” Teniko offered. “In fact, the workshops on the Wastrel are doing it right now. It’s a slow process, but Richard ... Captain Vaurien,” he almost spat the name, “estimates enough material should soon be available to armor a probe ship for a flight into the actual e-space guts of Hellgate. The space Sherratt’s people call El’arne.”

        “The insides of this little machine,” Rusch went on, “are not so simple, but Mister Sherratt — Leon — was correct in his guesswork. When it comes to this technology, a Resalq guess is a dimension ahead of human sweat and tears!” She gave Leon a wry glance. “Would you take over here? I must go and find out what happened to my secretary and the coffee, before I fall asleep on you.”

        “The last couple of days have been rough for us all,” Sherratt said to Travers and Marin as he came up to the threedee. “You missed quite a show here.” He watched Rusch step out of the lab and gave Vidal a crooked half smile. “She’s very bright.”

        Vidal’s eyes turned to the ceiling, or the gods. “Get her and bloody Jazinsky in the same room, and I should send out for an interpreter.” He gestured at the threedee. “Go ahead. In terms we can all understand, if you don’t mind.”

        “As I’d guessed, the device is a smartmine,” Leon said simply. “It has an unsophisticated AI, not too unlike the ones in our missiles. The Shrike, the Phaeton, the Talon, all have a primitive mind. They know how to do one thing, they do it very well, and when their job is done, they don’t exist any longer to get any smarter.”

        “A mine?” Marin leaned closer to the display. “So, Omaru discovered — what, a field of these?”

        “Seeded in space,” Leon affirmed. “And they’ve been there a very, very long time. They’ve claimed a number of ships over a century or so, but we speculate the Resalq who passed through the Omaru system nine hundred years ago used different routes, which makes sense if you think about it. The Resalq knew the Zunshu were right behind them, coming out of Hellgate ... knowing that, you’d sneak into a habitable, clement system from the opposite direction, to take on food or water, or whatever. Why make it easy for them to destroy you? 

        “So the Zunshu minefield was seeded in the old Resalq traffic routes, not the human ‘roads,’ but occasionally your ships — and ours, in these later years! — blunder into them. According to public records, more than twenty vessels have been destroyed in the last century, but the incidents were spaced so far apart, it took a long time for the authorities to make a connection and get suspicious. Especially since there was never any wreckage to recover, to even speculate on what caused the event. 

        “But the last ship to be lost was investigated because it was in the service of the Omaru militia, and they can’t afford to lose warships. They have the grand total of four, all of them hidden, held in reserve against the day when Fleet makes its move.”

        Vidal grunted eloquently. “The day’ll arrive, Leon. They know that on Omaru ... they have to know it on Ulrand too. Christ, the word coming down the pipeline is, as soon as Ulrand secedes from the Confederacy, there’ll be an invasion force.” He leaned both elbows on his knees and met Travers’s eyes with a bitter expression. “Roark was telling me this, while you guys were in the infirmary. The Shanghai went on full battle-alert a week ago. It’s got to be them, Neil — a whole bloody super-carrier battle group. They’ll grind Ulrand up for fertilizer.”

        “Is this scuttlebutt?” Travers demanded. “Or solid intel?”

        “A little of both.” Vidal paused as Rusch stepped back in. L’Engle was a pace behind with a tray, a jug of coffee and stacked mugs. His security clearance was the equal of Rusch’s, and he filtered every particle of data she received. Vidal barely glanced at him. “I can tell you this much Neil. Fact: the Shanghai has received nine tenders in the last five days. She’s taking on interceptors, gunships, ordnance, and a double-compliment of Marines. Tenders have been shuttling out of the Middle Heavens for the last three weeks. Add up the numbers any way you want, it comes back to one thing.”

        “The invasion of Ulrand,” Marin said bitterly.

        “You can’t blame the Confederacy,” Leon said in resigned tones. “If Ulrand were just allowed to secede, it’d set a dangerous example for systems like Velcastra, Jagreth, Pakrenne. They’re only waiting, watching, to see what happens at Omaru —”

        “And overnight, Ulrand would become a safehaven,” Rusch added, “out of which Republican pilots and the colonial militia could harass Confederate shipping.” She took a coffee and sat down between Travers and Teniko. “The invasion of Ulrand is a safe forecast, and you’re right, Michael, they’re taking on such a warload, it can only be the Shanghai carrier battle group.” She paused to drink. “And I do not envy Captain Lemuel Palmer.”

        “You know him?” Marin took a mug from Vidal, who was passing them along. 

        “Not socially, but we attended the same symposium three, four years ago, and before that we met several times on Borushek, before either of us was in carriers. If I’m a scientist, Captain Travers, Lemuel Palmer is a politician ... he’s from Earth, which is probably why they’ll assign him the invasion of Ulrand. The government of Earth knows it can trust an Earther ahead of any colonial.”  

        She spat the word, and it was not a pleasant one. It was derogatory, inflammatory, the worst kind of insult. Travers had never heard a profanity from Rusch before, and he gave Marin a curious glance.

        “It’ll be bloody,” Marin said quietly. “I wouldn’t want to be there. Ulrand won’t let them just walk in and take over.”

        A chill took Travers unawares, and with a flash of precognition he whispered, “The Shanghai could fly into a mercenary force right out of Freespace.”

        Vidal was nodding. “You and I both know this. The Confederacy must know it too, but — what the hell? They’re only colonials, they’re just local yokels. Ten, fifteen million people die, who cares? Fleet’ll swat them like moths, right?”

        “Wrong,” Marin whispered. 

        “As Lemuel Palmer will no doubt learn, to his cost,” Rusch finished. She gestured at the threedee. “And what Omaru has known for six months ... what every officer on this blockade has been guessing for the same length of time ... is that the tide of war is about to turn. Mister Sherratt?”

        Mildly exasperated, Leon sighed. “I do have a name, you know.” He stood, and stepped into the blue haze of the threedee. “The device is actually pretty simple. The brains are housed in a sphere the size of a golf ball. They’re holographic, very different from any human tech, but Jazinsky and Teniko figured out an interface when they captured the probe.

        “They downloaded the probe’s brains. Using the same model, we were able to download this thing’s brains — and I use the term loosely. If it were a living creature, I’d have to call it a ganglion. The mine is more intelligent than a cockroach. A roach will happily scuttle about for days after you remove its head, and it finally dies when it runs out of fuel, because its feeding apparatus is gone. 

        “The device? It’s a couple of rungs higher on the brains ladder, but most of what it is, does, and knows, is no more than a kneejerk. Like any mine.” He regarded the model, still tumbling slowly in the threedee, with a deep frown. “It’s probably as smart as a spider, which knows how to spin a web, wait for prey to fly in, then — wham. Dinner.”

        Something had been bothering Travers for some time, and as he brought a mug to his lips he heard Jazinsky’s voice whisper in the back of his mind: You can only stuff so much into a breadbox. He tried the coffee and cocked his head curiously at Leon.  

        “The thing’s only the size of a football, Leon. You couldn’t pack enough demolex into that space to hurt a big ship. Or any other explosive we know. You, uh, found the warhead? This is Omaru’s big secret? Some new kind of explosive?”

         “I wish it could be so simple.” Sherratt’s cheeks puffed out, and he glared at the device. “This part’s beyond me. I didn’t get past Resalq high school physics. I know what the little bugger is, and what it does, but I can’t explain how it does it. Colonel?”

        “I do have a name,” Rusch said wryly, and yawned. “If you’re waiting for me to explain how it works, you’re going to be disappointed. Your father ... pardon me, your e’quero ... is the only one I know who might, and I say might, be able to explain it.” She turned an oddly bland face to Travers. “There’s no explosive component, Captain. There’s a power source ... a mere fragment of your ‘Zunshu top-fuel,’ in fact. But before you ask, the mine does not detonate. It doesn’t destroy its target with an explosion.”

        “Then ...” Marin took a sharp breath. “Imploson?”

        “Give the man a cigar,” Teniko rasped.

        “It’s impossible,” Marin whispered. “The power you’d need to initiate a — is there even a term for it?”

         “An emergent gravity event,” Rusch said tiredly. “I’ve spent more than half my life studying such events. You know me well enough: the only reason I put my name on a Fleet contract and looked for a carrier command was to get myself into Hellgate. Gravity is my field, my specialty ... but the enemies of your people, Leon, the Zunshu, make me feel like a novice.”

        “Which bodes bloody ill,” Vidal said darkly.

        “Hm?” Rusch chuckled. “Not really. I can actually tell you a lot about the device, Michael. It’s a one-shot mechanism which destroys itself in order to destroy its target, and it achieves this with an implosion very similar to the consequences of a Weimann ignition failure. 

        “Do you know our history, Leon? In the early days of e-space starflight such failures happened with terrible frequency. You may not know this, but the Weimann engine we’re familiar with is the third-generation starship engine. Before Foster Weimann nailed every solution to every problem, there were the massive ion drives of the Twenty-second century, then the Auriga engine. The Auriga was a genuine e-space system, good enough to open up the Near Heavens ... you just didn’t dare sneeze around them, much less turn your back and leave them unsupervised for half an hour! In engineering terms, they were monsters ... Michael?”

        “The Aurigas liked to melt down,” Vidal said slowly, as if he were recalling history classes so long ago, they were no more than snapshots from his youth, before his conscription papers were delivered. “When an Auriga misfired, and they did it way too often, you got an almighty implosion. Whole colony ships were swallowed. One of them ...” He hunted for the name.

        “The Lombard Explorer,” Marin supplied. “She was headed out to open up some colony in the Middle Heavens, with more than a quarter million people aboard in cryogen. In those days it’d be a three month flight, it was good economy to haul sleepers. The Explorer shoved off from her last fuel port, Sheckley, then she was gone, like that.” He snapped his fingers.

        “Too little of her was left,” Rusch finished, “for investigators from the insurance underwriter to guess what happened.” She yawned expansively. “The Auriga engine got humans out here, Leon, but the cost in lives and hardware was shocking. Colloquially, these days, we call all starship engines ‘Weimanns,’ but don’t believe it! Murchison Aerospace was based on Darwin’s World and Rethan, way back in the home colonies, the Near Sky. Their shareholders became disgustingly rich when the Auriga entered full-scale production, but even they sighed in relief when Foster Weimann solved their problems. He was at AragoTech when he wrapped the project, and Arago still owns the patent.”

        “So this device,” Travers mused, intent on the threedee, “mimics a Weimann ignition gone wrong?” 

        “You got it,” Rusch agreed. “Now, you’re about to ask how the mine does this with equipment you can stuff into an object the size of a football? I honestly don’t know — yet. Give me time, Captain.”

        “Give the Resalq science community time,” Sherratt corrected. “I’m sorry, Alexis, but you know the truth: you’re playing catch-up. The Resalq specialists are many jumps ahead of you, and we’re almost out of time. I have a sour feeling in my gut. The situation on Ulrand could be the catalyst. The Confederacy is a juggernaut. It takes a lot to get it moving, but once it’s rolling, it’s difficult to stop it. If they succeed at Ulrand, they’ll crush Omaru next before they even begin to slow down.”

        In as many seconds, Alexis Rusch seemed to age through ten years. She set down the coffee and massaged her eyes, leaving them bloodshot. “I know you’re right, Leon. But I also know the section of the Resalq science community that specializes in Zunshu technology — specifically temporo-gravitic devices — is on Kjorin. Your brother and his partner are still there, and the last I heard of the Rainbow Voyager, she was shuttling between Saraine and Kjorin, running supplies in one direction and data in the other. Your scientists are examining a stasis chamber, Zunshu tech almost identical to the object which caused the El Khouri event on Ulrand.”

        “Kjorin.” Sherratt pretended to shudder. “Not my favorite place in the cosmos. But it’s where the device needs to be.” Rusch opened her mouth to protest, and he went on quickly, “Alexis, Fleet doesn’t know the facts about Kjorin. Nobody outside this room knows the truth.”

        “Some of us inside this damned room don’t know about it,” Vidal said brashly. “I never even heard of the place.”

        “Later, Michael. I’ll brief you.” Rusch stood and paced stiffly between the threedee and the bench where Vidal had left the scotch. The alcohol might have been unspeakable, but she poured a shot into the bottom of a mug and tossed it down neat. It roughened her voice as she turned back. “You’re right, Leon — again. This tiny device is the biggest thing that ever happened in the Deep Sky. If,” she rasped, “we can duplicate it. How many does Omaru have?”
        “They managed to capture eighteen.” Leon sank into the nearest chair and began to massage his scalp as if he had a crushing headache. “They triggered seven before they found a way of catching them in tenuous Arago fields ... picture a kind of web with less than the trigger-sensitivity of the mine. And even this was only the beginning of their trouble.

        “These mines are dimly aware of their world. They’re bright enough to tell an asteroid from a ship, they have enough sensors to ping a passing object and tell metal from rock. They seem to key on the mass of a passing metal object: they don’t trigger when a piece of junk goes by!” Sherratt frowned into the threedee. “The minefield was seeded into an area where stragglers from Omaru’s two asteroid belts wander in weird orbits. Space was already a mess before the colony got busy, and since then — well, there’s been so much rubbish in that system for the last century, cranked out by Goldman-Pataki and their smelters, it doesn’t surprise you that the mines were never seen!

        “The devices are comparatively tiny, and ambient with the temperature of other bodies in space ... roughly a hundred degrees warmer than the background temperature of space itself.” Sherratt turned away from the threedee and stretched out his back and shoulders as if they ached. “The challenge was not only to capture the mines, but to deactivate their dim little brains, so they can’t ever trigger until they’re released, or told to ... without setting them off in the process. As you can imagine, it wasn’t easy, and they did lose seven, finding a way. Tonio?” 

        Teniko took up the story while Leon investigated the coffee pot, in search of a last cup. “Eventually, they found they could get a grip on them with Arago fields so tenuous they barely existed. The mines were maneuvered, one at a time, at about a centimeter per hour. They were subjected to very slow, very gradual warming, bringing them up to around zero degrees. 

        “And then each individual was flash-frozen.” Teniko snapped his fingers. “In an instant ... less than a hundredth of a second, allowing no time for reaction ... each device was enclosed in a cryogen bubble which, as you know, effectively shorts out any mechanism we know how to build. It turns out, we got lucky for once: Zunshu devices are based on the same fundamentals of physics as our own ... and they’re just as vulnerable.

        “Once the devices have been instantaneously super-cooled,” Sherratt finished, “they go inert. The AI’s physical brains shut down. It goes dormant, and will continue to hibernate until its temperature is increased to a level where the system will auto-reboot — which is the only reason I was able to bring one out of there.”          

        “And why it was sealed in a containment vessel,” Marin added.

        “Jesus,” Vidal muttered, “where is it now?”
        Teniko snorted, which may have been an expression of wry humor. “Still in a cryogen tank. We kept it cold, manipulated it with drone lobster-claws, and I was still pissing myself every second we messed with it.”

        “So you borrowed one of eighteen mines,” Rusch mused, “and Omaru should have seventeen left.”

        “That’s the math.” Sherratt’s shoulders slumped. “Seventeen. No way in any world can specialists from Omaru copy them, and make any more. They brought in some kind of specialist from Velcastra, but they’re wasting their time. They don’t have the foundation in Resalq or Zunshu tech to begin to know what they’re looking at. 

        “You know what Omaru will do with them, Alexis. The plan is, they’ll be warheads, installed in civilian planes so small, any pilot in Fleet would just laugh when they see them coming. No one would waste the ammunition to swat them. Fleet will stop laughing when the Kiev vanishes. When the five or six biggest ships in the blockade vanish right after her, the Confederacy will know something’s up. They’ll get the hell out of the Omaru system, because they don’t know there’s only seventeen of these things ... and when the mines are gone, they’re gone.”

        When they were gone, Travers thought bleakly, what became of Jagreth, Velcastra, Pakrenne, Lushiar and fifty other Deep Sky homeworlds who were only waiting to see Fleet back off from Omaru before they declared their independence? Perhaps Ulrand could hold off a super-carrier battle group with a mercenary force out of Freespace, but there were not enough mercenaries in the Deep Sky for that trick to work more than once, twice. 

        The same thoughts must be haunting Marin, he knew. Curtis’s eyes were shadowed. “The machine shops on the Wastrel are producing the alloy of the carapace,” he said softly, studying the threedee. Rusch answered with a mute nod. “And you can duplicate the AI.”

        “That’s the easy part,” Teniko muttered. “They’re brainless as a trapdoor spider.”

        “Then, you’re putting your faith in the Resalq science team,” Marin went on, “and their ability to understand the technology. Reverse engineer it, blueprint it, so our machine shops can manufacture these in bulk.”

        Sherratt’s face was pale in the shifting blue light of the threedee. “My people have about a thousand year head-start on yours, Curtis. They’ve been studying Zunshu devices not unlike this one, and the stasis chambers, since your people lived in caves.”

        “Not quite,” Marin said, amused, “but I take your point, Leon. When the Zunshu destroyed the Resalq, humans were still sailing before the wind in wooden ships, persecuting anyone of another faith or color, and marveling over the fact the world was round.” He gave Rusch a speculative look. “He’s right, Colonel. Kjorin is where this thing should be.”

        She was stretching her spine with an audible crackling of joints. “Kjorin is where it’s going, as soon as repairs on the Earthlight are complete. Take a cruise out there, Marin. Sleep, let the nano heal you, get well. I’ll make sure Medic Sergeant Grant is fully equipped and trained to handle any problem you and Travers might suffer. I’ll also signal Captain Vaurien, have him come here directly, as soon as the Wastrel leaves Ulrand. I’ll brief him and Harrison Shapiro in person.” She frowned at the threedee. “Intelligence about this won’t leave this room, until it has to.”

        “Has to?” Travers was getting tired, and getting slow.

        “You need to rest,” Rusch observed. “You’ve missed the pivot point of this project, haven’t you?”

        “I must have.” Travers passed a hand before his eyes. 

        “The top-fuel,” Marin said huskily. “The fuel you predicted, Neil, a long time ago. Jazinsky and Tonio defueled the Zunshu probe. They modeled the fuel element. They know what it is — they know it can’t be manufactured. But Colonel Rusch said they found a source. We know what it is, we know where to find it.”

        “Damn,” Travers growled. “So, what the hell is it?”

        “An element,” Rusch said with some satisfaction. “Super-heavy, so far off any periodic table I understand, it should be a fantasy. Or, if it existed, it should have a half-life of around five nanoseconds. But it doesn’t, Captain. It’s stable. It’s real. In fact, elements like this are common in nature.”

        “You’re kidding me,” Vidal accused.

        She angled an exasperated look at him. “Common in nature, Michael. In the hearts of black holes, where they’re forged under gravitational forces I can’t even imagine, much less describe.”

        “But if this crap’s made inside black holes,” Vidal protested, “what good does it do us? This fantasy element is locked inside. You don’t get anything out of a black hole, except one hell of a lot of gravity. That much, I do remember from school!”

        “Quite right. But you missed the second half of the lesson,” Rusch told him almost fondly. “Knowing you, you were probably so bored by the whole thing, you cut the class.” She dropped a hand on his shoulder. “Over billions of years, black holes evaporate.” She gave Leon a glance, perhaps of triumph. “Human physicists worked it out theoretically, just before the dawn of the Twenty-first Century. 

        “As Michael observed, black holes pump out gravity ... quadrillions of tonnes of gravitons every second. Even a black hole isn’t infinitely massive, or infinitely dense. They evaporate away eventually, just as surely as stars die when they’ve blown off their mass as heat and light.” 

        Vidal’s face twisted as if in pain. “This gives me a headache.”

        “Call a medic,” Rusch advised, and continued remorselessly. “When a black hole has converted enough of its mass into gravitons and literally pumped its tanks dry, what becomes of it?”

        “I’m sure you’re going to tell me,” Vidal growled.

        Leon Sherratt might have quit science after high school, but the Resalq had trodden these paths while Rome fought Carthage. “The black hole’s losing mass steadily. Eventually, it has to fall through a certain line: on one side of the line it still has enough mass to scare up the gravity to even qualify as a black hole. One the other side ... it doesn’t.”

        “So what is it?” Travers could never hope to understand the mathematics, but he could grasp the concepts, and they were as terrible as they were beautiful.  

        “It’s turned itself,” Rusch said mildly, “into a nasty great super-dense monster ... more than a neutron star, but much less than a black hole. Her voice was hushed, as if the words, even the ideas, held a spiritual quality for her. “And then, Captain Travers, they become accessible.”
        “Please gods, say you’re joking,” Vidal groaned.

        But Rusch shook her head slowly. “Ernst Rabelais charted a number of these monsters. That was his mission profile — charting and marking hazards to ships passing through. There are three inside Hellgate, marked as major navigation hazards, close to the Bronowski Reef.”

        “They become accessible? You’re saying, we could — what, mine them?” Marin demanded. “The gravity tides would tear a ship to pieces, not to mention the gee-forces pancaking it before it even got close enough to deploy drones!”

        “At what point did I say it was going to be easy?” Rusch demanded. She drifted toward the door, and turned back as it opened. “It’s also not my project, for which I’m bloody damned grateful.” 

        “The Resalq specialists on Kjorin are the people to hand this one to,” Sherratt said flatly.  

        “And they’re welcome to it!” Rusch was halfway out. “I have too much catching up to do, and at this moment I’m too tired to even think seriously about it. I’m sure, if I did, I’d be having nightmares. But I’ll tell you this, Captain Marin, without a doubt in my mind. Barb Jazinsky is only waiting for the fuel. She knows what she needs, to fly a probe into the e-space honeycomb under ... inside ... behind ... Hellgate.”

        “El’arne.” Now, Leon Sherratt did not feign a shiver. “They’re going to launch a probe into the heart of the Drift.”

        “Jazinsky told me in emphatic terms,” Rusch said darkly, “if Harry Shapiro and I could keep Fleet and the Confederacy off her back a little while longer, she’d have a way to take the fight right back to the Zunshu.” She looked from Marin to Travers. “The Zunshu are on the other side of the e-space labyrinth of Hellgate — we’ve been aware of this for some time, but we haven’t been able to get into El’arne. Now? I have to believe the top-fuel will open the gate for us. And if it does, and if we know where to access the fuel, you know the Resalq will find a way to get it.” She graced the whole group with an exhausted smile. “And by the by, almost coincidentally, the same fuel is going to win us the colonial war. Good night, gentlemen.”

        The door had closed behind her when Marin said quietly, “It’ll win the war for us if we can get it in time. The people of Ulrand will be voting about now, won’t they? And the Shanghai’s already at battle readiness. I don’t even pretend to understand how they’re going to get the fuel.”

        “Or how they’ll fly a probe in El’arne,” Sherratt added bleakly. “It hasn’t been done since the time of the Ebre’zjim, before the Zunshu arrived and we ran, while there were still any of us left. You know, don’t you, an AI pilot won’t function properly in there. My people have always known, AIs go screwy in there. It’s not a technical term, but it’s accurate! Jazinsky’s wasting everyone’s time, if she launches an AI pilot into El’arne. And she can’t remote-pilot the ship. As soon as the event collapses — the wormhole closes with the ship inside — you lose contact with it, permanently.”

        A long, taut silence descended on the lab, until Vidal ruptured it with the question they had all been thinking. “Let me get this straight. You’re telling us, a human pilot is going to have to fly the probe?”

        “A master pilot,” Leon said quietly, “capable of reacting almost as fast as an AI. A pilot with a bloody good reason for putting his neck on the block to make the flight ... someone for whom the liberty of the Deep Sky, from both the Confederacy and the Zunshu, is the force that drives him.”

        Travers had been watching Vidal as Sherratt spoke. His face had lost several shades of color; his eyes were wide, as if he glimpsed something no living person should ever see. His right hand was on his breast, over the place where Travers had seen the Daku tattoo. 

        “Mick, for godsakes,” he began.

        But Vidal looked at him with dark blue eyes which seemed to clear as Travers watched, like soul-deep waters. “Some things, you’re born for. You understand what I’m saying. Some things are worth the dying for, Neil.” He nodded at Marin, though his eyes never left Travers’s, and one corner of his mouth crooked in a rueful smile. “You know that.”

        “I ... know it,” Travers agreed. “Damn. It shouldn’t be like this.”

        “It always is,” Vidal argued.  

        “It gets worse,” Sherratt added. “You have to know, El’arne is a hell of a lot more than any one pilot can handle, no matter how good he is, or what kind of AI he’s running. Vidal, you’re going to need a copilot just as crazy as yourself.”

        “Or as desperate.” Vidal’s brows rose, creasing his forehead. “I already know who I want. She’s nuts enough, and she’s good enough. You dragged her out of the forest on Saraine yourself, Neil.” 

        “Jo Queneau.” Travers looked up at Sherratt. “She’s the hotshot pilot who almost killed Mark’s agent, Jai Serrano. He’s in cryogen, waiting for every second organ and gland in his body to be cloned. And as for Queneau, she’s in close custody right now, in Shapiro’s personal lockup, two doors down the corridor from Conway Streller and Marianna Wing. She might do it,” he allowed, “if Jazinsky and Mark could offer halfway decent odds of coming out of El’arne in one piece.”  

        “This would be the surest way for her to get herself out of a security cell,” Vidal reasoned, “and put her name on Shapiro’s contract, the way you and Marin and Rick Vaurien did.” He rubbed his temples as he thought it through. “Give me decent odds, I’ll fly it.”

        “Did your parents ever tell you, you were born insane,” Travers wondered as he pushed up to his feet and made for the door, “or did the madness just happen one day and nobody noticed?”

        “Oh, people noticed eventually.” Marin was a few steps behind him. At the door, he turned back and gave Vidal a thoughtful look. “You’re all right, Vidal. I’ve owed you a couple of favors since Omaru. If you need anything, going into this flight, call in those favors.”

        “I will.” Vidal sounded surprised. “But I’m pretty sure my old sparring partner, Big Jo Queneau, will copilot for me, and after that, all I want is sound hardware and fair odds.”

        “You want the fuel supply first,” Teniko corrected too loudly. “The Resalq still have to pull that particular rabbit out of the hat, and if you’re asking me, the whole thing is a mirage.”

        “It’s a good thing nobody’s asking you,” Vidal snapped. “Neil, you look like horse crap. Go put your head on a pillow.”

        Travers had begun to feel that way. He draped one arm over Marin’s shoulders, and was gratified when Curtis’s own arm snaked around his waist. “Like he says, we owe you a couple, Mick.”

        “Don’t worry, I’ll call ’em,” Vidal assured him. “Get out of here. Lie down before you fall down.”

        “I’m going. Later, Mick ... dinner, maybe. When I can keep it down.” He mocked himself with a grin, and stepped back and let the door close behind him, sealing the lab.

        They were in their own assigned quarters minutes later. The Dragons’ security guard was drinking coffee; her service rifle was propped against the bulkhead, and she gave Marin and Travers a nod as they appeared from the elevator. 

        Oddly, infuriatingly, Travers was hungry, but he knew better than to even try to eat, though their apartment had an autochef with a decent menu. He had no idea what the hour was, shiptime, but the lure of the bed, cool sheets, and Marin tucked into his side, was more than he could resist. Marin had turned the lights down low and sleep was tugging at the periphery of his mind. He rested his face against the soft tousle of Curtis’s hair, and their limbs were tangled comfortably. 

        For the first time in a long while Travers’s body did not respond to Marin’s closeness. There was no tingle in the extremities, no heavy beat of his heart, but he had expected none. Two million nanogens were busy in his cells, in his marrow; his body had better things to do — healing, surviving. All else came later.

        Kjorin would have been his last choice as the destination for a cruise. The flight out was long and the Earthlight offered few luxuries. But Travers had one plan in mind for the next month or so: sleep. And if Marin happened to be with him, warm along his side, so much the better. 

        They were alive, whole, and Travers did not underestimate the gift. Too many times, and too recently, he would not have gambled on their chances of survival. As he drifted toward sleep his mind wandered back months, to Hellgate, and to the Intrepid. Long-dead faces peered at him from the murk of the past, voices he had not heard in years murmured in his ears. The Drift mocked him with the impossible, and he jerked himself awake with a groan.

        “Neil?” Marin’s fingers threaded into his hair, pulling him closer with great gentleness. His breath whispered on Travers’s cheek and neck as he said, “I can almost hear you thinking. What’s wrong?”

        “Nothing,” Travers lied, because the ghosts haunting him were too hard to describe. 

        “Now, that’s a lie,” Marin murmured.

        “A white one,” Travers allowed.

        Marin sighed moistly across his chest and said almost soundlessly, “Ven il’tharas, El’arne, laes irvia.”

        “Meaning ...?” Travers knew he had heard the Resalq phrase before, but he was too tired to hunt down the memory.

        “Have a little faith,” Marin said, and kissed the hollow of his throat, where the pulse was strong, heavy, and growing slower as health returned.

        Had it all come down to faith? Travers wondered as he waded into the shallows of sleep. He searched inside himself, but such trust had always been elusive. He had always believed mainly in what he could see, touch or feel for himself, yet he knew the time was at hand when only a leap of faith would carry the many genestrands of humanity — and the Resalq — across the abyss.

        Michael Vidal was ready to make the leap, and part of Travers almost envied him. Vidal would see places and do things no human had ever done. But then, Vidal had nothing to lose, while lately Travers had everything to lose. He closed his arms around Curtis Marin, and this time when sleep came, there were no dreams.
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HELLGATE #2: DEEP SKY

 

Six centuries in the future, Mankind faces our

darkest struggles for survival, and our only 

allies are the last, fugitive remnants of 

the race long believed extinct...

 

Neil Travers and Curtis Marin are back in action in 

the second volume of the HELLGATE series. 

 

While the Confederacy tries to use the DeepSky Fleet to crush the breakaway colonies, a handful of rebels may be the only force standing between the new human homeworlds and the shadowy enemy which almost exterminated the last race to whom these far-flung stars were home. The Resalq have survived ... but the threat is greater than ever. On one hand, the Zunshu strike out of Rabelais Space, also known as Hellgate. On the other hand, the government of Earth is determined to bring the unruly colonies back into line. Between the two, the humans of the frontier worlds and the last of the Resalq fight to survive, and the odds are against them. Nothing is what it seems, with allies within the Fleet and enemies among the Freespacers. And when Travers and Marin are assigned to the super-carrier Kiev on the Omaru blockade, all bets are off, and it’s every man for himself.  
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HELLGATE #4:  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 ‘citybottom’ 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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