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Chapter One

 

The Port of Marak, Ulrand

 

The night air was sharp with the tangs of metal and exhaust, and only the brightest stars showed through the pall of pollution which shrouded the low side of MarakCity. The port facilities stretched away to east and west, more than twelve kilometers of docks designed to accommodate every size and manner of ship, short of the leviathans like the Wastrel. She was parked in orbit at Mumbai Station, and berthed right beside her was the Fleet cruiser Ganymede.

        The civilian salvage vessel was welcome at Ulrand’s facilities; the Fleet ship was not, but Richard Vaurien was grateful for its presence. Marak was no longer safe — not for his own crew, and certainly not for Harrison Shapiro’s people.

        For twenty years Vaurien had operated out of this port, not quite with impunity, but with the cooperation of the local authorities. Since the devastation of El Khouri everything had changed. Marak was locked down tight, there were Tactical uniforms on every street, and the crews of Fleet vessels were not permitted groundside. Transgressors were arrested, and in recent weeks — since the Senate had been debating the question of secession — the government of Marak was imprisoning Fleet stragglers locally rather than handing them back to Fleet.

        Two years in an Ulrish prison was a high price to pay for breaching the cordon, Vaurien thought. Crewmen from any Fleet vessel were so hated, imprisonment was actually a sentence of death. Consequently, military uniforms were rare on the street, and always escorted, authorized, with redundant documentation.

        If Harrison Shapiro had hoped to travel Ulrand inconspicuously, forming his own impressions of the world, the people, the political and environmental situation, he was disappointed. The only reason he was groundside at all was the presence of Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford, the first representative from the Confederacy to set foot in MarakCity in more than a half century. 

        Not that Rutherford had intended to appear before the Grand Senate in Marak. The man was white with rage, powerless to prevent Shapiro manipulating him. He was, Vaurien thought, the consummate politician. None of the rage was apparent in his face or voice. In the CNS newsvids he smiled, shook hands, sighed over the devastation of the biosphere, and condemned Colonel Wayne Mulholland as a fool who had acted beyond his authority and would have been courtmartialed, if he had lived. But Mulholland was dead, there was no one to blame or punish; and Ulrand was in trouble.

        The night was warm, humid, and in this part of Marak it stank. Vaurien had lived most of his life in spaceport cities on twenty worlds. He was used to the equatorial climate, but the reek of heavy lifter exhaust wrinkled his nose. 

        This time of year was always uncomfortable in Marak, and this time around it would be worse than usual. The locals called it ‘the Duldram,’ which Vaurien guessed was a Pakrani mispronunciation of an ancient sailors’ term, doldrums. Even in a good year, for six weeks the otherwise constant easterly wind shifted to the south and Marak broiled until the winds returned with hurricane force.

        This year, the easterly had shifted twenty degrees further south than ever before, and Ulrand’s environmentalists were warning Marak, the end of the Duldram was impossible to predict. After El Khouri the climate had been modeled many times, but each simulation produced different results, leaving only uncertainty. 

        Hurricane season was already three weeks overdue. The chain of WeatherNet satellites Harrison Shapiro had provided in the early days after the event were still gathering data. Nothing was certain, save that the biosphere was badly damaged — and the people of Ulrand were murderous.

        The highlands which had been El Khouri were covered with a rime of frost which had already killed the delicate native plants and animals. None of them had been engineered for the intense cold of a ‘nuclear winter’ under a deep, dense overcast of dust. And the pall was making its way toward Marak, albeit slowly. The patterns of the winds had changed. Marak was broiling, windless, while El Khouri froze. 

        In the five days since the Wastrel berthed at Mumbai Station, Richard Vaurien had seen enough to give him a deep empathy with the Ulrish rage, and their fear. Projects were underway to repair the biosphere, but everyone knew what it would ultimately take. 

        A terraformer fleet. Massive machines, orbital monsters that physically reworked the atmosphere, rearranged whole land masses ... preferentially wiped out the local indigenous species so as to prepare the way for humans. This Pakrani colony had been isolated a long time — too long, Vaurien decided. They had become different. They did not want their world changed, the native animals exterminated. All they wanted was their world restored to its former balance. But Vaurien suspected they were demanding the impossible.

        He was standing under a neon-blue lighting tower on the corner of Connecticut Row, which intersected with Lisbon Circuit — ‘the rink.’ Lisbon cut a vast, racetrack-like oval around the smaller docks, where his own lighter was parked. He would have preferred to be on the Earthlight, but as far as he knew she was still on Omaru. 

        He had heard nothing of Neil Travers’s party since they went their own way on Borushek. Travers and Marin had gone after Mark Sherratt’s kid, and Vaurien wished them well. Hydralis was even less pleasant than Marak, and infinitely more dangerous. But Marak was bad enough. No matter the oppressive heat, Vaurien wore a light linen jacket, just heavy enough to disguise the Colt AP 60 without which he was not about to set foot in any part of Marak, much less citybottom. 

        The locals called it Dockland, and the term was apt. Anything inside of Macao Circuit — vastly larger than Lisbon, and circuiting the entire spaceport — was the province of offworlders, Freespacers, mercenaries, free traders to whom Marak was only a place to touch ground for a day, restock the autochefs and rotate cargo before they were gone again. Marak Tactical rarely ventured into Dockland, and lately troopers were only seen arresting Fleet uniforms.

        Vaurien lifted the handy from his pocket and held it to his lips. “Barb, what’s holding you? The man’s not going to wait.”

         The lighter was parked in Bay 184, seventy meters back down Connecticut. Vaurien had hired a car, but tonight the Marshall jet runabout was abandoned under the wing of the lighter and Vaurien was watching for landing lights. Lisbon Circuit was always busy, but there was plenty of touchdown space near the Connecticut junction. The driving lights of roadsters streaked by and the sky overhead was bright with vehicles headed in every direction.

        “Barb, are you hearing me?” he said to the handy.  

        “I hear you, Richard. I’m still waiting for the Air Traffic computer. It’s slow as a snail on tranks.”

        “We’re almost out of time,” he said tersely.

        “And I’m not about to run dumb risks.” Jazinsky’s voice sharpened. “It’s dangerous around here — we shouldn’t even be groundside!”

        She was right, but Vaurien had rationalized the assignment. “Desperate times demand desperate measures,” he said to the handy.

        “And one hell of a lot we’ll be able to do for the Deep Sky if we’re dead,” Jazinsky retorted. “Tell your man to wait two minutes.”

        “He’s not actually here yet,” Vaurien admitted.

        “They you can bloody wait two minutes. And it’ll be more like five if you don’t let me get on with it!”

        She had hacked the spaceport AI days ago, but like most things on Ulrand it was a museum piece. The local technology was a mix of the old, the new, the borrowed, jury-rigged junk, lash-ups — and very occasionally a local product that was innovative, even brilliant. The Air Traffic Control AI was not one of these. If Vaurien was any judge, it was one of the original mainframes from the Pakrenne Coaster, updated, lovingly maintained and still serviceable, though it was unimaginably obsolete. It was slow. Hacking it with one of the machines on the lighter was easy; but data was offered at the recall rate of a computer so old, it belonged in a museum.

        And then Jazinsky was back. “This one’s your call, Richard. They were right. The Mako got in this afternoon. She’s right here in Dockland.”

        “Merde,” Vaurien whispered. The Wastrel could not monitor every vessel arriving and departing from Marak, but it could come close; and the pilot, Yuval Greenstein, had messaged the lighter when he half-recognized an incoming ship. If it was not the Mako, it was her twin sister.

        “Richard?” Jazinsky prompted. “Three times in five years, Sergei van Donne’s tried to kill you. You want to give him another chance? We don’t have to do this.”

        “We do,” Vaurien said quietly. “Shapiro —”

        “Harrison Shapiro is using us. We’re just convenient. He couldn’t have guessed van Donne would show up on Ulrand, right here, right now, and he can assign someone else to this bloody stupid escapade!” 

        Vaurien smiled faintly. Jazinsky needed to blow off steam after five days of unreturned calls, letting themselves be bugged and tailed all over Marak, and drinking too much bad whisky in too many citybottom taverns. Being Jazinsky, she also needed to point out the risks and issue a tacit caveat: When it all goes pear-shaped, don’t point at me! 

        But also, being Jazinsky, she had taken Shapiro’s commission, because she knew there was no one more likely than herself and Vaurien to walk Marak’s streets in broad daylight, call the most shadowy of the city’s Freespacers, and swing the deal Shapiro needed. No one else on Shapiro’s covert taskforce could do these things; no one else from Vaurien’s crew would command immediate respect and credibility. And without that credibility, the deal Shapiro was offering would never happen.

        “Your call, Richard,” Jazinsky reminded. “What do you want to do?”

        “If I see van Donne,” Vaurien said dryly, “I might easily put a bullet in him.”

        “You’d have to stand in line,” Jazinsky snorted. “The man’s got so many enemies, he’s not safe anywhere.”

        “Which is an occupational hazard,” Vaurien suggested ruefully, “when you’re a professional bastard.”

        “He tried to steal my work,” Jazinsky growled, “right off the Wastrel, from under my nose.”

        “So maybe you’ll get the chance to deliver on your promise.” Vaurien was looking up into the deep red velvet of the smog overcast. “You told him you’d break his legs the next time you saw him, as I recall ... and our ride’s here, Barb. Let’s get this thing done, for godsakes. We’ve got five days invested in it. Let’s not flush them.”

        A sigh carried clearly across the handy. “You’re a maniac,” Jazinsky told him. “You armed?”

        “I’m carrying the Colt,” Vaurien said self-mockingly. 

        “Good enough. Give me one minute, I’m on my way.”

        She would be picking up sidearms, Vaurien guessed, and looking forward to the very real possibility of putting Sergei van Donne on his back. The man had it coming. He was a self-confessed thief as well as a double-dealing liar, who would try to filch technology anywhere he could get his hands on it — even aboard the Wastrel itself. He was the kind, Vaurien decided as he watched the car drop in out of the smog, who gave Freespacers a bad name. The average Freespace pilot, trader or mercenary might be called a ‘lowlife,’ but they would usually stand by their own kind and they played by a set of rules, just as surely as did Fleet and Tactical.

        The likes of van Donne and Boden Zwerner made their own rules, betrayed comrades, and Zwerner at least was not squeamish about having the blood of a whole colony on his hands. For a thousand years it had been said that there was no honor among thieves. Vaurien believed it. 

        The car was dropping in fast. He looked up, let his face be seen, recognized — probably imaged. He had nothing to hide tonight, not even the Colt. They would expect him and Jazinsky to be armed; anything else was foolish, and though Richard Vaurien had been called many things, he had never been accused of idiocy.

        Footsteps echoed along the deserted length of Connecticut Row, and he glanced back as Jazinsky jogged toward him. She was in pale gray linen, slacks and shirt, and a jacket like his own which could conceal a weapon. Vaurien did not have to ask if she were armed. The white-blond mane was roped back and clasped with platinum and gelemeralds, and Jazinsky’s light blue eyes glittered with a wicked amusement.

        “Be pessimistic,” Vaurien said over the jet noise as the car landed and Jazinsky came to a halt beside him. “Dockland’s a big place. We might not even see van Donne ... breaking his legs will have to wait.”

        Before she could answer, the canopy popped on a sleek, blood-scarlet Volvo aerodyne, and a face they both knew looked out. Alaine Devereaux was a little younger than Vaurien, but not much. His dark bronze skin was still perfect, and the eyes which should have been liquid brown had been redesigned. They were green-gold. His head was shaved — cityside chic this year — and his lobes were heavy with rings, bright with diamonds. A white linen suit molded around a body which was gym-sculptured, and the lines of a sidearm showed deliberately at his left side. He was good looking, and he knew it; the voice was deep, incongruously soft, and the accent was ‘colonial’ — from everywhere in general, from nowhere special.

        “How are you, Alaine?” Vaurien thrust out his hand as he slid into the Volvo.

        Devereaux clasped his wrist and displayed a great many white teeth in a brash grin. “I’m good, Rich.” 

        He was watching Jazinsky maneuver her big frame into the back of the car. Devereaux was not Ulrish, and if there was any Pakrani in him, Vaurien would have been surprised. No matter how much time Devereaux spent pumping his body in the gym, Jazinsky would always out-mass and out-muscle him without even trying. 

        “Sorry about the car, man,” he said wryly. “If I’d been thinking, I’d have checked out the Rand. But I don’t often get to fly the fast shit, you know? Couldn’t resist the temptation.”

        The Volvo was one of the fastest cars in the air. Vaurien buckled the harness as the canopy locked down, and he gave Devereaux a speculative look. Had he come far? The Palmeral was on the far side of the city, in the brightlights sector, if Marak could be said to have such a region. 

        No matter how far the mercenary had come, they only had a short distance to go. The meeting would take place in Dockland — a kind of no-man’s-land where Tactical could be trusted to stay away and the Freespacers played by the rules they themselves laid down.

        Repulsion thrashed the stained plascrete as the car rose, and Vaurien watched the lights of Connecticut and Lisbon fall away below. Devereaux was headed east, down the length of the rink. Open docks, gantries, fuel booms, ramps, warehouses, cargo aprons, site offices, and the orbital shuttle terminal sped by. The Mako was down there; Vaurien wondered if Devereaux knew she was in Marak tonight. More than likely, he did. He might be a minor player in this game, but the people he worked for were powerful. Dangerous.

        The back of Vaurien’s neck smarted sharply at the thought. The bug was right under the skin, in the hairline. It had been a painful implant, and he was conscious of it every moment, and eager to have it removed. But he knew the Wastrel was getting every word tonight, and could place him and Jazinsky within five meters— the width of a room.

        “Too bad the trip can’t be longer,” Devereaux apologized. “She’s a sweet ride ... but we’re here already.”

        “And where’s here?” Jazinsky demanded. The view from the rear of the Volvo was restricted by the molded canopy surround.

        The red and green animated neon of a club had just appeared in Vaurien’s line of sight, and Devereaux was dropping down into a basement parking pit. The neon shriveled Vaurien’s irises, but he read Mayuko before the car was through into the pit. The vast parking garages were half-populated, half-lit, full of shadows Vaurien had never noticed before. Tonight they seemed to threaten.

        Three levels down, Devereaux slid into a ramp and cruised into an empty zone where three in four lights were out and a knife could have sliced the shadows. He angled the Volvo toward a slot, but the jets were still whining when a Chiyoda pistol nudged into his left ear.

        “If this is a setup,” Jazinsky said quietly, “you’re the first one they’ll be shoving in a body bag ... on account of the mess of goo you’ve turned into.”

         Devereaux was not even surprised, and his tone remained pleasant though he did not move a muscle. “It’s not a setup, lady. It’s just my boss and his people being careful. You want to just waltz in, unannounced?” 

        “I don’t want to waltz anywhere,” Jazinsky informed him. “Pop the canopy, Alaine, and be bloody damned careful.”

        The mercenary looked sidelong at Vaurien. “Is she always like this?”

        “No,” Vaurien said in an easy tone while his gut raveled. “Sometimes she’s suspicious.”

        The jets whined into a grudging silence, and as the canopy lifted the acrid air burned his sinuses. The spaceport smog seemed to have pooled in this underground, and local traffic added to it. Vaurien was reminded of the air quality in Vazyabinsk, Cimarosa, where even the locals chose to wear breath masks and offworlders would be face down in the street without them. 

        He might have wished he had one as he stepped out of the car and peered into the syrup-thick darkness beyond the lights. Shapes moved there — they were under observation, and he heard the whir of at least one machine. A drone? Vaurien’s hackles rose and he whispered, back into the car, “You hear that, Barb?”

        Her hearing was acute. “A drone?” She nudged the muzzle of the Chiyoda into the back of Devereaux’s neck. “Get out carefully, Alaine. Keep your hands away from the cannon. In fact, let me see them folded on top of your shining bald head, and then we’ll all be safe.”

        “It’s not what you think.” Devereaux’s patience was wearing thin, but he did as he was told. “I told Richard only the truth, my boss is interested. But not so interested he’s going to take anybody or anything at face value. Live with it, Jazinsky: none of us would be any use to you or whoever you’re fronting for if we were dumb as mud.” Devereaux laced his fingers on the top of his head. “Jump through the goddamn hoops, lady, get it done ... then we can get down to business.”

        They were on the lee side of the car and Jazinsky was not about to leave that cover. Vaurien’s nerves were crawling. The deal was spinning away from him, and the danger was very real. He looked from Devereaux to Jazinsky and back, and said loudly — to the goons in the shadows, “This is ridiculous. If you guys don’t want to do business, don’t bother. The water’s full of fish, I’ll throw a line in someplace else.” 

        The drone slid out of the darkness first on near-silent repulsion. Velvet black lens eyes gazed at them from the head of a barrel-like body; sensors and sniffers twitched toward them like cat’s whiskers, and the big barrels of four cannons tracked them. 

        Behind the drone were three human figures. Vaurien did not recognize two, but the third called himself Ramon, and Vaurien smothered a curse. The kid was a draft dodger. He was born on Velcastra and had signed aboard the first freighter he could get out of ElstromCity, a few weeks before his conscription notice would have been posted to CityNet. He found his way to Ulrand, where the Confederacy’s power was tenuous, and vanished into the Marak underground. Ramon was nineteen, maybe twenty by now. He should have been aboard a super-carrier, but instead had already forged a name for himself on Ulrand, among the Freespacer community. He was a shooter, and a good one. 

        “Ramon.” Vaurien gave the kid a nod. “You want to tell me what all this crap’s about? Does your boss want to do business, or not?”

         The little snot was good looking, too, Vaurien thought sourly. He was only a hand’s span taller than Tonio Teniko, and only had half of Tonio’s looks, but what he did with them was astonishing, and the Lushi-like stature had not made Ramon bitter. It had made him lethal. Despite the heat, he was dressed in black, linen pants and a flimsy silk shirt with rainbow-hued embroidery around the collar and cuffs. His hair was blue-black as a raven, a cascade down his back, and his fingers were heavy with gold rings. Two cannons were not even concealed, one at his left side, the other at his right. Ramon made no secret of his ambidexterity.

        “The captain wants to deal,” he said in a thick accent from some rural part of Velcastra. “But you asked him to bring other interested parties aboard ... he did, and they don’t trust you, Vaurien. They don’t know jack-shit about you.” He glanced at his companions and the drone. “So they sent the welcome wagon to make sure you’re what you look like.”

        “And what do I look like?” Vaurien demanded, resisting the impulse to look down at himself.

        “Like a Freespacer playing both ends against the middle,” Ramon said almost indifferently. “You think we don’t know you went legit? You fly charter for Shapiro. Then here you are, right back in Dockland with the ordinary mortals, making deals to cut the heart right out of Fleet.”

        Vaurien looked over his left shoulder at Jazinsky, who had not yet moved a muscle. The Chiyoda was still in Devereaux’s neck, and the mercenary’s hands were on his head. “It’s no secret we do charter work for Shapiro,” Vaurien began.

        “It was that,” Jazinsky rasped, “or change our mailing address to the Jackson penitentiary for twenty years! Christ, you think we had a choice? And you think we haven’t been looking for an out? And maybe we’ve found one that’ll gut Fleet like a halibut and make us all rich beyond your dreams?”

        The shooter’s raven-maned head nodded. “Yeah, that’s what three mercenary crews want to believe. But they’re not entirely stupid, Barb. You mind if I call you Barb?”
        “It’s my name,” Jazinsky growled.

        Ramon’s mouth twisted in a wry grin. “So here we are, in a stinking parking lot, with a security drone ... and it tells me you’re bugged, Vaurien. It’s reading comm between you and some ship in orbit.”

        “Of course I’m bugged,” Vaurien snarled. “And I’ll give you a broad word of warning, kid: tamper with the bug, remove it or waste it, and any deal we came here to make is history. You’ll be talking to a squad from my ship, and if Jazinsky and I are dead ... well, adios, muchacho.”

         The shooter’s smile only widened. “You’re smart, Vaurien. I told Fernie you could take care of yourself.”

        “You don’t know me,” Vaurien began.

        “I know about you.” Ramon turned his eyes to the dim plascrete ceiling. “I know about the Wastrel. I’ve drunk beer with the flight crew of the Earthlight ... and I used to screw an Arago technician off the Wings of Freedom, every time he swung through Dockland here — till a few months ago. And then she vanished out of space. Why is that, Vaurien?”

        Vaurien’s pulse quickened. His eyes narrowed on Ramon. “She’s on a job.”

        “For months?” Ramon sounded far from convinced. “And if the Wings is on an assignment, where? She hasn’t shown up in any port in the Deep Sky, and I haven’t had a message from your man Paul Wymark in so long ...” He cocked his head at Vaurien. “If the Wings of Freedom was blown out of space, why don’t you just say so? If she was crushed by Hellgate —”

        “She’s fine.” Jazinsky’s voice cut across the garage. “She’s working.”

        “Where?” Ramon challenged.

        “That,” Vaurien told him, “is classified. You’ll find out if your boss comes on board. Put your name on my contract, and you’ll be privy to privileged information.”

        For some time Ramon studied Vaurien, mute, thoughtful. At last he gave an eloquent shrug and stepped aside. “It’s not for me to reason why. Put your hands down, Devereaux.”

        “You want to tell Jazinsky to get the gun out of my neck?” Devereaux’s patience had expired long ago.

        “Consider yourself told,” Ramon said to Jazinsky. 

        Still, she did not move. Vaurien lifted a curious brow at Ramon. “I assume you’ve done whatever you came here to do.”

        “Security.” Ramon nodded at the drone. “It’s my job. The captain trusted me to make sure you didn’t bring in a tail ... a squad from Fleet Borushek, a bunch of Shapiro’s goons. The bug in your head, we expect. It’s your insurance. Smart boy. The cannons? Hold onto them. They won’t do you any good where you’re going.”

        Vaurien’s skin prickled. “And where’s that?” He stepped back, closer to the car. “I don’t like what I’m hearing, Ramon. Barb, put the man back in the car. We’re leaving.”

        A cackling laugh issued from the shadows, where a shape detached from the half-seen forms of cars. Vaurien knew that voice, though he had not seen the man for years. He flew out of Halfway, and like any Freespacer he was on Ulrand only to take advantage of a world in chaos.

        He stepped into the light, a tall man though not as big as the Pakrani, wide-shouldered, lean, with red-blond hair and ice-green eyes, dressed for the equatorial heat in a black and gray kaftan printed in the geometric Ulrish designs. He applauded Vaurien’s speech with a few claps which rang back off the plascrete walls, and gestured Ramon aside.

        “Very good, Captain Vaurien. You pass the test.” 

        The accent was clipped, barbed. Fernando Wang was from Earth itself, though he could never go back there. He was wanted on every world from Mars to Borushek, and his ship, the Krait, was notorious even in the Deep Sky. Vaurien had done business with him several times, but he would not have called Wang an associate, much less a friend.

        But Wang had a great deal to recommend him. Freespace was his backyard and he treated Halfway as if he owned it. He had dealt with men like Botero and Cheng, from the Kiev, and often the Krait had run in convoy with the Mako, the Ranjipur, even the Wastrel. Every day, Wang did business with the likes of Sergei van Donne — and Boden Zwerner.

        “What test am I supposed to have passed?” Vaurien demanded harshly.

        Wang gestured with a handy which had been cradled in his left palm. “I just spoke to my people. There’s a Fleet ship in orbit —”

        “She’s the Ganymede.” Jazinsky’s voice cut like a knife. “Shapiro came in with a politician from Earth, some waste-of-time eleventh hour bid to placate Ulrand, get them to stay with the Confederacy.”

        “I know what the ship is.” Wang looked Jazinsky up and down. “I’ve seen Rutherford in the vids, we all have. He’s wasting his breath ... but it’s amusing to watch the death throes of a colony. My people tell me there’s been no activity around the Ganymede. You didn’t lead in a Fleet squad.”

        “Christ,” Vaurien breathed, “you think I came here to set you up?”

        “The thought crossed my mind,” Wang admitted. He gestured at Jazinsky. “You took measures to stay alive, keep safe. You’ll have to forgive me for doing the same.” His teeth bared in a predatory smile. “My people also tell me the Wastrel is passively monitoring you ... they’re dead overhead, low orbit, with a receiving array aimed right at the bug you’re carrying.” He raised his voice. “Good evening, Pilot Greenstein, Engineer Ingersol. My compliments on your surveillance!”

        A muscle which had been cramped in Vaurien’s belly began to relax. “Good enough, Wang. The Krait’s up there, is she?”

        “Of course.” Wang extended a hand toward his man, Devereaux. “Miss Jazinsky, you can release poor Alaine. Let the blood run back into his arms.”

        But Jazinsky remained immovable. “Get rid of the drone first.”

        “If you wish. Ramon?” Wang seemed unperturbed.

        The shooter aimed a remote at the drone, and it reconfigured as Vaurien watched. Sensors and sniffers retracted; cannons rotated down into their ‘rest’ position and locked; laser targeting went off and the drone settled down into its standby mode.

        “Barb.” Vaurien’s voice was a bare murmur.

        And at last she thrust the Chiyoda into the sheath, against her back. Alaine Devereaux gave her a rueful look and shook out his hands as he came around the body of the Volvo. “Jesus, lady, you’re just a tad-bit paranoid.”

        “I’m alive,” Jazinsky retorted. “Richard and I both are — and the odds have been against it for half my life.”

        Vaurien had begun to breathe again. Still cautious, he offered his hand to Fernando Wang. It was shaken lightly, and Wang turned toward the elevators. “Let me buy you a drink, Vaurien. Do you know where you are?”

        “Under a club called Mayuko. You drink there?” Vaurien wondered.

        “Sometimes.” The elevator car opened, and Wang stepped in. “It’s a Freespacer club. You would have been welcome in Halfway, once.”

        “And now?” Vaurien shared a grim glance with Jazinsky.

        The mercenary only shrugged. “You’re under a flag of truce, escorted by my people, and I’m vouching for you. This time.” His voice hardened and he gave Vaurien a dark look. “Play me for a fool, Vaurien ... betray my trust, and you won’t live to regret it.” 

        A thread of quicksilver shivered the length of Vaurien’s spine and he pressed back against the brushed-steel rear wall of the lift. Jazinsky was at his right hand, and Wang placed himself opposite, just out of reach. They were waiting for Devereaux and Ramon, and Vaurien watched the two slap hands and share the quick kiss of old lovers. Ramon was less than half Devereaux’s age, but he was harder, sharper, much the more dangerous of the two. Vaurien did not underestimate him, and he filed away any tidbit of information. So Ramon and Devereaux were intimate? Vaurien was unsurprised — and the knowledge could be valuable.

        The lift rose only three levels and opened into a dusky hall. The heavy bass of some indeterminate music carried from another part of the building and misty, multicolored holographs shimmered in the dimness. Some shadowboxed, some writhed in erotic dance forms. The vapors of a dozen kinds of booze wafted from the bar area, beyond which was the street. Vaurien let himself be steered in that direction.

        The light was murky, with each table lit by the glow of its own surface, which cast odd shadows. The planes and hollows of faces became harsh, and the hair rose on Vaurien’s nape as he glimpsed weapons in the half-light. Tactical squads never patrolled here; Freespacers were a law unto themselves. They played by their own codes, according to hierarchies that were established and smashed every time a new personality entered the arena.

        Still, some characters seemed perennial, like Fernando Wang. Like Sergei van Donne. The Mako had been in Dockland for hours, and Vaurien was not surprised to recognize faces in the shadows. He knew Kraus and Purvis on sight, as did Jazinsky, and he heard her breathe a curse as she stepped into the bar a pace behind him. 

        “Now, who invited the vermin?” Jazinsky muttered.

        “Barb.” Richard glanced once over his shoulder. “Not here, not now.”

        “You think we’re going to be given the choice?” Jazinsky gave Sammy Kraus and Vin Purvis one glare and turned her back on them. She fronted up to the bar and beckoned the keeper. “Can you manage a decent tiger lily?”

        The bar keeper was wary. Dark Kuchini eyes flicked from Jazinsky to the men from the Mako and back again. Vaurien watched as a shape detached from the table in the rear corner and an undersized little character showed his face to the light for one moment before he bolted into the street.

        “That’s Gord Sheedy making for home like a pigeon,” Vaurien told Jazinsky.

        “Christ.” She collected the tiger lily and held the glass to her nose to inhale the aromas of dark rum and white curacao. 

        Wang lifted his buttocks onto a bar stool and peered into Jazinsky’s glass. “You want to talk deals with the best ships that fly out of Halfway, or don’t you? If you don’t, you shouldn’t even be in this system ... and if you do, you want Sergei’s people here.” He beckoned his men closer. “Ramon. And you, Devereaux. How long’ve you people known Vaurien and van Donne? Shit, what am I talking about? Ramon was still bawling for his mommy to come change his diapers when the circus started.”  

        The shooter appeared mildly interested. “What circus?”

        “Them.” Wang gestured at Vaurien and Jazinsky with a glass of scotch and ice. “Sergei’s tried to kill Vaurien four or five times —”

        “Three,” Richard corrected quietly. “The spat goes back a long way, Ramon. I don’t think you were actually in diapers, but your preference ...” He gave Devereaux a glance “... would probably have run closer to lollipops.”

        “This thing with you and Sergei,” Ramon remarked. “It’s a legend in Dockland.”

        “Should I be flattered?” Vaurien was doubtful. “It was all about a hijacked cargo, a client left thinking he’d been ripped off ... a contract on my life that had to be settled the hard way. And I gave Sergei fair warning: if he tried it on again, I’d put him in an unmarked hole in the ground on a planet nobody ever heard of.” He gave a humorless chuckle. “For some reason the man was annoyed. He took a crack at me. Several cracks.”

        The story seemed to vastly amuse Fernando Wang. He toasted Vaurien in whisky. “Here’s to private enterprise.”

        “To staying alive,” Jazinsky corrected. She gave Ramon a hard look. “Muzzle van Donne if you can, kid ... but if that creep gets in my way, don’t make me have to climb over you to get to him.”

        Wang cackled delightedly. “This circus has three rings.” He tossed down the scotch and leaned on one elbow, closer to Ramon. “What d’you know about Sergei van Donne?”

        A disgusted look pasted itself over Ramon’s dusky features. “Like she said, he’s a creep. He’s also a big, beautiful creep ... half the people who know him want to kill him, the other half want to shag him. If he doesn’t double-cross you, you get a bad case of the hots.”

        “You mean, until he double-crosses you,” Vaurien growled. 

        “He hasn’t double-crossed me.” Wang’s voice was whisky-hoarse.

        “He hasn’t shagged me — yet,” Ramon added. “Doesn’t mean he won’t.” He gave Wang a brash grin.

        The captain of the Krait studied the young shooter with a frown, but he spoke to Vaurien. “Every generation of pups think they’re indestructible.”

        “Not indestructible.” Ramon’s grin widened as he drifted to Devereaux’s side, and the bigger man slung a proprietorial arm around him. “But this pup’s fast enough to take care of himself. Maybe van Donne lands in that hole in the ground.”

        “Ramon,” Wang barked.

        But the kid only shrugged. “So the Mako passes to somebody else, what do you care? Maybe you get her yourself Fernie. Maybe you give her to Devereaux. It’s the ship you want, not the creep.”

        “And his contacts,” Wang said darkly. “He has Fleet connections.”

        “Not anymore.” Vaurien watched Devereaux and Ramon. “The Fleet end of his pipeline was a bunch of smugglers aboard the Kiev, and they were busted. One of them was killed. You didn’t hear about it?”

        “Some of us,” Wang said tartly, “don’t have access to Fleet intel. We don’t do lunch with Harrison Shapiro.” He gave Vaurien a sidelong glare. “I’m still not sure about you, Vaurien. You went legit, for chrissakes. You charter for Shapiro, you dock at Fleet-freakin’Borushek. You gotta know, half of Freespace wants blood.” He drew one finger across his gullet.

        The muscle in Vaurien’s belly which had begun to relax cramped again. He gave Jazinsky a glance, but she was intent on Kraus and Purvis. Moments before, chairs had scraped back. The two were on their feet. Vaurien turned his back to the bar, leaned his spine against it and let his left hand rest close to the Colt. 

        “You ever been jumped by a couple of Fleet gunships?” he asked of Wang. “Not in space, where you can cut them up for scrap — or run, if you think it’s a better idea — but groundside, on your feet, caught napping, nothing you can do but put your hands up and wonder what the inside of the Jackson military prison looks like.”

        “I haven’t had the pleasure.” Wang still sounded amused.

        “We have,” Jazinsky informed him. “And you don’t talk your way out of Jackson easily. We had to sign our lives away to Shapiro, and then make nice for months, fly his bloody stupid, suicidal assignments, and make enemies where we used to have friends and allies.” Her pale blue eyes glittered with anger. “And all that,” she said in tones like broken glass, “is about to finish.”

        How much had Kraus and Purvis heard? Vaurien did not believe the two had been listening. They were lice on the hide of Dockland, and if they had a brain between them, Vaurien would have been surprised. Sammy Kraus in particular was the flotsam of the Deep Sky, born on a cargo hauler, of Freespacer parents. His birth was never entered into the civil registry, his draft notice was never posted. The Confederacy did not even know he existed. 

        “They said you two was coming in, but I didn’t believe you’d be dumb enough.” His accent was something like Haven or Louverne, bastardized by the lingual drift of Halfway.

        Vaurien gave the man a disinterested look. “No imagination, Sammy, that’s always been your problem.” He nudged Jazinsky with one elbow and deliberately shifted into his native language. “Il est amusant, non?” 

        “C’est ce à quoi je pensais.” Jazinsky looked Kraus up and down, and pushed away from the bar. As she straightened, she towered over him with the stature of the Pakrani. “I haven’t forgotten you, Kraus.”

        He made monkey faces at her. “So, you gonna break my legs this time, then?”

        She frowned down at him. “Why, do you want me to?”
        “Oh ... merde,” Vaurien murmured, in the half-second before the first punch was thrown.

        With the agility and reflexes of the ten-year Dendra Shemiji veteran, Jazinsky sidestepped it and calmly handed her drink to Richard. He drove Wang before him to make elbow-space, and passed the tiger lily into his right hand to keep his left free, close to the Colt. Like a rank amateur, Kraus was windmilling, with neither the reach, the strength nor the skill to challenge any Pakrani convincingly, much less one who had been trained. Mark Sherratt had taught Jazinsky when she was still a girl, just as he had taught Curtis Marin and was now teaching Neil Travers. 

        It never occurred to Vaurien to try to break up the fight, but with his peripheral vision he watched Ramon, Devereaux and Wang — and Wang was reaching for something. Vaurien’s left hand had curved about the butt of the Colt before he realized the mercenary captain had pulled out his wallet.

        “Leave the cannon where it is, Cap,” Ramon said pleasantly, “it’s not your fight.”

        “Give me twenty on the woman,” Wang was saying to Devereaux.

        “Five to one?” Devereaux hazarded, watching shrewdly as Jazinsky ducked and wove, not even bothering to return a blow. “Or maybe ten?” And then Jazinsky landed a right-handed tap on the bridge of Kraus’s nose. Blood spurted, Kraus bellowed like a wounded buffalo, both hands cupping his face, and Devereaux shook his head. “I wouldn’t give you forty to one, Fernie.”

        “I would.” Ramon took the bright blue, Ulrish twenty-dollar bill and flashed a mock-apologetic glance at Vaurien. “Small folks have to fight dirty, Cap. Ma Nature gives ’em no choice about it ... and when they get good, they get lethal. How good’s the Pak chick?”

        “I wouldn’t give Wang fifty to one on,” Vaurien said acerbically, and since Kraus was still fussing about his nose, he was watching Purvis now.

        Vin Purvis was much taller than Kraus, less bellicose, better muscled and much better coordinated. Jazinsky was not about to underestimate him, because this was not the first time she had put him on his ass. Wang and his crew could not know it, but Purvis had picked a fight to make the diversion while van Donne himself was trying to filch technology from the Wastrel; and since Vin was passably good in a brawl, with a few Jeetkwando moves in his repertoire, he rated at least a little respect. 

        He was angry as he barreled in toward Jazinsky — the anger seemed to be directed as much at Kraus for being an ineffectual fool, but Jazinsky took the broadside of it. Purvis aimed a low sidekick at her knee, and she blocked it neatly. He dove in under her longer Pakrani reach and kicked again, keeping her off balance, and though she dodged the second kick, she was wrong-footed. The Freespacer might have landed a blow at that moment, but he knew the folly of trying to break Pakrani bones with the fists belonging to normal genestock. And this was a rematch — he knew Jazinsky was skilled as well as almost ridiculously strong.

        With a grunt of effort he leaned over for a chair, hefted it and swung it over his head with both arms. She ducked and pivoted with a hand’s span to spare, and it crashed into the floor at her feet. Purvis had put every scrap of his strength, every gram of his weight behind the swing, and after he was committed he realized it was never going to land. 

        He saw her fist coming, but it was the last thing he would be seeing for a while. The blow smacked into his cheekbone, snapping his head back as if his neck were a twig, and he sagged at the knees. Wang and Ramon swore passionately and the garish local currency changed hands. Vin Purvis was still falling when the doors swung inward, admitting a blare of street noise, the reek of traffic, and three figures Vaurien would have known anywhere, even in silhouette. Jazinsky also knew them, and as Purvis hit the floor she withdrew to Vaurien’s side, where Ramon and Alaine Devereaux had formed up with Wang, perhaps to ensure that negotiations were at least opened.

        Under the din of the formless, featureless music, Vaurien cleared his throat. “Hello, Sergei. I’m glad you could make it. You heard the deal that’s on the table? You want a piece? We can use you.”

        Sergei van Donne’s voice was a rasp. “You can use me? You and your Fleet friends cost me a tonne of money, Vaurien, back on Velcastra. You know the name of Berglun? Frank Berglun, one end of a deal I had going — till you and Shapiro showed up and blew the whole show sky-high.” He stepped into the light, bigger than Jazinsky, just as white-blond, with the hair buzzcut, the big frame clad in blacks and grays, uptown chic, save for the bulge of a weapon at his right side. Blue Pakrani eyes glittered in the bar lights as he approached Vaurien. “Monte Katerine, above Dominguez ... snow falling, and suddenly the whole comm relay tower’s coming down. Is your memory starting to jog?”

        “I don’t need it jogged,” Vaurien said harshly. “You’re a bloody fool, van Donne. If you didn’t cheat both ends of your deals, you’d have fewer people lining up to put a bullet in you. Half the people in this room would stand up and applaud if I cut you down right now, and your place in the pecking order would be filled in four seconds.” He lifted his chin and gave van Donne back glare for glare. “Now, did you come here to lick old wounds, chew over old grievances ... or you want a piece of the deal, and a haul bigger than anything your dim little brain ever imagined?”

        For a long, elastic moment he was so sure van Donne would go for the weapon that his own left hand itched, tingled. Did van Donne see Ramon there, on the other side of Alaine Devereaux, with the cannon already out, leveled? And was van Donne unsure which of them Ramon would blow away? 

        Neither was Vaurien, and his heart was in his throat until van Donne carefully lifted his hands, thrust them into the pockets of a black silk jacket, took one calculated step back and said hoarsely, “I’m listening, Vaurien. Make it good. You fuck around with me, waste any more of my time, and I’ll add it to the bill you already owe me.” His teeth bared, and the expression was not a smile. “Then I’ll take it out of your goddamned Earther hide.”

        It was the first time Richard Vaurien had been called by that name in almost thirty years, and he was more taken aback than he would have been if van Donne had hit him. “Well, now,” he said slowly, looking at Sergei’s offsiders instead, “why don’t we put it to a vote here? Raise your hand, anybody who wants to be so stinking rich, they could buy Borushek and toss it in a dumpster.” To van Donne’s left and right were his own copilot and the mercenary commander of the frigate Harlequin. “It’s good to see you here, Asako. Still hanging out with the scum of the Deep Sky?”

        Asako Rodman knew van Donne as well as anyone in Freespace, and probably trusted him less than most. He had not — yet — double-crossed her, because she had the Harlequin behind her: the bow section from a DeepSky Fleet warship which had perished in the Rabelais Drift, mated to the stern section from an ore hauler which had died the same way. With the guns, sensors and armor of a cruiser very like the Ganymede and the monstrous engines of a leviathan like CL-389, the Harlequin was bigger, faster and tougher than the Mako. 

        Brute strength was the one quality van Donne respected. Rage had balled his fists, but the copilot laid one hand on Sergei’s shoulder. “Let it ride, man. If the deal’s as sweet as this, we want a bite. You can send Vaurien and his balls in three different directions later.” Rafe Byrne’s voice was soft but the words penetrated. “Sergei? Come on, babe, let it be. Let’s see the man’s goods.”

        The rage subsided as Vaurien watched. Part of Richard was almost disappointed. In case there was any doubt, Asako Rodman put herself between van Donne and Vaurien. She was only half Kuchini, no physical match for the Pakrani in a standup fight, but her crew were notorious even in Halfway, and many of them were her blood-kin. An injury done to Rodman was an insult to them all. Not even van Donne was complacent enough to cross her. She wore her dark brown hair short, and the scars of a badly-removed unit tattoo marked her left cheek. She was not a handsome woman, Vaurien thought, and she was no longer young; but she was arresting, she commanded attention even in civvy clothes, on the street.

        “You’re looking good, Barb,” Rodman was saying to Jazinsky. “I’m surprised you’re still alive. This maniac seems to be trying to get you killed lately. There’s better rides around ... I’ve offered before.”

        “The Deep Sky’s no place to be these days. Nobody’s safe.” Jazinsky gave her hand to Rodman, and they clasped wrists. “You heard via the rumor mill, we’re hiring?”

        “We heard,” van Donne said harshly. “And it’s not you, Vaurien. You don’t have the bucks to hire a battle group out of Halfway, especially since Shapiro shut down your operation.” His fair brows rose. “You’re fronting for somebody, aren’t you?”

        The man was dangerously astute. Vaurien pasted on a smile and passed Jazinsky’s glass back into her hand. “Of course we are. Does it matter who’s paying the bills?”

        “It could.” Rodman angled a glance up and back at van Donne, and the two words were heavy. “Sergei can be ... persnickety.”

        Perhaps against his better judgment, Vaurien took the bait. He met van Donne’s eyes levelly. “If you’re wondering if we’re fronting for Boden Zwerner, forget it. I wouldn’t work for the scum.”

        “That’s not what I hear,” van Donne growled. “They tell me you’ve been putting out feelers, trying to make contact.”

        “Who tells you?” Vaurien demanded as a pulse jumped in his throat.

        “You think I don’t know what shit goes on in Dockland?” For a moment van Donne seemed about to lash out. “I own this territory, Vaurien. I know the Palmeral got hit. I know they lost a pilot, one of their best, name of Queneau.”

        “That’s the rules of the game,” Jazinsky said tersely. “Asako, you haven’t explained it to him yet?” 

        She was goading, deliberately needling, and Vaurien held his breath as van Donne’s breathing shortened with rising anger. It was Rodman who got between them and snapped, “For chrissakes, do like Rafe says and let it be — all of you. You too, Barb. You want to kill yourselves? Do it on your own time, not mine.” She nailed Vaurien with a hard look. “Is there a deal, or isn’t there? If you got me here under false pretenses, it’ll cost you, Richard. For your information, Boden Zwerner is in Freespace. He’s been holed up in a Halfway dream shop for months. What you want with him?”
        Vaurien answered with an eloquent shrug. “You already know we’re hiring. Like Sergei, but for different reasons, I’d relish the chance to put a bullet in the back of Boden Zwerner’s skull ... after we get so stinking rich, we could buy the Deep Sky.”

        Sergei van Donne muttered an oath. “You want Zwerner dead?”

        “Same as you,” Jazinsky affirmed, “but our reasons are better. You and Zwerner tried to double-cross each other on the same deal? Well, now, what a surprise.” Her voice hardened. “It’s ancient history, van Donne. There isn’t a drunken old rummy in Halfway that doesn’t know you’d pay money for Zwerner’s head on a plate.”

        It was a lie, but a good one. Vaurien had never heard the name of Zwerner before the CL-389 incident, but van Donne could never be sure. “If you wanted to take down Zwerner, you’d have to take a number and wait,” Richard added. “I have friends on Omaru. I’ll take him, Sergei, for CL-389. But not before we work the deal that gives us the Deep Sky, gift wrapped.”

        The pale blue eyes glittered. “You think Boden Zwerner was behind CL-389? Christ, when did your brains turn to shit?”

        “No,” Vaurien snarled, “but I bloody know he set it up — and I know he took his money from an office way back on Earth.”

        Now, van Donne’s face clenched. “You want to tell me how the hell you can know that?” His mind was churning almost audibly, and as pieces of the puzzle fell into place his brows rose. “The agent who busted the Palmeral — the agent who got Jo Queneau killed — he had to be working for you.”

        “Close,” Jazinsky rasped. “The man was working for the same consortium we’re fronting for. Did you know the agent made it out of the Palmeral in one piece? We got enough data to roast Boden Zwerner with an apple in his mouth, Sergei. But like Rafe says, later. There’s better things to do first.”

        “Like?” Asako Rodman prompted. Her dark, cropped head tilted at the whole group. “I’m looking at one hell of a lot of firepower here, Sergei. The Wastrel and the Earthlight ... the Krait ... the Mako and the Harlequin. Shit, you add in Con Streller’s Ranjipur and Zwerner’s Palenque, and you’ve got yourself a battle group. Meaning,” she added pointedly, “there’s a battle to fight.” She thrust both hands into the pockets of the pale blue linen jacket, making the fabric stretch tight enough for the line of her sidearm to show through. “Richard?”

        Vaurien took a long, deep breath. “There is a very old, very wise axiom. In chaos there is profit.” Deliberately, he ignored van Donne and looked from Rodman and Byrne to Wang, Ramon and Devereaux. He gestured at a nearby table. “If we’re all done insulting and provoking each other, are we ready to do business?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

El KhouriHighlands, Ulrand

 

It was a few minutes short of noon, but the sky was almost as dark as night over the uplands, and the canyons wore a rime of frost. The ground temperature was twenty below, and as far as any living creature was concerned, the wind chill dropped the temperature another fifteen degrees. Harrison Shapiro rested the palm of his hand on the armorglass viewplate before him, and felt the cold strike into the bones from fingers to wrist. The life forms native to El Khouri had evolved to occupy a high desert where no rain had fallen in living memory and by day the temperature could be fifty above. Little survived in ten thousand square kilometers, and at the epicenter of the region was ‘ground zero.’ 

        Grimly, Shapiro watched it come up over the horizon as the barge made its way northwest from the outpost of Alexandria. The implosion seemed to have taken a bite out of the surface of Ulrand. The crater was as deep as the open-pit mines on Cimarosa and five times wider, and as far as the eye could see, the surface was covered in drifts of sand-gray dust and frost. The dust fell constantly in a thin rain, choking everything, and when the wind blew it eddied into miniature whirlwinds, resettling on anything that might have escaped. 

        El Khouri was as dead as if a warhead had impacted here, and the only advantage was that the radiation count was low. The implosion of the Zunshu device had scattered odd wavelengths across a wide area but most of it had dissipated. The prevailing wind was from the southeast, and Alexandria had narrowly escaped contamination. If the wind had dumped a thousand tonnes of radioactive dust on the outpost, Shapiro thought, the uproar in Marak city would have been even worse.

        If Ulrand were a vacuum, the event would have caused little or no damage, but in an atmospheric environment, an implosion — as if part of the atmosphere had simply ceased to exist — the effects were devastating. The whole El Khouri plateau fell within the radius where every molecule of oxygen, nitrogen, water vapor and the trace elements had to get up and move instantaneously, to fill a vacuum. At ground-zero, the effect was appalling. 

        The images were captured, realtime, by a weather surveillance satellite. The inrush of air was already explosive before the shape of the terrain caused funneling. More than a hundred tornados touched down in El Khouri in seven minutes, and the biggest of them were fueled by the energy pouring out of ground-zero as volatiles in the soil, close to the actual event horizon of the collapsing stasis chamber, compressed and detonated in a blast like a low-yield, tactical nuclear warhead. 

        For seventeen seconds, the largest of the El Khouri tornados connected the jetstream with the ground. Hurricane-force winds rampaged through Alexandria, more than a thousand kilometers away; the sky dimmed and high winds from an odd direction caused minor damage even in Marak. 

        At Shapiro’s shoulder, Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford viewed the damage stoically. Little expression had touched his thick, jowly face as he was briefed by the team from the Grossman. He viewed vid footage of the operation to put a dome over a five-kilometer long ravine. Under the micron-thin kevlar shell, the air temperature was raised by the exhaust heat of the same Aragos which held up the dome itself, and an assortment of plants, reptiles, insects, survived in artificial light. In orbit, the chain of weather satellites gathered data and supplied it freely to scientists in MarakCity, but the three tenders Shapiro had assigned to Ulrand, headed by the Grossman itself, were in a better position to manage climate control.

        Little could be done, short of assigning a terraforming operation, and that was the last card Shapiro had left to play. The problems were vast and complex. Terraforming would exterminate any life which had, against the odds, managed to survive in the highlands; and it would cost as much as opening up a new colony.

        If the twist of Rutherford’s mouth was anything to judge by, Shapiro knew the funding would not come from any office on Earth. The Grand Senate had already been briefed on the ‘Ulrand situation,’ and Shapiro’s intelligence was that the event had been categorized as an unfortunate accident with few casualties and no significant consequences. Few people on Earth would care about the difficult environment and the extinction of indigenous wildlife on a colony world that had been forgotten, isolated for a century and a half.  

        “It’s a mess,” Shapiro said quietly. “I’ve done what I can, but the only thing that would entirely pacify the Marak Senate would be a wind-back of the clock, until it never happened at all.”

        “They’re being utterly unreasonable.” Rutherford’s voice was deep, with the quality of gravel, and his accent said Earth with every word he spoke. He had never learned any of the dialects common to the colonies even of the Middle Heavens. He was fluent in three languages, only one of which Shapiro spoke well, and more than once during the last week they had summoned Rutherford’s multilingual secretary to clarify the odd quirks of dialog.

        The senator traveled with the secretary, three bodyguards, one of whom was cross-trained as a paramedic, a personal trainer who was also a chiropractor, plus a valet who doubled as his barber and could be called upon to serve as chef when necessary. By turns, Shapiro was amused and angry. 

        In Rutherford’s palm was a handy, no bigger than the pack of his favorite kip-grass cigarettes, which was never out of reach. He rarely spoke without consulting the handy, into which his secretary was continually feeding prep-notes for Rutherford’s eyes only — Shapiro was never allowed to see them.

        “I wouldn’t say the Ulrish are being unreasonable,” he argued. “They’re angry, and they have every right to be. My people were on-site, Senator. They knew exactly what would happen if Colonel Mulholland tampered with the thing.”

        “I’ve been assured Colonel Mulholland’s team represented the best Fleet engineers, and he had the foremost military scientists at his disposal,” Rutherford said dismissively.

        “I don’t doubt it.” Shapiro looked out at El Khouri as the barge fell into an Arago hover and began to turn on its axis, infinitely slowly, to give them the full three-sixty view. “But it’s not much of a recommendation for either him or his people. You can see with your own eyes, the results of Mulholland’s work.”

        Powerful floodlights lanced into the near-darkness, overlapping, illuminating a field of dust and rubble, dead as a graveyard. Rutherford gave it one brooding look, and then angled a sharp glance at Shapiro.

        “Mulholland’s crew were specialists from labs on Earth. There’s no better talent in the Deep Sky.”

        He was wrong, but Shapiro was not about to correct him. “Still, Colonel Mulholland was advised by my people, warned time and again, and you can see for yourself the results of his handiwork.”

        “Your ... people,” Rutherford echoed. He turned his back on the desolation, folded his arms on the breast of an immaculate Deccan suit, and fixed Shapiro with a glare. “Exactly who are your people?”

        “Civilian specialists, on contract to my office on Borushek.” Shapiro refused to be intimidated. 

        The senator was a difficult man, senior in years as well as rank. He was wealthy, with ‘old money’ which extended back through many generations of his family. There was no First Fleet snobbery here: Rutherford was the ‘real deal,’ not merely from Earth, but from the world’s most elite community. 

        And the man was a career politician, a professional in a trade that was often corrupt and almost always driven by self-interest. His eyes were shrewd, nested in lines which seemed to have been deliberately etched into his skin. His hair was dark brown, as immaculate as the suit, as luxurious as the antique platinum fob-watch and the thick gold rings among his fingers. Everything about him annoyed Shapiro.

        “You’ll introduce me to these civilians when we return,” Rutherford said tartly. Not a question. “Citizens of the Deep Sky, no doubt.”

        He meant colonials. Shapiro closed his eyes for a moment and summoned patience. It was increasingly difficult to find. “Senator, I don’t believe this is the time or place to be pointing fingers, trying to assign blame. It really doesn’t matter who was responsible for the El Khouri event. On behalf of both the Confederacy and the DeepSky Fleet, I have already admitted culpability and accepted responsibility. I’ve done all I can to repair the damage.”

        “I’d say you’ve done rather too much.” Rutherford glanced once at the vista beyond the armorglass and then ignored it. “This is a desolate and ugly ball of rock, Shapiro. No people in their right minds would live here by choice. You couldn’t hurt this corner of space if you hit it with a salvo of nukes.”

        Anger rose in Shapiro’s chest. “With all due respect, Senator, the present day Ulrish are the seventh generation to be born on this ... ball of rock, as you call it. This corner of space is their home. In fact, it’s their sovereign territory. You’re well aware that the government of Earth invited the Ulrish to join the Confederacy, and unlike the worlds which could be called true colonies of Earth, Ulrand bears no allegiance whatsoever —”

        “I know my history,” Rutherford said sharply. “This planet was colonized by a splinter group from Pakrenne. And I need hardly remind you, Shapiro, the Pakrani are as human as you or I.”

        “Even if they’re not welcome on your streets,” Shapiro said bitterly. He was thinking of Kristyn Bauer, her Pakrani husband, her half-caste children, and the prejudice she had met on humanity’s so-called motherworld.

        “The Pakrani know their place, like the Lushi, like the Mazjeet.” Rutherford looked darkly at Shapiro. “They have their own niche, and they’re at their most agreeable when they are in it. They don’t belong on Earth, and the wise among them know it.”

        A vivid image of Jazinsky flittered through Shapiro’s mind. “But, by gods, you’ll impoverish them to enrich and defend the Earth,” he growled. “You’ll tax them, conscript them and kill them in the name of a world where they’re not even welcome to breathe your air.”

        Rutherford’s brows lowered, and his eyes smoldered on Shapiro. “You begin to sound like a republican yourself. Do you need me to warn you, Shapiro? There’s no room for this ridiculous republican sentimentality in the DeepSky Fleet, nor in the office of colonial government.”

        “And you can easily have me replaced. I know.” Shapiro bit back the anger, sealed his lips and glared at the ruin of El Khouri in silence for some time. “Should I apologize? Suffice to say, Senator Rutherford, I was born out here in the Deep Sky. I’m from a little place called Elmendorf, in the Riga Sector. These are my skies, my stars ... my people.” He shook his head thoughtfully. “I went to Earth once. My own genestrand isn’t engineered, but I still felt —” He hesitated a moment longer and then said it. “Alien. Human, and yet dislocated from the Earth. I don’t suppose you can even imagine what I felt.”

        “You suppose correctly,” Rutherford informed him. He dug out the pack of cigarettes and lit up. “What are you driving at, Shapiro?”

        “Only this.” Shapiro drew back his shoulders and looked Rutherford in the eye again. The senator was a little taller, twenty years more senior, and much higher in rank, but Shapiro refused to be impressed. “You don’t have to be a republican to want peace in the Deep Sky. And that’s all I want, Senator. An end to the colonial war, a mutually acceptable way to avert what’s going to happen here at Ulrand ... and some magic to safeguard us against the rest.” He looked up, into the patch of the sky where Hellgate would have been visible on a clear night. Not that El Khouri enjoyed clear nights anymore.

        “The Zunshu,” Rutherford said thoughtfully. He plumed a dragon’s breath of smoke from both nostrils and studied Shapiro almost rudely. “Tell me the truth, now. Is there any such threat? Isn’t it just a legend, a story — like the haunted house, the headless horseman?”

        “Oh, the Zunshu are real enough.” Shapiro nodded out at the dark, icy wasteland. “It was an ancient Zunshu device that got away from your man Mulholland.”

        “And it’s a Zunshu device I came out from Earth to collect.” Rutherford gave the floodlit crater and the low, ink-black overcast a glare. He flicked ash from the cigarette and dragged on it again. “I’m wasting my time here. There is no question, none whatever, regarding Ulrand. More than enough has already been done to recover this region, and rather too much has been paid over to the government in Marak.”

        “Would you care to stand up in their Grand Senate and say that?” Shapiro challenged. “We came here to avert a war, Senator.” At least, I did.

        But Rutherford was making negative noises. “It takes two to parlay. And the Ulrish won’t be appeased. They’re no longer open to negotiation, if they ever were. Which I have come to doubt.”

        The referendum had already begun, across the whole planet, but Ulrand would take three days to vote, and it would be two more days before the decision of the people and the Senate was final. Shapiro had no doubt what he would hear, and any address Rutherford could make would hardly influence the tides of anger which swept this world. 

        “Then it’ll be an invasion force,” he said quietly.

        “The Shanghai carrier battle group is making preparations.” Rutherford looked sidelong at Shapiro. He dropped the cigarette, ground it out under his heel. “You see an alternative? Then you stand up in their piddling Grand Senate and convince them to get back in line.”

        “Me?” Shapiro smiled thinly, without humor. “They’re less than likely to listen to me, Senator. The voice of Earth is what they need to hear now ... but you’ve been saying all the wrong things.”

        “Oh, for godsakes.” Rutherford swung away and stalked toward the seats which flanked the bulkhead behind the cockpit. His bodyguard and secretary drifted after him like a pair of shadows. 

        Four times since the Ganymede and the Wastrel arrived insystem, he had appeared in the newsvids. A current affairs show, a science digest, a public forum, and a CNS biography — a montage of hastily-gathered materials from sources Shapiro himself envied. Every word out of Rutherford’s mouth had offended someone, somewhere. He was the Earther, whose family had been rich even before the buildup of the DeepSky Fleet. In the last thirty years, the Rutherfords’ fortunes had risen, riding on the back of military construction contracts. They owned vast shares in the yards where the carriers and super-carriers were built. And their most illustrious son was here on Ulrand, telling people who had nothing to ‘get real.’ That their biosphere and native wildlife were worthless, and the autonomy they thought they possessed was a figment of their imagination.

        Shapiro was silent now. It had all been said, and his throat was dry as El Khouri’s frozen dust. He walked forward, past Rutherford and into the cockpit. Coming out here had been a mistake, but when CNS laid down the challenge to the senator — he should witness the devastation with his own eyes, and see if he could remain unmoved — Shapiro could not refuse. 

        For himself, he had seen the ruin of El Khouri several times. He conferenced regularly with the officers from the Grossman and its group, and the feeling among the crews working out here was mainly guilt. Fleet had done this; Fleet should set it right.

        But Rutherford’s face was a mask, clenched in anger, and Shapiro knew when to hold his silence. The cockpit was dim, lit by the glow of screens and instruments. Sitting behind the pilot was Jon Kim, who headed the Marak Environmental Bureau and had chaired a dozen symposia devoted to this world’s indigenous life. Shapiro had done most of his business with Kim, feeding money, manpower, machines and resources to a department that was laughably out of its depth. Jon Kim had known from the beginning what must be done, but he had nothing to work with before Shapiro involved himself. He was one of the specialists who arrived at ‘ground zero,’ just twelve hours after the event.

        Like few of his colleagues, Kim appreciated what Shapiro had done. A gene bank had already been stocked with tissue samples from every plant and animal in El Khouri, and in the domed ravine a few living specimens would survive. The dark and cold would pass, and with a breeding program for fauna and flora alike, the highlands could be restored. It might take a century, but it would happen. Harrison Shapiro alone was responsible for this, and Jon Kim knew it.

        He was very young for the job, at just thirty. His face was still smooth, his body was well-worked on the racquetball court, and he had enough conscience and compassion left to actually care what happened to El Khouri and the scattered outposts like Alexandria. He was young enough to be Shapiro’s son, yet taller and broader, with a deeper voice and a grim sense of duty and authority which made him seem much older. He was in blue and white denim, jeans and jacket, and a pale yellow turtle neck which made his tan seem deeper and the shock of white-blond hair seem more pale. He came to his feet as Shapiro appeared, and nodded aft toward the senator.

        “Any joy?”

        “It’s been a waste of time for us all, Jon. Thank gods we wouldn’t let CNS send a vidcrew along. The man is an A-Grade bastard.”

        “Earther,” Kim observed disdainfully.

        “And a bigot,” Shapiro added. “You know the routine: gene-tweaked colonials should know their place and stay in it.” He crooked one brow at Kim. “I married a Kuchini, you know.”

        “I know. I did my homework on you, when we started doing business. I saw pictures, and I admit, I was surprised ... you being so highly placed in Fleet, I suppose, and Fleet being what it is! Lauren Russell was a handsome woman, Harrison.”

        “She was,” Shapiro agreed, “and she died long before her time. An accident. You must have read the file, and you’ve every right to. You need to know who you’re dealing with. And what.” 

        He watched as the pilots lifted the barge up out of the wide depression of the El Khouri crater. The aircraft passed into the cloud of airborne dirt and through the canopies he saw only darkness, deep, endless, depressing. He turned back toward Kim and hunted for words. 

        “Fleet isn’t what it used to be. I wasn’t conscripted. I put my name on their contract ten years before you were born, and by the time the whole show turned sour I was already a colonel. I thought I was in a position to make a difference, so I stuck around.”

        “I’m glad you did,” Kim said with a twist of bitter humor. “If you’ve made a difference nowhere else, you’ve worked magic here.”

        “Not enough to sway your people’s vote.” Shapiro’s hand fell on the back of the nearest seat as the barge began to accelerate toward Marak. 

        “I’m afraid nothing would sweeten them,” Kim said dismissively. “I’ve done all I can. I’ve been on the vidnews a dozen times, explaining how the uplands can be repopulated when the dust settles — literally. We’re still gathering data about what’s happening to the climate, but we’ll know enough soon to meddle with it, nudge it back where it should be.” He gave Shapiro an apologetic look. “None of this work would have happened without your cooperation. A few people have listened. At college level there’s quite a number who’ll be voting to stay with the Confederacy ... if only because they can see the fight coming, and they don’t want to be part of it.”

        Just the night before, Marak Channel 85 had broadcast vidclips supplied by CNS. Some AI camera had captured images of the Shanghai taskforce. Today, the media was ablaze with speculation, and Shapiro’s tongue itched to say it aloud: why else would the Shanghai be in this part of the Deep Sky? She was out of her usual territory, and the Chicago was
covering for her, on the endless patrol of the Middle Heavens data conduit. 

        The Chicago was more than half crewed by kids from the Deep Sky, and even Fleet knew better than to send her to pulverize Ulrand and Omaru. But the Shanghai’s crew was drawn from worlds as far back as Darwin’s, Rethan, Mars. They could reasonably be assigned to wreak havoc on colonies where the people were different enough to be alien.

        “You, uh, saw the newsvids last night?” Kim prompted as the barge leveled out in early evening sunlight and headed fast for the city. 

        “I saw them.” Shapiro studied the younger man closely, and Jon Kim had to know he was being evaluated on some level. 

        One premature word directly from Shapiro about the Shanghai and its mission, and Rutherford would surely indict him for treason. But news could be leaked, while all parties denied any knowledge of the source.

        Kim leaned close enough for Shapiro to smell his cologne. “Harrison, it’s going bad, isn’t it? For godsakes, there’s no more either of us can do.”

        For a last moment Shapiro hesitated and then he said quietly, against Kim’s right ear, “Will you have a word of advice from an old soldier?” Kim was waiting. “Borushek is a nice place for a vacation,” Shapiro went on, “and I hear you can get cut-price clipper tickets right now.”

        “The Shanghai —?” 

        “It’ll be carnival time in Sark next week.” Shapiro looked into Kim’s face, and with an eloquent quirk of his brows added, “I’d seriously consider being there. You’d have the time of your life ... in fact, you’d have a life to have a good time in.”

        The young man’s eyes closed for several seconds and when they reopened they were dark with foreboding. “Damn. I don’t have a lot of bucks, Harrison. You know what the Ulrish dollar’s worth? I’d be looking for a couch to crash on.” He threw it out like a baited hook.

        “It could be arranged.” Shapiro permitted a small, crooked smile. “You know what’s going to happen here, Jon. When the shooting’s stopped they’ll round up the ‘ringleaders,’ meaning anyone remotely connected with government, the old regime.” He looked away. “As an environmentalist, you’ll be accused of inciting the population against the Confederacy, deliberately influencing the vote.”

        “I suppose I did, in the early days,” Kim admitted. “I was one of the first out here, as you know. CNS pushed a camera into my face, and I told them without hesitation, the blast was the result of some kind of weapon ... and there’d been a Fleet crew working here.”

        “That’s more than enough to lock you up,” Shapiro said regretfully. “You can expect those vids to be used as evidence at the trial, and then you’ll be looking at the inside of the bars for a long, long time.” He gave Kim a look of bleak humor. “By rights I shouldn’t be telling you even a syllable of this. I’m implicating myself. Conspiracy, collusion, treason.”

        “Bullshit,” Kim whispered.

        “Not in the eyes of a Confederate prosecutor!” Shapiro rubbed his face with both hands and looked up at the taller man. “But you cooperated with me, and we worked well together. You and I laid the foundations for repairing El Khouri, but Fleet won’t see the value of it. If you’re here, Jon, when push comes to shove, you’re going to take the fall with the rest of the colonial government, and — I’ll be damned if I’ll stand by and see it happen.”

        “Sweet Christ.” Kim’s face had lost several shades of color. “There’s been talk on CNS about the crackdown if we challenge Fleet and lose. The people of this colony don’t seem to believe it’ll happen.”

        “It will.” Shapiro set a hand on Kim’s left shoulder, dealt him a companionable squeeze there. “Don’t be here, if you’ve any chance to get out. Be damned discreet, of course ... if you mention my name, I’m a dead man ... but try to get the word out to people like yourself who’ve busted their buns to put this place right and stop the shooting before it starts.”

        “I will. And I appreciate it, Harrison. I mean, I’ve worried that this would happen, but — getting right out never crossed my mind. I must be getting slow.”

        “Don’t think of it as deserting Ulrand in her time of need,” Shapiro counseled. “You can’t do squat for this world when you’re buried in a prison for twenty-five years. You have to be on the outside, at liberty, to make any difference at all. In fact, the more you feel a surge of patriotism, the faster you should get out.”

        “I intend to. If you can help me.” Kim’s right hand covered Shapiro’s on his shoulder. “I owe you one, Harrison. If fact, I owe you a whole bunch.”

        “Nonsense,” Shapiro began.

        “I’ll decide what’s nonsense.” Kim’s hand tightened on Shapiro’s for a moment, and a smile touched one side of his wide mouth. “I’m not one of your recruits. I don’t wear the uniform. I’m not even a Confederate citizen ... not till Fleet gets finished with Ulrand, I suppose, then they’ll call me a fugitive criminal. Good Christ, I’ll be on their most-wanted list.” He shook himself hard. “So, if you don’t mind, I’ll decide who I owe a bunch to ... and whose couch I crash on. Unless I get a better offer. It, uh, doesn’t have to be the couch, right?”

        For a moment Shapiro did not follow, and then the first time in what seemed like a year, he actually chuckled. “Are you propositioning me? I’m old enough to be your father —”

        “But you’re not my father,” Kim said, sharing the amusement.

        “— and I’m way out of practice at ... this,” Shapiro added.

        “Practice makes perfect,” Kim suggested.

        “Is that so?” Shapiro wiped the smile off his face and watched the lights of Marak glitter on the horizon, through the haze of smog and cloud. “I’m flattered, Jon. It’s been a long, long time. But don’t do this because you think you must, or you should. There’s nothing for you to repay, and even if there were, there are better ways to pay back that kind of debt.” He gave Kim a sidelong smile. “The fact is, I already owe you, big time, for your work here. If you like, I’ll pull some strings, see if I can to slide you into a similar job on Borushek.”

        Kim’s brows rose. “If it would mean being closer to you, I’d go for that. It’s too long a journey, Borushek to Ulrand, to make the crossing often. Like I said before, I don’t have a lot of bucks. They don’t pay me too well at the best of times, and the Ulrish dollar isn’t worth the plastex they print it on.” He waggled one eyebrow at Shapiro. “So...?”

        “Damnit, you’ve got me halfway convinced you’re serious.” Shapiro felt himself taking the lure — like a sleek, shining trout about to be dropped into the skillet? He knew he should be old enough to know better, but the old maxim only made him chuckle again: Old enough to know better, young enough to do it anyway. He fended off Kim with one hand and turned back to the city lights.

        “Hey, do I sound like I’m joking?” Kim mocked himself. “Damnit, I have to work on my technique. I used to be good at this.”

        “You still are. That’s a hell of a nice pickup line,” Shapiro told him, and then sobered. “Don’t make a fool of me, Jon. You know what they say. There’s no fool like an old fool.”

        The younger man’s face darkened. “You’re not old. And who the hell taught you to mistrust?”

        “Not a person. A lifetime of watching other people get beaten to pulp.” Shapiro stepped back and watched the swirl of clouds as the barge dropped in toward the private landing bays at PakrennePlaza, from which it had departed two hours before. “I don’t have time for tomfoolery ... and although I’m not quite geriatric yet, I do think I’m too old to forgive and forget, if you play me for a fool.”

        “That sounded like a gauntlet being thrown down,” Kim observed. 

        “Perhaps,” Shapiro allowed. “But not a threat. Because I’m flattered. You’re a nice kid, and I appreciate the attention.” 

        “Not a threat ... a challenge, maybe?” Kim wondered. “Be warned: I always relished a challenge. It’s why I took on the job at El Khouri instead of making like the proverbial bat out of hell.”

        Shapiro chuckled again. “All right. If you like. A challenge.”

        “Then, consider your gauntlet picked up.” Kim gave him a curious look. “Open a file on me, have your intel people investigate me.”

        “I will. You understand, it’s procedure.”

        “I have nothing to hide, Harrison.” Kim’s eyes were wide, dark, clear. “College, then a move to the city, government, this job. I have a family in the north that won’t speak to me because I wouldn’t stay home and work my hands to blood in their business. I was married, but it was a disaster. Divorce, no kids I’m aware of ... two dogs.” He paused, eyes dancing with reluctant humor. “I need to look into Borushek’s quarantine regulations, don’t I?”

        “Yes,” Shapiro said bemusedly, “I think you do. No matter what else happens between us — or doesn’t — I want you the hell out of Ulrand before the Shanghai battle group gets here. Just in case.”

        The deck tilted and the engines changed pitch as the barge dropped in toward Marak. The skyline was familiar by now, and Shapiro could pick out the beacons and comm arrays of the rink. Dockland stretched away, bright in the dimness of its smog, and as the barge rotated around for a landing in the government bays, he wondered if Vaurien and Jazinsky were out of there yet.

        The danger was real enough to make his skin crawl, but they were the only agents who could tackle the work. No one else Shapiro knew could walk right into Dockland, set up a meeting with characters like van Donne, Wang, Rodman, and even hope to be taken seriously. 

        Yet it was no secret Vaurien’s operation had ‘legitimized,’ and the Fleet connection was made doubly dangerous since the Ganymede, a Fleet warship, was docked in orbit. Shapiro had tried to insist Rutherford take his staff aboard the Wastrel, but the man from Earth was immovable. Shapiro knew when to back off before Rutherford became suspicious that he was being manipulated. He knew it now, just as Shapiro knew there would be a price to be paid eventually, in some coin.

        In a day, his dislike of Rutherford had blossomed into full-blown antipathy, and he guarded every word. He checked his comm security daily, and ran his own surveillance on Rutherford’s staff. Did the senator know his comm lines were bugged, his quarters monitored, his Net access full of AI spies? Shapiro had to believe he did, but either Rutherford’s staff were not qualified to remove them, or the senator expected them to simply be replaced as soon as they were removed — 

        Or, Shapiro thought darkly, the bugs and AI snoops were useful right where they were, issuing exactly the intel Rutherford wanted issued. The thought was irritating, like glass powder under the skin, and his mouth compressed as he watched the dim silhouettes of buildings rise up around the barge, murky in the twilight and humid, smoggy air. 

        With a soft thud, like boots landing in soft sand, it touched down. Rutherford and his entourage were already at the side hatch and their car was still standing by, where they had left it two hours before. The blue Volvo Presidium was armored far beyond the merely bulletproof, and before it left PakrennePlaza it would be flanked by two squad flyers from Marak City Tactical. Rutherford was the least liked man on Ulrish soil, and he did not overestimate his chances of survival, ‘naked’ on the street.

        Without even a glance in Shapiro’s direction he marched down the ramp. The Volvo’s jets and Aragos had already howled into life. The driver would be summoning his Tactical escort. In minutes Rutherford would be back at the Hotel Koromandel, in the Champlain sector, where the northwest corner of the sixteenth floor had been secured by Fleet specialists from the Ganymede. He had been on Ulrand two days longer than he had wanted to be, and Shapiro doubted he could keep the man here any longer.

        The Ganymede was headed directly to Albeniz, where the Zunshu device — or, the shell of it, Shapiro allowed — was sealed in a bunker ten levels under the Fleet dock facilities. The next time it was on display, it would be in a security lab in the Jupiter system, and there would be no out-flow of data. Shapiro wished them joy. The Zunshu hunter’s fuel was gone, the brains were fried; only the hull remained intact, ‘hot’ with unfamiliar energy signatures which hinted at the element Neil Travers had called the ‘top fuel.’ 

        It was just enough to convince the Confederacy that the Zunshu were very real, very alien, inconceivably dangerous. The dead hull, plus the data Mark Sherratt’s science vessel had supplied from Juarez, and a copy of the document which had been seeded into the archaeological site at On’rabi, might be enough to influence the government of Earth. 

        But Shapiro was far from optimistic, and he was painfully aware of a sensation of ‘going through the motions.’ Perhaps only Mark understood fully: these were the last moves in the legal game, and Shapiro had to make them. When they were done the game would be over, and all bets off — as well as the gloves. 

        In a matter of days, the Grand Senate in Marak would cast its own vote, backing up the referendum which was taking place around the planet even now. Secession was no more in doubt than the invasion of Ulrand. But the outcome of the battle was another question. 

        Shapiro’s thoughts returned to Dockland as he waited for Jon Kim and the barge’s flight crew. Intelligence from both his own sources and Dendra Shemiji suggested that in the last four weeks both Velcastra and Jagreth had bought the Shrike and Phaeton weapons systems. 

        They were arming. Like so many other colonies, they were watching Omaru and Ulrand, and what happened in these two systems would set the playing field for the colonial wars. A victory in either theater would bring other colonies into the war; victories in both —

        “You fancy a game, Harrison?” Kim was at the top of the ramp, jacket off and hooked over his shoulder from one hand. The soupy, aromatic air was invading the barge’s interior, making a man sweat while his sinuses prickled. “You look like you need to unwind, and a hard game’s better for you than a fifth of bourbon and a head full of chimera.”

        In fact, Shapiro’s whole body was protesting the stress of dealing with Rutherford. Guarding every syllable, keeping a mask in place over his face, was more exhausting than playing racquetball against a kid half his age. He had never expected to beat Kim, but the older the dog, the more tricks he knew. Jon still had a few to learn, and Shapiro could score. 

        Score? He looked Kim up and down with fresh eyes, and liked what he saw. “You want a game?”

        Kim’s head tilted at him. “Yes. You ... are talking about racquetball?”

        “For the moment.” Shapiro stretched his back, listened to his joints, and picked up the jacket he had left by the hatch. “Come on, kid, I’ll let you beat me on the court again —”

        “Let me?” Kim echoed, a pace behind him.

        “— and then I’ll buy you dinner,” Shapiro offered. Nerves he had forgotten he possessed had begun to stir alive. Old enough to know better, he told himself ... still young enough to do it anyway. Maybe. If time and work permitted, and if Jon Kim was on the level. Cynicism was a hard taskmaster, and he felt its yoke, heavy on his shoulders. 

        Even now, even here, his thoughts strayed back: if Velcastra and Jagreth were getting the Shrike and the Phaeton, where the hell were the weapons systems coming from? Not from the Kiev. Alexis Rusch had locked down that source of supply. And they were certainly not coming from Freespace. Before they could be supplied by Halfway privateers, first they had to be looted from ships wrecked in the Drift, and in the last twelve months all vessels were accounted for.

        “Harrison, enough,” Kim said quietly. “Let it go. Turn your brain off for the day. I’m not going to play racquetball with you, I’m not going to dinner with you, and sure as hell I’m not going to go to bed with you while you’re preoccupied with ... what are you thinking about, anyway?”

        “Weapons systems, Freespacers, Velcastra’s republicans, Jagrethean politics,” Shapiro said sketchily. “And you’re right. I do need to unwind. If I don’t, I could be the first recorded casualty of the colonial wars.”

        “What about Omaru? The blockade?” Kim fell into step with him as they left the barge. 

        The parking bays were ranked along the rear of the line of bluestone government buildings which faced outward into PakrennePlaza, with its flags, colonial and corporate insignia. The sound of traffic whined and hummed from the street, and overhead the regimented antlines of air traffic threaded from downtown to Dockland and back. A pair of Tactical squads had just popped up over the roof of the Grand Senate building, and Shapiro stood back with Kim as the Volvo Presidium lifted off, straight up, to join them.

        “Omaru doesn’t quite count,” he said bitterly. “The war hasn’t started yet. Back on Earth they’re calling the situation in Hydralis ‘civil disobedience.’ It’s a nice, neat, tidy term for bloodshed and grief. Historians will record the beginning of the war with the first actual battle. And I’m afraid,” he added, “it’s going to be fought here.”

        Kim’s head tipped back and he glared at the smoggy overcast. “I know. It’s going to be a bloodbath, isn’t it?”

        “Maybe,” Shapiro said carefully. 

        “And I should look into Borushek’s quarantine regs.” Kim headed toward the back entrances to the government buildings, where he had a third floor office. “Tomorrow.”

        “Tomorrow,” Shapiro echoed.

        “Better things to do tonight.” Kim cast a sultry glance over his shoulder and went on ahead to call his staff.

        “Don’t take too long,” Shapiro warned. “I have to leave, very soon. I can’t keep Rutherford here much longer, and even if I could, it won’t be wise for me to be here as the results of the referendum start to come in. Secession is a formality, and immediately afterward I’ll need a permit, a visa, to be here legally.” Kim turned back toward him, and Shapiro shrugged an apology. “I’ll at least have to return to the Wastrel.”

        “When?” Kim asked darkly.

        “Tomorrow,” Shapiro guessed.

        A lopsided smile tugged one corner of Kim’s mouth. “Like I said, better things to do tonight ... and I’ll look into Borushek’s animal quarantine regulations. God knows, if it’s going to be a bloodbath I don’t want my dogs to be here either. You know what becomes of animals, abandoned in a warzone?”

        Would the battle for Ulrand be a massacre? Shapiro frowned up at the bluestone buildings, and beyond them, at the heavy, purple murk of the evening sky. A heavy lifter was on its way out; the bright, blue-white stern glared through the smog which had begun to irritate his lungs. The Confederacy and the DeepSky Fleet were certainly expecting a bloodbath, but maybe, just maybe, Ulrand would not offer such easy pickings. 

        With a shiver which had nothing to do with the climate, he followed the young head of the Marak Environmental Bureau into the bright, ringing halls of the government buildings. But his thoughts remained in citybottom, in Dockland, and part of him longed to be there to watch the deal thrashed out. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


  
 

 

Chapter Three

 

Wastrel, Ulrand high orbit

 

“He’s in Halfway. He’s been there for five, maybe six months, living like a warlord in a dream shop by the name of Prurito. I’ve been there once or twice myself ... nothing but the best for our man, Boden Zwerner.” Richard Vaurien lifted his boots up onto the couch in the Wastrel’s crew lounge and watched Shapiro and Jazinsky fiddling with the autochef. “He’s been there since long before he set up the CL-389 hit on Omaru — and nobody in Marak Dockland knows one damned thing about the ore hauler. Including,” Vaurien finished, “Sergei van Donne himself.” 

        “Sergei swears he hasn’t set eyes on Zwerner in almost a year,” Jazinsky added. She was done with the ’chef and leaned on it, waiting for the plates to be delivered. 

        “You believe van Donne?” Shapiro wondered.

        “This time, I do.” Jazinsky made a face. “You mention the name of Zwerner, and pure hatred dances in his eyes like a swarm of fireflies. If Sergei could get close to him, he’d do it. He’d put a knife in him and walk out of there and challenge Zwerner’s people to do something about it.”

        Shiptime, it was four in the morning. In Dockland it was mid-evening again and after twenty-four hours of haggling Vaurien was tired, mentally as well as physically. He knuckled his eyes and indulged in a deep yawn. 

        “The truth is,” he told Shapiro, “van Donne can’t get anywhere near Zwerner. Back on the Oberon platform, he gave the name to Neil and Curtis in the hopes we could waste Zwerner ... or else draw him out, put him back in reach. Zwerner has the dream shop staked out like a fortress. He’s sitting in the middle of a mercenary army, knowing how many enemies he’s made. If I had to make a forecast —”

        “He won’t be coming out of Halfway,” Shapiro guessed, “until the colonial wars are over, with the Confederacy the victor. And then he expects to find himself in a position of privilege, in recognition of services rendered in places like Omaru. God knows what else he’s done, and we just never caught up with him.”

        It was Vaurien’s turn to make a disgusted face. “All we know for certain is, the order to destroy Omaru was issued in an office in the city of Chicago, Earth, and the money trail ends there.” He shrugged. “Now, is that a Fleet trail, or is it political or private enterprise?”

        “Pick one,” Jazinsky invited. “One’s as bad as any other, and every one blurs into the next. They’re practically interchangeable half the time.”

        She made a good point. Men like Charleston Aimes Rutherford blurred the line. He was one of the forty senators drawn from the North America and Europe sectors, who served as members of the Grand Senate, representing Earth’s northwestern hemisphere. He was also the eldest son in a family with holdings on Mars, Avalon, Haven, Cimarosa and several other industrial colonies where ores were mined, metals processed, hulls built. He owned just over fifteen percent of Stevanage, nine percent of the Weimann Company, and large percentages of Arago Technologies which were always in the trading flux, liquid and impossible to specify. 

        In Rutherford’s case, politics and industrialism were bred from the same genestock. And the waters became murkier when one remembered, Earth’s twelve senior senators — among whom Rutherford had been counted for twenty years — formed the caucus which tasked the military, on behalf of the Senate and the Peoples of Earth. 

        Opposite the couch, the threedee was playing. Jazinsky had pulled up CNS for the day’s top stories from across the colonies. Unsurprisingly, the local vids were fixated on the referendum. The holosphere flared a rich, burgundy red as the news crews imaged a gaggle of pompous outdistrict representatives, all going into the Grand Senate to speak on behalf of their constituencies.

        The building was magnificent, with the traditional bluestone style of other centuries. It fronted onto PakrennePlaza; before the tall silver marble doors flew the banners of Ulrand and its own motherworld, Pakrenne. No flag of Earth had ever been hoisted there, no Confederate emblem was displayed, no matter that Senator Rutherford was insystem. The doors were five meters tall — twice the height of a tall Pakrani — opening onto a foyer of golden hardwoods and more silver marble. 

        A statue in cast obsidian dominated the foyer. Larger than life-sized, the explorer who first charted this planet, Ulverson Yves Randell, glared down at those who had the temerity to enter. Behind him, an ocean of burgundy carpets led into the Grand Senate itself, where the light was muted, the fittings were red gold, and the atmosphere was explosive.

        A plate landed on the table before Vaurien, but he was too tired to eat. He rested his chin on his palm, watching with half-closed eyes as a remote camera jetted around the massive Ulrish public forum. The arguments had all been made. No more remained save the shouting — and the senators and public alike were doing plenty of that.

        The local dialect could be hard to follow, even for one who was born on Pakrenne itself, like Jazinsky. She paused with a fork halfway to her lips to follow a tirade delivered by a prefecture governor from the parched southern hemisphere of Ulrand. Shapiro was listening, while Richard tried not to, but even Vaurien could not fail to catch the speech’s parting shot.

        In plain language, the man from
Isla Romero set down the feeling of his constituency: Ulrand was not only ‘out,’ it should be actively against the Confederacy, whose ships would no longer be welcome in Ulrish ports, while the ships of ‘those who stood against the Confederacy’ would find a safehaven there.

        “Etienne, turn the bloody thing off,” Vaurien groaned. 

        “Volume muted,” the AI murmured. 

        “They just burned their bridges,” Jazinsky observed. “That speech had republicanism written all over it. If Rutherford sees it —”

        “Of course he’ll see it,” Shapiro said tersely. “His office, like mine, filters every scrap of data coming out of Ulrand every day ... and the honorable member for — where’s the man from, Isla Romero? — needs to have his brains examined! This kind of talk will only get the Ulrish crushed underfoot.”

        With a sigh, Vaurien pulled the plate closer and examined the meal Jazinsky had set before him. It was some kind of seafood, bedded on noodles. Hungry or not, he dug a fork into it. “And then again, maybe Ulrand won’t be crushed so easily.”

        Shapiro slid into the chair opposite. “I’ve been wondering when I could expect to get your report.”

       “We’ve been back aboard for exactly forty minutes — I’m not one of your ‘yes sir, no sir’ military goons,” Vaurien snapped, short tempered because he was strung out, tired. He met Shapiro’s eyes for a moment and then returned to the meal. “You have a ‘go’ ... with terms and conditions.”

        “Such as?” Shapiro seemed unmoved by Vaurien’s abrasive mood.

        “The captains want some guarantees,” Jazinsky told him as she sat and slopped brandy into three glasses. “You had to expect this. They trust nobody and nothing. And they want to see money, up front. Something on account. I can’t say I blame them.” She tossed back her own drink, and her voice was hoarse as she said, “They know we’re fronting for someone who’s as faceless, nameless, as Boden Zwerner. They’re speculating on a mercenary colonel, a colonial, a republican, a renegade super-carrier commander, Dendra Shemiji getting up on its hind legs and making a stand ... or is it the government of Omaru, wanting to test weapons or strategies in some other system before they put their own people at risk?”

        “And you told them ...?” Shapiro prompted.

        The food was not bad. As soon as he began to eat, Vaurien realized how hungry he was, and how long it was since he had eaten last. He spoke between bites. “All of the above rolled into one, with wicked ulterior motives. Rodman, Wang and van Donne believe this mercenary colonel, for whom we’re in town fronting, has a deal going with the Marak government.”

        “I didn’t authorize —” Shapiro began.

        “It doesn’t matter, Harrison. Swing the deal after the fact, when Marak’s falling over itself in gratitude.” Jazinsky poured again for herself and Shapiro. “It’s a simple enough deal. The spoils of war get divided among the crows, and they assume Richard and I are two of the sleekest, fattest of those crows. The surviving Fleet vessels go for salvage. Hull plating, weapons systems, fighter-interceptors, the lot. And if you’re not quick, they’ll have the crews off and send them to market too. Officers for ransom, conscript muscle for forced labor or sexshops you don’t even know exist ... and don’t want to.”

        “I don’t think I do,” Shapiro agreed, and reached for his drink. He lifted the glass in a mock toast. “Here’s to private enterprise.”

        Her glass chinked against his. “It’s an ill wind, as they say. Force the deal through when you’ve got the Marak government on its knees in gratitude. They won’t have the right to argue.”

        Vaurien counted off on his fingers. “The Mako and the Krait are in. Rodman’s interested, but she has to put it to committee — this is what happens when you crew your ship with family. But her clan’s as avaricious as any Freespacers, you’ll have the Harlequin in a day or two at most. And both van Donne and Fernie Wang should be headed for Halfway in an ass-burner of a hurry. You can expect to get the Palenque in three days. Wang will swing it, even if van Donne can’t get close enough to Boden Zwerner to shout insults.”

        “If we get the Palenque, and we will,” Jazinsky said quietly, “it’s a dead cert that at least some of Zwerner’s associates will want in. You’ll get the Baer brothers. You’ve heard of them?” 

        “They’re notorious,” Shapiro said darkly.

        “They’re crazier than van Donne,” Vaurien agreed, “they’re greedier than Wang and they have a lot less scruples than Zwerner. They’re your wreckers, Harrison. They’re the ones you’ve been chasing into Hellgate all these years. They’ve taken Fleet ships, warships, in the Drift. They don’t know the meaning of caution, much less fear — with the Bai Shan under them, and two other salvage ships, why would they? Then, I’d be expecting to get Max Dimitriou, and the Helena. One of the Baers is handfasted to Dimitriou’s sister, the ship’s named for her.” 

        “The Helena’s an old terraformer hull,” Jazinsky went on as Vaurien returned to his meal, “converted into a planetoid miner. Its home turf is the Bronowski Reef, which Fleet knows as a ship-killer. A crew of three can fly it, and if I were with the
Shanghai taskforce, Harrison, if there was one Freespacer ship I’d be scared spitless of in this wolfpack of yours, it’d be the Helena.” She paused and looked bleakly at Shapiro. “It’s a behemoth, and there’s nothing on it to hurt.” 

        “Think forward armor designed to routinely make a full head-on with a planetoid and then suck it dry,” Vaurien said, still eating. “Think Weimanns big enough to shove a planetoid into e-space, and sublight engines with the power to move planetoids out of orbit.” 

        “Then think ram-raider,” Jazinsky finished. 

        “Good enough.” Shapiro seemed to be only pushing the food around on his plate. “The captains know the rendezvous point, I assume.”

        “Beacon 556, five days from now, no more.” Vaurien reached for the brandy at last and gazed into the glass. “The ident code is Jaguar Moon, and the gig is invitation only. You don’t know somebody with a ticket, you don’t get a share. No passengers.” A shiver ran through him and he drank the spirit too fast.

        For some time Shapiro was silent and then he asked, almost as if it were an afterthought, “The captains do know what they’re up against ...?”

        “The invasion of Ulrand?” Jazinsky gave a short bark which might have been a chuckle. “It’s common knowledge on the street in Marak, since CNS’s viddrone came home with the footage — the Shanghai’s out there, almost knocking at the door, with a battle group behind her.” She looked away. “Maybe twenty thousand human souls.”

        “And gods help them,” Vaurien added. “If they survive the battle and fall into the hands of the likes of the Baers and Dimitriou, they’ll wish they’d died along with their friends.” He gave Shapiro a hard, probing look. “Get your hands on your people fast, or you’ll be buying their freedom.” 

        “One time,” Jazinsky said bitterly, “Dimitriou auctioned off a captive ... upon delivery it turned out to be a very dead body packed in dry ice. The man had been dead for weeks. He was never abducted at all, he was shot.”

        “Damn,” Shapiro whispered. “Nice people you do business with, Richard.”

        But Vaurien only shrugged. “They don’t represent the majority of Freespacers. Only the ones mad enough and avaricious enough to sign on for this bloody lunatic tour of duty.” Finished eating, he leaned into the seat, let his head fall back and closed his eyes. “In chaos, there is profit. Rich profit, providing you don’t mind taking on a super-carrier battle group. The offer’s not going to attract Halfway’s nicer, saner people, but they do exist, Harrison.”

        “I imagine they do.” Shapiro toyed with his fork. “So, Wang’s group wants money on account, which makes sense. Did they name their price, and how they want to receive it?”

        Richard’s eyes opened to slits. “The less you know, the better. At least five billion in colonial dollars, as a downpayment. Bullion is better than cash; credit’s worthless to them. It’s too easy to trace if they try to use it, or erase from the banking system at your whim. Let me worry about delivering it.”

        “Meaning, you’ll rendezvous with agents from Halfway,” Shapiro guessed, and then he held up both hands. “As you said — the less I know, the less Senator Rutherford can beat out of me if this whole thing goes wrong.”

        “Speaking of whom,” Jazinsky mused, “has the bastard shoved off?”

        “The Ganymede shipped out this afternoon, Marak time.” Shapiro took his plate back to the ’chef and dropped it into the service chute. He punched for coffee now. “The man is a pain in the ass. I won’t miss the joy of his company, but I had hoped to keep him on Ulrand a while longer, the theory being, the Shanghai won’t deploy while he’s insystem.”

        The brandy was finding Vaurien’s nerve endings one by one and dulling them. “How long before someone pushes the ‘go’ button? It’ll be Rutherford who gives the order, I suppose. He has the plenipotentiary powers, and he’s out here.”

        “Right.” Shapiro brought the coffee back to the table but stood behind his seat, one hand in the pocket of his blue canvas jacket, as he went through the mental gymnastics involved in making a prediction. “I’m thinking, seven to ten days before someone, somewhere, deploys the Shanghai. If you’re wondering if shoving Rutherford headfirst into a body bag would halt the process — no; though it’d slow it up a little.” He brought the mug to his lips, and wry humor glittered in his eyes as he added, “I gave it some thought.”

        “In fact,” Jazinsky said slowly, “I think I’d rather have him right where he is, fixated on the Zunshu device, and en route to Albeniz. Three days there, three days back, a day or two to take the shell of the probe aboard in a welter of security.”

        Shapiro saluted her with the coffee mug. “There’s your seven days, maybe eight. Now, let’s say we throw in a wildcard: an anonymous faction within Ulrish academia offers to swing a deal, invites a senior Confederate representative to a very hush-hush meeting, on or in neutral territory.”

        “And we kill Rutherfordthere?” Vaurien growled.

        “It’s tempting,” Shapiro admitted, “but it’s a time-waster. It might buy us another two or three days — enough time, in fact, for a major battle group right out of Freespace to form up at Beacon 556. Not just a handful of ships, but a privateer fleet. In five days we’ll have a mercenary taskforce there, but it’ll take days longer to reach ships working inside Hellgate, or on the other side of the Drift. The longer we can hold off the invasion, the more muscle we can throw at the Shanghai group when the time comes. Fernando Wang and Asako Rodman are passing on the message that it’s a free-for-all, everyone’s invited, and the spoils of battle divvy up afterward?”

        “That’s the deal,” Jazinsky said thoughtfully. “And it’s the only deal that might — and I say might — lure Boden Zwerner out of Halfway. I doubt he’s going to be aboard the Palenque when she fights at Ulrand, but there’s an even chance he may come out when the spoils of victory are up for grabs, if only because he’ll assume Sergei wants to rob him.”

        The remark aroused a sound of humor from Vaurien. “Now, there’s a safe bet.” He sat up, rubbed his face to wake himself up and addressed the AI. “Etienne, status.”

        At the heart of each of Vaurien’s ships was the same AI pilot. The androgynous voice and bland personality aboard the Wastrel were identical with the Earthlight’s AI. “Eight crew aboard, sixteen groundside,” Etienne reported. “Pilot Cassals and Engineer Ingersol are groundside, locations currently unknown. Pilot Greenstein is aboard. Weimann systems are on standby. Core ship systems are in idle mode. Peripheral security drones and deepspace scan report null hazard. Four messages are queued for Captain Vaurien, three for Miss Jazinsky, and eight for General Shapiro.”

        “Damn,” Shapiro whispered. “Anything flagged priority?”

        “Two messages display priority tags,” Etienne told him. “One message is from your office AI, carrying 194GB of passenger data.”

        “Send it to the threedee in my quarters.” Shapiro glared at the coffee. “The other priority message?”

        “Is identical with a message tagged for Captain Vaurien. The message is encrypted at level four. The source is the Kiev, on the Omaru blockade. The dispatch tag is that of Colonel Rusch’s office. Instructions: ‘For General Shapiro, personal’.”

        “And it’s the same as the message she sent me?” Vaurien sat up and stretched till the tendons in his neck popped. “Let’s hear it.”

        It was a simple message, machine-to-machine. Etienne murmured, “Colonel Rusch advises that the Wastrel should return to the Omaru blockade, earliest possible, at best speed.”

        “Anything else?” Shapiro’s voice was taut.

        “Nothing else.” Etienne fell silent.

        For some moments a thick silence descended. In it, Jazinsky shifted on the squeaking leather of the couch, the autochef grumbled as it restocked the serving containers with freshly-flashed food, and the chatter of a threedee whispered from some other compartment, deeper in the ship. 

        At last, Vaurien pushed out from the table and picked up his empty plate. “I’m guessing the Earthlight made her way out,” he said quietly.

        “Good news,” Jazinsky wondered, “or bad?”

        “If it was bad, Alexis would have given us an indication.” Shapiro stepped aside to let Vaurien drop his plate into the chute. “It doesn’t take much bandwidth to report fatalities.”

        Fatalities? Neil Travers and Curtis Marin, Vaurien thought — not to mention Leon Sherratt, who was the whole reason for the harebrained incursion into Omaru. He traded a dark glance with Jazinsky but spoke to the AI. “Etienne, recall the crew. Tell them we’re shoving off in six hours.” 

        “And the next time we’re back in this system,” Jazinsky said softly, “it’ll be to fight.”

        The gravity of her words sobered Vaurien. “Yeah. Etienne, I’ll look at the other messages in my quarters.” He was already moving.

        The stateroom was softly lit, with its massive bed and silk sheets the color of dark chocolate. Through the long viewports, the horizon of Ulrand was so bright, the UV filtering had kicked in, darkening the whole sky. The threedee was alive, and his messages were waiting. 

        Two of them, he had been expecting. Wang and Rodman had signaled. Wang said the Krait was headed into Freespace, no stops, and he planned on ‘doing a little recruiting.’ And then his face and voice hardened to flint. He was petting a bronze-skinned snake which hung around his shoulders like a barbarian necklace, and Vaurien knew the warning was coming. The words were predictable: “One hint of a double-cross, Vaurien, and it’ll go bad for you and your crew. We’ll see you at 556.”

        “Bastard,” Vaurien muttered as the screen blanked. Wang was notorious and dangerous — he was also smarter than van Donne and less impulsive. Vaurien believed he knew the trick of how to handle Sergei; Fernando Wang was another question. Vaurien did not know the man well enough to know his quirks, his weaknesses, but he knew Wang was too smart to be duped — and he surrounded himself with specialists, citybottom veterans like Alaine Devereaux, and the young pups with oceans of raw talent, like Ramon.

        The face replacing Wang’s in the threedee belonged to Rodman, and her message consisted of two words. “We’re in,” she said tersely, and then reached out to the foot of her threedee to kill the vid pickup.

        The holosphere blanked at once, and Vaurien studied its generic blue, a fractal pattern twisting, growing like a crystal, morphing back into nothing. Almost a minute passed, and Etienne prompted,

        “One message remains, Captain Vaurien.”

        The soft synthetic voice seemed to jolt him out of a reverie which was neither daydream nor coherent thought. “You have the source and sender?”

        “The source is the
Kiev, Omaru Blockade. The message is from Tonio Teniko, tagged for you personally.”

        “Is it, really?” A thread of the old anger uncoiled through Vaurien’s gut. He was about to tell Etienne to simply erase it, and then on a whim he suspected he would regret, he said, “Play it.”

        The kid looked rough, Richard observed. He was probably living on booze and painkillers any time he was not actually working — and since he was off the Wastrel and aboard the Kiev, he could pay the likes of Vance Botero for a fresh stash of angelino. Tonio had shuttled over to Omaru with the pilot, Roark Hubler; and Richard had been so annoyed, he almost washed his hands of the boy.

        Every argument in anyone’s repertoire had fallen on deaf ears. Mark Sherratt had offered to take Teniko’s hands and make them over into lethal weapons; Jazinsky had offered to find him a private lab in a safe city, where his skills were admired and his bank account was so fat, he could indulge himself in uptown hustlers, the best dope, VR or anything else he wanted. Ingersol and Greenstein had cut Teniko limitless slack, refusing to be insulted, provoked, when Tonio seemed to be goading them into anger, even violence. 

        And Vaurien himself had given Tonio every opportunity to find himself, rediscover his sensuality, be a man grown — in the bedroom as well as in the laboratories which seemed to be his natural environment. None of it seemed to impress Tonio, and the gene therapy had begun the day before he left Borushek, headed for the blockade with Hubler. 

        The process of growing an already ‘finished’ body into something new was exquisitely painful. Vaurien saw the shadows of suffering in Teniko’s face, but the whole thing was self-inflicted. Kindness, affection and offers of help were brushed aside, while Tonio embraced the pain eagerly. 

        “Hello, Richard,” he said to the threedee. “I ... look, we were snarling at each other when you shipped out. I don’t want it to end this way. I was grateful, really. You did a lot for me. It’s ... I just want something different.” He was rocking himself, Vaurien noticed, constantly moving in an attempt to ride out the discomfort, because if he was too doped, he would not be able to function. And he had gone to the Kiev on Rusch’s invitation, to brief her on Jazinsky’s work and bring Rusch’s own projects up to speed with Sherratt’s requirements. 

        Time was getting short for them all, and for the Deep Sky. And in the middle of a storm that was about to break, Tonio Teniko had to option the genetic redesign work, to grow a Pakrani body. It would take years; and it would become much more painful as the months went on. Vaurien hoped Teniko lived long enough to see the project through and enjoy his new physique, because many souls in the Deep Sky were about to perish.

        “Look, I wanted to say ... Christ, why is this so difficult?” Teniko dragged both hands through his hair, disordering it into a wild mane. “I’m grateful, and I don’t want to fight with you, and I do ...” He took a long deep breath. “I do want to come back. After. If you’ll ... that is, if there’s a place for me on the Wastrel.”

        The truth was, Vaurien did not know if Teniko’s place would be there or not. He had never before had a crew member pull out and leave; and people like Jazinsky, Ingersol, Greenstein, even Mark Sherratt, had been rubbed the wrong way. 

        Part of it was Vaurien’s own fault, and he knew it. Teniko had the right to decide what he wanted to be. It was his life, his body — his pain. But this was not the time. Richard had said this to him, it was the cause of the fight. With the Earthlight buried somewhere on Omaru, Leon Sherratt trying to make a run for home with something he would not even attempt to describe ... with the invasion of Ulrand imminent and Shapiro’s operation riding a knife’s edge, personal pursuits that jeopardized the mind, the body and the reason, had to be set aside. Anything else was unacceptable. 

        But Tonio Teniko decided his own rules, obeyed his own laws, and the cosmos revolved around him. These had been Vaurien’s last words to him before he walked away, and they were branded among his brain cells. ‘You must think the whole bloody universe revolves around you. It doesn’t, kid, and you’re going to find out the hard way how wrong you are.’

        “I, uh, don’t know how else to say it,” Teniko muttered into the threedee’s audio pickup. “I don’t want to fight with you, Richard, but I have to do this. I’ll ... call you later, all right? Tell you how I’m getting through it. You, uh, know it hurts. A lot.”

        “To tell you the truth,” Vaurien said sourly to the image in the threedee, “I don’t really care. I’m way too tired, kiddo. Like they say, have a nice life.”

        “I sent you something,” Teniko slurred. “Like a ... a sim. I made it interactive, it’s multi-layered, so you can watch or, uh, be in it. Play it, Richard. Please. Oh, and I almost forgot,” he added as he was reaching for the toggle to end the message. “The Earthlight made it through the blockade about an hour ago. Ciao, Richard.”

        The threedee blanked, and Vaurien’s fists clenched. The Earthlight made it out? Great. This was the news the little bastard almost forgot. The information on which the survival of the Deep Sky probably pivoted was reduced to a dozen or so words, as an afterthought. Nor did he care to say if it was mission accomplished, or if there had been injuries. Fatalities. None of it was important in Teniko’s private world, where the hottest concerns were an argument he had lost with a lover who had walked away from him, a berth on the Wastrel which he feared had gone begging, and the pain he was suffering from his self-inflicted wounds.

        Tonio had been through hell aboard the Chicago — Richard never forgot, nor denied it. In a time of war, shit happened frequently. Even the strongest were victims, no one was without sin, and what had befallen Tonio was distressingly common. A time would come for reckoning; there would also be a time for healing, growing. But not now, Vaurien thought tiredly. Survival was the first and last priority in the Deep Sky, and Tonio must come to understand. 

        While ordinary mortals could only offer their lives, Tonio Teniko had the genius to sculpt the future, shape it like molten plastex. Afterward, in the world he had helped to create, he could become anything he desired to be — but that future would never happen if people like Tonio refused to rearrange their priorities.

        “So what’s this attachment on the message?” Richard asked as he realized Etienne was still waiting. 

        “A simulation program,” the AI told him. “Do you wish to store it or run it at this time?”

        A large part of Vaurien wanted to dump it into the trash, but curiosity got the better of him and he said, “Play it.”

        “Interactive VR or threedee display only?” Etienne inquired as the sim loaded.

        “Give me the VR, but just the first-level,” he growled. “I’m way too tired to play the little idiot’s games, whatever they are.”

        He slid on the headset and lowered the visor before his eyes. The sim began at once and he did not recognize it as any of the commercial templates. Tonio had invested a little time and creativity. Richard found himself standing in a bedroom, and guessed it was in the upper levels of an expensive hotel. The view was a harbor; white-walled houses clung to the cliffs opposite, and a windrigger bobbed at anchor. Silver smoke drifted from the cone of a volcano low on the east horizon, and he placed the location immediately.

        It had to be Santorini, on Pakrenne. He tried the gravity with his knees and ankles, but it felt normal. Teniko had either forgotten this detail or had chosen not to configure it, perhaps out of consideration for his end-user. Vaurien was not Pakrani, while Tonio fully intended to be. 

        He was not alone in the bedroom, and he could guess what he would see when he turned around. It was Teniko, of course, but not the Lushi he remembered. Before him was the man who would wear Teniko’s face, speak with his voice, when the gene therapy was complete. 

        The redesigned Tonio had Sergei van Donne’s stature, the Pakrenne height and breadth, with the dusky skin, liquid eyes and lustrous black hair of the Lushi. And he was naked. Vaurien’s eyes roamed over him at leisure, without reserve. He could afford to look and look again, where he might have felt awkward with the reality.

        “It’s me,” the digitoid said in Tonio’s voice. “Don’t you know me?” He drew his hands over the gym-sculpted breast and flat belly, and reached down to outline the heavy genitals.    

        “Oh, I know you.” Vaurien looked him over a third time, from the muscle-roped thighs to the shoulders an ordinary human might wish for. 

        “Don’t you like me like this?” The Pakrani Tonio was not above wheedling. 

        “I liked you before,” Vaurien said to the digitoid. And then, on a whim, “Etienne, go interactive.”

        “Level two,” the AI murmured in his ear. 

        At once he felt the breeze from the open window; he smelt the flowers in the blue glass vase, the ozone tang of the harbor, and the cologne which rose from Teniko’s skin, as the digitoid stepped closer.

        With deft hands, it took the clothes from Vaurien’s unprotesting body. If he closed his eyes it could have been genuine. The sounds, smells, even the sensations of being touched, caressed, were almost too real. He wondered fleetingly which software Teniko had used to author this fantasy, or had he created the authorware himself? 

        If he had, he would be richer, legally, than van Donne’s fantasies of avarice. Subetherics were being transmitted through his bones, he knew, and his glands responded as his brain bought into the optical triggers for the olfactory responses. Damnit, Teniko was good. This was his forte, Vaurien thought, not the physics of warfare and weapons. He should be working in the entertainment industry, writing interactive escapism like this. 

        Richard was always aware it was VR, but only because he refused to forget the reality behind it. The digitoid was too pliable, too willing to be seduced. Vaurien suspected the real, redesigned Teniko would be just as taciturn, just as bad tempered as the Lushi; and after the work was finished, nothing would prevent him from lashing out physically, as he had always done verbally.

        Two meters tall, this Tonio took Richard in his arms and stooped to kiss him. Big hands roamed over Vaurien’s body, finding all the sensitive places Tonio already knew. This Tonio responded like the original, when Richard’s tongue stroked his nipples, when teeth nibbled there. Both Vaurien’s hands clenched into the mounds of the muscular buttocks, kneading them, and a big erection, rose-gold and perfect, nudged Richard’s hip.

        But when they hit the bed Vaurien put the digitoid on its knees and it went eagerly. The real Tonio was a light year away from the simulation. The gift of Pakrani stature would make him the master of any situation, anywhere, with anyone. It was in his psychology — it had probably been in his psychology before he was sent to hell on the Chicago. Soon enough, he would have the physical qualities to enforce what he wanted, take what he needed — and little gentleness or compassion to moderate his demands. 

        In the sim, the digitoid Tonio responded wildly as Vaurien entered him, rode him without restraint, as he had never handled the Lushi. For some moments sheer excitement banished reality and Vaurien was ensnared in the illusion. His fingers slipped in the film of sweat on Teniko’s fine skin, his nostrils were filled with the heady scents of men in lust, if not in love, and his body took over, wrenching what it needed from the exquisite fantasy.

        Then it was over, and he slumped on the ivory silk sheets. Teniko lay beside him, heavy-eyed, languorous in the aftermath, with a sensual smile. Vaurien shook himself hard. The digitoid was languorous with delicious sensuality after he had given everything of himself and been pleasured in return. The Tonio Richard knew would have been edgy, annoyed with himself for being ‘used,’ as if any kind of sex had to be a contest.

        “Turn it off.” Vaurien threw aside the headset and glared at the threedee, where the last image was frozen, waiting for commands. “All of it, off,” he said hoarsely. 

        “Do you wish to reply to the message?” Etienne inquired.

        “No. Not now.” Not while he was so confused, he could not properly tell what he was feeling. 

        With a curse and jerky movements he stripped to the skin, dumped his clothes and stepped into the bathroom. Tepid water erased the physical evidence of desire, but the memory would be impossible to banish, and this was the reason Teniko had done it. Vaurien held his face under the water. Teniko had seduced him into the illusion, given him a taste of the fantasy which had driven Tonio himself since he left the Chicago. The sim had described what he wanted better than a thousand audio messages, and Vaurien would never deny, the kid had every right to be whatever he wanted to be.

        Yet this was the wrong time to be drugged into oblivion sixteen hours a day to get through the pain. The irony smarted as Vaurien dried off and dragged on a robe. If Shapiro’s schemes came to nothing, Tonio might make it through the therapy just in time to be shoved into the front lines with a combat unit, fighting a war that would never end, as the Confederacy ravaged the Deep Sky world by world. 

        The new republics would be hungry for the Pakrani, the Kuchini. They would be conscripting before long, when the early, idealistic volunteers were all dead, and draft notices would not be restricted to raw kids with no training. Soon, the colonies would conscript men and women of forty and older, people who would return to the service and bring with them a lifetime of skills. 

        The Pakrani, like Jazinsky, the Kuchini, like Roark Hubler, and the half-castes like Vidal, would be at a premium because of their stature. They would be short-listed for the combat units. So easily, Tonio Teniko could be right back ‘on the line,’ and on this tour of duty, the casualty lists would be monstrous.

        Anger was an exhausting emotion. It drained Vaurien of what little he had left after the confrontations in Dockland. Feeling hollow, he sat on the end of the bed and let his shoulders sag. He put his face into his hands and for a moment tried to remember the man he had been — how long ago? 

        The Fleet deserter, the footloose privateer, sometime data smuggler, running guns to the colonies, gelemeralds to the homeworlds, and hacking the massive computer systems which controlled everything, everyone, in the Confederacy. That Richard Vaurien ... the man Neil Travers had known for not much under two decades ... seemed to have vanished, and Richard hoped he could find his way back out of the labyrinth —

        After the war. Those three words had begun to haunt him. They were like a bad joke, repeated too often and stripped of its humor. 

        Many of his friends would not live to see the end of the war, and those who did would be marked, scarred for life by what they had seen and done and suffered. Like Tonio. Vaurien wondered where Neil Travers was tonight. Had he made it out? Was he on the Kiev, had he been injured? Several times, Vaurien had offered Travers a place on the Wastrel, and it might still happen.

        “After the war, goddamn it,” he muttered to himself.

        “Richard?” Jazinsky’s voice surprised him from the open door. She had been passing, no doubt headed for her own quarters, which were close by. She was silhouetted in the doorway against the brighter corridor lights. Taller than Richard, with broader shoulders — Pakrani to the bone marrow. “Richard, you look like shit,” she observed. “What’s wrong? I know you were going to look at your messages. Rodman and Wang ...?

        “Are in,” Vaurien told her. “They’re signed up, pending a downpayment, obviously. Wang’s headed for Freespace to see if he can lasso any of his less salubrious friends into the scheme.”

        “Then what’s wrong?” Jazinsky padded into the room and waved at the lights to dim them even further.

        Darkness was companionable and Vaurien embraced it. “Nothing, I suppose,” he admitted. “The last message was from Tonio.”

        “Oh. Damn,” she muttered. “I could say I rue the day I took him out of the funny farm on Velcastra and brought him aboard, but his work here was exceptional. He gave me a piece of the puzzle.” She paused and added in a wry tone, “Too bad he’s a little shit-head with a nasty mouth and an attitude problem.”

        “That’s a nice, tidy term for it.” Vaurien turned toward her. “You know he went ahead and did it?”

        “Oh, I know,” Jazinsky said pragmatically. “The redesign was something he had to do. He’s blind to the big picture, Richard. The purge of the Deep Sky? What’s that? What annoys me is, Mark offered to suppress, virtually eliminate, the Chicago memories for him, and coach him to a fourth-degree qualification in the Resalq martial arts. Tonio turned him down flat — and you know it would have been better for him than redesign. Think about two or three years of excruciating pain and drugs. I tried to talk him around, make him see sense.”

        “And?” Richard prompted.

        “And if the little shit had been any taller, he’d have hauled off and hit me,” Jazinsky said acerbically. She hunted for his hand in the darkness. “Richard, you don’t need him. And you sure as hell don’t want him. Know when it’s time to let go. You don’t owe Teniko anything. In fact, he owes you.”

        “He owes us all,” Vaurien corrected. “And I have let go. I guess I just worry about him.”

        “He’s not your kid,” she observed quietly. “And he’s not in bed with you any longer. You know, it’s Neil Travers you want right now: some nice, normal, levelheaded guy who’s at least as interested in the survival of the Deep Sky as he is in his own problems.”

        “Too late for that,” Vaurien said, mocking himself. “Neil found his other half ... and Curtis Marin’s a good guy. I’m not going to get between them — even if I could, which I seriously doubt. Mick Vidal saw the same thing, and backed off.”

        “The other thing you need,” Jazinsky said dryly, “is sleep. Go to bed, Richard.”

        There was more than a grain of truth in this, and Vaurien surrendered. The door slid across, plunging the room into darkness, and he subsided into the embrace of the mattress with a sigh. 

        It was moments later when he heard the rustle of fabric, and realized Jazinsky had not left.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Kiev, Omaru blockade

 

If Neil Travers never saw the inside of an infirmary for the rest of his life, it would be too soon. He had spent more time in the Kiev’s medical facilities in the last three days than he had spent in every previous medical facility, combined. Marin suffered through the endless scans and therapies with more patience. He had been through this before, and perhaps he was more aware than Travers of how lucky they had both been.

        For himself, Travers’s patience had worn thin. Bill Grant had been coaxing and wheedling for cooperation, and in the last twenty-four hours he had turned to bullying. Within the infirmary, the medic sergeant had the authority to issue orders to officers, and he never hesitated to use it.

        Still smarting from a series of shots, Travers strode out with a glare over his shoulder at Grant. The Lushi raised one eloquent middle finger in his direction before the door closed over. In fact, the therapy was working its magic. Travers still felt like an old boot, chewed up and discarded by a pack of rowdy dogs, but there was a hint of strength in his legs again. He had the energy to walk for twenty minutes without trembling with fatigue, and the appetite to eat, even if his belly still sometimes rebelled.

        The officers’ facilities were down two decks and fifty meters forward. Marin was already there. His therapy was scheduled an hour earlier — the infirmary systems could only process one full gene scan at a time. The medics were checking for chromosome damage, and as Travers stepped into the elevator car, he fully expected to be told he must be made sterile.

        Like Marin, after the Argos disaster. It was an odd sensation. Travers had never heard the tick of any biological clock, never felt any desire to have children, but the ability was always there. The choice had been his own, and he had never fully appreciated it. 

        The choice was gone now, and he could imagine the look on his siblings’ faces, if and when they heard the news. Allan would be eighteen and aboard some Fleet ship. Sibyl was twenty months younger, and soon would be watching out for her own conscription notice. Ewan was just fourteen. He should still be at home on Darwin’s with the grandparents, plowing through education in an urban environment which Neil had once believed was a prison.

        Now, the longing for Darwin’s World had begun to nag him like a guilty conscience. After his parents were killed while he was on the Chicago, and Allan and Sibyl announced that they were headed offworld to live with relatives and get into study programs at major colleges, he could find no reason to go back. The sixteen years separating him and Ewan was too great a gulf for Neil to bridge. Ewan had been two years old, barely even talking, when the eldest Travers sibling shipped out to join his carrier. Neil could not even imagine what Ewan would look like at fourteen.

        The elevator opened onto one of the officers’ lounges — twenty meters by ten, with vast viewports, potted plants, multiple threedees, VR hookups, three autochefs, and doors leading off at odd intervals to the gym, the spa, the sauna. Marin should have been there somewhere. Travers’s eyes covered the whole lounge, and then he looked into the gym. 

        The cavernous area was borderline chilly, diffusely lit, and deserted but for one figure. Marin was lying on one of the benches, slowly, carefully toning the muscles of his upper body. He was not working hard enough to break a sweat, and Travers swallowed his protests as he collected a water bottle from the cooler and joined him.

        A decade of Dendra Shemiji disciplines supported Marin, calming the body, focusing the mind. Travers was envious. He had not put much more than a shallow dent in the reading list Mark Sherratt had given him, but he knew the secrets were buried in there. Often, Curtis seemed to be the proof of what a human could aspire to, given the opportunity.

        “Neil.” He set the weights aside and sat up. “Still sore?”

        “How’d you guess?” Travers demanded ruefully.

        “Because I still am.” Marin shifted his position on the bench. “Grant put the shots into my butt, because there’s no place left on my arms and thighs. You?”

        “The same.” Travers mocked himself with a wry half-smile, and for the moment he elected to stand. Both his arms felt bruised, tight and hard. The shots were only skin-popped, but the compound drugs disseminated very slowly into the blood and surrounding tissues, leaving bruises and swelling for many hours. “Still,” he said reasonably, “it’s only two more days ... six shots.”

        Which Grant would be administering aboard the Earthlight, en route to Kjorin. The ship was almost prepped. She should have slithered away, unseen, from the Omaru blockade two days before, but her Weimanns were — ‘problematical,’ in Jim Fujioka’s terms. 

        A slight irregularity troubled them, an unpredictable flutter somewhere in a sub-system, difficult to diagnose. With the precious cargo aboard, Alexis Rusch was unwilling to leave any detail to chance. The Earthlight was not authorized to go anywhere until a crew of Weimann techs from the Kiev was thoroughly satisfied.

        “Fujioka should be making some headway,” Travers guessed.

        “Speaking of Jim, he was in here just before you arrived — looking for you.” Marin reset the weights and began a series of curls. “The Wastrel’s coming in. She just dropped out of e-space on the other side of the system. Message from Richard Vaurien: Where the hell are you?” He cocked his head at Travers. “The man’s concerned.”

        “We’ve been friends a long time ... I’ll tell you about it some day,” Travers promised. He gestured at the weights. “Are you done here?”

        “I was going to see if the spa would massage some of the aches out of me,” Marin said thoughtfully. “The Wastrel won’t clear docking procedures for an hour. Will you join me?”

        He had lost flesh, Travers saw as Marin stripped to the skin, dropped his sweats at the door to the spa, and let himself carefully down into the seething water. His body had always been sparely fleshed, and since the last time they had been aboard the Kiev he had shed kilos he could hardly afford. He was bone and muscle now, his sinews roped beneath the pale skin which was so typical of the small Jagrethean gene pool. Travers’s eyes moved over him, slow and thorough, missing nothing. 

        He saw the old scars, the new thinness, the laxity of the sex which lay on his thigh as if asleep. Yet Curtis was healing, even now. He had the energy, the drive to get into the gym, perhaps willing the strength back into uncooperative muscles. Travers approved, and said so as he dropped his own clothes and slid into the spa beside him.

        The water was blood temperature and the jets were hard, the massage pummeling. Like being worked over by forty pygmy kickboxers, Travers thought — and Marin was right. It helped. He angled his right hip to the jets and felt the heat and massage begin to break up the shots. Relaxation flooded his muscles, turned his bones to a jelly-like substance, and he felt his eyelids grow heavy.

        “We need to get one of these.” A low rumble, deep in his chest.

        “We have one,” Marin argued. “You’re sitting in it.”

        “No, I mean we should have one at our place.” Travers lifted an eyelid and peered at him. Marin had not dunked his head but his hair was soaked, plastered flat to his skull and curling in the steam. The look suited him. “Our place,” Travers repeated. “When we get one, that is.”

        “After —”

        “The war,” Travers finished with a grimace. “You have a problem with a property in the Three Rivers area? It’s good horse country, and you can grow anything.”

        “Darwin’s?” Marin hardly had to ask, and Travers answered only with a grunt. “I never pictured you as a farmer,” Curtis added.

        “I didn’t say anything about farming.” Travers stretched out his legs and felt the tingle in muscles, fibers, tissues which had been systematically abused and were only now returning to life. His thigh rested along Marin’s, and his hand cupped about Curtis’s right knee. “But I do know, the food they eat for dinner in the Three Rivers area is so fresh, it was only pulled out of the dirt that morning. The water’s freezing as it leaves the faucet because it was on the glacier two hours ago.” He studied Marin’s face as if he had not seen it for a long time, saw the flush of his cheeks, the dark contemplation in the hazel eyes. He was beautiful, Travers decided. He had always thought so. “I don’t say it often enough,” he murmured.

        “Say what?” Marin’s brows rose. “Those shots must make you delirious — you’re not making much sense. And no, I have no problem with a horse property in the Three Rivers area, if that’s what you want. It’ll be ... interesting. I was raised in the inner city and went straight to Fleet. I never did the cabin-in-the-woods thing.”

        Travers smothered a sound of amusement. “It’s not as if you’ll have to cut your own firewood, haul your own water. They do have power laid on, and sewerage, in Three Rivers.”

        “I’m impressed,” Marin said dryly. “Seriously, Neil. If that’s what you want, we’ll do it.”

        “And what do you want?” Travers wondered. “You never talk about where you come from, where you want to be five years from now.”

        “Don’t I?” Marin shifted his back against the tiled side of the spa.

        “No, you just evade the question. Like you just did.” Neil pulled both hands over his face. His blood was moving, even if his brain was trying to switch off.

        “I wasn’t aware you’d asked a question,” Curtis chided.

        “Persnickety. I asked, where do you want to be in five years?”

        For some time Marin did not answer, and when he did his voice was soft, introspective. “I’ve never thought much about it. The Chandra Liang job was going to be the last I did for Dendra Shemiji — and Mark chewed me out for taking it, anyway. I’ve thought about going back to Jagreth. You’d like it ... it’s not all cities and burbs. The population’s still quite small and they call the world ‘earthlike,’ which probably means it has a lot in common with Darwin’s.”

        Travers’s mind had begun to drift. “We’ll go there. Maybe there’s a place like Three Rivers.”

        He was actually asleep when Marin shook his arm. “Neil! The Wastrel’s docking, remember? Neil!”

        He swam up again, cracked a yawn and blinked into the water sprite’s face. Curtis was waiting, amused but not mocking. “Blame it on the drugs,” Travers growled. He leaned over, slung both arms over Marin’s shoulders and kissed his mouth lazily. 

        Physical desire was absent, and Travers mourned though he was not surprised. The drugs were the price of his life; if he was impotent for a while and sterile thereafter, he could hardly complain. Marin’s arms went around him, Curtis turned toward him, wanting his embrace, the closeness, the affection. All else would have to wait. Travers held him, tasted the salt of his skin, explored the planes and hollows of the body he knew so well, in the hot swirl of the water. 

        “The Wastrel,” Marin murmured against his throat. “Neil?”    

        “I know.” Travers only pulled him closer, locked both arms around him, as if he were unlikely to let go any time soon. “Richard won’t mind waiting. If he’s here, he’ll know the Earthlight made it out.”

        “But if Rusch was cautious about how much to transmit,” Marin added, “he might not know who made it out, or how. And I know how fond of you Richard is. We should be there.”

        He made a good point, and with reluctance Travers released him with a peck on the bridge of his nose, and lifted himself out of the water. In any case, a group of pilots had just invaded the gym. They were setting up the machines for a heavy session, and it was about to get hectic, noisy. Someone tripped the music, and the pulse of steelrock, almost like a heartbeat, began to surge. The volume cranked, and Travers got moving. 

        The highlight of one end of the officers’ lounge was a status board, showing the arrival and departure times of the ships which never paused on the blockade. The Wastrel had nosed up to an aft port, just ahead of the engine deck. She was on shutdown and decon procedures as Travers and Marin headed for the elevators.

        Service crews milled about in the dock, which was adjacent to one of the fighter hangars. A freighter had just unloaded, and drone trolleys were still moving cargo as Travers searched for a face he recognized. The first belonged to the engineer, Tully Ingersol. Jazinsky was behind him, and she was talking over her shoulder. Richard Vaurien appeared from the three-meter docking ring a moment later.

        He looked tired and tense, but Travers was not about to say it. Nothing had been simple in this last year, and everything could only get worse before it got better. Richard was still shrugging into the familiar black leather jacket, and as Travers watched he plucked a gold lighter from its pocket and lit a cigarette. The scent of roses and bel-grass carried across the docking port.

        “Richard ... I’m glad to see you actually walked out of Marak citybottom. You could have been in the emergency room.” Travers headed toward the Wastrel’s group, only to find himself caught in big arms, a bearhug which tested his ribs. “Richard, I was joking — are you all right?”

        “I called ahead when we dropped out of e-space,” Vaurien said in a French accent which had thickened with concern. “They told me.”

        “About — oh.” Travers peeled himself off Vaurien’s chest and looked up at the taller man with a wry expression which did not qualify as a smile. “Well, you notice we’re still alive. We’re out ... whole skins, nothing broken.”

        “Three weeks of drugs, months of therapy, tests, and sterility,” Vaurien added, and shook his head over Travers. “One day you won’t be so lucky.”

        “Lucky?” Travers echoed. “You call this lucky?”

        “Whole skins, nothing broken,” Jazinsky echoed. She thrust a hand at Travers and he clasped it. “Glad to see you on your feet, Neil.” The hand was passed next to Marin. “You too, Curt.”

        “But it’s Leon Sherratt you want to get together with,” Marin guessed.

        She only shrugged. “Business first. We’ll get to the pleasure later. Are they letting you drink yet?”

        “We’re not supposed to,” Marin admitted, “but if you don’t overdo it, you can get away with a light wine.”

        “Voice of experience?” Vaurien guessed.

        “Oh, yeah.” Marin clasped the privateer’s wrist in greeting. “And I know where Leon Sherratt will be.”

        He would be in the lab — he was always in the lab, with Rusch and Teniko, tinkering with the thing. Michael Vidal and Roy Arlott would come and go, and often Travers and Marin would look in, but the work Rusch and Teniko were doing was far beyond anything Travers understood — which was probably the reason Jazinsky was moving, as soon as Marin told her which lab they were using.

        It was tucked away in Rusch’s private domain, accessed via a secure elevator which recognized only eight individuals aboard the Kiev. Travers stepped into it with a grimace, and keyed for the lab level, though he would have preferred to be almost anywhere else on the ship. The shots he had received an hour ago were still painful, and the drugs were making his mind wander. An odd fatigue dragged at his limbs, and he was craving coffee as the elevator rose quickly into command corps territory. 

        Predictably, Jazinsky was the first out, the first into the lab, and from the passage outside Travers heard the colonel’s voice: “I heard the Wastrel was on her way in ... welcome, Barb, Richard. Thank you for coming directly here.”

        The lab was dim. The threedee projector was set up, and its display was set for the full three meters width, filling the whole compartment with hazy light. Rusch was standing in the middle of it, apparently enveloped in a wave pattern which flickered in blue, green, red. As always Tonio Teniko was in the shadows, but Leon Sherratt was working with a handy, processing data which streamed without pause from the threedee.            

        He looked up as Jazinsky appeared, and Vaurien a pace behind her, and Travers could see that he knew them. “Captain Vaurien. I believe I owe you a number of favors.” He set down the handy and stepped right through the holosphere. “Tell me what I can do for you, and call in those favors when you need them.”

        “I will, Mister Sherratt,” Vaurien agreed, “but it was Harrison Shapiro’s assignment, as you’ve probably been told by now. I was on Ulrand — with Shapiro, as it happens.” He looked once in Teniko’s direction, and when Tonio did not approach, but hovered on the edge of the light and then melted into the semi-darkness, he turned back to Leon. “You’re aware of the situation on Ulrand?”

        “Oh, I’m aware of it.” Leon wore a disgusted look. “I’m also aware that those stupid buggers have issued arrest warrants for my e’quero and my e’dreas — I still can’t bring myself to say ‘brother’ after all these years of living among humans — and my pred’yche-laj.”

        “Your ... what?” Travers wondered. The word was familiar.

        “His brother-in-law, if you’ll forgive the use of the word ‘brother’ in this context, Leon,” Marin offered.

        “Forgiven,” Leon said easily, “but you’ll have to forgive me if I’m a little ... pissed is the human term I’d use! ... with the Ulrish.”

        “But not pissed enough to sit back and see them crushed like bugs.” Travers was looking into the threedee. It was a ravel of numbers, graph figures, animated charts, wave patterns, chemical signatures. It made him dizzy and he looked away. “Is anyone here even beginning to understand whatever the Zunshu thing is?”

        “Some of us are.” Rusch gave a delicate shrug. “Suffice to say, I have a lot of catching up to do.” She gestured at Jazinsky, who had turned her back on the vast display and was engrossed in the displays scrolling through the handy Teniko had just passed to her. “Barb?” Rusch spoke to her three times before she answered. 

        “This is ...” Jazinsky physically shook herself. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say there was something wrong with the handy. These results are —”

        “Gibberish?” Rusch guessed. “I triple-checked my own machinery to make sure. You’ll have to rethink a great deal of what you ever thought you knew. Tell me, has Mark Sherratt shared much of the Resalq research into the half-life of elements so heavy that the nucleus itself develops quantum shells —”

        “And at least two of the massless shells at the core exist inside the e-space horizon,” Jazinsky went on, “exactly like J-type gravitons. Which suggests a theory as to why these elements are stable at all, and live as long as old-fashioned plutonium.”

        Travers stopped listening. If it would not have appeared rude, he would have covered his ears. Instead, he turned to Vaurien with a pained look, but Richard only rolled his eyes and said, sotto voce,

        “I took Barb out of school when she was seventeen, I’ve done business with Mark Sherratt for close to twenty years — in fact, I introduced those two. If you want to blame anyone, blame me.”

        “If it wins the Deep Sky for us,” Travers said tiredly, “more power to them. I could wish I understood.”

        “Good luck.” Vaurien took a last drag on the bel-grass and dropped the butt into an ashtray. “In years gone by, I tried ... ascribe it to the rashness of youth.” He looked shrewdly from Travers to Marin and back. “You want to tell me about it?”

        Philosophical about the whole misadventure, Curtis pulled up a stool and perched his buttocks on it. “There’s nothing much to tell, Richard. You know Hydralis. The city’s been reduced to rubble, people are headed out as fast as the rural centers can soak them up, which isn’t fast enough. A while ago, a Fleet strikeforce hit the campus, UOH. There’s a chemical-radiotoxic wasteland on the doorstep of the city, and we went wading in it, hip-deep ... not for the joy of it, you understand!”

        Vaurien’s face darkened. Lines appeared around his eyes, which Travers had never noticed before. “I know Hydralis well. Before the blockade closed down my ships were often there.” He gestured vaguely. “Cargoes for the government and industry, some perfectly legal. They’ve been arming for this war for a long time.”

        “And they’re doing Fleet a lot of damage, Captain,” Leon said quietly, under the unintelligible babble as the others got their teeth into the research work. “I can tell you, the Hydralis militia has four warships, captured, refitted and hidden away. They have the best fighter-interceptor and ‘heavy’ pilots, all Fleet trained. And they have a clutch of those.” He nodded at the image of the Zunshu mine, which rotated slowly in one quadrant of the threedee. “They believe — and I agree with them! — that the battle of Omaru is winnable.”

        “Colonel Rusch is of the same opinion,” Travers said quietly to Vaurien.

        “She’s assured all of us who’re privy to the truth of Omaru’s situation,” Marin went on, “that the Kiev will not be committed to the battle. When the day comes, she’ll stand off, ostensibly to coordinate the offensive, provide medevac services and backup for troops groundside, and to act as a platform for long-range weapons and sensors.”

        “It looks perfectly logical. It’s just the cagey sort of strategy Fleet would pull. In fact,” Travers said shrewdly, “what it means is, the Omaru militia will get the chance to eliminate eight or ten cruisers, frigates, whatever the regulations dictate should be pushed into the fracas.”

        The Resalq was nodding thoughtfully. “Suddenly the writing’s on the wall ... there’s obviously an Omarian secret weapon, something Fleet doesn’t have and can’t fight. Too many ships are going down too fast, it’s turning into a massacre, which the colonials are winning almost without casualties. Rusch gives the command to disengage and pulls the Fleet back to the blockade, maybe out of the system entirely.”

        “If I had the buggers on the run,” Travers said bitterly, “I’d keep them running. I’d chase them the hell out. Alec Tarrant has the balls to do it.”

        Leon chuckled softly. “Alec’s a good guy. So’s Avi Hersch. They deserve better than they’re getting — like everyone else on Omaru.”

        “Widen that by a dimension to include the Deep Sky, and you’ve got it right,” Marin told him. 

        He was listening to Jazinsky, Rusch and Teniko. The Wastrel’s own Weimann specialist, Tully Ingersol, was listening in but contributing nothing at the moment; his face was less blank than horrified, either because he was not understanding a syllable, or because the foundations of everything he thought he knew — all he accepted as the concrete plinth on which his branch of physics rested — was being ripped to paper dolls before him.

        “Damn,” Marin added in a whisper, “I wish I understood what they were doing.”

        “You’d have to be Mark to understand,” Travers said pragmatically.

        “Speaking of whom —” Leon was exploring the coffee pot. “Where did my illustrious e’quero get to? No one’s had a signal from him since he headed back to Saraine to meet with some archaeologists.”

        With one thumb, Vaurien indicated some point far over his shoulder. “He messaged us when he shot through from Saraine. He connected with the archaeological team from the Lionel Shastri Institute — it’s a think-tank on Borushek, devoted to Resalq studies — gave them the translation they wanted.” He gestured at Travers and Marin. “They told you about all this?” Leon made affirmative noises as he refilled the coffee machine. “Then your e’quero took off fast,” Vaurien finished, “for Kjorin. The Resalq science team there had priority-messaged him.”

        In the act of adding coffee grounds to the machine, Leon’s hands stilled. “You’re sure? Already?”

        “Meaning?” Travers prompted.

        “Meaning,” Leon said softly, “Dario’s crew must have gotten results that’re worth dragging Mark halfway across the Deep Sky.”

        “Then you know what they’re working on,” Vaurien observed.

        “I was briefed.” Leon returned to the coffee pot. He finished setting it up in a series of quick, jerky gestures. “You know, I always thought Dario was a little nuts ... brilliant, sure, but more than likely to get himself blown to hell, and the beachbum along with him.”

        “Beachbum?” Travers echoed.

        “Tor.” Marin indulged in a chuckle. “That’s not a bad nickname. You Sherratts seem to like the type.”

        Leon’s brows rose. “What type?”

        “Now, how did Mick Vidal put it?” Marin mused.

        “Cute as a bug,” Travers said, amused, “if you like ’em bronze, with the smell of the sea and sand between the toes. I believe he also mentioned something about blond dreadlocks and freckles.”

        “Did he, now?” Leon shared the amusement. “I must remember to tell Roy. He’s keen to get his feet on Borushek’s white coral sands.”

        “He might have to wait,” Vaurien guessed. “If Mark’s on Kjorin, and if Dario’s had results, that’s where the Wastrel will be headed, and I assume you’ll want to link up with your father. Sorry, your e’quero. I’ll get hold of this language one day soon.” 

        “Don’t worry about it.” Leon only shrugged, and helped himself to the first cup of coffee off the machine. “I’ve lived among humans for decades, too long to be really bothered about the wording. And you’re right, Captain —”

        “Call me Richard.”

        “— we’re headed to Kjorin directly. Specialists need to take this thing apart, and there’s not much time to waste talking about it. The Earthlight was supposed to ship out a couple of days ago, but there’s a flutter in the Weimanns. Jim Fujioka’s been trying to nail it down.”

        Tully Ingersol spoke over his shoulder from the threedee. “I talked to him about it while we were on docking procedures. And I have work to do, people, if this probe ship of yours is ever going to fly. I’ll give Fujioka a ‘hoy’ from Hangar 6, see if I can help with something.”

        “Serious problems with the Earthlight?” Vaurien wondered.

        “It wouldn’t be,” Jazinsky said disgustedly, “if it wasn’t so bloody difficult to get spare parts. “

        “There’s a war on.” Alexis Rusch’s tone was acid with sarcasm.

        “No shit?” Jazinsky demanded. She gave Ingersol a wave as he made his way out of the lab. “Don’t worry about it, Richard. We’ll fabricate what she needs, now the Wastrel’s here. Jim can stay on the Earthlight, get the work done while we make the haul out to Kjorin ... with this baby.” She was frowning over the mine. “And when it, I, and Mark Sherratt are all together in the same lab, if he even tries to play the teacher and hold back on data the Resalq have owned for most of a thousand years —”

        “You won’t have to strangle him,” Leon promised. “I’ll do it for you.” He gave Jazinsky and Marin a wry look. “Mark has the best mind I ever knew, or expect to know. He can also be a pain in the ass.”

        A snort of humor seemed to ambush Jazinsky. “Tell me about it. But school’s out, Leon. There’s no more time for teaching.”

        Some dark element in her tone alerted Travers. He had been reaching for coffee mugs and paused to angle a curious look at her. “What do you hear, Barb?”

        She seemed to hesitate, and Vaurien said quietly, “Shapiro’s still back on the Wastrel, churning data, messaging his AI. We took a datafeed from the Resalq science vessel Kho’un Elar. She’s still in Hellgate, making close-up observations of Naiobe, but she’d received the same datafeed from a Resalq ship headed out, on the other side of Beacon 858, and she bumped it on to us.” He looked from face to face.

        Conversation had stilled, no one wanted to frame the question, but at last Rusch said, “Christ, we’ve lost another frontier colony?”

        “Not quite a colony,” Jazinsky told her. “The terraformer ships were still working to remold JB-11847 into something the Mazjeet might fancy ... not quite the kind of place you’d call a vacation spot, but habitable enough, and rich in minerals. It hadn’t even been named. Goldman-Pataki and Stevenage own the deed on it jointly, real estate and mining rights. I guess ’847 would have been worked up into a sandpit like Cimarosa ... home to three or four generations while the mines were worked out.”

        “Gone,” Vaurien finished, “terraformer ships and all.” He gestured in the direction of the docking port. “Harrison’s reviewing the data, putting together a package for Senator Rutherford. The bastard shot over to Albeniz to confiscate the Zunshu probe we pulled out of Hellgate ... but ’847 might divert him from Ulrand for a few days. God knows, he’s heavily invested in Goldman-Pataki. With the loss of the terraformer ships as well as the planet, I’d say share prices are about to take a beating.”

        “Much loss of life?” Marin wondered.

        But Jazinsky’s white-blond head shook. “A few dozen people, no more. It was all machinery — but you know the old saying.”

        “Men are expendable, equipment isn’t,” Rusch said sourly. “I never subscribed to that school of thought.” She finished with the threedee and stepped away. “I think you have enough to work with, Barb. I need to talk to Harrison.” Her eyes were hard, sharp, on Vaurien. “I haven’t heard a breath of this via my own comm lines.”

        “CNS will have the story in another day or so,” Richard assured her. “We were informed through Resalq channels, ship to ship, but the data conduit won’t be far behind. Getting a jump on the nightmare doesn’t do us any good— unless,” he added thoughtfully, “having a ringside seat makes Senator Rutherford back off and think again.”                

        “Possible?” Marin asked shrewdly. He had never met the man, though Rutherford appeared notorious on the vidnews.

        It was Rusch, on her way out of the lab, who said, “No. On a personal level, Rutherford might genuinely have the hell scared out of him, but he’ll click over into professional mode and recover fast. He’ll be thinking about share prices, as you said, Richard, which will make him see the situation from the perspective of his fellow industrialists. Having already lost one fortune on JB-11847, they’ll be even less likely to cancel any military construction contracts. And remember, Rutherford is one of the very senior members of the caucus that assigns those contracts.” 

        With that, she stepped out. In five minutes she would be aboard the Wastrel, viewing data which would curdle bone marrow. Travers felt an odd thrill in his spine, a peculiar tingling which had long ago become familiar. Soldiers in the field were aware of it — when every nerve in them knew they were being stalked, though there was no shred of evidence.

        “You saw the data?” he asked of Jazinsky.

        “I looked at it.” She was intent on the threedee. “I was able to collate and compare data from JB-11847 and Juarez, and then compare that consensus to data Mark made available a year ago. He gave me the profiles of a half-dozen industrial worlds the Resalq lost, in the first months after the Zunshu came out of Hellgate.”

        “Months,” Marin whispered.

        “We’re seeing the same profile,” Vaurien said quietly. “If there was ever any doubt, it’s been erased.”

        “Worse — or better, depending on your point of view,” Jazinsky added bitterly, “the ‘signature’ of each event is exactly the same, albeit on a larger scale, as the ‘signature’ of the mine you hauled out of Omaru.” She looked up through the mist of the threedee. “It’s the identical technology, even the same weapon. They deliver in different sizes. World, ship and city grade.”

        The implications were numbing. Even Leon Sherratt had no more to add, and he had lived in the shadow of this knowledge for much longer than any of them. Silence settled over the lab, deep and heavy as a sodden blanket. Vaurien was the first to stir. 

        He looked through the threedee at Tonio Teniko, and his mouth compressed. Without a word, he turned and left the lab. Travers frowned at Teniko and saw the glassy eyes, the slack mouth; the kid was close to stoned, with just enough of his feet left on the deck to function at some fraction of his normal capacity.

        With a sigh, Travers dropped a hand on Marin’s shoulder. “I should go after Richard. You know there’s been trouble —?”

        “Him and Teniko? There’s always trouble,” Marin said testily, and then leaned over to land a kiss on Travers’s neck. “Go. In an hour or two I’ll be looking for dinner. Eat with me?”

        “I’ll drag Richard along, kicking and screaming if necessary,” Travers promised, and left the lab in Vaurien’s wake.

        He was still waiting for an elevator car, and Travers caught him up easily. The older man wore a thunderous expression, but when Travers even tried to broach the subject, the red-maned head made emphatic negative gestures. 

        “I suppose you’ll tell me when you’re good and ready,” Travers said fatalistically. “But I’d have to be blind not to notice what Teniko’s doing to himself lately ... and I’d have needed to be stone-deaf not to hear the fight between you two, at Mark’s place in Riga.”

        A soft oath whispered over Vaurien’s lips like a sigh. “He’s a little fool. There was no way to talk sense to him.”

        “It’s his life,” Travers began.

        “It’s not his life the Deep Sky needs,” Richard said harshly. “It’s his brains, his skill. There’ll be time later to be selfish.”

        Travers took a deep breath. “Maybe Teniko doesn’t see it that way.”

        “He doesn’t care to see anything,” Vaurien retorted, “beyond his own needs in the here-and-now.”

        “The kid’s been through hell,” Travers admitted.

        “So have ten thousand others, and some of them,” Vaurien said sourly, “didn’t live to tell the story. Avi Hersch, maimed and living with it for months and years because there’s no resources on Omaru. Marty Cimino, dying slowly with a pair of lungs that were stripped in a chemical fire, in some airstrike. Roark Hubler, with both his legs amputated after a mission from which at least two of the Delta Dragons didn’t return. Jai Serrano, in a cryogen tank for years while most of his organs are cloned — and he’s lucky that on Borushek his people have the ability, the resources. If he’d been torn to pieces on Ulrand or Omaru, he’d be dead.” 

        “Richard —”

        “You want to talk about going through hell?” Vaurien gave Travers a dark-eyed glare. “Nothing that happened to Tonio on the Chicago was pleasant, civilized or even legal ... but he walked away from it with a whole skin, a body that’s in one piece and functional. He just won’t let himself ever forget about it, even for an hour. He’s like a dog with a bone, Neil, he won’t leave it alone. It’s not justice Tonio wants, it’s revenge, and screw the rest of humanity, fuck the Deep Sky, until he gets it. Barb told me, Mark offered to use some old Resalq trick to bury the memories so far down, they’d never resurface as long as Tonio lived. The little prick wouldn’t let him do it.”

        “Damn,” Travers murmured. “I didn’t know.” The elevator opened and they had stepped in before he thought to ask, “Where were you going?”

        “Back to the Wastrel.” Vaurien leaned both big shoulders against the brushed-steel wall of the car. “Being aboard a Fleet ship, even this one, which is friendly territory thanks to Alexis and Vidal’s people, makes my flesh crawl.” He gave Travers a look almost of reproach. “I asked you, a lot more than once, to walk away from Fleet. The Wastrel could have been your home, the way she’s always been mine.”

       Half-forgotten scenes haunted Travers, fetching a twist of regret as well as a smile. “I had things to do at the time, Richard. I wasn’t quite done.”

        “And now you are,” Vaurien straightened as the car stopped, and the door opened into the docking port. “But now you’re with Curtis Marin.” He headed across the port, toward the elliptical ring where the Wastrel was docked-on, and Travers followed. “Strange, don’t you think,” Vaurien said softly, “the way things work out.”

        ‘Strange’ was not quite the word Travers would have used. He might have said peculiar, but he clung to a difficult silence as he and Richard stepped aboard the Wastrel and the hatch closed up behind them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Voices murmured deeper in the ship, and Travers recognized Harrison Shapiro at once. He and Vaurien made their way aft to the small, dimly-lit lounge adjacent to the physics and computer labs, and as they drew closer he heard another voice he knew. Michael Vidal was aboard. Travers should have known — Vidal would have been looking for Shapiro, the moment he learned the general had come over on the Wastrel.

        The two men did not know each other well, but they shared a mutual respect, and Shapiro was prepared to cut Vidal a great deal of slack. He was Daku, self-confessed; and he supplied eyes and ears in Fleet to the Velcastran republicans — which made him Shapiro’s pipeline back to them.

        And, Travers thought tiredly, Vidal had volunteered to fly the probe ship into El’arne. From the beginning, there had been no question as to who would fly it. The mission was Vidal’s, no matter that Roark Hubler had called him a suicidal fool. The only doubt surrounded his copilot, and just when the probe ship would be ready to fly.

        As Travers and Vaurien stepped into the lounge, Vidal was sorting datacubes, killing time while Shapiro thought through the proposition the pilot had made a moment before. Travers had heard most of it, but he was not about to interrupt. Shapiro looked up with a nod for him and Vaurien, but he spoke to Vidal.

        “It’s been too many years since you knew her well, worked with her, Major. People change.”

        The dim lighting softened the angles and planes of Vidal’s face, making him look younger. The Delta Dragons’ tattoo merged into the shadows as he turned toward Travers and smiled. “Hello, Neil. You’re just in time to make my case for me.” His hands slid into the pockets of the service-gray jacket and he stepped back from the table where Shapiro sat. 

        A handy was still working between them, but for the moment Shapiro ignored it. He would have run the data once already. Travers glanced at it and saw the code name of JB-11847. He looked away and asked blandly, “What case would that be?”

        Vidal’s eyes glittered. “Josephine Queneau. She’s still one of the best in the business. You want proof? She took Jai Serrano. And I might not have been able to pull that trick myself.”

        “The pilot’s skills are not in question,” Shapiro mused as he pushed out from behind the table and gathered the datacubes. “It’s her loyalties, even her ethics, I’d have to doubt until I have some — any — kind of evidence.”

       “Curtis and I were in on the interrogation, at Mark’s place on Saraine,” Travers offered carefully, with a glance at Vaurien, who was listening intently though he had nothing to add. He had never met Queneau, though he knew the name. “You saw the data, General. The woman flew with Fernando Wang on the Krait for a couple of years, and when her contract was up, she walked. By chance, she was on Ulrand at the time. Since she left Fleet she’s always flown with Freespacers, like her mother. It doesn’t necessarily make her a criminal, any more than Richard and Jazinsky. Or Curtis and me.”

        “It’s the Boden Zwerner connection I don’t like,” Shapiro said darkly. “There could be much more to this Queneau than we can see.” He nailed Vidal with a hard look. “God knows, you’re a spy for Velcastra’s republicans! Can you imagine me inviting Boden Zwerner’s agent into our company? Zwerner’s connection right back to Earth isn’t a theory, Major, it’s a fact. There is no way I could be too careful about the likes of Queneau.”

        “I know,” Vidal said, and sighed. “For what it’s worth, she has a great cover story. She didn’t care for Wang, so she quit the Krait, took a job on Ulrand. She punched the clock and did what she was paid to do, never set eyes on Zwerner. In due course, Jai Serrano broke into the Palmeral ... to Queneau, he looked like any other security job.”

        Shapiro was nodding. “I know all this, Major, and in all probability she’s telling the truth. I just need to know it, rather than believing it.”

        “Interrogation,” Richard Vaurien guessed.

        “Of a kind. Probably not what you’re thinking, Captain. You remember the late Frank Berglun? The man Travers and Marin took off the side of Monte Katerine, on Velcastra.” Shapiro stirred. “Look, I have to return to Borushek directly, anyway.” He gestured at the datacubes, and his face darkened. “JB-11847.”

        “It ... stinks,” Vaurien said quietly. 

        The understatement made Vidal wince. “Will I come back to Borushek with you, General? I’m still grounded, pending a tribunal that might never be scheduled. And Roark should be back in the base hospital in Sark.”

        “Major Hubler can undergo retraining and physical therapy just as well on the Kiev,” Shapiro mused. “But I’d be glad to have you with me, Vidal. In fact, since you know Queneau better than anyone, you can design the VR sim for the interrogation. Write yourself into it. Be the digitoid she knows and wants to trust.”

        “I can do that,” Vidal agreed.

        “Then pack your gear,” Shapiro told him. “The Chryse is leaving for the Sark run in six hours, and if you’re with me, you’ll be aboard.”

        Vidal groaned audibly, and turned to Travers. He offered his hand and Neil took it. “I guess I’ll catch up with you later. Still, I know you’re going to be okay now, you and Marin. In a month or so you’ll be ... back to normal, if you know what I mean by normal.” He waggled an eyebrow.

        “I know what you mean.” Travers clasped his wrist firmly for a moment. “Look after yourself ... it’s getting dangerous around here.”

        “When I learned how to cover my ass, my bike still had three wheels. My guess is, the whole company of us will be at Ulrand.” Vidal’s face shadowed. “Just in time for one mother of a battle. There’s no way to stop it now, is there?” He was looking at Shapiro.

        “No,” the general said regretfully, “I don’t believe there is. And before you make premature heartfelt farewells, gentlemen, you’re both invited to dinner. You also, Richard. It’s not compulsory, but you might like to be in Colonel Rusch’s quarters around 19:00, shiptime. I want you there, Major Vidal. I’d like to know a great deal more about the Velcastran republicans for whom you work.”

        As if he had thrown a switch, Vidal’s face shuttered. It was a mask as he turned back to Shapiro. “I’m not sure how much I can tell you. Should tell you.”

        “I appreciate your loyalty,” Shapiro said quietly, “but we’re long past the point where it’s necessary. Alexis has already told me what she can. If you need approbation, her cooperation should grant it to you also. But she’s ... apolitical. What she knows of Robert Chandra Liang’s associates and their covert business is a small fraction of what you know. And if I don’t go into Velcastra and Jagreth armed to the hilt with every rag of data I can glean from any source, the colonial wars will be over before I’ve made the necessary connections.” 

        “Earth won’t give us much longer,” Vaurien added. “Frankly, I’m surprised they haven’t already come down on the Deep Sky like a load of bricks.” 

        “Connections?” Vidal asked shrewdly.

        For several moments Shapiro pondered the young man, and then clearly decided to confide in him. “If you believe in the so-called ‘domino principle,’ then Velcastra and Jagreth will be the next colonies to declare their sovereign status. Ulrand will certainly be the trigger. The shockwave from that system will break over Omaru like a tsunami in a matter of days.

        “After two colonial victories in quick succession, both Velcastra and Jagreth are sure to ‘turn.’ They’re getting the most cutting-edge weapons systems from some source, I don’t know where. They’re both wealthy enough to arm for war — like Omaru. They’re both vigorously republican. They’ll see the victories at Ulrand and Omaru, and they’ll declare sovereignty ... too soon.”

        A prickle of cold sweat broke on Travers’s brow, but it was Vaurien who said in a curiously bland tone, “They might not be privy to how the victories came about at Ulrand and Omaru ... they’ve nothing to calculate their chances on.”

        “Exactly.” Shapiro took a long deep breath, held it, let it out slowly. “Chandra Liang’s intel might be good enough for him to know Omaru is fighting with a cache of Zunshu weapons and four battle-ready warships. But he won’t, and can’t, know victory at Ulrand was won by a taskforce of Freespacers ... because the deal hasn’t even been closed yet, and,” he added, looking levelly at Vidal, “the signal lag between here and Velcastra is six days, though a courier can make it through in three.”

        “Two,” Vidal corrected softly. “A Freespacer courier, that is. They use Yamazake raceplanes, specially configured, and they slingshot through Hellgate. Now and then Fleet catches one ... maybe he has a mechie, drops out of e-space, gets picked up. Richard lost a good friend that way, so he tells me.”

        “A kid called Dominic Tran,” Travers said darkly. “He died under interrogation on the Intrepid. His plane was still aboard when ...” Memories of the death of the super-carrier haunted him, and he forced them away. He looked from Vidal to Shapiro and back. “You, uh, report to Chandra Liang, do you, Mick? Have you signaled him yet about the Zunshu mines?”

        The awkward silence endured for several seconds before Vidal surrendered. He lifted both hands to massage the tightness from his scalp as he spoke. “I haven’t had the chance. The Omaru system is such a shithole, rotten with deepscan tracking, jamming, ECM, the smelters, the comm loops of sixty big ships — it’s not so easy to get a signal out, and it can’t go through the main data conduit. I’ve been trying to get the chance, any reasonable excuse, to grab a shuttle, get right out of the system.” He almost glared at Shapiro. “You’re saying I shouldn’t inform them?”

        “No. But why don’t you let me inform them? I can also tell them how the battle of Ulrand was won, who fought it ... who paid for it.” Shapiro’s voice was level, reasonable. “I can negotiate our way to a treaty, Major Vidal. I don’t particularly care where Velcastra and Jagreth are getting their weapons systems — actually, I’m very glad they have the wealth to buy them and the sources to secure them. But they must not make their move too soon.”

        Travers’s mind had been revolving in ever-smaller circles. “Still, Fleet’s going to take a hammering at Ulrand and Omaru,” he suggested. “They might be hurt enough for Velcastra and Jagreth to be able to handle them.”

        “It’s possible,” Vaurien said carefully. “Harrison?” Shapiro was in a position to know Fleet’s strengths and weaknesses. 

        “Maybe. But if I were a gambling man — and I must be, or I wouldn’t be involved in any of this — I wouldn’t risk an Ulrish dollar on this one. We can hurt Fleet badly in the Deep Sky, Travers, but they can call up reserves from the Middle Heavens. You could be looking at ships from as far afield as Rethan, Darwin’s World, even the Jupiter subsystem.” 

        “And Velcastra and Jagreth have to know what they’re up against,” Travers added, “or they can’t be ready. They need to wait, just a while longer.”

        “Let the Resalq science crew on Kjorin work its magic on the Zunshu mines, let the Wastrel’s fabrication shops lash up a batch.” Vaurien gave Travers and Vidal a rueful look. “Harrison is dead right.”

        “He usually is.” One corner of Vidal’s mouth crooked into a wry grin as he turned toward the general. “You understand, telling what I know goes against everything I ever believed. Part of me feels like a traitor.”

        “I do understand,” Shapiro assured him, “but if Alexis Rusch has already agreed to cooperate, for the greater good of the Deep Sky —”

        The pilot lifted both expressive hands. “Relax. You already sold me. I can link you up with Chandra Liang, his ex, Madame Deuel, and some names you ought to recognize. Shackleton ... Rabelais.” He gave a visible shudder. “Forgive me if saying this is like having teeth pulled. I can probably help you on Jagreth, too. I don’t have republican contacts or duties there, but a while ago my mother married the guy who’s running for office right now.”

        “Your — mother?” Shapiro’s brows rose, as if he suspected a joke.

        At last Vidal smiled, albeit faintly. “You offered me dinner, Alexis’s quarters, 19:00. I’ll brief you then.”

        “I look forward to it,” Shapiro said dryly, and gestured with the datacubes. “Now, you’ll have to excuse me. I have a week’s work to do, and a day to do it in. Major Vidal, I suggest you give some thought to the VR sim for Queneau’s interrogation. Captain Travers, Captain Vaurien, I’ll see you both at dinner.”

        “Sir.” Travers stepped aside to let the older man pass by and angled a glance at Vidal. “You’re really going to do it. Fly the probe.”

        “I’m really going to do it.” Vidal crossed both arms on his chest, almost hugging himself as his thoughts turned inward. “Haven’t you ever wondered what it’s like, on the inside of an event ... one of the big storms, a Class 7, where you can get a glimpse into it, and you know there’s a whole universe in there, and it’s like a gateway to somewhere, somewhen else.”

        With a soft French oath, Vaurien dropped a hand on Travers’s shoulder. “You realize, the boy’s crazy. If we’re going to dinner with Rusch, I have things to do, Neil. I’ll see you there.”

        Travers watched him out of the lounge, then his eyes returned to Vidal, who was still hugging himself and staring, glassy-eyed, at something only he could see. “Mick? He’s right, you know. What you’re doing is lunatic.”

        An odd, almost sad smile answered him. “Roark says the same. But I’m going to do it, Neil. I’m just looking for the right copilot.”

        “Queneau.” Travers took Vidal by both shoulders and dealt him a small shake. “It’s a one-way ticket, Mick.”

        “Maybe,” Vidal whispered. His eyes slid back into focus on Travers’s face, and he smiled. “What, you’ll miss me?”
        “I’ll miss you,” Travers admitted ruefully, “though God knows why I should. We haven’t exactly shared any days of wine and roses.”

        “We could have.” Vidal’s arms went around his waist and drew him in until Travers could feel the sharp press of hip bones, the warmth of powerful thighs, the firm bulk between. “It’s not too late, Neil,” Vidal said, almost teasing.

        “You’re kidding me,” Travers leaned over, planted a kiss in the middle of the Delta Dragons tattoo and fended Vidal off. “You know what the drugs are doing to me and Curtis. I couldn’t raise a decent argument right now! And if I made any sense of what Tully Ingersol was telling Rusch back at the lab, they’re building the probe ship already. By the time I get the drugs out of my system, even if I was about to cheat on Curtis — which you know bloody-damned well by now, I’m not — you’ll be ...”

        He did not say it. He did not have to. Vidal thrust both hands into the hip pockets of the soft gray uniform slacks and cocked his head at Travers. “Ingersol told me they’re rolling her out in a few minutes. You want to tag along?”

        A slight shiver surprised Travers. It might have been dread, intrigue or simply disbelief. “Already? It’s finished?”

        Rummaging through his pockets, Vidal found a crushed pack of Alturas and an engraved gold lighter. He lit up and offered Travers a smoke, but Travers shook his head. Since the treatment after the scene at UOH his lungs were irritated, and when he coughed he was uncomfortably aware of congestion. 

        The pack was almost empty, and he wondered how many Vidal was smoking as he followed the pilot out of the crew lounge. Vidal was headed aft, and Travers could guess where they were going. For so long he had known the Wastrel so well, she might have been his home. So easily, she might have been.

        At the lifts, Vidal stopped and turned back. The scents of lemon and bel-grass wreathed him. “The probe won’t be ready to take on Hellgate for a week or so yet, but the airframe’s ready for testing. A drone pilot’s going to take it out four or five times, put it through the whole spectrum of tests. Ingersol’s scheduled everything he can think of, he showed me the program. I haven’t even seen a snapshot of her, but from the look on his face when he talks about her ... prepare to be surprised.”

        The elevator opened just then, and Travers was still wondering what Ingersol could mean when Vidal stepped in and punched for Hangar 6. The bay was adjacent to the machine shops and just aft of the fabrication bays. This was Ingersol’s territory, when he was not tinkering with the big ship’s engines. 

        He was a Weimann specialist by profession, but what he did not know about airframes was not there to be known. The man was another of Vaurien’s discoveries — ten years older than Jazinsky, and brilliant in his own way. He was a Fleet veteran; Vaurien had not found him before he was conscripted, but the service had done Ingersol no harm. As a young engineering student, he had served his hitch on tenders, not warships.

        Hangar 6 was one of the small ones, little more than a spare compartment which had been outfitted as a loading area for incoming freight. It was cramped with drones, and the smell of ozone greeted Travers’s nose as he and Vidal wandered in, testimony to welding which had finished only moments before. The floodlights made Travers’s eyes water, and he lifted a hand to shade them.

        In the middle of the hangar, with its nose turned toward the wide doors, was the oddest vehicle he had ever seen. He recognized some of its segments while others were unfamiliar.

        The flight module was the cockpit section from an old surface-to-orbit shuttle, of a type long-obsolete yet still common in backwaters like Mawson, in the Shackleton void. He had flown similar transports, and he knew they did the job. This one would need new electronics and armor, and from the look of it, the retrofit had already taken place. 

        The maneuvering engines were well-used but much newer. They could only have been salvaged from a dock tug — some old workhorse which had shunted hulls around in a skyharbor for twenty years before it was sold for its scrap value.

        But the space between left him blinking. It was void, within four spars, each around twelve meters long, enclosed by an elliptical brace right above the bells of the maneuvering engines. Travers might have been expecting a Weimann housing, but there was nothing behind the cockpit other than a solid, meter-thick octagonal shield.

        “What in the hell is ... that?” Vidal was equally surprised. 

        “It doesn’t look like any kind of ship I ever saw.” Drones scuttled out of the way as Travers walked around the weird contraption, and he reached out to touch the hull material with careful fingertips. It was cold, unreactive, and velvet smooth.

        The voice which called out of the shadows belonged to Ingersol, and they saw him a moment later. He stepped into the glare of the lights, still lifting off the medieval-helmet of a welding mask, and right behind him, walking with a peculiar, rolling gait, was Roark Hubler. Travers watched the big man move, saw him hunting for balance and control. 

        Even a Kuchini did not adapt to this overnight. He needed a lot more practice in the simple skill of just walking, and if Travers was any judge, the biocyber prostheses were hurting him. But Hubler was up on his feet again, and the diamond-hard glitter in his eyes denied pain, or anything else that smacked of defeat. Travers had never liked the man, but one could only admire him. Vidal let Hubler walk out from the shadows behind the probe, met him halfway, and clasped his wrist.

        “It’s good to see you up and around, man,” he said softly. “You’re going to help out with the probe ship?”

        Hubler glared first at Vidal, then at the probe. “If you’re going to fly this sorry apology for a ship,” he growled, “I’m going to know it, bow to stern. It shouldn’t be you flying it, Mick.” He turned awkwardly toward Vidal, lifted a half-smoked cigar from the inside pocket of his flight deck fatigues and lit up. Squinting through a haze of smoke he said, “It should be me.”

        “Not while you’re in this condition,” Vidal began.

        “Maimed?” Hubler demanded.

        “Healing,” Vidal corrected. “You’re not even walking right yet.”

        “I’ve seen the cockpit in this thing.” Hubler glared up at the shuttle cab. “There isn’t space in there to even stand up straight. Walking is one thing I won’t have to sweat about.”

        The argument was sound, but Vidal remained unmoved. “I’m the better plot, Roark. No offense, man, but you’re at your best when they’ve found you something to shoot.”

        One blunt forefinger pointed up at the shuttle cab’s chin. “There’s guns on it. They tacked on geocannons.”

        “For clearing debris out of its path,” Vidal said calmly. “This is not a fighter, it’s not designed to seek out enemies and engage them.”

        “And it’s probably not coming back,” Hubler added. He raked all ten fingertips through his buzzcut hair and obviously searched for the right words. He rarely resorted to conversation, debate, and the words came as awkwardly to him as walking on the biocyber legs. “Will you think about it, Mick? I’m already fuckin’ maimed. If one of us is going to buy a one-way ticket—”

        “I’m coming back,” Vidal told him levelly. “There is no way I’m taking this weird-looking ship into the Vast, El’arne, seeing the face of forever ... or maybe looking down the gunbarrel of God him- or her- or itself, and then not coming back to talk about it. Understand?”

        “You’re crazy,” Hubler observed. “Stone crazy. You always were.”

        “And this,” Travers said to Ingersol, interrupting them for the first time, “is the strangest piece of ... junk I ever saw.”

        Tully Ingersol toyed with the welding mask. “Okay, wiseguy,” he said to Travers, “if you’re so smart, you tell me what a drift-ship should look like.”

        A drift-ship? The term was as strange as the vessel, and Travers felt the prickle on the back of his neck. The remark earned Ingersol a snort of cynical humor from Hubler, and Vidal tried the hull surface with his flat palm, sweeping it this way and that. 

        “There’s no Weimann housing.”

        “Nope. And there’s not likely to be.” Ingersol tucked the welding mask under his arm and dug through the back pockets of his coveralls for a handy. “Remember, we’ve already launched two unmanned probes into El’arne. The Vast. We put them in right through the jaws of a Class 5 or a Class 6, and we found out in three minutes, you can’t get a normal Weimann ignition in there ... meaning you can’t navigate inside the Vast.” He gestured at the void between the spars. “You’ll be running something new. The lousy little shit calls it a ‘hyper-Weimann’ drive.”

        “Teniko.” Vidal was still examining the hull. “What’s this material?”

        Travers could guess. “The alloy from the Zunshu probe?”

        “Yep.” Ingersol gestured over his shoulder toward the fabrication bays. “It’s taken four weeks to manufacture enough to shield the cockpit module, and rig the structural spars, and they’re hollow. The cavities are tanks, fuel for your maneuvering engines. They’ll get you into the Vast ... you’ll be looking for a Class 7 for your point of entry ... and you’re welcome to it.”

        “Holy shit,” Vidal whispered, as if it were a prayer. 

        “And the business-end of this thing?” Travers wanted to know. “Drive engines?” 

        But Ingersol could only shrug. “Talk to Teniko. All I can tell you is, none of my Weimann variations ever achieved a useful ignition in the Vast. According to Jazinsky’s numbers ... and she’ll be right, she always is ... the engines did actually ignite, but it was like —” He struggled for words. “Like spitting into a typhoon, or holding a sparkler up to a blue giant.” 

        “Not enough power to maneuver,” Vidal said softly. “And the hyper-Weimann —?”

        “Is powered by Neil’s top-fuel,” Ingersol said cynically. “They drained just enough out of the Zunshu probe to give you one, maybe two ignitions. The little item you yanked out of Hellgate could have used that single glob of fuel, way less than the size of a thimble, to power its instruments for a thousand years.” 

        “You’ll burn it up in minutes, Mick,” Hubler warned in acid tones, “getting one or two Weimann starts — after that, you’re a glider. You get lost in there, or the event closes too soon, or you drop out of e-space in the wrong place, or lose your fix to get back ... or maybe Hellgate decides to dump your marker beacon back into the Drift ... and you’re flying blind. You’re not coming home.”

        All this, Vidal had already reasoned and rationalized. He gave Hubler a curious look, but rather than arguing over the mission profile he asked of Ingersol, “Cockpit instrumentation, modifications? Complete?”

        “Almost.” Ingersol consulted the handy he had taken from his back pocket. “Like Roark said, you’re elbowing for space in there. The cab’ll accommodate two, you and some other lunatic bastard, but there won’t be room to wave your arms about. She’s loaded with double the instruments she was designed for — but we couldn’t use a bigger module, even if we could get hold of one on short notice, which we couldn’t. 

        “See, it’s a question of the armor. Hellgate can crush you like a flea. Without armor, you’d last maybe eight or ten hours, and it could take you a lot longer to find a way out. We can only make the Zunshu alloy so fast, and until we find a source for more raw materials, the machines are shut down.”

        “Jesus,” Travers murmured. 

        Ingersol chuckled. “No, son, I’m just an engineer.”

        “The ores for the armor,” Hubler began.

        “Are bloody hard to find, and even harder to get your paws on.” Ingersol said acerbically. “In the end, we bribed a shift supervisor on one of the Goldman-Pataki drift-miners, and took a shipment right out of the Bronowski Reef. The ores are so rare, you trade for them in gelemeralds. Shapiro is going to be kissing Richard’s ass for eons to come. It took Rich five years to put a stash of gems together, and when it came down to the wire Mark Sherratt had to add a bunch more to swing us this cargo.” Ingersol wandered to the doors and flicked off the floodlights. The probe ...the drift-ship ... squatted in a lake of gloom, a brutish thing, ugly, arresting. Ingersol frowned at it. “It’s quite a mongrel, isn’t it?”

        “The question is,” Travers demanded, “will it work?”

        Again, Ingersol could only shrug. “The airframe, avionics, my work, is sound. I can get you into El’arne. I can’t speak for Teniko’s and Jazinsky’s numbers. I don’t understand the theory completely, but I’ve grasped enough to see where they’re going with it. Christ, Alexis-bloody-Rusch herself gets headaches trying to follow this crap.”

        He was furious, either with himself or with the universe at large. Travers stepped aside as he hit the release to close up the hangar, and when the doors had rumbled over and locked, he gave Ingersol’s shoulder a companionable squeeze.

        “Don’t take it personally, Tul. They don’t do it to aggravate you.”

        “They don’t?” Ingersol sounded less sure. The handy was running, and as it loaded the data he wanted he turned it toward Vidal. “There she is, as a digital model, with the hyper-Weimann installed and operational.”

        The image was daunting, even confusing. Travers and Vidal poured over the display in Ingersol’s palm. Hubler had already seen it, and stood back to give them access. Travers angled a look at the older man. 

        “There’s no housing. The engine is — it looks naked.”

        “It is naked.” Vidal was scanning the specs which scrolled left-right in the bottom of the tiny screen. “There’s no way to house this monster. You’d have to let the fallout bleed away into space.” 

        “Try to contain it,” Ingersol sighed, “and it’ll fry its containment vessel and you too. So you don’t try.” He fingered the image, which showed a shimmering blue-green sphere around a generator which looked enough like an Arago unit for Travers to know it was based on similar technology. 

        “It’s just what it looks like — a containment field,” Ingersol told him. “But it doesn’t actually contain the fallout from this ‘monster’, as Vidal calls it. The best we can do is funnel the fallout back at about 120° from the cockpit, which takes care of about ninety percent of it. The rest, you’re taking it on the shield, a meter-thick slab of the Zunshu alloy right under your ass.” He slapped Vidal’s butt.

        “Good enough?” Vidal asked shrewdly.

        “Every VR model Jazinsky’s run says so, but I’ll tell you ... if this engine were in commercial service, the Weimann exclusion radius would be about five billion kilometers. In other words, about twenty times the safe-distance for a normal Weimann ignition.” Ingersol turned off the handy and slid it into the coveralls’ breast pocket. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go get cleaned up, if I’m going to be presentable at a colonel’s dining table in ...” He looked at his chrono and swore. “Fifty minutes.”

        “You hungry?” Vidal asked Hubler.

        “Sure. But I didn’t get an invite.” Hubler clamped the cigar between his molars and gave Vidal a brash grin. “I don’t think your colonel ever took a shine to me.” The grin faded. “When you take out the drift-ship, Mick ... I’ll copilot for you.”

        For some time Vidal considered the offer soberly, before he shook his head. “It’s not a fighter, Roark. That’s where you belong. This one’s not a flying weapons platform. Nobody’s going to be shooting at you. It’s going to be ... freaky in there.”

        “I can handle freaky.”

        Vidal gave him a crooked half-smile. “You probably could. But you already went through the meat grinder, and Dame Fortune let you live. She gets cranky if you throw the gift of life back in her face. She won’t make it a second time, and I’m superstitious enough to worry about you jinxing me. Look at that mongrel of a ship! If one of us dies, Roark, we both die — and you already had your let-off. You won’t get another.”

        They would probably argue about it for hours, until the Chryse left for Borushek. For himself, Travers had lost track of the time. “I need to find Curtis,” he told Vidal, “and change into something halfway decent.” He was moving already. “I’ll see you there, Mick.”

        For the moment both Vidal and Hubler were too preoccupied with the drift-ship to even notice he had gone, and minutes later Travers was back in the quarters he had shared with Marin since they were released from the infirmary. He called from the door, and Curtis appeared in the bathroom. 

        He was naked and pulling a buzzbox razor over his jaw, but at some expression on Travers’s face he shut it off and came out to give Neil his hands. “What happened?”

        Was he so transparent? Or perhaps Marin was so close to him now, he could read the thoughts in Travers’s head before he had to speak them. He pulled the hard-boned, thinly-fleshed body against him and held Marin for some time in silence before he said, “It’s just a feeling I can’t shake.”

        “Premonition?” Marin’s breath was a warm draft against his neck. “Never ignore your instincts, Neil.” 

        “You mean, you listen to your hunches?” 

        A quiet sound of humor issued from the region of Travers’s right shoulder. “We humans are not especially psychic, but there’s a lot we still don’t understand about our own brains and nervous systems. Somewhere inside us there’s a Cro Magnon, maybe a Neanderthal, who can ‘feel’ an earthquake coming, the same as any other animal feels it. There’s nothing metaphysical involved. A lot of premonitions — hunches — are founded on physical processes we don’t pretend to understand.” His hands rubbed big, lazy spirals on Travers’s back.

        “Like I said, I have a feeling I can’t shake.” Travers held him closer. “Mick Vidal is going to get himself killed.”

        For a moment Curtis’s hands stopped, and then they began again, soothing, deliberate, finding nerve endings Travers had never known existed. “What he’s doing is a — a great thing. He knows it’s highly likely he’ll lose his life. He believes the potential gain is worth the risk. And I have to admire him. If I were in his place, I hope I’d have the same courage, but I’m not sure I’d be able to find it. If he’s the pilot he thinks he is, and he can find the way back out of El’arne ... we just might know where the Zunshu are coming from. This is what Vidal believes, or hopes. If he’s right, everything about the game, Neil, everything changes.”


         He had put into words so much neither Travers nor Vidal himself had been able to say aloud. “I wouldn’t call it a game,” he said softly. “The stakes are too high.” He drew back and looked into Marin’s eyes. They were dark with the dilated pupils that betrayed the cocktail of drugs in his bloodstream, and deeply introspective. “I’d like to talk to Mark about it.” Marin’s brows creased his forehead in question, and Travers went on, hoping he was making sense and not rambling, “A long time ago he told me about the Ebre’zjim. The science vessel his people launched into El’arne, a while before the Zunshu went on this rampage. He said his grandfather, however-many generations ago, was aboard.” Travers paused, and chose his words carefully. “I have the feeling the Resalq in general, and Mark in particular, know a lot more about Hellgate than they’re telling.”

        The suggestion did not seem to surprise Marin. “Jazinsky’s convinced of it. We’ll be on Kjorin in less than three days — about the same time as Senator Rutherford is loading the Zunshu probe aboard the Ganymede — and if Mark doesn’t stop playing the teacher and start sharing data, she’s going to be so pissed, I wouldn’t be shocked by anything that happened next.” He looped his arms around Travers’s shoulders and looked up at him across the little difference in their height. “I’m sorry it has to be this way, with Vidal. I know you two have some kind of bond going.”

        Not quite reproachfully, Travers yanked a handful of the auburn hair, which was growing out of the military cut and curling. “We’re just friends. Mick wants a lot more, but he knows I’m not the cheating kind.”

        “I think that’s what I said.” Marin smiled. “Friendship’s a bond, too. It can turn out to be stronger than love, or sex. Marriages seem to fly apart a lot more often than friendships do.” His palms cupped Travers’s face. “Then there’s us, and we’re both friends and lovers, which bodes well for the future ... if the work done by people like Vidal and Shapiro buys us a future.” He kissed Travers deeply and said against his open mouth, “I wish I could make love to you.”

        “So do I,” Travers said, resigned to the impotence, the drugs which were the price of their lives. “Soon.”

        “It’ll happen when it happens. Trust me.” Marin’s eyes closed as Travers’s hands began to feather over him, and though there was no flicker of arousal he groaned pleasurably as nipples and genitals were cherished with caresses. 

        Touching him for the simple delight of feeling through his fingertips was a pleasure Travers seemed to have lost track of, in the flood of sensuality they had shared. He pressed Marin onto the rumpled bed, exploring with his lips and tongue also, teasing with his teeth. At last he came to rest with his head on Marin’s lean thigh and his right hand splayed over the hollow belly. 

        If he had wondered if sex really was impossible, he knew the truth now, and he gave a rich chuckle, perhaps mocking himself. Marin’s fingers threaded through his hair. “That was wonderful.”

        “I would appear ... to be a eunuch,” Travers remarked conversationally.

        Marin echoed the wry humor. “It’ll all come good. Trust me. After the Argos I was crippled, physically, emotionally, mentally. It took months of therapy, surgery —”

        “Sterility,” Travers added.

       “Yes. The specialists probably won’t give you a choice, Neil. But the service should make you the same offer they made me. If your biological clock ever does start to tick and you’re desperate to produce another generation, the whole thing can be done in vitro, not quite like being cloned, but close.” He paused and asked quietly, “It bothers you? I know your parents were killed when you were a young conscript on the Chicago. There’s an eons-old tradition of people trying to secure their immortality through their children ... but it doesn’t work if your kids don’t pass on the genestrand.”

        “In my case, I don’t think it matters.” Travers sat up and stretched his neck and shoulders. “I have two brothers and a sister. Allan, Sibyl, Ewan. They’ll take care of the genestrand thing.”

        “You can’t be certain,” Marin began.

        “I should think Allan’s already taken care of the problem,” Travers told him. “He was a kid, ten years old, when our parents were killed. We ... fought like cats and dogs, through the Middle Heavens data conduit. He’d send me a message, I’d send him a reply, on and on, for months till he went to live with some uncle or other, in the home colonies. He recorded the messages, shouting at his own threedee, in his room at home. What do you think was on the wall behind the vid pickup?”

        “Now, let me see ...” Marin pretended to ponder. “A bunch of posters of pinup chicks?”

        “Very naked, and even then he liked ’em stacked.” Travers cupped his hands, way out from his chest. “Pneumatic babes in glitter body paint. I should think Allan’s been spreading himself around since he was twelve or so, and no, I’m not worried about the Travers genestrand.” As if to demonstrate, he stooped and dropped a kiss on his partner’s velvet soft and utterly unresponsive genitals. “Are you getting hungry?”

        “Starving,” Marin admitted. “Let me dress, and we’re out of here.”

0     “Don’t dress on my account.” Travers’s eyes watched him lazily as Curtis finished shaving and threw open the closet, and on a whim he asked, “You ever think about the Marin genestrand? You were an only child, weren’t you?”
         Curtis had pulled on pair of slacks but not yet zipped them, and was hunting for a fresh shirt. “It was also a second marriage for both my parents ... and they were constantly squabbling in the year before I went to Fleet,” he said indifferently. “I lost contact with them. They stopped messaging me after six months or so, but I don’t doubt they separated and tried again elsewhere. Like most people, they had to follow their work, and it could be hard to find. 

        “I think I told you, my mother was a musician — a cellist and flautist, actually. Her work was harder to find than my father’s. As an architect he could get work almost anywhere, though a lot of the jobs were not well paid, and if you wanted to get top money you had to be willing to move system to system.”

        “Same story all over.” Travers stood and examined his reflection, the closeness of his shave, in the mirror inside the closet. He would do. “When I got out of Fleet after my hitch, I did give life in civvy street a whirl. It wasn’t just boring as all hell, it was also too hard to nail down work that wouldn’t leave you brain-dead in a month.”

        “That’s the way it goes,” Marin agreed. “The last I heard from my parents, I’d just been assigned to a training squadron, I was going to fly with the carrier’s tac team. None of which seemed to impress them. They told me they were headed in to the homeworlds, and good luck to them there! They’d pass for human on the street, because Jagreth’s as earthlike as Darwin’s, our genestock wasn’t redesigned. But the colonial accent would give them away like that.” He snapped his fingers. “If they hear you speaking Slingo on the street on Earth, every syllable past your lips will slam you into the gutter, grind you down and keep you there.”

        The same story was told by Kristyn Bauer and Harrison Shapiro, and for himself, Travers had no desire to get close enough to Earth to form his own impressions. He was at the door, waiting to ambush Marin for a swift embrace, a kiss, before they stepped out.

        Music was playing in Alexis Rusch’s quarters, and Travers recognized Bevan Daku. It was often called the ‘sound of Velcastra,’ and Rusch frequently played it in preference to Bach, Haydn or Mozart, who had obviously been the composer’s inspiration. The music was two centuries old, with a quaint, ‘civilized’ sound.

        The music and lights spilled from Rusch’s open doors, and as Travers’s nose detected food, he realized how hungry he was. Just inside the apartment, four autochefs had been set up, each offering a different menu. The wine was the real thing — an assortment of chardonnays and merlots, red and white shiraz, from the ancient Velcastran vineyards.

        It was many decades since the Velcastrans had considered themselves a colony. The planet was fertile, self-sufficient, densely populated, and it had grown wealthy on industry and agriculture. As a world, it needed no support. Velcastra was as capable of standing on its own as Earth had been, through more than six thousand years of human civilization. 

        At the head of the long table, Rusch, Shapiro and Leon Sherratt were talking in undertones. Roy Arlott had tied back the mane of dreadlocks and dressed in something skintight and golden-bronze. He looked stunning — and he knew it. Michael Vidal had certainly noticed, and was pouring white wine for him while Roy was temporarily abandoned by Leon and looking, Travers thought, a little overwhelmed. A week ago he had been a wanted criminal, on the run in the burned-out slums of a city which had been destroyed. Hydralis would be reborn, but it could never return to what it had been. Perhaps Roy mourned for the loss, but given the chance of getting out, he was quick to accept.

        The threedee in the corner opposite the long viewports was playing. Vaurien and Jazinsky were watching Ingersol’s animated profile of a mission Travers recognized at once. He might have expected Tonio Teniko to be here, but the kid was absent — probably locked in his quarters and high as a kite. Travers turned his attention to the animation in the threedee.

        He knew the weird, hybrid drift-ship at a glance, but the void in its middle was filled, here, with the shimmering blue-green bubble of a powerful field, and within this was the hyper-Weimann module. In the background was Hellgate, and as Travers watched, a monstrous event began to unfold. 

        With his own eyes, he had never seen a Class 7. He watched, almost mesmerized, as the Vast opened. The probe ship turned toward it and the maneuvering engines lit up. Incandescent gas plumed from the engine bells for several seconds and then the engines shut down and she was coasting, heading into the white-hot, crackling heart of what seemed to Travers to be the Inferno.

        “Don’t look,” Vidal’s voice said quietly, close enough to Travers’s ear to startle him. “If you look at it long enough, it looks right back at you ... and they’ll be calling you mad.”

        “Like you?” Travers turned toward him and found a glass of merlot in his hand. 

        “Maybe. But I’ll tell you this, Neil —” Vidal broke off as a pair of lounge stewards appeared.

        “I think it’s time to be seated,” Rusch said to the whole company. “I hope you’ve looked over the menus. Let the stewards know what you’d like, and ... enjoy. Michael, you’ll sit here, beside me.”

        Smothering a caustic oath, Vidal manufactured a smile and muttered, “Here we go. Fuckitall, this isn’t a dinner party, it’s an inquisition. The only thing missing’s the manacles and branding irons!”

        But the food was very good, and for the first time since the night at UOH, Travers actually felt like eating. He chose the venison and winter vegetables, a balsamic side salad and baked potatoes with all the trimmings, accompanied by a white shiraz. Like Marin, he was intent on the meal until the conversation at Shapiro’s end of the table turned to the Velcastran republicans, and they began to listen. 

        The music of Bevan Daku — Poul Bevan, one of the first colonial celebrities to fly the republican flag— was turned down low, and Shapiro lifted his glass to Vidal either in salute or invitation.

        “What do you want to know?” Vidal seemed be speaking through gritted teeth. “When I can get a safe window, which isn’t as often as you might think, I message direct to Robert Chandra Liang. You already know him, through his association with Curtis Marin — since Curt took his contract to kill some bastard sergeant instructor, name of Neville, R.A. — and Neil Travers, who installed a security system for Liang, on Elstrom StarCity.

        “You also have to know Chandra Liang was once married to Sonja Mei Ming Deuel, the daughter of the late colonial governor. It was fodder for the society pages. Sonja was the dead kid’s mother, poor woman, and I can tell you, the pair of them were fit to be tied.” He shrugged. “They’re at the top of Velcastra’s pecking order. 

        “Get a gang of First Fleet blue-bloods together, and the guest list will read Liang, Deuel, Rusch, Elstrom, Shackleton, Vidal ... Rabelais. Some of the oldest family names have died out, but the genestrand is still there on the distaff side. Vaughan, Yip, Moreau, Takahashi, Landis. 

        “The first colony fleet to Velcastra was privately funded, any nine-year-old could tell you this much after a history class. The ‘Vaughan-Elstrom-Landis Company, Astra’ ... it spells Velcastra.”

        “And in those days the ‘astra’ suffix was the equivalent of ‘limited’ or ‘incorporated,’” Rusch added. “It was literally an exemption from the rules of any traditional business code, because these companies were opening up colonies not just on the frontier, but beyond it. They were government, industry, community, rolled into one, and they were on their own. In the days of sleeper ships, if a colony was in trouble it could perish years before help arrived. Business codes on Earth always reflect the share market, the tax base, fiscal disclosure, superannuation schemes, worker medical funds, liability insurance, legal accountability — none of which could apply to an ‘astra’ company beyond the frontier.”

        Shapiro was nodding. “I also was a nine-year-old in a history class ... a very long time ago.” He gave Rusch and Vidal an indulgent smile. “Are you telling me that, fundamentally, the umpteenth-generations of those pioneer families are today’s republicans?”

        “Fundamentally and any other way you want to look at it.” Vidal forked up a little chicken and rice. “You should know, General, Velcastra is not only ready to be republican, it already is. As far as Earth knows, the colonial government is still in place, with a governor answerable to the Confederacy. He’s a puppet with his strings being yanked all the way from Chicago. What Earth doesn’t know is, a shadow government is already working, mirroring the business of the colonial bureau.” 

        He set down the fork and leaned closer to Shapiro. “One of Earth’s biggest arguments is that it can’t sever ties with the colonies because there would be havoc on every level, political, social, military and everything in between. Populations would suffer, society would collapse.” He paused for effect. “It’s bullshit, and bastards like Rutherford must suspect the truth.”

        “Which is?” Shapiro prompted, though from his shrewd look, he could guess.

        “When the day comes,” Vidal said quietly, “a single command word will be given. The old regime will either stand down voluntarily or be forcibly removed. Flags and insignia will be changed inside ten minutes, and the members of the republican government will walk into the existing offices. The mutiny of a colony should take less than an hour, and as for the business of Velcastra, there won’t be a hiccup.” He counted off on his fingers. “No more conscription. No more taxes. No more policies decided in some office on Earth. No more puppet governor, or senators and honorable members arriving out here like Charleston Aimes Rutherford and parading around like they own the planet. 

        “Also no more automatic DeepSky Fleet docking rights, or unrestricted travel and unlimited trade for homeworld travelers and industrialists.” He smiled at Rusch and gave Shapiro an almost apologetic look. “You’ll need a visa to visit and an entry permit with docking fees paid in advance before your can bring in your ship ... and if it’s a warship, it won’t be welcome except by invitation. Say, an occasion of state.”

        For some time Shapiro frowned into his empty wineglass. “Then it’s your shadow government I’ll be negotiating with, and I’d expect Mister Liang and Madame Deuel to open those negotiations.” He angled a flint-hard look at Vidal. “Give me your own assessment, Major. How good is their intelligence?”

        “The Velcastran Secret Service is the equal of anyone’s,” Vidal said slowly, thoughtfully, “meaning, they bust their buns to keep their people secure, and occasionally they screw up.” He gestured at Shapiro. “You have a pipeline straight into Liang’s establishment. It’s how you caught Neil, Curt, Richard and all.” He lifted a brow at Shapiro. “I can’t see why you need me.”

        “My own intelligence is a good deal better than most,” Shapiro allowed, “but there are blind spots. My security is airtight on Borushek. It wasn’t until Marin interrogated my computers, used codes provided by an individual in Madam Deuel’s office ... possibly Madam Deuel herself ... that he became visible to my AI. However, I don’t have the same resources on Velcastra. I know a good deal about the business of the colonial government. I know nothing whatever, Major, of the shadow government you describe.” He turned to Rusch, who sat at his left hand, and held out his glass for a refill as a steward passed. “Tell me Alexis, in your experience, is the colonial government made up of Confederate loyalists, most of whom will be ‘forcibly removed’ when the day arrives, or is the Elstrom Grand Senate filled with republicans paying lip-service to Earth?”

        Her father had been a politician, Travers remembered. She was a Shackleton, but she chose to take her father’s family name because of its prestige. On present-day Velcastra the name of Rusch opened doors the way the name of Shackleton would have opened them a century ago. 

        “A little of both,” she was saying cautiously. “Key positions in any colonial government are filled by people who are attractive to the Confederacy. They bow and scrape with just the right degree of finesse, keep the paperwork in order, make sure to shake the right hands, kiss the right babies ... keep the taxes and the supply of warm bodies flowing. If you want to deal with any aspect of the legitimate government of Velcastra, exercise the maximum caution. Do nothing, say nothing, without first consulting with someone on a first-name basis with them all.”

        “Like Robert Chandra Liang,” Shapiro mused.

        “Like my father,” Rusch added with a snort of humor. “He may be well over ninety years old, but he’s still a force to be reckoned with.”

        “Republican?” Shapiro hazarded.

        Vidal echoed Rusch’s amusement. “Congressman Noel E. Rusch would be the first one out on the battle lines, if he were twenty years younger. He’s still likely to be the guy who plans your battle ahead of time and then stands up there on the podium in Pioneer Square to take the salute and decorate the troops.”

        “And yes, I’ll call him, Harrison,” Rusch offered. “But be warned: he’s not easy to get along with, and he’s distrustful of anything and anyone not made or born on Velcastra. Still, he trusts me as much as he always did.”

        “Good enough,” Shapiro decided. “Alexis, Major Vidal, thank you for your time and your contribution. Major, we’ll discuss your affiliations with Jagreth on the way over to Borushek. And now, I believe we’re all ready for dessert.”

        Before the stewards wheeled in the cart, Travers took the opportunity to head for the bathroom. When he stepped out again the conversation had turned to social matters, and he joined Marin, Vidal, Leon and Roy at the four-meter viewports. They were watching the dark silhouettes of ships drifting against a backdrop of stars, beacon-marked smelters, asteroids, and the milky face of Hellgate itself. 

        The Kiev had shifted position — she would never again be caught in one place, a sitting target for a weapon like CL-389. She could be found anywhere from a line just outside the orbits of Rashid and Bahrain to the outer system. At the moment, Omaru was a tiny blue-green disk, very beautiful, very distant. 

        Looking out and down at it, Travers thought of Avi Hersch, Colonel Alec Tarrant, Mitch Garret and his sister, Zulika, whose husband, Marty Cimino, was still ‘tanked’ aboard the Earthlight. 

        “It’s so strange,” Roy Arlott was saying. “This is the first time I ever left Omaru, and I feel weird.”

        “Like a traitor?” Marin guessed.

        The linguist’s shoulders scrunched in an awkward shrug. “Maybe. But I’m not a soldier, there’s nothing I could do, if I’d stayed in Hydralis —”

        “Except get killed,” Leon added. “You were already on the waiting lists for a relocation, out of Hydralis to some rural area. This is not so different, you’re just relocating to a place further away.”

        “Borushek,” Arlott murmured.

        “Not for a while.” Leon made apologetic noises. “Not unless you want to take the courier with Shapiro and Vidal. If you want to stay with me —”

        “You know I do. I’m the proverbial fish out of water,” Arlott said self-mockingly. “I don’t know Borushek from a hole in the ground.”

        “Then Borushek’ll have to wait a little while.” Leon lifted one brow at Travers and Marin, and snaked his arm around Roy’s waist. “We’re going to a place called Kjorin.” He pulled Roy close.

        “Kjorin. It’s a Resalq word.” Arlott tugged the copper band off the sun-bleached dreadlocks and shook them out. “Kjor ... what, Leon, a practical joke? The in could be a dozen different things, the Resalq language being what it is, and the way you people have of swallowing whole syllables! A quirky place, then. It has good beaches?”

        Travers smothered a chuckle. “Not exactly.”

        “Then, what exactly does it have?” Roy wore a pained look.

        “I think, Leon,” Marin hazarded, steering Travers in a safer direction, “you’d better get a handy, pull up some data and explain.”

        “Kjorin,” Travers said bleakly, and feigned a shudder.

        Moments later, Roy Arlott swore loudly and passionately.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Wastrel, Kjorin Science Station

 

Clearance codes were traded between AIs before the Wastrel entered the system. The Shelikof had gone, and the Fleet cruiser securing Kjorin was rotated every three weeks. The Vizcaino was on station now, and when its AI recognized the Wastrel it provided Etienne with the location of Mark Sherratt’s Rainbow Voyager, and inquired if the science crew should be notified of an incoming ship. Etienne agreed, and the Vizcaino fired an encrypted ‘squirt’ through the data-chain Fleet had laid a month before, through the complex, difficult 33-849-440 system. 

        Kjorin was problematical. Hellgate was too close for comfort, and as the Wastrel arrived the G3 star was building toward the high end of a sunspot cycle so violent, the Resalq — who had used the system for ‘smash and grab’ mining — had charted it as a kind of variable. The whole cycle, from ‘quiet’ back to ‘quiet,’ was only ten months, and between the storms on the sun and the constant noise from the Rabelais Drift, comm traffic was never easy. 

        The AIs’ whole exchange took less than a tenth of a second. Lights danced across the comm panels in the operations room, and Marin took the time to read the gist of the messaging, a column of text scrolling through one side of a threedee which was busy with images out of the outer system.

        Little wonder Ernst Rabelais had never bothered to either map the surface of ’440, or give the world a proper name. It was winter when he passed through, laying the chain of beacons which would become known as the Rabelais Track. He might have found the flowing rivers of liquid nitrogen surreally beautiful; he might have left his bootprints in the dusty snow of frozen-out atmosphere — he might even have seen the scars of ancient mining on the planet’s four moons, and known them for signs of Resalq industry. But he obviously saw no value in this world, and moved on. 

        The Resalq passed through in the thirty-year springtime, when the atmosphere was breathable and liquid water filled the same river valleys that gushed liquid nitrogen in winter, and before the planet’s orbit took it so close to the sun that the equator’s bare rocks fractured in the heat. Unsurprisingly, no kind of life had ever arisen on Kjorin, not even the simple algaes and lichens which were common on thousands of worlds. Its oxygen, nitrogen and water ice were the result of cometary impacts in the remote past, not the legacy of a billion generations of microbes.

        The ops room was quiet. Aside from Marin, only one human was more or less on duty, and he was asleep with a copy of eMale over his face. Last month’s centerfold model was on this month’s cover. Marin glanced over the perfect tan, the raven’s wings of blue-black, waist-length hair, the pumped physique and heroic genitals, and he wondered who was under the magazine. From the spindly legs and oversized work boots, it had to be Zeke Fenn, and since he would have spent half the night humping one of the drone technicians — the kid with the terminal zits and the dayglo green mohawk — he might not stir before dinner was called.

         The Kjorin system had never been industrialized, there was no clutter of smelters and ancient slag. Etienne jumped the Wastrel back into e-space as soon as she was recognized. A quiet chime, and the AI’s soft androgynous voice said, “Captain Vaurien to the operations room. Wastrel has transited the perimeter. Negative Weimann transition in eight minutes. Fleet reports the exclusion zone is secure.”

        “The only people,” Travers’s voice said from the wide, open door, “who might even suspect there’s something going on here are a bunch of scientists from Ulrand ... and right now the Ulrish have better things to do than take on Fleet over a ball of ice in the middle of nowhere!” 

        He joined Marin at the comm panel and watched the flutter of scores of telltales on other panels as the AI pilot went about its business. When the Wastrel was on a salvage job, the ops room was the heart and brains of the ship. For the moment she was simply idling. Etienne was more than competent to handle her. Travers’s hands fell on Marin’s shoulders, urging him out of the seat. 

        “They’re prepping the Kamisori. If you want to go down —”

        Marin was already moving, and through the soles of his feet he felt the thrumming vibration, just ahead of a hollow sensation in the pit of his belly. “We just dropped out.”

        “Welcome to Kjorin.” Travers was watching a flatscreen on the other side of the ops room. 

        The planet was framed in it, blue-white and perfect as a glass bauble on the long-range video feed. The Wastrel had dropped out a quarter billion kilometers out — the normal Weimann exclusion radius — and the thrum through the decks changed as she began to shed velocity, cruising down from just under lightspeed. The impression of the glass bauble would not change with proximity.

        A second chime, and this time Richard Vaurien’s own voice called, “Neil? You said you wanted to get groundside.”

        “You did?” Marin was surprised.

        “I’m curious,” Travers admitted. “And this time we won’t be bunking in an overstuffed RV for several weeks.” He leaned over and touched a key. “On our way, Richard. Hold two seats.” And then, to Marin, “That is, I assume you want to come —?”

        “Now, there’s an interesting turn of phrase,” Marin observed. “In fact, I’d love to.” 

        “To the Resalq science camp,” Travers added, pained.

        “I know what you mean. And yes, I’d like to ... tag along. We haven’t seen Mark since Saraine, and in any case, I want to be there for the big moment.” Travers wore a puzzled look, and he chuckled. “Family reunion. This is the first time in maybe twelve or fifteen years the whole Sherratt clan has been in the same place at the same time. I don’t think Dario and Leon have seen each other in that long.”

        “I know what it feels like,” Travers admitted. “It’s been twelve years since my family drifted apart, and if I tell you the truth, I don’t expect to see them again. If they’d wanted to contact me, they could have done it.”

        They were making their way aft to the elevators above one of the small hangars. “You fought,” Marin said quietly. “Things were probably said that haven’t been forgotten or forgiven.”

        “On both sides,” Travers admitted. They were waiting for a lift car. “You want to know what we fought about? Christ! By then I was twenty-one, maybe a few months short of twenty-two. Our parents had been killed in a midair head-on. Tactical were never able to figure out what caused it — it could easily have been my dad’s fault. He used to fly like a lunatic. I was on the Chicago, buried in the Deep Sky. The funeral was seven weeks in the past by the time I even found out about the accident, and I could never make Allan grasp the signal lag. He was always too busy shouting about how I’d deserted them, as if I should have known about it by magic. 

        “As if Fleet,” he added bitterly, “would have given me four months of leave right in the high point of my hitch — when you’re fully-trained and you’ve got enough experience to get yourself out of trouble and look out for the newbies — four months, Curt, to take a clipper back to Darwin’s and do the family thing. It was never going to happen.”

        “Neil, let it go.” The elevator had opened, and Marin stepped in. “It’s ancient history, and the whole fight was about a scrappy little kid being so blitzed by grief, he couldn’t think it through. Sure, he probably remembers you being a Grade-A sonofabitch, but you know he’s dead wrong. Yet the pain’s still there, as soon as you think about it again, isn’t it?”

        “Of course it is.” Travers’s shoulders lifted in a shrug of resignation, and then he deliberately steered the subject in other directions as the lift opened to the arclights and cold, shifting air of the hangar.

        A green and gold Kotaro-Fuente Kamisori stood in a puddle of harsh blue neon. Every hatch gaped open, the tailpipes shimmered with heat after a routine testfire, the Aragos grumbled as they idled on minimum repulsion, not enough lift to pick up the vehicle. Vaurien and Jazinsky were already inside. In the back, Leon Sherratt was talking animatedly with a combug in his ear and an odd smile on his face. 

        He would be talking to Dario or Mark, and the importance of his business here did not eclipse the pleasure of the moment. Marin might have envied him, but Travers’s hand was on his shoulder as they walked out to the lighter, and he was reminded of the old adage — a man could choose his friends, but not his family.

        Snatches of Leon’s conversation reached Marin’s ears as the hatches rumbled shut. Vaurien was in the front, and he was already running up the harness as Marin climbed into the body of the lighter ahead of Travers. Both Vaurien and Jazinsky were heavily dressed, and a heap of jackets lay on the spare seat. Roy Arlott, Marin observed, looked disgusted.

        The Kamisori lifted with an Arago whine, and Vaurien said softly to his combug, “Flight deck, this is Wastrel Airborne, we are waiting to shove off.”

        Spinners flashed red across the hangar as the inner hatches sealed and the air ducts pulled most of the atmosphere out of the compartment. A siren screamed in the thinning air, but the hangar was already deserted. An outer hatch opened a fraction of its full width, and Vaurien had only to nose the lighter out into space. 

        Kjorin seemed to be at Marin’s right hand, and he gave an involuntary shudder as he saw it. The reaction was less to do with the planet’s climate than with the memory of being assaulted here. Marianna Wing and Conway Streller were not characters he had ever taken lightly. In the weeks of their incarceration, they had wounded two members of Shapiro’s security squad, and a fatality was inevitable if he kept them there.

        Yet Streller and Wing were not criminals. There was no law against bounty hunting on any world, including Earth itself, and they had taken legitimate contracts — Mark and Dario Sherratt and Tor Sereccio were the criminals, in the eyes of Ulrish law. No matter what they had done in the past, the Freespacers were at the moment innocent, and Marin intimately understood their fury. Wing in particular was dangerous. Shapiro could not wait much longer before he dealt with her.

        The Kamisori was rolling gently on a soft Arago reentry, and the instruments before Vaurien had already picked up the Resalq science camp. Multiple computers were crosstalking on an encrypted loop. The Vizcaino’s AI might be able to hear them, but it would understand nothing. Fleet believed Kjorin was under quarantine, a security cordon made necessary because of some xenoform, either native to the planet or dumped here. 

        For centuries, corporate armies had been developing bacterial and viral weapons; occasionally something was created that was too dangerous to be kept in any lab, too valuable to be destroyed. Such weapons sometimes found their way to backwaters like Kjorin, where they might lie dormant for many decades before they were stumbled over, with horrific results. Technically, a prospecting crew would need a permit to put a spade in the ground on ‘33-849-440,’ but civvy operations out of places like Ulrand and Mawson were notorious for ignoring the rules. Whole crews died, and a quarantine cordon would be in place for months or years, while a team of specialists investigated the event.

        The story circulating about Kjorin was that a dump had been made here so long ago, the company which was culpable no longer existed. The documentation had been lost, no one knew what had originally been here — and civilian specialists, brought in from Borushek, believed it highly likely the ‘mother’ virus had mutated under the brutal sun of ’440. The story was good enough to keep even Fleet away, and though Ulrand’s science community might suspect a ruse, they were too busy trying to get out of the crosshairs before the fighting began. ’440 could wait.

       Marin approved. He leaned forward between the seats for a better view of the instruments as the Kamisori spiraled lower, circuiting the Resalq camp over and over. She was close enough now for the vidpickup to offer a grainy image, and Travers whistled as he made out what he was seeing.

        “They’ve been busy,” he told Leon. “The last time we were here, it was five of us — Curt, Dario, Tor, Mark and myself — crammed into an RV that was designed for shorthauls and fishing trips. It was ... interesting.”

        “I can imagine,” Leon said, amused. “You could have killed each other in a fit of cabin fever.”

        “We were too busy.” Marin was watching the image stabilize and clear as the lighter dropped in. “You know what Dario and Tor had found?”

        “Oh, yeah.” Leon turned toward his own partner. “Don’t freak, Roy, if you don’t understand a syllable of what Mark and his people are saying. The details aren’t important, and you already have a grasp on the big picture.”

        “Half a grasp,” Roy Arlott corrected. “Dario’s been hunting for Zunshu relics — and God knows, there’s actually thousands of them scattered through the Deep Sky, anywhere your people might ever have been. Now and then he finds something good ... on Ulrand, Fleet muscled in. And here on this ice-bucket of a planet, they’re working on the same thing that blew half a hemisphere of Ulrand straight up in the air.”

        “That about covers it,” Leon said regretfully. “You don’t have to be afraid. Leon and Mark are not going to blow this thing to hell.”

        Arlott did not seem so sure. He studied Leon’s face soberly. “You’re sure about that? I mean, it’s a Zunshu stasis chamber. Until or unless they open it, it’s just an interesting object. So they have to open it. Which is exactly what Colonel Mulholland was trying to do.”
        “True,” Marin said quietly, “but there’s ways and ways of doing it. Mulholland was a certified jerk. Like Senator Rutherford, he knew every answer to every question.”

        “He’s dead now,” Arlott mused.

        “People like them tend to end up that way,” Travers added. 

        The lighter had dropped under the level of the western hills, and Marin slid a pair of green-lensed aviator’s glasses onto his nose as he looked out and down. The sky was black and filled with stars in the east, but in the west the savage little G3 sun flooded 60° of the horizon with orange glare. It was evening. At noon the hills would be white with their frosting of crystallized atmosphere, but at this hour they glistened red-gold in the haze of harsh, unfiltered sunlight.

        He recognized the lie of the land — the riverbed in which liquid nitrogen flowed like water, the shale slope, the canyons and mesas where he had flown the RV, trying to keep it out of Marianna Wing’s line of fire. But the Resalq encampment bore no resemblance to the rudimentary camp he remembered.

        The Zunshu stasis chamber was nestled into a hillside which had been eroded away in the violent Kjorian summer rains. The whole hill was under cover, and most of the valley where the RV had stood. Hardened structures formed the core of the installation, but inflated, airtight and UV-screened pavilions fanned out in every direction. 

        Under those domes, it would be a more or less shirtsleeve environment, if one did not mind the chill. The air was breathable, the sunlight was filtered, safe, and the heat pumps would raise the air temperature, at least above freezing. Marin angled a look at Roy Arlott. He was going to hate everything about this excursion.

        On the slope below, on the high side of the riverbed, the Ranjipur squatted like a gargoyle. She was dark, dormant. The Resalq had no interest in her. She might drowse on the frozen riverbank until Shapiro was in a position to release Streller and Wing. Marin looked away from her before she could arouse unwelcome memories.

        The vehicle park was adjacent to the hangars. Nothing was left outside for long, where the relentless radiation would soon denature most synthetics. As the Kamisori approached, landing lights kicked on and one of the hangars opened up. Drones peered from within, but neither human nor Resalq was in evidence as Vaurien feathered the lighter down in a gale of ice dust, and nosed into the fluoro-bright cavern on repulsion.

        Repressurization and decontamination were finished before Richard had shut down his flight systems. Jazinsky had zipped a dark blue parka and pulled on a pair of gloves. She glanced into the back, where Leon and Roy were sorting jackets. 

        “Give me a minute, for godsakes,” Arlott begged.

        “I’ll give you a second,” Jazinsky offered. “What, you don’t know how to put a coat on?”
        “I’m from the tropics, lady,” Arlott protested. “I lived my whole life within shouting-distance of the freakin’ equator!”

        “Leon, will you just stuff him into that thing?” she suggested. “He’s got it inside-out.” She looked at Vaurien and rolled her eyes to the heavens. 

        The side hatches rumbled open, and Marin felt the cold invade his sinuses. Heat cannons were steadily warming the air, but it had to be twenty below in the hangar, which had been open to the winter vacuum of Kjorin moments before. Roy took one breath and swore fluently in several languages. He was muttering about his nose, his sinuses and fingertips, as Marin lifted himself out.

        Even inside the hangar, he heard his boots crunch in the ice dust. At once, he covered his face with the breathmask attached to his collar — if the ‘diamond dust’ got into the lungs, they would bleed. He might have remarked on it to Travers, but Neil was already putting on his own mask, and behind them, Leon had taken responsibility for Roy. 

       Faces had already appeared at the observation plate in the inner hatch, and as Marin recognized Mark Sherratt, he waved. The hatch slid open while Vaurien and Jazinsky were busy at the cargo trunk, unloading the precious cargo from Omaru, and Marin found himself in an embrace.

        “Welcome to ’440, Curtis — you’ll be grateful to discover it’s not quite what you remember,” Mark told him. But the Resalq’s gold-eyed attention had already passed on, and Marin knew how eager he must be to see Leon.

        It had been fifteen years, Curtis knew. Time meant less to people who aged at the slow rate of the Resalq, but even so, it had been a long separation. Leon had left Riga to pursue his own research, just as Dario and Tor had taken off in a different direction. But Dario and Tor had stayed in touch, they had worked closely with Mark and the Resalq community, while Leon had been gone for a long time. 

        And of necessity he had immersed himself in human communities, until he sounded human, Marin thought. Leon dressed and behaved as a human. Only when he switched back into his native language did the Resalq show through. He spoke it at twice the speed Roy Arlott could, and with the ‘mother’ accent and inflection.

        As Vaurien and Jazinsky brought the containment case in from the hangar, and the hatches locked, Mark Sherratt was offering his hands to Leon. But Leon brushed them aside and seized his father — his e’quero — in a vast hug. He was as tall as Mark, and his shoulders were broader, his hips a little narrower. He was the next generation, in whom the body geometry had been revised even further by talented designers to whom genetic modification was more an art than a science. 

        Mark laughed softly, a sound Marin had not heard in far too long, and without hesitation they switched into their native tongue. They spoke much too fast for Marin to follow more than a few words, and he gave Arlott a curious look.

        “It’s ... amazing,” Arlott murmured. “Like traveling in time, I guess. You land back on a street corner in ancient Rome, and Latin isn’t a dead language anymore. The fishmongers are haggling in it, the hustlers are calling from bedroom windows in it, the kids are squabbling in it.”

        “You can follow them?” Travers wondered.

        “I can get some. Most. They’re too quick for me,” Arlott admitted. “Remember, I’m still trying to learn how to pronounce it properly. Before I met Leon, my Resalq was textbook stuff, and I realize a lot of it’s not quite right. God knows, I wrote a few of those textbooks! The vocabulary isn’t too shabby, but the pronunciation is way off.”

        “Like?” Marin was interested.

        “Well ...” Arlott hunted for a good example, while he watched Leon and Mark, listened, and marveled. “In Slingo, for instance, you can take two or three known consonants ... for instance, G and N ... then you make a guess at the vowel, or vowel-combination, or vowel-indicator, between those consonants, and you come up with — gong, meaning work or labor in the root Chinese, or gong, a big piece of metal you whack with a hammer to call people to lunch; or ging, meaning ‘went’ in the root German; or gang, a bunch of thugs; or gang, meaning a pathway in the root German; or gang with a little aspirate at the end, meaning a bargain, a windfall, in the root Spanish; or gung, which means ‘master’ in one of the root Chinese dialects, don’t ask me which; or gung, meaning ‘butch’ in citybottom jargon in any military town or geng, meaning a native plant in that weird dialect they call Ulrish.” He gave Marin a wry grin. “You get the picture?”

        “And you do this for a living?” Travers demanded. “You’re nuts, kid.”

        “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Roy drawled. He was still chafing warmth into his hands as he watched the Resalq, two generations of them. “Look where it got me.”

        “Freezing your nuts off on a ball of ice so far off the beaten track, the only folks who come out here are drift miners!” Travers slung an arm over Marin’s shoulders.

        Arlott chuckled. “I’m out of Hydralis, off Omaru, out of the warzone ... rubbing shoulders with generals, colonels, certified geniuses, and them.” He nodded at Mark and Leon. “I think I did pretty good. Even if my nuts have fled into hiding.”

        His last remark must have caught Leon’s ear. The Resalq shifted back into the dialect common throughout the colonies and Leon beckoned. “Time to meet the folks, kiddo.”

        Amusement and surprise wooed a rare smile from Mark. He offered his hand, and Arlott shook it tentatively. “I wish I could say I’ve heard a lot about you, Roy, but I’m afraid this e’sara of mine doesn’t call home very often. You’ve been together for some time?”
        “Later, Mark.” Leon was chafing his own hands. “I’m cold, and Roy must be freezing. There’s got to be warmer places in camp than the corridor right inside a hangar that was open to the vacuum five minutes ago!”

        “Besides which,” Mark agreed, already moving, “Dario and Tor are coming in, and Raoul has been setting up containment to receive the device ... and I must say, I’m curious to see it myself.”

        “You’ve looked at the data?” Marin wondered. “A package was transmitted the moment Etienne linked into Kjorin’s data conduit.” 

        “I skimmed it,” Mark said acerbically. “It’ll take several hours to run it in depth, and I’d like to make my own observations first.” His eyes had passed on, beyond Leon and Roy. “Barb, Richard, it’s good to see you here. You’ll have to bring me up to speed on the Ulrish situation. Come this way. That case is the — device?”

        “Any time you want to take it off our hands, feel free,” Vaurien told him. “How are you, Mark?”

        He was headed deeper into the science station, and Marin saw at once, it was a labyrinth. The buildings which had been in drone-construction when the Wastrel’s group pulled out last time, leaving Dario and Tor behind, were now only the hub of a complex which spread in every direction, like spokes on a wheel, and the wheel’s rim touched the eroded hillside where the Zunshu stasis chamber was embedded.

        Labs of every description were on the south side; apartments were on the north rim, stores and utilities in the east, and the whole west side was devoted to the stasis chamber. Mark led them by the airlocks which opened into that vast compartment. 

        It was at partial pressure, even lower than the air pressure in Riga. Humans would have passed out in a few minutes, if they did not succumb to hypothermia first, and even some of the older Resalq needed breathmask support and cold weather gear. 

        Through an observation panel, Marin saw that the dome overhead was dense, tinted. It had to be UV screened, since Kjorin’s atmosphere was underfoot at this time of year, and permanent arclights were set up to augment the meager daylight and accommodate the nightshift. Several Resalq were working in the cold and partial pressure; Marin did not envy them, but he knew without asking, the environment inside the compartment had been changed as little as possible. 

        “They’re raising the temperature and pressure in the smallest possible increments,” Mark mused, “and even so, I’m far from convinced this was a good idea.”

        “You want people to work here for months,” Travers began, and then the truth seemed to hit him.

        “What?” Roy Arlott demanded. “Come on, guys, I’m just a linguist!”

       “Think about it,” Marin said quietly. “It’s Zunshu technology and ancient, and it’s probably semi-aware, like their probes, hunter-killers and mines. Its awareness is certainly going to be far from anything we understand, because only the first micron of the surface of the chamber exists in this time zone. Still, it has some way of monitoring its situation, and it’s stood out on the surface of Kjorin through winters and summers alike, which means it knows what’s normal, natural here.”

        “It could easily know this is winter,” Mark said softly, studying the sphere, which stood in the lights just twenty meters from the pressure door and observation panes. “It might be aware of the rise in pressure and temperature. And it could easily reason that it’s being tampered with.”

        “It won’t,” Jazinsky said in the same quiet tone, preoccupied with the stasis chamber. “Not if the pressure and temperature rise slowly enough. A shift in the climate due to volcanism or a cometary impact could cause the same effect, or Kjorin’s orbit could have been tweaked by a near-miss with a wandering body. These are natural events. You get down to the arrival of a terraformer fleet later —”

        “Or the mucking-about of meddlers.” Dario’s voice called from around the curvature in the pressure wall. He was pulling back the hood of a heavy parka as he appeared. His gloves were still in one hand, and a combug was in his ear. “I was in Hangar 4. We’ve got problems with some of the maintenance drones — Tor’s still back there, working on them.” He yanked down the zipper on the parka, revealing a garish purple sweatshirt, and stood back for a moment, hands on hips, to look his brother — his e’dreas — up and down. “You look good, Leon. You look great, considering.”

        “Considering what?” Leon was taller, older, broader. His hug engulfed Dario, and he swung the younger Sherratt around until Dario fended him off. “I said,” Leon repeated, “considering what?” 

        “The bullshit you’ve been putting yourself through.” Dario dusted himself down. “You’ve been under the gun, Leon. I’ve been there, briefly. I know what it feels like.”

        “You do what you have to.” Leon sobered and gestured at the containment case which Vaurien and Jazinsky carried between them. “You want to take a look?”
        “A quick look,” Dario allowed. “It’s getting late, if you notice. I don’t know what time it is on the Wastrel, but most people here are starting to think about dinner, a bottle of wine, a chessboard, maybe a movie.” He gave the case a frown. “I’ll do better work if I tackle it on top of a decent night’s sleep.”

        “Dinner?” Vaurien asked. “A little celebration, perhaps, on the occasion of a family reunion?”
        “Exactly.” Mark stood aside and motioned the whole company to go on ahead of him. “Why don’t you get it set up, Dario. Give me a call when I can take a look at the thing. Raoul should be finished prepping Lab 7, which is the cryogen facility, and the safest place for it.”

        But Marin hung back after the others had walked on, and Mark waited for him while Curtis studied the stasis chamber. It gleamed like bright water under the worklights. Returning footsteps announced Travers, who had realized Marin was not with him, and at last Curtis said quietly, “You think it’s aware, Mark?”

        Sherratt came to his shoulder. Both palms leaned on the icy surface of the glass. “You’d be better to ask Dario. He’s been studying it much longer than I have, and cryptocybernetics is his field. I can tell you more about the nature of the temporocline, but if that thing has an AI ... and virtually every Zunshu artifact our people ever found has one ... Dario is the best equipped to understand it.”

        “Temporocline?” Travers echoed. 

        “A line where one time zone ends and another begins.” Mark slipped easily into the role of the teacher. “Think of a liquid environment, where one layer of temperatures ends and another begins. That’s a thermocline. Same difference here, Neil. The closer we come to understanding the Zunshu physics, the more time seems to be a variable, rather than a value.” He smiled faintly. “Don’t cause yourself headaches over it. 

        “Understand it like this: distance, velocity, mass, temperature, and time are all concepts, not numbers. We can add numbers to them, when we’ve taken measurements, but the concepts can be used to build formulae. For instance, velocity is worked out as the distance you traveled divided by the time it took to get there! Anyone who ever got jammed in traffic knows that.” He paused, and both his expression and his voice darkened. “But suppose you could add numbers, values, to the time variable at will or at whim. Suppose you could assign negative numbers to that variable ...”

        He said no more, and Marin was glad. Travers was mystified, and Marin himself had glimpsed, as if through a keyhole, a realm he did not wish to see any more of. He did not have to pretend a shudder, and he deliberately turned his back on the stasis chamber.

        “What they’re doing is dangerous.”

        “Very,” Mark agreed, “but Barb made their argument for them. If the environment changes about the chamber slowly enough, the AI will probably decide the reasons are natural.”

        “Probably?” Travers echoed.

        “There’s something like a five percent chance the Zunshu AI will reason differently,” Sherratt allowed. “It was designed by an alien race we never saw, never communicated with. Who knows how they think? Their living thought patterns will govern how their machines think.” He gave an eloquent shrug. “Everything is a calculated risk, Neil, like your work on the campus at UOH, like the risks Leon took, to find the thing, and steal it.” He dropped a hand on Travers’s shoulder. “If you don’t like the odds, return to the Wastrel tonight. Etienne can remote-pilot the Kamisori back down for the rest of us.”

        “You’re staying?” Travers looked both tempted and sheepish.

        “I’ll run with the odds,” Mark said softly. “I’ve taken bigger risks, and won through. You humans have a saying, I believe.”

        “We have a whole bunch,” Marin said ruefully. “You might be thinking of ‘Fortune favors the bold.’”

        “The future belongs to the brave,” Mark added. “Come and take a look at the dining room. They’ve certainly made themselves comfortable here. They set up the camp as if Dario expected to be here for years, and then — well, you’ll see for yourselves tomorrow.”

        An odd shiver took Marin unawares and his skin prickled as he followed Travers and Sherratt after the rest of the group. 

        They had gathered in a big common room close to the center of the complex. A four-meter threedee projector was set up at one end; a wet bar stood in the south corner, and easy furniture, knee tables, games, boxes of holocubes, were scattered between. Three autochefs were recessed into an inner wall and a dining table sized to accommodate twelve people had been pressed into service as an impromptu chart table. Vaurien and Jazinsky were absent, and Mark went on into the east side of the complex. Headed for the lab, Marin guessed, with the containment case. The sooner the device was back in a dedicated cryogen store, the better he would feel about it.

        The regular crew of Kjorin Station was between six and fourteen, including science specialists, technicians and archivists. They had settled in for the long haul, Marin saw, made themselves comfortable. He gave Dario a curious look. Tor Sereccio had just come in from the garages, and was holding his hands to a heater while Dario opened a bottle and hunted for glasses. Tor took the first and tossed the Velcastran malt whiskey down fast. Marin refused a glass with a murmur about the drug therapy he and Travers were just finishing, and Dario’s brows rose.

        “I’ll tell you about it later,” Marin promised. “First things first. I’d have said it’s still early days on the project here. Results, Dario? What kind?”

        “Good or bad?” Travers subsided onto one end of the nearest couch and took a cup of coffee from Roy Arlott, who had discovered the machine. 

        “Serendipitous,” Dario admitted. He stood, fists on hips, studied his sibling with an odd expression, and then subjected Roy to the same scrutiny. Leon was oblivious, but color flushed in Arlott’s face. 

        “What, did I grow a wart on the end of my nose?”

        “No.” Dario relented. “It’s just not every day the Sherratts welcome someone to the family. And it’s even more rarely a human. The last one was —”

        “Me,” Marin said wryly. “You don’t have a problem with humans, Dario. God knows, you can’t afford to! I know how weird things can be for you people. So what are you getting at?”

        “Just what I said,” Dario said blandly. “The Sherratt clan just expanded. It’s not a bad feeling, just strange.”

        Arlott shrugged out of his silver-green parka and held his hands to Tor’s heater. He was half Tor’s size, but beyond the difference in stature they were very much alike, tanned, sun-blond, laid-back, as if they belonged on a beach. Serecchio looked Roy up and down and glanced over his shoulder at Leon. “How about some introductions, Lee?”

        But before Leon could begin, Arlott offered his hand and said in slow Resalq which must have been oddly-accented to native ears, “Aelfra, jo’er-or uu Roy Arlott, ha’ue manelun. Resalq kel’n-ha pa kel’tahl.”  

        For a moment both Dario and Tor hesitated, and then Sereccio was the first to offer his hand. “Welcome to the clan, kid. I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into.”

        “So do I,” Arlott admitted. He turned wide blue eyes on the youngest Sherratt. “At least give me a chance, Dario.”

        Unexpectedly, Dario smiled. Marin could not recall the last time he had seen Dario smile, as if the work depressed him. Or frightened him. “If you’re game to give us a chance, the least we can do is return the favor. Be warned ... we’re a little nuts.” He gave his hand to Arlott.

        “Only a little?” Leon demanded, and headed for the bar. 

        Travers’s voice was very soft, close to Marin’s ear as Curtis sat. “I caught a couple of words. Aelfra is ‘hello.’ It’s hard to miss, it’s the first thing in the first language lesson! And jo’er means ‘name,’ so I can guess the first part of what he said, but after that ...”

        “Jo’er-or translates out as ‘my name,’” Marin told him. “A manelun is a linguist or language teacher, even a translator or interpreter. The root word is manel, a language. He said, ‘I teach Resalq at university.’”

        “Damn,” Travers muttered. “How do they learn to speak any language humans understand?”

        “People like Dario, Tor and Leon grew up listening to the colonial dialects,” Marin reminded him, “and even if they didn’t, they could afford to spend decades learning. You’re forgetting, Dario’s a lot older than Harrison Shapiro.” He leaned forward and fixed Dario with a challenging look. “Results?”

        “As I said ... bloody serendipitous.” Dario pulled a chair out from the table and straddled it. “Somebody’s guardian angel must be looking over my shoulder.”

        As he spoke, Vaurien and Jazinsky stepped into the common room, but Mark had remained behind in the lab for a first look at the device. “It’s safe,” Vaurien announced. “Mark’s already loaded Rusch’s and Teniko’s data. If you want to take a look, Dario —”

        “Tomorrow,” Dario said quietly. He gave his brother a glance of apology. “I know it’s critical, Lee, and I know it almost cost you your life, but it’s one more thing on an overstuffed agenda. We already have a crock that’s boiling over.”

        An odd flutter in the belly took Marin unawares, but it was Jazinsky who said, in a tone like a steel bell, “You want to elaborate on that, or do I go prep the Kamisori and we’ll all just get the hell out?”

        “It’s not that dangerous,” Dario began.

        “We think,” Tor added.

        “You think?” Travers was on his way to his feet. “Richard, if you want the lighter prepped, I can have us out of here in twelve minutes.”

        Visions of El Khouri were in Marin’s mind as he followed Travers up from the couch, and he was not about to sit chatting at ground zero. Dario held up both hands to stall the group, and his voice cut across them like a lecturer in an auditorium of unruly students.

        “There’s no immediate hazard, people — and when we do get into the danger zone, it’s not going to be an explosion or implosion. People!” 

        Leon was glaring at him. “I’m not people, Dario, but I’m listening.”

        For a moment Dario paused, one hand shielding his eyes. “Since he heard about the work we’re doing here, Mark’s had ... reservations. And make no mistake, they’re well-founded reservations.” He returned his brother’s glare and then looked from Jazinsky to Vaurien and back. “The truth is, there is no way to do this work without an element of risk. If you make your living juggling eggs, sooner or later you’re going to drop one.”

        “Sweet Christ,” Jazinsky breathed.

        “Will you hear me out?” Dario’s voice sharpened. “It comes down to this: somebody has to do the work, take the risk — minimize it, so the worst case scenario is still survivable.”

        This was a language Vaurien spoke fluently. “And the worst case is ...?”

        “Not an implosion,” Dario said emphatically. “The El Khouri event was caused by Fleet engineers trying to force entry into a stasis chamber. They put a plasma lance into the event horizon, for godsakes! Any Zunshu technology is semi-aware. We’ve known that for most of a thousand years. The buggers probably built synthetic intelligence into their toothbrushes. Tor and Mark and I tried to tell Wayne Mulholland, but you’d get a more sensible conversation from a wall. You heard about all this, Lee?”

        Leon sighed heavily. “They told me Mulholland and his shit-for-brains Fleet engineer partner tried to torch their way into the chamber, and suddenly there was a smoking crater where El Khouri used to be.”

        “That’s the outline of the event,” Tor said musingly. “As far as anyone will ever know, Mulholland’s crew did actually get a beam of charged particles through the event horizon, which was a feat in itself. But it made the chamber’s AI think it was being attacked — which it was — and this triggered the device’s self-defense mechanisms.”

        “They set off the self-destruct,” Jazinsky said sourly. She nailed Dario with a diamond-hard look. “You knew it would happen there.”

        The Resalq answered with an awkward shrug. “We suspected. Strongly. It’s happened before.”

        “Not recently,” Vaurien observed.

        “Seven, maybe six hundred years ago.” Dario gestured over his shoulder at some location which might have been on the other side of Hellgate. The heart of the Mare Resalq. “Colonel Mulholland was just reinventing the wheel ... and finding out, too late, he had it square.” 

        Mark’s voice surprised them all. “One of the things that makes the Resalq look brighter than we actually are,” he said as he stepped back into the common room, “is that we have a thousand-year head start on humans.” He gave Jazinsky a wry smile. “We’ve had our share of technological blind alleys. Mulholland attacked the Zunshu device with a plasma lance — tools can be perverted into excellent weapons. The stasis chamber’s AI simply defended itself, and one of its protocols would be to prevent its technology falling into enemy hands.”

        “El Khouri,” Travers whispered. 

        Behind the wet bar, Mark paused to pull the cork from a bottle of red wine and set up six glasses. “Did you never wonder how in the world anyone was ever going to get into a stasis chamber?” 

        “Without trying to cut a way in,” Vaurien added.

        “Exactly.” Mark handed him a glass, and Richard took it, though he made a face at the acidity of the wine. “The challenge was always this: open up a stasis chamber, the interior of which is suspended seven or eight hundred years in the past. How do you open it up?”

        The room was silent, save for the hum of machines, air vents and heaters. Dario, Tor and Leon took glasses. The sixth glass was abandoned on the bar. For several moments Mark Sherratt let them chew on the problem and at last Dario said very quietly,

        “The way you open the chamber up is so simple, the harder you think about it, the less likely you are to find the answer.”

        “Enlighten me,” Jazinsky said dangerously.

        “Easy.” Dario chuckled. “You make the chamber think the idea of opening up came from inside. The AI has to want to join us in the present moment, and unseal the chamber.” He lifted his glass to Jazinsky in salute. “The chamber itself does the hard work.”

        “Shit,” Jazinsky breathed. “But this just opens up a whole different can of worms. How do you communicate with an AI that’s suspended in a different time zone?”

        “Now, that was the hard part,” Dario said cynically. “Let me show you something. Tor, will you kill the lights?”

        As the overheads dimmed, the threedee came alive. Dario did not have to rummage far to find his data, and Marin puzzled over a stream of numbers, color codes and wave patterns. He had no idea what he was looking at, and he wondered if Jazinsky could make sense of them. Mark already knew — but Mark was still teaching, standing back, letting them work it out for themselves. This could easily be the last time he had the opportunity, and Jazinsky seemed to humor him.

        At length she said slowly, “Okay, so you took readings of the event horizon of the chamber over a period of several weeks. I’m seeing everything from records of surface temperature to reactivity, charge, polarity, fluctuations in mean density ... and, what the hell is this?”

        With one finger, dipping into the threedee, she outlined a set of numbers associated by regular time-marks. Marin leaned closer to see, and as Dario switched the display to a graphical representation the numbers took on the appearance of a pulse. 

        “It was some time before we noticed anything at all,” Dario admitted, “because each of these energy spikes is only a few nanoseconds long. We stumbled over one pulse, and set up the machines to monitor for another. Turns out,” he said quietly, “the stasis chamber emits a 2.7 nanosecond pulse every 34.85 hours.”

        “Like a scanner ping,” Travers said into the thick silence.

       And Mark nodded soberly. He was roping back the lion’s mane of his hair, tying it at his nape. “Not quite, but you’re close, Neil. Once every 34.85 hours ... the timing makes no sense to us, because it’s calibrated according to Zunshu measures ... some part of the stasis chamber, buried well within the temporal fields which to the naked eye look like a solid armored hull, aligns with the event horizon, and a ‘pore’ blinks open far enough, for long enough, to permit a passive data-collect.”

         Jazinsky lifted a hand to stop him. “We’re not talking about active sensors. It just cocks a sleeping ear to the universe. It’s never sent out an active probe?”

        “No.” Dario drained his wine glass and set it down on the bar. “Not even something as simple as sonar or lidar. From what we’ve seen, it reads temperature, pressure, perhaps even transient light levels and a crude glimpse into the chemistry surrounding it. It gets enough data to know if the atmosphere is frozen out — or not.”

        The room was silent again for some moments, and at last Leon whispered, “Then it knows you’re raising the pressure and temperature.”

        “It knows.” Dario subsided into the nearest couch beside Tor, and leaned into the bigger man’s side. Tor’s arm went around him, just as Leon had pulled Roy against him, in some protective reflex.

        “How much it knows,” Mark added, “is another question. It will certainly compare current data with what it knows of Kjorin’s natural climate and orbital characteristics. We’ve been extremely careful not to allow it to sniff out any local comm signals.”

        “Since you realized what it was doing,” Vaurien argued. “Before then, you weren’t guarding your comm, no one was.”

        “True,” Dario agreed, “but it would take a lot more than a random comm signal to make the chamber’s AI react. It’s smart. It doesn’t want to destroy itself. It does want to catch a whole Resalq community and erase it, and stray signals between drift miners a light year away won’t wake it.” He sat back and frowned up at Mark. “That’s why we called you here ... it’s decision time, Mark. And nobody here has the inclination, much less the authority, to make any such decision.”

        “Whoa,” Travers said loudly to stop them. “You lost me. Back up and start over. Random signals won’t wake it ...” He took a breath and shared a brittle glance with Marin. “But you know what will?”
         The four Resalq seemed to enter into a conference without words, and at last Mark spoke for them all. Marin could never remember hearing Mark sound awkward — perhaps he had never known Sherratt to be without the answer to any question. He knew Mark hated to guess, and the deep amber eyes were filled with reluctance now.

        “We think we know what we’re doing,” he admitted. 

        “Christ.” Vaurien dragged both hands over his face. “Grab your gear, folks. We’re out of here. Anybody who wants a ride is welcome on the Wastrel. The rest of you — good luck.” He was on his way to his feet.

        “Wait,” Dario said tersely. “At least stay for the end of the story.”

        Vaurien’s face had hardened to a mask. “What kind of window do we have before the chamber’s next data-collect?”

        “Nine hours.” Mark did not even have to look at a chrono. “And you’re right, Richard. This crew will retreat to safe distance, every critical machine and experiment will be lifted out before we make our move.” He gestured with the last of his wine at the west end of the science station, the enclosure where the ancient stasis chamber was dimly aware of its changing environment. “It knows something is going on. It should be sitting in a vacuum, bathed in hard radiation. Every time it peeks, it’s been registering pressures of about 700 bars, temperatures around thirty below.”

        “Very soon,” Leon said quietly, “it’s going to want hard data. You’ll get an active sensor sweep, maybe a tenth of a second long.” He looked levelly at his kinsmen. “It could be at the high end of the next cycle.”

        “It could be,” Dario agreed, “but we think not.”

        “It could be any time,” Marin added. “What makes you so sure the chamber has to wait for the end of a thirty-four-point-whatever cycle?”

        “It’ll wait because the flux in the event horizon has to settle.” Jazinsky had barely been listening. Nor had she blinked as she watched numbers and wave patterns coil through the threedee like mating snakes. “Your 34.85 hours is the time it takes the event horizon to return to ambiance. Like throwing a stone into a pond, Curtis. You have to wait a certain amount of time for the last ripples to hit the bank, bounce back and forth, and finally run out of energy.”

        “Exactly.” Mark picked up the sixth glass of wine which had been abandoned, and saluted her with it. “If the AI disturbs the event horizon too soon, you get waves colliding at various angles, it becomes unstable.”

        Vaurien’s eyes narrowed. “Unstable enough to implode?”

        But Dario was making negative gestures. “No. Relax. In the event of that kind of instability, it loses its containment field. In other words, the field shuts down. The chamber drops out of stasis.”

        “All ... right.” Vaurien slid both hands into the hip pockets of his black denims. “So we have our nine hours, minimum. And then?”

         “Status quo, or as close to it as we can manage.” Dario thumbed the remote, and the threedee displayed a benchmark set of readings, six weeks old. “We shut down the comm and data conduit, park the Carellan Djerun and the Wastrel on the blind side of the planet, pump out the enclosure, drop the temperature. Give it ambient light, about 700 bars and around thirty below, and a lot of UV. We’re raising the numbers so slowly, the Zunshu AI can only assume Kjorin is adjusting to an event.”

         An event, Marin thought, such as a cometary impact, the near-miss of a passing planetary body, a sudden shift in Kjorin’s orbit or a change in the luminosity of its star. Such events did happen in nature, and the gamble was relatively safe. But it was still a gamble, and he acknowledged the risk factor with a soft curse. 

        He spoke softly, for Travers’s ears alone. “You want out? No law says we have to be sitting here when it happens. We bugged out of El Khouri with time to spare and watched from orbit. We can do the same here.”

        “I intend to,” Travers said in the same undertone. 

        Resalq hearing was acute enough for Mark to have heard them, and he said to Leon, “We have nine hours to look at the device you found, Lee, and then I want it, and you, on the transport along with the lab team. When the chamber registers the next energy spike, you’ll be as far from this location as Marak is from El Khouri. .”

        “And you?” Marin asked softly. 

        With a faint smile, Mark dropped a hand on Curtis’s shoulder. “I’ve no deathwish. Not yet. We’ve stationed a ring of passive monitors on the horizon, we get a continuous datafeed. We set up a second camp in a river valley, it’s quite safe. Not as comfortable as this one, but since we only spend a couple of hours at a time there, it’s acceptable. The core lab, which is where we’ll be looking at your device, Leon, is mobile. We set it up in a barge, and it can be airborne in just over three minutes, any time.”

        “You’ll get that much warning, when something ... starts to happen?” Leon hazarded.

        “No.” Dario admitted. “But there’s no reason to assume the stasis chamber will react yet.”

        “Yet?” Travers’s brows arched. 

        “You’re intending to trigger it,” Vaurien said. Not a question.

        Mark and Dario shared a glance, and without hesitation Dario deferred to his father. He was a cryptocyberneticist, but Mark had spent five human lifespans studying Zunshu hardware. If anyone could predict the behavior of the alien and synthetic intelligence at the heart of a stasis chamber, it was Mark Sherratt. Tor and Leon were watching him closely, as if trying to read his face. 

        “I know what will trigger it.” Mark’s voice was little above a murmur. “You forget, Richard. I was there.” The dark amber eyes closed and lines creased his brow, mute expressions of an old, otherwise inexpressible pain.

        And at once Marin knew what he meant. “The plan is to spoon feed it exactly what you want it to hear. The comm traffic, heat and rad signatures of a small colony setting up a few thousand klicks from here. Nothing to threaten it, just enough to make it think —”

        “A community of Resalq diaspora are stopping here, perhaps to mine, on their flight out of harm’s way,” Dario finished. “I know, Mark, it stinks. But you know it’ll work.”

        “Oh, I know all too well.” Sherratt hesitated, as if about to say something and then thinking better of it. 

        Without a word, he set down his glass and left the common room, and both Dario and Leon swore in undertones. Roy Arlott wore a shrewd look, as if he was guessing the truth. He knew enough of the Resalq history to know what became of them, and he knew they were long lived. He would be trying, Marin knew, to frame a difficult question: how old was Mark? Old enough to have been there when the colonies were snuffed out, one by one, not in cataclysmic events, but by the Zunshu automata.

        The thought inspired a shiver, and Marin turned worried eyes on Dario. “You’re going to open it deliberately.” Dario nodded mutely. There was no need to state the obvious again — there was no choice, not if this science community wanted to get its collective hands on Zunshu technology for study. Marin knew all this, but he said softly, “You know what’s likely to be inside?”

        The youngest of the Sherratts gave him a glare. “I know better than you possibly could. I was raised with horror stories, Curtis, the way you were raised with nursery rhymes.”

        “I don’t doubt it. And I have to believe you know what you’re doing.” Marin clasped a hand on Travers’s knee for a moment and got up. “Someone should go after Mark, and it had better be me.” He gestured at the other Sherratts. “They’re too close to the Car’am anhe. Like Dario said, they learned this stuff on daddy’s knee, and it gets complicated, painful.”

        “Understatement,” Leon said bitterly. He pulled Roy against him, pressed his face into the blond dreadlocks, and closed his eyes. “You have no idea, Curt.”

        But Marin thought he did. He felt Travers’s eyes on him as he left the common room, but Neil let him go, and he was grateful. He knew instinctively where to find Mark. The door to the physics lab was open, but the lights were off. The air vents shushed quietly, and the soft, melodic sounds of ancient music whispered from within.

        What Marin knew of the Resalq composers of antiquity was little, but he knew Resalq music when he heard it. Composed in quarter-tones, it seemed to lilt, while one note slithered into the next without any tangible demarcation. Harmonies were a contrapuntal glide in opposite directions, giving an odd, shimmering sound which sometimes glittered in the nerve endings, and sometimes curdled a man’s belly. Marin could pick the tune only occasionally, but he knew this one.

        It was a voiceless aria, a ‘song without words’ performed on the le’arn, an instrument shaped like a harp, but with twenty resonating pipes rather than strings. No one had played it professionally in a thousand years; few humans played it well. This recording had been made by a Resalq — he knew without asking. The quarter tones were more precise, the harmonies more fluid, than the human ear could yet achieve. 

        The reedy tones tugged at Marin. He stood at the door, listening for a while and not wanting to intrude until Mark stirred. He was sitting in the back, behind the lab’s jumble of machinery. Shadows enfolded him, and Marin could not see him. 

        “I’m not good company,” he warned.

        “If it was good company I wanted, I’d be with Neil,” Marin told him as he stepped into the lab, hit the door release and waited for his eyes to grow accustomed to the gloom. 

        The chamber was not actually dark; the working lights of more than twenty machines lit and colored it faintly. He could not see Mark’s face, but he saw the shape of him, sitting in an uncharacteristic slump on the end of a bench against the prefabricated wall. Marin threaded between the machines and moved a box of datacubes to make space for himself on the other end of the bench. His hand rested on Sherratt’s back, rubbing there in big circles that might have soothed.

        “Do you want to talk?” he offered.

        “There’s nothing to talk about.” Sherratt stretched under the massaging hand. “Dario said it all. You do what you have to do. Somebody has to accept the risks. Who said this job was easy?” Marin was still trying to find a reply when Mark changed direction. “When are you going to marry that partner of yours? Handfast, lajlal, whatever you want to call it.”

        “I —” Marin was too surprised to dodge the question. “I can’t say I haven’t thought about it. It’s too soon, Mark.”

        “Rubbish,” Sherratt said tersely. “If you’re going to do it, do it soon.”

        “You mean, before one of us gets killed?” Marin heard the edge in his own voice and backed off with a sigh. “You’re right. We’ve talked about getting a property together, after the war. Neil wants to go back to Darwin’s. There’s a place, somewhere called Three Rivers.”

        “You like the sound of it?”

        “Maybe. It’d be a change from anything I ever knew,” Marin admitted.

        “City boy,” Sherratt accused.

        Marin only shrugged. “You know where I’m from. Westminster, Fleet, Riga, and then jobs. Dendra Shemiji assignments from one side of the Deep Sky to the other.”

        “You also decided, after the Intrepid business, it was time to quit,” Mark reminded. “I asked you then, quit and do what? It sounds to me like Neil has it all worked out.”

        “He ... has.” Marin mocked himself with a chuckle.

        “Then why wait? You love him, or don’t you?”
        “Of course I do!” Curtis’s voice sharpened again, with surprise.

        “Have you told him?” Sherratt asked aridly.

        “I — think so,” Marin finished lamely. “I suppose I expect him to just know. Is that as potentially stupid as it sounds?”

        “It’s very human,” Sherratt allowed. “How the hell do you people manage, with half a set of chromosomes?”

        Curtis laughed quietly. “Evolution on our planet intended a body to go find someone with the other half of the set, and play house.”

        “How inconvenient,” Mark observed. “I’ve read your history, Curtis. Five thousand years of purdah, chastity belts, suffragettes, preferential pay rates, bans on contraception, capital punishment for adultery, witch hunts ... have I missed something? Any Resalq would say, evolution got it wrong on Earth. Dividing the chromosomes only makes for trouble.”

        “Maybe. I don’t know.” Marin was too tired to even think about it. “And stop changing the subject! We were talking about the stasis chamber. You’re going to open it.”

        “We’re going to open it.” Sherratt twisted on the bench to look at him in the darkness. “I’m going to take the lid right off Pandora’s box.”

        A shiver wriggled uncomfortably through Marin’s belly. “It’s been done before?”

        Sherratt did not disseminate. “Not successfully. Several incidents like El Khouri took place. And there were others, Curtis. Stasis chambers we managed to open ... though ‘successfully’ might not be the right word.” He took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. “Automata, designed to mimic us, to infiltrate our camps, ships, anywhere the Resalq gathered.”

        “You’ve seen them, I know,” Marin began.

        “I’ve fought them.” Mark’s voice was hoarse. “Not in more centuries than I care to recall, but — this was the reason for Dendra Shemiji.” A faint light from an instrument, blue-green and flickering, caught his eyes. “Those days could come again, Curtis. I don’t think Dario and Leon fully appreciate the old, rotten ice we’re walking on. But you do, don’t you? Or you should.” His hands closed on Marin’s shoulders, too firmly for comfort. “They went their own way when they were no older than you are now, but you came to me. You trained with me, worked with me. Dendra Shemiji was under your skin, the way it never inspired them.”

        Again, the shiver in Marin’s gut. He thought he had glimpsed how Mark was thinking, and it scared him more than the vision of this part of Kjorin vanishing in an event like El Khouri. He heard the misgivings in his own voice as he said into the darkness,

        “If you open it, you release whatever it contains into a human future. It’s not a large chamber, but it could contain a great many automata, all of them designed and intended to exterminate Resalq, but they’d be just as happy to erase humans from the Deep Sky ... and if we let even one of these automata slip through our fingers here on Kjorin,” he added, hushed, “it could summon a regiment of others.”

        “It could,” Mark agreed. “So we won’t let one of them leave Kjorin, and we’ll blanket every comm level, local and e-space, before they can get a signal out.” He hesitated, and his voice was a bare murmur. “Because by all accounts they should have a means of calling home. And that —”

        “Gives us a line straight back to the Zunshu. The homeworld. Christ.” Marin leaned forward until his forehead lay on Sherratt’s chest and he could feel the Resalq’s slow, heavy heartbeat. “We’d know where they are, where they come from. Jazinsky’s been saying for weeks, if Shapiro can only keep Fleet and the Confederacy off her back, she can give us a way to take the fight back to them.”

        Sherratt’s big arms closed about Marin. “Eight centuries ago, we tried, but by then we didn’t have the resources. Flight and survival had to be our priority. We’d lost the technology to shoot the rapids of El’arne. The Ebre’zjim took her secrets with her. The data was lost when the Zunshu destroyed Neranhe. Humans have cataloged the world, but they know it as a hell, with a toxic atmosphere that won’t support life. It’s all sulfides, monoxides, methane, ammonia. Neranhe was one of our oldest home worlds, we thought it was the most secure, and our leading science facilities were there. 

        “The data was also held on Sher’chiya. That world was destroyed eight years after Neranhe, and though the data was salvaged and the science community made it out, they were killed later, and the data was lost. They were attacked not far from Kjorin, in asteroid field much like the Bronowski Reef, where they were mining.” He sighed, a warm, moist draft over Marin’s ear and neck. “The rest of us were on the run, Curtis. There was no one, and no way, to double back, search every nook and cranny, for survivors. We knew we would do so at the expense of too many lives. My own would have been one of the lives lost, and I was not much older than you are now.” 

        “So you headed out, and you kept on going,” Marin said thickly. “You’re here to tell the story, Mark. You don’t need to apologize.”

        “No, but I do need to explain,” Sherratt said ruefully. He released Marin, pressed a kiss to his forehead and looked into his face. The Resalq night vision was better than the human, due to the structure of their eyes, and he could see quite well in the gloom. “We lost the data, and we’ve spent six centuries fossicking for Zunshu relics exactly like this one, and like Leon’s discovery. We handle them with the greatest care, we take them apart, like reverse-engineering a piece of antique clockwork, to see how it works, and copy it ... and to get inside the minds of the people who made it.”

        “Get inside the Zunshu mind,” Marin murmured. “God, what a thought.”

        “I’ve ... I think I’ve glimpsed into it,” Mark said cautiously. “It’s a strange and beautiful place.”

        Curtis almost recoiled. “The Zunshu mind is — beautiful?”

        “In its own way.” Sherratt hunted for words. “Dario and I once spent three years, taking apart an AI, salvaged from a device like the probe the Wastrel captured in Hellgate. We held it in cryogen till we had imaged and modeled it, which took over a year. We had the time to spend, you understand, which Jazinsky’s crew didn’t, and isn’t likely to have. Dario and I disconnected the AI’s comm systems, so it couldn’t call out. We took control of its power source, fed it enough energy to communicate with us ... and it took two more years to understand the code of its language.

        “Any AI can only be modeled on the mind of its creator. The human AIs, like Shapiro’s Ingrid and Richard’s Etienne, are simulacra for human thought processes. My own AIs think like the Resalq. And the Zunshu ...” He seemed to shake himself out of the memory. “We reached a point where it destroyed itself, because it knew we had begun to understand its language, and we were asking questions it could not, would not answer. But in the months we tinkered with it, Dario and I began to unravel its mind, rather than the physical matrix of its brain. And it can only reflect the mind of its creator. 

        “They have a thought process which is different from yours, different from mine. Very. Even Resalq think in linear patterns, though we tend toward three-dimensional thinking, whereas most humans think only in two dimensions. Black and white, right and wrong. The Zunshu ... it’s as if they’ve added a fourth dimension. They think in almost holographic patterns, the way we store data in holocrystal cubes. They think at right-angles to my own patterns of reason and logic. It’s almost as difficult to describe as it is to comprehend.”

        In fact, Marin was struggling to find a frame of reference, and at last he stopped trying. “The AI you were studying self-destructed? Violently?” 

        “No. It just erased itself from the holocrystal matrix, using a tapeworm routine. I’d suspected it would do that, but there was no way to prevent it.” Mark stood and hugged both arms around his chest. “You know we must open Dario’s stasis chamber. Think of it, Curtis. A line straight back to the Zunshu homeworld. A comm channel, the plot of a stable data conduit back through the honeycomb of El’arne. Will they talk? Would they negotiate — even just tell us why they’re so determined to expunge us from the universe? Might they understand that as a society the Resalq are indeed dead and gone ... if it’s been a war, they won, long ago ... and you humans have done nothing to them. They’re destroying the wrong targets now.”

        The old, familiar shiver prickled the skin of Marin’s arms, and he rubbed them as Sherratt got to his feet. “If they won’t talk, it’ll be a fight. Shapiro, Jazinsky, Vaurien, they want to hurt. They want revenge for what’s been done.”

        Gold Resalq eyes glittered in the instrument lights. “And you think we don’t?” He gestured at the common room, and by extension the rest of the science facility. “There are young specialists here, Dario’s age and younger, who’ve risked their lives many times over — like Leon — to find and retrieve Zunshu technology and then take it apart, reverse-engineer it, and all with one thought in mind.” He drew one finger across his gullet in a graphic throat-cutting gesture. “It ends, Curtis ... and how it ends won’t do the living generation of Resalq any credit. We’re about to show that we have the same lust for vengeance, and no less a capacity for violence than humans. Perhaps, an ancient fury,” he whispered “that won’t be assuaged, save with blood.” One corner of his mouth lifted in a smile, devoid of humor. “Pity the Zunshu, Curtis, when the day comes.”

        Pity the Zunshu. The words haunted Marin. “Eye for eye, tooth for tooth,” he said quietly. 

        “You thought the Resalq were above such things?” Mark slung one long arm around Marin and steered him out of the darkness of the lab, where the sound of the le’arn had just lilted into silence. “Let me tell you something. The creature that never felt the hunger to be avenged of wrongs growling in the dark places of its soul won’t last long against the tumult of evolution. The hunger is another face of the instinct that makes a parent go to war for a child ... the Neanderthal tackling the cave bear, the DeepSky Fleet massing to confront the Zunshu. 

        “In the end, there’s no difference. And we Resalq?” The lines of his face hardened in the white light of the passage outside the lab. “We’re survivors. Oh yes, the instinct for revenge is strong in us.”

        And the Zunshu were about to discover it. Marin was uneasy as he let Mark steer him back to the common room. His right arm snaked about Sherratt’s waist. Mark’s body was familiar, even comforting, and Marin’s thoughts were so troubled, he could have longed for comfort. 

        The lights were up in the common room and the autochefs were working. Five of the specialists who had come in to man the science station had drifted in, looking for food, companionship, entertainment. Travers was absent. The threedee was still busy, but now the display was full of someone else’s work, a day’s scans, and the collation of data supporting a hypothesis. They were reading ‘minutiae,’ the almost indiscernible energy flux in the shell of the stasis chamber — the event horizon where one time zone became another in a microns-thick layer of something very like liquid. They had almost finished proving a theory, and Dario was satisfied.

        From what Marin could make of the data, they were trying to read the energy flux and use its patterns to develop a system to forecast its opening. They expected to get around three minutes’ warning, which was little enough to raise a cold sweat on Marin’s ribs. 

        “Are you all right?” Travers’s voice surprised him. He had been so engrossed in the threedee, he had not seen Neil step back into the room. He carried a plate in either hand, and passed one to Curtis. “They’ve allocated quarters on the base here ... if we’re staying.” His brows arched, and he paused with a fork of chicken and salad halfway to his mouth. “Are we?”

        “I think we’d better,” Marin said quietly. “They’re opening a nasty can of worms, Neil, and there’s not one single soldier, qualified or un, on this science station.” He had no stomach for the food, but he toyed with the noodles and scallops as he met Travers’s eyes levelly. “Have Dario and Leon discussed what’s likely to be inside the chamber, if — when —they convince its AI to open?”

        Travers looked away and chewed mechanically. “Automata, something like biocyber machines looking for a Resalq outpost to wipe off the face of the planet.” He swallowed the food and closed his eyes. “It’s going to come to a fight.”

        “Probably.” Marin glanced around at the group of Resalq and humans. “Look at them, Neil. Of this whole company, I’d trust you and me ... Barb and Richard, Mark himself, and maybe Tor, in a standup fight. He’s big enough, if he has the combat skills. Growing up as a kid in a military town, maybe he does. Citybottom can get rough when the jarheads hit the street on furlough after six months in Hellgate.”

        “Tell me about it,” Travers said wryly. And then he lifted a curious brow at Marin. “Jarheads?”

        “Present company excepted,” Marin allowed.

        “Damn good thing! And what do you make of Leon?” Neil wondered.

        “He’s not a fighter, and there’s no time to make him into one.” Marin considered the food and set down the plate. “I’ll eat later, Neil. You said they’ve assigned quarters? You know where?”

        Just as he had felt Travers’s eyes on him as he left the common room with Mark, now he felt the weight of Mark Sherratt’s eyes on his shoulders, and he could not shake off Mark’s words. When are you going to marry that partner of yours? Handfast, lajlal, whatever you want to call it.

        The question was a burden on him as he stepped into the five-by-five meter apartment which had been opened, fed atmosphere and heat, only since the Wastrel’s arrival. The air was warm enough, but every surface was chill and Travers turned up the thermostat. The room offered two wide beds, a view of the frozen river valley and the Ranjipur, a rudimentary bathroom, closet space, circuit access and a threedee. 

        “All the comforts of home,” he observed.

        “If you live on an army base,” Marin retorted, but the beds were inviting and, flopping onto the nearest, he discovered it soft. 

        “Lights,” Travers said to the system. “Dim.”

        The near-darkness was companionable, and Marin embraced it. He was strung out, as if he had just come through a battle, though the part of his mind which was still thinking knew the war had barely begun. The fatigue dogging him now was not physical. His body had responded fast to the therapy, and Bill Grant was satisfied, yet he felt as if every nerve in him had been scraped raw. When Travers offered an embrace, a kiss, he was eager to accept both, as if he could share the bigger man’s strength, take some part of it for himself.

        The mattress dipped beside Marin as it took Travers’s weight, and with half-closed eyes he watched his partner go down on one elbow beside him. Neil rested his head on his left palm, which left his right hand free to wander. It charted a path from Marin’s mouth to his knees and back, missing nothing between.

        “The Resalq scientists aren’t fools. Even if Shapiro’s guessing, Mark’s people know what’ll happen when they open the stasis chamber.” Travers’s voice was soft in the darkness. “It’s a good thing Mulholland’s crew destroyed the chamber at El Khouri. If they’d released a squad of Zunshu automata —”

        “And the hunter-killers got a signal out,” Marin added. “Called home for the kind of reinforcements that destroyed the Resalq —”

        “No.” Travers leaned down and silenced him with a kiss. “No more. Let it go, Curtis. Let Mark’s people do their job. You’ve trusted Sherratt this far. These people are going to need us both, when the shit hits the fan ... and it will, by the truckload.” He leaned down again, feathering a kiss about Marin’s mouth. Tonguetips flicked, and Marin’s arms went about Travers’s shoulders. “Take some time for yourself ... or for me,” Neil told him, “while you can. Because Christ knows how much we have left.”

        When are you going to marry that partner of yours? Handfast, lajlal, whatever —

        After the war.

        The sentiment mocked Curtis. It mocked them both. They might not live through the war, and they both knew it. He took a deep breath and summoned the old Dendra Shemiji trickery, the techniques of focus and concentration, to shut out his misgivings. His fear. Every nerve ending in his body focused on Travers’s hands.

        And for the first time since Hydralis, Omaru, Marin felt a flicker of response low in his belly, a quickening of his pulse, a rush of heat to his face. He whispered a curse and closed his eyes to savor it, and Travers’s skilled right hand returned to his groin. Marin’s voice was a husky whisper. “Can you —?”

        “Since yesterday,” Travers told him. “I wasn’t going to rush you. You’ve been through this before. I know you.”

        “Do you?” Marin wondered. 

        And then, if Neil Travers did not know him, who did? The big, capable hands opened his shirt, and he caught his breath at the feather-light touch of palms on his breast, the fingers that rubbed and rolled his nipples, where Travers knew he was sensitive. 

        Two memories were overlaid in Marin’s wandering mind, and after a moment of struggling to separate them, he let them merge into one. Both were part of his life. These were the roots of his mind, and Mark had told him, long ago, he could not cut them out without denying who he was. The hands on him were Travers’s, yet they also belonged to a boy called Chino, two years out of Fleet and hustling in Sark. The Argos was on his mind, and he felt the old frailty, phantom sensations trembling through his limbs as Travers’s fingers retraced paths Chino’s hands had taken — how many years ago?

        Time slithered away from Marin. He lifted his hips to let Travers tug off the slacks he had unzipped minutes before, and his shaft lifted, wanton, with a will of its own. Travers palmed it, handled it as deftly as he might have handled his own, and Marin groaned, a growl in the pit of his belly. 

        His senses were so focused through the ancient Resalq routines, he was sure he felt Travers’s pheromones sizzling in his brain. He smelt clean, warm male skin, the musk of Neil’s sex, the tang of desire. Marin’s hands shook a little — perhaps with phantom tremors again, or perhaps just with the surge of lust which had been absent for too long — as he pulled the shirt from Neil’s wide shoulders and the black denims from the long legs he had been watching since the Intrepid. Holdfast, Malteppe, the fight for Jon Szabo, the appalling end of Eddy Kwei’s gunship —

        “Curtis?” Travers murmured his name.

        Marin sucked in a breath and forced himself back to the present. “Christ, I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

        “I do.” Travers kissed him again, patient, faultlessly gentle. His right hand splayed over Marin’s chest, stroking there. “The Argos is ten years in the past. We’re out of Hellgate, out of Fleet, and I don’t care what Shapiro says. Anything we do after this, we do it for Mark’s people, or Richard’s ... or for us. Let go of the past Curtis, all of it. And the Zunshu wars ... the colonial wars ... haven’t started yet. You know what this is, right here, right now?”

        “The eye of the cyclone.” Marin brought Travers’s hand to his mouth and kissed the palm. “And you’re right. This is it, Neil, this moment. Right here, right now ... we might not get out of the storm. You know that.”

        “I know that.” Travers lifted himself over, lowered his weight carefully onto Marin’s lean body, blanketing him and laying one blood-hot shaft against the other. His hips were moving, slow and steady, and his voice was filled with a rasping edge. “Take what we can get?”
        Marin shifted to hook one leg over Travers’s back. Sweat prickled his ribs but much of the strength had returned to his limbs, and his gonads seemed to have developed minds of their own. “You mean seize the moment,” he breathed against Travers’s face as Neil began to work hard.

        It was bittersweet, and Marin knew he would forget nothing, as long as he lived. The slide of sweat-slick skin on skin, the salt-sweet taste of Travers, the heat of him, the clench of hands on his buttocks, and the sheer animal strength of the man; swift, sharp hurts as fingers left bruises on his shoulder blades, his hipbones, and then the deep, racking pleasure, elusive, almost phantom.

        Coming brought its own twist of pain, and as Marin’s thoughts drifted back into coherence he ouched. Travers was still inside him, heavy on him, and showing no inclination to move. He growled a protest as Marin began to move, and asked, muffled against his shoulder, “You still alive?”

        “Barely,” Marin confessed. “That was ...”

        “Spontaneous,” Travers suggested. He took his weight on knees and elbows, and his face twisted as he released Marin. “No time to plan ahead ... are you all right?”

        “I’ll live,” Marin decided. “And I was about to say, that was wonderful. Perhaps because it was spontaneous.” He captured Travers’s head and kissed him thoroughly. “I love you. I should say it now and then.”

        “Well, now,” Travers was on his feet by the bed, about to head into the bathroom, “the feeling’s very mutual.” He gave his hands to Marin, and hauled him to his feet, into a bearhug. “Shower?”

        “If we want to be socially acceptable,” Marin agreed, “and Mark’s probably waiting for us. I’m not sure how close the science team is to triggering the stasis chamber, but I do know they’ll be recruiting.”

        “It’s Richard Vaurien they should be talking to.” Travers leaned into the green-walled bathroom and hit the taps. Steam began to billow. “He has the resources, and access to the Intrepid veterans. Half of them are on his ships, Shapiro borrows them when something comes up, like the Saraine thing.” He stepped under the water and tugged Marin with him. “If it’s going to be a fight, I want people like Inosanto, Karoda, Perlman, Fujioka, Fargo, Grant, Choi. 

        “In fact, give me back Bravo Company and twenty suits of Marines armor, and I promise you, these Zunshu automata will wonder what kind of hell they’ve blundered into. Remember, the Resalq were never a military people. They were athletes, artisans, scientists, explorers, not soldiers. The Zunshu know this for a proven fact. And for the first time it gives us a skinny little advantage.”

        Marin was thinking the same, and he knew Mark would have considered those names, adding them to a list of Dendra Shemiji specialists. Jai Serrano should have been on the list. Neil was right, and a thread of cautious optimism uncoiled through Marin’s belly. 

        From the vantage point of a thousand years, the Zunshu knew the Resalq as an adaptable species, resourceful, but unarmed and not well suited to warfare. Until Mark’s people collided with human colonizer fleets, they had been the only intelligence in these skies. Who knew where the Zunshu were from? Their homeworld could be on the other side of the universe, and Mark had said many times, the voyage of the Ebre’zjim was the worst miscalculation in the long Resalq history. 

        The Zunshu hunter-killers might look like the ancestral Resalq, but Mark Sherratt had stressed many times, they were machines, and they were designed to be expendable. Like any machine, they were only as good as their programming. They were certainly capable of self-programming, but only experience would allow this to happen, and if no individual survived the encounter, there was no fresh data, no input to revise the old, wrong paradigm.

        “No survivors, no signals,” Marin agreed as the hot water eased his bruises and found his sore places. “You want Bravo Company back? I think Richard could arrange it. And the armor. From what Shapiro and Vaurien have both said, the Intrepid veterans are still on the Fleet payroll, out here in the Deep Sky.”

        “And the wreck of the old ship,” Travers mused. “The Intrepid was towed for salvage, before Shapiro jumped us at Mark’s house. Then I lost track of her. Not my business, I guess.”

        “Ask Shapiro,” Marin suggested, ducking his head into the water.

        “You mean ask Richard,” Travers corrected. “He’s the legal salvage owner, not even Shapiro can go against merchant astra law.” He reached for the bottled soap and began to work on Marin’s back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

The question on Neil Travers’s mind was, when? He knew Marin and Vaurien were thinking the same, but the Resalq were so engrossed in their work, the timing for what they termed the ‘zero event’ did not seem to occur to them.

        The mine Leon had taken from the particle physics laboratory on the campus at the University of Omaru, Hydralis was still in cryogen, immobilized, divorced from any reality, but it had been imaged and modeled again, by hardware and software infinitely older than anything available at UOH or aboard the Kiev.

        Fresh data streamed faster than Travers’s eyes could focus, and in any case he could not have followed the labyrinthine mathematics of it. From what Dario and Mark had said — when they troubled themselves to comment at all, or to notice the humans in their presence — Alexis Rusch and Tonio Teniko had arrived at the same conclusions independently; and they were right. 

        What they were right about, Travers was not quite sure, and from his own perspective it did not matter. He knew enough. The stasis chamber and the mine were different devices developed from the same technology; they were well understood, though not manipulable. The same kind of AI dwelt at the core of each; the same power cells, using the same fuel, provided their energy. A mere speck of what Neil himself had called the ‘top fuel’ supplied the needs of the mine.

        He imagined it was like comparing a camera with a chrono: two vastly different devices, but at the heart of each was a chip and a power cell, standard components that could be incorporated into almost anything.

        The ‘zero event’ was on his mind as he watched them work. Leon had given up trying to follow them two hours before. He and Roy had gone to bed, and in their wake several members of the Resalq community came into the lab. They were cautious of humans, and they spoke their own language until a question was directed at them. Travers liked them well enough, and Mark, who had known them for many more years than Neil had been alive, trusted them. Still, they angled veiled glances at him and Marin, and at Vaurien and Jazinsky, who swung by the lab occasionally on their way to the common room or their quarters.

        A sensation of agitation settled over the whole science station as the ‘spike’ approached, and with thirty minutes to spare the public address issued a call to all personnel as compulsory as a fire drill. The more sophisticated drones answered it too, and every human, Resalq and machine gathered at the east side hangar, where a transport had been prepped to fly. The Zunshu mine, in its cryogen containment case, was already in the cargo trunk, and every particle of data was aboard.

        The engines shimmered, the air had the ozone smell of hot exhaust as Travers shrugged into the parka he had zipped out of when they arrived. He said nothing, content to observe, as the Resalq and Vaurien’s crew filed aboard the transport as if they were boarding a bus for an excursion. In a way, they were. 

        The Resalq had done this many, many times, and the boredom showed on their faces. Taj Becker was the youngest, so near to human in appearance that Travers would have passed him in the street and not guessed he was anything save a tall, slender young man with red highlights among sable-brown hair. Armin Kerr was the eldest, one of Mark’s generation and very like him, right down to the scars on his hands where the telltale Resalq thumbs had been removed.

        The transport’s hatches rumbled shut and locked. A chrono over the pilot’s station was counting down to the spike, and in the body of the vehicle most of the Resalq were supervising the temporary shutdown of the machinery, experiments, comm gear — anything that would generate a discernible pulse. Even the autochefs and air cycling plant would go into hibernation, along with the generators. The last machines to shut off would be the pumps which reduced the enclosure on the west side to around 700 bars.

        When the chamber’s AI performed its data collect, it would register only slightly above Kjorin’s ambient temperature and pressure, and no trace of EMP, no comm signal. The blackout was comprehensive, yet Travers was still edgy as the transport headed out, over the mountain ridge and into the northeast, to the alternative camp. 

        Both the Wastrel and the Carellan Djerun were on the opposite side of the planet, and the transport was suborbital. If the stasis chamber chose this moment to activate, the entire community was in jeopardy.

        He shot a glance at Dario, and saw the same anxiousness in the planes and angles of his face. Marin was watching Mark instead, though the elder Sherratt showed nothing until the comm blackout descended. Every screen on the transport went dead, and Mark gave Dario a rueful look. For the next ten minutes — a five-minute margin on either side of the forecast spike — they would be blind and deaf. The first they would know of an event at the science station would be a flood of data bounced through passive monitors concealed in the mountains around the chamber.

        “No news,” Marin said pragmatically, “is good news.”

        “You got that right.” Leon was hunched in his seat, pressed against Roy, who still wore a bemused look. Despite Leon’s efforts, Arlott had only the vaguest grasp of what was going on here. It was enough that he knew they were sitting on top of one of the future’s pivot points — and it was damned uncomfortable.

        The emergency camp was no more than a single dome held up by its own air pressure, UV screened, heated, stocked with basic survival rations for ten people for ten days. It had a tachyon transmitter, two big generators, and enough first aid, man-portable weapons and ammunition to fight a small war. It was a survival hutch. Travers labored under no delusions. Off one side of the dome was a docking port, and the transport cruised around, rotated through a few degrees and locked on with a soft thud of meshing machinery.

        Mark turned to look back at Vaurien and Jazinsky, Marin and Travers, who sat behind him. “Stay in your seats. We’re not expecting a fuss at the station. Unless there’s any reason to go into the hutch, we don’t bother. We’ll be home again in fifteen minutes.”

        ‘Home’ was not quite the word Travers would have used. The Resalq had made themselves comfortable enough, but Kjorin Station had a sterile feel about it, no less than the crewdeck of a carrier, while Neil had begun to dream about the wide skies and dark forests of the Three Rivers region. Darwin’s World called with a painful siren song.

        “Neil?” Marin’s voice was a murmur. “You all right?”

        “I’m fine,” Travers lied, and though he gave Marin his hand he twisted in his seat to look across at Vaurien. “Richard, is there any chance can you round up Bravo Company?”

        “For duty here?” Vaurien’s brows arched. “God, what a posting! Three days on this assignment, and your kids will want to cut my throat for signing their lives away. Still, the Carellan’s in orbit, and the job wouldn’t take long. Would it, Mark?”

        The lion-maned head shook slowly. “We’re actually out of time, Richard. We’re doing things now that should have been done weeks and months ago, and we’ll be scrambling for hours before we’re done.” He gestured vaguely to galactic southeast. “Ulrand will be the beginning. Odd, isn’t it? For years, we’d thought it would be Omaru. And then an idiot called Wayne Mulholland set a whole new avalanche of causality in motion, and after all our plans, all our theorizing, we’re taken by surprise, caught short.” He shook himself out of some reverie and gave Vaurien a faint smile. “It’s a question of priorities, isn’t it? Ulrand is the question which must be answered first. When it’s settled, we’ll have a brief window before Fleet turns its attention to Omaru, and we must seize our opportunity.”

        No matter what happened at Ulrand, Travers knew, Fleet would soon turn on Omaru. A victory at Ulrand would imbue them with the momentum to go on and crush Omaru; a defeat at Ulrand, and they would crush Omaru of necessity, as an object lesson to the rest of the Deep Sky. And with Senator Rutherford in the region, time was cut short. Harrison Shapiro might have gambled on having the weeks-long signal lag of the data conduit back to Earth, but Charleston Aimes Rutherford had the authority to order the DeepSky Fleet to war, and he was here.

        In fact, he was at Albeniz, confiscating the shell of the Zunshu probe, and with it locked in the security hold aboard the Ganymede, he would have the warship make best time back to Borushek or Ulrand. If he intended to play by rules set down in antiquity, he would return to Borushek and go through the diplomatic motions. 

        But if he scorned Harrison Shapiro, he would rendezvous with the Shanghai carrier battle group and head for Ulrand directly.

        It seemed an army of ants was crawling under Travers’s skin, and he could barely be still. Part of the sensation was the comedown from the drug therapy he and Curtis had completed on the Wastrel, halfway from the Omaru blockade. But most of it was the healthy creature’s sixth sense — the same intuition that made birds and animals run when they knew an earthquake was coming. Travers had been a soldier for much too long not to recognize the feeling, and he knew Marin’s Dendra Shemiji nerve endings were just as acute.

        A soft chime informed them of the time, and screens flickered back to life. Dario’s breath hissed through his teeth as he scanned the datastream and said to no one in particular, “We’re on a status quo. Go for it, Tor.”

        Sereccio was flying. As Dario gave him the all-clear, he was listening to the science station’s own AI, a whisper over the combug in his ear. A moment later the transport disengaged from the docking ring. The Aragos were still hot, and the vehicle lifted straight up from the dome. 

        “Headed home, people,” Tor said redundantly. “We’re cool for another window of 34.8 hours.”

        “Oh, joy,” Taj Becker muttered.

        “You want out, Taj?” Mark offered. “You can go back on the Wastrel. Have Shaun Nader come back out on the next run to replace you.”

        “And miss the show of a lifetime?” Becker mocked himself with a quick, crooked grin. “Hey, let a guy grumble, will you?”

        Travers was watching for the science station as the transport headed in. The machines were running again, the lights were on, and the AI purged the hangar, turned on a landing beam. Tor did not need it. He took the transport in on manual, rotated it around to aim its wide, blunt nose at the doors, and let it settle on a bluster of repulsion. The hangar was still blowing back up to something approximating pressure when the drones broke out the precious cargo and headed for the lab.

        “So, Neil,” Vaurien said as he zipped the parka and lifted the hood, “you want Bravo Company ... which means you’re coming back here.”

        “For the ‘zero event.’” Travers thrust both hands into the pockets of his own jacket. “I think they’re going to do it this time, Richard, and you know what’s at stake.”  

        “Then I’ll get you Bravo Company,” Vaurien said with spurious mildness. “You want them briefed, or blind?”

        “He means,” Marin said acidly, “do you want them assigned, or do you want to ask for volunteers.” Just then the hatch growled open, and a gust of freezing air swept through the transport. Roy Arlott seemed to be discovering a whole new repertoire of profanity. Marin zipped the parka to his chin and tightened the hood. “Who’d volunteer for this hole in space?”

        “Depends how well they’re briefed.” Travers heard the defensive note in his own voice. “Those kids are fighting for their own homes, the same as Shapiro is. Give them an enemy they can see, and a chance of winning. They’d ask no more.”

        “Then I’ll brief them,” Vaurien decided. “The Earthlight will be back at Borushek by now. The Wastrel’s been keeping track of Rutherford through his comm traffic. Even given the signal lag between here and Albeniz, we’ll know down to the last thirty hours when he ships out of the dockyard, and we should know where he’s headed.” 

        “Comm traffic?” Travers echoed.

        “Between the Ganymede,” Jazinsky said tersely, “and the Shanghai battle group. We placed them at Kuchinbai, four days ago.”

        “Christ, we’re running out of time.” Marin gave Mark Sherratt a hard look. “Assuming our mercenaries can give Fleet a run for its money at Ulrand, we should buy ourselves a couple of weeks before the Confederacy turns on Omaru.” He stopped and glared at his reflection in the side-panel viewport. “Or do I mean Shapiro’s running out of time? Neil and I decided a while ago, Mark, we’re out. Anything we do after Hydralis for Shapiro and his war, we do it because we want to, and for the Deep Sky. For your people, and Richard’s.”

        “Bravo,” Sherratt approved quietly. “But I think it’ll all turn out to be the same effort. Our skies and homeworlds, your skies ... it became a matter of semantics a long time ago, but we were too busy bickering to notice.” He gave Travers a dark look. “Will you have lunch with me? You too, Barb. I’m in the lab with Dario and Taj, because there’s a week’s work to be done and a day to do it in. But several of my virtual models finished processing just before we heard the call to leave. I want to share data.”

        Jazinsky was a pace ahead of Vaurien, about to step down out of the transport. She posed in the hatchway and looked back. “No more teaching, Mark. School’s out. Deal?”

        “Deal,” Sherratt agreed. “I do believe you just graduated.”

        As they made their way from the hangar to the lab where Leon’s prize had been imaged and modeled yet again, Vaurien was talking to the Wastrel. Etienne had ‘synchronized’ with its clone on the Earthlight, and messages were bumped on from Joss, the house AI in Riga. 

        The signal lag was days long and infuriating, but Dendra Shemiji information placed the Shanghai and its attendant group twelve hours out of Kuchinbai, headed for the ‘top end’ of the Shackleton Void. She was headed in the general direction of Ulrand. The massive wake ghost left by a whole carrier group transiting into e-space was specific. 

        The Shanghai was probably on its way to some rendezvous, Travers knew. “What do we know about Colonel Lemuel Palmer?” he asked of Sherratt as they drew near to the lab.

        Blue-white light spilled out of the cavernous compartment and the whir of machines greeted them. Sherratt threw his parka at the nearest empty bench space and addressed the autochef before he even looked at the threedee. “We don’t know much more than the official handout. We don’t need to. Lemuel Palmer is a politician, in his late sixties, due for promotion out of the service and into the Confederacy’s top-drawer. He’s done his fifteen years in Fleet, which is the usual fast-track to the Grand Senate. He came late to this level of politics, you see. Until he was fifty, he seemed to be content to take care of a rural constituency somewhere in Canada. I don’t know the Earth’s geography so well, but I understand it was one of those places where they measure population density in kilometers-per-person.”

        A frown had knitted Marin’s brows. “What in the world made him get ambitious? This doesn’t sound like the kind of man who’d even be interested in a seat in the Grand Senate, much less serving fifteen years in carriers to get there.”

        “It began as a memorial gesture,” Mark told him. “This much is in Palmer’s official biography. His eldest son was the politician. Being from Earth, James Leroy Palmer was never forcibly conscripted, but he volunteered for the five-year hitch after he graduated from one of the major French universities. He had a double-PhD, in political science and languages.”

        “Had?” Marin echoed. “You said Lemuel Palmer’s political ambitions began as, what, a memorial?”

        “James Leroy was killed in a transorbital shuttle incident.” Sherratt took a plate from the autochef and pulled a stool up to the bench where he had left his parka. He swept the jacket onto the floor and regarded the food with a thoughtful look. “I can relate to Palmer’s loss. My own first born was killed. It’s ... not something you ever get over, Curtis.”

        “Damn.” Marin’s hands molded around Sherratt’s big shoulders, rubbing there. “So the elder Palmer stepped into his son’s shoes as a way to exorcise the ghosts?”

        “At first.” Mark looked up at Travers, and beyond him at Vaurien and Jazinsky who had just appeared. “He announced to his constituency that he was going to fulfill his son’s ambitions, make the dream a reality on behalf of ‘J.L.,’ and as soon as the by-election had replaced him, the next story CNS carried was his transfer to Fleet. He took with him a PhD in chemistry and a master’s in one of the arts, so he entered the academy with the provisional rank of lieutenant, and walked out of there as a major. 

        “His first assignment was as a personnel officer on your old ship, Neil, the Chicago. He was the Executive Officer aboard the Shanghai for three years, and when the captain, Colonel Ajit Chudasama, was prematurely retired through injury, Palmer was offered the command and took it. He’s had the captaincy of the Shanghai for eighteen months, and he has twelve months of his term left, before he’ll opt for civilian life and run for the Grand Senate. If he could be the captain who brought the Colonial Wars to an end, he would be assured a victory at the polls.”

        “Oh, nice,” Travers observed as he helped himself to a plate of Spanish rice and garlic shrimp. “He’s not likely to negotiate.”

        “Negotiate with whom?” Vaurien demanded. “He and Rutherford are almost countrymen. They’re from the same streets, Neil, and Palmer takes his orders from the same caucus of geriatric imbeciles over which Rutherford presides.” He pulled the band from his hair and shook it out around his shoulders. “Don’t even think about negotiation. We go to Ulrand with a Halfway battle group behind us: we go to fight, and we go to win.”

        Jazinsky ouched. “I never thought I’d see the day Richard Vaurien would say those words.”

        “Times change,” Travers observed. 

        “And we,” Vaurien added darkly, “either change along with them, or we swim upstream against the current till we drown. Data, Mark?”

        “Data.” Sherratt reached for the threedee remote and thumbed it on.

        Resigned to patience, Travers surveyed the streams of numbers, patterns, color codes meaning nothing to him, equations written in a semi-gibberish language, some of which was Ancient Greek, while the rest was equally ancient Resalq. Like Marin, he busied himself with his meal and waited for the presentation to conclude.

        When it did, the silence in the lab was so thick, a knife could have sliced it like bread. Dario and Tor had materialized as the virtual model began to run, and from the looks on their faces, they understood exactly what they had seen. Barb Jazinsky’s eyes were bright, sharp, with a diamond-hard glitter, and Mark lifted one brow at her in question. 

        The white-blond Pakrani head nodded, and she pushed her plate away, no longer interested in food. Travers was about to demand that someone put it in terms the layman could understand, but all Jazinsky said was, “We’re in business.”

        “The mine?” Marin asked quietly. “The fuel, the power system?”

        “Oh, yeah,” she purred, like an immense Persian cat.

        “You can manufacture the fuel?” Travers hazarded.

        But Sherratt was adamant. “Not with any technology either we or the Zunshu command ... but we know where to get it.”


        Travers groaned. “We’re going mining?”
        “Something like that.” Sherratt indulged himself in a quiet chuckle. “It’ll be far easier to show than to tell. Don’t trouble yourselves, Neil, Curtis. You’ll understand where we’re coming from, and where we’re going, when you see it all in action.” He dropped his empty plate into the waste chute and gave Vaurien a speculative look. “How soon can the Wastrel be ready for a flight into Hellgate? I know she took one hell of a pounding when you caught the Zunshu probe, and the last I heard, your drones were still working on her.”

        “She’s done now,” Vaurien said quietly. “I requisitioned more drones, a whole consignment, from Fleet Borushek, because we’re out of time. Where do you want to go?”
        The dark, amber Resalq eyes were dancing. “It’s time for the smoke and mirrors, don’t you think, Dario? Time for the sleight of hand ... not quite magic, but not far from it.”

        “Time,” Dario agreed. “Is the Wastrel up to taking on the reef, Richard?”

        “The Bronowski Reef?” Vaurien’s forehead creased. “Just about. It’s a thirty-six hour flight in from Kjorin anyway. She’ll be good enough by the time we get there. Are you ...” He hesitated. “Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking? Please say no.”

        Again, Mark Sherratt permitted a soft chuckle, not quite smug. “I’m afraid we probably are. Barb will tell you what you need to know.”

        Vaurien held up both hands as if Sherratt had him at gunpoint. “Don’t waste the data on me. I’m a salvage skipper, and a damned good one. Tell me where you want to go, what you want the Wastrel to do. I’ll get you there, and if I don’t get you home again — you can sue me.”

        “We’re leaving? Already?” Marin stirred.

        “Time is critical,” Vaurien said cynically, “with Rutherford at Albeniz, and likely headed for a rendezvous with the Shanghai.”

        “How long,” Sherratt wondered, “before the Wastrel can ship out?”

        “Any time.” Jazinsky was still going over the numbers. “Damnit, Mark, where did you get the work-up stuff for the experiment?” She glared at him. “I mean, I can see it’s right because the bottom line says we get the containment field and the stable power flow, but there’s horse crap in the middle of these field equations —”

        “Not horse crap,” Dario said tartly. “Nor any kind of manure, come to that.” He gestured at his father, his e’quero. “You know he’s been holding out on you.”

        “I know it,” Jazinsky grumbled, and knuckled both eyes. “Okay, Mark, make me a copy. I’ll digest it on the way out to Alshie’nya.”

        “The way out to where?” Travers demanded.

        “Another hole in space,” Vaurien said disgustedly. “Known to Ernst Rabelais and most humans who even trouble themselves about such things as 94 Athena.”

        “A navigation hazard,” Dario added thoughtfully, “right on the edge of the Bronowski Reef. Nobody in their right mind goes there.”

        “And that’s where we’re going,” Travers concluded. He gave Marin a brash grin imbued with little humor. “Makes sense, doesn’t it? Sanity was never something I was accused of possessing.”

        Curtis only shrugged. “We’re along for the ride, Neil, until Richard can get Bravo Company together, and the Resalq are done here on Kjorin — and Rutherford’s timing for the invasion of Ulrand will decide when the ‘zero event’ happens. Right, Dario?”   

        “Dead right.” Dario looked up at Tor, and when the bigger man grabbed him in a one-armed hug he did not protest. He said to his father, “You’ll be going to Alshie’nya?”

        “Of course.” Mark was already downloading data, and as the machine popped out three cubes he dropped them like dice into Jazinsky’s outstretched hand. “Make what you can of it, Barb. If it starts to look like any kind of manure again, come find me. No more lessons ... now, we share data. Richard, get hold of Bravo Company before Shapiro can even think of committing them to the fight at Ulrand. They, and any of us, will be less than a drop in the ocean, and if we’re killed there, we die pointlessly. And Curtis, Neil, I’ll ask you to round up Leon and Roy, tell them to get their things together. We’re leaving.”

        Seeing the departure angle on Kjorin was the only view of the planet Travers cared to see. He sketched Mark an informal salute and steered Marin out of the lab ahead of him, toward the common room where Leon and Roy had been catching up with CNS while they shared lunch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Sark, Borushek      

 

Menagerie was busy by seven, overcrowded by eight, and unbearable by nine. The customers who swung by for dinner and a dance on the way out of the dense citybottom business precinct were not the same individuals as those who shouldered for space at the bar an hour later, or the party crowd who writhed to the groaning, bass-heavy peligro at ten, when the club’s lights purple-shifted and a sweet-smelling haze of peps popped and sparkled in the air, carried on the wafts of dream-smoke. 

        It was years since Michael Vidal had been in the place, and that last night was one he would rather forget. A gang of pilots, techs and crewdeck kids had drawn the same furlough, and someone, somewhere in the middle of the group had recommended this den. It had to be Roark; he was bound to know about Menagerie months before anyone on the street, five floors above, realized it was there. 

        It was ‘the new place on the west side,’ not old enough for the paint to be peeling yet, nor for either the house or its patrons to have won the kind of reputation that brought Tactical through on patrols of clockwork regularity. By ten, the music was so loud and the air so thick with dope, it was all a guy could do to think. Making sense of what was being said to him, or trying to tell half the guys from half the chicks, or figuring out what was in his glass before he swallowed it, was beyond him. 

        The crewdeck morons from the Shanghai were wasted; their sergeant was a little better — sober enough, sane enough, to round them up and bawl at the Menagerie bouncers that enough was enough, before any more angelino was dumped into the a/c vents, or the peligro switched to synthrock, and the citybottom predators came out to prey. On their ‘virgin furlough,’ their first time off the carrier and out on their own, albeit in uniform, kids of either gender were too-easy pickings.

        That night was over a decade in the past, but the memory was painfully clear. Mick Vidal was more chicken than lieutenant. Sergeant J.L. Queneau could hit harder, shout louder and drink him under the table. Technically he outranked her, but after an hour in Menagerie no one had the brain cells left to think about rank. 

        And here was Queneau, eleven years on, back in Menagerie’s purple shadows, where the subetherics of the steelrock would shatter glass. She was cradling a tall drink and watching the dancers up on the center-stage platform. Three smooth, ripped young studs, just out of Fleet, if the buzzcuts were to be judged by, were decked out in stencil tattoos, gold, rings and chains. 

        The dance was a carefully-choreographed fight, in the pooled neon glare of a back-alley floodlight, and an old, old story unfolded in dance on the stage. The too-young, wannabe hustler ran into trade he could not handle; he put up a decent fight before they overpowered him. The few scraps of bronze suede he had been wearing were ripped away in the fight, and he was dumped to his knees. The subetheric music tracks growled through the floor, the furniture, and the guts of anyone within fifty meters, wrenching an animal reaction from spectators as the hustler paid the price for taking on trade which only scorned him. 

        In other clubs, at other time-slots, the choreographed sex would have been an ‘artistic’ sham. At midnight in Menagerie, there was nothing fake about it, and as the angelino pumped out of the a/c machines and the subetherics cascaded, the stoned audience mobbed the center-stage platform, yelling for more.

        And some of those kids with runaway glands were first furlough rookies. Only the Fleet uniforms got them through the door at Menagerie. If they had been in civvies, they would have been carded and turned away, but when a kid was old enough to sweat through basic training aboard a super-carrier, kill and be killed, no doors in any colony would be closed. Queneau’s eyes smoldered on the rookie morons, nine kids of various genders, every color, shape and size from Pak to Lushi. They were wearing Kiev insignia, not Shanghai, and the swan-down and the baby-soft faces were disconcerting, when they appeared in company with Fleet fatigues and unit tattoos.

        “Hey, Big Jo, it’s not your job. You’re not in the service anymore ... and even if you were, the Shanghai kids were under your wing. These are Kiev newbies. Their own sergeant’s probably in the can, let him — or her — take care of it.”

        The lights strobed deep purple with streamers of white and dazzling electric blue. Queneau’s irises contracted as she turned toward the voice, and she raised her glass in a mix of greeting and salute. “Mick Vidal, you’re looking good. How long’s it been — and what the hell are you doing in a pit like this?”

        “In order of reference,” Vidal said dryly, “thanks, ten years or so, and looking for a little action. And I could say the same for you. You look great, Jo, and I could wonder what you’re doing in this den.”

        The big Pakrani-Kuchini shoulders shrugged. “Same as you. Pull up a seat. What are you drinking?”

        “Anything, and a lot of it.” Vidal perched on the nearest stool and watched the dancers as the routine finished. 

        The one who had portrayed the hustler was unsteady on his feet; his two comrades supported him while money littered the stage. Colonial dollars, Confederate credits and military scrip pelted the trio. An underling snatched it up and hurried after them, and the lights dimmed while the stage was set up for the next routine. 

        “Anything,” Queneau echoed, “and a lot ...” Her brow clenched in a frown. “What’s your problem, Mickey-boy? It’s not like you to go slumming and get so skulled you don’t know where you are anymore.”

        “I know exactly where I am,” Vidal said sullenly. He turned his back on the stage, set both elbows on the bar and beckoned the keeper. 

        “I asked you what your problem is,” Queneau repeated.

        “You want me to tell you to piss off?” Vidal asked pleasantly. “Get your beak out of my business, Sergeant. I never was yours to order about, even when we were on the fucking
Shanghai — and we aren’t anymore.”

        “No, really?” She sat back and looked him up and down. “You’re not on any Fleet ship, are you? No uniform, Mick.”

        “I left Fleet.”

        “When?” Two fingers to her lips, she whistled stridently for the bartender. “Oi, bloody deaf-ears, get over here and fill these glasses!”

        The Lushi bartender showed her his middle finger, but blue curacao, gin and vodka slopped into both glasses. Vidal tried the blend and made a face. “What in Christ’s name is this?” He tossed it down whole.

        “Potent, is what it is,” Queneau retorted. “You wanted to get plastered. You’re making a good start.”

        He thrust the glass out for a refill. 

        “So, when did you leave the service?” Queneau wondered on a more mellow note. “You stayed in after I got out?”

        “Only long enough to get my legal manumission,” Vidal growled.

        “And then?”
        “Velcastra. Home ... and boredom like you wouldn’t believe,” he told her. “Then again, maybe you would.” He studied her over the rim of the refilled glass. “You shot through fast, like you couldn’t wait to get the hell off the Shanghai. You had a better offer?”

        She barked a laugh. “You’re kidding me. A better offer than Fleet, a carrier, Hellgate? Jesus, a five-year contract on a garbage scow would be a better offer.”

        “You took a scow?” Vidal demanded. The words slurred a little.

        Queneau gave him an odd look. “You’ve had enough to drink.”

        “Screw you, Sergeant.” Vidal lifted the glass to his lips. “So?”

        “A scow? No. And don’t call me ‘sergeant,’” Queneau said acidly. “Mind you, there was a whole bunch of times a scow would’ve looked like a cushy number by comparison.” He had opened his mouth to ask the obvious — ‘comparison with what?’ — when she said, “I signed for a tour with Fernie Wang. You heard of him?”

        “No,” Vidal growled, “should I have?”

        She shrugged. “If you’ve been trawling citybottom for long, portside, looking for work, you’d have run into him, or Sergei van Donne.”

        “Him, I’ve heard of,” Vidal mused. “He flies out of Freespace, and he’s a bastard.”

        “Same as Fernando Wang, on both counts.” Queneau made a face. “I signed my life away, two years on the Krait ... good Christ, I must’ve been insane.”

        “Or broke,” Vidal said darkly.

        The tone of his voice made Queneau look sharply at him. “Like you?”
        He regarded her with a brash glare and turned his attention back to the drink. “You still on the Krait?”

        Again, the barked laugh. “Not for a while now. I saw out my contract ... you don’t cross Wang, if you know what I mean.”

        “He’s not the forgiving kind?” Vidal hazarded.

        “He’s the kind,” Queneau informed him, “to hunt you down, haul your ass back aboard, and take it out of your hide, literally. Fernie’s word is law on his deck. You shut your mouth, take your twenty or twenty-five, heal up and finish out your contract, plus whatever time he says you owe him for screwing him around. Could be an extra year, without one more dime in your pocket, but at least you’ll walk off the Krait with your life.”

        “Shit,” Vidal whispered. “You ...?”

        “Me? No,” Queneau said sourly. “I never had to learn from my own mistakes, but I watched it done, Mick. I watched Fernie Wang kill a couple of guys. Like I said, you do not get the man angry.”

        “So he killed a couple of guys,” Vidal said moodily. “So have we all, Jo, it’s the way the game’s played.”

       Queneau regarded him through the curve of a half-empty glass. “You and me, Mick, when we had to kill, we made it clean. One shot, one blow. Up front and legal, if it was on a battlefield. Back of the head, instantaneous, if it was some bloody nasty black op. That’s not good enough for Fernie Wang. You know that ship of his, the Krait? Named after the freakin’ snake that’s her mascot.”

        “No bullshit?” Vidal blinked at her through a haze of booze and angelino. “A real, live reptile?”

        “A blue-diamond krait, maybe two meters long,” Queneau told him, “kind of blue-green and silver and black in these chevron patterns down its back. They were genetically engineered as a predator to take care of some indigenous nasty on Kuchinbai, something left over from the terraforming. Actually, the snake’s a pretty thing — until you find out it’s so venomous, the poison’d kill a bull elephant, and a man takes two days to die.” Her face clenched. “He’ll turn black first, head to foot, and watch his fingers and toes bust wide open with green-yellow goo, and the last thing that dies is his brain.”

        “Sh...it.” Vidal did not have to feign a shudder. “You saw ...?”
        She finished the drink in one swallow. “I’m not on the Krait no more.”

        “Damn.” Vidal set down his drink half finished. “So, where’ve you been since? Freespace?”

        But Queneau was intent on the stage as the lights came up, and Vidal leaned on the bar to watch the routine unfold. This one told no story. It was just a barely choreographed, ‘freeform’ piece in which a kid with shoulders like a Pakrani and skin like a Lushi pranced around in body paint and silver chains to a din which could barely be termed music.

        “So, where’ve you been?” Vidal repeated when the dancer had strutted off the stage.

        “Ulrand,” Queneau said moodily. “Look, let’s get out of here. This place is starting to bore me.”

        “Sure.” Vidal finished his drink, dropped a few colonial dollars on the bar, and hoisted himself to his feet. “You got someplace to be?” And when Queneau did not answer he suggested, “There’s a place, Allumer, you know it? I know it. You wanna get laid?”

        “With you?” Queneau studied him as if he were an insect. “You’re not my type, kiddo.”

        “You’re not mine,” Vidal retorted, “but you can get anything you want at Allumer. I’m going. You wanna tag along, feel free.”

        He was headed out, skirting the congested dance floor, not looking back. Queneau might have hesitated, but the amps buzzed and the volume ramped up again as a colonial band called Doyen began to blare, just ahead of a leatherdance troupe that would make the other routines look tame. 

        The volume diminished with distance, and Vidal turned left out of the chaotic foyer of Menagerie with its oversized holographic animals. They were on the mall, shouldering through a midnight crowd that seemed to know where it was going, and Queneau closed up behind him.

        “Where’d you say you’re headed?”

        “A club.” Vidal’s hands were thrust into the pockets of a bomber jacket that had seen much better days. “It’s cheap, don’t worry.”

        “I have money ... and what the hell happened to yours?” she demanded. “When we were on the Shanghai, they told me your old man was stinking rich and you were next in line to inherit.”

         He hunched his shoulders into the old jacket. “I was. And then I got busted, okay? My old man cut me out, left me hanging.”

        “Busted for what?” Queneau’s hand clenched into his sleeve. “Vidal!”

        He swung back toward her. “I’m Daku. You know that. You’ve always known. Colonial republican.”

        Her expression was cautious. “I knew. It never mattered. You get all kinds on a carrier. Daku are no dumber than anybody else.”

        “Oh, thanks.” Vidal yanked the collar of his shirt to expose his chest, and the open-headed ankh tattooed there. “So my old man gets to see this, and he jumps right off the rails. He taunts me ... am I going to start calling myself, Mick Daku? Like I’m going to betray the family, all that freakin’ First Fleet bullshit!” His voice rose with anger, and faces turned toward him. “I told him where to shove his money, if you know what I mean.”

        Queneau smothered a grin. “And he excommunicated you from the Vidal fortune. Well, well. So you’re on your own. Broke?” He looked away, and her grip tightened on his arm. “Mick, are you working?”

        “Not lately,” he admitted between clenched teeth. “Look, leave it alone, will you? I’m not asking for sympathy, and I swear to anybody’s god, if you even offer charity, I’ll cram it right down your throat.”

        She chuckled hoarsely. “That’s the old Mick I remember. And get off your hobby horse, kid. I got no bloody sympathy for you. You talked your way out of a fortune! Christ, you oughtta be horsewhipped.”

        “Funny,” Vidal seethed, “my father said the same thing. Get off my case, Sergeant.”

        “I told you, don’t call me that,” Queneau snarled. “Fleet’s a long time ago, too long, for the both of us. But I might, and I say might, be able to get you some work as a favor to an old bud from the service ... that is, if you’re not too soaked in booze to fly.”

        He took a breath and held it as if to choke back angry words. When he turned back into the crowd and began to walk, she fell into step beside him. “I can fly. What kind of work?”

        “You can afford to care what kind?”

        “I still have a few scruples, lady. I’m Daku, remember.”

        “I’m likely to forget?” Queneau demanded. “You tell me. Would a Daku pilot fly for a Freespacer?”

        Vidal angled a dark-eyed glance at her. “Fernie Wang? Till I can’t stand his toxic company anymore, and try to skip the contract, and get cut up like so much dogmeat?”

        “No. Would I send you there?”

        “I dunno. Would you?” Vidal challenged.

        “No, Mick, I bloody wouldn’t,” Queneau said harshly. “But if you’ll fly for a Freespacer organization ... make your way over to Ulrand. I’ll give you my number in Marak. I’ve got a place on the rink. Dockland.”

        “Very salubrious.”

        “Beggars can’t be choosers,” she rasped. “I was in Marak when my contract on the Krait expired, flat broke, same as yourself. I signed with a local Ulrish company ... semi-legit ... Palmeral Freight Charter. You heard of them?”

        “No. Which means they haven’t headlined on CNS. Yet. Semi-legit?” Vidal’s eyes narrowed. “Now, what in the hell does that mean?”

        “What it sounds like.” Queneau said easily. “The boss flies just enough legit cargoes to make it look like a business. They keep offices in Marak, pay taxes to the Ulrish government. And bribes,” she added, “to make the Ulrish officials look the other way when they have to. Which is more than half the time. Christ, you don’t know about the Marak authorities? They’re more corrupt than the underground! They have to be, I guess. Truth be told, Ulrand’s so near to bankrupt, there’s only the bribes, funny-money, hush-money, keeping them afloat.”

        This was a matter of public record and Vidal did not comment as they shouldered through the crowd and threaded into the line waiting for a transit car. According to the garish display, a train was due into this station in the next two minutes. Faces turned to them, some vacant-eyed — people on their way home from places like Menagerie — some cunning, shrewd; the predators. Vidal ignored the blank faces and glared down the hunters. 

        “You armed?” he muttered.

        “Am I what?” Queneau leaned closer.

        “I said, are you armed? Carrying?” 

        “Why, is somebody after you?” Queneau’s eyes glittered in the red and yellow lights of the transit station’s display board as she looked over the crowd. “What did you do?”

        “I didn’t do anything,” Vidal protested. 

        “But ...?” Queneau asked aridly. 

        “But maybe they don’t see it that way,” Vidal admitted. “Look, there’s nobody here. It’s just me being paranoid.”

        She gave him a sidelong glance. “You trying to freak me out, Mick? Because you’re doing it.”

        A chime announced a transit car and the crowd began to shuffle forward. Vidal said nothing until they were jammed in the back, between strangers who had drunk too much. Large paws clumsily explored Mick’s denim-clad backside, and he swatted them away.

        “Palmeral ... Palmeral,” he mused as the car accelerated into the conduit, headed for Kilkenny Mall, level 5. “I’ve heard that somewhere.”

        “When’s the last time you were on Ulrand?” Queneau watched, amused, as the bear-sized owner of the paws tried his luck again. 

        One large hand slipped between Vidal’s legs, and he swore softly as he reached down, grabbed the fingers and twisted, not quite hard enough to dislocate them. A bass voice yelped in protest and he let go. “I was in Marak four, maybe five months ago,” he told Queneau. “Palmeral ... it was a building. Sergei told me it belonged to some bastard Freespacer. He didn’t say a word about any freight contractor.”

        Her brows arched. “Sergei? As in, van Donne? Now, don’t tell me you’re flying with that sonofabitch!”

        “Do I look like I need to be straitjacketed?” Vidal demanded. “Good Christ, the man’s got almost as many enemies in Halfway as in Tactical! He’s dangerous to be around. But ...” He smacked his lips. “It was kinda fun for a while. As in, two or three days, while the Mako was in dock for repairs. Three nights with van Donne, and I was all fucked-out. You ever slept with him?”

        “I never had the misfortune,” Queneau said darkly. “He any good?”

        “Feral would be a better word,” Vidal corrected. “But if there’s anything to be known about anything, anyone, anywhere, in Freespace, Sergei knows it.” He pinned Queneau with a glare. “He told me the Palmeral belongs to some bastard, name of ... Boden Zwerner.”

        She only shrugged. “It does. So what?”

        The train was slowing, and Vidal braced himself against the glass. “You telling me you don’t know your own boss?”
        Queneau rolled her eyes. “Get your brain out of smalltime operations. Think back to Fleet, Mick. You’re a crewdeck grunt, flying a gunship for an airborne unit ... do you know the colonel in command of the carrier? Same diff, with Palmeral. All I know about Boden Zwerner is the name. And,” she added thoughtfully, “the fact your boyfriend Sergei wants to see him in a hole in the ground.”

        “My — did you say boyfriend?” Vidal echoed. “You got that dead wrong.” 

        “Whatever.” She dropped a hand on his shoulder as they stepped down out of the car into a cold, windy transit station. “All I know is, Sergei would pay money to bury Boden Zwerner.”

        “But you don’t know who Zwerner is, much less what he did to rub Sergei the wrong way,” Vidal observed disdainfully.

        She gave him a glare. “Hey, I’m a pilot, and I gotta tell you, in that company, ‘pilot’ is one rung above the sods who park the cars and take out the trash. You think some big-noise Freespacer billionaire is going to know I’m alive? Oh, sure. He comes down to the hangar floor all the time, ‘Hey, Jo, want to have a drink? You wanna do lunch, kid?’” She snorted. “Use your brains, Mick, if you haven’t pickled them already.”

        She surveyed the new mall, into which the train had deposited them. The graffiti was four layers thick; the window glass in the stores to left and right was cracked and duct-taped, and the hustlers who haunted the doorways looked too young, too thin, too stoned. 

        “Where the hell are we?” Queneau demanded. “I thought I knew Sark, but ... is it me, or is it bloody cold and dark?”

        “You don’t recognize the place? You should. And it is bloody cold and dark.” Vidal turned up the collar of the old bomber jacket, and zipped it to his throat. “Allumer’s this way, if you’re coming ... and I do mean coming.” He left the transit station without waiting for her. “You know what I want, and Allumer is the place for it.”

        “To get laid?” Queneau was a pace behind him. “Jesus, this place is wall to wall skank. What kind of a den is Allumer?”

        “It’s been a long time, but you can’t have forgotten. It’s not a pit, it’s the pit,” Vidal said harshly. 

        “I remember it well enough. It’s gone downhill since the last time I saw it. You spend a lot of time here?” Queneau sounded doubtful.

        “Not in years. But I’m in the mood.”

        “In the mood for what?” She caught his sleeve to slow him. “This is a bad part of town. It looks like Tactical don’t get in here anymore, and most of Sark doesn’t even know it exists. Kilkenny Mall, for godsakes!”

        Vidal gestured at the smoky, shadowy ceiling. “We’re on level 5, way down. It’s all lingerie and jewelry and coffee shops on the top deck. You want to wuss out, take any elevator.”

        “Mick,” Queneau remonstrated, “this is a great place to catch something. If you didn’t contract Hamilton-Scalzo, or come down with a case of bubonic dick-rot, you’d be lucky.”

        “I was born lucky,” Vidal said brashly. “Five years with the Delta Dragons, and I never got a scratch.” He swung toward her. “You going to be a wuss? You used to have more guts, Sergeant.”

        One thick finger stabbed at him, level with his nose. “You call me that one more time, Vidal, and I’ll bust your kneecaps.”

        He grinned, brash, humorless. “Bugger off and get yourself a coffee, if you haven’t got the balls to handle the goods.”

        Exasperated, angry, still concerned, Queneau backed off. “Okay, have it your way. You’re being a fool, Mick. If you were sober, you wouldn’t be within ten klicks of this place. You see the hustlers?” She jerked a thumb at a dark-eyed wraith of a boy, lurking in the shadows nearby, in skintight ripped denim and nipple rings. “You want to end like him?”

        “I’m too old,” Vidal scoffed.

        “Bullshit. You’re in your prime, and you know as well as I do, there’s just as many guys like their meat mature and well seasoned. Where’s the challenge in topping a pathetic little waif? But a man, with the years, the experience, the maturity, pride, arrogance —?” She backed off, but shook the finger at Vidal again. “You watch out.”

        “Yes, Ma,” he mocked. “Look, I’m going to need a ride out of here, after. You got wheels?”

        “Wings,” Queneau corrected. “Christ! You’re nuts, Mick. So am I, or I’d dump you right here, right now. I’ll be back in an hour. Long enough?”

        He snorted a laugh. “Shouldn’t take that long.”

        “You got someplace to stay? Where am I dropping off the remains?”

        “Spaceport,” Vidal said sourly. “I’m looking for a berth.”

        Her eyes widened. “And you expect to get one, when you drag yourself in, in the morning, looking like you’ve been mugged and rolled?” He opened his mouth to protest, but she spun and was marching away as she rasped over her shoulder, “An hour, you bloody moron. And think yourself lucky I don’t just knock you down and take you out of here!”

        She was probably remembering the Jeetkwando sessions in the gym aboard the Shanghai. One half Pakrani, one half Kuchini, almost five years older than Vidal, and well trained, she could do it, even now. Vidal was big, for a human; but Queneau’s genestrand had been cut, spliced and raveled first by the designers and then by Nature. 

        The pit, Allumer, announced itself to Kilkenny level 5 with a hand-painted sign on a half-open door. A flight of plascrete steps led down yet again, and at the bottom a neon strip blinked fretfully over an archway. A bouncer stood guard there — more than likely watching out for Tactical agents — and within was a cavern with a rank of cubicles like a VR den, and an inner door which was closed and code-locked.

        The cubicles did contain VR hookups, but there, the similarity between this club and a VR-den like Dreamscapes or Lightrider ended. Nothing that happened in the cavern beyond the code-locked door was recorded. Every performance was live, and while the voyeurs in the cubicles were in no personal danger, they ran other gauntlets. Some were addicted to the illicit thrill of the real, where pain, blood and death were not part of any simulation. Others were addicted to the angelino and gryphon which accompanied the ‘ride,’ made it almost real for the voyeur. 

        The bouncer knew Vidal’s face from years before and let him through. He gestured at the cubicles, but Vidal shook his head slowly. Big fingers mashed the keypad as the bouncer hammered in the code, and the door opened to admit Vidal. 

        He was already shrugging out of the bomber jacket. The lockers were on his right. He heeled out of his boots while the ghostlike shapes of house ‘guides’ watched, and he was stuffing his clothes into a battered steel locker when a hand beckoned him into the shadows.

        “Mick, I not seen you, long time, maybe five year.” The voice was whiskey-hoarse. “What you do here?”

        “Same as last time, Sammy. You know anyplace else in Sark to get stoned and laid at the same time, when your pockets are empty and you don’t know anybody in town?”
        Sammy Lodovic shrugged. He was on odd, troll of a man, some mix of colonial genestrands that had complicated and deteriorated. He spoke with the accent of the ‘wrong side’ of Haven. “You get too desperate, maybe, land here.” He gestured at the door. “You want out, think two-time?”

        “Nah.” Vidal flexed his shoulders. “I know what I’m doing. You got something for me?”

        “Like, what you be wanting?” Lodovic asked shrewdly. 

        “Anything,” Vidal growled, “so long as it’s something.” 

        “You wanna wait? Maybe pick, maybe go later?” Lodovic offered. “I don’t give nobody else choice, but I know you.”

        “I appreciate it. Thanks.” Vidal shook his head. “Like I said, I’ll take anything you got.”

        “I can’t make no promise,” Lodovic warned. “And you play by rules ... nobody haul your sorry ass out.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the VR hookups. “Bad for business, understand. You start, you got finish.”

        “I’m game,” Vidal said brashly.

        Lodovic looked him up and down. “You mad.” He paused to listen to the combug in his left ear, and beckoned Vidal to the third of four doors which opened into the playrooms. “Got one for you.”

        The room was almost dark. Gnat-sized camera drones digitized everything, down to the beads of sweat on Vidal’s back as the shadows began to move and he realized, his trade was not one man, it was three. He had been here before. A lot of crewdeck grunts ended here, looking for a cheap thrill. Anyone who knew this pit knew how useless it was looking for a way out. Lodovic had not needed to spell out the rules, they were too simple: you start, you finish. Anything else was suicide for his business. The VR voyeurs paid heavily for the hookups, and they wanted to know it was real, no punches pulled, nothing faked.

        He backed up until the plascrete wall was hard against his shoulders. Some mix of angelino and dreamsmoke itched in his sinuses, and as his mind began to swim he batted at the drones as if they were insects buzzing in his face. 

        Hands took hold of him, spun him around before he could lash out. These scenes often ended in a fight, and the VR voyeurs relished the violence too; it was all part of a game that fascinated them though they did not have the guts to play it for real. 

        He yelled a protest as he was dumped over a low cot, coughing on the dreamsmoke, but his voice was already slurred. Something sizzled in the darkness, spitting a shower of sparks, but before he could move his limbs were seized again, he was pinned on his belly, spread-eagled. 

        Sweat gleamed on him like liquid bronze in the one light. His muscles bunched in effort, but the weight holding him down was too great. His teeth clenched, bared and grinding, as it began. The dreamsmoke wreathed him until even his screams were slurred, and the customers — who had paid even more to Sammy Lodovic than the VR voyeurs out front — were reeling, just short of falling-down drunk. But the angelino was in them now, and drunk or not, they were rampant. Vidal’s head hung over the side of the cot, almost to the floor as his body was plowed without mercy or respite, and the whole scene became a question of endurance. 

        The house rules stated that if he was good enough, he would score ‘care and cash’ on his way out of the pit. The ‘care’ might amount to a snort of dope, a shot of antibiotics and a cab ride to the nearest hospital; the ‘cash’ might be a hundred colonial dollars. When kids were broke enough, desperate enough, they came here. Too many of them arrived at such clubs, and too often.   

 

 

 

Harrison Shapiro leaned forward intently. Before him, the threedee was filled with shadows, and the digitoids were half-seen, half-imagined. To Josephine Leah Queneau, however, they were shockingly real. 

        Before the interrogation began she had been sedated with a colorless, odorless gas, released into the holding cell. Dead asleep, she was wheeled into the Infirmary, where Vidal connected the VR hookup with his own hands. He had worked on the simulation for days, on the courier flight from Omaru, and he finished the design on Shapiro’s own machines.

        First, a shot to block recent memories: Queneau would remember nothing of the last few weeks. Not the break-in at the Palmeral, nor the chase to Saraine and the battle where she was captured, interrogated, at Mark Sherratt’s house. She would recall only that she flew out of MarakCity, on Boden Zwerner’s payroll; she was in Sark, Borushek on a layover, waiting for a cargo, and she had run into an old friend from Fleet.   

        From that point on the simulation was almost infinitely variable. Vidal had designed it thoroughly and Ingrid was manipulating it like an unseen puppeteer, using a large percentage of Shapiro’s processor power and mainframe space. Queneau knew the locations. She had once pulled a rookie crew out of Menagerie, and she knew the pit of Allumer the same way Vidal knew it. After a drunken furlough, the den’s scouts had rounded up a group of the Shanghai’s unwary in the small hours of the morning, and conveyed them straight to hell.

        The processing lag between the simulated action and the display in the threedee before Shapiro was less than twenty seconds, and Ingrid was collating data in realtime, working probabilities and forecasts. 

        Now, the last of Shapiro’s misgivings was about to be laid to rest. Could Queneau be relied on? Did she care enough for an old comrade to haul him out, when he had made a stupid, drunken mistake? Shapiro’s fingers drummed on the workspace beside the threedee as he waited, watching the scenario play out in graphic detail. Shadows shifted, sparks spat and sizzled, hunched male bodies humped and rocked in the ancient, primal rhythms, voices groaned and cursed in gruff ecstasy. 

        He angled a curious glance at Vidal, who was by the office’s vast viewports, watching the ant-like drones working down in the Fleet compound. “You get your kicks in some strange places.”

        “Me?” Vidal chuckled. “I was there once, General, and even when I was stoned out of my eighteen-year-old gourd, I was smart enough to stand back and watch. Queneau was there. Baby minding. Crewdeck sergeants don’t like it, but it’s part of the job.” He gestured at the threedee. “She had the seniority, the brawn and the guts to yank her juniors out before it went too far. Sammy Lodovic threw one hell of a fit, and she knocked him and his bouncer flat on their asses.”

        “People die in there?” Shapiro guessed.

        “Not often, but it happens. A lot more often, people get hurt. It’s like the cage fights, the shooting galleries. If the blood wasn’t genuine, where’d be the thrill? When people get bored enough, they do some dumb things.”

        To Queneau, the sim would be absolutely real. Within its parameters, she had actually followed Vidal into Allumer. For ten minutes she had loitered in the outer hall, and the next cue was an eruption of whooping and shouting from one of the VR booths, where two youths were sharing the hookup, ‘buddy hooking,’ while a third had paid the lesser fee to watch the videofeed. 

        The audio cues were specific. Nothing they said referred to Vidal by name, but the ribald comments could be describing no one else; and according to the voyeurs, he would be scraped dead off the floor when the scene was over. 

        The sim was designed this way. Vidal had geared it so that the longer Queneau waited, the more beat-up the digitoid of himself became, and the end was inevitable. If she stood by, she would watch him die; and if she did, any deal Shapiro would have offered her would also die, stillborn.

        Vidal still had faith in Queneau, but even he acknowledged that in ten years people changed. It would not be the first time Shapiro had seen hardship and bad luck take a good officer and twist him. Or her. He leaned closer to the threedee. The sim had switched from the ‘god’s eye view’ to Queneau’s POV. He seemed to be looking through her eyes as she watched the videofeed of a brutal scene. 

        The right side of the display showed her BP, respiration and brainwave activity. And if the numbers were any indication, she was fuming. Like desire and fear, anger gave a clear signature. Both Vidal and Shapiro knew almost to the moment when Queneau was too furious to remain a spectator. The AI controlling the simulation switched back to the wide angle ‘god’s eye view’ as the pilot began to move.

        She had paid twenty dollars to monitor a threedee, but before hooking in she had performed a cautious recce of the club. She noted the nine VR cubicles out front, carrying the feeds from the playrooms. All the rooms opened off one changing facility with a dozen lockers. Which door Vidal was behind, she could not guess, and she was not about to waste time gambling.

        Careful and thorough as he set up the sim, Vidal had armed her. She carried a Colt, one of the classic AP-60s, a century old but lovingly maintained and as deadly as the day it left the factory on Mars. The cannon was in her hand as she stepped out of the VR booth, and the digitoid of Sammy Lodovic found itself looking down the barrel.

        “Jesus Christ, lady, what in hell you think you do?” The troll’s eyes bugged so far out of his head, Shapiro wondered if Vidal had caricatured the man.

        But Queneau was not amused. “Call off the hoons, you bastard, right fucking now. Get Mick out of there.”

        “No can do,” Lodovic began.

        “Yes, you bloody can, Sammy, and if you make me count to three, you’re going to be dancing on biocyber feet. One —”

        “I can’t! I — can’t, goddamn!”

        “Two,” Queneau rasped, and the muzzle of the Colt grazed the skin from Lodovic’s cheekbone.

        “I — all right, all right! Jesus! You mad, you — you fuckin’ raving, should be locked up,” Lodovic babbled. “Reed! Reed! Number two, break it up, get Vidal.”

        Reed was a full-blood Kuchini, massively over-muscled for Borushek, and running to fat. In the shadows he looked more gorilla than human, but he had seen the weapon in Queneau’s right fist, and heard the note of unaccustomed panic in his boss’s voice. Lodovic did not need to shrill the instructions a second time as she grasped him by a handful of his collar and propelled him toward the locker room.

        “Pull the vidfeed! Shit, Barney, quick, kill the video!” Lodovic was bawling as Queneau manhandled him and drove the bouncer ahead of them. “Barney!”

        A voice wafted through from the front, where the VR cubicles were controlled from a single terminal. “I’m doing it, f’chrissakes, Sammy!”

        The three clients were in no condition to put up an argument, much less a fight. They were barely on their feet as they stumbled out of the near-darkness of the playroom. They caught one glimpse of the Colt and dove for the lockers. The last Queneau saw of them, they had grabbed their clothes and were running for the stairs, naked and bellowing.

        “Mick! Mick, you bloody fool, wake up!” Still holding the gun on Lodovic and his minder, she reached down and rolled Vidal over. He was out cold, and in the gloom she could not tell how bad the damage was. She smelt the butcher’s shop odor of blood and scorched flesh. 

        She lifted an eyelid and saw white, pressed a finger to the base of his throat and felt a pulse. She had stooped to haul Vidal over her shoulder when Reed, the minder, decided to try his luck. He had a bottle in one hand like a bludgeon, a knife in the other, and he timed his move perfectly. Queneau was off balance, Vidal’s weight unsteady on her left shoulder, when Reed came in — and for a man his size he was fast. 

        The tip of the knife raked Queneau’s right shoulder and arm. He was trying to disable the limb, make her drop the Colt, and the instant she did, he would cut her to pieces with it. Queneau gave a roar of pain, but the gun barely shifted in her grip as she turned face-on to Reed, and held down the trigger. The Colt was locked on full auto, cycling armor-piercing ammunition, and at such proximity Reed seemed to tear himself apart in a welter of blood and splintered bone.

        “Ingrid, stop the sim right there,” Shapiro said to his AI. The simulation paused as Shapiro swiveled his chair away from the threedee. 

        Vidal turned back from the windows. With a coffee cup, he gestured at the last frame, still displayed in game-realistic, lurid detail. “I told you, General. I knew her when I was a rookie. She was good then. You know she’s good now. She took Mart Sherratt’s man, Serrano. And,” he added darkly, “you know by now, you can trust her. Boden Zwerner is only a name, she doesn’t know him from a hole in the ground. Meanwhile, she just risked her neck to pull me out of a mess I’d gotten myself into.”

        “Relax, you’ve made your case.” Shapiro got to his feet and systematically stretched his back in every axis. He touched the comm beside the threedee. “Infirmary, this is Shapiro. We’re done. Terminate the simulation. I want you to bring Sergeant Queneau down gently, and give me a call when she’s awake, and she’s had a cigarette and a second cup of coffee. Speaking of which —” he cut the comm “— I’ll take one, Major.” He gestured at the easy chair on the other side of the desk. “Sit. Suddenly, we have a lot of discuss.”

        “Like, the pilot I want beside me when I take the drift-ship into Hellgate,” Vidal observed as he fetched a fresh mug and set it down before Shapiro. “I know what’s on your mind.”

        “Will Queneau take the job.” Shapiro swirled the dense black liquid in the mug. “Apparently you know her a great deal better than I do.”

        “She’ll take it.” Vidal gestured at the threedee. “She has a lot to prove, and as long as I’ve known her, she’s relished a challenge. I never saw her back off from a situation or an opponent, not even Hellgate.” He dropped into the chair opposite Shapiro and thought better of swinging his boots onto the desk. “So long as we survive the battle at Ulrand, you’ve got your drift-ship crew.”

        “Ulrand,” Shapiro echoed bitterly. “I’ve been thinking about that. I had wanted the Ranjipur to fly there. She’s still shut down, dark and dormant, on Kjorin, but she’s a big, powerful, dangerous ship, exactly the kind of vessel we need at Ulrand. I’ve even toyed with the idea of cutting a deal with Marianna Wing and Conway Streller: they get their freedom and a share of the spoils, if the fly for us there.”

        Vidal puffed out his cheeks. “I wouldn’t make a bet on them. I admit, I don’t know Wing, not personally, but what I’ve heard at second- and third-hand tells me, she’s nasty, vengeful, as dangerous as that ship of hers, and predictable. You can be dead sure she’ll sign your contract and then do a one-eighty and knife you in the back.”

       “Grab the chance to fly at Ulrand, and then vanish,” Shapiro agreed, “or, take her freedom and a share in the spoils of war, and then sell me and my operation to the Confederacy for a handsome fee. I’ve thought of this too, Major, which is why I left the idea where it belonged, on the shelf. But the Ranjipur remains a ship to be reckoned with, and she will be at Ulrand. I wondered about offering her to your friend Queneau as part of a deal: the price of her liberty is to fly for me in convoy with the Freespacer fleet.”

        “Interesting,” Vidal allowed. “But no law says she’ll survive. A lot of people are going to die there. And I need Queneau with me in El’arne.”

        “I know that, too.” Shapiro smiled faintly. “I’ll put a crew aboard the Ranjipur. You can have your pilot. So long as Queneau doesn’t spit right in your eye and tell you where to go, her next assignment, and yours, will be the Wastrel. I’ll get you aboard, and I want the two of you studying every nut and bolt on that contraption of Jazinsky’s. You’ll prep the probe with your own hands for the flight into
El’arne.”

        “El’arne,” Vidal echoed in a whisper. “The Vast.”

        “The stormy side of the sky.” Shapiro drained the coffee. 

        “And what about Streller and Wing?” Vidal wondered. “They won’t like having their ship hijacked for a battle without them.”

        “They won’t know about it.” Shapiro was pacing, unable to be still, and he watched a heavy lifter heading out from the east apron, where the gantries loomed like drowsing dinosaurs. “They’re a dangerous liability to us all, Major, even though they haven’t actually committed a crime in this instance. You can be certain they’ve committed plenty more, at other times, in other places. I’m neither judge nor jury, but until the situation in the Deep Sky has been resolved, I can neither release them nor hand them over to any judicial authority outside this office, including the penitentiary in Jackson.”

        The blue eyes sparked with wry humor as Vidal said, “You’re going to write the termination order.”

        But Shapiro’s head shook slowly. “Nothing so drastic as execution. Call it deferment.” He gave Vidal an amused glance. “Call it cryogen.”

        “And we can deal with them when the time comes.” Vidal chuckled. “A time,” he added, “when what they know about you, us, isn’t worth an Ulrish dime. Any way you look at it, they have twenty or thirty years in Jackson coming for the stunts they’ve pulled between here and the Shackleton Void. When they get out of there, they can have the Ranjipur.”        

        “We’re on the same page,” Shapiro agreed, “and I can tell you, I’ve chewed on the problem of Streller and Wing since they were brought here. What I want to — excuse me.” He broke off as the comm chimed, and thumbed the key. “Shapiro.”

        “Infirmary, General. Sergeant Queneau is awake. She’s full of blockers, but she’s on her feet and pretty angry. Give her fifteen minutes.”

        “Give her fifteen, then go in there armed with a good story.” Vidal’s face clenched. “She’s going to want to kill me.”

        Shapiro’s hand landed on the younger man’s shoulder. “Take a word of advice from the old dog. Know when to duck.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

“That was despicable. If any other face in the Deep Sky had walked through that door, it would be a mess of blood by now.” Queneau’s eyes glittered with fury, but she did not move from the chair where she was smoking bel-grass with one hand and drinking coffee with the other. 

        She was dressed in the dark blue fatigues common to the Fleet troops, with no unit badges, no insignia of rank, nothing to identify her. She looked good, given what she had been through; the years had not been brutal. New lines showed around her mouth and eyes, but she was darkly tanned after so long on Ulrand, and her big frame was as thickly muscled as ever. The pale brown hair he remembered was ruthlessly cut, though not quite buzzed back to her skull. 

        The quarters where she had been confined had no windows; light, heat and air were all pumped in, which had made it easy to sedate her. The drugs were blocked now. Queneau was clear headed and her memory had returned. She knew reality from fantasy, and she knew exactly what had happened. With careful fingertips, she explored the tiny punctures in the temples and behind her ears, where the VR hookup had been attached. 

        “You, uh, done a lot of VR before?” Vidal wondered.

        “Never had a reason to.” Queneau looked him up and down with a murderous expression. “Hello, Mick. You look ... older.”

        “I am older,” Vidal retorted. “It’s been a long time, Jo, and none of us is getting enough sleep.” He pulled up a chair and straddled it. “Jesus, you landed yourself in one deep shit-pit of trouble this time.”

        She took a long drag on the cigarette and plumed bel-grass smoke from both nostrils. “Tell me about it. I was just doing my damned job. How the fuck was I supposed to know I was after a special agent for the ... the saviors of the Deep Sky?” Her tone was sharp, acid with mockery. “The guy who cuts my paychecks told me to blow his ass out of the sky. What am I, clairvoyant?”

        “You could make a living in show business if you were,” Vidal said with reluctant humor. “Seriously, Jo, you’ve been pushing your luck, and I’d say it just snapped.”

        “Says who?” Queneau demanded.

        He folded his arms on the back of the chair and studied her with a frown. “Says your record. After Sherratt ID’d you, Shapiro pulled up the whole file and then Dendra Shemiji chased down a lot more. They have access to Freespacer sources that even Fleet Borushek can’t touch.”

        “Dendra —?” Her eyes widened. “You’re shitting me. They’re a society of assassins! Fleet took out a contract on me?”

        “No.” Vidal indulged himself in a chuckle. “Don’t flatter yourself. You’re not so valuable ... well, not to them.”

        “To you?” Queneau dropped the burned-out cigarette butt and reached for the crushed pack of Makerras. She had flicked the lighter when she pinned him with a look that might have flayed the flesh from his bones. “You’re pussyfooting, Mick. It was never your style. What are you trying to say? Some bastard at Fleet Borushek just signed the warrant to put me in front of a military firing squad?”

        “Is that what you think?” Vidal got up and scraped the chair back in under the table. “They’ve got you running scared, haven’t they? It’s been one lockup after another. Sherratt’s place on Saraine, then Riga, then here.” He leaned both shoulders on the wall by the door. “Has anyone spoken to you about your situation? Your options?”

        “Before or after they drugged me to the eyeballs and fed me that load of horse shit?” Queneau glared a challenge at him.

        “The ‘load of horse shit’ was infinitely preferable to the alternative,” Vidal said sharply. “You had it coming, Sergeant. Interrogation. You got off damned easy, be grateful.”

        She took a quick breath to snarl a retort and then subsided. He was right, and they both knew it. She held the lighter to the fresh cigarette and watched the tip glow orange. “Okay, Mick, enlighten me. I have options? You could have fooled me.”

        Vidal relaxed by a notch. “I asked Shapiro to assign you to my project.”

        “Very nice of you.”

        “Maybe.” He shrugged eloquently. “Maybe not. You don’t know what my project is.”

        She hesitated, in the act of dragging on the smoke. “And when I do, I might tell you where to shove it?”

        “You have the right.”

        “And if I do?”

        His brows knitted as he studied the ceiling over his head in search of patience, or inspiration, or both. He envied Curtis Marin the ancient Dendra Shemiji disciplines. “Turn me down, and you could land right back on Shapiro’s shitlist. What he saw in the VR sim just convinced him to give you a chance to prove you belong with us. You’ll put your neck on the line, right alongside mine. Sure, you could die ... but only if we both do, and you damn’well know me better than that. Me? I’m indestructible.”

        Her face clenched, her eyes squeezed shut. “I knew it would be something like this. It had to be. And if I don’t care to prove nothing to nobody, and I just take my place on this shitlist of Shapiro’s...?”

        “You can sit out the colonial wars, and the Zunshu wars, in a cell right here, on this level of this building,” Vidal said slowly. He gave the windowless room a thoughtful look. “It wouldn’t be my first choice.”

        A little stiff in her joints after the weeks of captivity, Queneau got her feet under her. She thrust both hands into the pockets of the fatigues. “I’m listening. From where I’m standing, you’re the only game in town, Mick. And I’m not about to spend the next five years of my life in a box like this, while the Deep Sky tears itself to tatters.”

        He might have told her, the Deep Sky would not be five weeks, let alone five years, in the process. The time was now, it was happening, it had already started, and there was no way out or back. Instead, he stood aside and slapped his palm on the pad by the door. It opened, and he motioned her out through it.

        “Walk with me. Are you hungry? I’m going to tell you a whole bunch of stuff you have no right knowing ... unless you’re one of us.” She was halfway out of the holding cell when he clenched a hand into her upper arm to halt her. “When I’m through, you’re in.” His brows quirked in question. “This is your last chance to tell me to shut my mouth and disappear.”

        She looked down at the hand on her arm, and then into his eyes. “I should buy the proverbial pig in the poke?”

        “Like everything else in life, it’s a crapshoot,” Vidal said blandly. “You used to trust me. Remember all those times we slammed each other into the floor, in the gym aboard the Shanghai? You trusted me then. Trust me now.”

        “It’s been a long time. I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

        “I’m the reason you’re getting this chance,” Vidal said harshly. “If I hadn’t spoken up for you, they’d have buried you so deep, you’d have been forgotten. What, I was wrong?”
        At least Queneau’s mouth twisted in something not unlike a smile. “I didn’t say that. And yes, I’m hungry.” She stepped out of the cell. “I’m also listening, Mick.”

        For more than an hour Vidal spoke without pause or interruption. Queneau asked nothing, made no comment, until he was hoarse and the last detail had been laid out on the table. They ate ragout and naan in the security staff’s lounge, where someone had programmed the ’chefs to churn out food so hot, the first mouthful burned the taste buds off Vidal’s tongue. The lounge was empty but for themselves. A jangle of muzak muttered in the distance and every few minutes the armorglass beside them trembled with the massive engines of a lifter leaving the Fleet compound.

        At last Vidal fell silent and waited for the barrage of questions. He had spoken of Shapiro and his covert operation — Travers and Marin, and people like them, of whom he had become one. He spoke of Mark Sherratt and Dendra Shemiji — not quite the simple assassination bureau she had assumed; and of the Zunshu. Her face was stony as he went over the political picture from the Confederacy’s perspective, and described Charleston Aimes Rutherford, the man and his mission. 

        She grasped the kinetic nature of politics which were based on money and choreographed by no more than twenty families in the homeworlds, all of which had become wealthier, more powerful, in the thirty years since President Jardine Mayhew’s ‘strong fleet’ proclamation, than whole colony worlds had been in the century previous. 

        For the first time he saw a thread of disbelief when he spoke of the Zunshu, but it was soon spent: Queneau had been Mark Sherratt’s guest, she knew about the Resalq — their unlikely survival, their near annihilation. She knew more about the situation at El Khouri than Vidal himself did. She had been on Ulrand when it happened. The devastation was the product of Zunshu technology, he told her. And there was much more.

        He finished with a few sparse sentences about the work being done on Kjorin ... the mine, the stasis chamber, the top fuel. The Hellgate probe which he himself thought of as the ‘drift-ship.’ The lines of her face deepened with concentration and she leaned forward, waiting for every word. He did not have to describe the terrible ‘honeycomb’ of El’arne — like himself, Queneau had served a tour in Hellgate. She had seen some of the worst the Rabelais Drift could do, in a place where neither space nor time was constant. She knew about the Vast. As a Fleet pilot, she had shadowboxed with temporo-gravitic events for years, and as a Freespacer she had drunk in the same Halfway taverns with ex-Fleet pilots who had seen it all and survived to tell of it.

        Vidal had finished eating long before. The plates should have been dumped into the chute, but were abandoned and forgotten on the end of the table. He looked levelly at her as he said, 

        “The Resalq have always known the Zunshu come out of the Vast, riding some kind of gravity express. They’re on the other side of El’arne, and if we ever want to take the fight back to them, we learn to ride the same gravity highway.” 

        He had already spoken in passing of the drift-ship, the manned probe which would be launched into a Class 7 event; he had mentioned Queneau’s skills as a pilot, which enabled her to track a ‘wake ghost’ and get the better of Jai Serrano. Twice, he had recalled Queneau’s experience in the Rabelais Drift — and she had never been slow on the uptake.

        As he wound down into silence, ready to field questions, she sat back and studied the palms of her hands. “I’ll put my neck on the line, you said, right beside yours. I could die ... but only if we both do.” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “You want me to fly the probe.”

        “I want to you copilot for me,” Vidal corrected, husky from talking. “I’m flying it, Jo, with or without you. I need the best copilot I can get, and that’s you. I told you a while ago, any AI pilot we ever designed is a waste of time in there. The Zunshu seem to know how to make the buggers function, but we don’t have the knack yet.” He sat back and surveyed the Fleet compound, which sprawled away toward the horizon at his right hand. The afternoon thunderstorm was gathering over the hills above the Carmichael sector, and the humidity would be ninety percent. “So?”

        “I’m thinking.”

        “You have to think about it?”

        “No,” Queneau admitted. “But one thing I learned in Halfway, kid. In this life, you get what you negotiate for.” For the first time she smiled, albeit faintly. “I want my liberty. I want guarantees.”

        Vidal pushed back his chair and stood. “Time,” he told her, “to talk to Harrison Shapiro.”

        They waited thirty minutes for Shapiro to have time for her. He was returning calls, reviewing an edit of the data from Ulrand, Omaru and Velcastra, and tasking Ingrid. Vidal and Queneau sat in the lounge chairs beside his private elevator, listening to the threedee, and Vidal watched the woman’s face closely. She knew the scene on Ulrand at firsthand. If she had still been in Marak, she would have voted in the referendum.

        The long-expected proclamation of secession had been issued by President Ulverson Marsik, and the terms were brutally specific. All Fleet personnel and vessels were given a ten-hour notice to quit the Ulrand system, and their return would be a question of permits, visas, docking and entry fees. Red tape would tangle and a great deal of money would change hands. 

        The proclamation was days old already, and Shapiro stopped Ingrid’s data to fix the last-known position of the Ganymede. The signal lag between Borushek and Albeniz was just less than three days. Seventy hours ago, she was still at the Fleet docks, but Shapiro’s face was a grim mask as he traded glances with Vidal. It was a safe bet she had shipped out already.

        “Update me on the Shanghai carrier group,” Shapiro said quietly.

        The AI’s voice was level, without inflection. “Their telemetry placed them at Beacon 272, thirty hours ago.”

        “272?” Vidal echoed.

        The threedee brightened, sparkling blue, gold, red, with a navigation plot. Depicted as a blinking point of light, 272 was one link in the data-chain which stretched back into the Middle Heavens, on its way to Earth. It was so remote from any major colony that when it was due service work, technicians came out from Mawson. The vast emptiness of the Shackleton Void stretched away, hugging the flank of the Mare Resalq; and Ulrand lay just over forty e-space hours away, to galactic northwest.

        “Protocol says Rutherford should return to Fleet Borushek before he rendezvous with the carrier croup and sanctions the invasion of Ulrand,” Shapiro mused, “but I wouldn’t count on him observing the protocol. I’m afraid he scorns me, though he has no reason, yet, to suspect the game I’m playing.” He was up and pacing between his desk and the wide windows, where the squall had begun to lash the armorglass and lightning flickered. “Allow three days, Major, for the Ganymede to join the Shanghai, and another two, give or take, for the convoy to reach Ulrand.”
        “Time?” Vidal asked tersely.

        “Is tight,” Shapiro told him, “but we’ve had signals from Captain Vaurien’s associates, using the callsign Jaguar Moon.” He flicked a veiled glance at Queneau. “How much has she been told?”

        “Enough,” Vidal said quietly. “The broad points, not the details.”

        “All right.” Shapiro turned back to the view as an arc of blue-white streamed out of the purple-gray storm front. “The Mako, the Helena, the Krait, the Harlequin, the Palenque and eight others are already at Beacon 556. Meaning, we appear to have recruited Rodman, van Donne, Wang, the Baer brothers, even one of Boden Zwerner’s captains, and a fleet of their colleagues. 

        “The Ranjipur will be joining them.” Shapiro frowned at Vidal and Queneau. “And neither of you will be flying it. I’ll assign one of my own crews. No one is expendable, but ...” He looked at Queneau. “Do I assume you’re with us, Sergeant?”

        She stood, and groaned. “Does the ‘sergeant’ crap mean I’m back in the service?”

        “Provisionally,” Shapiro allowed. “You don’t work for Fleet. You work for me ... Lieutenant Queneau.”

        Her brows rose. “I never cared much for officers.”

        “So much the better, then,” Shapiro said acidly, “that you’ll be on the Wastrel for the time being. After the cessation of hostilities between the Deep Sky and the Confederacy, you’re free to go, Queneau. Or stay, if you will. We’ll establish our sovereignty on one front and have a war to fight on another, without the backing of Earth. We won’t hold onto the Freespacer fleet for long. They’re only in it for profit, the loot that can be liberated after the battle at Ulrand. They’re welcome to it. I know they’ll vanish back into Freespace as soon as they’ve carved up the spoils. For them it’ll be over. For us, it’s just beginning, and gifted pilots like yourself will be most welcome.”

        Queneau had been frowning since she heard their assignment. “You’re sending Vidal and me to Rich Vaurien’s ship?”

        “I’ll brief you,” Vidal promised. “Speaking of the Wastrel —”

        “Vaurien messaged me via the blockade. The courier Chryse arrived insystem not two hours ago.” Shapiro regarded Queneau curiously. “The Wastrel has left Kjorin, headed for Alshie’nya.”

        “I’m blank there,” Vidal admitted. “The name sounds Resalq.”

        “It is. There’s no real equivalent in any human language. Any translation sounds quaint. It’s an abyss in space, avoided by everything and everyone, fortified by two legs of the Bronowski Reef. The white-hot chatter between Naiobe and 2631C stops signals getting in or out, better than a deliberate sensor blind, and the debris fields of the reef are so thick, only the drift miners go in there, and that only infrequently.”

        “And that’s where Vaurien’s headed?” Vidal demanded. “I’m still blank. What would take Richard there?”

        “So you should be,” Shapiro said in acerbic tones. “This whole operation functions on a ‘need to know’ basis, Major. If any one of us were to fall into the hands of the Confederacy, what he or she knows could be used to destroy the rest of us — and the Deep Sky.” He gave Vidal an odd, crooked smile. “I have a few secrets left. When the time is right, I’ll share them. You’re about to learn one of them, a large one ... and even I don’t know much more than the bare bones of it. Mark Sherratt and Richard Vaurien have wrangled this project between them, and until two hours ago I couldn’t have betrayed the secret of Alshie’nya, no matter how I’d been tortured for it.” He paused to look at his chrono. “The Chryse is leaving in four hours, and you’ll be on it. 

        “She’ll get you aboard the Wastrel, and your sole assignment, Vidal, Queneau, is the probe. The drift-ship. Put all else out of your minds.” He was looking hard at Queneau. “I assume Major Vidal has at least told you enough, at this point? Shake my hand, Queneau, and you’ll be fully briefed.” He looked back at Vidal then. “Don’t concern yourselves with the battle at Ulrand. Won or lost, it’s not your affair. Nor is the situation at Omaru ... though I do want to conference with you, Vidal, about Velcastra, before you ship out. I sent a message by courier to your associate, Robert Chandra Liang. He has agreed to meet with me, and I want your input regarding security concerns.”

        “Such as?” Vidal wondered.

        “The location.” Shapiro’s brow creased. “Liang has offered a meeting at his home on Elstrom StarCity. If it were possible I’d conference with Neil Travers, but he’s out of reach, aboard the Wastrel at a Alshie’nya, and I’m out of time. I know Travers installed a security system for Liang, but that was several years ago.”

        “StarCity would be the safest place on Velcastra,” Vidal said slowly. “You can fly directly into Robert’s private landing space. So long as you don’t arrive in a Fleet vessel, no one outside your personal staff need ever know you were there.”

        Shapiro mulled all this over. “I quoted your name, Rusch’s, Marin’s. Liang seemed tractable, though understandably cautious. And I think,” he said slowly, “I should go there without delay. Anything I have to say to Liang is far too delicate to be transmitted ... and it can’t wait any longer.”

        “And we’ll be on the Wastrel,” Vidal mused, “in Hellgate.”

        “Until the invasion of Ulrand,” Shapiro agreed. “The Wastrel won’t take part in the conflict. She’s too important to us for her to be placed in such jeopardy. She’s the only platform we have that’s stable, viable inside Hellgate, equal to the task of chasing the major temporo-gravitic event we’ll need to get you into El’arne. But she’ll be in the Ulrand system like a neutral referee, when the Shanghai group deploys. 

        “All being well, I’ll meet you there.” He turned toward the silent, wary Queneau and offered the hand he had promised. “Welcome aboard, Lieutenant. There was something you wanted to discuss?”

        But Queneau made negative noises as she clasped his hand, shook it once and let it go. “Not now, General. When I walked in here, I was going to bargain for my liberty and maybe some kind of compo, after the flight into the Drift, but ...” She looked sidelong at Vidal. “Later, sir. It’ll keep for a time when anybody here has anything to bargain with, and for.”

        “Very wise.” Shapiro returned to the threedee. “If you’ll excuse me, I have travel arrangements to make. Ingrid, call the standby crew aboard the Chryse. Inform them of two passengers. The pilots are to wait, and take flight directions from Major Vidal.”

        “The Chryse is informed,” Ingrid murmured with no noticeable delay. “You have an incoming message.”

        “Source?” Shapiro wondered.

        “Ulrish Environmental Minister Jonathan Kim.”

        “Play it.”

        Courtesy aside, Vidal could hardly fail to hear as the message opened. He did not see the screen, but he heard the voice of a young man with the unmistakable accent of Ulrand. “Harrison, hello ... I’m sending this in one hell of a hurry, and I owe you one. In fact, I owe you a whole bunch, and any time you want to collect, m’dear, you’re welcome! We just got a heads-up from the secret service here in Marak. In fact, it came in from the president’s bodyguard and if I hadn’t been in the Capitol building at the time, I’m too lowly a life form to have known about it, until the shackles were on.

        “There are Confederate agents in Marak, Harrison. They’re seizing anyone they can get their claws on, who had anything at all to do with government. Secretaries, publicists, members from the provinces. There has to be a bounty on my head, because I’ve been gaffing the Environmental Department, liaising with you, since El Khouri. 

        “I’m out, Harry. I called in a couple of favors from people who’ve owed me for years. I threw a few things into a bag, grabbed the dogs ... borrowed my neighbor’s car and made a run for it in the wee small hours. The rink was a mess but I made it out to a regional ’port, and I’m on a freighter headed for Velcastra by the slow-boat route. 

        “She’s a tramp, which means the crew bums a cargo wherever they can find one, and hops from port to port. They loaded a couple of tonnes of low-priority freight for Velcastra, so I know we’re headed there eventually, though I don’t know when ... and this suits me fine: Confederate agents can’t predict where I’ll be at any one time, because the skipper of a cargo tramp never knows!

        “Listen, Harry, I’ll call you again from ElstromCity, when I get in. I don’t know a soul on the planet, so I’ll be in some fleabag motel that takes dogs. I don’t have much cash — the money-markets here are so iffy, our banks have a limit on how much you can withdraw on any one day ... damned inconvenient when you’re on the run. And it’s a safe bet every account and credit card with an Ulrish tax-base address will be frozen long before I get to Velcastra. My cards are going to be useless.”

        The voice paused for some moments. Vidal had been watching Shapiro’s face as the older man frowned at the screen, and he saw him breathe a long sigh. 

        “Damnit, Harry,” Kim said in an odd tone, strained, with a thin veneer of forced humor stretched taut over fear, “I’m out and free, and I’m grateful to you! But I’m in big trouble. Velcastra could be crawling with Confederate agents. I could be picked up there as soon as I show my face. Can you, uh, help me? Jesus, I’m sorry. We didn’t have long together before you had to leave, and ... damnit! This is hard. 

        “I know you don’t fully trust me, not yet. There’s a bone in the back of your head that’s still wondering if I’m just screwing around with you, maybe trying to fleece you. Not true, Harry. Not for a second. We were good together. It wasn’t for long, and it wasn’t nearly enough, but what we had was damned fine. I want that again. 

        “I have some decent degrees and diplomas that can go to work on Borushek, where we can be close. But you’ll have to help me, Harry, or the Earther agents’ll just pick me up in Elstrom, and it’s all been for nothing.

        “The crew here just told me we’re about to get into e-space, so I have to make this fast. I don’t even know where we’re headed first, just that I’ll be on Velcastra sometime. I ... I’ll call you when I find a place in Elstrom. I miss you, Harry. Miss you like all hell. I’ll talk to you soon, all right?”

        The threedee returned to the usual datafeed, and Shapiro looked up over the blue mist sphere. “Contrary to what you might believe, I’m human after all, and not quite the geriatric.”

        “I never doubted it,” Vidal said quietly. He gestured at the threedee. “I can give you an Elstrom contact number, and an access code. How certain are you of your man, Kim? If you’re sure you can trust him, when he gets into Velcastra have him call the number, quote the access code. Daku security, and our data web, are one hell of a lot better than the Ulrish Secret Service. The Ulrish do try, but they don’t have the contacts, the ratlines into Borushek, Jagreth, Omaru. We do.” He gave Shapiro a dark look. “If Velcastra is lousy with Confederate agents, Robert’s group will know about it, and the agents will be eliminated as and when they’re identified ... which doesn’t mean your friend is guaranteed safety. Don’t underestimate Confederate agents. They’re good.” He smiled faintly. “Then again, don’t underestimate the Daku. We’re just as good. And you already know, we don’t hesitate to use Dendra Shemiji. Curtis Marin was an associate of Robert’s before you met either of them.” 

        “Fair enough,” Shapiro said thoughtfully. “And to answer your question, I’m as sure of Jon Kim as I can be about anyone. It’s not impossible that he’s a Confederate plant, but the idea seems to me to be complete paranoia. The Confederacy would have to know ahead of time where I’d be, and when, and that I might be interested in a relationship with a man, and what kind of man, and the advances I’d respond to. Too many ifs, ands and buts, Major. Too many variables. Still, I’m paranoid enough to check out Jon Kim before he gets to Velcastra.” He accorded Vidal a rare, genuine smile. “God knows, I checked out you and Alexis Rusch.”

        Vidal chuckled richly. “I know you did. Like Alexis said, next time you want to know something — ask.”

        “I did.” Shapiro was frowning at the threedee. “Give me those codes. You have my word, Kim will be cleared by my own security, or Dendra Shemiji if you prefer, before he’s given them.”

        “Good enough.” Vidal slid into the chair by the threedee, and his fingers pattered over the keypad. “Done and done.” He swiveled the chair out and looked up at Shapiro. “I don’t have to tell you, be careful.” 

        “You mean, watch out for Confederate agents, Senator Rutherford, the Shanghai carrier battle group, the Ulrand Secret Service, the Daku security corps, Zunshu sleeper weapons, and Dendra Shemiji oversight?” Shapiro raked all ten fingers back through his hair, leaving it in an odd tousle. “I’m walking a tightrope in a high wind, Major Vidal ... Michael.” He nodded at the threedee. “Jon Kim was my only ally on Ulrand in the weeks after El Khouri. He ran the gauntlet of government, media and paparazzi for me, drew the flak and put his job on the line. Even if I wasn’t fond of the man, which I am, I’d owe him a few favors — more than enough to get him into a backwater on Borushek, teaching Introduction to Xenobiology to high school kids, where the Confederacy will never find him.”

        Vidal stood and offered Shapiro his hand. “Good luck, General. If we don’t meet again —”

        “We will,” Shapiro said stubbornly.

        But Vidal harbored few illusions. “We might. I hope we do, but if we don’t ... it’s been a privilege working with you. If I hadn’t been wearing a Fleet uniform, I’d have been happy to call you a friend. In fact, when it’s all over, if we make it through, I’ll invite you over to the Vidal clan castle and we’ll drop the ‘General’ and ‘Major’ crap.”

        “I look forward to it.” Shapiro shook Vidal’s hand, and clasped his shoulder. “I’ll meet you at Ulrand, Michael.”

        It was a gentle dismissal and Vidal shepherded Queneau ahead of him, out of the office. She was burning with questions, but for the moment she kept them to herself and he was grateful. The courier flight out to Hellgate would seem interminable, and he expected to talk himself hoarse again before she was satisfied.        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Wastrel, Alshie’nya

 

Three kilometers from the blunt, down-turned nose to the massive sterntubes, the drift miner Cerberus trawled between Beacon 686 and the smelter. 

        686 was a piece of history. It was one of Ernst Rabelais’s original markers, dumped into the ripped, fragmented space between Naiobe and a red giant star which he called Bellona, to mark an area of extreme navigation hazard. Long after Rabelais vanished, Bellona became the nova, 2631C, but by a fluke of luck the beacon survived. 686 was the last beacon he dropped, and historians counted it the end of the Rabelais Track, though the position of the beacon itself was doubtful. 

        It moved. The Drift picked it up and set it back down, light minutes away and days later, or earlier. Sometimes, instruments on the Cyclops facility on Nirgal, and aboard the Oberon science platform reported hearing two distinct signals from 686, identical in frequency and coding, issuing from locations in the same tormented region of space, but far enough apart to rule out any possibility of an ‘echo.’ At other times Cyclops and Oberon would report no signal at all for hours or days, and just as a tech crew was being assigned to service the old marker beacon it would reappear, sometimes close to its original place, sometimes far away.

        Historical purists were annoyed, since the actual end of the Rabelais Track was impossible to pinpoint, either in space or time; but no one who had lived or worked long in Hellgate was even mildly surprised. The concepts of ‘time’ and ‘space’ became pliable when the observer closed one eye and squinted, looking at them from a different vantage point. Temporal and spatial coordinates only became nonsense, confusing, when an observer tried to view them as stable elements of a three dimensional universe.

        In the rips and eddies, rapids and maelstroms of Hellgate, time and space were more like the surface tension on water, always changing, stretching, compressing, frequently rupturing, and never more than a few layers thick, while beneath that malleable surface lay labyrinths so deep, so convoluted and ephemeral, the task of charting them was impossible because there was nothing permanent to chart.

        Hellgate might be Barb Jazinsky’s idea of a playground, but both the reality and the math that described it made Richard Vaurien’s head throb. Healthy sweat coursed off him as he stepped into the ops room, and he blotted at his face with the towel which hung around his shoulders. The blood was still pulsing, his legs tingled with effort after the jog around the Wastrel’s pressurized decks, and the stress had drained out of him. 

        The stress was nothing to do with Hellgate. Jazinsky, Ingersol and the pilots, Greenstein and Cassals, had the bitch’s measure. Even here at Alshie’nya, Hellgate was merely difficult to handle, like a bratty teenager with rampaging hormones and no manners. Vaurien’s blood pressure had spiked earlier, when the Wastrel dropped out of e-space on the skirts of Hellgate and Etienne delivered a number of messages which had been holding in the last node of the comm conduit.

        Several were from the Kiev, on the Omaru blockade. One was from Tonio Teniko. Vaurien played it in his quarters, and felt his skin crawl. Teniko was hollow-cheeked, bruised-eyed, strung out on the drugs that masked the unavoidable pain. The flesh was disappearing from his bones as pain, chemicals and the physical and emotional upheaval killed his appetite and soured his belly. 

        It had begun. The Lushi sat before the threedee pickup with his shoulders hunched and his hands clenched into claws against his chest. His bones were already growing. His shoulders would become proportionately wider; the bones of his legs and feet would broaden and thicken; those feet would both lengthen and widen, proportional to the rest of his body as the geometry changed and the Lushi became the Pakrani. The bones of his arms would thicken, the joints would broaden, his hands would become proportionally larger, the knuckles more prominent, the fingers wider. Even his skull was growing, along with his spine, and the rate of growth was many times faster than a normal, developing child would experience. When bone growth was well advanced, ligaments, tendons and muscle fibers would begin to grow; and the whole process was exquisitely painful. 

        Teniko had already developed a drug problem before he left Fleet, and the months he spent institutionalized on Velcastra had done nothing to solve the trouble. Twice, Vaurien had seized and dumped Tonio’s stash. No matter how petulant the kid became, the Wastrel had a short list of ground rules and Richard was immovable on the point. Angelino had no place aboard.

        The little fool was using it now, Vaurien guessed. He was ghost-pale, thin as a bundle of twigs. He might have been swept up out of some citybottom alleyway, and he was headed for hell. Part of Vaurien mourned. His palms still remembered the silken softness of Tonio’s skin, his fingers recalled the shape of him, the body warmth, inside and out. And he would never forget the sculpted face, almost eerily beautiful, with lips that had felt like rose petals against his own mouth and liquid brown eyes that could mesmerize. The Lushi looks had been Tonio’s curse. On the Chicago they had only made trouble for him, and the crimes committed upon his body years ago had not stopped warping his thoughts and twisting his life. The irony was sharp. The beauty which had cursed him was rapidly diminishing. Long before Tonio had developed the stature to protect the looks which, in a Lushi, could be so dangerous, beauty would be gone.

        The truth was evident in the threedee before Vaurien as he played the message. Tonio was unlikely to survive the process. If he did, the Pakrani he became would be a frail, sickly shadow of what the robust genestrand should be, yet the Lushi would be gone. If Tonio expected to become like Michael Vidal, or the young aeroball player he was so fond of, Tigh Wei, he would be disappointed.

        His voice was thick, his words slurred and slow as he thought of every syllable before he spoke. “Hello, Rich. I, uh, just ... well, want to tell you ... I’m doing okay, more or less. Three, uh, weeks, man, and ... uh, I have to go back to ... yeah, right, Riga. Scans and ... stuff. Y’know how it goes. They just need to kinda look at me, and ... yeah. All that, uh, yeah, therapy.”

        The Resalq specialists would take one look at him, Vaurien thought darkly, and they would recommend arresting the process before it went any further. They should deny further gene therapies and slam the little fool into rehabilitation. Get the crap out of him — and beat some sense into him. Perhaps when Tonio woke up clear-headed he would be able to see himself. Vaurien could only hope.

        “Richard, what’s wrong? You look like you just saw a ghost.” Without warning, Jazinsky strode into the ops room and leaned on the side of the navtank. Her attention was divided between the confused display and Vaurien himself. The rest of the ops room was in near-darkness, but a few CRTs relayed pilotal and ship-systems data. “Richard!”

        “Yes. I’m all right.” He jerked himself out of the reverie and forced himself to make sense of what he saw in the tank. “I’m sorry, Barb, I was thinking.”

        “About the little shit-head?”

        “You must be psychic.”

        “No, just cynical.” Jazinsky’s blue eyes looked probingly at him. “Richard, it’s his life to throw away if he wants to. You offered him a different life, a good one, with comfort and security, and he turned you down flat, same as he turned down Mark, when he offered to share the Dendra Shemiji martial arts — which, incidentally, was one hell of a favor Teniko’d done nothing to earn.” The white-blonde head shook. “I should never have brought him aboard. It was a mistake.”

        “Possibly,” Vaurien allowed, “but he did good work here.”

        “For a while,” Jazinsky agreed. “He could still be doing good work. God knows, he has Alexis’s facilities to play with, and her setup’s nearly as good as ours.” She frowned at him across the corner of the tank. “Where the hell is the twerp getting the dope, right under Rusch’s nose?”

        Vaurien gave her a look of mild reproach. “Fleet’s lousy with smugglers, you know the picture as well as I do. We’re part of it. And Rusch knows what he’s going through. Tonio needs something.”

        “But angelino ain’t what he needs.” Jazinsky stood, folded both arms and studied Vaurien curiously. “Did you ever try putting him over your lap and giving his ass a good slap?”

        The suggestion made Vaurien smile for the first time in days. “It never occurred to me. And I don’t think Tonio’s the kind to respond to that kind of ... assertion.”
        “Maybe not,” Jazinsky agreed, “but he’ll never know how close he came, a dozen times, to getting whupped. By me.”

        The humor faded to nothing. “That,” Richard said quietly, “is the whole reason for what’s wrong with him.”

        “What, I wanted to slap him for being a patented bastard?” Jazinsky blinked at him.  

        “No. The fact it could be done so easily.” Vaurien surveyed the big Pakrani body beside him. “You or I, or Neil or Mick, any of us, could pick up Tonio at whim and leather the hide off him, and worse. He knows it, and he can’t live with what he is.”

        “Yeah, I know.” Jazinsky sighed and settled back with one hip against the tank. “Which should be all the more reason for him to play nice, and not make the big guys cranky. Look, Richard, you better learn how to let go. He’s not your problem, not anymore. You did what you could for him. He’s off the ship by his own choice, and — you’ve got enough trouble already heaped on your plate.” 

        She was right, yet Vaurien forced his mind back to work. He took the towel from around his shoulders and wiped off his face and neck before peering into the navtank. The Wastrel had come up on Alshie’nya and the drift miner Cerberus. The AI aboard the miner was hailing, and Etienne traded volumes of data in nanoseconds.

        Alshie’nya. The name had an exotic sound, and the nearest literal translation from the Resalq was ‘tidepool.’ The name was quite apt, for the area was a backwater in Hellgate, a refuge for vulnerable creatures such as humans and Resalq and their machines. Like crabs and shrimp, they scuttled for cover in the eddies and pools, just beyond the reach of monstrous tides that would shatter them; and all around were the rocks of a stony reef where too many ships had driven bows-on and died.

        Off one leg of the Bronowski Reef was Naiobe itself. The Wastrel’s long-range vidfeed offered a grainy visual of the black hole, and Vaurien tried not to look at it. Off another leg of the reef was 2631C, and tendrils of the nova remnant had begun to stream through the fields of rubble and minor planets as Naiobe fed. 

        Even a glance at the black hole left Vaurien feeling dizzy, as if he were gazing into the open mouth of the abyss, staring down from a great height, from which he would surely fall. Yet the view from port and starboard of the Wastrel was little less troubling. 

        She butted her way through the shoals of the Bronowski Reef like an icebreaker, with multiple, overlapping Arago fields physically shoving aside boulders as big as herself and only changing course for the minor planets whose mass was an inconvenience.

0     The bigger planetoids loomed through the mist of gasses which Naiobe had teased out of 2631C, and over the space of many years, as the black hole proceeded on its own long orbit, it encouraged the larger bodies to follow. Several had become captured. They were identified by numbers and beacon frequencies rather than names, and they orbited the black hole at such a distance and in such vast ellipses, it would be centuries before the orbits inevitably decayed and they were consumed.

        Centuries, Vaurien thought broodingly, were an eyeblink in the life of the universe. He looked into the tank, and touched a key to bring up the object labels. Naiobe was a big red-spike hazard; the 2631C nebula was a red and blue mist; several score of the larger planetoids were marked up in their own right; one of Bellona’s most-distant comets was on its way back in — and it would fall into orbit around Naiobe now, since the red giant had long ago perished. 

        The data Etienne had traded with the Cerberus was unencrypted and streaming in one side of the tank. The Cerberus was a Resalq vessel, and the synthetic mind at its core was Resalq. Cool, meticulous, curious. Since it came online, its whole world had consisted of the tidepool, Alshie’nya, and it knew its territory better than any other mind, organic or synthetic, ever would. 

        Naiobe and the nebula; the reef, Oberon and Nirgal; the beacons within signal reach; the ancient smelter, which had been on-station since before humans left their own homeworlds; and the new shrimps in this pool.

        The smelter was the equal of the Cerberus in mass and size, but it had no intelligence. It was little more than a furnace into which raw materials were dumped and processed, before a massdriver launched the refined elements toward the Cerberus for collection.

        The drift miner’s holds were almost empty; she had offloaded only weeks before, a cargo of heavy metals, some of them bound for rich markets in the Middle Heavens, the remainder headed for Albeniz, where a small yard had invested four years on a civilian construction contract. Mark Sherratt had not designed the new and unnamed hull — she was a copy of a Resalq ship which had not flown since before he was born — but he would take credit for the design, in memory of half-forgotten ancestors.

        And Mark Sherratt had also designed the AI pilot for the Cerberus. It spoke like him, Vaurien decided, as the ship opened an audio line and said,

        “Greetings, Wastrel. Is Doctor Sherratt aboard?”

        “Doctor Mark Sherratt is,” Vaurien told it. “Doctor Dario Sherratt has remained at the science facility on Kjorin. Standby for mission assignment, Cerberus.” He glanced aside. “Barb?”
        She was configuring the transmitters, and as he watched, touched a key. “Cerberus, you are receiving the signature of a heavy element which will be unfamiliar to you.”

0     “Received,” Cerberus said levelly. “You are aware of the improbable nature of this element?”

        “Well aware,” Jazinsky said ruefully. “However, the element is a fact, not a theory. Samples have been discovered, and we have reason to believe deposits will be found in this region. Your assignment is to find the lode and process the ores.” Her eyes glittered, diamond bright, as she angled a look at Vaurien. “Cerberus, are you carrying Resalq historical data regarding the development and structure of the Rabelais Drift?”

        “Comprehensive data,” Cerberus responded curiously. “Etienne requests archival update.”

        “Proceed.” Jazinsky paused for a moment to accommodate the datastream, and then called up the files and piped the graphical display right into the navtank, using it as a vast threedee. 

0     Vaurien might have asked what she was doing, but he had learned years before to be patient and use his eyes. The image raveling itself together in the navtank was unfamiliar, and he was grateful when she toggled on the label tags. He was accustomed to Hellgate in her present guise, and as he read the tags he realized he was looking back so far into the past, not even Ernst Rabelais would have seen the Drift this way. 

        He saw the giant star, Bellona — which people of his generation knew only as a nova remnant — born out of a dense ‘nursery nebula’ which had birthed many other supergiants. Some of these stars were destined to become novas, like Bellona itself. In old age, Bellona reddened, bloated, and became the third supernova recorded in 2631. The colossal explosion rearranged the Bronowski Reef, and prompted multiple theories regarding the formation of the reef. Star-stuff broke like surf on the crags and spurs, and planetoids too close to the nova were scorched to charred nubs. Then, within a decade the black hole, Naiobe, swung in on its long orbit and began to feed.

        Like Bellona, Naiobe had been a giant, though not a supergiant, birthed in the dense stellar nursery of El’arne. The supergiant exploded, while Naiobe followed the destiny of smaller stars. It collapsed into a modest black hole which continued to swing along its vast orbit, diving through El’arne, feeding, growing, and then swinging away again. Worlds like Ulkur were ravaged when Naiobe visited, and every through-pass rearranged the face of Hellgate.

        But as Vaurien watched the picture unfold over time, he saw that Naiobe was not the only star which had been born in El’arne, and died there as a collapsar. There were at least two more, both of them so ancient that one was known only by a number, while the other was merely inferred.

        Vaurien reached over and halted the display. He looked up at Jazinsky through the glow of the tank, and his fingers drummed a rhythm on the side of it. While he was engrossed in the presentation, Neil Travers and Curtis Marin had stepped into the ops room, and Vaurien angled a curious look at them. Travers took little interest in this aspect of Jazinsky’s work, but Marin had spent too long in Mark Sherratt’s company to be immune to its lure. Neil had wrestled with Hellgate, one on one, until it taught him to respect and fear the Drift, but his interest in Rabelais Space ended there, with the hard data he could use to fight it and survive. 

        “How much of this,” Vaurien asked slowly of Jazinsky, “is fact, how much is theory?”

        “Ninety-five percent is fact,” Jazinsky told him. “We know about Naiobe and 2631C, plus 2267J and several other nova events in the last two thousand years. We know about the big, bright, heavy, nasty object that’s sitting at the core of Hellgate, even though we can’t get close enough to image it properly — and you certainly can’t see it, through the pall of its own smoke screen. It’s torn apart and hauled in the remnants of at least four novae much older than 2631C, and right now it’s that bright spot in the mist you see from Ulkur. From Oberon you can’t see it at all, it’s lost in the bright haze of three superluminous giants all sitting in line-of-sight. But you can see it, and hear it muttering, from Nirgal — which is the whole reason they put the Cyclops arrays on Nirgal.” 

        “It can only be another black hole,” Curtis Marin said softly, gazing into the tank as if the image frozen there hypnotized him. 

        “It has to be,” Jazinsky agreed, “maybe twice or three times the size of Naiobe. All of Hellgate swings around it, it’s the core of Naiobe’s orbit, so you know exactly where it is, and that it’s feeding, and in another couple of thousand years it’ll eat all of the visible part of El’arne, and when there’s nothing left to feed it, it’ll go dark. Right now, it lights up the gas fields and glows so intensely, it’s the bright fuzzy area you see low in the northern skies of Omaru. You can still pick it out, if your night vision’s good and you can get away from the city lights on Cimarosa.”

        “I’ve seen it.” Travers slipped an arm about Marin’s waist and joined him at the side of the tank. “You mean, I was standing on the rim of an open pit mine, listening to drones the size of a town tearing the planet apart, and looking right up at —”

        “At the monster that lives at the heart of Hellgate,” Marin finished.

        “Christ,” Travers said eloquently, and shuddered. 

        But Jazinsky was making negative gestures. “The monster, as you call it, is nothing to worry about. It’s sitting there like a duck on the nest, too busy eating to pay any attention to the sand fleas around its pond! To come to any harm, you’d have to botch your nav numbers badly enough to run smack into it. Even Naiobe’s no real trouble. It’s bright and noisy, and if you know where it is, who’d be dumb enough to run into it?”

        Marin was still gazing into the tank. “I’m seeing a lot more in here, Barb. The Hellgate core ... Naiobe, the nova remnant, the reef ... what’s the rest of this?”
        Like steel confetti, sparkling in the blue-black darkness of the tank, were flocks of objects, and at first glance Vaurien had taken them for markers on the larger planetoids in the Bronowski Reef — those large enough to seriously damage a ship which could not plow itself a safe lane with powerful Arago fields. He looked closer now, and saw the faint traceries of orbit markers, angular size and mass estimates.

        “I have two things to show you,” Jazinsky said slowly. “I’ve been crunching Mark’s data for the last month or so. Most of the observations he made available to me are from Resalq datafeeds, both contemporary and very ancient indeed.”

        “From the time of the Zunshu assault, even before he was born?” Travers wondered.

        “Older, by a thousand years.” Jazinsky was reconfiguring the tank as she spoke. “When these observations were made by Resalq scientists and explorers, on Earth they were still trying to shore up the Roman Empire in the west, and the Tangs were trying to put in their foundations in the east.” She gave Travers and Marin a grin, through the mist of the holodisplay. “There’s no reason to feel bad. The Resalq had a hell of a head start on us.”

        She had pulled up a great deal of data, and it collated into bottom-line numbers as Vaurien watched. The angular size and mass estimates of each of the fragments of glittering confetti were totaled, and at once Vaurien saw the discrepancies.

        “Cerberus,” Jazinsky said quietly as he absorbed the data, “has performed its own investigations into the Reef and the Alshie’nya region, and its numbers support the Resalq findings.”

        “You want to share the secret?” Travers wondered. “This is all so much gibberish to me.”

        “The numbers don’t make sense,” Marin murmured. “Well, they do ... and they don’t.” He put a hand to his head, as if it had begun to throb.

        Jazinsky chuckled throatily. “What you’re seeing is accurate. There’s about enough rock out there to make one decent sized planet, if it was all bound up in the one sphere. That’s the result of the census that looked at the size of the chunks of debris — the length, breadth, width. Add ’em up, and you get a planet the size of Jagreth, which is larger than Earth by maybe twenty or thirty percent. 

        “The problem is this.” She reached into the tank and pointed out another tally. “There’s no mistake. Cerberus just ran the whole suite of scans again. According to gravimetric analysis, the aggregate gravity generated by these chunks which add up to a planet the size of Jagreth is —”

        “Equivalent to the gravity of a large star,” Mark Sherratt said as he stepped into the ops room. “Good morning, Richard. You slept well?”
        “I haven’t slept well in months,” Vaurien told him. He gestured at the tank. “And if what I’m seeing in here is anything to go by, I’ll be getting a lot less sleep in future!”

        The aroma of coffee drifted from Mark’s mug as he pulled up a chair and straddled it, with a view into the navtank. “It’s nothing to lose sleep over ... but it is worth a scientific paper, Barb, don’t you think?”

        “After the war,” she said glibly, “when I have time to publish on the Net again.” She gave Vaurien and Travers an amused look. “You should read the science journals occasionally. Even the pop-science magazines would open a few windows for you.” She gestured at the tank, and went to the ’chef for coffee. “The monster at the heart of Hellgate is the second black hole that happened around here. Naiobe is the third. The first ... well, it left its mass behind, but the object itself is apparently gone. I say apparently, because the fact is, you’re looking at it. It’s in bite-size chunks of super-dense material, each of them hiding at the core of a planetoid which accreted around it. Take a little hunk of material with, say, eighty percent the density of your actual black hole, and toss it into a region where there’s no shortage of supernova remnants. Before long you have a minor planet made of super-compressed gases, metals, heavy elements, shed by the dying stars, with a core of stuff which was made inside a black hole.”

        The concept was challenging. Vaurien felt a lance of pain through his temples, and held up a hand to stop her. “Wait right there. Even I know the only thing that gets out of black holes is gravity. Billions of tonnes of Jung particles, the J-type gravitons, every second or minute, or something. But you’re talking about chunks of black hole stuff. How big’s a chunk?”

        “Well, a lot bigger than a graviton, that’s for certain,” Jazinsky said, amused. “A chunk could be the size of an egg, maybe a beachball. You have to realize, an egg-sized piece of black hole would mass enough to start its own planet, given an almost unlimited supply of material to accrete.” She tried the coffee and leaned on the side of the tank, looking at the flocks of objects, many of which were the largest bodies in the Bronowski Reef. “You know, there are twenty theories about how the reef was made. People have been theorizing for centuries ... colliding planets, a planet that was ripped apart by gravity tides on one of Naiobe’s visits, whatever. Some of the theories have been pretty far fetched — but none were as weird as the truth.” 

        “Which is?” Travers looked from her to Sherratt and back. “You’ll have to forgive me if science journals are not my idea of pleasant reading.”

        It was Mark who took pity on him, Marin and even Vaurien. “Old black holes don’t die. Most of them fade away. In fact, when they’re finished feeding, they evaporate away to space, converting their mass to gravitons until they don’t have enough mass left to qualify as black holes. A day comes when light and other forms of radiation can escape from them. 

        “In other words, they become visible again, accessible but very dangerous. They become quite similar to neutron stars — black dwarves. As a black hole’s gravity gradually decreases over millennia, it can become unstable and oddly fragile. Its own gravity tides could conceivably fracture it, because it exists in an uncomfortable margin. It still has just enough mass to maintain its tiny, collapsed size ...

        “And then along comes the new kid on this block. Something like Naiobe. Powerful as any black hole, mobile in the old orbit it traveled as a star. It might take twenty or fifty million years for the orbits of two bodies, each swinging around a common center — the core of Hellgate — to coincide. When they do, it might be a collision, but the odds are incredibly long. More likely it’ll be a near miss, a close flyby. And the gravity tides from something like Naiobe place such stresses on the dwindling, ‘evaporated’ black hole that it literally wrenches apart.”

        He gestured into the navtank. “It’s been theorized for centuries among human physicists, but Alshie’nya is the first real place where the evidence is observable. Tangible.” He looked up at Vaurien, Travers and Marin, and smiled faintly. “At the hearts of at least some of those planetoids are pieces of black hole material. Elements forged under unimaginable gravities. Any atom, any molecule, we can imagine and design, no matter how ridiculous it might look, becomes possible inside a black hole. An environment where the laws of the universe cease to function.” He saluted Travers with the coffee mug. “Your top fuel, Neil. 

        “We found a morsel of it in the probe Richard and Barb captured. We found an even smaller morsel in the mine Leon brought out of Omaru. We know it exists, and we know how it’s made, the only way it can be made.”

        “And Alshie’nya,” Vaurien finished, “is the only place in the universe where we can expect to find it. And the Cerberus was designed for this kind of work. Damn.”

        Sherratt shrugged. “There are other places, but they’re too distant to be useful to us, here and now. Resalq science ships have left the Rabelais Track far behind. One day, after this damned war, when it’s ... safe to come out and show ourselves, when we’ve nothing to run from and no need to preserve our escape routes! On that day, we’ll share data.”

        “I look forward to the day,” Jazinsky admitted, “but for now, let me just retask the Cerberus and get this show on the road.”

        “You have the command codes?” Sherratt was ready to offer them.

        “Already input.” She waved him off with a conspiratorial wink. “Go get your breakfast. In fact, take the rest of them with you, give me some peace and quiet to get this done.”

        “I’ll call the Wings of Freedom.” Vaurien was already moving. “See if there’s anything they need. Our fabricating shops can be running ahead of time. Can I send you some breakfast, Barb?”

        Already out of the ops room, Travers was still yawning. He had woken a half hour before, to the sound of the shower. Marin was already up, and soaking the aches out of his body. He was in the gym two hours every day, rebuilding what the drug therapies and sickness had torn down, and like Travers he was paying the price. Travers’s own shoulders and arms, abs and glutes were sore, but he had good, natural genes. The strength was already returning. 

        He punched up eggs, ham and noodles, and brought two plates to the long table in the crew mess, where Tully Ingersol was so engrossed in the data scrolling through a handy, he did not even notice the intrusion. Vaurien and Sherratt were conferencing with the tug pilots and the Cerberus, and Travers listened as he and Marin began to eat. 

        The drift miner had accepted the new command set, and was analyzing data to track down the smallest, heaviest planetoids on the western fringe of Alshie’nya — those where the mass was ridiculously high by comparison with the modest physical dimensions. Cerberus would assault the planetoids with geocannons, smash away the accretion and denude the tiny lode at the core. 

        Processing the ‘collapsar ores,’ as Jazinsky and Ingersol were calling them, was another question, and Travers had not even asked. The job might come down to Resalq technology, and with two of the three Sherratts aboard, Travers was content to leave it to them. What he knew of the Resalq physics was just slightly less than his interest in the subject.

        More to his fascination was the man sitting beside him. Marin was eating determinedly, working his way through a daunting pile of food. Travers was determined to put flesh back on his bones. In bed he was hard, lean as an athlete, reduced to muscle and sinew. Travers’s hands knew every part of him, and he reveled in the body heat, the strength, the intense masculinity of a physique that that been stripped of any softness. Yet he remembered the Curtis Marin he had discovered aboard the Intrepid, and part of him mourned.

        As Vaurien hailed the Wings of Freedom, Travers began to listen. He glanced at Marin and saw a glitter in the hazel eyes. The Wings had been stationed at Alshie’nya for months now. Her crew was rotated every few weeks, and tenders plied constantly between the ‘tidepool’ and Oberon, bringing in supplies, mail, news and entertainment for the engineers who were still working in complete isolation. 

        Their project was near to complete. Like Harrison Shapiro, Travers knew only the sketchiest details — and he had never heard the name of Alshie’nya before the Wastrel shipped out of Kjorin. All he knew of the work being done here was the crumbs let fall by Richard and Mark, and his curiosity had begun to burn.

        “The Cerberus has been retasked and we’re underway as of five minutes ago,” Vaurien was saying. “We’ll be with you in twenty, Sasha. Have your crew rotations pack their crap and be ready to shove off in the next 48 hours. If they have jobs to wrap, wrap them fast. We can’t be here too long ... what do you know about Ulrand?”

        “It’s a shithole in space where you bribe your way through Dockland, then you bribe Tactical to shove off and leave you in peace, before the sun roasts the hide off your back and the lowlife on the rink will steal anything you didn’t nail down ... since I don’t have to live there, from my perspective, a Fleet invasion couldn’t make things any worse.”

        The signal was badly broken up, and to hear anything at all Vaurien had cranked the gain until the audio quality was dire. This part of Hellgate might be a tidepool, but it was noisy. The bass voice with the soft Jamaican accent belonged to Sasha Tomarov. Like Vaurien, he was an ‘Earther’ who had left the homeworlds in his teens and never returned. He was an engineer by trade, but he had worked for Stevenage as a miner, for Arago as a shuttle pilot, and for Richard Vaurien as a project chief and, later, tug commander.

        In most ways, the Wings of Freedom was the Wastrel’s sister. She was fitted out with a luxury which accommodated long-duration missions; she was equally powerful, with a cargo capacity only slightly smaller. The major difference between the two vessels was that the Wings was better equipped to handle field maintenance work, while the Wastrel had deliberately been optimized for fabrication. 

        For five months, the Wings had been on station at Alshie’nya, and though her crew had been rotated many times, Sasha Tomarov had remained aboard. Like Vaurien, he had made his ship his home — and his current project would probably be the greatest of his entire career. 

        A deep vibration through the hull told Travers the big ship was maneuvering. He was dropping his own plate and Marin’s into the disposal when Vaurien shut down the comm and beckoned them both. “Come up to the flight deck. This one’ll be worth seeing with your own eyeballs.” Marin’s brow creased in interest, but Travers only shrugged, and Vaurien held up both hands to stall questions. “Don’t ask, Neil. It’s easier to show than to tell. Much easier. You know Mark, Harrison and I have been collaborating on a ... project.”

       “We also know the Wings of Freedom vanished out of space a long time ago,” Marin added. “We learned a couple of days ago, she’s been here ... but when I tried to call up any current data I got a polite ‘Access code or bugger off’ from Etienne. I assume the project is way too delicate to entrust to the likes of us ordinary mortals.”

        Vaurien indulged himself in a rich chuckle, a genuine sound of humor. “The secret was well worth protecting, Curtis ... and the truth is, the crazy things Harrison’s had you doing lately made sharing data with you way too risky. You could have fallen into the claws of Fleet interrogators a dozen times over, and killed us all — along with the Deep Sky.” 

        “It could still happen,” Travers warned.

        “In a month or less, it won’t matter anymore,” Vaurien said cryptically. 

        “I should be calling for Bill Grant,” Travers growled. “You’re making less sense every second — you could have a fever.”

        “I told you,” Vaurien retorted, “easier to show than to tell.” He was already moving, and did not look back to see if they were following.

        The flight deck was in semi-darkness, lit mainly by instrument lights. Yuval Greenstein was on shift, but he was only monitoring the AI as Etienne took the Wastrel wide around the Cerberus and its smelter. Travers leaned on the back of the empty copilot’s seat as the ship looped up over the back of the local arm of the reef. Marin fetched coffee for himself and Neil, and slid into the seat, resigned to watch. Vaurien passed a mug to Greenstein and stood back, behind the pilot seats, where he could watch both the vast panorama and the overhead instruments. 

        Three minor planets had fallen into a common orbit and had swept clear a swathe of space, though in this zone the background radio noise from Naiobe and the nebula was so pervasive, neither comm nor sensors worked properly. Audio from the Wings began to clear as the Wastrel grew closer, but the white-hot chatter of Hellgate was as thick as deliberate comm jamming. Sensors stuttered, and Etienne tried over and over to pinpoint the Wings’s position. At last the AI used audio — Sasha Tomorov’s desultory conversation with Greenstein — to locate her.

        Travers saw the tug first, in the silver-blue glare from a distant supergiant which would have been a middle-aged star when Bellona bloated into its geriatric red giant phase. The Wings was very like the Wastrel, ugly as a humpbacked troll, daunting with the promise of power. 

        But she was dwarfed by the other ship — the vessel she had been standing by, working on, for five months. Travers leaned forward over Marin’s shoulder, hardly trusting his eyes as he saw a hull shape he recognized all too well.

        Yet she was different, and he saw at once the work the Wings had been doing on her. The massive scarring on her back, where the Echo gunship had plowed into her, was patched over with the bow armor from something like the drift miner. The sensor arrays had been completely replaced, but with the spines, dishes, pylons and aerials of a science ship rather than a warship — her eyes and ears were sharper, she heard more keenly and saw further. The engine deck was wide open to space and a swarm of industrial drones buzzed there, like hornets around their nest. 
        “She’s not pressurized,” Vaurien said quietly. “It’s not just the engine deck that’s open to vacuum. She’s open almost everywhere and we’ve no plans to repressurize her. Drones,” he added in a murmur, “don’t need a breathing mix or a bar of pressure. And the job of decontaminating her ... well, forget it. She’s sizzling, nothing to be done about it. Even drones are fried crisp, but they’re no more than worker ants on an anthill. The average lifespan for a drone working aboard is about a hundred hours, depending on what kind of drone and where it’s been working; then we jettison them and break more out of storage. They’re cheap, expendable.”

        “Engines?” Travers wondered, and heard the odd, breathless sound of his own voice.


        “She’s running three near-to-new Pegasus VII Weimann units, salvaged from an ore hauler that died on the reef a few years ago,” Vaurien told him. “They’re perfectly legal, she was my legitimate salvage. I’ve been looking for a customer, and surprise, Harrison bought them. Sasha installed them two months ago. Only one owner, a little old guy who used to Weimann-jump to chapel once a week.”

        “Reactors?” Marin could not drag his eyes away from the ship. The hull was white and glaring in the harsh side-lighting.

        “Only two,” Vaurien admitted, “but she won’t be needing three. These aren’t the routine Torino modules installed in these hulls in triplicate at the construction yards. She’s one hell of a lot more powerful since we put in a balanced pair of Prometheus generators, one as a backup. Big, dirty as all hell — but what’s it matter? There’s no human aboard, there’s never going to be a human aboard. Prometheus generators aren’t so fussy, they don’t routinely scram themselves like the delicate, wussy rubbish they install where humans have to work.” He came closer, shoulder to shoulder with Travers. “That ship,” he said softly, “is as powerful as the Wastrel. She’s being born ... or do I mean reincarnated? ... in Hellgate. El’arne is almost her home. The fact is, Neil, your old lady scares crap out of me. Christ knows what she’s going to do to the DeepSky Fleet.”

        “Armory?” Travers asked. 

        Vaurien’s voice was taut, odd. “Sasha will give you the full story, but I can tell you we tore out the crew facilities and replaced them with bulk ordnance. You remember the old simulation tanks, where they’d put kids through hell, training them up for field assignments? All gone. She’s carrying the warload of four super-carriers.”

        Now, Travers’s head spun around. “Where the hell did you get the warload?” 

        “Well ...” Vaurien seemed to hesitate and then surrendered. “Shapiro’s going to find out as soon as he talks to the Velcastran republicans, so the cat’s out of the bag anyway. The Shrike and Phaeton weapons system, everything from the missiles to launchers, platforms, guidance, the full AI backup ... every component is being manufactured on Velcastra, since smugglers inside Fleet provided the schematics. The full blueprints were filched from an office on the Shanghai, ten months ago. It’s ironic, don’t you think? The Shanghai
is spearheading the invasion force at Ulrand, and she’s about to fly into the teeth of weapons manufactured from her own data.”

        “Who picked up the bill for arming her?” Marin wondered. “It had to cost a sweet few billion.”

        “Twelve billion,” Vaurien corrected, “in Velcastra dollars. You know the names of Liang, Deuel, Elstrom, Vaughan, Rusch ... Shackleton?”

        “Good Christ,” Marin murmured. “And she’s crewed by drones?”
        “There are more than two hundred aboard at any one time,” Vaurien told him. “Two thousand more are in radshielded storage, waiting to come online to replace the old, fried ones. You can’t see the bow too clearly from here, but she has the cannons and the Arago generators from an asteroid miner, as well as all the usual guns you expect to find on a super-carrier. Drones service the cannons and reactors, but the AI is directly in control of her fighter squadrons and gunships. That was Mark’s contribution. He designed the AI. It lives in an armored reactor housing, where the contamination can’t get at it. It’s three or four generations ahead of the Cerberus AI. 

        “Think of the shell of this ship merely as its body; the real strength of the vessel is its Resalq brain. It handles Hellgate like Jazinsky’s latest creation, as if it were conceived and born there, and it owes no allegiance to anything human. There are no override codes to control it, no way for a human to appeal to it, confuse or even bribe it.” He paused to savor the sight before them. The ship filled the wide, panoramic viewports, shriveling the irises against the blue-black mist of the Drift. “In honor of the occasion,” Vaurien added, “he’s called the AI Lai’a, which is the Resalq word for Phoenix.”

        Before Travers’s bemused eyes, the salvaged body of the Intrepid was patched, modified, extended, even mutated. She was still the Intrepid, but she was very different, and much more than he remembered. ‘Phoenix’ was an apt name for the AI, though he could think of nothing more ironic than the installation of a Resalq mind in a ship designed specifically to wreak destruction. Sherratt might as easily have called the AI Shiva. Or Kali.

        The Wastrel came around again, maneuvering to dock onto the starboard side of the Wings of Freedom, and Travers lost sight of the super-carrier. He physically shook himself, and from the look on Marin’s face, Curtis was as astonished, even disquieted.

        “If you want to look over the schematics, be my guest,” Vaurien invited. “I’ve no doubt Sasha would be delighted to show off his handiwork. Otherwise, talk to Lai’a itself. I’ve already authorized it to recognize both of you, voice and visual.”

        “I — that is — I will,” Marin said distractedly. He hung back as Vaurien went ahead toward the hatch, where the Wastrel had just locked on with a deep, resonant bell-chime. He fell into step with Travers and shook his head in something like disbelief. “Give me odds on the Shanghai.”

        “Getting longer by the moment,” Travers hazarded. “But don’t write off the Fleet battle group. Complacency would be a bad mistake, maybe our last.” He drew Marin in at his side and dropped a leech-like kiss on his neck before they followed Vaurien to a hatch where they had already heard the bass voice of Sasha Tomarov. “Still, I’ll tell you this: I wouldn’t want to be on the Shanghai.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Tomarov was taller than Mark Sherratt, with a close-clipped beard, a raven-black mane roped back in a ponytail, and skin the color of coffee cream. After twenty years out from Earth, the Jamaican accent was still pronounced, yet according to Vaurien, Sasha Tomarov preferred vodka over rum, and the shoulder patches on his brown leather jacket were holographs of Cossack cavalrymen. Travers was reminded strongly of Ingende, his old friend, old lover from the interminable months aboard the Intrepid, before Marin came aboard. Josh Ingende was born on Pakrenne, but his parents were Afro-French. They had chased a construction job out into the Middle Heavens, and Ingende grew up with the accent of Lushiar, which sounded odd indeed, issuing from a man who towered over Travers and outmassed him by thirty kilos. Like Tomarov, Ingende carried a pure genestrand; there was nothing bioengineered in him. An odd thread of nostalgia took Travers unawares as he looked up into the engineer’s luminous brown eyes, and shook Tomarov’s massive hand.

        “Welcome aboard. You need anything, Rick?” Tomarov asked of Vaurien as they headed for the Wings’s ops room.   

        “Only a progress report ... and the promise that you’re on schedule with the work,” Vaurien said aridly, “because we’re seriously out of time.”

        The brown eyes sparkled with rueful humor. “Etienne updated us with the news out of Ulrand. Shit, it’s now, isn’t it? It’s happening?” He gave Travers and Marin a lopsided grin. “Fifteen years of knowing the day was coming, of waiting and planning and scheming, and you still get a shiver when you realize it’s arrived.”

        “Progress report, Sasha?” Vaurien prompted.

        “In a nutshell, we’re ahead of schedule, so you don’t need to change your underwear,” Tomarov told him. “You want dinner?”

        “We just ate breakfast.” Marin looked at the nearest shiptime chrono in Tomarov’s ops room, and sighed. 

        It was almost 19:00 on the Wings of Freedom. Travers slithered through a few mental gymnastics and guessed she was keeping Marak time, while the Wastrel had been on Sark time since Vaurien signed a pact with Shapiro. The Wings had flown out of Marak’s Dockland for several years, under Tomarov’s command. 

        A number of Intrepid veterans were aboard, and Travers was not surprised to see faces he knew. Half of the engineering staff from the wrecked super-carrier seemed to have transferred over to the Wings to work on the rebuild. The only reason Jim Fujioka was not here was that the Earthlight had needed an engineer and Vaurien contracted him before the Alshie’nya project began. Travers saw David Hodaka, the old Intrepid’s tech crew chief; and the data processor, Ira Goldman, who had been a major nuisance until the Intrepid was suddenly struggling to live; and Bev Karoda, the combat engineer who had come aboard in the same crew rotation. Marin greeted Karoda like an old friend — they had survived the Holdfast, Malteppe simulation together — and Hodaka gave his hand to Travers with a quizzical expression.

        “Welcome ... back,” he said wryly. “You were her last commander, Captain Travers.” He smiled faintly. “Yes, I heard about your promotions, yours and Marin’s. I keep abreast of developments even here.”

        “I wondered where you’d landed,” Travers admitted as he shook Hodaka’s hand. “A lot of the Intrepid veterans seemed to vanish.”

        “Many came here.” Hodaka gestured at the Wings of Freedom. “Captain Vaurien and Sasha issued an invitation to anyone with the skills they needed for this work. I count myself among the fortunate! Alshie’nya is safe, secluded, and this ship has a luxury Fleet could never match even if it wanted to, which it doesn’t.” He cocked his head at Travers, and gestured at the bluejeans and denim jacket he wore, the hair that was four months overdue for barbering, according to Fleet. “I try to forget about the obligations and protocols of rank, and just get on with the job. Call me David.” 

        “Neil,” Travers invited. “You’re looking good. The job suits you.”

        “The Wings of Freedom suits me,” Hodaka admitted. “Sasha is easy to work with, and the work itself ... well, I thought of the Intrepid as my ship. I resented what was done with her, to her, by Lorenzo Falk and that crew of bastards, but I was a tech crew chief, a lowly major in engineering. If I spoke up too loudly, I’d find myself reassigned.”

        “And then, here we are,” Travers finished. “Tell me about her.”

        “The Intrepid?” Hodaka thrust both hands into the pockets of the jacket and turned away from the hatch, toward the mission status board on the bulkhead opposite. “I wish I could give you the guided tour, but it means an hour getting into Marines armor, and there’s still a risk of accident. She’s not a place where you want to be. And besides, since Lai’a came online, she’s not your ship or my ship anymore.”

        Marin had followed the conversation and was looking over the status board. “It’s sentient?”

        “Oh, yes,” Hodaka assured him. “Moreover, it’s Resalq, with all that means. I don’t know Doctor Sherratt well enough to guess, but I think he might have imbued Lai’a with a great deal of himself. You would know better than I, since I’ve only met Doctor Sherratt twice. The first time, when I interviewed for this position; the second time, when he came to Alshie’nya to oversee the awakening of Lai’a.”

        The status board was filled with times, dates, targets, values. Travers saw fuel capacities, warload, generator output estimates. “Number One Prometheus is online. She’s completely independent of external power sources.”

        “The Weimanns?” Marin wondered, pointing out a dormant node on the board. 

        “Installed but not tested,” Sasha Tomarov’s voice said, a pace behind them. “Lai’a will test them with a jump to Nirgal and back, and check weapons, guidance, fighter-interceptors. The Wings will jump in convoy, but I doubt there’ll be anything to fix.”

        “You’re very sure,” Marin observed.

        “Lai’a is equal parts science platform, warship and Resalq intelligence.” Tomarov’s dark eyes skimmed the board. “If it survives the battles at Ulrand, Omaru, Velcastra, Jagreth, its next assignment is El’arne — and it knows this. It’ll be using these so-called Colonial Wars as a shakedown cruise with live ordnance, before it heads back to Alshie’nya for a refit.”

        “Refit?” Travers was making guesses, and suppressed a shiver.

        With a gesture over his shoulder in the rough direction of the Ceberus, Tomarov said grimly, “Ask Rick. His people think they have a working prototype of an engine, and a fuel, that can function inside El’arne. As soon as they’ve proved out both the fuel and the engine, and assuming the Intrepid comes through the war, Lai’a will be upgraded. Its real quarry is the Zunshu, and it’s so focused, so obsessed with the Zunshu, it’s hassling the poor humans to get on and launch the damned drift-ship.” 

        “Jazinsky and Ingersol are almost ready to fly it,” Marin said darkly.  

        “And, good Christ,” Tomarov breathed, “they’ve even found themselves a couple of people mad enough to fly the probe into a Class 7 event!”

        “Mick Vidal,” Travers murmured. “And Queneau, if she bought the ticket to ride. You know Vidal?” He lifted a brow at Tomarov and Hodaka, but both made negative noises. “He’s ...” Travers was looking at Marin. “A good guy, and a good friend.”

        “And crazy,” Tomarov added, “and probably the next casualty of Hellgate.” He looked, level and hard, at Travers. “You know this.”

        “I know this,” Travers agreed. “Vidal knows it, but somebody has to fly the drift-ship. An AI can’t do it — speaking of which, how the hell is Lai’a going to handle El’arne? Sophisticated or not, it’s still an AI.”

        Tomarov only shrugged. “I’ll kick that question along to Mark Sherratt. He’s working on the problem. Lai’a is much more sophisticated than the Cerberus AI, but from what I’ve been told, the only folks who ever managed to get a synthetic intelligence to work inside the Drift are the Zunshu.” He grinned, displaying white teeth. “The trouble is, you can never find a Zunshu when you need one.”

        “One thing at a time,” Richard Vaurien counseled as he joined the group at the status board. “Let’s get the fuel nailed down first — and not just morsels and traces. We need enough to power Lai’a and ships like it, inside El’arne.” He shuddered animatedly. “I don’t envy Vidal.”

        “I don’t envy any soul in the Shanghai battle group,” Tomarov said tartly. “The poor sods have no concept of what they’re up against.”

        “Poor sods?” Travers echoed. And then, “You’re right. The ordinary crewdeck grunts are just Middle Heavens kids, pressganged into the service and sent to hell.”

        “What else is new?” Tomarov demanded bleakly. “I was born on Earth, like Rick here, and I got caught up in it.”

        “But he,” Vaurien said glibly, “didn’t have the sense to cut and run the first time they let him out on his own.”

        The bass voice rumbled a chuckle. “I wanted the training. By that time I’d sunk my teeth into the guts of the big ships, and I just wanted to finish.” Tomarov’s big shoulders lifted in a shrug. “I wasn’t in the field. My hitch on the Kiev wasn’t what you remember of the Intrepid, Travers. Sure, we were in the Drift, chasing wreckers, but we had a million tonnes of armor plate between us and Hellgate, not a scrawny little gunship.”

        For the tenth time in as many minutes, Travers was surprised. “You were on the Kiev in Lorenzo Falk’s day?”

        “No, thank gods!” Tomarov leaned against the bulkhead by the mission board and dug through his pockets for a packet of Special Gold, though he did not take out a smoke. “My tour was under Allan Grey and Miriam Wong. Colonel Wong came aboard in my last six months, I never caught saw her, much less spoke.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “You?”

        “I was on the Chicago for my hitch, and then on the Intrepid when I re-enlisted,” Travers told him.

        The engineer make retching motions. “Good gods, a re-enlister.”

        “They do exist,” Vaurien said dryly, stirring. “I want to talk to Lai’a.”

        “Be my guest.” Tomarov stepped aside and gestured Vaurien toward his office. “I think you’ll find the Sherratts are already there. Lai’a is available on audio, on any comm, or any threedee or circuit access if it’s data you want.”

        The smell of fresh coffee wafted from Tomarov’s office. Mark Sherratt sat in the high-backed chair behind the cluttered desk, while Leon and Roy Arlott were on the couch, opposite the long viewports, where the Intrepid — Lai’a — was framed like a portrait. Leon was frowning at the ship, while Roy was simply mesmerized by it. He would have seen a Fleet capital ship on CNS, the newsvids, but the reality was arresting.

        To Travers’s eyes, the ship was different. He was aware of something about it, a quality which unsettled him, as if the ship were looking back at him with level, unblinking eye contact. A moment later, he realized it was.

        The video pickup was recessed into the threedee, and on wide-scan the view angle covered most of the office, including the doorway where Travers and Marin had stopped to gaze at the ship framed in the viewports.

        Its voice issued from the threedee comm. “Good evening, Captain Travers, Captain Marin. Welcome to Alshie’nya. I was told to expect your arrival.”

        The AI spoke in a light baritone, very like the pitch of Mark’s own voice, and its accent was off. Not colonial, certainly not any of the accents of Earth. For several moments Travers tried to place it, and then he had it. It was the lilt with which a native speaker pronounced the Resalq language. Mark had designed Lai’a to think in Resalq, and when it spoke any of the human languages, it did so with the accent which had almost vanished out of the Deep Sky.

        “I ... it’s good to meet you, Lai’a,” Marin was saying. “Captain Tomarov has told us a little about you. We’re impressed.”

        “Thank you for the compliment,” Lai’a said evenly, “but he should also have told you, a lot of work remains to be done, and Etienne’s data suggests little time remains. I must debut at Ulrand.”

        “We know,” Travers said quietly. “We’ll all be there. Some of us won’t be fighting — which makes a damned nice change. Curtis and I have seen too much of that, for way too long.”

        At the threedee, Mark was monitoring a rapid datastream. Tomarov joined him there, leaned on his shoulder and watched the columns of numbers for a moment. “Weimann evaluation data,” Mark said to no one in particular. “It’s looking good, Lai’a. When is your test scheduled?”
        “Tonight,” Lai’a told him. “I would have rescheduled it to coincide with human sleep patterns, but time is of the essence. Will you monitor the tests yourself, Doctor?”

        “I will,” Sherratt agreed. “I’m impressed by the sensitivity of your instruments. Scan platforms are working to your satisfaction?”

        “Entirely. I can see much more clearly, and further, than the Wings of Freedom.” Lai’a paused. “Allow me to demonstrate. A courier drone has just entered Alshie’nya, on the edge of my sensor fields. The Wings and the Wastrel won’t see it for some time.”

        Travers glanced sidelong at Vaurien. “One of yours?”

        “Or Mark’s, or maybe Harrison’s.” Vaurien cleared his throat. “Lai’a, has the probe identified itself?”

        “Not yet.”

        “Query it,” Mark suggested.

        The AI was silent for several seconds; then, “The drone was launched by the Chryse. It carries directives from General Shapiro: Chryse to rendezvous with Wastrel for crew transfer. Major Vidal and Lieutenant Queneau are aboard. The courier is holding at Oberon. Will I send coordinates, via the drone?”

        “No,” Vaurien said quickly. “Safety first, Lai’a. We’re hidden here, let’s stay that way. I don’t want our location going back to Borushek with the Chryse pilots! We’ll pick up Vidal and Queneau, bring them in. Neil?”

        “Yo.” Travers took his eyes from the reborn, even reincarnated super-carrier. “You want us to take the Capricorn over to Oberon?”

        A hint of the old good humor touched Vaurien’s mouth. “You bums can make yourselves useful for a change.”

        “Bums?” Lai’a wondered.

        “Captain Vaurien is making a bad joke,” Mark told the AI. “Ignore him ... as do the rest of us.”

        On the couch, Roy Arlott snickered rudely and flopped heavily across Leon’s lap. As Travers and Marin stepped out, he was yawning as if he had not slept in days. “Leon’s keeping him up nights,” Marin guessed.

        “Now, there’s an interesting turn of phrase.” Travers looked back at the pair on the couch, and approved of the niche Arlott had begun to carve for himself among the Resalq. He had immersed himself in the study of the living, spoken tongue rather than the dead language translated out from the ‘Jagreth Texts.’ While Mark and Leon went over the data, Arlott was talking hesitantly to the AI itself, and Travers was unsurprised when Lai’a answered in the Resalq.

        Halfway to the hangars aboard the Wastrel, Sasha Tomarov caught them up. Eight datacubes rattled like dice into Marin’s palm, and he dropped them into his shirt pocket. “For Shapiro’s office, priority,” Tomarov said quietly. “Shapiro’s eyes only.”

        “Intrepid data?” Travers asked in the same undertone.

        “I’d have called it Lai’a data.” Tomarov’s brow creased. “Since the AI came online, I can’t think of it as the Intrepid.” He gestured at the cubes. “Shapiro’s going to want those. Any battle is all about firepower, armor, Arago screens, Weimann capacity. The Colonial Wars are only the beginning.”

        “You’re gambling on the Intrepid ... Lai’a,” Travers corrected, “against the
Shanghai.”

        The engineer gave him an odd look. “Having seen Lai’a, aren’t you? It was designed to fight a greater foe than anything in the Confederacy.”

        He was gone then, heading back to his own ship, and Travers regarded Marin with an odd sensation. “It was designed to take on the Zunshu, and win,” Curtis said softly. “It has sensors that see further, cannons that can take apart a minor planet, more raw power than the Wastrel, better Arago screens than the Cerberus. All Lai’a needs is the engines of a drift ship, and the fuel for them, and ... I don’t know what to call them ... gravity weapons, like the mine Leon brought out of Hydralis.”

        “Lai’a,” Travers reminded him bleakly, “is an AI, and they go haywire inside El’arne. You heard what Sasha said. Only the Zunshu ever figured out an AI that functions in there. Damnit, Curt, if Lai’a was good to ride the Vast, the gravity express, Mick Vidal wouldn’t be putting his neck on Shapiro’s chopping block!”

        “I know.” Marin sighed and laced his fingers into Travers’s. “Give Mark a chance. Every generation of AI coming out of his workshops is a dimension greater than the last. He’ll work it out.”

        “I don’t doubt it,” Travers agreed. “The question is, will he work it out in time?” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Every time I think about standing in the open air in Hydralis, looking up and seeing bloody Hellgate there in the sky, I feel my bone marrow curdle. Omaru, Saraine, Borushek, Lushiar — we’re too close to the Drift.”

        “Right now we’re in the damned Drift,” Marin muttered. “And Mick Vidal’s waiting for us. He has a date with death, and apparently he doesn’t want to miss it.” He was moving on those words, and Travers quickened his pace to catch up.

        The cerulean blue and white Yamazake Capricorn was Mark Sherratt’s aircraft. It had been aboard the Wastrel since Vaurien last touched base on Borushek, and according to the maintenance log which displayed automatically when Marin powered up the cockpit, she had been extensively serviced after the firefight over Saraine’s subtropical forest.

        He hit the igniters and ran up the harness. In the seat beside him Travers was talking to the flight deck, and as Greenstein gave them launch clearance, the hangar began to purge. Travers tried not to remember that they were launching into Rabelais Space in a craft much less sturdy than a gunship. Alshie’nya was a tidepool, a backwater, bypassed by the eddies and currents of Hellgate, at least on this visit from Naiobe. On the black hole’s next orbit, Alshie’nya could be a maelstrom.

        The last time he and Marin had seen Oberon, they were rendezvousing with the Mako on illicit business for the Kiev’s smugglers. The flight over today was comparatively brief, and most of it took them through the long lagoon of Alshie’nya. The Capricorn dropped easily out of the hangar, and Marin looped up over the back of the Wastrel. Lai’a watched them with a kind of curious benevolence which Travers found intimidating. 

        From the bow, the Intrepid looked very different. The installation of geocannons had changed the ship’s profile, and scores of hatches had been set into the hull. They were drone ports — no human served aboard and Lai’a depended on its swarms of mechanicals. The bigger Arago projectors were set into blister-like domes on the forward quarters, and the raw, ugly, functional plate armor gave Lai’a a formidable aspect.

        With a low whistle, Marin turned the Capricorn on its own axis and set coordinates. The Oberon platform was an hour away, at modest speeds, and as the engine thrum settled into a steady resonance through the airframe he slid back the pilot seat and swiveled it toward Travers. The hazel eyes were dark, introspective, full of questions. For some moments Travers waited, and when Marin did not seem about to speak, he prompted,

        “You going to tell me what’s bugging you?”

        “Me?” Marin’s head shook in a faint negative. “I was about to ask you the same question. And then, I thought, where’s the mystery? Mick Vidal’s coming aboard the Wastrel for one reason, and I think you and I will be toasting his name in Velcastran malt whisky, at the wake.”

        “You said it yourself.” Travers looked away. “Mick’s a good guy. I was never good at farewelling friends. I’ve lost too many of them.”

        “And Vidal could have been much more than a friend,” Marin added thoughtfully.

        A twist of annoyance caught Travers by surprise. “You think I’ve been sniffing around Mick? I wouldn’t do it, Curt. We’re partnered up. Where I come from, partnership counts for something. ”

        “I didn’t say anything remotely like that,” Marin said dryly. “Vidal likes you. A lot. Not being completely dense, you’re aware of how he feels, and it makes him rather more than a good guy and a friend.”

        “Does it?” Travers was less certain. “I’ve never given Mick any reason to believe he could come between us, and he’s no more dense than I am, or you. Besides,” he added darkly, “bigger things are driving his life. He’s got that damned Daku streak of idealism, and it’s going to get him killed. He shouldn’t even be out here. Okay, he couldn’t dodge conscription any more than Chandra Liang’s kid could wriggle out of it, but Mick could have been home on Velcastra ten years ago, lounging beside a swimming pool on StarCity.”

        “Instead, he’s here to fight a war,” Marin said philosophically, “and unlike some of us, he has a lot to lose.”

        “Some of us?” Travers echoed in tones of cynicism. “You’re so rich it’s disgusting. I’d say you had a little to lose.”

        Marin’s eyes snapped back into focus and gave him a hard look. “I was thinking about Queneau, Perlman, Fujioka, Grant, Karoda. We’re all fighting the same war, Neil. Me? I’m here because you and Mark are here. If you’d decided to get out, right back to Darwin’s, I’d have gone with you unless Mark asked me to stay. Mark and I go way back. I owe him my life, I’ve told you that story. If he asked me to stay out in the Deep Sky ...” Marin smiled ruefully. “I’d be mad enough to spit, but I couldn’t refuse, and as soon as it was finished, I’d come find you.”

        “If you survived,” Travers said bitterly.

        “Yes.” Marin sighed. “That’s always the bottom line.” He reached over and caught both of Travers’s hands. “Is this time for the big decision?” Travers’s fingers laced tightly into his own. “There’ll never be a better chance for us to get out, Neil, if we’re going to go. Or, if you want to stay in the Deep Sky, see it through, I can ask Mark to slide us into the Dendra Shemiji ranks. We’d be on one of his ships, or on Saraine or in Riga. Harrison Shapiro wouldn’t be amused, but I’ll give you good odds, if Mark said he needed us elsewhere, Shapiro wouldn’t argue. He’s had his money’s worth out of us already — he also knows I’m one of the best Mark has left, and where I go, you go.”

        “One of the best he has left?” Travers’s brows rose. “You’re thinking about Jai Serrano. Mark keeps losing people. The truth is, there’s not much more safety with Dendra Shemiji than with Shapiro’s outfit.”

        “There’s not one skerrick more,” Marin corrected, “but we’d be out of Fleet. No more ranks and uniforms and saluting.”

        Part of Travers wanted to take the option. Another part of him wanted to seize the opportunity to use Richard Vaurien’s resources to get right out. But most of Travers was bound to the Deep Sky, not by honor or duty, but because almost every friend he had was involved, either in Shapiro’s war or Mark’s Sherratt’s — or, in the end, were they the same war?

        For some time he mulled over what Marin had offered, and Curtis let him think it through as the Capricorn wove through the Bronowski Reef from beacon to beacon. Alshie’nya was at peace for the moment; sensors were quiet. 

        At last Travers took a long deep breath and met Marin’s eyes levelly. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t wish I was anywhere else in the universe. Only a madman would want to be out here! But Richard and Mark and Shapiro are trying to build something. You have to respect what they’re doing, and it scares the crap out of me to admit I feel like I’m part of it, but — I am.” 

        “Bigger things are driving your life,” Marin said quietly. “Like Vidal, like Mark and the rest of them. You joined the idealists a while ago, you just didn’t notice it. It was you who ran the risks to get data into Robert Chandra Liang’s hands, when his son was killed. Then you ran the gauntlet of that bastard sergeant instructor, Neville, when I was in the simulation tanks.”

        “Damn,” Travers whispered as he leaned over to kiss, and when Marin offered his mouth, he took it comprehensively. “Doesn’t mean I’m as nuts as Vidal,” he said against Marin’s lips. “Doesn’t mean I’m ready to put my neck on Shapiro’s chopping block.”

        “But you’ll stay the course out here.” Marin drew back from the kiss far enough to look Travers in the eye. “And I know you’re not ‘sniffing around’ Vidal, as you put it. I never said you were.” He touched Travers’s face with light fingertips. “Partnership counts for a lot where I come from too. Back on Kjorin, Mark asked me when we’re going to handfast, make it legal and binding.”

        “Soon,” Travers decided.

        “The sooner the better,” Marin added. “I’ve been thinking, lately. If anything happens to me in this damned war of theirs —”

        “Nothing will.”

        “Don’t shove your head in the sand, Neil.” In one fluid movement, Marin released the harness and was on his feet. He hauled Travers up with him and pulled him into an embrace which punished the bigger man’s ribs. “We almost died in Hydralis, and before that, in the CL-389 incident on the blockade, and before that when the Intrepid died. It could happen to one or both of us on any of these bloody lunatic assignments of Shapiro’s, and if we sign with Mark life won’t be any safer.” He took a breath and said against Travers’s ear, “I want the documents formalized to have you recognized by the authorities on Jagreth as my beneficiary.”

        “Beneficiary.” Travers felt as if he had been punched.

        “Under the Jagrethean legal code, it’ll also be necessary for us to handfast,” Marin went on in a more gentle tone. “A long time ago they structured civil law to keep money in the colony. The only beneficiary who can legally take money out of Jagreth ... and I assume you’ll be home on Darwin’s, after they’ve cremated me or shot me out of an airlock in a tin can! ... is a blood relative or a documented spouse.”

        “Christ,” Travers whispered, “you’ve thought this through.”

        The hazel eyes warmed, but they were filled with something very like pain. “I’ve had a long time to think. Since Hydralis I haven’t been sleeping well, as you’ve noticed. You’d be surprised what slithers through your mind in the wee, small hours of the morning.”

        Travers seized him physically and ate him alive with a kiss which began at his mouth and ended over the slow, heavy beat of his heart. “Damnit, Curt, I don’t want your goddamned money.”

        “Well, if you don’t inherit, Mark will,” Marin said ruefully, “and he doesn’t need another fortune. Anything I’ve accumulated would be a drop in the proverbial ocean — and it would have to be invested on Jagreth, and the profits left insystem.” He took Travers’s face in both hands. “If I have to die in this bloody stupid war, I want to know you’re safe and living the good life.”

        “I ...” Travers blinked on quick, hot tears. “I don’t know what to say.”

        “Try ‘I do’ for size,” Marin suggested.

        “I guess I do,” Travers admitted. An odd thrill rushed through him like a spring uncoiling, and he felt the muscles of his face pull into a smile. “When? And where?”

        “Borushek, next time we’re back there.” Marin’s rested one fingertip on Travers’s lips. “Jagreth and Borushek are already tied together with trade deals, the clipper routes and a two-way extradition contract. Jagreth recognizes Borushek’s documents and vice versa.” He cocked his head curiously at Travers. “Or did you want to do it on Darwin’s, so the Travers clan can be there?”

        The idea inspired a snort of humor. “The Travers clan? Get more than two of them under the same roof at the same time, and it’s open warfare. Five of them, and you’ll be calling Tactical before the shooting starts.” He was thinking of his siblings, and the grandparents who had fostered his brother when Ewan was still learning to walk. Allan and Sibyl would be furious when they learned that Neil — the Travers blacksheep who was so crass, he actually re-enlisted when his hitch was over — had married a fortune. “Borushek will do just fine,” he decided.

        A chirp from the AI pilot drew their attention back to the Capricorn. She was halfway through to Oberon, with a plotted course-change at Heloise, the stable beacon on the slingshot around the skirt of Alshie’nya. The next reliable navigation point was the Loki planetoid, and from there Oberon was only a brief jump through space which trembled constantly with gravity surges from Hellgate’s storms.

        “I hate to spoil the moment, but we’re on the job,” Marin observed. 

        “We’re not on anybody’s clock,” Travers argued. “We volunteered to give Mick a ride over from Oberon.”

        “And Vidal’s on Shapiro’s business. And Mark’s,” Marin added. “Damn, Neil, could it work?”

        As the navigation data for the run to Loki began to display, Travers slid back into his seat. “The drift-ship? I don’t know. Jazinsky seems to think so. Then again, Jazinsky won’t be piloting it.”

        “And an AI can’t, not yet, not even Lai’a.” Marin dropped back into his own seat and ran up the harness. “I can tell you, Mark has lived his whole life for this moment. Six centuries of work is about to come of age. Live or die, Vidal is going to find himself venerated by the Resalq. The only pilot they had who might have flown the probe is lying in a cryogen tank.”

        “And the pilot who put him there is flying in his place.” 

        “Fitting,” Marin’s eyes skimmed the instruments. “That’s the Heloise beacon passing astern. Twenty-six minutes to Loki. I’m reading its locator signals intermittently ... some kind of storm-surge out of Hellgate. There’s been one hell of an event around here, not too long ago. I imagine Sasha Tomarov’s people thank gods Alshie’nya is so far out, these storms only tickle.”

        Memories of Hellgate raised a prickle along Travers’s spine. He settled back for the second leg of the flight, content to watch the instruments and let Marin handle the Capricorn. The surge out of Hellgate passed over as a series of ripples, as if space were an ocean into which a Titan had thrown a planet-sized boulder. As always, Hellgate sent the automatics haywire, leaving Marin busy with the aircraft. Travers let him work.

        He was watching the flatscreen at his right hand as the long-range sensors acquired on Loki and looked for Oberon. The planetoid raced up, ballooned out of the blue-black darkness and slid away again. As Oberon’s beacon began to whisper, Marin settled a combug in his ear.

        “Chryse, Chryse, this is Wastrel 101, over.”

        He called four times before Michael Vidal’s voice responded. “Curtis Marin, is that you? What the hell are you doing in the Drift?”

        “Enjoying the ride with Richard,” Marin said, amused. “They put on quite a show.”

        “You mean the probe, the drift-ship?” Vidal’s voice was stronger over the comm as the Capricorn approached the science platform.

        “Among other things.” Marin hesitated. “Did Shapiro brief you on Alshie’nya?”

        Vidal laughed shortly. “He doesn’t know enough to brief me. All I know is, it’s been Vaurien’s and Mark Sherratt’s project, and it’s pivotal to the battle of Ulrand. True?”

        “True. Coming up on Oberon. Standby to dock on.” Marin paused to look away from the instruments and take in the visual. 

        The courier’s running lights blinked out of the dense shadows on the dark side of Oberon. The bright side of the platform was silver-gray, half-lit by the spill of light from three superluminous, giant stars that were so close, they were locked in vastly-elongated orbits around one another — too distant to be called a trinary system, yet sharing an endless gavotte. Marin took the Capricorn on manual as she dropped under the belly of the Oberon platform, and the Chryse was already maneuvering.

         The last time they were here, Travers thought, blood was shed. Felix Cheng died on Oberon, and Sergei van Donne was injured. A dislocated elbow, a gunshot wound, for which he would be itching to be avenged. Only van Donne’s venal streak had put vengeance on hiatus: Ulrand came first. Afterward, Travers knew, there would be blood again.

        With a chime as if a vast gong had been struck with a thousand-kilo mallet, the two ships locked on at the remora ports. The Capricorn was snug against the Chryse’s belly, and almost at once the docking rings opened with a waft of ice-cold air. 

        An Arago shimmer replaced the chill air a moment later, and Vidal’s head appeared through the hatch. He wore a brash grin as he dropped through in the field’s one-tenth gravity, rolled in midair and bounced on the balls of his feet. He was in the familiar blue-gray flight suit, without unit insignia or mission badges. As he got his feet firmly under him, he yanked an unmarked crewcap from his hip pocket and pulled it on.

        Another figure was right behind him, and Travers recognized Jo Queneau. She was as tall as Vidal, as broad, a few years older, with a military crop and a cautious, suspicious expression set on thick Kuchini features. 

        “We meet again.” Marin had gone back from the pilot cab, and offered his hand first to Vidal, then to Queneau. “Sergeant.”  

        “Lieutenant,” she corrected darkly. “Where’s this weird sonofabitch ship you want me to fly?”

        “Us.” Vidal made a face. “I recruited you. If it was up to Shapiro, you’d be rotting under arrest till the war’s over.” He looked past Marin then, and saw Travers, who had remained up front. “Hello, Neil.”

        Part of Travers had been dreading this moment. It was impossible not to like Mick Vidal — impossible not to notice the big shoulders, slender hips and long legs. Travers would have been lying if he said he was immune to Vidal’s masculine charms. In another time, another life, he knew they would have been close, but it was the primal fascination of male for male which drew him to Vidal with a rush of hormones, while he suspected the storm of lust would be soon spent. 

        He was delicately aware of Curtis, who stood in the body of the Capricorn, shoulders back against the bulkhead, hands in the pockets of his black denims. Marin was simply watching, waiting, as Vidal made his way forward and offered Travers his hand.

        “Neil, you’re looking better. The therapy’s finished?”

        “All over.” Travers took the offered hand and then clasped Vidal’s wrist, warrior-fashion. “This is it, then. Last chance to back out. Enter a plea of momentary insanity and run the hell away.”

        The pilot’s face creased pleasantly. “No way. Jazinsky says it’ll fly.”

        “Jazinsky,” Travers said bleakly, “has been wrong before. Ask Tully Ingersol for the stories from his point of view.”

        “Oh, shit,” Queneau growled. “Mick, you told me —”

        “The truth,” Vidal barked. “Obviously, they’ve been wrong before. That’s why it’s called a bloody development program. Right now you know as much as I do, Jo, so put a lid on it will you?”

        Baggage was appearing through the hatch from the Chryse as he spoke. Four duffles floated down through the Arago field, and Vidal snatched up two of them. He shouted up to the courier pilots, and the outer remora port slid shut with a metallic thud. Still swearing under her breath, Queneau closed up the Capricorn and bellowed forward, to Marin,

        “Sealed and checked. Shove off any time, Captain!”

        Without a word, Marin edged his way between Travers and Vidal and slid back into the pilot seat. Travers took a breath as he listened to Curtis talking to the courier pilots, and then the Capricorn wallowed as the remora ports separated, and they were free.

        “Thank you, Chryse, we’re on our way,” Marin finished, and shut down the comm. 

        “First stop, Loki,” Travers said into the difficult silence, and he was grateful when Vidal picked up on the tension and defused it.

        “News from Shapiro,” he offered as he took a seat and strapped in. “He’ll be arriving on Velcastra about now, and it’s not a social visit.” He gave Travers a level look. “He’s talking to Robert. As in, Chandra Liang.”

        “As in, your boss,” Travers said pointedly.

        “From what I know, you worked for him yourself, for a while.”

        “I installed a security system.” Travers allowed a chuckle. “It’s a long time ago, Mick, and it was boot-end labor. Not the kind of thing you’re doing for him.”

        “Doesn’t matter.” Vidal shrugged off the distinction. “You know he’s gotten himself involved?”

        “Chandra Liang?” Travers wondered.

        “Shapiro.”

        “You’re kidding me? Involved? You mean, an affair?”

        Vidal spread his hands. “That’s what it sounded like to me.”

        “Well ... good for him,” Travers said slowly. “I think.”

        “Maybe,” Vidal admitted. “But — Jesus God, Neil, he knows how to pick ’em!” Travers was waiting, and he went on, “It’s the head of the Ulrish Environmental Bureau. And no, I’m not shitting you. It’s a guy, name of Jon Kim. Just old enough that you take him seriously, just young enough to still be absolutely irresistible. You know that glorious age, somewhere around a guy’s early thirties?”

        “I know it.” Travers wiped a smile off his face. He, Marin and Vidal all fell into the same category. Time would doubtlessly be the leveler. “I hope Shapiro knows what he’s doing.”

        “You ever known him not?” Marin asked, over his shoulder. “Coming up on Loki in one minute ... and we’re going to hit a little turbulence. You might want to strap yourself down, Neil.”

         The deliberate underestimation made Travers swear as the Capricorn began to buck. Marin took it back on manual and surfed across the gravity tides on angled Arago fields, as if the ship were a board and he were riding a monstrous wave. The tides were the last ripples flying outward from a Class 6 or 7 event, and Travers frowned at Vidal as they skimmed the surface. He wondered if Vidal knew the details of what he had undertaken. From the odd look on his face — part grim determination, part exultation — he did.

        They came up fast on the Wastrel and the Wings of Freedom, and Travers said nothing as Marin looped the Capricorn down and around, to give Vidal a clear look at the project which Sherratt and Vaurien had nurtured between them, while Harrison Shapiro picked up the bills and sweated in ignorance.

        “Holy mother of ...” Vidal was as astounded as Travers had been. He might not have actually recognized the old Intrepid, as Travers had — the carriers were all fractionally different, which often identified them to their own crew — but he knew a super-carrier when he saw one, and only one of the fleet was unaccounted for. “Good Christ, Neil, that has to be ...”

        “Lai’a,” Travers told him. “She was the Intrepid in a former life. She’s been resurrected from her own ashes, with a Resalq mind that knows itself only as Lai’a. The Resalq word for Phoenix. It’s not a Fleet AI, it has no allegiance to anything human. Ask Richard or Mark. They’ll be happy to spend an hour telling you how it was done.” He looked over his shoulder into Vidal’s amazed face. “Pegasus VII Weimann modules, two Prometheus generators, the eyes and ears of a science ship, the armor of a drift miner, and the warload of four super-carriers.”

        “Sweet Christ,” Vidal whispered, and it might have been a prayer. 

        “Wastrel Flight, this is Capricorn Mobile,” Marin was calling. “Where do you want us?”
        They berthed in the same hangar from which they had launched, and Marin was still shutting down systems when Vidal picked up his bags and headed out, in Travers’s wake. Travers knew what he wanted to see first, and as overwhelming as Lai’a was, the carrier had to be second on Vidal’s list of priorities.

        Hangar 6 was in darkness, and cold as a crypt. Vidal dumped his bags just inside the door and the sound echoed as Travers hunted for the remote. Lights and heat kicked on together, and for some moments they waited for shriveled irises to cope with the sudden glare, before Vidal muttered an oath.

        ‘Ugly’ was the word on Travers’s lips. Nothing about the probe was graceful, but there was also about her the seduction of power. She was little more than a chassis designed to hold the hyper-Weimann unit, and a cockpit armored heavily enough to buy her pilots a few hours of semi-safety before they were fried by the drive. But she could handle El’arne, Travers thought. She could dive into a Class 7 storm and ride through it, and out to somewhere, somewhen else.

        He was waiting for Vidal to speak, but the pilot was too intent on the probe. The drift-ship. He walked around and under it twice, looked up into the bells of the maneuvering engines, rapped on the Zunshu alloy of the framework, peered into the dark emptiness where the hyper-Weimann unit would illuminate with an eerie blue-on-blue glow. Still Travers waited, and at last Vidal asked,

        “Does it have a name?”

        “Not that I’ve heard,” Travers told him. “They just call it the drift-ship, or the Hellgate probe, and a lot of uncomplimentary names. Does it need a name?”

        Vidal gave him an odd look. “Every ship needs a name.”

        “It’s a ship?” Travers wondered doubtfully. “I’d say they’re right when they call it a ‘probe’.”

        “Neil.” Vidal returned to his companion and dropped a hand on his shoulder, “a probe is a gadget some bastard Fleet medic shoves in your ear, if you’re lucky, and up your ass if you’re not.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the vehicle. “I’m a pilot. If I’m flying her, she’s a ship. And if she’s a ship, she has a name.”

        “Talk to Mark,” Travers suggested. “In fact, talk to Lai’a. In many ways, the drift-ship is a sister or an aunt of Lai’a. You know what they’ve rebuilt the Intrepid for?”

        “I can guess,” Vidal whispered, looking over the odd, ugly, haunting shape of the ship. “She sure as hell wasn’t built for the colonial wars, I saw that at a glance.” He lifted a brow at Travers. “The Zunshu?”

        An odd shiver coursed like cold water down Travers’s spine. “You’re proving out the engine and the fuel. Cerberus is mining the fuel, enough to power a thousand mines like the item we brought out of Omaru ... and one item like Lai’a.”

        “Lai’a.” Vidal tried the name on his tongue. 

        “Talk to it,” Travers repeated.

        And Vidal nodded slowly. “I will.” He rubbed the back of his neck with both hands as if it were aching. “Damnit, Neil, time’s up. All the nights you sat wondering if it would ever happen, ever start, and here it is now, on top if us.” He held out his hand, and Travers took it. “The Wastrel’s pulling out, you know. We’re headed for Ulrand, to observe. Not to fight. Gives me a few days to go over this ship from nose to tail, learn it, prep it, before ...” He shivered visibly. 

        “Scared?” Travers asked in a soft, confidential tone.

        Again, Vidal gave him the odd look. “Of course I am.” He grinned, brash, insolent, the Mick Vidal Travers remembered from the Kiev. “Not scared enough to chicken and run. I spent one night getting good and drunk with Alexis. Drunk enough for her to forget who she is, and what, and tell me stuff that’s probably classified. I know this baby represents Mark Sherratt’s whole life. It’s revenge for the Resalq, if she flies, so she’d better fly. If she screws up in El’arne, it’s going to hit Mark hard, because it’s not me he’s lost, it’s his shot at the Zunshu.”

        “It’ll hit Shapiro just as hard,” Travers added. “Shapiro believes he can win the colonial wars — and after seeing the Intrepid, I’m inclined to agree with him! But the rest of it...” He gestured in the direction of the heart of Hellgate. “The Zunshu are the problem. We win the war against the Confederacy, they bug out of the Deep Sky, it’s our space. Omaru and Borushek, Velcastra, Albeniz, Saraine ... all so close to Hellgate, you can expect the Zunshu to destroy us the way they destroyed the Resalq.”

        “And we’ll have burned our bridges behind us,” Vidal added. “If we’ve whupped the DeepSky Fleet at Ulrand, Omaru, Velcastra, Jagreth, we won’t be able to beg for Confederate help, and we sure as shit won’t be welcome if we try to go running home for cover.”

        “Nobody said we’d run home,” Travers said darkly. “Space is a big place, Mick. Pick your direction and head out, put distance between us and the Zunshu, start over.”

        Vidal groaned. “Terraformer fleets and colony ships? It’s takes bloody decades to remake a planet and get the cities up and the spaceports working. Think about it. We’d be Shapiro’s age before we’d have someplace to call home that had the right to be compared with Velcastra or — or Darwin’s World.”

        “I know it,” Travers agreed blandly. “Shapiro also knows it, we all do. Give me one other reason for taking on the Zunshu.”

        “You want a reason?” Vidal’s blue eyes glittered in the harsh neon of the hangar lighting. “Revenge is your reason, Neil ... and I don’t give a cuss what temperature you serve it. Ask Mark.” He stooped and swung both bags up over his shoulder. “You going to be here when we fly?”

        “On the Wastrel? Yes.” Travers thumbed the remote to turn off the lights and heat. “And I’ll be here to buy the beers when you get back.”

        For a long moment Vidal studied him in silence, and then a faint smile played about one corner of his mouth and he surprised Travers. “Curtis Marin is a lucky guy, and if he doesn’t realize it, I’ll volunteer to kick him till he does. Tell me when the big day comes around, Neil. I’ll be there and throw rice.”

        He was gone on those words, stalking back the way they had come, toward the tug’s operations room. With a soft oath Travers followed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Salvage tug Wastrel

         

The callsign was Jaguar Moon, and Marin had heard it more than forty times as the Wastrel cruised up to Beacon 556 and fell into convoy with a fleet of Freespacer ships such as had never massed before. Many of the ships were no bigger than the Mako or the Krait, but many others were of the size and brute strength of the Ranjipur, and five were like the Wastrel itself, or larger. The Helena, the Harlequin, the Nigatu Ziyuu, and others dwarfed the vessels belonging to Sergei van Donne and Fernando Wang, but Marin was not quick to underestimate any of them.

        The e-space fall from 556 to Ulrand was twenty hours, but the Wastrel had been on full alert since she approached the beacon. Vaurien knew too many of the Freespacer captains, and he trusted none of them. The Wastrel was busy. For the first time in weeks the ops room was bright, fully manned, and the loop was a confusion of chatter. 

        In one corner, Vidal had commandeered a station and was working with Queneau. She was on the probe, testing every system, while Vidal monitored telemetry and configured a tiny fraction of Etienne’s brains to remote-monitor the drift-ship.   

        Two hours behind, on the same heading, as the Wastrel left the Rabelais Drift was Lai’a. The Intrepid would not be glimpsed until the invasion of Ulrand had begun, and the Freespacers deployed. Lai’a and Etienne traded compressed, encrypted signals at each dropout point. Lai’a was back there, like the Wastrel’s shadow, but the Freespacers knew nothing of her.

        A mug clattered down on the workspace beside the threedee where Marin was reviewing Etienne’s data-collect from 556, and Travers’s hands formed around his shoulders. Through the soles of his feet he felt the low, steady grumble of Weimann engines — the Wastrel had slithered into e-space minutes before, though Vidal and Queneau seemed oblivious.

        “What have we got on the Shanghai group?” Travers wondered quietly. He rolled a chair closer and sat. 

        He was yawning, though Marin would have said he had slept soundly as soon as the Wastrel quit the Drift. They had eaten dinner with Vaurien and the Sherratts, indulged in a decent Velcastran wine, and retired to quarters which were more comfortable than their apartment in Sark. A little brandy, a lot of lovemaking, and Travers was asleep while Marin watched the chrono count off several hours.

        “The
Shanghai group,” he echoed, and touched a key. 

        The display shifted from local scan to a datafeed received through the conduit from Mark Sherratt’s sources near Ulrand. The Shanghai would not know it, but the science vessel performing routine maintenance on the data relay at Kebesh — the outermost world in the Ulrand system — was a Resalq ship. Kebesh was a chunk of ice which barely deserved to be recognized as a planet, but Fleet had installed a relay there when Ulrand joined the Confederacy. The leaving would not be so easy, but as far as Marak was concerned, the secession was done, filed. 

        The super-carrier was flanked by six cruisers — seven, if the Ganymede fought — eight frigates, four heavily-armed troop landers, six armed, armored tenders, four couriers, a deliberately unarmed hospital ship that was nonetheless armored like a drift miner, and twenty armed, armored barges under tow. They would be deployed as gun platforms during the battle and salvage hulks afterward. The Shanghai itself carried the usual complement of gunships and close-defense fighters, and each of the cruisers carried two gunships and a flight of ten fighter-interceptors. 

0     “Don’t underestimate them,” Marin whispered. “In terms of firepower and manpower, it’ll be balanced pretty evenly until the Intrepid joins us. And in terms of brains, I’d back Fleet every time. The Freespacers won’t fight to a plan, they’ll have no sense of cohesion. It’ll be every ship for itself, a free-for-all. A chaos. Fleet,” he added darkly, “could do them a lot of damage.”

        “Hence, the Intrepid,” Vidal said from the corner opposite. “She’s one of Shapiro’s trumps, and it’s time to put her on the table. Give Harrison his due, he knows how to play this game.”

        “Game?” Travers echoed. “Bloodsports, maybe. A lot of people are going to die tomorrow, Mick.” He was looking at the data routed through from Mark’s ship. “When this was dispatched, the Shanghai group was holding up, just short of the Ulrand system.”

        “Waiting for the Ganymede. Senator Rutherford.” Marin looked up over his shoulder at Travers. “Rutherford was supposed to at least go through the diplomatic motions and check in with Fleet Sector Command, Borushek, before proceeding to Ulrand and sanctioning an invasion.”

        Travers made doubtful noises. “I wouldn’t count on it. Shapiro hates the man’s guts, and I’m guessing the feeling has to be mutual.”

        “Does President Marsik even know Rutherford was granted full plenipotentiary powers when he shipped out of the homeworlds?” Marin mused.  

        “Half the population of Ulrand wouldn’t know what the word meant, and the other half wouldn’t care,” Travers said acidly. “Does Etienne have anything more recent than this?”

        “No,” Marin said softly, “and I know, this data is twenty-five hours old. He paused for a moment and on a whim touched the comm. “Richard? Ops room.” Vaurien responded seconds later; behind his voice in the distorted audio was a whine of machinery and the scream of power tools. Marin raised his own voice to get over it. “Richard, we’re looking at the last update on the Shanghai group, and it’s old. We’re thinking it’s too old. You want to dropout halfway to Ulrand and jack into the data conduit?”

        “You mean, better safe than sorry?” Vaurien shouted over the din of tools.

        “How stupid are we going to look,” Marin suggested, “if Charleston Rutherford arrives on the Ganymede and negotiates a truce, authorizes a ten billion credit compensation pact, and the MarakCity government renews its subscription?”

        He made a good point, and Vaurien had clearly been thinking along the same lines. “Schedule it. Etienne can take care of it, but inform the pilots. We’ll just make Ulrand a few minutes behind the rest of the bastards — and we’ll get there with fresh data.”

        “Will do,” Marin affirmed. “How goes your half of the battle?”

        The Wastrel’s machine shops were at capacity, fabricating the Zunshu hull alloy, and the process was slow, difficult. Shapiro had placed an order for enough of the alloy to cast the shells of at least a thousand mines, more or less identical to the device Leon Sherratt had liberated.

        “It goes slowly,” Vaurien said, exasperated and tired. “Still, we’ll be done ahead of the Resalq. They have to reverse engineer the damn thing, and not kill themselves in the process!”

        “And the Cerberus still has to come up with the fuel,” Vidal added.

        “It will,” Travers said stubbornly. Vidal angled a curious look at him, and he shrugged. “I’m no physicist, but if Mark and Barb and Alexis Rusch have all checked each other’s sums, and they’re satisfied — so am I.”

        “Optimist,” Vidal accused.

        “I’d better be,” Travers retorted, and reached for Marin’s coffee as he turned back to the threedee.

        Marin divided his attention between the Shanghai data and the crosstalk between Vidal and Queneau until Vidal pulled the combug out of his ear and tossed it down. 

        “All right, stay where you are, I’ll be there,” he said to the audio pickup, and stalked out of the ops room with a gait like a caged cat. “Are you free, Neil? I could use another pair of eyes, another brain.”

         “Could you use two?” Travers offered, beckoning Marin.

        “You’re at a loose end and you’re bored?” Vidal guessed without looking back. “The more the better, before I jump my rails and put a bullet in somebody!”

        “In Queneau?” Travers guessed. “I thought you said she was the best in the business.”

        “She bloody is,” Vidal fumed. “Which means she thinks she knows better than I do, and she doesn’t hesitate to say it.”

        “Any chance she could be right?” Marin asked, amused.

        At the service elevator, Vidal thumped the button with the side of his fist to summon a car and gave Marin a glare. “Maybe.”

        “And that’s what bugs you the worst,” Travers observed. 

        The service covers were off the shuttle cockpit which perched at the top of the framework, seated on its armor shield. Queneau was inside, and five maintenance drones buzzed like big steel insects around the open hatches. The overhead gantry was growling, and as they stepped into the hangar Marin looked up to see the Weimann assembly being maneuvered into place. It was powered down — more correctly, it had not yet been fueled — but his nose told him the Aragos had already been tested. The air in the hangar smelt sharply of ozone, and he felt a prickle in the back of his neck as the hair there tried to stand up. 

        “What in the fucking hell are you doing to my ship?” Vidal bellowed up at the open cockpit hatch. 

        Through the forward viewports, Queneau showed him her middle finger, and the public address squealed into life. “Get up here, Mick, and take a look for yourself. It’s not going to work like this, goddamn it! I’ve logged more hours in these shuttles than —”

        “All right, all right,” Vidal fumed. “Neil, grab that handy and take a look at the numbers for yourself.” He was climbing the ladder as he spoke, raising his voice as he went up. “Curt, I’m going to ask you to retask two of the drones, have them look at the physical cabling for the hyper-Weimann hookup. Remember, the new engine burns so hot, so dirty, old-fashioned wireless remote gets so screwed up, we’d kill ourselves before we got anywhere near the Class 7. So this is retro’d to pulse-optic cable, and I don’t think the clearance on the conduit is big enough. I know Jazinsky designed it tight as a gnat’s ass to minimize the rads we’re going to ride on the shockplate, but —”

        Marin stopped listening and reached for a remote to summon the drones.

 

 

 

Nine hours later, with Ulrand still ten hours ahead, Etienne dropped the Wastrel out of e-space for two minutes, just long enough to access the DeepSky data conduit, download the feed from the Resalq ship at Kebesh and pass through the new Weimann ignition cycle. 

        Marin had been half-asleep, in that curious state where the mind floated and dreams began to encroach on consciousness with fantastic results. The slight wrench of the Weimann dropout jerked him fully awake, and beside him Travers sat up with a groan.

        “It’s nothing. Scheduled,” Marin whispered. His hands roamed over Travers’s broad back, soaking in the heat of his skin, searching out the pulses. “Relax, give the ops room time to look at the fresh data. If it’s anything important, they’ll call us.”

        In any case, the chrono was set to give them a wakeup call with five hours to spare before the Wastrel arrived in the Ulrand system. Travers relaxed, bone by bone, muscle by muscle, and slid down at Marin’s side. He was awake now, and Marin was not surprised when Neil reached for him, wanting him. 

        Desire was easy now; the drugs had been discontinued, their last scans were clear, Grant was satisfied. The Argos would haunt Marin as long as he lived, but they had been lucky on Omaru and he knew it, though he often wondered if Travers was aware of how much worse it could have been. 

        The hands skimming his body made his nerve endings seem to shimmer, and Marin laced his fingers at Travers’s neck to pull him down. Neil’s mouth was hungry but the kiss was slow, easy, and when one strong thigh nudged in between Marin’s, he rolled up, pinned Travers to the mattress and straddled him. 

        The cabin was dark, lit only by the dim glow of the threedee, which was idling, and a few instrument lights. Travers’s eyes caught a glimmer from the threedee, but Marin might have been blind, and he closed his own eyes, the better to concentrate on pure sensation. 

        Intent on his fingers, engrossed in touch, he explored Travers from brow to knees, and only returned to Neil’s belly when he began to groan. The first touch of his mouth on the blood-hot shaft inspired a curse, and Marin’s tongue mapped the course of the great vein, delved and tormented until Travers could bear no more.

        The fearsome strength had returned to Travers’s limbs — he had the genes for strength, though his ancestors had never been redesigned. Marin wondered fleetingly what his siblings were like, as Neil lifted him as if he were a child and dumped him back down, astride. Curtis gave a soft, throaty laugh. He settled, and both hands molded to Travers’s breasts and began to pet him there. “This what you want, soldier?”

        “You used to call me that.” Travers was fumbling in the drawer at the bedside. “There was a time it was true. Give me your hand.”

        A small tube was pressed into Marin’s palm. “Then again, what’s in a name?” he whispered as he opened the tube. “And we have a lot to celebrate. We’re alive ... please gods, we should stay that way.” 

        The gel smelt of cedar, cool on his hand, warming there before he palmed Travers with it, made them ready.

 

 

 

“Eighteen hours ago,” Vaurien said tersely, “the Ganymede joined the Shanghai, outside the orbit of Kebesh. Ten hours ago, the battle group entered the system, uninvited, without permits or visas. Five hours ago, the government in Marak was still negotiating with Senator Rutherford. The Shanghai group was standing twenty million kilometers off Ulrand, while the Ganymede entered orbit and Rutherford conferenced with President Ulverson Marsik. 

        “At the time marker on this datafeed, they were still talking. How long Rutherford would continue to negotiate is another question. It could be over by now ... they could still be talking. There could be troops in the street in Marak at this time, or Marsik might have talked his way out.” Vaurien shook his head. The red hair was loose about his shoulders. “They beat us to the prize.”

        “It doesn’t matter.” Mark Sherratt was sitting on the other side of the table in the crew mess. Leon and Roy Arlott were at one end of the table, Jazinsky and Ingersol at the other, while Marin and Travers investigated the autochef’s new breakfast menu and Vaurien stood glaring into the threedee. Sherratt’s voice was level, calm. “Curtis, I’ll take a mushroom omelet and cinnamon toast ... thank you. Richard, sit down, let Ulrand keep. We’re five hours out. Even if President Marsik ordered Rutherford to pull the Shanghai group right out of the system, and Rutherford decided to press the point, there’s nothing we can do from here.”

        “And with any luck,” Jazinsky added, yawning, “Marsik’ll have more brains. He has to know he can’t take on the
Shanghai group with the Ulrand militia squadron. He’ll keep talking, trying to wrangle a better deal.”

        “You hope,” Vaurien said darkly. “The Ulrish also had to know the secession would be answered with a damned invasion fleet, and they went ahead anyway.”

        “Anger will carry you a long way, but in the end either sense prevails or the mouse will be crushed by the elephant ... the lamb eaten by the lion.” Mark lifted a brow at Richard. “Human culture has such a potential for violence, even in its axioms. We Resalq have a great deal of catching up to do.”

        “We’d be glad to teach you,” Vaurien said tartly as he swiped a plate of eggs out of the ’chef and dropped into the chair beside Jazinsky. “Vengeance 101.”

        He was looking tired, Marin thought. The stress, the long hours and sleepless nights were catching up with him, and for the first time Richard Vaurien looked closer to his age. He would be fifty soon. The red hair was still thick, but a few strands of silver shone in the lights. Marin wondered if Vaurien knew they were there. For himself, he took cereal and fruit. He passed the omelet across to Sherratt and then waited for Travers.  

        “Where’s Vidal?” Mark sampled the eggs and reached for the pepper.

        “Working on his pet project,” Richard growled.

        “His project?” Jazinsky looked up sharply. 

        “It’s his baby now, his and Queneau’s.” Vaurien gave her a sidelong glance. “You and Tully put the thing up for adoption, and they took it.”

        “That’s a mildly disgusting metaphor,” Jazinsky observed, “but I guess you’re right. Three minutes after it launches, it’s all down to Vidal. There won’t be one damn thing we can do to help him, not when he’s past the threshold.”

        Mark looked along at her with a curious frown. “Misgivings, Barb?”

        Her brows rose. “No. She’ll fly, the engine will fire, she’ll do her stuff ... but it’s El’arne, Mark. It’s — Christ, I don’t know. The unknown, the howling dark, off the edge of the maps. Your people have been there, but they didn’t return, and humans never got close to going in.”

        “Before,” Travers added.

        “Before,” Jazinsky echoed, and shivered visibly. “Incidentally, we’re invited to a ceremony.” She gestured with a fork loaded with the last bite of waffles and syrup. “An ancient ritual, the naming of the vessel.”

        Surprise made Travers look up from his plate. “He’s found a name? What’s he calling it?”

        But she could only shrug. “He wouldn’t say, nor would Queneau. But they did say they wanted the ceremonial naming done and filed before we make Ulrand.” She swiveled her chair out from the table and hunted for coffee. 

        “Damn,” Travers said to no one in particular, “he found it a name.”

        Curiosity buzzed like a wasp, and Marin was with them an hour later when they rode the service lift down to the drift ship’s hangar. Most lights were dark. The probe sat in a pool of blue-white neon, and before it was an upturned ammunition crate on which stood two magnums of Velcastran champagne and a dozen stacked glasses.

        Like Vaurien, Michael Vidal looked tired. Unlike Richard, the pilot was filled with an odd energy and Marin thought he glimpsed a zealot light in his eyes. The Daku was coming out in him, more with each hour he worked on the probe. He was in the dark green coveralls common to the Wastrel’s crew now; there was no mark of Fleet about him, and the coveralls were open to his mid-chest, where he wore the open-headed ankh symbol. He no longer bothered to conceal it — and in this company, why should he? To the Daku, he would become a legend if he lived, a martyr if he died.

        They were still in the cockpit, and Vaurien shouted up. Jo Queneau’s face appeared at the hatch, and she said something over her shoulder, back into the ship. Moments later she and Vidal slid down the boarding ladder, and as Vidal’s boots hit the steel of the deck he plucked a remote from his pocket to put the drones on standby.  

        “Glad you could make it down here.” He gestured at the magnums. “Neil, will you do the honors? Open one of those while I set this up.”

        ‘This’ was the second magnum, and as Vidal hefted it, Queneau reached into the shadows for the loose end of a cable. It hung from the gantry overhead, far above the lights, and a collar had been cinched into place. Vidal locked the collar around the green glass bottle and stood back.

        “There ought to be music,” Queneau warned. “Somebody ought to make a speech. And doesn’t it have to be a woman who does this?”

        “Does it?” Vidal looked blankly from Travers to Vaurien.

        Richard discovered a genuine chuckle. “Centuries ago, it would have been. The tradition goes back even longer.”

        “And we don’t want to put a jinx on this,” Vidal decided. “Barb?” He tossed a remote to her.

        She fielded it deftly. “If I’m going to christen the bloody thing, I have to know what it’s called.”

        He had taken a breath when Queneau said sharply, “Isn’t it bad luck to say the name before the champagne breaks?”

        “You’re superstitious?” Vidal angled an odd look at her. 

        “Right now,” Jo Queneau growled, “I’m not about to take risks.” She tossed an almost-empty cigarette pack to Vidal. “Write it down for godsakes.”

        With a sigh, Vidal dug out a pen. He folded the plastex pack over on itself before he handed it to Jazinsky, and took a glass from Travers. Marin was passing them around. Leon and Roy had come down; the tug’s senior pilot, Yuval Greenstein, had drifted in with Tully Ingersol and Bill Grant. Mark and Vaurien stood back to watch with Travers and Marin as Vidal, Queneau and Jazinsky stepped into the pool of light.

        The cable went up with a whine of servos from the darkness beyond the floods. Jazinsky took it up to a height level with the armor plate which shielded the cockpit from the hyper-Weimann module, and backed off the crane which rode the gantry rails.

        The sharp, fruity aroma of champagne was odd, against the harsh smell of chemicals. Marin held up his glass in the salute as Jazinsky’s thumb hovered over the remote, and she unfolded the cigarette pack. For a moment she blinked at the name, and then gave Vidal a rare smile.

        “Friends, colleagues and coconspirators, I take pleasure in calling this mongrel of an object a ship, not a probe. She’s a drift-ship, and she’s only the first of many ... but there always has to be a first. She’s a pioneer, like the pilots who are going to take her into El’arne. They’re heading into one of the worst kinds of hell. The Rabelais Drift hasn’t been called ‘Hellgate’ for nothing: it has an underworld, a labyrinth, fraught with monsters called Zunshu. I’m not one for making speeches, so I hope this will do. Colleagues and fellow-intimates on this lunatic project, I name this ship Orpheus ... and I have to say, Vidal picked it dead right.”

        “Orpheus,” Marin echoed, in unison with the others, as Jazinsky hit the remote to start the crane.

        High above the lights, it got up to a good speed before she punched the emergency stop. At the end of the cable, the magnum bottle swung hard, like a pendulum, and smacked into the armor plate. The explosion of liquid and glass shards was surprising, and the company drank.

        Mythology had never been among Travers’s interests, and as the lights came up, and Queneau kicked the broken glass out of the way, he leaned closer to Marin. “Orpheus? I must have cut that class.”

        “If they even taught it at a school on Darwin’s.” Marin savored the wine as a maintenance drone took care of the glass shards. “He’s a character from Greek myth. He went to Hades to being back his bride, who died on their wedding day. The real gist of the story is this: Orpheus was the first living human ever to go voluntarily into hell and bargain with its boss to get what he wanted.” He raised the glass to the drift-ship, and to Vidal. “You have you agree, it’s apt.”

        The drones were already working again. Vidal was in the cockpit and Queneau was studying a handy, configuring the hyper-Weimann ignition sequence. Jazinsky was up on the crane, tinkering with the module itself; Tully Ingersol had changed color visibly as he looked at it, as if it turned his belly. Leon and Roy seemed to be arguing, but when Marin listened, he realized they were disagreeing in the Resalq language, apparently about the original translations of Resalq terms from the original Jagreth Texts. Curtis could follow one word in three. He drained the glass, set it back on the upturned crate, and beckoned Travers out of the hangar.

        “They don’t need any help,” he guessed. “And I want to find a quiet place for a while. We’re less than three hours out from Ulrand, and ... I have the proverbial bad feeling, Neil.”

        Travers’s brow creased. “We’re noncombatant. The Wastrel won’t fight, not here, not now.”

        “I know,” Marin agreed. “I still have the bad feeling.”

        “Dendra Shemiji doesn’t teach you how to be psychic, does it?”

        “Idiot.” Marin snaked an arm about Travers’s waist and propelled him away from the hangar, where power tools had begun to shriek. “Indulge me. I want to do some old Dendra Shemiji routines.”

        “I never learned how,” Travers said regretfully. “And I think we’re out of time.”

        “It’s very possible. Who can know?” Marin turned back toward the service elevators. “Let me try to show you what Mark taught me, if you’re interested.”

        “I’m right behind you.” Travers stepped into the lift with him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

The Resalq science vessel had remained on station at Kebesh. The chunk of rock and ice, Ulrand’s outermost planet, had been tunneled and fortified for the installation of the deepspace comm relay. Like Oberon, it was maintained by drones save for service work performed by a tech crew twice per year. Mark Sherratt’s Saerl’ania would not have been expected for another six weeks, but the maintenance schedules grew flexible in the Deep Sky, where Confederate resources could be thinly spread and routine work was outsourced. The Shanghai group had not even questioned the Saerl’ania’s presence in the Ulrand system, and the datastream issuing from the Resalq ship was densely encrypted. 

        A few minutes behind the body of the Freespacer fleet, the Wastrel dropped out of e-space, and for several seconds Etienne traded data with the Saerl’ania. Marin was unaware he was holding his breath until his chest began to burn. Travers’s knuckles were white as his hands clenched into the back of Vaurien’s seat. Richard was intent on the threedee which dominated the tug’s ops room, waiting for the data.

        “It’s starting,” he whispered as it began to run. “They were still talking ... thank gods Marsik’s people were still trying to talk their way to a deal. But the
Shanghai saw us, soon as the Mako and the Helena dropped out. They jumped early, remember ... and the Shanghai’s maneuvering.”

        Marin’s eyes were skimming the same datafeed. “Signals bouncing between the Ganymede and MarakCity.”

        “Etienne,” Vaurien said sharply, “get hold of their comm. I want the content of those signals.”

        Predictably, Rutherford was demanding to know the nature of the fleet which had just exited e-space. Who were they, where were they from, whose banner did they fly beneath? The
Shanghai was underway, and four of her cruisers, six of her frigates, were powering up main drive engines. The tenders and couriers had ducked for cover under the big ship’s armor, and already the barges were moving, fanning out around the carrier.

        In fact, President Ulverson Marsik knew nothing about the Freespacer fleet. Stress analysis of his voice would reveal only very real confusion and dread. But Rutherford was unlikely to be impressed. 

        “It doesn’t mean a lot that Marsik is ignorant,” Travers said quietly. “You know the conclusion Rutherford’s going to jump to. Elements on Ulrand, not necessarily government, scared up a mercenary fleet.”

        “We did,” Vaurien said bleakly. “The only place where he’s wrong is, it’s a fleet out of Halfway, on Shapiro’s payroll — and that’s something Rutherford can never know. Or it’s over, for all of us.” He looked away from the threedee and met Travers’s eyes. “The Resalq, my operation, the Daku, Vidal’s friends from the Kiev and Alexis Rusch’s private staff, we’ll all be headed for Freespace as fast as we can run.”

        “And the Deep Sky,” Marin added, “is finished.” He stabbed a finger at the data. “Rutherford just called Marsik a liar on open broadcast ... CNS is carrying this, live.” He dropped into a seat and swiveled it toward a flatscreen. “Neil, look at this.”

        The scene was a street in Marak. It could have been the rink, Dockland, or any downmarket sector. Several hundred people had already gathered in the sullen heat and humidity to watch the CNS feed on six-meter screens, and the crowd was thickening by the moment. The screens were busy with several images. A grainy shot at maximum zoom, incoming from a camera drone, showed the Shanghai itself and several of its attendant ships. Sterntubes were bright, engine flares were sparkling across the carrier battle group as they turned to meet the incoming fleet. A second shot was broadcast live from the House of Representatives. The government had been in emergency session since the Ganymede arrived in convoy with a super-carrier, but only in the last half hour had protocol broken down into shouting and posturing.

        “Fourteen launch signatures,” Etienne reported. “ships are leaving the Mumbai orbital docks, heading out fast.”

        “Merde,” Vaurien breathed, “the fools have launched the militia squadron. They’ll be cut to pieces, right after Rutherford stops laughing.”

        “More to the point,” Mark Sherratt said as he stepped into the ops room with Leon and Roy behind him, “Ulrand can be said to have launched the first strike. Those ships are the formal closure to any hope of negotiation. With the militia squadron in the air, Fleet can only protect itself.” He came to rest beside Vaurien and divided his attention between the threedee, which was displaying tactical data, and the flatscreen, which was still showing the CNS feed. “Richard, can you bounce a signal off Kebesh and three or four other relays? Get a message to Marak and disguise where it came from. Tell them to recall the militia and keep well out of the way.”

        “Give me a moment.” Vaurien was already working with Etienne. 

        Marin pulled on a headset and settled the bug in his ear. He was listening to the loop, eavesdropping on Fleet signals from one direction and the comm chatter between the Freespacers from the other. Some ships were encrypting their comm; others were so complacent, they were transmitting in clear. He knew the voices of Asako Rodman, Fernando Wang, Sergei van Donne. The Harlequin, the Krait and the Mako were flying a loose formation, covering each other while the Bai Shan loomed behind and above. Rodman’s Harlequin was bigger and massively armored, while the Krait and the Mako were maneuverable and heavily armed. The Baer brothers’ Bai Shan was big, heavily armed but slow to maneuver. Individually, they were dangerous; working in concert they were lethal. 

        “Looks like Rodman talked some sense into Wang and van Donne,” Travers observed. 

        “Now let’s see how long it lasts.” Marin’s voice was sharp with cynicism. “You know van Donne. When he gets it into his head to run amok, the voice of reason isn’t going to stop him.”

        “So some Fleet jockey blows him the hell away,” Vaurien suggested, “and does me a big favor.”

        “Does us all a favor,” Marin corrected. “The last time Neil and I went up against the man, I dislocated his elbow and I think we put a bullet in him. We’re close to the top of van Donne’s list of people to waste today if the chance happens.”

        Footsteps at the wide, open door announced Vidal and Queneau. Vidal was already listening to a combug and Queneau gazed into the navtank, where the ships of both fleets were individually tagged. The Marak squadron was a flock of sparks, still headed out fast, but the Shanghai had shown them its sterntubes and was making good time on an intercept heading with the Freespacers. The Marak squadron was chasing, and would be late for the battle. 

        “Signals,” Vidal said distractedly, listening to the bug. “Marak and the squadron ... heavily encrypted, there’s a processing lag.”

        “Twenty minutes,” Queneau read off, “to engagement distance. I’m seeing over forty krudbuckets out of Halfway. Is that all of us?”

        “Until the Intrepid gets here.” Vaurien was intent on the threedee.

        “And when’s that?” Queneau demanded.

        Marin did not even have to glance at the chrono. “Just over 100 minutes. In other words, the Freespacers have a fair crack at the Shanghai group before Shapiro’s trump gets laid on the table. If they can’t take her down, we’ll finish the job. Either way, the likes of van Donne and Boden Zwerner are going to work for their money on this one. Shapiro’s already paid them one hell of a deposit. I guess he wants to see them earn it.”

        “Speaking of whom,” Vidal said sharply, “where the hell is Shapiro? He was supposed to be here.”

        “He’s late.” Marin looked up to check the deepspace scan. “The Earthlight took him to Velcastra for his meet with Chandra Liang. The security setup looked bulletproof. If it came unstuck, it means your Daku friends sold him to Fleet.”

        A diamond-hard glitter of anger brightened Vidal’s eyes. “You’re a friend of mine and you’ve been good to Neil,” he said brashly, “which is the only reason you’re not picking your teeth out of the deck.”

        “And I assume you know the Daku better than I ever will,” Marin said acerbically. “I hope you’re right about them, Mick. One mistake now, and we’re in so deep —”

        “That if we get out with our lives at all,” Vidal finished, “we’ll be lying in a gutter looking up at the roaches.”

        “If anyone’s interested,” Travers said loudly, “the Marak squadron just turned back.”

        “And Etienne unscrambled their comm.” Queneau looked up from the navtank. “They’ve been ordered to form up over Marak, to protect the city. President Marsik’s strategists might be worried about troop landers, or they might have woken up, started peeing themselves about what happens after the battle. Who in hell are these mercenaries, what do they want?”

        “The further you get out into the Deep Sky, the more corporate armies you run up against.” Travers was still watching CNS, where the anchor journalist had put up a quick, graphical plot of which ships were where. “Damn, they’re letting them cover this on free broadcast? There’s going to be panic.”

        But Vaurien shook his head slowly. “I’d rather be informed, if there’s likely to be troop landers appearing on the streets in MarakCity. I’d want the advance warning to hit the deck and lie low, or get right out of the urban sector, if I could.”

        The AI’s voice was pure, androgynous and smooth. “Signals are incoming, from the office of President Ulverson Marsik.”

        “What do they want?” Mark Sherratt asked shrewdly.

        “To negotiate a price,” Etienne reported without inflection. “The President’s private staff wishes to know which private army is engaging the Shanghai group, and on whose behalf. They are waiting for a response.”

        “Send nothing — but monitor them, Etienne, make damn sure no bastard Freespacer captain claims command,” Vaurien growled. “This one is Shapiro’s party. If any of the buggers even starts to claim command, jam the signal any way you can. Override it with a denial.” His fingertips drummed on the work surface beneath the threedee. “Where’s the Earthlight? She should be here!” He glared up at Vidal, though he said no more. 

        “So Shapiro was detained,” Vidal said tersely. “Things get complicated, Richard. It doesn’t mean anyone’s been betrayed or anything’s gone pear-shaped. Give him a chance.”

        The plot in the navtank had begun to take form. The Freespacers were headed into the Ulrand system from twenty degrees off the ecliptic, the Shanghai group had turned to intercept them, and they would meet close to an ancient marker beacon laid down by the Pakrani terraformer fleet, called Den Smaragd Have. 

        “Anybody here speak Ulrish?” Travers wondered.

        “Etienne?” Vaurien prompted.

        “It’s not Ulrish.” The voice was Jazinsky’s. She had just stepped into the ops room, with coffee in one hand and a sheaf of printer flimsies in the other. “Ulrish is one generation away from modern Pakrani, which means a thick, down-drifted dialect of the Slingo everybody in the colonies speaks. ‘Smaragd Have’ doesn’t mean anything to me.”

        “The words are in the ancestral Danish, a common language from the Scandinavian region of Earth,” Etienne said levelly. “The beacon was marked by a code name, ‘EmeraldGarden.’ Other beacons in this area are marked as ‘JadeMountain,’ and ‘OpalForest.’”

        “Pakrenne was settled by a quarter-million souls from western Europe,” Jazinsky offered as faces turned toward her. “According to the history classes I sat still for, a lot of Scandinavians arrived with the First Fleet. Hey, don’t ask me — I wasn’t there.”

        The chrono was counting down, and Marin saw ten minutes until the Freespacers were in range to engage the Shanghai group. The Wastrel was standing off, well back from the Halfway fleet and high above them, and on Vaurien’s soft command Etienne slid the tug into the cover of the planetoid marked as Den Smaragd Have. Her main drive was idling, her sensors were at maximum gain, and Etienne had cleared terabytes of memory for the event. 

        Sweat prickled in Marin’s palms as surely as if he were on one of the ships heading for the engagement. As proximity closed, the two forces hived off into groups. A cruiser would be flanked by two frigates, and the super-carrier itself was attended by two cruisers, while a flock of troop landers flew top- and bottom-cover, guarding the vulnerable back and keel.

        “Two minutes,” Queneau said unnecessarily. “Fuckitall, Mick, this is as bad as being out there. Worse.”

        “Not this time, Jo,” Vidal whispered. “We’re frying a bigger fish. You want to make yourself useful? Prep the Wastrel’s geocannons. Richard?”

        “Go ahead,” Vaurien invited.

        Marin shot a glance at Vidal, and leaned closer to Richard. “Meaning?” 

        “Meaning, you never can tell,” Vaurien said pragmatically. “We may not want to fight ... doesn’t mean the fight won’t come looking for us.” He swiveled his seat out for a moment. “Queneau, if you want to monitor weapons and tactical, be my guest. Get a feel for the systems early. They’re not what you’ll be used to.”

        “Give me weapons,” Vidal offered. “Jo, take shields. Power up the Aragos, do a test overrun, and get them rigged off the starboard bow quarter.”

        “I know how to handle Aragos, Mick,” Queneau informed him as she dropped into a chair and jacked into the system. Etienne had recognized her and Vidal when they came aboard, and she was busy moments later.

        The first shots were fired before the Shanghai and the ships at the spearhead of the Freespacer fleet were even close to visual range. Massive spreads of missiles were launched on both sides, and space lit up with the wild gold and scarlet blossoms of multiple detonations. The Shanghai took two hits, her cruisers absorbed many more, but most of the warheads were plucked out of the sky by intercept fire.

        “Round one,” Travers said quietly. 

        Intent on his headset, Marin was eavesdropping on Fleet comm. The loop was white-hot with invective, but he heard no emergency signals from the Shanghai’s side. The audio from the Freespacers was not so good. 

        “They scored one solid hit on the Harlequin,” he said. “Sounds like a minor hull breach ... they’re locking it down.”

        “Etienne, get me Rodman.” Vaurien’s voice was taut. “And somebody bring me a coffee.”

        “You sure you don’t want a pill?” Jazinsky put her own mug into his hand. “Let the bastards do their stuff, Richard. This is what they do, and they do it quite well. Besides which, what do you care if Fernie Wang and Sergei get squashed like bugs?”

        The threedee fluttered, and the datastream was replaced by a vidfeed from the ops room aboard the Harlequin. She was one of the Halfway hybrids, with the bows of a salvaged warship and the stern section from an ore hauler which had perished in the Drift. The Rodman clan had armed her with guns, sensors and the armor of a Fleet cruiser, and her ore-hauler’s engines were dauntingly powerful. By some criteria she classified as a frigate, but underestimating her would be a bad mistake.

        Her ops room was companionably dim and smoky. Rodman and her cousins were in Marines armor, helmets ranked along the side of their navtank. They were busy, and Vaurien’s signal arrived as an unwelcome interruption.

        “We’re all right, Richard,” Rodman barked, stubbing out a cheroot on the shoulder of her armor. “Drones are plugging the leaks. We lost an Arago generator, or the warhead would never have gotten through. That’s one we owe the Shanghai. We’re going up against her with the Helena, but why don’t you bugger off and let us get some of these freakin’ cruisers out of the way first!”

        The threedee darkened and Vaurien looked over his shoulder at Mark Sherratt. “Charming as always.”

        “Asako’s damned good at what she does,” Jazinsky said grimly. “Give her a chance. She’s swinging around to show that cruiser ... is it the Autriche? ... a broadside.”

        “It’s the Autriche.” Travers was consulting the Fleet IFF codes. “And she’s way too slow. Rodman caught her wrong-footed. The pilots are trying to maneuver, but the best they can do is stop the broadside hitting her smack in the engine deck and sterntubes. Now, it all depends on what toys Rodman has to hit her with.”

        Vaurien touched a key on the workspace. The public address rumbled on every deck. “Brace for impact, people,” he said quietly. “There’s going to be a blast, and we’re too close for comfort. Queneau?”

        “Aragos are rigged, stop worrying.” Queneau had not looked up from her task. “Etienne’s at eighty percent capacity, I’m handling it. You want to get yourself a decent AI.”

        “I prefer a human crew,” Vaurien argued.

        “And Lai’a?” Mark asked.

        “Lai’a ... is different,” Vaurien admitted. “You put one of those on a ship, any ship, and you don’t even need humans.” He looked up and back at Mark. “Or Resalq.”

        “That,” Mark said softly, “was the whole idea when I designed her.”

        “Missiles away!” Travers’s voice was hard, sharp as a knife. “Jesus, she’s given it the full spread of six Phaetons.”

        Three missiles, striking the same Arago screen in quick succession, were usually enough to disable the screen. The next three would tear into the hull like a shark taking a bite out of a whale. If they hit a vital system, it was enough to cripple the cruiser, or worse.

        An alarm shrilled on the Wastrel’s low decks, where the hangars and machine shops had been locked down for the action. The crew would make their way to hardpoints, and at a whisper from Vaurien, the AI sealed the ops room. Armordoors rumbled shut and the compartment switched to independent power and life support. 

        “Missiles will impact in three,” Travers read off, “two —”

        “Etienne, give us a visual.” Mark moved closer.

        The threedee darkened with the long range vidfeed, and Etienne had begun to enhance the quality as Rodman’s missiles plowed into the Autriche. They hit close together, they appeared as a single blast, white-gold and glaring against the gull-gray hull of the warship. The Aragos had to short out under the blast, and Marin found himself holding his breath.

        When it came, the second blast eclipsed the first, not merely with the energy of three Phaeton warheads. The hull had ruptured. The decompression peeled the Autriche open like a can, and secondary explosions rippled aft down the length of the cruiser. Eight seconds after the decompression began, the port side ripped out of the engine deck and a gout of green-orange gas jetted from the reactor coolant tanks.

        “She’s dead,” Travers whispered. “Debris coming this way fast.”

        “I’m seeing it.” Vaurien touched the comm. “All decks, hold on. Impact in ... twelve seconds. Queneau?”

        “I’ll catch it, I can see it coming.” She was brusque, preoccupied with the salvo of shrapnel which had been spat out of the Autriche. 

        It would hit the Wastrel with the lethal force of a broadside, but without the explosive power of a warhead. Two of the Arago generators throttled up to meet the challenge and Marin was watching the instruments. The generators would redline for a few seconds. 

        The same thoughts were obviously haunting Vaurien. He had settled a bug in his ear and was talking to the engine deck now. “You watching the show, Tully?” 

        “You’re asking, can we ride it out?” Ingersol was testy, cynical. “This one, Rick, and maybe —”

        “Hold on!” Travers yelled into the loop.

        Marin was braced as the shrapnel slammed into the dense, overlapped Arago fields. The Wastrel shuddered, deep in the airframe, and seemed to shake itself like a wet dog. 

        “Clear,” Queneau called. “No hull damage.”

        “This one,” Tully Ingersol repeated hoarsely, “and maybe three, four more like it. Then we’re down to old fashioned armor plate while the drones get in there and give the Aragos a tweak.”

        “How fortunate,” Vaurien said acidly, “that we have a great deal of armor.” His eyes skimmed the instruments and one brow arched. “Etienne, I’m seeing a dropout signature on the other side of Kebesh. It can’t be the Intrepid so soon. Give me the IFF.” And then he groaned, a sound of profound relief. “Thank gods, it’s the Earthlight.”

        “General Shapiro is signaling, level nine encryption,” Etienne told him. “The Earthlight is on approach to Den Smaragd Have.”

        “They’ve seen us,” Travers observed. “Which means the Shanghai has probably also seen us.”

       “It doesn’t matter.” The old French accent had thickened. “They may even recognize us, but there’s no comm, no telemetry, getting into or out of this system ... and the Shanghai isn’t going anywhere with the information.”

        If Rodman’s group did not take it, the Intrepid would. Marin’s belly had clenched as he watched the battle data coming up in the threedee. The Helena had taken another cruiser, and hunting together like a pack of starving wolves, the Krait, the Mako, the Bai Shan and the Ranjipur were in the process of ravaging a frigate. The Harlequin had already pulled out of the zone where the Autriche had perished, and Rodman’s voice cut through the loop like a power saw, bellowing for Wang and van Donne to fly cover for her. Two frigates had turned on the Harlequin, and she had a clear shot at only one of them.

        “I can take him,” she was shouting at Fernando Wang, “but you bastards’ll have to get the other one off my back. Fernie, you’ve got the armor — draw their fire while Sergei loops under and puts a Shrike up its ass.”

        “Fuck that,” Wang yelled into the chaotic loop. “I’m not drawing fire for you, lady.”

        “Fernie, you little worm,” Rodman began.

        “Commander Harlequin ... Rodman ... I’ll draw them for you. Wang, you pygmy creep, get around there with van Donne and do like she said!”

        The voice issued from the Ranjipur, and Marin knew it. But before he could make any remark, Vidal was cursing lividly and reaching for the comm. “Roark! Roark, what in the name of anybody’s god are you doing here?”

        “Flying this heap of crap — I got drafted, didn’t I?” Roark Hubler snarled into the loop as the Ranjipur cut clean across the bows of the Harlequin and looped up over the back of the second frigate. 

        Its guns tracked to follow him, leaving Rodman to handle the other ship, and the venom in Hubler’s voice seemed to have inspired Wang. The Krait made a long, fluid dive, under the belly of the frigate, and Wang was shouting at van Donne — they could hurt the frigate badly with a missile strike in the belly, cripple it, leave it ripe for plucking.

        They wanted the engines, the fuel and reactors, the warload, missiles, gunships and drones, the Marines armor, man-portable weapons systems, vehicles, even the valuables belonging to the crew, and van Donne had seen the value of the prize. The Mako fell into formation with the Krait, while Rodman’s Harlequin heeled over with astonishing speed for so large a ship. Four Phaeton warheads spat out of her port side launchers.

        Without a prompt from Vidal, Travers had keyed on the Ranjipur. She was framed in the center of the long-range vidfeed and Etienne had enhanced the image until the action was clearly visible. Hubler had spun the Ranjipur almost on its axis to show the breadth of his armor to the frigate which was assaulting him. The Ranjipur soaked up the hits — he was not even bothering to use the Arago fields yet.  

        Rodman’s missiles smacked into the frigate moments ahead of the warheads which tore the belly out of the second light warship, and Roark Hubler threw the Ranjipur down and away. Vidal’s breath hissed through his teeth, and he touched the combug in his ear to select ship-to-ship. “Nice flying, Roark. Much damage?”

        “Nothing you’d cuss about,” Hubler told him. “Ain’t my ship, Mick, and I never wanted to be here. It don’t mean squat to me if this bucket gets beat up, just so long as it gets me home alive. I won’t say ‘in one piece,’ because I already lost the right to say that.” He paused to loop around a massive chunk of incandescent shrapnel. “Hey, it’s getting hot around here! Where do you folks want me?”

        As he spoke, Vaurien had just sounded collision again. “Queneau, Ingersol, let’s hear it.”

        “Aragos are rigged, just tell your people to grab something,” Queneau said over her shoulder.

        “Generators are looking good for three, four hits like the last one,” Ingersol’s voice said over the loop from the engine deck. “Drones are on standby.”

        “Impact in ten,” Marin warned.

        “All decks, hold tight!” Vaurien called into the Wastrel’s own loop.

        The blow was less severe than the first, and Marin relaxed a little. He was on his feet, flexing his spine, and his hands fell firmly onto Travers’s shoulders as he looked into the threedee. Strategic data was updating every ten seconds, and Travers whistled softly.

        Six vessels from the Freespacer fleet were either destroyed or crippled. Distress calls were broadcasting and the larger ships, like the Helena, were picking up escape pods. But the Shanghai group had lost two cruisers and four frigates. Two further cruisers were already damaged; a frigate was drifting away, venting fuel while its pods punched out in every direction. Numerous gunships were gone; the tender was badly damaged, and the Shanghai had recalled the troop landers into the cover of its own guns.

        The intership loop was white-hot and dense. By contrast, Etienne’s voice sounded like a drizzle of cool water. “The Earthlight is four thousand meters off Den Smaragd Have. General Shapiro is holding on a secure comm channel.”

        “Does he want to transfer over?” Vaurien thumbed a key. “Harrison, you want to come aboard? Let me rephrase that. Get your ass over here, then the Earthlight can get the hell out of harm’s way! She doesn’t have the armor to pick a fight with these people, not after your joyride to Omaru!”


        A lot of armor had been cut off the Earthlight to increase her speed and maneuverability for the flight into Hydralis’s heavily-patrolled airspace — and out again, running the gauntlet of the Fleet blockade. The armor would eventually be replaced, but since Omaru the Earthlight had not been drydocked. She was vulnerable, as Shapiro had to know.

        “How could anyone resist such a warm invitation?” he said dryly over the comm. “We’re rolling over to dock. You know it’s going to be dangerous —?”

        If the Wastrel took another hit while the Earthlight was trying to lock remora ports, both ships could be badly damaged. But as Marin skimmed the threedee he saw the action around the comm relay with the improbable name had quieted. The battle was drifting away, deeper into the Ulrand system, and as he watched, the Helena and the Harlequin formed up together. The cordon of smaller ships had broken, and they were ready to take a crack at the Shanghai itself. 

        “You have a ‘go’ for docking, Harrison,” Vaurien told him. “Just turn it over to Etienne, make it quick.”

        The two AIs were clones, like Mark Sherratt’s Joss. They had synchronized as soon as the Earthlight dropped out of e-space. Now, the Earthlight rolled over on her back and slid up over the Wastrel’s bow to match docking ports. 

        “They’re locked on,” Vidal said moments later.

        Marin was no longer listening. Dry-mouthed, he watched a vidfeed which was being bounced back to them from the Ranjipur. On his own initiative, Hubler had decided to assume the position of forward observer. The Ranjipur had become a camera and sensor platform. From the Wastrel’s position, the Shanghai was too distant to be clearly visible, but Hubler had an eagle’s eye view as the Helena and Rodman’s Harlequin turned on her from both port and starboard bow quarters.

        The super-carrier’s most vulnerable places were its underbelly — where the hangars and simulation decks were protected by its swarm of gunships and fighter-interceptors — and its dorsal surface, where it wore the spines, dishes and dragon’s teeth of its sensor arrays, arranged in abstract designs between the muzzles of the heavy cannons.

        If Rodman and Max Dimitriou, on the Helena, were going to blind and deafen the Shanghai, first they must cripple its close-defense systems. With a terrible fascination, Marin watched the vidfeed and swore softly.

        “They’re wasting their time,” Travers said quietly. “The gunners on the Helena are going straight for the sensor arrays.”

        “That ship can soak up a lot of punishment,” Vaurien told him. “I wouldn’t know a way to hurt the Helena. You know what she is?”

        “She was an asteroid miner.” Jazinsky was leaning on the autochef, waiting for fresh coffee to flash. “Give Max a chance. The best the Shanghai guncrews can do is blow off a dangerous amount of ordnance.”

        “But the Harlequin isn’t so impervious,” Marin mused.

        “Rodman’s using the Helena for cover,” Travers mused. “She’s no fool ... but she’s in danger’s way.”

        As if on a whim, Vaurien touched the comm, selecting ship-to-ship and level five encryption. “Rodman, this is Vaurien.”

        She answered by audio only. “Stay out of my hair, Richard, I don’t have time to debate with you.”

        “And you don’t have the armor to go up against the Shanghai, not yet,” Vaurien barked. “Get the hell out. Let the Helena hurt her, pull her teeth and blind her.”

        “I do that,” Rodman shouted over the white-noise cluttering the loop, “and I can kiss goodbye to a share. And I want my share, Vaurien, it’s the only reason I’m here.”

        The audio shut down with that, and Jazinsky swore eloquently. “She makes a good point — Dimitriou’ll cut her out of the deal if he can — but she’s pushing her luck way too far. The Harlequin’s not a behemoth.”

        “She knows.” Travers was still intent on the vidfeed. “She’s still using him for cover. The big ship’s soaking up eighty, ninety percent of everything the Shanghai can throw at them. It might work.”

        But they were passing too fast over the Shanghai for concentrated fire in any one place to collapse an Arago field and get through to damage the super-carrier’s hull. They must make multiple passes and look for gradual attrition, and Marin was doubtful. Sheer luck would surely put the Harlequin in harm’s way too much, too often.

        A chime from the threedee drew their attention to fresh data. “The Shanghai squadrons are in the air,” Travers said sharply. “You’re looking at forty fighter-interceptors, plus their four support gunships. And you better believe they can hurt either of those ships.” He looked up into Marin’s eyes, and his own eyes were dark, stormy. “You remember the Intrepid.”

       As if Marin was ever able to forget. He could still smell the rank, animal odor of sweat, still hear the fear in so many voices, as the Echo gunship was spat like a missile out of a temporo-gravitic event and slammed into the dorsal decks. 

        Vaurien cut back into the loop. “Rodman, be aware of interceptors and gunships, coming at you fast.”

        “I see the bastards.” Rodman paused, then, “Fernie! Sergei, where the fuck are you? You’re supposed to keep these buggers the hell out of my face!”

        The Krait and the Mako had chased other prey and were busy snapping at the heels of a cruiser, in the company of four other Freespacer ships Marin did not recognize. Rodman shouted again, and it was the Krait which broke off the engagement and returned at full-thrust.  

        “You can write off van Donne,” Vaurien observed. “He’s off on his own now ... quite the berserker.”

       “The man’s stone-crazy when the blood gets in his eyes,” Jazinsky said darkly. She leaned over, closer to the comm pickup. “Asako, do you hear me? Wang’s coming back, fast as he can run, but you’ve lost van Donne.”

        “Destroyed?” Rodman shouted.

        “No, just too busy running wild to come when you call.” Jazinsky frowned at Vidal. “How good’s your man, Hubler?”

        Vidal must have been thinking the same thoughts. “Roark, you hearing me? Roark!” The loop was a mess of white-noise from multiple explosions and the background chaos of ECM, signal jamming and comm overload. “Roark, goddamn it!”

        “All right, all right,” Hubler bellowed. “Where do you want me?”

        “Get the Ranjipur between the Harlequin and the Shanghai squadrons,” Vidal told him.

        “You’re going to lose your vidfeed,” Hubler warned, but he was already maneuvering. “I’ll drop a camera drone, but it’ll be fried soon enough. Standby ... it’s in the air.”

        The picture broke up, shuddered and stabilized as the viddrone came online and oriented itself on the battle. Hubler had dropped it in a position where it could get a view of the fracas surrounding the Shanghai, but its imaging powers were not as fine as the Ranjipur’s. Video quality diminished fast, and Etienne could do little with it.

        “Shit,” Vidal muttered. “Is that the best we’re going to get?”
        “I’ll launch our own camera drones. Let me see what’s available.” Jazinsky was checking inventory. “Etienne, launch 24 and 25.”

        “Viddrones powering up,” Etienne murmured over the comm. Then, “Viddrones launched.”

        “Give them five minutes to get on-station,” Jazinsky warned. “They’re just pissy little scoot-cameras, they don’t have a lot of speed. But they’re mine, so they have one hell of a lot of resolution and magnification.”

        As she spoke, the armordoors sealing the ops room rumbled open a meter, and two faces appeared. One, Marin had been expecting. The other astonished him. Harrison Shapiro was grim. For the first time in Marin’s memory, the man was in civilian clothes; and he had obviously been following the Wastrel’s loop since the Earthlight docked. 

        Behind him was Robert Chandra Liang. The cape of blue-black hair was held back in a white enamel clasp; the clothes were elegant, understated. And the Daku ankh shone, blue and gold, at his throat. “Captain Vaurien, Doctor Sherratt.” He inclined his head before two men he had known for some time, and then smiled at Vidal. “Michael, hello ... General Shapiro told me why you’re aboard. I salute you — you must know, I would never have asked this of you.”

        “I know.” Vidal gave both his hands to Liang. “But sooner or later you run into the job you were born for. You recognize it when you see it — or maybe it recognizes you. Chooses you. This is it, Robert, for me.”

        “Well, I can only wish you success,” Liang said quietly. “I don’t envy you. Hellgate and I are old enemies. I’ve lost a number of ships in there, and I know a little about the place where you’re going.”

        “El’arne,” Mark murmured. “The Earthlight has undocked, Richard. She’s safely away. Where do you want her?”

        “Tucked in behind us like a flea on a dog,” Vaurien growled. “Ramirez, this is Vaurien, are you hearing me?”

        “Every word, I’m jacked into your loop.” Steve Ramirez’s voice was loud on the comm. “A flea on a dog, you said. What part of the dog, exactly?”
        “Just get undercover,” Vaurien told the Earthlight’s pilot. He turned his back on the threedee for a moment. “Harrison, you look like hell. Pull up a chair. Somebody get the man a coffee.”

        Shapiro waved off the offer. “Just show me the data. The battle. Where are we, how are we looking?”

        It was even, with carnage on both sides. The carrier battle group had scattered and was hurting badly; the Freespacer fleet was just as scattered and just as bruised. The big ships — the Shanghai itself, the Helena, the Bai Shan, and to a lesser extent the Harlequin and the Ranjipur — were covering for smaller vessels. As Marin watched, the ship he knew as the Palenque engaged in the fracas for the first time. She was Boden Zwerner’s armed, armored freighter, registered on Ulrand, home-berthed in Halfway, and since the first shots were fired she had avoided the battle. Etienne’s data reported that she had picked off two troop landers, four barges trying to maneuver into position as gun platforms, and she had taken a crack at the tender — a longshot, a gamble, which had not paid off. The Palenque was not a warship, she was a scavenger; and as a vulture, she was about to find her place, preying on the dying.

        “Scheduling?” Shapiro asked tersely. “Are we on time? How long before the Intrepid drops out insystem?”

        “Etienne?” Jazinsky prompted.

        “If Lai’a is on schedule, the Intrepid will arrive in 44 minutes,” the AI reported. “Camera drones 24 and 25 are in place. Switching to their vidfeed and enhancing.”

        The image quality improved dramatically. Leaning on Travers’s shoulders for the best angle into the threedee, Marin watched the Ranjipur shadowing the Harlequin as Rodman and Dimitriou made another pass across the back of the Shanghai. Hubler’s guns must have been showing overheat warnings as he picked off fighter-interceptors, and as Marin watched the massive flash of a gunship detonating overloaded the vidfeed into a crackling mess of static. The threedee compensated, darkening through to indigo for several moments. 

        “Hubler’s good,” Travers observed.

        “Roark’s one of the best,” Vidal agreed, “and I have to tell you, he hates what he’s doing. He’s killing brother officers ... it could have been him, could have been me out there, drafted into the Shanghai’s ranks and told to go invade Ulrand, and put in front of a firing squad if we refused.”

        “I didn’t ask anybody to like this job,” Shapiro said sharply. “People are going to die, we all knew that when we signed aboard. And I should tell you, Michael, I asked Major Hubler to fly the Ranjipur for me, I didn’t order him to the duty. He chose to take it.”

        “Chalk one up for Roark,” Vidal said pragmatically. “And don’t get me wrong, General. I didn’t say I wouldn’t have flown this duty in his place. I would have. We’re fighting for the Deep Sky ... but I’d hate it every bit as much as Roark’s hating it right now.”

        Travers was watching the datastream rather than the image. “He’s also soaking up one hell of a lot of punishment. The Ranjipur’s tough, but she’s not indestructible.”

        “And the Shanghai,” Shapiro said bleakly, “is taking everything the Helena and the Harlequin can throw at her.” 

        “It’ll take two or three more passes,” Jazinsky judged, “before they can stress the dorsal Arago generators enough to collapse a field.”

        “Damn,” Vidal whispered. “Roark, you hearing me?”

        “Only just,” Hubler yelled. “There’s some fucking heavy ECM from the Shanghai, but I’m overriding it. Whaddaya want?”

        “Get the hell out,” Vidal told him levelly. “You’re going to get hurt, and they’re not doing squat against the Shanghai. Bug out while you can.”

        “Copy that,” Hubler called.

        The Ranjipur turned hard, showed its sterntubes to the Shanghai and Hubler threw open the throttles. Engines redlined as he accelerated fast away from the fray. Two fighters and a gunship clung to his tail as he flung the ship into a vast arc. Marin lost the visual of him as he passed behind the pall left from the explosive death of a frigate, but instruments still picked him up. The Ranjipur was committed to a running fight of its own, and the hull was already heavily damaged, though she was not streaming coolant, fuels or gas.

        “The damage could be superficial,” Travers hazarded. “Give Hubler a chance — he’s got the measure of anything Fleet can put in the air.”

        Vidal said nothing, and in any case Jazinsky was swearing fluently in several languages before she shouted into the audio mess of the loop. “Asako! Rodman, do you hear me? Rodman!”

        The Harlequin was showing a lot of battle damage, and as Marin watched, one of her three engines shut down. The sterntube cooled from the blue-white which parched the eyeballs to a deep cherry-red which would fade rapidly to black.

        “Rodman!” Vaurien leaned closer to the audio pickup. “Asako, get the hell out — it’s not worth losing the ship.”

        He meant, live today, get out and find another fight, another fortune. Marin could guess how Rodman would feel about it, but even as he watched a second engine shut down. Like any vessel, the Harlequin could not make a Weimann jump on one engine. If the tide of this battle turned sour, Rodman was marooned in the Ulrand system. She would fight it out with a troop lander until it locked onto one of her remora ports, and then she would either die in the boarding — or face a Confederate court and die later, when the firing squad convened.

        Like a wounded whale, the Harlequin turned to show her tailpipes to the Shanghai, but she was slow. One engine was still functional, but its power output was minimal. She was in trouble, and Rodman knew it. Over the comm, her voice was like a steel whip.

        “Mayday, mayday ... we’re screwed ... anybody receiving?”

        “Rodman!” Vaurien shouted over the white-nose of interference from multiple white-hot wrecks. “Pick up on this signal, make for this position. Run while you can.”

        “No can do,” Rodman said bitterly. “I’ve got enough engine power to shunt, like a harbor tug in dock, but I’m a big, fat target. The Shanghai’s going to swat me like a bug. I’ll blow escape pods ... can somebody reel us in?”

        The bellow over the loop belonged to Roark Hubler. “Negative that! Do not blow pods! Turn your fucking sterntubes away, you shit-head, don’t give the Shanghai a clear shot at you! What happened to your brains? Give me half a minute, I’ll be there!”

        “Who the Christ is that?” she exploded. “Is that Roark?”

        “You know it is, goddamn it. You used to be smarter than this, Asako. Move your ass, lady. Hustle!”

        The Harlequin was maneuvering, with moments to spare. Gunners aboard the Shanghai had already acquired on her sterntubes, and missiles were launching as she turned, showing them her armor instead. They swung about in a wide, ballistic arc to retarget, but the Ranjipur was close now, and Hubler had a clear shot.

        Tracer spat like laser bolts out of four chain guns, and the missiles tore apart in welters of white-gold, overloading the threedee. Vaurien’s fists had clenched on the workspace before him. The knuckles were white as he shouted over the saturation interference.

        “Rodman! Rodman, locate on this signal, make best speed!” And then he dropped his voice and growled, “Yuval, Tully, you listening to this?”

        The tug pilot had heard every word. “You want to go pull her out?”

        And Ingersol: “Engines are idling, Aragos are back up to max, drones are on standby. Any time you like, skipper.”

        “Make it quick, Yuval,” Vaurien said hoarsely. “Queneau?”

        “Aragos are good, fields are overlapped and locked in,” Jo Queneau assured him.

        “Mick?” Vaurien invited. “You want to take weapons? Some bastard Fleet gunner is bound to take a crack at us, and you know what’s at stake as well as we do.” 

        As he spoke, Vidal dropped into a seat, swiveled it in and glanced around the instruments. “Oh, lovely ... geocannons, Phaetons, Shrikes, the works. I’ve got it, Richard.” And then, into the loop, “Roark! Roark!”

        “Coming at you, covering the Harlequin’s ass,” Hubler yelled.

        “We’re coming in to get you,” Vidal told him. “You seeing our locator beam? Five minutes, Roark. Buy me five minutes, that’s all we need.”

        “Five minutes,” Hubler echoed bitterly. “Jesus Christ, you know how to stretch a guy’s luck tighter than a condom on a gas can.”

        A taut, strained chuckle issued from Vidal’s chest. “Same old Roark. It’s all about distance and velocity, old son. You got any ordnance left?”

        “Some,” Hubler yelled in doubtful tones.

        “Route it aft, feed it to the Shanghai,” Vidal suggested. “Keep them off you. You bloody hold on, Roark!”

        And Asako Rodman’s voice: “What he said, you big, brainless bastard! What are you doing here, Roark? You’re supposed to be in a Fleet freakin’ hospital!”

        “Screw that,” Hubler growled, barely audible over the signal breakup. “How long, Mick?”

        “Four and a half,” Vidal shouted. “We’re maneuvering. We’ll have you in Arago range in four, and we’ll be in range to give the Shanghai hell in three.” Then, “Watch yourself — I’m reading missiles!”

       “Three Phaetons ... standby.” Hubler’s breathing transmitted for several moments as he routed what ordnance he had left, and figured an intercept solution. 

        The Shanghai was firing again, almost at once. The super-carrier had been furbished for a battle, her warload was probably as massive as the whole Freespacer fleet combined. But her guns could only cycle so fast, her gunners could only acquire one target at a time. Eventually, attrition would take her down, but only at massive cost to the Freespacers. 

        The Ranjipur plucked two out of the three Phaetons out of space, but the third was a little behind the others, with an extra moment of reaction time. It punched through the bright, expanding blasts and Hubler had no chance to stop it. His Arago fields were rigged aft, but the Ranjipur had been running hard and fast, and her power levels were dwindling.

        “I’m hit!” Hubler yelled. “One shot, port side, just forward of the engine deck. Christ ... damage, Mick. I’m venting everything on the board.”

        “How long before you have to shut down?” Vidal demanded.

        “The AI’s telling me I have ninety seconds, unless the Shanghai hits me again.” Hubler broke off. “And they just fired another salvo. Mick, where the fuck are you?”

        “Three and a half minutes out ...” Vidal paused. “We can catch you in Aragos in three, and we can hit the Shanghai in two.”

        “So, I’m S-O-L and on my own, as freakin’ usual,” Hubler snarled, so furious, he could barely speak.

        Rodman was on the air, fast as an echo: “No, you’re bloody not. Get your head out, Roark. Do like you told me — show the buggers your bow quarter, ride the hits on your armor, where it won’t hurt you ... Vidal!”

        “Yo,” Vidal called. “What’re you thinking, Rodman?”

        White-noise sheeted out the comm for painful seconds, then Rodman was back. “The Harlequin’s out of the fight today. We don’t have the power to punch our way out of a plastex bag. I’m going to turn, show them my port side, make like a gun platform. Let them hit me if they can. They can’t hurt us much worse than they already have, and my people have spent the last ten minutes rigging one big mother of a geocannon. We got it as salvage, kept it for a party like this.” She paused, and her voice was harsh. “Understand, Mick: I’ve got exactly five shots. That’s all the ordnance that’s aboard.”

        “Then you make those five suckers count,” Vidal muttered. He looked down into Travers’s dark eyes. “Neil? You were on the Intrepid when she died. Tell her where to hit the Shanghai.”

       “I can tell her where to try to.” Travers took a breath and drew both hands over his face, which wore a sheen of cold sweat. “Don’t assume the Shanghai’s command corps is stupid ... don’t just assume Rodman can take them.”

        “The Echo gunship took the Intrepid,” Vidal said pointedly.

        “With its entire warload in one single strike, which collapsed the Arago field guarding the command decks,” Marin argued, “and in the next nanosecond its reactors blew, which was the death blow. It was —”

        “Freakish, dumb luck,” Travers finished.

        “Worth a try, gentlemen,” Harrison Shapiro said quietly. “Because I’m about to issue an executive order none of you will like.”

         Every head turned toward him, but it was Vaurien who said icily, “You’re going to do what?”

        “You heard me, Richard.” Shapiro’s face was grim indeed. “You and I both know, you cannot place the Wastrel in harm’s way. She’s here as an observer and salvage platform. You can expect to be heavily involved in search and rescue when the shooting is over, but we can’t commit this ship to battle. She’s the only vessel we have that can hunt down a Class 7 event. And the probe, the drift-ship, is aboard. Your machine shops are the only fabrication facilities that can manufacture the Zunshu alloy, and your people are working on the Zunshu fuel.” He shook his head slowly. “You can take the Wastrel closer, but not into range of the Shanghai’s cannons. Not into danger’s way.” He looked into the threedee. “Major Hubler and Captain Rodman will have to meet us halfway.”

        “And if they can’t?” Vidal whispered, though he was not arguing the point. His tone was bleak, the question was rhetorical.

        Shapiro said no more, and Vaurien turned toward Jazinsky and Vidal with an expression of regret. “You know he’s right.”

        “Oh, he’s right,” Jazinsky agreed bitterly, “but I don’t have to be happy about it.” She was looking into the threedee. “The Ranjipur just took two heavy hits. She’s lumbering, venting ... all engines are shutting down.”

        As she spoke, the Harlequin was swinging side-on, to present her most solid armor, her empty holds and the geocannon, to the Shanghai.

        “Neil?” Marin prompted. “Let Rodman take her best shot. You never know your luck.”

        “Till you try,” Travers sighed. He adjusted the comm. “Captain Rodman, can you hear me?”

        Her voice was steel-edged. “Of course I can bloody hear you.” Proximity was strengthening the signal; her voice was stronger, cutting over the ECM and background white noise of so many explosions. 

        “I’m going to give you fire control instructions,” Travers told her. “Can you receive data?”

        “I don’t know ... standby.” Rodman was silent for several seconds, during which a brace of missiles slammed into the Harlequin, and then she was back. “My systems are online. Hit me with your data, kid.”

        Travers keyed the dump of data. “You got that?”

        “It’s coming up now.” Rodman paused to digest the targeting infomation. “It makes sense, but you know what you’re asking?”

        “I know exactly what I’m asking,” Travers said levelly. “It’s your best shot, if you’re thinking about killing the Shanghai.”

        “And if I miss, I have one shot left with my geocannon.” Rodman skipped a beat. “Vidal, where are you?”

        The pilot grimaced. “We’re ...” he shot a hard look at Shapiro. “We’re hung up, Rodman. We’re not going to be able to —”

        “You’re shitting me,” Rodman groaned.

        “Mick, you bastard!” Hubler erupted. “What in the —”

        But the Harlequin’s signal overrode him, broadcasting at peak on every channel. “Mayday, mayday, this is the Harlequin, I need topcover, bottom-cover and every damn’ kind of cover. Max? Max! Helena, where the fuck are you? Dimitriou, goddamn you, if you don’t answer me, you’d better be dead in the water, or you bloody will be, the next time you get in front of my guns!”

        “Jesus, lady, chill.” Max Dimitriou was not far away — Marin picked up his signal and located him on the far side of the Shanghai. “I’ve been listening, but you sounded like you had it covered.”

        “Turns out, I don’t,” Rodman spat. “Give me two minutes to take the only crack either of us is going to get at the Shanghai, and then get over here, Max, and pull me out, or I’m dogmeat.”

        “Will do,” Dimitriou shouted. His voice was fainter, badly broken up. “What’s on that twisted little mind of yours?”

        And Rodman: “Standby and watch. Hey, kid, whoever you are ... you sure about this targeting information?”

        “Dead sure,” Travers swore. “I’ve — been there, done that.”

        “You killed a super-carrier?” Rodman demanded in scathing tones.

        “No. I was aboard one when she died, and I know what killed her.” Travers looked across at Marin. “Trust me.”

        “I am, goddamn it,” Rodman said bitterly. “Roark!”

        “Still here,” Hubler bellowed.

        “Shut down everything but life support, strap yourself in and hold on,” Rodman told him. 

        Marin was watching the proximity meter in the corner of the threedee. They were well out of Arago range of Rodman and Hubler, and just out of the Shanghai’s reach. The Fleet gunners were not wasting their time and ordnance on the Wastrel, but they were pounding the side armor on the Ranjipur and the Harlequin without mercy. 

        “Helena, Dimitriou, where are you?” Vaurien called into the confused din of the ship-to-ship loop.

        To his credit, Max Dimitriou responded at once. “I’m holding back at a safe distance, like she said. I know she has a geocannon — one of the cannons off the old Eikokuzin Explorer. If she’s gonna blow the carrier, I won’t be around, Vaurien, and neither should you be.”

        Neither should Hubler and Rodman, but they were out of choices. Vaurien looked across at Travers, who had not taken his eyes off the data. “How long before the Intrepid drops out insystem?”

        “Something like a half hour, give or take. Maybe 25 minutes,” Travers said quietly. “Too long for Lai’a to be any use to them.”

        “Damn,” Shapiro murmured. “I’m sorry, Richard. And I really am. Roark Hubler may take a delight in wearing the face of the ‘ugly colonial,’ but he’s a good man. He was my first choice for this assignment, and he took it on faith when I couldn’t give him much of a briefing.”

        “What did you tell him?” Vidal wondered.

        “That you were involved, and so was I; that Marin and Travers and Alexis Rusch are part of the same company, and there was a damned dangerous job to do, and very few people qualified to do it.” Shapiro breathed a sigh. “Does Rodman have any real chance?” He was looking at Mark Sherratt and Travers. “Can she take the Shanghai?”

         The question was unanswerable, and Mark answered with an eloquent shrug. “It’s far from impossible. A geocannon has the punching power, the ‘knockdown,’ as fire control officers call it. But you realize, Harrison, she’s trying to emulate the impact of the Echo Company gunship into the command decks of the Intrepid. You know what’s involved. She must collapse the Arago fields, which will take at least three instantaneous impacts from the cannon, and then a fourth hit must get through the breach with the energy of a runaway fusion reactor. Essentially, this is what became of the Intrepid. Can the event be repeated with a geocannon?” He spread the big, expressive Resalq hands. “I don’t know, Harrison, and that’s the honest truth.”

        “We’re about to find out,” Marin said, between clenched teeth. “She’s powering up the cannon.” His mouth was dust-dry and his palms were damp. “Richard, you’d better sound collision and brace for impact. Just in case she gets lucky.” He gave Shapiro a grim glance. “There’s an element of luck involved as big as the planet Mars.”

         The major problem was — and Shapiro must be aware of it — if the Wastrel’s instruments were reading the power-up cycle of a monstrous geocannon, systems aboard the
Shanghai would be delivering the same data. The cannon was designed to tear apart minor planets. It drank power, which drew attention to itself; its barrel was forged from complex alloys of heavy metals and ceramics, which identified it, and its ammunition was a forty-tonne shell, loaded by maglev rails into a breach with the diameter of the Yamazake Capricorn. The moment sensors aboard the Shanghai identified the cannon, every erg of power would be fed to the dorsal Arago generators, and every dorsal field projector would integrate, overlap, protecting the ship’s most vulnerable points.

        None of which mattered, Marin thought bleakly, if three rounds out of the      Eikokuzin Explorer’s cannon could collapse the fields. But Rodman’s only chance to collapse them was to land three rounds on the same few square meters, within a single second. The ask was so big, the element of luck was vast, and a shiver coursed like cold water down Marin’s spine as he listened to the collision alarm go out.

        The data came up in the threedee as he watched. He pressed in, shoulder to shoulder with Travers, as the three rounds began to run. “She’s clever,” Travers whispered. “She got a damned good firing solution, and she got it fast ... see? The three rounds were fired with three different charges, which imparted three different speeds. They’re flying like one shell.”

        And the intercept guns along the spine of the super-carrier had locked onto them. Streaks of tracer lit up the blue-black shroud of space, and Marin held his breath, waiting, praying without knowing how to pray. 

        Luck was mostly on Rodman’s side. The Shanghai’s core AI was surely controlling the dorsal guns while the human crew evacuated. The gouts of tracer intercepted the shells’ flightpath, and one round from Rodman’s cannon erupted in a blast which overloaded the threedee. 

        “Sweet Christ,” Vidal murmured, “no, no, no.”

        If the Shanghai had taken the first of the shells, the other two might easily barrel right into the explosion and go up along with it. The threedee was so overloaded, no visual got through for several moments, and both Travers and Marin switched to instruments.

        “Etienne!” Vaurien barked.

        “One detonation only,” Etienne said with infuriating calm.

        “Damn,” Vidal said bitterly. “Two left. Two won’t do it.”

0     “It depends,” Shapiro said, as if the words were tortured out of him. “They might.”

        “Depending on what?” Vidal demanded. 

        “On how badly the Helena and the Harlequin managed to hurt the Shanghai,” Shapiro told him, “if at all. If they damaged her significantly, she might be down on power. The Aragos might be weak.”

        “Hold on!” Travers barked. “Two, one —”

        This blast made the last seem small, puny. To Marin, it seemed a second star had been born in the Ulrand system, if only for a few moments. Its energy was spent in under a minute, but it was so bright, so powerful, it was visible with the naked eye from the Wastrel’s position, and the Saerl’ania would see it several minutes later, at Kebesh. It might even be visible from the surface of Ulrand, in half an hour. 

        The wave of debris and high-speed, high-pressure gas stormed over the Wastrel’s Arago fields and passed on, and as the threedee cleared Travers and Marin pressed together once more. The image quality was poor, but before Vaurien could prompt Etienne about it the AI said,

        “Vidcam 25 has been destroyed. 24 is restabilizing and functional. Image quality is at optimum.”

        “Shit,” Vidal murmured, “the bloody thing’s still in one piece.”

        Even the Shanghai had been picked up and flung away by the intensity of the blast, but as far as the naked eye could discern, the Arago fields had held. Rodman was seeing the same, and from her proximity she would be on visual, not instruments. 

        “Harlequin, this is Vaurien,” he called into the ship-to-ship loop, but there was no response for more than a minute. He called again, and again, before the interference cleared enough to let a simple radio signal through.

        Then Rodman was on the air, bleak and bitter. “That was my best shot, kid, whoever you are ... damned good idea, even if it didn’t work. But I’ll tell you one more thing, Richard.”

        “Go ahead,” Vaurien invited.

        “The kickback from the cannon, and then the boot in the belly of the explosions,” Rodman told him, “picked us up and tossed us like a couple of baseballs. The Shanghai itself was thrown, but Roark and me, the pair of us together, don’t have her mass, and — have you got us on sensors?”

        Jazinsky had seen the same readings. “We’ve got you, Asako. You’re not exactly drifting in our direction, but the Shanghai’s falling away from us. I think, mind you, think, she’s taken some damage, even if you didn’t knock the command decks off her. She’s ... not maneuvering. Richard, look at this. I think her reactors just might have autoscrammed.”

        “Let me see.” Mark frowned at the data and took a careful breath. “You’re right. Richard, broadcast to all ships — do not approach the Shanghai. She could be adrift, she certainly looks dead in space, and it could be a very old, very nasty trick.”

        “I know it,” Vaurien said darkly. “I’ve pulled that one myself. And even if she’s not maneuvering, she’s still got her guns and more armor than you want to know about. The likes of the Krait and the Palenque can still get cut up for scrap. Etienne, broadcast this on all channels.”

        Marin stopped listening, so intent on the data that all else was tuned out. The Harlequin and the Ranjipur looked no less disabled than the Shanghai, but they were drifting out toward Den Smaragd Have and, eventually Kebesh, at 700kph. Jazinsky was crunching numbers, and then cut into the loop.

        “Asako, you still with us?”

        “Still,” Rodman said hoarsely, “but I can’t raise a squeak out of Roark. The Ranjipur’s been venting since he trod in it. He might be out of breathing gas for all I know. He might have had a hull rupture in the blast.”

        “Go dark for two minutes, don’t give the Fleet gunners anything to target on,” Jazinsky advised. “If Hubler’s going to make it, he’ll make it on his own initiative, not yours.” She shot a glance at Vidal, looking for an argument, but Vidal nodded mutely. “Two minutes dark,” Jazinsky repeated, “then kick on your acquisition lights. You’re drifting into reach of our Aragos, and we can get closer, because the Shanghai’s drifting away.”

        “She’s right, Harrison,” Mark said shortly. “Let Etienne keep the Wastrel just out of reach of the Shanghai. We can catch them both, have them aboard in six minutes —”

        “Eight,” Vaurien corrected. “If Hubler’s out of commission, we’ll have to roll the Ranjipur over and dock her. It takes time. And I want to get hold of the Ranjipur first. You hear that, Rodman?”

        No answer. “She’s gone dark,” Jazinsky told him. “If the Shanghai’s damaged badly enough, comm might be all they have left. Don’t make them any gifts.”

        The two minutes might have been two hours. Marin went to the ’chef for water, and looked into the navigation tank, which was bright with the marker tags of ships, wreckage, life pods. Maydays were broadcasting from fourteen vessels; twenty more were abandoned hulks, and over a hundred pods were adrift.

        Out of reach of the Shanghai, the Helena was picking up pods, and far on the other side of the field of battle, the Palenque was scavenging. Beacons had already appeared on a cruiser, a frigate and two troop landers, asserting the salvage rights of the Palenque, under merchant astra law. A dozen other ships and barges had been marked by the Mako, the Krait and others. Rodman had gotten the raw deal. She would leave Ulrand with a badly damaged ship and no more than a fortieth share of the purse Shapiro had paid over on deposit. She would be furious — but she would be alive.

        “Damnit, some of these idiots are going to have a go at the Shanghai,” Queneau was saying. “Makes you wonder where they wandered off to when the brains were being handed out.”

        None of the ships strafing the Shanghai
now were familiar to Marin, but Vaurien and Jazinsky recognized two of them. Still the Shanghai did not maneuver, but her gunners were busy. Across both spine and belly surfaces the cannons laid down a searing curtain of flak and fire, and Marin looked away as another Halfway ship was destroyed.

        “Well, that’ll improve the gene pool,” Queneau said acidly. “You ever met Vern Lo or his halfwit crew, Richard?”

        “A couple of times. I wasn’t impressed.” Vaurien was reviewing data while the two minutes counted down. “I’m watching the Helena picking up escape pods. This is ... oddly charitable of Max Dimitriou.”

        “Charitable?” Queneau gave him an odd look. “You’re joking, right?”

        “Oh, he’s joking,” Jazinsky muttered. “That’s good old Max scooping up survivors for ransom, or for sale as slave labor, or fresh meat for the sexshops on the wrong side of the frontier, if they’re pretty enough.” She frowned at Queneau. “You’ve flown out of Halfway for years.”

        “So have you, off and on,” Queneau said noncommittally. “Just because you wade in muck doesn’t mean you have to live and sleep in it. I’m a pilot, Jazinsky, pure and simple. I never carried live cargo.”

        “I never said you did.” Jazinsky touched the comm. “Standby with the Aragos, Queneau. You’ll get acquisition lights in twelve seconds. Take the Ranjipur first, let’s get the man aboard.”

        Right on cue, the Harlequin’s running lights blinked on, but the Ranjipur remained dark. Vidal swore softly and leaned closer to the audio pickup, calling Hubler’s name. There was no response, nor had Marin expected any. It was Rodman who called into the loop,

        “He’s off the air. Could be anything, power outage, bad transmitters.” The Harlequin’s floodlights kicked in, strobed for several seconds, and then stabilized, picking out the shape of the Ranjipur. “Get him. We’re fine, Richard. The hull’s sound, we have minimal power for comm and life support, and the drones are working on us.”

        Under Queneau’s sensitive hands, the Wastrel’s Aragos had already polarized, from push to pull, and the Ranjipur was being reeled in like a salmon. As she drew closer, Travers whistled a mute comment. She was cut to pieces. The hull was peeled open, every hold was open to space, and the entire starboard side of the engine deck was absent. The starboard side of the cab was crushed, but as Queneau rolled the ship over Marin saw no obvious rents and apertures. If she had depressurized, the damage to the cab module was probably repairable.   

        “Let’s see ... how’s the docking port look?” Vidal wondered. 

        He was tracking cameras to follow the Ranjipur, zooming on it as it was nudged into position over the nose of the Wastrel. If the port was deformed, a normal docking was impossible. 

        “The docking port looks like linguini,” Travers said acidly. “Richard, you want to deploy some drones, rig a soft-docking ring while we still have time?”

        But Vaurien held up his hand to stall Travers. He leaned closer to the threedee and zoomed out, for a wider angle. “You can breathe again, Mick. A hatch just opened, no more than a meter, meaning it was hand-cranked ... he’s bailing out of the cab ... and that looks like Marines armor.”

        Vidal exhaled hard on the breath he must have been holding. “Roark, you lucky goddamned sonofabitch. You got him, Jo?”
        “Got him ... I’ll dump him into Hanger 4 ... and I’m giving the wreckage a shove,” Queneau muttered, preoccupied with the job. “Have the Harlequin standby.”

        “Med squad to Hangar 4, fast.” Vidal had cut into the Wastrel’s own loop. “Bill Grant, I want you there!” And then Vidal himself was moving. The hanger was aft and down two decks. 

        The Ranjipur fell away into the blue-black of space. The last Marin saw of her, she was drifting toward Kebesh. Etienne would mark her with a beacon. The AI, vital systems, even her rare metals were valuable salvage. He watched the Harlequin roll over, caught a glimpse of its docking port before Etienne’s androgynous voice said,

        “Engine signatures are appearing aboard the Shanghai.”

        “Damn,” Travers breathed. “Two engines, three?”

        “Two engines,” Etienne reported. “Sensors suggest two reactors are back online.”

        Intuition hit Marin like a physical blow. “She can make a Weimann jump. She can get clear, and she’ll be screaming for Fleet support. We’ll be fighting half the DeepSky Fleet next time.”

        “The Harlequin has locked on,” Etienne announced.  

        “Helena, Helena, respond!” Vaurien shouted across the distorted comm. “Max, we’ve got the Harlequin —she’s salvageable, we’re taking her out. Look at your navtank, goddamn it! The Shanghai’s moving!”

        The super-carrier represented the richest plunder. She was the prize, and the major reason for most of the Freespacers being at Ulrand. Vaurien’s call was wideband, and in moments Marin heard crosstalk between the Mako, the Bai Shan, the Palenque. None of them had the power to trouble the Shanghai on their own, but when they formed up with the Helena, the Krait and four others, they were daunting.

        Again Marin held his breath as they dove beneath the big ship’s belly and came up astern. They were out of heavy ordnance, but they were targeting the sterntubes, the engine deck — always a ship’s most vulnerable place. Like hornets harassing a buffalo, they snapped at the Shanghai, and as the super-carrier came around, putting its nose to deep space, Marin glimpsed the tail.

        He could not guess which ship fired the round which got through into the engine deck, but the sterntube of one of the two functioning engines darkened. Etienne confirmed what he had seen in bald tones. “Number three engine has shut down. An autoscram has been initiated.”

        “Can you estimate the damage?” Mark Sherratt prompted.

        “Tech drones are mobilizing,” the AI reported. “Two engines will be available to the Shanghai in approximately ten minutes.”

        “Not enough damage,” Jazinsky said quietly.

        “But the Intrepid will be here —” Shapiro looked at his chrono “— in ten minutes. The Freespacers can’t pull that trick twice. They have to be running on empty. Nothing left to fight with. Damn, it’s going to be tight.”

        “It always is.” Travers was on his feet, stretching his spine, working his neck. “Mick?” he said into the loop. “What’s the story? Mick!” 

         From the hangar, Vidal’s voice sounded breathless. “He’s concussed as all hell, and Grant says his left arm is smashed in four, five places. The medics are taking him straight to the infirmary. They’ll have to cut him out of the armor, Neil, his left leg’s twisted way the hell out of shape ... I guess I’ll call a mechanic as well as a medic.”

        “If Grant’s got hold of him,” Travers said quickly, “you might see what you can do for Rodman’s people. They’re locking on.”

        “Which port?” Vidal was breathing heavily, already moving.

        “Queneau shunted them down to Port 9 ... and they’re cracking hatches right now.”

        “Medics!” Vidal shouted across the chatter of the loop. “Port 9, make it fast, and haul your gear! Infirmary, standby for casualties.”

        And Grant: “I’m bloody doing it, for chrissakes, Mick, get off my case!” The Australian had thickened in his voice with annoyance.

        For the first time in an age Marin chuckled, though the humor was short lived. “Let him do his thing, Mick,” he said to the comm. “He’s the best in the business.”

        “He’d better be,” Richard said quietly. “He’s the Wastrel’s chief medic now, and he’s started ‘distance studies.’ College-via-Net, with all the hands-on work we can throw at him here.”

        “Six minutes.” Travers looked from face to face. “The Shanghai’s still offline, but I’m seeing power signatures. They’re trying to crank up at least one more reactor.”

        “And the Intrepid,” Shapiro added, “Lai’a, must be right on top of us. Were we on schedule, Richard, when the Wastrel left Alshie’nya?”

        “Down to the last few minutes, plus or minus,” Vaurien said tautly. 

        “If it’s minus, she’ll be here.” Marin thrust his hands into the hip pockets of the dove-gray slacks. “If it’s plus —”

        “The Shanghai will be out and running, if we don’t stop her,” Shapiro finished. “Give the Confederacy a month, and they’ll be back with a taskforce three times the size ... and the Freespacers have taken a beating here. We knew they would.”

        “They’re getting well paid,” Travers said in cynical tones.

        “Yes, and with the exception of four or five vessels which have been utterly destroyed, the rest are fixable,” Vaurien agreed, “but Harrison’s point is, this Fleet will limp back to Halfway and be drydocked for months. They won’t be ready to fight again before we’re looking down the gunbarrels of the Shanghai, the Chicago, the London, backed up by twenty cruisers and forty frigates ... all of which means the colonial wars are over, and we lost.” He stretched his back and shoulders until Marin heard his joints crackling, and fixed Shapiro with a hard look. “It’s all or nothing, Harrison. We’re down to the wire.”

        Shapiro’s face creased as he chewed through his decisions. “Can the Wastrel take the Shanghai?” he asked doubtfully.

        “No, not alone, not even though the Shanghai’s damaged,” Vaurien admitted. “But I know Max Dimitriou from years ago. I know Art and Vinny Baer, and their sister, Helena — Max named the ship for her when they married. I also know the Helena and the Bai Shan aren’t hurt. The Helena’s too big to hurt it much, and the Baer brothers stood off and watched while the rest scattered the battle group, softened it up. The three of us together ...” He shrugged. “It’s a chance, Harrison.”  

        The older man did not rush to dismiss the proposition. “And if the Wastrel is damaged?” 

        “We fix her,” Jazinsky said tersely, “and the Orpheus flies a few weeks late. I’m sure the Zunshu will wait for us.”

        “And if the Wastrel is destroyed?” Shapiro’s brows rose. “Everything, probe ship, data and all, are aboard this one ship. If she dies, if we all die with her, it’s over.”

        She had thought it through, and took a long, deep breath. “I’m going to have Etienne dump data to the Earthlight, and I’m going to tell the Earthlight to run, right back to Alshie’nya. If the data survives, the drift-ship can be duplicated. The Resalq science community can do it. It might take years, and none of us will see it happen, Harrison, but it will happen.”

        “Dendra Shemiji will guarantee it,” Mark said very quietly.

        “Four minutes,” Travers warned, with an edge of urgency in his voice.

        “Damn.” Shapiro’s eyes closed and his fists clenched. “Start your data dump, Barb. Give me an update on the Shanghai.”

        “They’re bringing a second reactor online,” Travers told him, reading from the depths of the threedee. “They’ll throttle it up, redline it, make sure of it, then eighty seconds to get a Weimann ignition, and they’re gone.”

        Shapiro’s voice was a mere whisper. “Richard, call the Helena and the Bai Shan. Get them into position. Etienne, are you reading any signature of a Weimann dropout?”

        “Negative,” Etienne said calmly. 

        “Where the hell is she?” Marin murmured. 

        “Plus or minus a few minutes,” Travers reminded. “Could be five minutes, Curtis.”

        The Helena and the Bai Shan were responding, and from the sound of Dimitrious’s voice, he had been thinking the same. It was one of the Baer brothers — Marin did not know one from the other — who yelled, “She’s the prize, goddamn it! The fuckin’ prize is bugging out! Max, you shit-head, you’re gonna let her just go?”

        “That one’s gonna cost you blood, Vin,” Dimitriou warned. “Get your ass over here. Vaurien! How long?”

        “Maybe three minutes.” Vaurien was reading the same data as Travers. “Their reactors are up, but they’re running a fast diagnostic.”

        “If we’re watching for the Intrepid,” Travers murmured, “the clock just zeroed. We’re into minus-time.”

        “Move your ass, Vaurien!” Dimitriou bawled.

        From the engine deck, Tully Ingersol had been monitoring every word. “All reactors are at full, all engines on standby, all Aragos are powered up, and every cannon we got is loaded and prepped.”

        “Pilots in position,” Yuval Greenstein reported. “We’re good to go.”

        “Then, go,” Vaurien said simply. He regarded Shapiro and Jazinsky with a haunted look. “Anybody know any good prayers?”

        It was Robert Chandra Liang who said quietly, “As a matter of fact, I do.” He palmed the ankh at his throat, closed his eyes, and his lips moved soundlessly.

        The heavy vibration through the soles of his feet told Marin the Wastrel was underway, and under peak thrust. Alarms chimed on every deck, sounding collision, and the labs, the infirmary, the hangars and machine shops, would be locked down tight. All hands would be scrambling into armor or making their way to the ship’s hardpoints. The ops room was resealed, and it had been running on independent power and life support since the action began. Like the flight deck and the computer core, it was the Wastrel’s most secure area. The rest of the ship could die, and those compartments would survive.

        In the navtank, the Shanghai expanded from a blip marking the ship’s position to a graphic of the vessel, and Marin could not look away. Queneau was intent on her screens, juggling Arago fields, shunting power this way and that, and Travers had taken fire control. He was working with four massive cannons, not much smaller than the monstrous gun Rodman had installed on the Harlequin; and Vaurien had stored a lot more ordnance than Rodman.        


        The Wastrel dropped like a hawk on the Shanghai, from the bow quarter. The Helena dove in from high above the stern, and the Bai Shan came up from below, pounding the big ship’s underbelly. 

        “The theory is,” Vaurien said softly, “she can’t feed enough power to the Arago fields to hold us off effectively and get a Weimann ignition. It’s one or the other, and they know they can be hurt.”

        “They’ll push power to the Aragos and try to pick us off,” Shapiro said bitterly. “Etienne, I’m waiting for notification of a negative Weimann transition, this location. Inform me immediately when you have it.”

        J.L. Queneau was a professional, Marin decided as he watched her work. She was jockeying two screens. One fed her tactical information on the Shanghai’s guns — where they were tracking, what they were firing; the second screen was Arago control. She was realigning the fields, reintegrating and overlapping them, moment by moment.  

        On the first pass, Marin learned to tell the difference between the thunder through the hull of the Wastrel’s own cannons firing and the impacts as incoming rounds found their way through, or between the Arago fields and burst against the tug’s plate armor. On the second pass, Travers muttered a warning — one of the holds was punched-through and open to space. On the third, Ingersol was on the loop, with a terse update.

        “One more like that, Richard, and we’ll lose an Arago. Number Two generator is looking iffy right now.”

        Hull damage was minimal, and the open hold was empty. Marin was watching damage reports scroll through the threedee. 

        “We have two more,” Vaurien said levelly. “We’re not done yet, and we’re not the only ship getting hurt. The Bai Shan depressurized on the last pass. They’re in armor, it’s no tragedy, but we’re looking good by comparison.”

        “Shit,” Ingersol swore passionately. “Shitshit! Okay, Richard, I’ll see what I can patch together, but Christ, I thought we weren’t fighting today!”

        “So did I,” Vaurien said bleakly.

        The tug pilots were coming around for another pass, and Queneau looked over her shoulder at Vaurien. “Tully’s right, I’m showing maybe forty percent on one of the generators. She’ll go down on this run.”

        “Overrun the others,” Jazinsky told her. She was gazing into the navtank, watching the graphical plots of the Bai Shan and the Helena. “Richard, are we hurting the Shanghai
at all?”

        “Of course we are.” Vaurien called up the data. “She’s depressurized on five decks, one reactor is wreckage, she’s radiotoxic on five decks, three of which are open to space anyway ... the dorsal decks, including the command decks, are evacuated, and the AI is handling at least half of the guns. But she’s got two reactors up and her Aragos are ... adequate.”

        “Adequate?” Shapiro pressed.

        “One down, four operational, but only two at a hundred percent.” Vaurien paused to watch the Bai Shan maneuver, before the Wastrel began her next run. “Neil, take a dose of your own medicine. Pound the command decks.”

        Travers answered with a ribald snort. “God knows, I’ve been trying, Rich. I’m rationing ordnance. We’re down to thirty percent, but the Shanghai
doesn’t know it.”

        Time, Marin thought, was almost up. His eyes were on the chrono, and he saw zero plus four minutes, since the Intrepid could reasonably have been expected. He leaned closer to Mark and dropped his voice. “You tested the Intrepid’s Weimanns, didn’t you?”

        “Thoroughly,” Mark murmured. “Which is no absolute guarantee against a ... now, what do the young people on the street in Sark call it?”

        “A mechie,” Marin supplied. “Oh, Christ, Mark.”

        The Resalq slid one big arm across Marin’s shoulders. “The future always unfolds as it should.”

        “Explain?” Curtis whispered.

        “Have a little faith,” Mark suggested.

        An alarm wailed as an Arago generator shut down, and Ingersol was cursing on the loop. Queneau echoed every syllable — her job became much harder. “Richard, do you want me to turn over Arago control to the AI?” she barked.

        “No,” Vaurien told her, “you’re doing fine.”

        “The machine’s faster,” she warned.

        “The machine,” he argued, “has no capacity for intuition. Curtis, you want to help her wrangle data?”

        It was a relief to have something to do, and Marin took the seat beside Queneau’s with gratitude. Travers was at his right hand, juggling a similar suite of data, but his sole objective was to land as many rounds on the Shanghai’s command decks as he could, in the few moments when a firing solution was possible at all.

        Again, the Wastrel dove on the super-carrier’s bow, pulled level and sped along the dorsal surface. And again, the Shanghai’s big guns tracked her across, firing without pause, drawing on an inexhaustible warload. As the tug climbed clear of the guns, it was Travers’s turn to curse.

        “I’m down to twenty percent ordnance,” he warned. 

        “And I’ve got sixty percent on Number Three Arago,” Queneau added. “They’re going to start hurting us bad.”

        Hollow-eyed, Vaurien looked at Shapiro. “Your call, Harrison.”

        “The executive order?” Shapiro turned toward Jazinsky. “Have you finished your data dump?”

        “Just finishing now,” she told him. “Twenty seconds, and everything we know will be cloned in Etienne’s core aboard the Earthlight — and the Earthlight has been prepping her Weimanns for the last minute. She’s out, gone, as soon as the dump is finished.”

        Shapiro took a long, deep breath. “If we’re beaten here, the colonial wars are over. The DeepSky Fleet will move on Omaru, Velcastra, Jagreth, like a kneejerk, and none of those worlds is ready, yet, to fight. My security will be blown sky-high as soon as Senator Rutherford launches a top-level probe into my business, my command structure. I’ve intercepted and trapped various transmissions in the data conduit. He suspects me, and I’m not surprised. He’s despised me for some time, and it’s only natural to suspect the worst of those you hate.  

        “Understand, people ... there’s nowhere to go back to. Every one of us will be on the Confederacy’s most-wanted list. The colonies will be working under a yoke of taxation and conscription much heavier than anything they’ve known before, and we’ll survive as fugitives. Until the Zunshu wipe us out, the way they annihilated the Resalq.” He looked from face to face — Vaurien, Mark, Jazinsky, Marin, Travers.

        “What’re you thinking?” Jazinsky asked shrewdly.

        He lifted a brow at her. “Probably the same thing you are. You first.”

        “Oh, thanks,” she said acidly. Pakrani blue eyes studied Vaurien levelly. “Configure Etienne for solo-flight, guns, Aragos, everything. Get the crew off, all twenty-two of us. Launch the Capricorn and our own lighter, and get out, any way we can. Let Etienne keep the Shanghai busy as long as it can.”

        “And the Wastrel?” Vaurien asked in an odd voice.

        “Salvage,” Jazinsky said. “Somebody’ll mark what’s left of her with a beacon and haul her out. Maybe she’ll fix.”

        “Maybe she won’t,” Vaurien added. “Not that we have a choice.” He closed his eyes for a moment, and when they opened they were as hard as Jazinsky’s voice had been. “Set it up. Curtis, Neil, pass control to the AI. Prep the lighter while I undock the Harlequin and beacon-mark her for the salvage rights. People, grab whatever you can lay your hands on in one minute, and then we’re gone. Take only data, Barb. Queneau, help her. Mark, I suggest you get your people moving. Harrison, you’re with me. Mister Liang, you’re free to choose your own ride out of here ... and I imagine you’re regretting your decision to come to Ulrand at all.”

        But Robert Chandra Liang’s raven-maned head was shaking slowly. “Not at all. I feel close to my son here, Captain. Karl also died in battle, albeit in a simulation, fighting for the Deep Sky.”

        “Nobody,” Vaurien said with a steely edge, “said anything about dying, here or anywhere else.” The side of his fist hit the comm. “Bill, evac the infirmary. Tully, hand over to the automatics. Field the drones and get your people out. We’re on the lighter, two minutes, max. Move!”

        Travers and Marin were already out of the ops room, and heard the last Vaurien said over the loop. Marin’s heart beat heavily at his ribs as they ran for the service elevators. The way took them past their quarters, but neither he nor Travers stopped to take anything. The elevator dropped like a stone three decks, and then they were moving again. Mark would be prepping the Capricorn. He could take Leon and Roy, Bill Grant and the walking wounded — Hubler, Rodman and her cousins from the Harlequin. The Kotaro-Fuente lighter which flew as the Wastrel’s shuttle could seat eighteen in comfort and twenty-four with a squeeze.

        The hangar was ice-cold and the air had a sharp, iron tang. A prickle of gooseflesh rose along Marin’s arms and neck as he and Travers jogged out to the lighter, and Etienne had already opened the hatches. The bug in his ear relayed the loop from every part of the ship. He listened to Bill Grant and Tully Ingersol hustling their departments while Jazinsky and Queneau dumped and cloned data, and Vaurien configured Etienne to lock out everyone, everything, but himself, Mark Sherratt and Jazinsky. Mark had his people moving, and as Marin listened he heard the whine of an engine startup cycle. The Capricorn was already prepping.

        Seconds later, Curtis hit the igniters and the Kotaro-Fuente lighter’s engines fired up. He ran up the harness and performed the fastest, briefest diagnostic he knew. Travers took the seat beside him and called battle data to the comm relay terminal at his elbow.

        “The Bai Shan’s taken some heavy hits ... the Shanghai’s wallowing, but even if she can’t maneuver, she’s one hell of a gun platform.”

        As he spoke, the hangar began to ring with footsteps and voices. Most of the Wastrel’s complement was headed for the lighter, and Marin twisted in his seat to look back as they started to board. Etienne’s was the last voice on the loop, vocalizing commands sent to engines, field generators, guns, for the benefit of humans who were on the run. 

        The same data repeated in Travers’s CRT, and he swore beneath his breath as the Bai Shan broke off the engagement. “Looks like the Baer brothers are done. They’re not prepared to die to get a piece of the Shanghai. Max Dimitriou is screaming for you, Richard.”

        “I’ll take it here.” Vaurien adjusted the combug. “All right, Max, all right. Take a deep breath! I’m taking the crew off the Wastrel, we’re throwing her at the Shanghai. Now — no, Max, shut up and listen to me! We might still be able to take her down, and by Christ, I want her, same as you do. Let the Wastrel take the punishment. We’re venting all decks as we leave and she’s locked down tight. If there’s anything left of her when this is through, get in fast and beacon-mark her. I’ll settle with you later.”

        Over the comm, Dimitriou’s voice was thin, but he sounded venomous. “You bet your sorry ass you’ll settle with me, Vaurien. If I don’t get my piece of that scum-bucket, I’ll take its price out of your hide.”

        “I said,” Vaurien hissed, “I’ll settle with you later.” He shut down the comm with a soft French oath, and barked at Marin: “Launch!”

        “Head count,” Marin snapped. “Just bloody do it, Richard!”

        “Fast,” Travers added.

        “Jesus Christ,” Vaurien muttered, but he was talking to Mark Sherratt a moment later, and while the crew and passengers were tallied, Marin was running up the engines and blowing the hangar down to partial pressure. “All accounted for,” Vaurien rasped. “Go!”  

        The Capricorn launched almost simultaneously. Both aircraft fell into a loose formation, headed for the cover of Den Smaragd Have, and Marin tucked in there. “Where do you want to go, Richard?”

        “Alshie’nya,” Vaurien said resignedly. “Mark, you hearing me?”

        “Not clearly,” Sherratt said over the comm from the Capricorn. “There’s so much interference, I don’t even want to make an e-space jump from here. I’m headed for the Saerl’ania, out at Kebesh, but she can’t take us both aboard. Can you make Alshie’nya unassisted?”

        “It shouldn’t be a problem,” Marin told him. “Systems look fine, we’re in good shape, though it wouldn’t be my first choice. It’s twenty hours back to the Wings of Freedom, and we’re close to overloaded.” 

        “Emergency measures are seldom comfortable,” Sherratt said. “I might be able to —”

        He was almost certainly about to suggest transferring half the lighter’s human cargo to the Resalq science vessel to make the journey out to Alshie’nya more comfortable, but before he could speak space lit up with a massive detonation. 

        “What the hell was that?” Travers whispered, and Marin jinked up the nose to glimpse around the boulder which housed the comm relay. 

        “Something went up ... I can’t tell what,” he murmured. “I’m still seeing the Bai Shan, way off — and there’s the Helena, using the Wastrel for cover, but I can’t —”

        “Negative Weimann transition,” Etienne’s voice said over the combug. “Transferring data to Lai’a. The Intrepid is two minutes from firing range.”

        Marin’s heart jumped against his throat. “And the Shanghai?”

        “Two reactors online,” Etienne reported, “no Weimann ignition signature at this time.”

        “She has forty seconds to start Weimann procedures,” Travers said hoarsely, “or the Intrepid’s got her. Christ, Richard, this could still work.”

        “Don’t jinx it,” Vaurien said in a harsh whisper. “Mark, you heard all this?”

        “I heard,” Sherratt called. “I’m feeding every erg of power I have into ECM. Curtis —”

        “I’m on it.” Marin’s fingers danced across the surfaces as he shut down everything short of the air supply and cranked the lighter’s wideband jamming to maximum. “Best I can do, Mark.”

        There was no response from the Capricorn. Space was too saturated with the deliberate jamming to allow any comm signal to get through, and they could only hope the Shanghai had seen nothing, heard nothing, before it began. Etienne could not even punch a signal through to report a Weimann startup cycle on the Shanghai, and Marin placed his faith in the evidence of his own eyes. The dorsal surfaces of the carrier were ravaged. The Aragos had been rigged to protect the command decks at the expense of the sensor and comm arrays. She could be, should be, close to blind.

        For forty seconds Marin’s eyes were on the chrono, and he doubted anyone aboard the lighter was breathing. A whoop deafened him as the chrono counted into negative numbers, and Lai’a would drive into strike range in eighty seconds. 

       “Safe distancing,” Vaurien said tersely to Marin. “If Lai’a can take the Shanghai in one piece there’ll be partying in Halfway. But if that thing goes up, I don’t want to be anywhere near it.”

        “And the Wastrel?” Jazinsky wondered.

        “Sixty seconds, Neil, and shut down ECM,” Vaurien advised. “Pull us around, give me a line of sight into the Capricorn’s cockpit.”

        He was reaching under his seat, pulling out the emergency kit, and as Marin brought the lighter around, nose to nose with Mark’s ship, he turned on the flashlight. The code was so old, it predated even radio. Marin had a working knowledge of it, but he did not need to see the flashes to know what Vaurien was doing. He was telling Sherratt to shut down his ECM on a time-hack which had already shortened to thirty seconds.

        Three regular flashes from the Capricorn’s running lights acknowledged, and once again Marin jinked the nose up and around to get a view of the battle. The Wastrel was still maneuvering, though two of her holds had blown. Etienne would not give the Shanghai a clear shot at her engine deck or sterntubes, and since the ship was depressurized, and all humans had left, caution was not an issue.

        Lai’a shared the same strength. Dead on the time-hack, the ECM shut down and Marin yelped as his eardrum protested the strength of the transmission coming from the Intrepid. Lai’a had been trying to punch a signal through the dense fog of jamming. He yanked out the combug, and as Etienne responded, Lai’a cranked down its transmission strength. 

        It was counting down to engagement by five-second increments, and as Marin began to listen it said in the velvet-soft Resalq accent, 

        “Targets acquired. Weapons systems primed. Firing range in fifteen.”

        “Etienne! Etienne!” Jazinsky bellowed. “Get out of there, safe distancing! Move it!”

        In the same instant, Marin and Sherratt were also moving, and the Wastrel came about to follow. All three were headed out toward Kebesh, and the Intrepid was big on the forward monitors. Three engines pushed Marin back in the seat as he opened the throttles, and like the others he listened as Lai’a counted to zero.

        They were still racing outward as the Intrepid swung broadside to the Shanghai and released such a cannonade, Marin doubted its like had ever been seen before. Space lit up with wild detonations, tracer and overshoots, and the lighter’s aft-view vidfeed was a jumble. Marin could see nothing as he began to brake, and he concentrated on the sensor feed from Etienne.

        The Wastrel’s AI had dumped camera drones before it pulled out, and though the image was distorted, broken up, both Lai’a and the
Shanghai were clearly visible. They were pounding one another, and every gun which was still operational aboard the Shanghai seemed to be firing. The Helena and the Bai Shan had pulled well out, and Marin heard the Baers and Max Dimitriou shouting at van Donne and Fernando Wang, across a loop which was chaotic with distress calls.

        As Marin watched, the vidfeed cleared. Etienne was enhancing it, tweaking it, and Marin saw clearly as at least one deck aboard the Shanghai blew out with an explosive decompression. Lai’a was impervious. Travers swore in an undertone as its physical body, the Intrepid, rolled over to pound the super-carrier’s belly. No gunships and fighters were left to protect the Shanghai there, and if they had launched, Lai’a would have swatted them like bugs. The AI was so far beyond Etienne, or even Joss and Ingrid, Marin could only stare.

        “The Shanghai’s not maneuvering,” Travers said moments later. “It looks to me like ... she’s drifting.”

        “A trick?” Chandra Liang wondered.

        “Not this time,” Shapiro said in wounded voice, as if he had ridden the body blows himself. “Mark? Doctor Sherratt, can you hear me?”

        “Of course,” Mark called. “Lai’a reports no Weimann activity, no signatures suggesting reactor startup. They have one reactor online, at thirty percent capacity. The Aragos are failing, right across the Shanghai.”

        And still Lai’a pounded her.
 The crew would be in the hardened shelters, Marin knew, and he shared a dark glance with Travers as they relived memories which would haunt them forever. Too clearly, Marin remembered being crammed into a hardpoint, a shelter, with Travers and a pitiful handful of others, while the Intrepid was torn to pieces. 

        “Have Lai’a listen for surrender signals,” Shapiro said softly.

        “It’s getting all kinds of signals,” Mark told him. “They think they’ve recognized her. The Shanghai’s AI has probably profiled the old Intrepid, even though she’s different. They’re trying the command override codes.”

        As if they believe a human crew was aboard, Marin thought bleakly, and they could seize command of the mainframe. Lai’a was not merely impervious, it was scornful. It reached out and blanketed the Shanghai’s highband transmitters with such feedback, they overloaded, shorted out, and then its cannons opened up once more.

        The last Arago generators went down and the few remaining fields collapsed. The full broadside slammed into the Shanghai, rocking it like a toy, and Marin held his breath. On Travers’s flatscreen, which was relaying data from Etienne’s viddrones, he saw every light along the battered hull go out. She was dark, silent — blind and deaf. Half of her was open to space, much of her was radiotoxic, and her survivors would be huddled in bunkers where fear was breeding like a plague. Air, heat, power, everything had failed. 

        At last Lai’a shut down its guns and waited. Marin and Travers were intent on the screens, but minutes passed and the Shanghai remained silent.

        “Maybe there are no survivors,” Marin murmured.

        But Travers made negative noises. “There are always survivors, but that ship’s turned into hell, maybe worse than the Intrepid was. We were lucky by comparison — the damage was all up top. Officer country. The crewdeck was okay, and the hangars. These guys? Give ’em a chance. Somebody’ll be in armor, he’ll find a transmitter that still works.”

        In the back, Vaurien was talking to Etienne. The damage report he requested came up on the flatscreen-CRT. Two holds were open to space; one was so crumpled, it was a drydock job. Two Arago generators were dead and the third was at thirty percent power. The geocannons were out of ordnance and one of the three reactors had autoscrammed and would not restart. Every drone had been tasked, and Etienne estimated at least twelve hours before repairs were worthy of a broad-scan diagnostic. 

        “Twelve hours before we can pull out of this system,” Vaurien said darkly. “Which gives us a ringside seat, when the crap starts to fly.”

        “The — crap?” Chandra Liang echoed.

        Shapiro gestured at the distant star, and Ulrand itself. “The political ramifications. The war of words, Mister Liang. Who owns what, who’s going to get paid, and how much? Which contracts will be awarded, and to whom? Docking rights, salvage rights, landing permits, tax waivers.”

        “He means,” Jazinsky said acidly, “it’s all over barring the shouting.”

        “It will be,” Vaurien argued, “when the Shanghai runs up the flag.”

        When it came, the signal was not a surrender plea but a distress call. Small groups of the crew were trapped right across the ship, and with life support gone they had a few hours to live. The distress signals were so weak, Marin guessed they were made on personal systems. Someone in there had the presence of mind, and the courage, to find a handy and call for help. Shapiro would have liked to stake a claim to some portion of the salvage rights, but he was too slow by minutes. The Krait, the Mako, the Palenque, the Bai Shan, the Helena and many others swarmed all over the carcass. Asako Rodman would be fuming.

        They heard Mark Sherratt on ship-to-ship, talking to Lai’a, with the words Marin had been waiting to hear: “Lai’a, stand down. Join the Saerl’ania at Kebesh and wait for us.”

        “Will you be aboard the Saerl’ania?” Lai’a inquired.

        “At this time, I’m uncertain,” Mark said thoughtfully. “We must make a great many repairs, Lai’a, and then we’ll head back to Alshie’nya.”

        The Intrepid’s armored nose turned and lifted, and as Lai’a pulled out Marin watched the big ship on the vidscreen, looking for damage. He saw nothing significant to Lai’a. Had humans been aboard, it would have been a different story. With an exhausting sense of relief, he leaned back in the seat, released the harness and swiveled to face Vaurien. 

        “Where do you want us, Richard?”

        With a tired, crooked smile, Vaurien gestured up and to starboard. “Home. Etienne’s repressurizing. We’re vacuum on decks 9 and 10, but the drones are patching us up, and we can route around our wounds for as long as it takes. She took a pounding, Curtis. There’s a week’s work to do.”

        “Soonest started,” Jazinsky said grimly, “soonest done.” And to the comm, “Etienne, prep Hangar 2. We’re coming aboard.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Seventeen hours after the last shot was fired, the Wastrel slid into e-space and left the Ulrand system. Hundreds of hours of CNS vidcasts had been archived; two thousand pages of documents, apparently from every civil and political bureau on the planet, were already waiting for Harrison Shapiro’s attention; and Etienne had fielded more than four thousand calls from Ulrand and the Freespacers, all of them intended for Shapiro and Vaurien.

        An edit of the archived materials lay on the table in the crew mess, but Shapiro was deliberately ignoring the cubes and hard copies, and the threedee was idling with ship data. He sat back against the bulkhead opposite the ’chefs, rolling a glass of bourbon and soda between his palms. Travers waited for him to speak, since so much was clearly on his mind, but the older man seemed to think better of it, and said nothing.

        The Wastrel was still hurting, but she was sound enough to make the flight back to Alshie’nya, and Shapiro, Vaurien and Mark Sherratt were acutely aware of the shortness of time. Vidal and Queneau were back in their hangar, working constantly on the Orpheus, though what they could find to do with it now was beyond Travers. The hyper-Weimann would not be craned into position until they were aboard, the hangar was cleared and the drift ship was ready to launch. It was dangerous. No one underestimated the hazard.

        The serious business of salvage began before the battle ended. Marker beacons were claimed, and in minutes fights erupted. Vaurien backed off and left the Freespacers to bicker among themselves. For some time Rodman and Dimitriou tried to keep the peace, and then they too backed off and launched into their own work. Most of the Harlequin was repressurized but she would be out of commission for weeks. The Rodman cousins had summoned the frigate’s ugly sister, a massively converted freighter, the Sara Grey, and the Harlequin was under tow. 

        The Helena had pulled out fast for Halfway, leaving a swarm of lighters and vessels the size of the Mako and the Palenque to work Dimitriou’s claim on the Shanghai. And of the Shanghai itself, the data was disturbing. Loss of life was horrifying, but the entire command corps had survived, as Travers would have predicted. Colonel Lemuel Palmer and his people were in custody. 

        According to Shapiro’s data, they were picked up by the Baer brothers, taken aboard the Bai Shan in manacles, and within hours they had been traded directly to the Ulrish Secret Service for perpetual landing rights in Dockland and tariff waivers on both incoming and outgoing freight. The Shanghai’s officers were being held at an undisclosed location on Ulrand. No statement had been issued by the government in Marak, but Travers guessed they were hostages, bargaining chips. If the Confederacy wanted its people returned, it would speak softly and make generous offers.

         In an attempt to ensure his personal safety, Senator Charleston Aimes Rutherford had transferred from the Ganymede to the Shanghai
before battle began. He was in the bunker with Palmer’s staff when the crew from the Bai Shan torched its way in, and he was still being held with Palmer’s staff, somewhere on Ulrand. The Baer brothers did not recognize him — he could have been a member of the Shanghai command corps. If they had known who they had captured, they might have demanded a higher price. Rutherford was not recognized until he passed into the hands of the Ulrish government; and from what Shapiro knew, he had promptly been muzzled, before he could even begin to flex the plenipotentiary muscles which had brought him to the Deep Sky. 

        Marak was not ready to negotiate with Earth. Travers guessed the local government would be in session for months, thrashing out what they wanted, needed, and how best to go about getting it. Soon, they would be in conference with Shapiro — but not yet.

        Only Robert Chandra Liang and the crew of the Earthlight knew the truth, that Shapiro had been on Velcastra and in the Ulrand system. Only they, and the crew of the Wastrel, knew that he was behind the mercenary fleet; and until the Deep Sky had won its liberty, Shapiro would remain in the shadows.

        The Ganymede had not been badly damaged. Her Weimann modules were streaming coolant and fuel, and her comm arrays were gone, but the hull was intact and the AI still functional. When the Shanghai was captured and the Ganymede’s command corps could not contact either Senator Rutherford or Colonel Palmer, they broadcast their surrender. The crew was taken off without bloodshed. The Ganymede was one of seven salvageable, repairable frigates and cruisers, for which the Marak government had paid handsomely. They would become the core of the new militia, which CNS was already referring to as ‘the Ulrand Defense Fleet.’

        But twenty more DeepSky Fleet vessels were gaping open to space, and the Freespacers had not ceased to swarm over them like starving ants since the battle’s final shots were fired. More than fifteen thousand prisoners had been shuttled to Ulrand, using the very troop landers which Fleet had brought in for the invasion. 

        Were they hostages? Travers found the plight of the prisoners disturbing. He might have been aboard the Shanghai himself, if crew rostering had been only a little different. If he had never served under Lorenzo Falk, never worked with Roy Neville, and if Karl David Liang had never been killed, Travers would still have been on the Shanghai. He would have been on Ulrand at this moment, penned with an unspeakable number of his fellows, facing a future which was far from certain.

        If the Confederacy wanted its people back, it would negotiate. Moreover, if the Middle Heavens colony worlds from which the invasion fleet’s crew had been drawn desired the repatriation of their people, they would get off the fence and talk with the Marak government. Perhaps it would be civilians, parents and siblings who opened negotiations with Ulrand. Travers had never understood politics, protocols, the ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ channels of diplomacy. He knew only that the majority of the fifteen thousand prisoners of war being held on Ulrand were innocents, conscripts, many of them not even twenty years old.

        The problem was surely Harrison Shapiro’s, and Travers was pleased to leave it to him. Worse, the data indicated that there were nine hundred MIAs after the battle. Many would be dead — salvage operations had barely begun yet, and every compartment torched open in every hulk revealed more vacuum-frozen casualties. But Travers had watched the Helena and several other Freespacer ships plucking escape pods out of space, and ransacking the smaller ships as they turned belly-up. A lot of the MIAs would have vanished into Halfway already.

        Which might have been the cause of Shapiro’s thunderous expression. Two elements of the battle were beyond his control — and going in, he had been aware of them. The question of prisoners, hostages, MIAs, would ride his back like a goblin for a long time to come. And if the Ganymede fell into the wrong hands, the security-sealed cargo she had picked up from the Fleet docks at Albeniz only days before would be lost.

        The Zunshu probe was still aboard, sealed in a hold for which only Rutherford knew the code combination, and only Rutherford’s palm print would woo the palmlock. The Ganymede was berthed at Marak’s orbital docks, alongside two frigates and a cruiser. Their crews were groundside, in custody; their AIs were being reconfigured into the service of the Ulrand Defense Fleet; and sooner or later someone from Marak would have to wonder what was in that hold, behind such security seals that only Rutherford could open them.

        Would Rutherford use his codes, his palm, as bargaining chips to get himself out of a transit camp? He could organize himself a hotel suite, where ‘house arrest’ meant the cuisine of three-star restaurants and the pampering hands of a masseuse. President Marsik’s government would offer no more, Travers thought; but they would meet Rutherford that far. And when they opened the hold, what could they possibly make of the Zunshu hulk? 

        It was clearly alien technology, even to Travers’s eyes. They might take it for a Resalq relic, and consign it to the museum. Or they might compare it with the technology which had destroyed El Khouri and half a hemisphere. Many times, both Mark and Dario had cautioned Shapiro and Jazinsky against underestimating Ulrand’s own technology. A century and a half of isolation had driven them along different routes, and not all had been blind alleys.

        For the first time in minutes, Shapiro stirred. He brought the glass to his lips and drank the contents in one swallow. His eyes were on the chrono, and Travers knew what was on his mind. The Earthlight had messaged Borushek as soon as she dropped out, and the Chryse was scheduled for a rendezvous at Oberon in thirty hours. As far as anyone else knew, the general had spent the last week indisposed. He was in his private apartment on top of the Fleet Sector Command building, with a short-lived virus for which the only treatment was rest, fluids and painkillers. Almost everyone in Sark had either suffered it or was coming down with it, and the story was plausible.

        “Rutherford’ll hold out for the best deal he can get,” Travers offered as he slid in behind the table with a mug of coffee and a croissant. “They won’t talk him out of the codes so soon, even if they take his palmprint by force. Even then, it’ll take their scientists a week to figure out what the hell they’re looking at.”

        “Hm?” Shapiro blinked at him, as if Travers had jolted him from a trance. “You’re right, Captain, and that’s not what’s troubling me.”

        “Then ... the MIAs, the prisoners?” Travers hazarded.

        “The prisoners ... no,” Shapiro said softly. “They’ll be well treated, because the Ulrish authorities are as aware of their origins as we are. They’re just kids from a dozen Middle Heavens words. They didn’t give the orders, and Fleet doesn’t allow the individual the right to refuse to push the buttons. No, no, they’ll find their way home in time, and although their visit to Ulrand might not be a vacation, they’ll be treated well enough. Let’s be mercenary about this: Ulrand is a freeport, and its survival depends on its trade with the very colonies from which those young people come. If they’re mistreated, Ulrand itself will be punished, with trade sanctions if nothing else.” His brow creased. “It’s the matter of the MIAs who have vanished into Halfway that concerns me.”

        Travers had guessed. “There’s not much you can do about them.”

        “They’re marketable commodities,” Shapiro said bitterly.

        It was the least attractive face of Freespace, and the one Travers cared least to think about. “There’s quite a trade in human bodies. The officers will probably be ransomed back to their families. Someone raises the asking price, and the prisoner’ll be dumped in Marak or somewhere, with the price of a vidphone call. For him, or her, it’ll be over.”
        The others would be less fortunate, and both Travers and Shapiro knew it. The trade in slave labor was always busy. Beyond the frontier were scores of worlds where mining, agriculture, manufacture, were done manually. Labor drones were costly; stolen machines were not covered by warranty and service contracts, and when they broke down, parts were impossible to get. Cheap labor was the force driving many of these worlds. The Pakrani and the Kuchini were in highest demand, because of their native strength, but in lieu of these genestrands, farmers and prospectors would take anything they could get. 

        Some worlds on the wrong side of the frontier were inhospitable; life was harsh, life expectancy was short, and the chance of accident was so high, drones were too expensive to be risked. Slave labor was a fact of life in the gray zone where the Deep Sky dwindled away into Freespace.

        In a matter of weeks the big, strong crewdeck kids would be up on the auction blocks and headed into places where no one would find them. The lucky might live and find a way to prosper — agricultural colonies were tough on settlers, life was never easy, but the frontier worlds were unpolluted. Their air and water were still pristine, virgin. Travers knew he would have found himself shipped out to a mine or a farm, and he counted himself more fortunate than the others.

        Survivors like Bill Grant, Judith Fargo, even Curtis Marin, would have been auctioned for their looks. They would reappear in the pleasure dens, with their minds erased and their bodies full of drugs, probably not even remembering who they had ever been.

        “I want them back,” Shapiro said brusquely.

        “Out of Halfway?” Travers wondered if he had misheard, but the general nodded. “You’ll have to buy them back. They’re spoils of war, part of the prize, like the computer core or the leftover Shrike missiles, or the executive officer’s gelemerald necklace.”

        “Then I’ll buy them,” Shapiro said bluffly. “Or trade for them.”

        “And you’ll have to be bloody quick,” Travers warned. “In a week, it’ll be borderline, in two weeks, it’ll be too late. They’ll have been broken up and shipped in forty directions, and I doubt the Halfway traders bother to keep records. Even if they did, you might have to take a colony apart, in a system way beyond anything on the Confederate charts, to find twenty people.” He held up his hands to forestall the protest he saw coming. “And yes, if I were one of those twenty people, I’d be praying every day for somebody to come get me ... but by the time your office has funded dozens of these jaunts, they’d be landing in the too-hard basket, set aside for another day, another year, when you can find the funding, the manpower, the ships.”

        “Damn,” Shapiro whispered. “You know your history.”

        “I don’t,” Travers scoffed. “I cut and ran when those classes came around! But I know how things have a way of working out.”

        Shapiro accorded him a shrewd look. “A week is fast enough, then, or ten days?”

        “I ... think so,” Travers said carefully. “Talk to Richard. He knows these characters a hell of a lot better than I do. I’ll give you odds he’s chased prisoners to Halfway before.”

        “All right.” Shapiro stood and stretched his back. “I’ll be chartering him to front for me, in any case. I can’t show my face yet.”

        “Christ,” Travers muttered. “You want to send Richard into Halfway?”

        “He’s flown out of Freespace for years.”           

        “But not with Sergei van Donne hunting for blood,” Travers added bitterly.

        “Then it’s high time,” Shapiro said acidly, “to settle with Captain van Donne. From what Jazinsky tells me, the man is either a fool or a lunatic, with a vast capacity for mayhem.”

        “Sociopath,” Travers mused. “He and Richard have been sparring for years, and occasionally one of them draws blood. Sergei has tried to kill him three times, and Jazinsky offered to put a bullet in Sergei, if he doesn’t stay well out of her way. It seems van Donne is of the opinion that anything he can lay his hands on, and get away with, is his property. Including,” Travers added glibly, “any technology he could filch off the Wastrel.”

        “There has never been any honor among thieves,” Shapiro observed. “I’ll talk to Vaurien.” He glanced pointedly at the chrono once more. “And now, I haven’t slept in over thirty hours, and we’ll be arriving at Alshie’nya in ten. You’ll forgive me if I retire.”

        The same thought was on Travers’s mind. He could think of nothing more rewarding than a soft bed and Curtis Marin sleeping in his arms. They had snatched a few hours’ rest while Ingersol’s crews began to work on the Wastrel, but adrenaline was still inclined to rush without warning, and Travers had woken in a cold sweat more than once.

        The crews were still working as he finished the croissant and headed out of the mess in search of Marin. Ingersol was calling for welders on this deck, drones on that deck, and he warned repeatedly of pressure tests or Arago tests. Travers’s ears popped as he left the mess, and he would have sworn the gravity field beneath his feet was only at seventy percent.

        He had expected to find Marin in their quarters, but the lights were low and both the bed and the bathroom were empty. Travers played a hunch, and went aft and down one deck. He heard voices before he reached Mark Sherratt’s open door. Curtis was talking quietly with Leon, while Roy and Mark seemed to be arguing in the Resalq language. Then Arlott laughed, and Travers realized he was working with Mark, correcting his pronunciation, which was still wandering. He had learned Resalq as a dead language, and Travers could imagine the linguist’s fascination as his life’s work came alive.

        Marin was sitting on the foot of Mark’s bed, with a wine glass in his hands. Leon sat cross-legged on the floor, intent on the threedee, which was running the CNS footage from Marak, with the sound turned off. Mark was in an indigo silk kimono, and the dark gold hair was wet. He rubbed it absently with a towel while he expounded on something to Arlott, who had sprawled crosswise across the bed and was scribbling notes in the oddest shorthand Travers had ever seen. Marin was watching the threedee, and he and Leon were talking in desultory undertones, about Dendra Shemiji, the war with the Confederacy, the situation in Hydralis. Roy was too busy to even think about home, but Leon wanted to go back. He had friends in the city, and he worried constantly about them.

        Men like Alec Tarrant and Mitch Garret would survive, Travers thought as he stepped into Mark’s quarters; but the injuries sustained by men like Marty Cimino and Roark Hubler reminded him of his mortality. No one on Omaru would rest until it was over. Marin looked up as he appeared, and gestured with the glass.

        “There’s wine, if you’re in the mood.”

        “Resalq?” Travers wondered.

        “Do I look like I’m drinking battery acid?” Marin gave him a wink. “Roy brought the bottle.”

        “It’s terrible stuff,” Leon said without looking away from the threedee. “Tastes like you’re sucking on a bucket of sugar-water.”

        To Travers it tasted like a very reasonable merlot. He brimmed a glass and settled on the foot of the bed beside Marin. He draped one arm across Curtis’s shoulders, and was gratified when he leaned heavily into the loose embrace. The hazel eyes followed Mark about the cabin, and Travers remembered the two shared a history. 

        The wine mellowed him. He felt the weight of his eyelids as he watched the threedee. The street parties had begun the moment signals were received from the Wastrel. The
Shanghai had surrendered, it was over. Since it began, CNS had broadcast around the clock, and Marin was watching the troop landers fall in over a rural landing field far from the city. CNS were not saying where on Ulrand it was, but Travers guessed it must be in the southeast. The sky was relatively clear, so the location had to be across the world from El Khouri.

        A small city was being built by a squadron of drones, the way the science station on Kjorin had mushroomed overnight. There was no need for wire, security squads or restraints. Beyond the perimeter stretched an ocean of scrubgrass where little would live, beyond the indigenous species. And some of those species, Travers knew, were venomous. Only a madman would try to escape from a settlement which was well-constructed and well-supplied, when there was nowhere to escape to. 

        In a few days the calls would begin to come in from Jagreth and Haven and Louverne. The ships which had been assigned to the Shanghai taskforce had been named; CityNet was carrying the story in realtime. Parents and siblings of the personnel on those ships would know soon enough, the battle had been lost, and more than fifteen thousand prisoners of war were in custody.

        “They can go home, on the condition they don’t return to Fleet,” Marin said quietly. “That’s the proviso. Marak’s already spelled it out to CNS.”

        “And you think the Confederacy’s going agree ?” Travers demanded. “Some of those kids will be six months into the five-year hitch. As soon as their feet touch the ground in Confederate territory, they’ll be shuttled right back to the nearest warship needing fresh blood.”

        “I know,” Marin said mildly. “Everyone in the colonies knows ... and so do the kids in that camp. The truth is, half the families in the Middle Heavens just lost somebody in this battle, either dead or in custody. And if they want their kids home, there’s only one way to make it happen.”

        “Pressure their governments,” Mark said from the bathroom, where he was sampling the cologne, “to support autonomy for the Deep Sky, to secede from the Confederacy, just as Ulrand did.”

        “Oh my gods,” Travers murmured. 

        “Earth can’t fight on thirty fronts,” Marin said pragmatically. “They just got wasted at Ulrand, and they’re about to be equally wasted at Omaru and maybe Velcastra, if you can read anything into Chandra Liang being aboard! They’re going to lose the Deep Sky, and if they don’t know it by now, they soon will.”

        “And the Middle Heavens?” Travers asked doubtfully.

        Marin seemed unconcerned. “The other thing the families from the Middle Sky can do is migrate. Come out to Velcastra and Borushek, resettle on worlds where their kids won’t be bounced right back into Fleet the moment they’re set free. Because there’s a flip-side to Ulverson Marsik’s terms and conditions. They’re being called prisoners of war ... which states clearly, a state of war exists between Ulrand and Earth. Technically, those prisoners won’t, can’t, be free till the war’s over.”

        “Marsik said that?” Travers drained the glass and set it down.

        “In so many words.” Marin went down on to the bed and looked up at Travers out of dark, heavy eyes. “Not our problem, Neil. It’s political now, there’s nothing the likes of us can do about it.”

        “And we have enough problems of our own,” Mark added. The tang of cologne followed him out of the bathroom, and he took a small glass of the merlot. “Major Vidal asked for my advice regarding the hyper-Weimann module, not an hour ago.” He regarded Travers over the rim of the glass. “The Orpheus is ready to fly.”

        A fist seemed to grip Travers’s insides and squeeze. “Ten hours or so will put us back at Alshie’nya.”

        “Vidal and Queneau are getting some sleep,” Mark added. “And by the time we arrive, Jazinsky and Ingersol assure us the Wastrel will be equal to the task of hunting down a Class 7 event.”

        “Oh, joy.” Marin shuddered visibly. “Vidal must have a screw loose somewhere. He’s actually keen to do this. You’d have to be mad.”

        “Or inspired,” Mark argued. “Many idealists are ... borderline. It’s common among my own people. When news of the probe ship, the drift-ship, reached the science community in Riga, I had eight or ten serious offers to pilot it.” He tried the wine, and then swallowed it quickly and set the glass down. “None of us has the skills — we were never natural warriors, though some of us learned to fight. None of us was ever trained by an institution like the DeepSky Fleet. The only Resalq I’d have given the Orpheus to is Jai Serrano. And it’s fitting that Queneau should be taking his place, since she put him in cryogen.”

        “Speaking of whom,” Marin said, stirring deliberately before he could begin to doze where he was, “have we been able to get a location on Boden Zwerner, since we drew him out to play at Ulrand?”

        Dendra Shemiji had been monitoring the situation with every contact they had, but Mark was cautious. “It’s difficult to say. The man is buried ten layers deep in Halfway. I don’t think we’d winkle him out so easily ... he sent his ships and his trustees, but Zwerner himself seems to be installed somewhere on a platform called Xanadu. 

        “We’re waiting on data to decide what exactly Xanadu is — how many people live there, how large a population Zwerner might be hiding among, with what kind of security. You understand,” Sherratt added pointedly, “the deeper into Halfway we reach, the fewer trustworthy contacts we have and the more likely we are to trip someone’s security system.” He drew a chair closer and sat, where he had a view of the threedee.

        In the display, the Ganymede floated at its moorings while tech crews swarmed over the hull. The images of fourteen men and women were inset in the top left corner, and Travers did not need to hear the commentary to know he was looking at the command corps.

        “I have a feeling we’ll be getting a close-up look at Halfway,” he said, and when faces turned toward him, he sighed. “I was talking to Shapiro twenty minutes ago. He wants the MIAs back, fast, before they get sold off and shipped out. Give the Freespace traders two weeks, and we’ll never find them.”

        “Oh ... shit,” Marin said with a curious lack of passion. “He’ll be wanting to send the Wastrel to Halfway, won’t he?”

        Travers shrugged. “He might want to, but the question is, will Richard take the job? It’s damned dangerous — at least as dangerous as flying into Omaru. Maybe more, because Halfway is a finite, closed-in community where everybody knows everybody. We’d find it hard to hide in a crowd.”

        “We?” Marin echoed. He sat up again and knuckled his eyes. 

        “If Richard’s heading into Freespace,” Travers said darkly, “he’ll want the best with him. People he knows he can trust, and people with the skills to come back alive. Given a good crew ... and he’ll want me! ... he’ll probably take the job.”

        “In the name of any god, why?” Marin demanded. “It’s Shapiro’s responsibility.” 

        “But Shapiro would be dead in a heartbeat,” Mark added, “if he showed his face in Halfway. So he’ll delegate ... and the jaunt gives Richard a clear shot at Sergei van Donne, for one thing. For another, our Captain Vaurien is something of an idealist himself. Not as driven as Vidal, but he’s been doing everything he can to undermine Fleet in the Deep Sky for decades. And the plight of the Ulrand MIAs will arouse his anger. He’s at liberty to use Freespace, do business and hide there, but you notice he doesn’t count himself one of their number, nor make his home there.”

        “Because there’s a line he won’t cross,” Travers agreed, “and there’s not many Freespacers who won’t.” He leaned over and pressed a kiss to Marin’s brow. “He’ll ask me to go with him, to watch his back.”

        “And you’ll go,” Marin said in a fatalistic tone.

        “I’ve owed him,” Travers admitted, “for a long time.”

        “And who’s going to watch your back?” Marin demanded, and Travers heard the argument, the protest, sharp in his voice.

        It was Mark Sherratt who broke up the disagreement before it could even begin. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Curtis. You’re going to watch his back. You know you are — don’t make a squabble of it. And in any case, you’ll need to be there if you’re going to fulfill the last Dendra Shemiji contract of your career.”

        “The — what?” Marin gave his hand to Travers, laced their fingers, but turned toward Mark.

        Sherratt was intent on the threedee, and gestured vaguely in the direction of Halfway. “Boden Zwerner. The only justice he’s every likely to meet is the muzzle of a gun, the tip of a dart. Dendra Shemiji is far over-stretched at this time. I don’t have the resources, Curtis. I’ve committed several of my people to investigating the office on Earth which issued the order to destroy Omaru, using CL-389 as a weapon. I can’t go into Halfway myself, not now, not when the Zunshu technology is about to give up its secrets. I might have sent Jai, but he’ll be tanked for at least another year, probably longer, and if he hadn’t been, he would have been flying with Major Vidal.” He gave Marin an amused look.

        “Which leaves me,” Marin said with grim satisfaction. One brow arched at the Resalq. “Shapiro bought the contract?”

        “Authorized it,” Sherratt allowed. “This one is ... on the house. You’ll get the fee, of course, but the contract’s ‘on me,’ as humans say.”

        “I don’t want the fee,” Marin said mildly. “I just want to see the look on his face in the moment before he dies, when he knows why he’s dying.” Memory ambushed him for several moments and he gave Travers an odd look, not quite a smile, nor a grimace. “Your Sergeant Neville was the last contract I undertook, but the one directly before was a man by the name of Reece Clyma — not merely a smuggler but a fraud and a murderer, and one of the links in Sergei van Donne’s supply chain. Clyma understood why he was dying. So will Boden Zwerner.” Marin’s eyes cleared, and he took a breath as he turned back to Sherratt. “I’ll take the contract.”

        And Sherratt offered his hand to confirm it. “I knew you would, and I’m grateful, Curtis. Take care in Halfway. Underestimate no one.” He looked from Marin to Travers and back again. “Now, go and put your heads on a pillow, both of you. El’arne won’t make it easy for us.”

        “And for Mick least of all,” Travers observed as he got to his feet and gave Marin his hand to pull him up also. They were out of the cabin when he turned back for a moment. “You know the Ulrish have the Ganymede?”

        “I know.” Sherratt’s mouth thinned. “What Dario and I can do in Marak is very limited, since we’re on the most-wanted criminal list. But I’ll make a tender through a neutral agent, probably Barb Jazinsky. They’ll be given to understand the artifact is Resalq, very old, broken, precious only because of its antiquity. Marak is thirsty for money. If some eccentric collector from Saraine wants to spend a fortune on the object, I doubt they’ll hesitate to turn it into cold, hard colonial dollars.”

        “It’ll be a few days before they open the hold,” Marin said thoughtfully. “Rutherford doesn’t have much left to bargain with, and you know he’ll push anything he has to the limit.”

        “Which buys us time, though not much,” Mark agreed.

        Rest was on Travers’s mind as they returned to their own quarters, yet sleep did not come easily. He knew Marin was awake, but neither of them wanted to talk about the Zwerner contract, the MIAs, or the battle of Ulrand. When sleep refused to come, Travers spooned against Marin’s back and said into the darkness,

        “You want to know what bugs me the most?”


        “I’m sure you’re about to tell me.” Marin sounded wide awake though his body was limp with a deliberate relaxation Travers envied.

        “It just occurred to me a while ago. When this is over, and the Deep Sky is free of Earth, the Confederacy will make citizens of the rebel colonies unwelcome back at home,” Travers sighed. 

        “At home?” Marin echoed. 

        “I mean, Darwin’s World.” Travers tightened his grip on Marin, pillowed his cheek on the curly mass of his hair. “All the plans we made about going there, buying a property, having a place of our own. None of it can be real.”

        Marin wriggled back into Travers’s embrace. “So we’ll buy a property on Borushek or Velcastra, Jagreth, even Omaru. As soon as there’s no more threat from the Zunshu. As soon as you can stand in the middle of your back forty on a cold, clear night, look up —”

        “And see Hellgate without getting an anxiety attack,” Travers finished.

        “Go to sleep,” Marin whispered. 

        “I’m trying,” Travers told him.

        “Try harder.” And then Marin rolled over in his arms and reversed the embrace. “Or else stop trying at all, and put all that energy to some good use!” 

        “That,” Travers decided, “is the best idea I’ve heard in days.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Wastrel, Rabelais Drift

 

The hangar blazed with lights and camera drones buzzed like oversized gnats, capturing the drift-ship from every angle. Two of the overhead cranes were in place; the third had been tracked to the extreme end of the gantry, where the hyper-Weimann module would be loaded. The module itself had been assembled but not fueled. Drones would charge it; it would be remote-tested, and lowered into place in the Orpheus with the crew already aboard.

        The system was sound, yet Tully Ingersol still wore a haunted face and Jazinsky was grim with preoccupation as she ran the numbers over and over, looking for any discrepancy. Travers had only the faintest understanding of what they were doing, but he knew what was involved in piloting the drift-ship, and he did not envy Vidal.

        Any work Vidal and Queneau could do was finished. They were mere spectators now, while Jazinsky and Mark Sherratt triple-checked the details and Ingersol fretted over the physical mechanism. Vidal was surreally calm, as if it were no more than a morning’s jaunt. He was in civilian clothes — blue denims and a too-big teeshirt with the ridiculous Battle of Ulrand cartoon logo someone had designed — and sharing a cigarette with Queneau as they waited.

        Everyone aboard the Wastrel was only waiting now. The Orpheus was powered up and on standby, and the tug pilots were hunting. The Wastrel was deep in Rabelais space, between Naiobe and the nova remnant, where the super-giant stars glared through the mist of an ancient cataclysm and Hellgate played the trickster. Temporo-gravitic anomalies were common here; gravity storms were as constant as tremors around an active volcano.

        But what Yuval Greenstein and Piotr Cassals were hunting was not the normal storm. They had already passed by a Class 3 and a Class 5. Those events were enough to make Fleet officers run and hide, and usually even the Wastrel would change course to avoid them. This time, Greenstein and Cassals were looking for something bigger.

        They were tracking a monster, and using the most recent generation of Jazinsky’s software to predict it — not to avoid it, but to meet it head-on. Travers had the uncomfortable sensation of being in a speeding car where the driver was trying to collide with an oncoming truck. 

        Several times per hour the Wastrel would shiver with the slight falling sensation of a Weimann transition either into or out of e-space. Greenstein was making micro-jumps, sometimes as little as a light minute, to deliberately chase the event they wanted. 

        The Class 7 was a monster and comparatively rare. Still, Hellgate had nooks and crannies where they happened more often. In Mark Sherratt’s understanding, never before had a ship deliberately ventured into one of those places. The last ship from ‘this side’ of El’arne to determinedly hunt down a Class 7 event and use it as a gateway was the Ebre’zjim. 

        A part of Sherratt’s fascination for El’arne, Travers was sure, lay in uncovering the fate of his ancestor’s ship. A Sherratt was aboard the Ebre’zjim. A Sherratt had been there at the beginning of the Zunshu purge, and had probably witnessed the reason for it.

         A chime from the comm signaled another micro-jump and Travers braced himself. Greenstein and Cassals were good. When the Wastrel was operating at capacity, when the navtank was properly configured — and Hellgate was not being too much the bratty teenager — the transition into or out of hyper was almost unnoticeable.

        Still, Vidal made a face as he ground out the cigarette butt and kicked it away. “That’s seven in the last hour. You wouldn’t think it’d be so hard to find an event.”

        As he spoke, Travers was watching the chrono. The tug dropped out again in forty seconds, and they all waited to hear a lock-down alarm or a message over the loop, to the effect that their quarry had been cornered. Nothing. Travers courted relaxation, but the longer the hunt went on the harder it was becoming to relax. 

        The signs of stress were imprinted on Jo Queneau’s face. Vidal might have been eager, but she was doing this for cynical reasons. She had so much to prove, and her liberty to win. If she backed out, the only place she had to return to was a holding cell in Shapiro’s building.

        On the edge of Travers’s hearing, Jazinsky was talking to the pilots. They were relaying nav data to her handy and she paused in the final check of the mission parameters, the Orpheus’s software configuration, to interpret the new numbers. She had worked with Mark Sherratt for more than a decade, and though Greenstein and Cassals had many more years’ experience in the Drift, no one knew Hellgate the way Jazinsky did.

        Vidal was listening intently as she gave the pilots a best-guess, but she did not even glance at him and Queneau. “Nothing,” Vidal murmured.

        “Yet.” Travers pulled up an empty crate, upturned it and set his buttocks on it. “You’re in such a hurry?”

        “I just want to get it done,” Vidal growled. 

        It was Jo Queneau who muttered, “Kamikaze.”

        “Nobody’s planning on dying,” Vidal said in a harsh tone. “If I didn’t think this mission was flyable, with a way home —”

        “You’d do it anyway,” Queneau said darkly, “for the data return. You can get signals out of a Class 7. They can get the data even if we’re fried.”

        “You can also get physical objects out of a Class 7,” Vidal said sharply. “Vaurien’s crew picked up the Zunshu probe that way, which tells you, in plain language, you can get out again.” He gave her a glare. “And we will.”

        To Travers the words did not sound like bravado, but for himself he was less optimistic. With a disgusted expression Queneau drifted away toward the nearest ’chef for coffee, and Travers joined Vidal in the shadow under the drift-ship, where the glare of the floods was easier on the eyes. Vidal offered him a smoke but he shook his head, and Vidal shoved the pack back into his pocket unopened.

        Words were not coming easily to Travers. “I want to wish you good luck, but I know it’s bad luck to say it. I wish you weren’t doing this, Mick.”

        “You wish somebody else was doing it?” Vidal asked cryptically, and shook his head.               “I’d have flown with Mark’s pilot, Serrano. Like Queneau says, it’s the thing I was born for.”

        “And if it’s the last thing you ever do?” Travers wondered.

       For a moment Vidal did not answer, but the hesitation was brief. “I don’t have any desire to die, Neil, but I’m not afraid to, and the thrill of this ride should be worth it. That, and the data return,” he added with a brash, self-mocking grin. “And besides, Vaurien and Jazinsky already proved you can get objects out of a Class 7 storm.”

        “Zunshu objects,” Travers said doubtfully.

        In answer, Vidal gestured at the ship beneath which they stood. “We’re armored in Zunshu alloys, powered by Zunshu fuel, and we’re not relying on a human or Resalq AI, which can’t handle the inside of El’arne. It’s a gamble I’m willing to take: I think the human brain can. We can handle freefall, base-jumping and deep sea diving. One of my distant great-grandmothers was a storm chaser, way back on Earth, when they were still trying to work out what drives the really big twisters and typhoons.” He tapped his chest, still mocking himself. “It’s in the blood. And with all the Zunshu shit onboard, Neil, to the casual observer we’ll look Zunshu the second we launch.”

        He made a good point. Travers could hardly argue. He offered his hand, and Vidal took it. “If anyone’s likely to bring this weird-looking contraption back out of there, you will. And no, I won’t say ‘good luck,’ but you know we’re all thinking it.”

        “Want to know what I’m thinking?” Vidal yanked on Travers’s hand, pulled him close and landed a kiss on his mouth, hard and deep, no matter its swiftness. 

        “I think I already know what’s on your mind,” Travers told him. 

        “Talk about it when I get back,” Vidal offered.

        “Mick ... you know I can’t.” Travers gestured over his shoulder, in the rough direction of the ops room where Marin was running the Dendra Shemiji data on Boden Zwerner and CL-389. “I’m otherwise engaged.”

        “I know.” Vidal sighed, but his eyes glittered with unholy mischief. “And I’ve already talked to Shapiro. As soon as I’ve debriefed after the El’arne flight, I’m assigned to Velcastra with Chandra Liang. I’m leaving with him on the Earthlight, to liaise between Shapiro’s organization on one side, and the Daku on the other. Trying to stop them challenging the Confederacy too soon, I should think.” He licked his lips. “Back to the fleshpots of ElstromCity, boys, girls and the undecided, all of whom I haven’t seen in years.”

        “Have fun,” Travers intoned. 

        “I will. For a while.” Vidal sobered. “Then it’s home to the clan castle and my father, who has a year or two left, and my cousins, Trick and Ying, trying to salvage what’s left of the Vidal estate and make peace with my mother. I told you about her?”

        “The aeroball star who’s romancing her way into the presidential mansion on Jagreth.” Travers wiped the smile off his face. “Mick, if you weren’t up to your balls in the Rabelais Drift, about to fly the Orpheus right off the chart of this universe, I’d say your life was a soap opera.”

        “It is,” Vidal quipped. “Why do you think I got involved with the Daku? I was sixteen, seventeen, when I found them. Patrick and Mei Ying were flying so straight and level, they were a pain in the ass, and the whole family scene was so boring, I didn’t give the proverbial cuss when my draft papers arrived. I was out, doing something else ... and then I was back, civvy street, danceshops, dream shops, sexshops. Until Chandra Liang called me.”

        “Recruited you,” Travers corrected. 

        “Seduced me.” Vidal looked up at the Orpheus. “And here we are.”

        Heavy footfalls made Travers turn, and he watched Roark Hubler come limping around the drift ship’s engine bells. He was in crewdeck fatigues, and the legs were annoying him, Travers could tell. They hurt, and the more they ached, the more uneven Hubler’s gait became. They made his temper even shorter than usual, and from the stony look on his face, Travers was not about to pick an argument. The smashed bones in his arm had been welded, the concussion had subsided, but he was plainly nursing a great many aches to which the biocyber legs contributed.

        “You’ve also come down to not wish me good luck, I suppose,” Vidal guessed. 

        “You must be psychic,” Hubler said acidly. He gave the probe ship a jaundiced glance. “What a chunk of crap. I assume it actually flies?”

        “It had better.” Vidal looked Hubler up and down. “The legs ...?”

        “Two more chunks of crap,” Hubler told him. “They’re not working out so well, Mick. I’ve had little Billy Grant adjusting them, tweaking them, over and over. They’re about as good as they’re going to get, and they’re exactly what you expect. Garbage.” He slapped his thigh. “Billy’s told Shapiro — and I let him do it — I don’t belong on a super-carrier. Not like this.”

        Vidal’s brows rose. “That doesn’t sound like the old Roark.”

        “Maybe I’m not the same bastard you used to know,” Hubler admitted. “Shapiro fast-tracked my out-date.”

        “You’re out of Fleet?” Travers was astonished. 

        “Medical discharge,” Hubler growled. “What, you want them to give me a desk job for twenty months? Me, on a desk? Good Christ, Travers, how shit-stupid do you think they are?”

        “Not that stupid.” Vidal thrust both hands into the hip pockets of his slacks. “Damnit, Roark, you’re out? And alive,” he added. “You’re one lucky bastard, if you ask me. So what’s next? Lithgow? You headed home?”

        The remark won a glare from Hubler. “Before we pulled out of Ulrand, I talked to Rodman. I got myself a berth on the Harlequin.”

         For the second time in as many minutes Travers was surprised, though he knew he should not have been. “Listening to your comm during the battle, I guessed you and Rodman and Dimitriou all know each other.”

        “We go back a long way.” Hubler mellowed a little. “We were all on the Ranger together, a bunch of raw recruits, green as a bunch of gourds, bucking the system any way we knew. Rodman had brothers who’d already been through the Fleet meat grinder, and they’d just salvaged the rust bucket that was rebuilt into the Harlequin. They told her, get into Fleet, get some training under you, then you’ll be useful.”

        “They were right.” Travers observed. “I was impressed. She’s a good pilot and a fair tactician, which is unusual in a Freespacer.”

        “You think?” Hubler looked darkly at him. “You don’t know much about Freespacers. Scuttlebutt is, you’re headed to Halfway after this fruit-loop brings the drift-ship home. If,” he added acidly.

        “When,” Vidal corrected in a voice like steel. “Halfway, Neil?”

        Travers was looking up at the Orpheus. “Halfway. Ask Shapiro.”

        “I will,” Vidal said thoughtfully.

        A chime announced the next micro-jump, and Hubler made a face. “Damnit, these freakin’ jumps hurt.”

        “The legs?” Vidal wondered.

        “The legs,” Hubler said between clenched teeth as the Wastrel jumped once more. Thirty seconds in e-space and she fell out again, leaving Hubler three shades paler. He thumped Vidal’s shoulder. “I need a drink. Come with?”

        “I can’t.” Vidal nodded at his ship. “I’m on standby, she’s powered up. When they find what they’re hunting for, Queneau and me are in the air in less than four minutes.”

        “I guess I drink alone,” Hubler grumbled, already stomping away. 

        “Have a couple for me,” Vidal called after him.

        He gave a wave over his shoulder, and Travers watched him limp out of the hangar. The biocyber legs were not the best solution for lost limbs, but they were the only fast remedy. Cloned legs would be waiting for Hubler, but not for a year or more. Still, he was lucky. Travers was thinking of Jai Serrano as he drifted away from Vidal.

        “Hey, come see us launch,” Vidal invited.

        “I wouldn’t miss it,” Travers assured him. “I’ll also be here to see you get back.” He gave Vidal a curious look. “Are you calm, or faking it?”

        The pilot answered with a sheepish look, like a kid caught telling tall stories. “A bit of both,” he confessed. “I just want to have it done, Neil, have it over. I know this flight is what I was born for, but ...” He worked his neck to and fro to ease stress he would never permit to show.

        “Trust Jazinsky and Sherratt if no one else,” Travers suggested. “They’ll find you the best window you’re ever going to get.”

        “I know,” Vidal muttered, “and I do trust them.”

 

 

 

The window opened four hours later. After more than fifty false alarms, no one paid attention to the chimes announcing a micro-jump, and Vaurien’s voice over the comm system made the hair rise on Travers’s nape. He and Marin were in a small lab just aft of the ops room, piecing together a file on Boden Zwerner so meticulous, his family might have known less about him, when Vaurien said softly into the ship loop,

        “General lock-down, people, all decks. Let’s make it secure, and make it fast ... Major Vidal, Lieutenant Queneau to the hangar at once.”

        “Christ,” Marin whispered, “this is it.”

        Even then Etienne was working with the Arago generators. Travers recognized the vibration in the deck, and the gravity was shifting as the Wastrel began to approach the monster. From moment to moment, gravity was under or over the normal one-gee mark, and nothing unsettled a man more. 

        He and Marin shut down the threedee, secured the lab in minutes, and they were stepping out of the service elevator when Vidal and Queneau headed into the hangar. They were in Marines armor, which would afford them a final level of protection when the hyper-Weimann module came online.  

        “Mick!” Travers yelled ahead. Vidal already had the helmet on, and might not have heard, but he must have been eavesdropping on the loop. The combug picked up Travers’s call, and Vidal turned toward him.

        Through the armorglass faceplate he had the anxious-euphoric look of a man about to confront the infinite. Demons or angels — Vidal was ready for them. Queneau looked merely grim, determined. She stood back as Vidal gave his gauntleted hand to Travers for a moment. One dark blue eye winked through the armorglass.

        “Gotta go, Neil,” Vidal said glibly. “She’s a big ugly thing, and she won’t wait for mere mortals.”

        “Later,” Travers said, curiously breathless, as if he had been punched.

        The hangar was floodlit but already evacuated. Only drones hovered, waiting to secure the compartment when the pilots were in. The cranes were in place and the shuttle cockpit’s hatches were open. The work ladders had been rolled out of the way, and a lifter had been shoved into place instead, beside the engine bells. With a whine of heavy servos which strained under the mass of the armor, Vidal and Queneau went up fast.

        The last Travers saw of them, they were locking the hatch. Then the hangar’s blastdoor rumbled over and locked, and Marin’s hand fell on his arm. “Ops room,” Curtis said quietly. 

        The crew of the Wastrel was treating this as if it were a salvage job. The navtank was loaded, the threedees were bright, every station was manned and Etienne murmured constantly, a running commentary on the procedure as the crane fetched the hyper-Weimann module into position. Travers watched the big threedee as the yellow overhead ‘zug’ with the blue chevrons rode the gantry to the nose of the drift-ship. In its claws was the hyper-Weimann assembly — still unfueled. The zug’s rudimentary intelligence was waiting for a signal from the cockpit, and as the Arago fields balanced between the Orpheus’s spar-like ribs, Vidal gave the machine clearance to proceed.

        The module lowered and swung inward; the Arago fields caught it and the claws released. “She’s in place,” Ingersol reported as the crane backed off. “Coupled up and accepting commands from the cockpit.” He turned his back on the screen he had been watching and pulled both hands across his face. “That’s it, Barb, that’s all I can do for you. The rest is way out of my league, kiddo ... all yours.”

        “You mean all mine, Tully,” Vidal said over the comm.

        “Yeah, well, that too,” Ingersol admitted. “You, uh, you take care of yourself, Mick. And you, Big Jo.”

        “Buy me a drink, I’ll tell you about it,” Queneau’s voice said. “Jazinsky, you have a ‘go’ to break out the fuel.”

        Jazinsky, Vaurien and Sherratt were monitoring the same threedee. At this event, Harrison Shapiro was a mere spectator, content to sit back and observe. He could offer nothing to a science team headed by Sherratt and Jazinsky. Travers studied the four intent faces, lit in the odd, silver-blue backwash from the tank. 

        “Your hangar has blown down,” Jazinsky told Vidal. “You’re clear to maneuver any time you like ... make it fast, Vidal. The monster’s starting to snarl like it means business.”

        The Class 7 was a beast. Framed in several screens, it gaped like a feeding shark, with vast jaws lined with crackling, blue-white fangs. The heart of it shimmered like a dusky red ocean, and the gravity tides which surged around it mapped themselves in arcs and streamers of bright matter, like solar flares. Looking into it, Travers thought, was like looking on the face of some god. 

        “The Orpheus is out of the hangar and rolling to facilitate fueling,” Vaurien said quietly. “Etienne?”

        “The drones have deployed from Containment 4,” the AI responded.

        “And the fuel cell looks good,” Jazinsky added. 

        The Zunshu fuel element was too dangerous to be manipulated within the ship. The drones which would install it in the hyper-Weimann module would be ten hours in decontamination. 

        “Vidal, how’s your rad count?” Sherratt was watching a flatscreen-CRT, where the Orpheus’s cockpit data was displayed. “It looks a little high.”

        “It is a little high,” Vidal agreed, “but still sixty percent inside safety parameters. We knew this could happen, Mark. This whole project is based on everybody’s best guesses. So make another one.”

        Painfully aware of the fist holding his heart, Travers watched Mark’s face. “We’re good,” Sherratt said with only a moment’s hesitation. “We knew we were guessing, we designed her strong to cover the possibility we were a fraction off in guesstimates. You’re cleared to accept the fuel cell.”

         The authorization was passed to Etienne, and the drones shunted into position. The Arago fields holding the Weimann module were just idling on minimal power, and the handling arms easily moved the cell into the chamber. A full second before the Zunshu fuel was in place, the fields kicked up to levels close to peak and a blue-green globe of energy began to shimmer around the module. The drones strained to work through the shielding, then the fuel cell was released and the glare from the Weimann assembly overrode the shimmer of the Arago fields, so bright, the three-dees and flatscreens dimmed to compensate.

        “Hey, we got power, kids,” Vidal called. “Looking good so far.”

        “Your rad levels are high!” Jazinsky said loudly. “Mick!”

        “Still forty percent inside safe parameters.” Vidal’s voice was even. “Like Mark said, you built her strong because you knew you’d be off. How’s the event look?”

        Just a moment before, Travers had been watching it, skimming the data with long-practiced eyes. Bravo Company had never shadowboxed with a Class 7, but all events were mapped and quantified according to the same suite of criteria, and he knew what he was looking at. Greenstein and Cassals had hunted down the biggest — and, as the Drift physicists like Jazinsky had always known, the bigger they were, the more stable they were, and for longer. All terms were relative. Even the biggest Class 7 would only remain ‘viable’ for twenty or thirty minutes, and this one was already showing the very early signs of collapse.

        The physicists’ term was ‘retirement.’ This one would retire in ten or fifteen more minutes, and as it approached its collapse it would become exponentially more dangerous. 

        “You have a ‘go’ for flight,” Jazinsky told him. “You’re looking at five clear minutes before she starts to turn ugly. Five more before she’s too ugly. You’ll reach the abort level in eight minutes ... long enough?”

        The Orpheus had been moving since Vidal heard the word ‘go.’ The bells of four conventional engines flared blue-white against the violent backdrop of the event, and to Travers the whole scene seemed surreal. Ships fled from events, they did not run toward them.

        Yet Vidal had thrown open his throttles, the engines were five percent under the redline, and the Orpheus was headed in fast. “We’ll be in, inside of five or six,” he shouted over the rising levels of signal breakup as the drift-ship raced toward the event. “Looking good, Wastrel.”

         One threedee displayed data from the Class 7 itself, and Marin had been watching this for some time. The Wastrel’s long-range sensors had been mapping the interior, and as Travers joined his partner, the threedee put up a rough chart of the storm’s maw laid over the image from the real-time vidfeed.

        It reminded Travers of the inside of a seashell, coiled, twisted back on itself, diminishing to infinity like the lane markers on an endless, rule-straight clearway. Colors fluoresced across the spectrum, great rainbow arcs which mapped the gravity tides. They were surging, the boiling storm tide of a whirlpool, with deep ruby reds and burgundies darkening to umber closer to the zero-point of infinity. Lightning forked between the rainbows as the rucks and bellies near the mouth discharged deeper into the event. 

        “Mother of God,” Vaurien whispered as he looked into the dark heart of the beast.

        Jazinsky gave him an odd glance. “If this thing looks like the momma of your holy family, I should tell you, you could be genuflecting in the wrong direction.”

        “Figure of speech, Barb,” Vaurien said, hushed, and then forced his eyes away from the threedee. “Vidal!”

        The comm was badly broken up by interference from the event. Etienne was enhancing and patching, and the datastream was already starting to suffer dropout. “We’re good,” Vidal shouted. “The Aragos are breaking trail for us ... it’s like surfing a wave the size of a mountainside! It’s — a rush, it’s —” His voice was gone for several moments, then, “—riding about fifteen gees right now. The Aragos are handling it. Power levels are fine, rad levels from the hyper-Weimanns are still thirty percent inside the safe zone, and a lot of—” Another long, empty silence. “—will clear when we’re inside. Jesus! You can’t believe this thing!”

        “He’s one minute from the horizon,” Jazinsky said quietly. “Fifteen gees sounds about right. His engine signature looks normal, and I’m reading a stable footprint off the fuel element.”

        “My gods,” Marin said under the chatter of instruments, “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

        “The first time we’ve put a ship in there since the Ebre’zjim, before I was born. There’s been a few probes, and we always lost them ... wrong fuel, no way to maneuver.” Mark took a long deep breath. “The Ebre’zjim made it through. They dropped comm relays, established a datastream. We got signals for four years before she went silent and the Zunshu hit us.”

        “Twenty seconds out from the horizon.” Jazinsky’s voice was almost soundless, then she raised it to a shout over the breakup: “Mick! Mick, bring your Weimann online!”

        “Already doing it,” Vidal yelled. “I think I’m in ... visual says I am, instruments are scrambled. Jesus, it’s no wonder AIs go nuts. Am I in?”

        “Almost,” Jazinsky told him. “Five seconds. Three. Two. One.”

        The Wastrel’s threedees flared as the Orpheus crossed the event horizon of the temporo-gravitic storm. Energy signatures spiked, gravity rippled, time stuttered, and space itself seemed to flex. Travers was reminded of the ripples on the surface of a pool as a pebble was dropped in. In an instant, the Orpheus’s chronometer showed its shiptime as two minutes ahead of the chrono on the Wastrel, and the discrepancy widened fast. 

        “Temporal flux,” Mark said levelly. “We knew this might happen. I’ve been predicting it since the beginning. Remember, we got signals from the Ebre’zjim for four years in our understanding of time. The time-stamps on the datastream transmissions disagreed massively.”

        “Faster or slower?” Jazinsky asked tersely.

        “Both,” Mark said ruefully, “and I know you feel as if your brain is turning inside out, trying to run the math to explain it. Don’t try, Barb. Stop thinking of three-dimensional space, or a ten-dimensional universe. See it in pictures. Visualize no dimensions at all, but one infinite spherical pool of liquid which has depths and shallows, currents and eddies, tides, ripples, thermoclines. Overlay conventional fluid mechanics on this model, and then ... cheat. Tweak your numbers to match the way a child traces in two dimensions to produce a drawing. Fluids do obey laws, but how they behave depends on their density, temperature, salinity factors, intrusions, yes? Currents flow at different speeds in various places, for many reasons ... and never forget, fluid can flow in any direction if the forces acting on it, driving it, change.”

        “Oh, Christ,” Jazinsky groaned. 

        Travers had not even tried to grapple with the concepts Mark suggested. He was watching the Orpheus’s chrono spin over. Two minutes inside the zero-point of the event horizon, Vidal would be aware of almost six minutes since the drift-ship passed inside. 

        “Weimann signature,” Jazinsky said, as if she had been punched. “I’m seeing the pattern we wanted, Mark. He’s got an ignition.”

        “You’re shitting me,” Ingersol muttered, physically pushing his way through to a threedee. He had been standing by the ’chef, chain smoking and deliberately not looking at any of the screens.

        “I’m not.” Jazinsky grabbed him by a handful of his jacket and yanked him before the right screen. “See for yourself. If that isn’t a Weimann ignition, what the hell am I looking at?”

        “It’s an ignition,” Ingersol whispered, gaping. “It’s a freaking ignition.”

        A whoop rushed through the ops room, and only Etienne remained surreally calm. “The Orpheus is navigating. Pilot Vidal has picked up a gravity current and is —”

        “Surfing,” Vaurien finished. “Damnit, Mick, you idiot!” He leaned closer to the comm pickup. “Vidal! Vidal! Orpheus, do you read me?”

        No audio came from the Orpheus, but the datastream was still viable. Etienne was struggling to keep up with the terabytes it was receiving, and Travers remembered that time was passing for the Orpheus at almost three times normal speed, so the datastream was coming in at triple Etienne’s normal receiving capacity.

        The bucking heave through the deck plates took them all unawares, and Vaurien swore lividly. “Yuval, goddamn it, what was that?”

        “Gravity tide out of the event,” Greenstein growled. “She’s starting to collapse. “Tell your man to get the hell out while he can.”

        “Vidal! Vidal! Get your ass out of there!” Jazinsky bawled. “Vidal!”

        She might have been talking to herself. “The Orpheus does not respond,” Etienne reported. 

        “Vidal might not be able to answer,” Travers suggested. “Too much comm interference. He might not even be reading audio now.”

        “Probably,” Mark agreed, “and there’s another factor. His temporal stream might be just a little dislocated by now. He might not have seen the temporal flux until it was too late to avoid being buffeted. Like being in a small boat and catching a crosswind that dumps you into a swift current, and the water’s moving faster than the wind. You go where it takes you.”

        “The gravity express,” Jazinsky said, as if she barely believed it. 

        “He’s not going to get out of there, is he?” Travers asked bleakly.

        “Not unless he can tack across it.” Sherratt sighed. “Using the small boat analogy again, you can always zigzag almost at right angles ... an iceboat pilot would know this, Neil.”

        “I’ve sailed iceboats.” Travers was gazing into the heart of the storm. “But I know Mick never has. Not his thing.”

        “But he’s flown state of the art fighter-interceptors,” Marin added. “Don’t underestimate the man — and even if he didn’t have the skills to get himself out of there, Jo Queneau has. That’s why she’s along.”

        But they were running out of time, Travers thought — and then, whose time should he be thinking about? In Vidal’s location, time was running fast. From his perspective, had the event already collapsed? Was the window home closed?

        A cold sweat broke from every pore as Greenstein barked over the loop again. “All hands, brace yourselves ... gravity tide coming in off the starboard bow quarter, maybe eight, ten gees.”

        “Sound collision and strap down,” Vaurien said softly. He ran up the harness and laid his head back against the rest.

        Both Travers and Marin pulled up the nearest seats, and they were secure with a moment to spare as the gravity surge broke against the Arago fields. The ship staggered, and for several seconds Travers was aware of a hollow, falling sensation before his eyeballs squeezed fractionally out of shape. ‘Shock diamonds’ flashed before his eyes as they compressed and sprang back into shape.

        “If anyone cares, that was 7.7 gees,” Piotr Cassals reported over the loop, “and we’re performing a safe distancing maneuver, Richard. It’s getting nasty around here. Check out how fast that mother’s collapsing.”

        Still blinking, Travers peered at the screens as Vaurien said, “Too fast for comfort ... pull us well out, Yuval. We’ll stay on station.”

        Waiting for the Orpheus. But the longer the drift-ship was in there, the more hazardous it would be trying to exit. And if Vidal was tacking across the gravity currents, he would be slow getting back. 

        The datastream had just become intermittent. “Data is interrupted,” Etienne warned levelly. “Patches will be tagged for analysis.”

        “How long?” Vaurien asked of Jazinsky.

        “Five minutes, seven, maybe eight,” Jazinsky hazarded, “but if he’s not out of there in two or three, the Orpheus could be crushed like a beer can. Never forget, she’s a lash-up. Even with the Zunshu fuel element she can ride an absolute maximum of 43 gees before the Aragos short out, because no matter how much power you have available, you can only channel so much through a conventional conduit before it overloads. Tully and I beefed it up to the absolute limits of our resources, time and know-how. We bought the Orpheus a 43-gee threshold.”

        Which would be more than enough, Travers knew, to get the Orpheus out of the event, so long as Vidal did not push it beyond the safe limits. 

        And if he was out of time?

        The Wastrel turned her stern to the event, and a heavy vibration in the deck told Travers how much gravity she was fighting. The monster was sucking like a whirlpool. As the tug turned back onto station Jazinsky said sharply, 

        “I think he’s out of time, Richard. I’m reading 60-gee flux around the perimeter of the horizon —”

        “And the horizon itself is shrinking,” Marin added. “She’s closing.”

        “Vidal! Vidal!” Travers yelled into the comm pickup. 

        “They can’t hear, Neil.” Marin’s hand fell on Travers’s forearm. “The temporal flux would make our signals unintelligible.”

        Travers knew this, too. He looked into the threedee, glaring into the face of an abyss which glared back at him.

        “80-gee flux,” Jazinsky murmured.

        “Like breakers on a beach,” Vaurien said regretfully. “Three minutes, would you say, Mark, and the event will close.”

        “Two,” Sherratt guessed. “The last minute is full of fireworks, but the event horizon will already have closed.”

        The chrono was counting and Travers watched it numbly, even though he knew the Orpheus would never be able to make it out through the hundred-gee spasms, even if Vidal was right on the other side with a viable Weimann engine.

        Gravity surges battered at the Wastrel but Greenstein and Cassals were on top of them, and she had enough distance to buffer her against the worst. The ops room was silent, but for the chatter of equipment, as the chrono counted to zero. 

        “The event horizon has closed,” Etienne said. “Total time of event, 25 minutes, 38 seconds.”

        “It should have been enough,” Jazinsky said hoarsely. 

        “It would have been,” Mark agreed, “but the temporal flux took our numbers and threw them away. You can’t predict that, Barb. There’s always going to be an element of risk.”

        “Where is he?” Travers asked into the bitter silence. He released the harness and swiveled out the seat. “The event horizon closed, I know that, but where the hell is the Orpheus?”

        For some time Jazinsky and Sherratt looked levelly at one another, and then Jazinsky spread her hands expressively and turned away. Mark chose his words with extreme care.

        “In the popular science journals they describe El’arne as a honeycomb with a finite number of cells, or pockets, all connected by thoroughfares like the clearways around a spaceport.” He gestured at the bright bursts of energy which accompanied the event’s collapse. “The truth is, no one knows how stable the interior of El’arne is, or how long stable pockets remain viable, or if the gravity highways always exist, or if they form and deform and reform as the big events open and close.” He gave Travers a look filled with regret. “That’s where the Orpheus is, and her chances of remaining intact inside El’arne are slim to none.”

        “The Ebre’zjim did,” Travers protested. “She made it through, found the Zunshu, laid a chain of comm relays. She was broadcasting for a long time, from the far side of El’arne.”

        “But the Ebre’zjim was based on well-developed technology which we are still in the process of rediscovering. When we know a hundred times more than we know now, we’ll be able to ‘shoot the rapids’ of El’arne, but .... I’m sorry, Neil.” Mark gave his hand to Travers. “Someone had to be the first, to go in there and prove out the hyper-Weimann engine, and chart the accessible spacetime right inside the event horizon. Vidal and Queneau will be almost deified by our community, for their courage and their contribution. They gave their lives for our future, our survival, and the data return was so vast, when we’ve processed it we’ll know so much more than we do now, the next ship we send into El’arne will stand an excellent chance of returning.” He squeezed Travers’s shoulder. “I know you and Michael Vidal were friends. Never underestimate the contribution he made to our work.”

        “No,” Travers said quietly. “I won’t.” He looked from Sherratt to Jazinsky and back. “The data had better be worth it.”

        Jazinsky stirred deliberately. She pulled both hands across her eyes and cleared her throat. “It is. I monitored some of it, as it was coming in. It’s everything we hoped for, Neil, and more besides. They didn’t die in vain, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

        In the dense silence Marin took Travers’s hands, laced their fingers and looked into his face. “Are you all right?”
        “I’m fine,” Travers told him, and it was almost true. “It was Mick’s choice. He died doing what he wanted to do, what he thought he’d been born for. Damn. You know, I’m going to miss the bastard.” 

        “I’ll inform the family.” Shapiro was on his way out of the ops room. “It’s too bad, Travers. I’d actually assigned Vidal to Velcastra, as my liaison with the Daku.”

        “He told me.” Travers stood, and took a step after Shapiro. “Does anyone need me here? I’ll go and get Mick’s things together.”

        “I’ll give you a hand,” Marin offered. And then to Shapiro, “The Wastrel will be returning to Alshie’nya, so we’ll shuttle you to Oberon to meet the Chryse. Chandra Liang’s going right back to Velcastra, I understand. He can take Vidal’s things, and your message.”

        “Yes.” Shapiro’s face was sober indeed. “There’ll be an official memorial, of course. I’ll make sure he’s honored, though I’ll have to list him simply ‘killed in line of duty’ till all this is over. The Confederacy, the Zunshu. Then,” he added grimly, “there’ll be public disclosure, and the Vidal family can bask in Michael’s share of the glory.” He stopped in the ops room’s doorway and gave Vaurien and Jazinsky a nod of gratitude. “You’ve done more than I could have asked. You know where to send the bills.”

        Vaurien seemed merely resigned. It was far from the first time he had lost a friend in the Rabelais Drift. Travers was remembering Dominic Tran, who had died under interrogation not long before the Intrepid was wrecked, as Jazinsky asked, 

        “How long before you need to shove off, Harrison, to meet the Chryse?”

        He did not have to glance at his chrono. “A couple of hours.”

        “Take the Capricorn,” Mark offered. “And take a message from me, for the Riga community. It’ll be encrypted of course, but they’ve been waiting to hear preliminary data from the flight of the drift-ship.” He gave Travers an odd look. “The fact is, Neil, it was a resounding success. We learned much more than we ever expected to.”

        “And the really weird thing is,” Travers said thoughtfully as he followed Shapiro and Marin, “Mick would have been the first one to agree with you.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

The toast was ‘absent friends.’ The Irish whiskey was fine quality but it burned its way across Travers’s gullet and then threatened to sour his belly. He upturned his glass on the table before him in the crew mess and sat down. Marin was still silent. He had been watching, waiting, since the flight out to Oberon and back, but Travers had not spoken either of Vidal or the Orpheus.

         He knew there was no cause for regret. Vidal had chosen his own path, and as Queneau remarked, he would have done it anyway for the data return, even if he had known the cost would be his life. He was succeeded only by a very old, very frail father who was almost at the end of his life and two cousins, Patrick Vidal and Mei Ying Shackleton. 

        The name of ‘Shackleton’ took Travers’s mind back to the Kiev. Alexis Rusch was a Shackleton, and the Shackletons were direct descendants of Ernst Rabelais himself. Somewhere in the Deep Sky, a great-great-grandchild of the legendary explorer would be alive to see the Drift conquered, even if Vidal would not live to see it.

         Hot, acid tears burned Travers’s eyes and with an effort of will he forced himself to listen to what Richard was saying. The impromptu memorial had dissolved, and around the crew mess the conversation turned back to the topic which had preoccupied everyone for the last twelve hours. 

        The datastream was so dense, so rich, Etienne could not handle the load. The processors aboard the Wings of Freedom had been co-opted, and then Lai’a was drafted to assist, before Mark offloaded the remaining data to the Cerberus. Lai’a was coordinating the processing at speeds a human, or even an AI of human design, could only envy.

        The drift miner was roving at whim along the limbs of the Bronowski Reef, searching for planetoids where the mass and the size were contradictory. When it found a likely candidate, it slammed the body with the heaviest geocannons in service, reducing it to pulped rubble; and there at the core was a fragment of an ore so rare, it was the most valuable substance in the universe. 

        Travers had grasped the concept. The element was forged under the incalculable pressures inside a black hole, and returned to space when the black hole had evaporated away — pumped out its mass in the form of gravitons — to the point where it could no longer sustain its own event horizon. Like photons, Jung particles had an infinitesimal mass; but black holes pumped out such ferocious gravity, they signed their own death warrants. 

        The mathematical language which described all this was gibberish to Travers, but he could get hold of the concepts. All he needed to know was that some dwindling black holes actually exploded, in a grim travesty of a supernova, when their remaining mass reached a critical, unstable balance. The Bronowski Reef hid more than a hundred minor planets whose mass and size made no sense, and the Cerberus had identified them all.

        “We have a supply of the element,” Vaurien was saying tiredly, “in quantities, eventually, sufficient to power Lai’a. In the short term, we can seed a thousand mines into the path of a Confederate fleet at Velcastra or Omaru, or wherever.” 

        “How long?” Marin asked. 

        “Before we can lay down a minefield?” Jazinsky’s brows rose. “Well, from our perspective it’s all about the fuel, and we’re more than halfway there. As you said, we have a supply of the element, but that’s still a long way from being able to deliver workable fuel cells, safe enough to be handled, transported, installed. Tully and I have been kicking around some concepts, and Paul Wymark ... you know Paul?” She was looking at Travers and Marin. “The Wings’s Arago specialist. Anyway, he has a few ideas of his own. Right now, I’ll predict we’ll be using industrial drones to manipulate the element. If you’ve seen the micro-scans of the top-fuel we pulled out of the Zunshu probe before we handed it over at Albeniz ...”

        She thumbed the remote, and the threedee flickered into life. A curious image displayed. Travers would have guessed he was looking at a cross-section through a precious stone, something much harder than a gelemerald, or perhaps a diamondite crystal. 

        “This is a 1500x macro close-up on one facet of the 2.87g fragment of the element which was being used to power the probe. Incidentally, I’ve already mooted the name of Zunshunium. It’s all academic of course, since no whisper about this work can become public knowledge until it’s all over ... but the name has a certain ring.” Again, Jazinsky adjusted the remote to enhance a small section of the image. “See the striations, right across the surface of the facet? Remind you of anything?”

        “The fracture lines on cut diamonds,” Marin said promptly.

        “Smart boy.” Jazinsky tossed down the remote and began to massage her scalp as if her head throbbed. “It’s so dense, nothing we have could get close to cutting it, but I suggested using shearing forces, and Paul Wymark came up with the idea of using fine-tuned Arago fields.”

        “You can do that?” Vaurien sounded doubtful. “You’d have to tune them practically to the molecular level.”

        Jazinsky sat back, and her fingertips drummed a tattoo on the table. “I said the same to Paul. He said, give him a few days. It’s his field, Richard, same as orthodox Weimann physics is where Tully lives. If it can be done at all, Paul’s the one who can probably find a way.”

        “And if it can’t?” Marin looked from Sherratt to Jazinsky and back. 

        “I’ll get back to you,” Mark said dryly. “And before I say one more word on the subject, I need to conference with some of my associates.”

        “Meaning, Riga?” Travers asked hopefully.

        “Meaning, Kjorin,” Mark corrected. “They’re presently working on the stasis chamber. In any case, the fuel is only half of the picture. The mines themselves are the other half, and when we left Kjorin the specialists there were dividing their time between Leon’s ‘find’ and the chamber.”

        “Speaking of Leon, I’m surprised. I thought he’d have been here.” Marin gestured at the crew mess, where Leon and Roy were conspicuously absent. 

        Even Roark Hubler was present, at least in body. He seemed to have been drinking steadily, and after the toast he had continued. Either the data was beyond his understanding, or he had no further interest in anything associated with Harrison Shapiro, the Sherratts or Vaurien’s crew. On the Wastrel’s next visit to Borushek, he would finalize his commission and take the next ride he could get to Ulrand, where the Harlequin would be at the Mumbai orbital docks. She would be under repairs for weeks longer.

        “The last I saw of Leon,” Mark was saying, “he and Roy were heading for one of the belly decks with a view of the reef, with a bottle of bourbon and a six-pack of some local brew with an unpronounceable name.”

        “They’re having a wake?” Travers knew he should not have been surprised. Leon had come to know Vidal quite well, back in Hydralis; and where Leon went, Roy Arlott followed. “If they’re having a wake, I ought to be there. God knows, I was the one Mick latched onto for some reason.”

        “Animal magnetism,” Vaurien said dryly. “Don’t underestimate it, Neil. It makes the whole universe turn.”

        Travers was on his feet, and dropped a hand on Marin’s shoulder. “You coming along? You never hit it off with Mick, but you knew him well.”

        “I didn’t dislike him,” Marin protested. “I just knew a competitor when I saw one.” He gave Vaurien and Jazinsky a faint, sad smile. “Absent friends, as you said yourself, Richard. If you can do without us —?”

        “Go,” Vaurien invited. “In fact, don’t be surprised if I show up myself with a bottle of something two hundred years old. Mick was one of a kind, and no one’s going to take his place any time soon.” He looked away. “I’m going to have to find a way to explain to Alexis how I took out her CAT-leader, who was also the heir to the Vidal estate, and came back without him.”

        “There’s a war on,” Jazinsky said quietly. “Young people die, Richard. It’s happening every day, and there’s not one goddamn thing any of us can do about it. Alexis already knows anything you could say to her.”

        Those words were still haunting Travers as he and Marin stepped into the engineers’ lounge in the belly of the tug’s enormous cab section. The holds were aft, and the engine deck; the hangars were right above, and above them again, the labs and crew quarters, the ops room and flight deck. From the lounge, the view was uninterrupted through almost a full half sphere, and it could be magnificent.

        Today the armorglass was filled with the reef and the glow of the gas fields, the dust clouds illuminated by giant stars beyond. Lai’a was on station-keeping below the Wastrel; the Wings of Freedom was docked on at one of the remora ports above, and somewhere among the reef was the Cerberus. 

        In the draft of the heating vents, Leon and Roy were lying on a blanket, watching the reef, which never ceased to move, though its dance was slow and subtle. “Are we intruding?” Marin asked softly from the passageway. “If you want to be alone —”

        “No, you’re most welcome.” Leon sat up and reached for the bottle. “You came to drink Mick’s health in bourbon and beer?”

        “I didn’t know the Resalq had a word for ‘wake,’ or understood the concept,” Travers admitted.

        “Colm’zjim,” Roy murmured. “It’s an ancient word. Even in the modern Resalq it means ‘sleep forever’ ... that was the toast they’d make, wishing the dearly departed a long rest before the return, the rebirth into the world, another lifetime. The Resalq were never a religious people, but they were always deeply spiritual. There’s a world of difference.”

        “When you believe implicitly in the immortality of the soul and the survival of your personality from lifetime to lifetime,” Leon added, “you don’t have a need for gods and Elysian fields.”

        “You believe all that?” Travers heard the huskiness of his own voice.

        Leon did not answer for a long moment. “Mark does, and he’s one hell of a lot smarter than I’ll ever be.”

        “It’s the rebirth thing that throws me,” Travers admitted as he sat on the corner of the blanket and caught Marin’s hand to tug him down too. “If it was true, people would remember former lives.”

        “Some people do,” Marin said slowly. “Not everyone. There has to be a first time for us all, I suppose, which means there’s nothing to remember ... and there’s still an element of faith involved. Skeptics argue that we’re only remembering dreams, and it’s true, our dreams are recorded in detail, too, so the nay-sayers make a logical point.” He paused to mull it over. “But suppose the skeptics are just plain wrong. There’s no hard evidence either way, but if they’re wrong ... 

        “Humans have to be hypnotized to remember who they were before, because the structure of our brains is different.” Marin gave Travers a rueful look. ”Turns out, by comparison with the Resalq brain we’re missing some critical neural connections.”

        “But even our brains are large enough to store the complete memories of several complete lifetimes,” Roy added. “Don’t you think that’s odd?”

        “Extremely.” Marin took the bourbon from Leon and drank. The spirit roughened his voice. “You never wondered, Neil, why evolution would design a mechanism — the human brain — with many times more capacity than it needs to get through one life, if one lifetime is all we get? You have one heart, one liver, lung capacity that’s just enough, bones that are only just equal to the stress we put on them, vision that’s only marginally good enough to see in the dark ... and a brain with so much space, it can’t ever be effectively used. Well, not in one lifetime.”

        “Damn,” Travers muttered, “it never occurred to me.”

        “Most humans,” Leon said thoughtfully, “can be hypnotized. According to the theory, a good therapist will route a way around the interruption in your neural networking. There are ways through, but not one human in a million can do it without help.”

        “And Resalq?” Travers took the bottle and sniffed the contents. The bourbon was very old, very powerful.

        “Ask Mark,” Leon said slowly, “but I don’t think the Resalq mind will submit to hypnosis — in any case, we don’t need the process. We can drop into the brainwave patterns for recall, almost at will. It certainly doesn’t take much effort or practice ... different brain structure, Neil. Remember, we also struggle to understand your concept of gender.”

        “Then ...” Travers hesitated. “Then, if your brains have the wiring for it, and you don’t need to be hypnotized, you can —”

        “Remember past lives?” Roy finished for him, when Travers could not say it aloud. “Leon?”

        The elder Sherratt brother studied Travers with vast, dark eyes. “It’s who we are. It’s what we are. And probably why we never developed a warrior caste, nor fought a war before the Zunshu came. Why we were easy prey,” he added bitterly. “I have no idea, none at all, if the same is true of humans. You’re very different as a species. We’re only superficially alike, and the closer you look at us, the more different we seem.” He shrugged. “I have no idea if the human personality, or memory or anything survives after death. And your human skeptics would probably say we Resalq are only deluding ourselves anyway, rerunning the memories of dreams and calling them previous lives. Wishful thinking.”

        “But you’ve never mentioned ... anything,” Travers said awkwardly. “You, Mark, Dario, Tor, you never say a word about — that.”

        Leon favored Travers with a curiously gentle smile. “You never asked.”

        “And before you do,” Roy said sharply, “don’t, Neil. The Resalq don’t often take offense, but this is one quick way to get your nose bloodied. It’s worse than skewering your sushi on the end of a chopstick, right in front of the head chef. Protocol, manners, whatever. You don’t pry into this aspect of a guy’s life, not even if you share his bed. Never. You follow? It’s blasphemy, profanity and public nose-picking, all rolled into one.”

        Travers puffed out his cheeks. “Thanks for the warning. I was about to step right in it.”

        “You’re welcome.” Roy took the bottle, drank again, and settled with his head on Leon’s chest. “I’m hoping ... praying, actually ... Leon’s people will let me join their community. It’s not just that I don’t want to wind up back in a classroom, teaching Resalq as a dead language — though that would drive me nuts, now I know the truth! But I feel more comfortable with Leon’s people than with humans lately. Most humans are too violent, too stupid, and they don’t want to change.”

        “I’m glad you said most humans,” Marin observed.

        “Well, present company excepted, obviously,” Roy protested, “otherwise I wouldn’t have said that! But you know what I mean.”

        “I know what you mean.” Marin leaned heavily against Travers, and Neil slung one arm around him. “And I hope the Resalq beliefs are right, and that we’re just a little alike, where it really matters. So here’s to Michael Wasim Vidal ... may he fly home like a feather in the wind, for a long and well-deserved rest, and then — return, in his own good time, at the moment when his being here will count for the most.”

        “Colm’zjim,” Roy whispered.

        “Goodbye, Mick.” Travers had taken back the bottle, and held it up as if he were drinking Vidal’s health. “Give ’em hell, kid.” He drank again and felt the bourbon begin to buzz in his frontal lobes. 

        “Colm’zjim,” Leon echoed.  

        For a long time they were silent. Travers slithered down onto the blanket beside Leon, and Marin tucked in at his side, head on his shoulder. They were content to watch the slow-motion gyrations of the Bronowski Reef and listen to the sounds of the ship. 

        A chime fetched Travers back from the edge of a dream, and Etienne announced, “All visitors from the Wings of Freedom, please return to your ship. The Wastrel will be departing Alshie’nya in two hours, destination Kjorin. Messages and dispatches for Kjorin and the Omaru blockade should be aboard the Wastrel by 22:00, shiptime. Be aware of data-share restrictions and please observe security measures.”

        “Kjorin,” Roy groaned. “Oh, tell me I heard that wrong.”

        “It’s just for a while,” Leon remonstrated. “You heard Etienne. Then we’re swinging by the blockade. From there it’s a haul back to Borushek, and I’ll show you the beach I’ve been promising you.”

        Borushek, where Roark would sign off on his Fleet contract and buy a clipper ticket, Travers thought. Aurora TransColonial was still flying into Ulrand, probably only because it knew its competitor, Velcastra Clipper, would fill any vacuum it left. V-Clip already flew to Mawson and the backwaters in the Shackleton Void, routes which Aurora swore were unprofitable. And being local to the Deep Sky, V-Clip was cheaper. Like Cygnus Logistics and Goldman-Pataki, Aurora TransColonial was owned back in the home colonies, with head offices on Mars which guzzled profits and pumped colonial dollars back to Earth.

        Life went on, Travers thought with a hollow feeling, and he suffered an uncomfortable glimpse of the universe without a Neil Travers in it. Friends and family would drink his health, wish him well, but nothing changed, nothing stopped. Grief was very personal, and transitory.

        In an hour the bottle was empty. Roy was asleep, curled against Leon, whose eyes were closed though he was probably awake. Marin was either sober or adroit at faking it, and for himself Travers felt he could have slept for a month. Very quietly, so as not to rouse the others, he got to his feet. 

        “I’m going to put my head down for a while,” he whispered.

        “Want some company?” Marin offered, extending his hand.

        “Yeah.” Travers pulled him up. They were in the passage, headed forward, when he added, “We’re going to be a couple of fifth wheels till Dario decides it’s time to open the stasis chamber.”

        And then, he thought grimly, he wanted most of Bravo Company around him, in Marines armor, with the rotary cannons they would have turned on a crew of wreckers in the Drift. Because the skin of the Zunshu stasis chamber was another event horizon, and what could lie a hand’s span beneath made Travers’s hackles rise and his belly churn. 

        Sleep was fitful, uneasy. He woke for a moment when the Wastrel slithered into e-space, bound for Kjorin, and then slept again though his dreams were strange and filled with shadows.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Kjorin Science Station

 

Three cases of datacubes landed on the workspace beside the lab’s main threedee, and Dario blinked up at his e’quero as if Mark had suffered some temporary insanity. Tor Sereccio laughed rudely and twisted the cases to read the labels. The cubes were loaded with a small fraction of the data return from the Orpheus. Dario rolled his chair sideways and let Mark pull up another.

        “I’ll get to it sometime next century,” he said tiredly. “You see the bags under my eyes, Mark? They’re turning into suitcases. I haven’t slept more than ten hours in the last week, and you want me to get my mind around that?”

        The strain was showing, Marin observed. The work was unrelenting, demanding, and Kjorin was not a place which appealed to the Resalq. The complex was full of green plants, tropical, flowering, so many varieties, Marin did not even recognize some of them; the lights were full-frequency and set on a twenty-two hour day/night cycle; the compartments were big, with a lot of headroom and deliberately wasted space, while the air pumps maintained a fresh breeze and the ambient temperature was 28°C. 

        And still the Resalq were far from comfortable. He wondered if their discomfort might have made them rush the work, but he was not about to mention it. From the look of Dario Sherratt, his temper was on a short leash and it would take little criticism to provoke him. Tor was equally aware of the stress Dario was under. He came to rest behind his partner and both big hands fell on his shoulders, massaging cramped muscles hard enough to make Dario wince. 

        “So ... what’s on the cubes?” Dario asked dutifully. 

        “The edited version of the Orpheus data,” Mark told him. “The brief version. We’re not even finished processing.”

        “She flew?” Dario’s eyes were wide, unblinking. 

        “She flew.” Mark smiled. “Like a dream, as it happens. No problem getting a Weimann ignition. Obviously, we didn’t see a hyper-transition when the Weimann started up, because the inside of an event is already in e-space. But Vidal was able to navigate, maneuver. We watched as he picked up a gravity tide and rode it.”

        “Damn,” Dario breathed. “I would love to have seen that.”

        But Mark made negative noises. “You have more important things to do. Your own work is critical.” He looked up at Tor. “I’d like to call a meeting, if you can get your people together in the same place, same time, for an hour.” He nodded at the three cases of cubes. “I’ll boil down what we learned into general terms. What we know about the nature of event horizons now is several magnitudes greater than it was a week ago. A whole new field of physics is about to open, Tor. Jazinsky and I are calling it ‘horizon dynamics.’ And I think,” he added slowly, “it has a direct bearing on what you and Dario are trying to do here.”

        The younger Sherratt stood and stretched his back in every direction. “You’re very likely right, but I don’t think we can use the fresh data. You’re thinking about the deliberate formation of an event horizon. We’re just waiting, now, for the right time to trade information with an AI that’s already in control of a viable horizon.”

        Framed in the threedee was a viddrone image of the stasis chamber. Marin’s eyes were drawn to it. He could not get out of his mind the thought that inside, a few microns through the shell, was the ultimate time-capsule. Even the molecules of air and dust and moisture inside were perfectly preserved, because they existed in a nanosecond six centuries ago.

        The concept was dizzying, and he let it go with an effort. He had seen the chrono on the Orpheus outrace the Wastrel’s clocks; he knew space, gravity and time were all variables in the same equation, just waiting to be assigned values. He had heard Mark speak of the universe a vast spherical ocean in which every dimension, and every permutation, was describable by some form of fluid mechanics Curtis could not even imagine. With a shudder he let go these thoughts. It was enough to take the details, the numbers, on trust.

        “All I want to do,” Dario said, sounding more exhausted by the moment, “is feed information to the AI controlling that chamber. And I want to be at least a hundred k’s away when it does its thing.”

        “You’ll be further than that,” Mark said quietly. “I want every civilian and all essential equipment back on the Carellan or the Wastrel before you let the Zunshu AI receive your datastream. You can set up every viddrone you have and watch the whole thing in realtime. But you’ve done enough, Dario, and risked enough.”

        “Thanks.” Dario rubbed his eyes as if they were hot, sore. “You’ll want to look at the work, Mark, before we make any firm plans about when.”

        “Later.” Mark reached over and dimmed the threedee. “Sleep, Dario, while you can. I’ll send someone to wake you, when we can get a meeting together, and there’s no reason to rush. The stasis chamber has been waiting for six centuries. It’ll wait a little longer. Long enough for me to study your research into the mine.”

        “The mine, the mine.” Dario pressed his face into his hands. “We’ve sweat blood on that thing.”

        “But we got what you need,” Tor added. “It lifted its skirts and showed us its secrets a matter of hours ago. We just finished the virtual model. If you want to look at it, use this threedee. I’ll call it up for you.”

        “Please.” Mark rolled the chair away. “And then take Dario and make sure he sleeps.”

        “Fat chance,” Tor muttered. “Best I can do is make sure he lies down and shuts his eyes. The next time you look, he’s back in the lab.”

        The stress of overwork, and doing that work in the shadow of the stasis chamber itself, was etching lines into the young Resalq’s face that should not have shown for many decades. Marin was shocked, but not surprised. After so many years of fruitless work, Dario was getting results. If he had been human, Marin would have said he was driven, as surely as if a ravenous pack of goblins was right behind him. 

        By comparison, Tor was riding the strain well. He was sleeping, eating, and working out while Dario’s life consisted of work, exhaustion and then a few hours of rest, a half-digested meal, and back to work. With an exasperated look, Sereccio physically hauled him to his feet, took him by the arms and propelled him out of the lab. Over his shoulder he called back, “The earliest I can get the whole company together will be dinner. That suits you, Mark?”

        “Perfectly,” Sherratt told him, “and the only face I don’t want to see there belongs to Dario!” He watched them pass out of sight, and shared a rueful look with Marin. “I’d make a remark about ‘kids,’ but he’s twice your age. More. See if you can find some decent coffee, and I’ll run this virtual model he’s half-killed himself to build.”

         Decent coffee was not so easy to find. The autochefs had been set up by someone whose taste was for the ‘warehouse’ variety, three days old and stewed down to black sludge. As Mark configured the threedee to project its image into the body of the lab, Marin was improvising. 

        He popped the clamps on the ’chef’s side panel and examined the raw materials. He lifted out the drums of grounds, cream and sugar, snapped the panel back into place and punched for a pitcher of hot water. Red lights winked on: ‘This unit requires service.’ He ignored the display and set up a jug of a mild brew on top of the machine.

        The lab’s lights had dimmed, and the model of the Zunshu mine hovered in midair. He walked through it to join Mark, and as he pulled up a chair Travers’s face appeared at the door. He was following his nose, and Marin pointed to the jug. “It’s fresh, and it’s drinkable. Help yourself.”

        “Don’t mind if I do.” Travers skirted the holodisplay rather than walking through it. “What’s the movie?”

        Layer by layer, the Zunshu mine was being peeled open. Its power system was isolated, hovering at top left; its chip was lifted out and hovered right above it. The tiny fragment of fuel was housed in a sphere about the size of an orange; the device’s casing was machined from the same alloy that had armored the Orpheus. 

        And then Mark peeled open one more layer, and Marin was lost. “I recognized everything so far, but what the hell is this thing?”

        For a long time Sherratt studied the assembly without comment, as if something troubled him — something half-remembered after being glimpsed a lifetime ago. Dario’s analysis was scrolling through the side of the display, but it was so much gibberish to Marin and Travers, and Sherratt did not appear to have even glanced at it.

        “Mark?” Marin prompted at last. “What’s wrong? Dario’s work’s no good? They’re on the wrong track?”

        “No,” Sherratt said softly. “In fact, I know what I’m looking at ... and I’ll give you short odds, Curtis, that any Arago specialist would guess what this is, even if he had no idea where it came from.”

        “A repulsion mechanic?” Travers echoed.

        With an effort of will, Sherratt seemed to shake himself awake and reached for the mug Marin had set down beside him minutes before. “What’s repulsion but polarized gravity? You neutralize gravity, you get buoyancy. You don’t even need to know ‘black light’ theory to know that repulsion fields push, and how hard depends on how much power you can feed to the generators. Any five-year-old knows this much. By the time he or she is ten, the child will have looked at the sun through his or her fingers and seen the physical evidence for ‘black light’ theory.”

        “A wave plus a wave equals nothing,” Marin said a little impatiently. “You can cancel out sound waves, photons and gravitons by intersecting them with a similar wave ... sunlight develops black lines, sound turns to soft mush, gravity is interrupted — presto, repulsion. Anybody knows that.”

         Sherratt sat back and gestured at the display. “Take a closer look. If you’ve ever had to service your own Arago generator because the company couldn’t get a technician to you for three weeks —”

        “You’ll know what you’re seeing,” Tor Sereccio said with a hint of smugness as he stepped back into the lab. “Dario went out like a light as soon as he put his head down. You won’t see him till our next bug-out maneuver. You remember — when the AI inside the chamber cracks open an eyelid and takes a nanosecond peek at the world. I’ll wake him then, obviously. And meanwhile ...” He stood inside the blue haze of the display and traced the lines of circuitry, power. “You’re dead right, Mark. Essentially, this is a micro-miniaturized Arago generator, designed to operate in reverse, with a built-in runaway feedback loop. 

        “It’s the Arago from hell ... or maybe from Hellgate. We’d just never seen anything so small, and even now, even when we know that 2.7g of Zunshunium will power a hunter probe like the one Richard plucked out of El’arne for decades, we’re taken aback when we calculate how much power this tiny thing will generate.” Sereccio was an engineer, and he was in his element here. 

        “Not one of us here wanted to believe our own eyes,” he went on as he fetched coffee and perched on a vacant workbench. “We thought we must be fooling ourselves, though I, for one, should have known better.” He gave Travers and Marin a grin. “Form follows function. If it holds liquid, it might just be a mug; if it also has a handle or two, it’s almost certainly a mug. A spade is designed to do one job, and do it well; and as for this little demon ...” He frowned at the device. 

        “It does one thing, and it does it well,” Marin finished. “It generates gravitons, like an Arago machine in reverse. Do we know how?”

        “Oh, yeah,” Tor said distractedly. “The ‘how’ of generating gravitons puzzled both my people and yours for centuries, but in the end the graviton turned out to be a weird quantum particle with no rest mass in our space, and its feet planted firmly in e-space. When you know the trick, generating them isn’t much harder than generating photons.”

        “Strike a match,” Travers growled.

        “Same principle, but it’s a quantum match,” Sereccio chuckled, “and instead of exciting sulfur molecules to ignite, you put one hell of a topspin on Jung particles. The result is not photons and light, but gravitons and gravity, increasing exponentially as you pour on the power.”

        “The limiting factor,” Sherratt mused, “being our ability to make a conduit small enough yet strong enough to carry sufficient power. We must keep the runaway feedback loop going until we get an implosion that will swallow a cruiser or a frigate whole. Barb and Tully were only able to provide the Orpheus with a 43-gee tolerance. Beyond that line, you can’t push our technology any further.”

        The smug look was back on Tor’s face. “Our technology? No. But the Zunshu might have had ten thousand years to work this out, who knows? Who cares,” he added. “They figured out the answers, Mark. Dario and I just had to learn how to read their book. And to answer your question— we can’t built something as small as this mine. Not yet. Our version, which will be cranked out by the thousand in machine shops like Richard’s, will be a lot bigger. 

        “Leon was able to backpack his loot out of Omaru, whereas ours will be about so big.” He held up his hands, more than a meter apart. “This is the best we can do at short notice, but again, Mark, who cares? It’s good enough. The DeepSky Fleet won’t know what hit it, and if Shapiro can make the big, powerful colonies sit on their hands and stay polite toward the government of Earth for another few weeks, well, Borushek, Jagreth, Velcastra, Omaru, they’re ours, anytime we want to reach out and take them. And you must be thinking what I’m thinking, Mark. We can throw the same weapons at the Zunshu, just as soon as we nail down where the hell the bastards are.”
        As Tor fell silent Marin was watching Mark’s face in the odd backwash of muted colors from the threedee. For the first time, Mark looked old. He seemed to sag, his eyes closed, his chin rested on his chest for some time as if he were too tired to lift his head. But his eyes were bright when he looked at Marin and Travers moments later.

        “Forgive me. It’s the culmination of a lifetime’s effort, and it’s a little overwhelming to be seeing the end of a road I put my feet on before humans had even landed a living creature on your Moon.” He gave his hand to Sereccio. “Thank you, Tor. You’ve wrought miracles in a time so short, I wasn’t sure it could be done.”

        “Don’t be thanking me,” Tor scoffed, though he took Sherratt’s hand in a tight clasp. “Dario did half the work, and a number of other folks at the station here made big contributions. Team effort, you know?”

        “All right.” Mark took back his hand and used it to massage the cramped muscles in his neck. “But thank you anyway — not least for looking after Dario.”

        “Trying to,” Sereccio corrected. “He sank his teeth so deep into this thing, I couldn’t pull him off. He’s been a little nuts since we opened up this station, and it got worse when Leon dumped the mine in his lap.” He reached over and returned the threedee to idling. “You guys want to grab some time for yourselves? Take out a skyhopper, see the sights.” He winked at Travers. “Kjorin’s glorious at this time of year. Like I said, I can’t get everyone in one place till dinner. And I need to talk to Jazinsky and Ingersol, make arrangements to have the Wastrel’s machine shops set up. Any chance we can outsource some of the work, use shops on Borushek or Velcastra?”

        But Mark was making doubtful noises. “The Zunshu hull alloy and the fuel element, the Zunshunium, are too security sensitive. Harrison’s information is, the colonies are crawling with Confederate agents. They could be Secret Service people out of Earth, they could be Fleet people from the Middle Heavens. We don’t know yet, but Robert Chandra Liang’s Daku affiliates confirm what Shapiro’s been told. We don’t dare risk a security leak.”

        “So we’re on our own resources. Shit.” Sereccio shrugged, and hopped down off the work bench. “You better hope the colonies calm down, back off and wait awhile.”

        Shapiro and Chandra Liang were doing just that. Shapiro could directly influence Borushek, and Chandra Liang could reach into Jagreth as well as speaking on behalf of Velcastra’s Daku. And Omaru, Marin thought, could only wait and hope while it simmered and bled under the blockade.

        “I’ll see you at dinner, then.” Sereccio was on his way out. “We eat at about 19:00. Did Jazinsky come groundside with you guys —?”

        The stasis chamber drew Marin and Travers like a magnet. While Mark and Tor drifted away to confer with sections of the Resalq community, the humans, with no task to command them, were drawn to the enclosure housing the Zunshu device. They stood gazing at it, as if it exerted some kind of mesmeric influence.

        “Six hundred years,” Travers whispered. “Christ, where were we, six centuries ago?”

       “Humans?” Marin laid both palms on the armorglass and felt the chill of the environment in which the stasis chamber sat. “We were launching robot probes to explore the Jupiter system and hoping to find some intelligence in the sky to talk to, even if it took a thousand years to get a message back to a radio telescope the size of an island. And them, the Resalq? They were a heartbeat away from extinction and fighting a running battle with Zunshu automata ... which,” he said bleakly, “is what worries me the most. This thing, this glorified time capsule, could be full of them. You know what they did to the Resalq, and here we are, waiting to open it.”

0     Travers’s face was a grim mask. “I told Richard and Mark a long while ago, when they open it I want Bravo Company standing right behind me.”

        “Us,” Marin corrected. “You’re a Fleet specialist, but remember, this is what the original Dendra Shemiji was all about. The whole society of assassins thing came later, as a means to keep the organization in trim when the worst was over.” He turned his back on the stasis chamber, which was bathed in the pure white light of the portafloods, and looked curiously at Travers. “Are you starting to feel your mortality since Vidal died? I am.”

        “I’ve been feeling it a lot longer,” Travers admitted. “I told Shapiro before the Orpheus launched, I want Bravo Company, and he should be recalling my kids right now.”
        “Your kids?” Marin echoed.

        “In the end, that’s how I thought of them,” Travers said wryly. “Most of them are either on the Earthlight or the Wastrel, or standing duty with Shapiro’s own security corps at Fleet Borushek. Half of Mark’s decision — when to open the thing — will be all about putting a defense force at ground zero.”

        “Damn.” Marin hugged himself as a shiver raced through him. “It’s getting very real. Losing Vidal pulled the picture into focus.”

        With an expressive curse, Travers caught Marin against him and chafed his back for warmth. “Talk to Tarrant and Garret and Hersch, and the rest of them in Hydralis. They’ll tell you it’s been real enough to hurt for a long, long time.”

        “Ask Robert Chandra Liang,” Marin said against Travers’s throat. “He lost his son. God knows, Neil, before this is over we’ll all have lost someone. It’s getting ugly.”

        The Resalq had dug in and made themselves comfortable for the long haul. The science station had grown even since the last time Marin and Travers had been on Kjorin. Taj Becker — the youngest of the Resalq, and indistinguishable from human, at least to the naked eye — had brought in a half-grown German Shepherd, which prowled the station as if it were on patrol. Raoul Proust was growing Saraine’s tropical plants under lights, anywhere the station was humid enough to suit them. His pride and joy was an On’rabi rose, an amazing shade of blue. Armin Kerr — the eldest of the Resalq, Mark’s own age — had hung a lot of his own impressionist art in the passages between the labs. The ancient Resalq music played in the background in many of the compartments, and the autochefs were programmed to deliver food for the Resalq palate. 

        Marin saw personal signatures everywhere he looked. These people had expected to be on Kjorin for a long time, and some of them were less than pleased with the speed of Dario’s work. They began to gather in the common rooms at 18:45, and to Mark’s annoyance Dario was one of the first to appear. Tor had not slept at all, but he was already eating, ahead of the others, and from the glow of his body heat, the big muscles in his arms, chest, shoulders, he had been working out. Dario was too tired to notice but Roy Arlott missed nothing. His eyes followed Tor about the common room until Leon hooked an elbow around his neck and whispered something into his left ear that made him first laugh, then blush.

        One of the ’chefs had been reprogrammed to deliver food more attractive to humans. Vaurien, Jazinsky, Ingersol and Greenstein had come down. Piotr Cassals had watch duty on the Wastrel, and Roark Hubler was absent either by choice, or because Vaurien had excluded him from this briefing of necessity. If he was leaving Shapiro’s service, he already knew so much, he could be dangerous. Only the fact that Hubler was going to a Freespacer ship with which Shapiro was directly associated after Ulrand gave him the liberty to leave. Even so, information was now restricted. He would be under Dendra Shemiji’s eye, even in Freespace.

        For himself, Marin was not hungry but when Travers put a plate in front of him he ate determinedly. A glance at Dario was enough to inspire him to safeguard his health. Tor had put food before Dario, but it was ignored until it congealed and landed in the disposal chute.

        Conversation was desultory, meandering, until Mark called the gathering to order. The lights dimmed and the room’s master threedee — which was more often used for movies, music and games — put up a videoloop of the Cerberus, the Intrepid, the Wings of Freedom, and a vast stream of hard data from Alshie’nya. 

        In the companionable semi-darkness Marin closed his eyes and leaned against Travers, wanting the bigger man’s body heat, and perhaps his solidarity, his strength. He had not realized how tired he was. Perhaps the therapy they had endured after Hydralis, and the injuries themselves, had exacted a heavier toll than he had expected. Bill Grant had been warning him for days to take it easy, get more rest, more food, more undisturbed sleep, rather than a few snatched hours, hasty lovemaking and skipped meals. But no one was going to get much rest or peace until it was over, and Grant knew this as well as anyone did.

        With a sigh, Marin forced his mind to focus. The Alshie’nya package played out uninterrupted. The Cerberus had made its own report on the drift-mining. It had detailed the rate at which Zunshunium could be ripped out of the Bronowski Reef, and offered a shrewd estimate of how much of the rare ore might be accessible there.

        They were already calling it ‘the Alshie’nya Lode.’ The yield would be enough, Marin thought drowsily as he watched the threedee. But afterward there would be no stockpile, nothing held in reserve after the Deep Sky colonies were shielded and Lai’a was fueled for the flight into El’arne.

        How curious, he thought, that it should be Zunshu technology which protected the new human and Resalq homeworlds from the avarice and ambition of a planet so distant, the star known as Sol was not even visible in the night sky of Borushek or Velcastra. The naked eye could still pick it out from Darwin’s World, where it was a yellow pinprick low on Venice’s southwest horizon in winter. 

        The humans of the Deep Sky grew up recognizing other constellations. In their skies, the Mare Resalq burned more brightly than the stars of the old homeworld which would have been so familiar to Charleston Aimes Rutherford. Thoughts of Rutherford drew Curtis’s brows into a frown, and he was pleased when the AI reports finished, and Vaurien took the floor with matters of more immediate concern to humans.

        “We’ve been monitoring every second of the CNS broadcasts out of Ulrand,” he was saying, “and since they’re on four channels around the clock, that’s one hell of a vidstream. As you’d expect, a few days after the event, they’re degenerating into ‘human interest’ stories. But this is actually a good thing for us. Since the Ulrand Militia was turned back within minutes of launching and no Ulrish were killed in the battle, the only pathos they can wring out of it is by focusing on the poor, anguished prisoners of war, and the crewdeck kids from the Middle Sky who died in line of duty on ships including the Shanghai.

        “The official death toll has been set at about twenty thousand. Many hundreds of pods have been picked up, drifting in from the outer system. Some survivors managed to make their own way to smelters, comm relays, nodes of the deepspace tracking network, whatever. Marak Search and Rescue is still picking up survivors, and they expect to be dip-netting for pods for several more days. The best pods have life support for ten days.” Vaurien’s face was grim. “After that, the pods will still be picked up, but you won’t find anyone else alive.

        “So CNS is starting the routine beat-up. Who was killed, leaving a spouse and four kids back home, who’s been maimed and can’t even expect to get biocyber legs or arms for years because the evil Confederacy won’t bug the hell out and leave us Deep Sky folk to get on with our lives.  

        “They’ve managed to establish a datafeed with correspondents on Jagreth and, as far as we can tell, the stories are getting in and out via Daku ‘ratlines.’ Ulrand is seeing stories about the grief of bereaved families in Westminster and Seville, where they’re lighting candles, and floating wreaths on the water. Meanwhile, on Jagreth they’re seeing stories about the Fleet kids marooned in the new ‘city in the south,’ which has been build from scratch to house the prisoners of war in a fair degree of comfort.

        “They’re adequately fed, they’re breathing clean air, drinking clean water, they have power, heat, light, but they’re still marooned and they know they’re going to be there for as long as it takes. Somebody in the media has already labeled the city ‘Gorky,’ which is unfair, but the name is sticking and the Ulrish will have to live with it.

        “From the perspective of the prisoners themselves, the picture is ... now, what’s the old human saying? The situation is hopeless but not serious.” Vaurien paused while the assembly shared a quiet chuckle. “The vidnews on Jagreth and many other colonies is carrying these stories, and faces are being recognized. Parents and siblings right back as far as Darwin’s are beginning to scream blue murder, because they’ve seen, and recognized, their family in Gorky. 

        “The prisoners themselves are politically divided. Maybe twenty percent of them are furious. The words ‘Burn the rest of Ulrand’ are appearing in the graffiti.” Vaurien shrugged philosophically. “You would expect this reaction. The further back toward the homeworlds one ventures, the more one encounters partisan politics. Ask Neil, and he’ll tell you, there’s a vast sector of the population in cities like Venice, which pictures the colonials out here as rustics, hillbilly mountain men, who need the aid and guidance of their older, wiser cousins.

        “Still, eight out of ten of the prisoners either had no desire to be involved in the invasion of Ulrand ... or they’re smart enough to pay lip-service to the majority. Who can know for sure? But the latest newsvids from Gorky show prisoners stripped to the skin, burning their uniforms and anything else that was supplied by Fleet. The Ulrish medical teams serving the camp are vastly overworked, but not with injuries. The prisoners are lining up to get their unit tattoos removed.

        “And the families back in the Middle Heavens will be seeing these vids in the next few days. They’ll be aired on Earth a week later ... if,” Vaurien added cynically, “they’re permitted to be carried on public vidcast. If not, they’ll be smuggled and people will see them anyway, seven or ten days later.” He looked around the assembly, and specifically at the humans present. “We’re on the cusp. Right now. It’s happening. 

        “We can expect to be cast as villains, wicked, evil, by the news services of Earth, but I think we’re mature enough by now to know propaganda when we see it. I’d hope audiences are savvy enough to see the same, but there are no guarantees. Earth might easily assemble a vast, terrible fleet and come looking for us. 

        “It’s just as possible the Grand Senate will be listening to the screams from its puppet governors and senators in the Middle Heavens colonies, and it’s from that quarter we’re expecting our greatest allies. The governors and senators might be puppets of the Confederacy, but they’re still elected by their local constituencies. And when the electorate is rioting in the street to get their kids, siblings and spouses home from Gorky, those senators and governors will see their own personal power and wealth going up in smoke. They can be fired from office, with a vote of no-confidence from their colleagues and constituents. They can also be assassinated.

        “It will happen. There is going to be blood,” Vaurien said bleakly, “and there is no way it can be avoided. Some colonial governor, somewhere, will turn out the militia to put down the ‘civil disobedience,’ even if the dragoons are only sent onto the street to prevent the mob from destroying their own cities. This has been happening on Velcastra and Jagreth for years. Kids receive their draft notices, and when they run wild in protest they can do a billion dollars’ damage in a night ... before they meekly report to the Fleet induction center the next morning, leaving wreckage behind them. The militias will have to deploy. If they don’t, the new homeworlds — the colonies — will be destroyed as surely as if the DeepSky Fleet reduced us to rubble ... we’ll do it to ourselves, and take decades to rebuilt.

        “But,” he added ruefully, “at least it’d be our rubble. The victory is ours for the reaching-out and taking. If we can hold the colonies on a tight leash for a while longer. They must wait. If they move too soon, we’ll be watching a Confederate victory at the ‘Battle of Jagreth,’ and then it’ll be the ‘Invasion of Velcastra.’” Vaurien studied the palms of his hands as if he had written crib notes there. “The machine shops aboard the Wastrel are being configured at this time, for the manufacture of weapons. 

        “I’ve asked Barb Jazinsky to give you the details — how many, and how soon, at what cost, and intended for which colony. And then Mark will update us regarding the negotiations between Shapiro’s office and the Daku. Barb?”

        She had set up the threedee with images of the mines Tor had designed, working from the data Dario had wrestled out of Leon’s prize. Ingersol had taken the blueprint and programmed the machines; the first items out of the fabrication bays were the cases, meter-long and as thin as a card carton, actually woven of strands of the Zunshu alloy no more substantial than fiberoptic thread. 

        The chipset for the mines’ rudimentary intelligence was finer work, and would take longer to set up; and since Ingersol had never in his life seen anything like the micro-miniaturized repulsion generator, he had to start from scratch. First, he would build the tools and make the patterns and molds, before anything could be manufactured.

        The job had invaded and commanded the Wastrel’s machine shops, labs, and most of Etienne’s available resources. Of necessity, Jazinsky had suspended processing the Orpheus data, though there was still an ocean to be investigated. 

        Preliminary work had been done. The threedee brightened with images and animations as she showed the early results. The ‘gravity expressway’ had been roughly mapped, as far as Vidal’s sensors could reach into El’arne. He had captured unfamiliar energy signatures, which Jazinsky was cautiously interpreting as the ‘chatter’ of the temporal flux. And he had proved beyond any doubt that with the hyper-Weimann engine a ship could tack, or surf, at extra-dimensional angles across gravitational fields. The Orpheus could navigate inside El’arne. What it had done, the next drift-ship would do with ease ... Lai’a.

        Her face shone with a weird light as she related all of this, and then she seemed to shake herself and returned to the more mundane concerns of war and weapons. The threedee displayed images of the Wastrel’s machine shops, where the casings of mines were being woven without pause.

        “We’re at capacity,” Jazinsky said levelly. “Cutting to the chase, the short version is four weeks. And don’t assume I’m overestimating the work or exaggerating the complexity. Four weeks means four weeks.” She was looking at Mark. “Dario and Tor are going aboard to oversee the job, make sure it gets done right. They know one hell of a lot more about it than Tully and I do. 

        “The real question is,” she finished, “will the colonies wait so long, while CNS fans the flames and goads whole populations to revolt? I’m going to ask Doctor Sherratt to add what he knows.”

        They traded positions, and as Jazinsky sank back into the seat by Vaurien, Mark took her place and looked from face to face. He shoved his hands into the pockets of charcoal gray track pants and chose his phrases with obvious care. 

         “I can only tell you what I’ve learned through Dendra Shemiji channels and via Harrison, from the Daku. And remember, my information is several days old now ... and the Daku do not represent the general population, even though they speak with the voice of the political element on Velcastra, Jagreth and so on.

        “Robert Chandra Liang was at Ulrand. He came in on the Earthlight, and he stood in the ops room aboard the Wastrel and watched the carnage. He is at the core of the Daku, and though he himself is not — yet — in office, he commands the ear of politicians. And he knows as well as any of us the sheer stupidity of challenging the DeepSky Fleet too early. 

        “Our victory at Ulrand cost the Freespacers a high price. They won’t be ready to fight again for months, and I doubt we would seduce them to battle a second time, because they hit the mother lode at Ulrand. My sources estimate it’ll take them the better part of a year to dismantle, process and market the Shanghai. When they are through, there won’t be a hull plate left to suggest she ever existed. She’s a goldmine, and twenty Halfway crews will be working on her. During that time, if we even suggest they fight again ... you’ll see rather a lot of middle fingers.”

        He waited for the chuckle to subside, and then shrugged eloquently. “I can say only that I have great faith in Robert Chandra Liang. He feels the death of Michael Vidal keenly. They share no blood relation, but Michael’s father has been a friend of Robert’s for many years, and apparently, on Velcastra it’s a matter of legend that the Vidals and the Shackletons are the direct descendants of the Rabelais family. Colonel Alexis Rusch is a Shackleton, and she won’t let you forget it! She’s descended from Ernst Rabelais in a direct, matriarchal line between her own mother and Rabelais’s only child, a daughter. 

        “It’s less well known — because Michael Vidal doesn’t stand on ceremony so much! Obviously he wanted, needed, to fit in with his Delta Dragons colleagues — that the Vidals are cousins of the Shackletons. In other words, some faint echo of Ernst Rabelais’s own genestrand survived in Michael Vidal.

        “And El’arne, Hellgate, has claimed another Rabelais. Both of them gave their lives freely, for the safety and prosperity of the Deep Sky, and you can be sure the Daku will make political capital of this.” Sherratt paused to consider the situation, and sighed. “Give Chandra Liang time. Let him brief his own people on Velcastra, and give him time to negotiate a hiatus with the government of Jagreth. 

        “Incidentally, you might not be aware of this, but the newly-elected president of Jagreth, due to be officially sworn in next month, is the second husband of Michael Vidal’s mother, Elaine Osman. Very soon, Madame Osman will hear from Harrison Shapiro that her son has been killed ... and there will be a hint of how, and why. She’ll know nothing of the Orpheus, or the Zunshunium, or Lai’a, but she will be made aware that Michael was on the side of the colonial republicans. The Daku. All of which gives Chandra Liang a conduit into the heart of Jagrethean politics.

        “Have faith,” Sherratt finished. “There’s no more any of us can say or do regarding the colonial insurrection. The time has surely arrived where we should turn our attention to the Zunshu.” He went to the ’chef for a glass of water. “We’re close to the ‘zero-point,’ where we can, and will, open the stasis chamber. I’ll take your questions now, and answer what I can.” He drank deeply and set the glass aside.

        Marin was still thinking about Jagreth — about home, how distant it seemed, and how little he remembered it — when Travers said quietly,

        “The inside of the chamber hasn’t changed by so much as a molecule in six centuries, and it’s Zunshu territory, so it’s a safe bet there’s Zunshu crap inside. Six hundred years ago, Mark, your people were up against the automata, am I right?” Sherratt answered with a nod. “So tell me,” Travers went on, “how long’s it been since anyone saw any Zunshu automata?”

        The question was razor-sharp — a soldier’s question. Marin jerked awake and felt a rush of heat to his face as he realized, Travers was already thinking ahead to the practicalities of an engagement to be fought.

        “To the best of our knowledge the last automata,” Sherratt told the assembly with complete honesty, “were destroyed just under a century ago.”

        “But humans ... we were out here then,” Travers protested.

        “Oh, yes.” Mark drank again. “I have no doubt humans have already fought the automata, but these battles have gone unrecorded, unremarked, because as a rule when the automata are losing a fight they self-destruct in some way that takes their foes with them. There are no survivors to tell the story ... no evidence from which it can be reconstructed.”

        “The stasis chambers are salted through hundreds of systems, Neil, you know this,” Dario said tiredly. “If you tiptoe around them, they ignore you like the proverbial sleeping dragon. But if you wake the dragon — well, just don’t, unless you’re ready for a standup fight, and these guys are bad losers. When they see the end coming, it’s all over for everyone.”

        “Shit,” Tully Ingersol whispered. “Oh shitshitshit.”

        “Tully, get a grip,” Jazinsky said with an odd patience and compassion. “You’re not a soldier, you never were. Leave this to folks who are.”

        Like Bravo Company, Marin thought. Travers had framed the next question before Curtis himself had even thought it.

        “The automata,” he was saying, “were designed to infiltrate ... and the stasis chamber is a bubble of history, right? So the automata inside will look like — what, the ancestral Resalq? Because humans hadn’t arrived in the Deep Sky six hundred years ago. The re-engineering to make your people pass as humans didn’t begin till years, centuries, later.”

        “Exactly.” Sherratt pulled up a bar stool and perched on it beside the threedee. “The automata who walk out of the chamber will look identical to the natural Resalq. For those of us who have been redesigned, and especially for the second- and third-generation Resalq — who are so uncannily human-looking that some of our youngest people are opting to be gendered! — this is going to be a rather odd experience.”

        “The word is creepy,” Tor Sereccio said darkly. “You have no idea, Mark. I’m going to come face to face with my ancestors and blow them away ... before they kill me.”

        “Speaking of which,” Travers asked shrewdly, “I have to ask about the weapons we can expect them to use, and the tactics. You already know I want Bravo Company with me when we open the chamber. My kids are always good, but they’re a hell of a lot better when they know what they’re going up against.”

        It was a fair question, another soldier’s question. “Bravo Company is being reformed,” Sherratt assured him. “They were divided between the Wastrel, the Earthlight and the Mercury. As soon as the Earthlight returns to Borushek after shuttling Chandra Liang back to Velcastra, she’s being routed here directly, and the remainder of Bravo Company are coming out by Fleet courier.

        “As to their armament, Shapiro is providing Marines armor, fully equipped.” Mark gestured at Travers. “You would know better than I do what this includes! All this, I leave to you. I have no idea what Shapiro is sending, but I imagine you’ll make sense of it when you offload the cargo. The Earthlight will also take aboard three Murchison F-76 fighter-interceptors. These Rapiers will be remote piloted, not manned.”

        “Remote piloted my whom?” Marin wondered. “I’m qualified ... in fact, I’m the only one on Kjorin who is, right now, and no one’s offered me the job.” He arched a brow at Mark, making Sherratt chuckle.

        “I know you’re qualified, Curtis! But you already have an assignment which takes precedence over this. A Dendra Shemiji contract, if you recall, of pivotal importance. You won’t be placed in jeopardy in the coming engagement, because you’re ‘reserved for priority service,’ in Fleet parlance. Even now I’m waiting on information about a place called Xanadu. A courier is due tomorrow, and then I’ll brief you. 

        “The same courier should be bringing information from my agents in the homeworlds. We’ll know soon enough who authorized CL-389.” He cocked his had curiously at Marin. “Think forward to Xanadu, Curtis. You’ll not be at risk here on Kjorin. Also, being human you can only remote pilot one Rapier at a time, and we’ll be flying three. Leave them to Lai’a. It could handle three squadrons, but we can only jam three aircraft into the holds on the Earthlight.”

        “Lai’a?” Travers echoed. “The Intrepid’s coming here?”

        Mark blinked at him. “Of course. This is the purpose for which Lai’a was conceived, designed, rebuilt. To challenge the Zunshu.”

        “Damn,” Travers whispered. “Well, I couldn’t wish for better topcover.” He nodded thoughtfully. “All right. At least Shapiro’s giving us the toys to play with. When do we expect the Earthlight?”

        “Two, maybe three days.” Vaurien was on his way to the ’chef and returned with green tea. “We won’t even tickle the stasis chamber with data, not so much as a radio wave, till you’re satisfied, Neil, that the whole area is secure. And then — don’t be too confident.”

        “Say again?” Travers prompted, though his face was shrewd.

        “You know what I mean.” Vaurien gestured with the Russian tea glass. “The lessons of history are bitter. You take on the Zunshu automata ... they exist only to destroy Resalq or whatever they can find on two legs out here. So long as they’re killing you, they’re quite content. When they think they’re getting beaten —” He took a breath. “Perhaps it’s El Khouri, all over again. There’s no way to know, Neil. No combatant in any of these battles has ever survived to bring out the information.”

        He was warning, Marin thought bleakly, that a victory might be impossible. He almost protested, but Mark was already talking and his words stripped the argument from Curtis’s tongue.

        “This is crucial.” Sherratt looked long and hard at Travers. “Understand this, as you go into the battle. We didn’t spend all this time at Kjorin to push the Zunshu automata into a situation where they destroy the stasis chamber and themselves with it.”

        The silence was leaden, and stretched painfully. At last Travers said, “You mean, you want the stasis chamber and the automata captured, whole and functional, no matter the cost.”

        “At least one of the automata,” Mark said apologetically. “I’m so sorry, Neil. I know what I’m asking.”

        “Do you?” Travers was on his feet. “I wonder if any of you do.” And he turned to leave the common room.

        “Neil.” Vaurien called softly after him. Travers stopped but did not turn back. “It can be done,” Richard said, little above a murmur, “but not by any of us. You were the best in Fleet and Curtis is one of the best Dendra Shemiji ever had. I know what Mark’s asking. And it can be done.”

        “Oh, I know it can,” Travers said levelly. He turned back for one moment, and looked from Vaurien to Sherratt. “The question is, will any of Bravo Company be alive when you’ve got what you want?”
        He stalked away from the assembly, leaving silence like a vacuum behind him. Only Marin moved. He stood, and without a sound followed Travers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

The ritual was probably as old as mankind. Two thousand years before, the warrior would have whetstoned the swords, strung the bow, buckled on the armor and made his peace with the gods before he picked up shield and spear and marched to battle.

        With slow, deliberate movements Travers checked the suite of weapons as he lifted them out of the locker. Shapiro had armed Bravo Company as thoroughly as if they had been assigned to a super-carrier. Armor, rotary, grenade launcher, ECM projector, stun cannon, service rifle, two machine pistols, six demolite charge packs, four spare magazines for each weapon, ten power cells, three drones the size of his fist, four marker beacons, twenty flares, a blast-proof comm pack, an Arago unit.

        The ritual brought a surreal sense of calm, and as Travers’s mind cleared memories replayed like the scenes in a drama, trapped in the spotlights, their colors too bright, their shadows too dark. He had set out his kit, piece by piece, along a bench in the suiting room adjacent to the main airlock. This was a civilian facility, but pressure suits hung on every wall and he was strongly reminded of the suiting room on a carrier.

        The armor and weapons felt all too familiar in his fingers. On automatics, his hands went through the routine of checking and laying out every piece while his mind wandered. Snatches of conversation whispered in his ears; he felt the caress of Marin’s hands, the touch of his lips in the darkness. Neil, I know you’re awake. Talk to me.

        Talk, and say what? They were in one of the science station’s rooms. The bed was comfortable, yet Travers had lain awake for hours, glaring at the ceiling. Marin was in his arms but lovemaking was the furthest thought from their minds. I’m hatching plots. They’ll get what they want, Curtis, but the cost ... none of us is going to walk away from this.

        Dendra Shemiji. Marin’s whisper was a warm draft across Travers’s shoulder. It’s never been about firepower, Neil. Main force will get us all killed. Think about it. Think!

        Fleet and Dendra Shemiji were so many worlds apart, Travers was conscious of forcing his mind away from every lesson that had been drilled into his brain when he was eighteen years old. Superior firepower, air support, ambush; suppressing fire, ECM, an armor assault ... the target overpowered, disabled or obliterated by numbers or firepower or strategy.

        Not this time. 

        So long as they’re killing you, they’re quite content. When they think they’re getting beaten... Vaurien’s voice murmured out of Travers’s memory over and over, and superimposed on it he heard Curtis again. It’s never been about firepower. Think about it. Think!

        Travers wished there had been more time for him to study with Mark Sherratt. Dendra Shemiji had spent centuries learning every trick of stealth, cunning, trickery. The learning had been painful, costly, and in the end they had settled for compromise. They saved Resalq lives where and when they could, by forcing the Zunshu automata into whatever corner, where the only option to prevent capture was self-destruction. The first and final Zunshu directives were to destroy the Resalq, and protect their own technology from capture. They had never underestimated the Resalq; they knew their enemy was very smart, quick to learn.

        Main force will get us all killed. Think about it. Think!

        For hours, Travers’s mind was blank and his face must have been dark as a thundercloud — no one on the science station approached him, save Marin, and even Curtis was quiet, giving him time to think.

        He was still thinking when the Earthlight arrived. She landed at the survival hutch, to which the science station’s staff retreated each time the Zunshu AI cracked open an eyelid. Shapiro had been as good as his word. Bravo Company was back together. Fargo, Inosanto, Choi, Kravitz, Grant, Johansen, Villaret, Nash, even Fujioka and Perlman. The only missing face was Jon Szabo, and he had never belonged in a combat unit. He was in an office on the Mercury, where he might actually recover.

        They were codenamed Groundhound. Again. Missions in the Drift flickered before Travers’s eyes as he went over the weapons and equipment a final time and turned his attention to the armor. The hardsuit was stacked in segments in the end of the locker, big kevlex-titanium pieces joined by smart-seals, mirror-black and still so new, the surfaces carried no scratch or dent, and no unit badges.

        Last of all he lifted out the helmet, angled it for a view through the visor, and flicked on the power. Inside, it still had the smell of new electronics. The displays were crisp, the datastream continuous even now, even here. He heard the whisper of comm chatter, saw everything from time and temperature to background rad and biohazard levels, plus light, humidity, and 2D/3D mapping. The air temperature was 17°C, the humidity was 40%, and the wall beyond the helmet’s visor was exactly 3.72 meters away. 

        The prefabricated compartment which had been set up around the stasis chamber was gone now. The portafloods were removed, the drones withdrawn. Twenty meters separated the chamber from the nearest part of the station, and that corner was given over to recycling and dumpsters. The chamber stood in Kjorin’s natural vacuum and intense cold.  

        He left the helmet power on as he settled a combug in his ear. The Earthlight was still groundside, at the survival hutch, and he heard Perlman, Fujioka and Marin. Perlman would be flying, as she had flown the Earthlight into Omaru. The ship was still stripped for speed and maneuverability. Part of Travers would have preferred to see her armored for work in Rabelais Space, but Marin’s voice whispered one more time. It’s never been about firepower.


        “Groundhound to Earthlight,” he said quietly into the loop.

        Marin was there at once. “Right here, Neil.”

        “Time?” Travers prompted.

        “Still looking at a ‘go’ in ... 52 minutes,” Marin told him. 

       The science station was oddly empty. Even the a/c and heaters had been shut back to minimum, and the Resalq were gone. The only humans here were the nine field units of Bravo Company. They would have numbered ten, with Szabo, and the twelve-man squad was complete with Fujioka and Perlman. Travers was aware of being watched. Every facet of the operation was being monitored from the Earthlight, and again from the Wastrel, and yet again by Lai’a.  

        The Intrepid was right overhead in an orbit so low, she was hot, visible in the dark sky of Kjorin’s late afternoon. Travers had seen her with his naked eyes, and an odd sensation permeated his bones. The Wastrel was not much further out, with the Resalq aboard, complete with their equipment, their data, any machine that was critical. Mark, Dario and Leon were in the ops room, and in a few days, win or lose, Harrison Shapiro would be watching the whole engagement as an edit of the vast datastream.

        “Groundhound, 50 minutes,” Travers said to his audio pickup. “Dario, Tor, you there?”

        “Of course.” Dario’s voice was tight. “We’re looking good, Travers. No weird crap going on. You have a ‘go’ to suit up.”

        “You heard the man, kids,” Travers rasped. “Check your gear, load, and suit up. We’re on.”

        Old ways died hard, if they perished at all. Over the comm he heard Reuben Kravitz grumbling until Judith Fargo told him to ‘put a lid on it.’ The suiting room accommodated only three of them at a time. Fargo and Inosanto were the first in to lay out their weapons and armor. Travers watched without comment or expression while he methodically, mechanically, put on the armor.

        The hardsuit felt so familiar, he might never have left Bravo Company at all. It was Sergeant Neil Travers who locked the helmet into place, and as he took his first breath of ‘canned air’ from the internal supply he felt himself click back into habits and reflexes he would never forget. Memory could be a curse.

        It could also be the last refuge a man had. He stepped out of the suiting room to make space for Fargo and Inosanto, and prowled through a science station which seemed suddenly to have shrunk. Most of the lights were off, the place felt haunted, deserted. 

        He paused at the door of the room where he and Marin had slept for two nights while this assignment was thrashed out, planned, scrapped and planned again. The bed was double but too narrow, and it remained unmade. Marin had thrown off the quilt, Travers had dumped the pillows onto the floor, and they were undisturbed. His palms tingled with the memory of Marin’s skin, an ache settled in his loins, and he murmured into the loop,

        “Curtis, switch up. Private channel.”

        “Switching.” A few clicks and pops, and Marin added, “I can’t promise this won’t be monitored — Lai’a and Etienne can certainly listen in — but it’s not being recorded, and AIs have no interest in human sweet talk.”

        “Sweet talk?” Travers echoed. 

        “Teir’aeha,” Marin said softly. The sound carried clearly across the comm as he sighed. 

        They had said it all, and Travers could find no new words. Repeating the promises to take care, going over the plans yet again, would waste time and energy neither of them possessed, and he said simply, “I bloody love you. No matter what happens, you remember that.”

        “I will.” Marin’s voice was filled with regret. “And I’m not going to be far away. The rest of Bravo Company is right here.” He paused for a moment, then, “Fifteen minutes, kiddo. Perlman’s prepping for flight, we’ll be just over your horizon. I’m going to pop up a bunch of drones, I’ll have one eye on you. You, uh ... watch yourself.”

        “Copy that,” Travers said huskily, and cut back into the loop. “Fifteen minutes, people, let’s hustle.”

         He heard Inosanto and Choi cross-checking each other’s gear, and behind them, Perlman and Fujioka confirming the status of reactors, generators, ammunition magazines. The Earthlight was off minutes later, as Bravo made its way out of the science station and down the slope to the river valley, where the ice dust of the high bank had been deeply marked by the Ranjipur’s landing gear.

        The Ranjipur was badly damaged. She had been hauled out of the Ulrand system as salvage, and Conway Streller and Marianna Wing were reported MIA, like so many of the Halfway pilots. The claw-like footprints of her landing gear in the frost of Kjorin might soon be the last trace of her, and Travers did not mourn.

        Liquid nitrogen flowed like water, sparkling in the helmet lights. He stopped to look back at the station as the rest of the company headed into the tangle of boulders at the mouth of the ravine. Only a beacon had been left running. The Kjorin station seemed to have been shut down, like a prospecting or exploration camp which was only manned part of the time.

        The clear trail of bootprints led through the frost to the riverbank. Nine pairs of boots. A work gang? Travers’s eyes flicked right to check the time, but as he headed into the ravine Marin’s voice murmured in his right ear,

        “Earthlight to Groundhound. Five minutes. Good enough?”

        “Plenty of time,” Travers said grimly. “So long as we don’t get a replay of El Khouri.”

        “Even if we do,” Marin said sharply, “You’ll be outside the ground-zero radius, you’re in the damned hardsuits, you’re rad-, heat-, chemo- and blast-proof. You’re in a vacuum, so you won’t get the atmospheric effects. Get into cover, kill your suit repulsion —”

        “And hang on tight,” Travers finished. “We all heard the same lecture, Curtis, stop sweating.” The ravine was in shadow, close to pitch-dark. He turned on the helmet’s imaging system, and the landscape was picked out in blue-green, heavily tagged with topographic data.

        The ravine snaked away from the river, broadening with distance. A little way from the rock-strewn mouth, fissures opened to left and right, like a system of veins. Up ahead, far along the main body of the ravine, the slopes divided into full-sized canyons, mesas and chimneys. The erosion of high winds and massive waterfalls ravaged Kjorin every thaw, and the local sandstones were no match for the pitiless climate. Eventually this region would be reduced to rubble.

        The tangle of dead-ends and overhangs had been drone-mapped a day ago. Travers had downloaded the data to the suit before he began the ritual of checking his gear. Every member of Bravo had the same topographic model, and they had studied it in detail since breakfast. After El Khouri, they could predict the probable radius of an implosion, and Travers knew when they were beyond the perimeter with a narrow safety margin.

        “Two minutes,” Marin warned. “We’re going to get one shot at this before the next window, guys ... are we good?”

        “We are excellent,” Travers told him. He was watching Inosanto and Choi settling into position. Fargo and Kravitz had already dug in, leaving Johansen, Villaret and Nash plainly visible in the open. Grant stuck doggedly to Travers’s heels, as close as his own shadow.  

        “One minute,” Marin’s voice murmured.

        “No reason to abort on our account,” Travers told him levelly. 

        Then, Dario Sherratt, from the Wastrel’s ops room: “Standby. Transmission package is set. Thirty seconds.”

        A pulse beat heavily in Travers’s throat. He settled with the massive shoulders of the armor resting back against the rock face. He had a view down the bottleneck of the ravine to the river, and beyond, the science station. He could not quite see the stasis chamber, but he knew to the last centimeter where it was. Its position was plotted in his graphical display, and a tiny vidfeed began as Dario counted down.

        “Fifteen seconds. Ten seconds.”

        Travers checked his gear one last time, flicked a glance around the helmet instruments, and looked around at Bravo. Thumbs were raised, service rifles were unslung and primed. Out in the open, Johansen, Villaret and Nash seemed to be simply loitering, with their weapons set down on the rocks five meters away and their helmet lights on maximum. They looked like a gaggle of hapless, hopeless prospectors, Travers decided. Which was the core of the plan.   

        Much had changed in six centuries. Anything Zunshu which walked out of that chamber would not understand any of the human languages until both comm and datastreams had been analyzed. They would know only that someone had camped here, big ships were in low orbit — and there were people in armor, bumbling around in the open. They, the station, and the ships, would look like cherries. Perfect, sitting targets, too delicious to be ignored.

        “Five seconds,” Dario murmured. “Three. Two. One.”

        And the loop filled with the background chatter of a busy industrial system. The Zunshu AI would take its peek within the next minute, when it did, it would pick up the overlapping signals of eight assorted broadcast networks, hundreds of private sector messages every second, radio and data traffic between the ships in orbit and on the ground ... data detailing industry, mining, smelting, ore-haulers heading out, passengers and cargo heading in, tracking systems whiting-out the sky in the northwest.

        Everything the AI heard had been recorded at Cimarosa weeks ago, mixed and remixed, blended with Resalq comm from several worlds. It would seem that a colony fleet had arrived insystem. Kjorin might suddenly have become a boomtown with a half million colonists of two species working together in absolute harmony. This AI knew nothing of humans. The stasis chamber had been closed before humans escaped their own solar system, but the old hostilities would never change. The friend of an enemy became an enemy through mere association.

        “Standby,” Dario said tersely. “And ... here we go.”

        The helmet instruments were sensitive enough to register the scan pulse. It crackled in Travers’s ears like white noise, and before he could comment on it, the pulse came again. And again, several seconds later.

        “The buggers are awake,” Perlman’s voice whispered from the Earthlight. “Come on, you bastards, take the bait. Come on!”

        “Patience,” Travers said darkly. “No one ever accused these Zunshu things of being stupid. Give it a chance, it’ll work.”

        Like everyone else he was watching the vidfeed, and he saw the moment the sphere began to fluoresce. The image zoomed on the shell, and for an instant he could actually see that it was liquid, sparkling like oil on water, before the effect was gone again. 

        “Energy signatures,” Jazinsky’s voice said indistinctly. “Shit, Richard, look at this. We saw the same signatures when the Orpheus dove into the Class 7. Temporal flux, it has to be.”

        It made sense, Travers thought. Two bubbles of time, one nested within the other, would have to mesh back into a single whole. Mark had once said, the stasis chamber was a tiny pocket of e-space, and Travers seized on this, since he could grasp the firm reality of a Weimann transition. The inside of El’arne was e-space, and time flowed in currents, in any direction, at any speed. They had all seen it happen, when the Orpheus was lost. 

        “Energy signatures have stabilized,” Jazinsky said. “Ground-hound, Earthlight, standby. Watch your vidfeed.”

        In fact, Travers had never looked away from the tiny image. Sensors were probing the chamber from a dozen drones which had been popped up a half-hour before, and if the Zunshu AI did not already know it was under surveillance, it soon would. Which was also part of the plan.

        “Hey, hey hey,” Perlman muttered, “are you seeing this?”

        A parabolic dish had extended from a hatch in the surface of the chamber. A waveguide extruded and the assembly tracked across the sky as Travers watched. Where it stopped, he knew, it was trained on Lai’a. The Resalq AI was disguising itself as a mining ship — pretending to be something very like the Cerberus. And it was broadcasting in Resalq on more than one hundred bands.

        “Settle down,” Travers whispered to Bravo. “They’ll take their time ... and remember what Sherratt told you: their object is to destroy whole settlements, not individuals ... though they’ll be happy to take individuals if we’re all they can get. Right now, the bastards are listening to every word I say and not understanding a syllable. But you can bet they’re understanding Lai’a, and you know what the ship’s telling them.”

        All three of the Sherratts and both Tor and Roy had collaborated on the multi-band broadcast. The Intrepid had become a Resalq mining ship from a fugitive colony, one of the last survivors. Crew on the miner and in an imaginary ‘cityship’ called Havraine — ‘the hidden city’ — chattered without pause. The air was busy with family news, gossip, political intrigue, scandal regarding an engineer and an artist ... life went on, even in the midst of flight. Scattered throughout the Resalq talkback were thousands of references to the colony fleet, its age, its size, its secrecy. Offhand remarks referred also to the Zunshu, the devastation, the grief.

        And the Zunshu AI could understand every word.

        “Think about this,” Travers whispered to Bravo. “The bastard thing is only fulfilling its destiny ... it’s slept for six centuries and now it’s going to destroy what it thinks is the last big Resalq population in existence. It’s not us the bugger wants. We’re just a small bunch of individuals. It wants the cityship, and Lai’a, a gene pool of thousands. It doesn’t even have to take us prisoner and interrogate us, because we already spoon-fed it more data than it needs. It has to be salivating.”

        Fargo snorted. “And it’ll be happy to go right through us to get to the Resalq.” She hefted the service rifle deliberately. “Not gonna happen, Neil.”

        “No, it’s not,” he agreed, “but get this through your skull, Judith — and the rest of you! If we don’t come home with at least one functional Zunshu unit, plus the goddamned stasis chamber, it’s all been for nothing. We’re back at square one and we’ll have it all to do again somewhere else.” He looked around at the faceless visors, all eight of which were turned toward him. “So let’s get it right, people.”

        “You got it, Sergeant,” Inosanto said glibly.

        “Just one thing,” Travers insisted. “Don’t call me that.”

        “Captain,” Inosanto corrected.

        “Or that either,” Travers said, mocking only himself with a rasping chuckle. “I’m out. I’m here because there’s a job to be done, not because somebody ordered me ... what’s your excuse?”

        “Heads up, folks,” Perlman called into the hushed comm loop. “Sensor drones are reporting a major power-up, routine energy signatures. Signs of life from inside the thing ... nothing visual yet, but you know it’s heard you guys. Your comm is subtle but if I’m getting every word, so’s the Zunshu AI. It knows exactly where you are, and you’re the closest life forms on this ball of ice.”

        Which made them primary targets, Travers thought grimly. He focused on the vidfeed and sensor data, and gave an eloquent grunt of comment. “Careful, Perlman. I can see the Earthlight, right on my horizon. If I can see you, so can it ... they. Whatever.”

        “Copy. Thanks,” Perlman responded, and the icon representing the Earthlight dropped out of Travers’s vision field as she lost altitude. 

        And then Lai’a spoke over the loop, in the common language of the human colonies. “I’ve been trying to sensor-probe the stasis chamber for several minutes without result, even after the temporal flux stabilized. However, I’m now receiving data from the interior, which means the chamber has synchronized with this temporal zone. Internal pressure might equalize before the chamber opens, but don’t rely on this for forewarning. The AI is aware that it is being sensor-probed. Standby.”

        “Showtime,” Travers said quietly. “Curtis?”

        “Right here,” Marin said at once. “Lai’a sees a hell of a lot more than we do. It has Resalq instruments, more powerful than anything we have, and more of them. Trust it.”

        “I do.” Travers had only to look up, and he could see it. 

        The Intrepid was a great, glowing ball of white light in the east. Once, he had hated the ship, regarded it as a prison, even an asylum. Now, he found the sight deeply reassuring. Nothing of Fleet remained about it. Lai’a was so far removed from the human, its priorities must one day make it seem indifferent to human plight. Here, now, it was so intent on the Zunshu relic, Travers knew it would not hesitate to use any resource to win the prize they all wanted. At the last, human lives would be expendable. All of Bravo knew the risk. And all of them had volunteered for the assignment.

        Dario was on the air as Travers looked away from the Intrepid. “I’m starting to see what Lai’a saw a minute ago ... and the chamber just pinged us right back with a sensor probe of its own. Powerful, too. You still good, Neil?”

        “We’re in position,” Travers told him. “Three hardsuits standing out in the open, like a bunch of dumb-ass old boys trying to figure out where they should dig the hole. The rest of us are in cover.”

        The ambush was a very old, very standard tactic, and he was not surprised when it fell apart. A rush of anger was swiftly replaced by exasperation as Marin called sharply, 

        “It’s not going to work, Neil. Damnit, damnit! The bastards just bounced a high-power sensor ping off our own bloody popup drones.”

        “Enough to map the area?” Travers growled.

        “Oh, yeah,” Perlman told him. “They’ve seen you, and we always knew they could do this. They’re not stupid. Start moving, fast.”

        “Let ’em bounce your drones a few more times before you relocate them,” Mark Sherratt said from the Wastrel. “Let them gather more data, reconstruct the picture, reassess the threat.”

        “We’re doing it, Mark,” Marin said wryly. “Here we go ... another ping ... wait ... and another. Am now retasking the drones. Neil?”

        While the Earthlight’s viddrones lingered in the sky over the stasis chamber, Bravo had broken up. They stepped into the open and deliberately milled around in a very civilian disorder. The scene that must at first have looked suspiciously like an ambush now looked like a prospectors’ field trip. A group of armored individuals had been jammed into a fissure in the rock, taking samples.

        “Would they get enough data back,” Travers asked quietly, “to be able to tell weapons from tools?”

        “No,” Mark said quickly, “not at this level. They were opportunistic — which is exactly what I remember of the Zunshu! — they used our airborne drones because they were there, but to see more, know more, they’ll have to pop up one of their own.”

        And the moment the AI launched it, Bravo would knock it down, either from the Earthlight or Travers’s field position. Judith Fargo had already climbed four meters up the rock face and was perched on a narrow ledge. From that vantage point she had a direct line-of-sight to the airspace above the stasis chamber, though she could not quite see the chamber itself. The AR-19 was tucked into her shoulder armor and Travers guessed she had set her apparent mass at something like twenty, perhaps thirty kilos. He made no comment. Fargo was a professional.

        “I’m reading a very slight pressure equalization,” Lai’a said calmly, speaking Slingo, the common tongue of the colonies, with the lilting Resalq accent. “Standby.”

        A bead of sweat tickled Travers’s cheek. Minutes passed before Lai’a reported again, and before it had finished speaking Perlman was on the air. “It’s opening ... Jesus Christ, look at your vidfeed!”

         Travers had never ceased to watch the vids. The drones had been pulled back out of range of the chamber, to prevent the AI bouncing more powerful sensor pulses off them. The image was correspondingly zoomed and grainy, but the resolution was good enough for Travers to see a circular hatch open in the upper curve. It was far too small to be an airlock, and he had taken a breath to alert Fargo when she snarled,

        “Drones away ... they just popped up two.” The service rifle did not kick. The muzzle elevated and Travers watched her hands and the red blink of an LED as she said, “One down. Two down.”

        And the Zunshu AI would know, now, that it was not merely under observation, it was being regarded as suspicious and hostile. A hoarse, undertone chatter broke out among Bravo, and Travers let them mutter for a moment before he said,

        “Settle down. They know what we want them to know. They can’t budge without being seen, we’re armed and we don’t hesitate to shoot if we feel ourselves threatened.”

        “Damn,” Dario whispered in his ear, “they could blow the chamber, Neil, we could lose everything.”

        But Mark was on the air at once. “No — remember your history classes, Dario. They have one agenda. Find the region’s major Resalq gene pool and destroy it. We’re still feeding them the Havraine data. They think there’s a cityship, landed and starting a colony on the other side of the planet. Everything they’re seeing and hearing confirms this.”

        “It’s the cityship they want,” Marin whispered, as if he were repeating a catechism learned by rote, believed with blind faith. “It does the Zunshu no good to blow a crater in barren, uninhabited ground.”

        “They’re machines,” Travers added for the benefit of Bravo, some of whom were still not twenty years old, and who had never faced an alien enemy. It was bad enough, he knew, to go up against human foes, but who could predict how aliens would respond? “They think like machines,” he added, “at the speed of machines. They know what they want and they’ll reason a way to get it, exhausting every possibility before they self-destruct. Mark?”

        “Yes,” Sherratt said grimly. “Let them make the first move. Let them make all the moves. Lai’a?”

        Every array the Intrepid possessed was trained on the stasis chamber. “The Zunshu AI is aware of intense surveillance,” Lai’a reported. “It has scanned me thoroughly. It knows I could destroy it at will.”

        “It’s down to them now,” Mark said softly. “If they want the cityship Havraine, they have to come out and find a way to take it.”

        Minutes passed, and Travers felt the stress gathering among Bravo. He might have envied Marin the old Dendra Shemiji routines, yet he needed to feel the same stress levels as kids like Villaret and Nash. He needed to know how much they had to give, how much he could ask of them. It was easier to move, to acquire targets and shoot on the run, than to hole up and be still while the rush of adrenaline made the heart pound and the mouth dry. And then —

        “Hatch,” Marin barked, “ground-level, man-sized. Heads up!”

        “Conflicting energy flux,” Lai’a said sharply. “There is a containment field in operation within the open hatch. High levels of energy, consistent with EMP and static discharge.”

        “It’s shorting out?” Travers demanded. “Lai’a! If it’s shorting out, we could be looking at mechanical failure.”

        And a system-wide failure, far beyond anything the Zunshu AI could control, might easily trigger the collapse of the stasis chamber. It would be El Khouri over again, without the Zunshu AI or its automata being provoked. “Fargo, get down,” Travers said tersely. “Everybody, set your mass way high — we should be outside the event radius, but get into cover.”

        “Negative,” Lai’a was saying evenly, though Bravo company was on the ground, braced. “I see no indication of mechanical failure.”

        “Then, what?” Marin yelled into the loop. “Mark, have you seen this before?”

        And Sherratt, with an edge in his voice: “No, nor have I heard of it. Lai’a, are you quite sure the Zunshu mechanism is not shorting out?”

         “Quite sure,” Lai’a told him with no hint of concern. “The energy discharges are more consistent with —”

        “Weapons?” Travers rasped. “Lai’a, are you looking at weapons?”

        “It’s possible,” Lai’a agreed, “but impossible to confirm.”

        “Bravo, prep to engage,” Travers began.  

        He had barely begun to rally the company when confirmation burst out of the stasis chamber in the form of two shapes — humanoid, two meters tall, tumbling through the containment field. The Earthlight’s drones scooted back into proximity and zoomed on the action, and Travers’s pulse skipped.

        Kjorin’s winter atmosphere was under his boots, crystallized oxygen, nitrogen, water vapor. The pressure at ground level was barely measurable. Yet the two figures which dove out of the chamber were unsuited — they might as well have been naked as they picked themselves up and scrambled for weapons. 

        “Christ,” Perlman breathed, “are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

        “Automata.” Sherratt’s voice cut like a razor. “Don’t underestimate them. They only look like Resalq. Neil, be careful — remember, we need at least one of those things in one piece and viable.”

        “We know,” Travers growled. “Bravo, with me.”

        They were in the ravine at a dead run, apparent mass set at thirty kilos, and every stride was six meters long. They were back at the river fast, and Travers bunched his muscles to jump. He sprang from one bank to the top of the opposite slope, ten meters away and two higher, landed lightly and shouldered the AR-19.

        His floodlights lanced into the shadows where the stasis chamber had weathered out of the hillside. The two oddly-proportioned figures were picked out in harsh, blue-white, but the helmet visor dimmed as crackling arcs of energy punched through the containment field and out of the chamber. 

        Travers made no pretense at understanding what was happening, but as one of the automata spun toward him and snatched up a weapon, he went down flat in the nitrogen frost and leveled the rifle. Big caliber rounds smacked into him hard, but he held his targeting on the shooter’s legs, set for full-auto and squeezed back on the trigger.

        Twenty armor-piercing rounds cut the legs from under the Zunshu machine and he switched back to single shot. Three more careful rounds took the machine’s left hand off at mid-forearm. Wreckage scattered away, taking the gun with it. He caught a glimpse of a calm face, devoid of expression, before a hail of shots from behind him reduced the machine’s skull to whirling shrapnel. It pitched over and lay twitching in a parody of the death throes of an animal as its essential systems shut down.

        “For chrissakes be careful!” Travers bellowed into the loop. “They need to get one alive!”

        “Alive?” Inosanto demanded. “You call that alive? It’s a fuckin’ drone!”

        “I know it’s a bloody drone,” Travers growled as he bounded up and adjusted his mass back to normal. 

        He had launched himself toward the remaining automaton when arcs of energy discharged through the open hatch again. His irises protested the glare before the helmet visor could dim, and it seemed a great hand reached out and punched him. He hit the bare rock hard and rolled, and he knew what had happened. His armor had drawn the energy like a magnet, it had grounded through him. His body had not taken the shock, but his helmet lights stuttered and the suit’s repulsion fluctuated wildly.

        For several seconds he was pinned to the rock under the mass of the armor and gear, and more than half-blind while the suit’s processor rushed through a swift diagnostic.Some peripheral systems were fried but life support was heavily shielded, and repulsion stabilized as he watched. As it did, his ears filled with the comm loop once more.

        “Neil! Neil!” Marin’s voice, sharp as cut glass. “Neil, we’re coming in fast, stay right where you are!”  

        “I’m all right,” Travers told him. “I’ve lost my vidfeed and sensors, but I can see the bastards with my own eyeballs.”

        The danger was monstrous, and he knew it perhaps better than any of the younger members of Bravo. They were not thirty meters from the stasis chamber now, and if the AI made the decision the game was up, and its technology should be safeguarded, an implosion like the one at the core of the El Khouri event would take them all with it.

        It was better not to think, and Travers was up again even as he spoke to Marin. The Earthlight would be on top of the science station in seconds, covering the remaining automaton with the guns which had been installed for the flight into Omaru, but the only thought on Travers’s mind was to take the machine alive, whole, functional. He could do nothing about the AI controlling the chamber — was Lai’a wrong, was it suffering a vast mechanical failure, one system after another shorting out, causing its drones to evacuate, scatter, in self-defense?  

       These ideas flittered through the periphery of his mind as he drove himself at the automaton in a headlong aeroball tackle. He set his mass to 200kg in the instant before he hit, and as the repulsion shut off he barreled into the Zunshu machine. He took it down with him, and as it began to kick he wrapped all four armored limbs around it.

        It thrashed with the incredible strength of an industrial drone. Shots squeezed out of the weapon clutched in its left fist, but Travers had trapped the forearm and the rounds were no more than reflexive. 

        They rolled on the frost-rimed rock, and as the inertia of the impact spent itself he found himself on top of the machine. Travers lifted back his head and drove his helmet into its face. The Resalq features deformed, bare metal gleamed in his floodlights, through rents in the dark amber skin, but it neither paused nor showed any sign of injury or disorientation.

        “Drone,” he growled, and head-butted it again, and again. 

        The features were gone when he looked into its face again. The lens covers were off the video pickups deep in its eye sockets. The nostrils were bare, revealing at least twenty fine sensor probes that would pick up everything from comm signals to airborne chemicals. The synthetic skin had peeled back, denuding a gray metal armature. He glimpsed hanks of filamentary strands deep in the gaping mouth, and still it was moving, testing his strength every second.

        “Mass, three hundred,” he said to the suit, and the repulsion shut off entirely. At last the machine beneath him slowed, and he took the opportunity to catch his breath. “Fargo! Inosanto!”

        “Right here, boss.” It was Fargo, a pace behind him. “The Earthlight’s here — I heard you say you lost vid and feelers. What d’you need?”

        “Take — damnit!” Travers could barely breathe under the loading he had initiated, and the machine was thrashing hard again, trying to throw him off. “Take its frigging limbs off, will you? Fargo!” Travers yelled.

        The barrel of an AR-19 appeared at the edge of his visor, over his left shoulder. The muzzle dug into the juncture of the automaton’s arm and Fargo ripped off five rounds. The limb severed, and she kicked it away. Travers had expected the machine to wrestle with desperate strength, and he was not surprised when it began to buck, smashing the gray metal skull into his helmet.

        He turned his head to protect the visor and held on while Fargo disconnected the other arm, and then he barked at the suit, “Mass, forty!”

        The machine was still kicking, trying to catch him in the vise of its legs, but he flung himself up and away. He was barely clear when both Fargo and Inosanto, standing shoulder-to-shoulder, hit the Zunshu automaton with two AR-19s simultaneously. 

        Its lower limbs disconnected and lay thrashing, spitting magnesium-bright sparks from the ruptured ends. Only the head continued to move, and the bare lens eyes inspected the members of Bravo in its field of vision. Travers had lost his high-end sensor function, but Inosanto’s instruments were still working.

        “It’s transmitting, boss,” he warned. “Talking to its AI.”

        “I think it’s seen the differences between us and them,” Fargo guessed. 

        “It knows we’re not Resalq.” Travers bounded to his feet with a mass of 40kg and reset his repulsion to normal. “Mark, we’ve disabled one ... the arms and legs are off ... but it’s talking to its AI. What you want to do? I don’t know how to shut it down without destroying it.”

        Sherratt’s voice was hard with urgency. “Get clear of it! The machine can still self-destruct!”

        And according to Resalq records, they were deadly to a range of twenty meters, even for bodies in armor. Travers, Fargo and Inosanto backed off, and Travers looked up at the Earthlight, which hovered over the science station with its guns locked on the stasis chamber. He caught a glimpse of faces through the cockpit canopy, where Perlman and Marin had been probing the chamber with every instrument they had. He saw Marin look up from his screens, and a moment later Curtis yelled,

        “Movement at the hatch! Figures there — watch your backs!”

        The floodlights strobed on the frost-bright rocks as Travers spun. The service rifle was already level, prepped to fire, when he saw the two figures. They were big, and he saw at once, they were wearing some kind of industrial hardsuits, armored and heavy with the connectors for tools. The helmet design was completely unfamiliar, and he had never seen anything similar to the unit badges on the chestplates and shoulders.

        Both figures were gesturing urgently, waving with gauntleted hands, and the second of the two carried what might have been either tool or weapon, Travers could not tell. In an instant he saw that these were the people from whom the automata had retreated, and if that was a weapon, the same people could have already targeted any member of Bravo. Instead, they were intent on the limbless Zunshu machine and waving with growing urgency.

        “They’re waving us off,” Travers rasped. 

        “Who the hell are they?” Fargo was shouting.

        And then Mark Sherratt was on the air: “Get back! Make space! I’ve seen those unit badges before — Neil, are you reading me?”

        “Bravo, bug out fast!” Travers bawled over the chaos of the comm.

        They scattered in every direction, and as the armed figure in the hatch of the chamber found a clear shot, he took it. Tool or weapon, Travers was still uncertain, nor did it matter. The arc of energy parched his eyeballs, his face clenched, and in the instant before he looked away he saw the discharge ground in the chest of the Zunshu machine.

        The strike was massive, easily three times the power of the shot that had been drawn by Travers’s armor. At once the machine stilled, and he might have assumed it was dead. The hunters knew better. The sniper stayed back, holding a level aim on the Zunshu device while the second figure dove out of the chamber and pounced.

        Startled, Travers watched as one steel-gloved fist drove into the machine’s belly and wriggled in and up, toward what would have been its spine, if it had been human or Resalq. 

        When the gauntleted hand withdrew it held a disk the size of Travers’s palm, bleeding hundreds of filament-thin cables. The processor? Was it the machine’s brain? Travers might have asked, though only Mark Sherratt might have been able to answer, but before he could speak a port opened in the upper curve of the stasis chamber. A meter-long barrel extruded.

        “Cover!” he shouted at Bravo and the two who had stepped out of the chamber. “Curtis!”

        “I see it,” Marin said tersely. “I have a shot ... I don’t think it’s a weapon, but —”

        “Hit it! Hit it, Curtis, for gods’ sakes!” The voice belonged to Mark, and for the first time in Travers’s memory he heard an edge of fear there.

        Marin’s aim was as true as ever, and almost fast enough. The chain guns under the chin of the Earthlight’s cockpit had locked on and he held the triggers down until they reduced the upthrust barrel to an unrecognizable tangle. But the barrel had never been aimed at the men on the ground or the science station, or even the ship, and Travers groaned.

        “Tell me that wasn’t a highband transmitter,” he murmured.

        “It was.” Dario’s voice. “And the AI got off part of a call.”

        “Well ... shit.” Travers picked himself up out of the frost and peered through the diamond-dust fog they had kicked up at the chamber. “All right, how do I shut down the AI?” 

        “We’ll get back to you,” Dario began.

        “Jesus bloody Christ,” Travers fumed, “you’ve got what you wanted — so long as we can knock the bastard offline before it turns this place into El Khouri! You mean you don’t know how to shut it down?”

        “Of course we don’t know.” It was Tor Sereccio. “Not yet. We were counting on you people to keep the thing occupied for a lot longer, while we unraveled this bird’s nest of sensor data. Hold your position —”

        “Like hell,” Travers muttered. “Bravo, we’re out, right now, and fast. Head back to the ravine, get outside the vent radius, dig yourselves in. Perlman, get the Earthlight the hell out. Hey, you guys! Yes, you two!” 

        He guessed the two figures who had stepped out of the chamber and disabled the Zunshu devices could not hear him; their comm frequencies were too different. He had no reason to doubt they were Resalq, since Sherratt swore there was no other major intelligence in the Mare Resalq six centuries ago. Even if they had heard him, they could not have understood a word. Travers fell back on sign language.

        He beckoned, backing away from the chamber. Bravo Company was already pulling out fast and the Earthlight had spun on its axis. Perlman would take her two or three ranges over and get some altitude under her. Travers beckoned again, urgently, with sharp, demanding gestures.

        Incredibly, neither of the Resalq followed. The figure with the weapon turned back toward the chamber, while the other held up the object he had torn out of the belly cavity of the Zunshu machine. He pointed to it, waggled it, and with his right gauntlet, patted his chestplate.

        “What the hell ...” Travers’s heart beat a tattoo against his ribs but he held his position. “Mark, are you listening?”

        “We have your vidfeed,” Sherratt said distractedly. “The quality is very poor, but I’m seeing everything you do.”

        “I’m getting smoke signals,” Travers began.

        “I see them too. The hand-pat on the chest ... he’s saying it’s safe. He’s signaling, the hazard is neutralized. It’s an old gesture, Neil, like the way humans give a thumbs-up sign. They’re Resalq. I know the unit badges.”

        Travers hesitated, while every instinct told him to run. He shifted the AR-19 into his left hand, and with the right he pointed at the stasis chamber and then patted his chest, imitating the Resalq gesture.

        The figure half-bowed, and beckoned before he turned back toward the chamber, and followed his partner. Travers swore softly. “They insist it’s safe, Mark. They’re headed inside. I think they might have shut off the destruct mechanism.”

        “They couldn’t stop the AI calling out,” Marin warned. 

        “Nor could they stop it sealing the chamber,” Dario added, “which means they don’t control the core AI ... but they might control some of its peripheral hardware.”

        “Enough to neutralize it,” Tor agreed, “which gave them a shot at the automata. How the hell did they get in there?”

        “They were only doing what we were planning to do,” Travers said grimly. “They just did it first.” He licked his lips, which were dry as tissue. “We’ll get the details later. Right now, I want this situation locked down tight. Bravo, hold your position. Do not approach till I give you the ‘go.’ Let me take the risks.”

        “Neil,” Marin began hoarsely.

        But Travers was already moving. He was in the footsteps of the two Resalq, close enough to see as the one who had signaled to him faltered, stumbled. The other was on the threshold, framed in the hatch, leaning heavily on the metal and watching.

        “The containment field is down,” Marin said quietly. “I’ve retasked the viddrones. Lai’a, can you see inside the chamber?”

        “I can.” The Resalq AI was calm, silken smooth. “I see four bodies ... two are Resalq and appear to be dead. Two are automata, and dormant. I know too little of their mechanics to know if they’re dead or merely inactive.”

        Where was the line between life and death drawn, Travers wondered, for a machine. Ahead of him, the Resalq stumbled again, and this time sprawled in the ice dust, no more than four meters from the hatch. With a soft oath Travers slung the rifle, stooped and hoisted the body into his arms. “Mass, one hundred,” he said tersely. “Trouble, Mark ... I’ve got at least one battle casualty here. The armor’s in good shape, but it looks like these guys fought a running battle before the chamber sealed.”

        “Remember,” Tor offered, “for them, time stopped dead. There’s been no time since the chamber activated. The AI would have assigned its drones, the automata, to deal with the incursion, then it sealed the chamber and got on with its business. In its Zunshu mind, there could be no belief that it or its drones might be overcome.”

        “Damn,” Marin murmured. “Lai’a, is the AI ... alive?”

        “Of course,” Lai’a responded. “It has no means to communicate with the automata or its home; nor can it destroy itself — it would certainly have done so by now. But it is aware.”

        “Can you communicate with it?” Travers grunted as he carried the inert, armored body into the pale, blue-gray light of the chamber.

        “Communicate, or talk?” Lai’a asked. “I can transmit to it. I know it can hear me. I can neither force it to respond nor make it understand me. The Zunshu languages, both biological and machine, are unknown.”

        The blue-gray brightened as Travers stepped into it. The hatch was wide enough, tall enough, to accommodate the automata, or the Resalq they were designed to imitate. Inside, the chamber was curiously featureless. He saw no control surfaces, no visible instrumentation, no chairs, no interface. Nothing about the chamber had been designed to facilitate Resalq, humans, or anything biological. Machines communicated wirelessly, at the speed of electrons; they did not sit, or use keyboards or screens. Even the silvery light was coming from a handlamp which had been dropped by one of the Resalq. It had skittered against the wall, and every smooth, colorless surface reflected back the light.

        He wondered where the Zunshu AI was, and if it had an internal vidfeed; could it see him? He wondered how these Resalq had learned enough about this faceless, featureless technology to know how to hurt it, where to hit it. But the questions he felt struggling to escape would have to wait. 

        On the floor were two very dead bodies. Their helmets and gauntlets were off, and the ‘vacuum bloom’ on the faces and hands was so subtle, he realized they had been dead for some time, perhaps an hour, before they were exposed to Kjorin’s winter conditions. Beside them were two Zunshu automata, dressed in nondescript fatigues which would have drawn no attention in a crowd. Each of them had suffered a gaping ‘wound’ in the abdomen, and Travers did not need to see more.

        He stooped again and set down the body he had carried in. On the opposite side of the chamber, the other Resalq had dropped the weapon and leaned against the nearest vertical surface. Now he slithered slowly down, as if the will even to stand had deserted him. Travers had seen it before. A man could keep going until his last breath, so long as he had something to fight for. When the struggle was over, life could ebb fast.

        “Mark, I’m inside, can you still hear me?”

        “I can,” Lai’a told him. “I’m relaying comm signals. Proceed.”

        “Mark,” Travers repeated, “I’m calling this one a medical emergency. Get your people, and make it fast. I assume there was at least a medtech on the science base? Get him down here, asap. You got what you wanted — the chamber, and a whole bunch of hardware ... but these guys are hurt. They’re not going to last long, and I have no clue where to even start.”

        “I heard that,” Marin called into the loop. “We’re coming in, Neil ... Bravo, let’s power-up the station. Light, heat and air, fast as you can. Move it, kids! Four of you, hoof it back to the chamber and pick up the casualties. Grant, you hearing me?”

        “Already moving,” Bill Grant told him. “But I don’t know much about your people, Doc Sherratt. You’re going to have to talk me through this.”

        With a strange sense of dislocation, Travers stepped back out of the stasis chamber. He was a mere spectator now, as the Earthlight dropped in to land on the far side of the station. Fargo and Inosanto were the first in, and moments later the lights came on. Kravitz, Choi, Nash and Villaret hustled into the stasis chamber, picked up the armored figures and hurried away through the swirls of ice dust. Travers followed them into the nearest airlock.

        The Earthlight had docked at the service port on the east side, and Marin jogged in through the maze of passages as Travers lifted off his helmet. The air was still cold, but the infirmary was warming rapidly. Grant was already inside, still armored as he set up the machines. His helmet and gauntlets were dumped unceremoniously on the floor by the door and he was working fast. 

        As Travers watched, he established a datalink direct to the Wastrel, and a viddrone hovered right over his shoulder. Two benches were swung out into the middle of the compartment; the mauve decontamination lights flickered on as the Resalq were set down. Grant pulled on a surgical mask and a pair of skinthin gloves. 

        “Okay ... this is where I start needing help. I never saw this armor before, I don’t even know how to peel them out of it.”

        The infirmary was too small to allow Travers and Marin to remain inside. Grant’s ‘second pair of hands’ was always Tim Inosanto. As the infirmary’s air-sealed doors closed over, the two were talking with specialists on the Wastrel. Neither Dario nor Leon had seen the armor before, but Tor knew it from history classes — and Mark was old enough to remember. He knew the unit badges. Travers and Marin stood at the wide observation window, and without a word Travers shed his armor and weapons, piece by piece. Marin sent a drone to fetch a sled for them, and they watched without comment as Grant and Inosanto released the seals and opened the Resalq industrial armor

        The infirmary’s instruments were calibrated for the Resalq biology, and as soon as the armor was open they began to clamor. Marin glanced over the screens and swore as he saw the data. “Internal injuries, broken bones, soft tissue trauma, electrical burns. Damnit, what happened to these guys?”

        The Resalq who had passed out at Travers feet was still unconscious, but brain activity was high even while the bottom fell out of his blood pressure. The other Resalq was still half-conscious, and vast, amber eyes watched as Grant set up to transfuse his partner. 

        The same eyes had traveled over both Grant and Inosanto, and the Resalq had missed nothing. The language he heard as the medtechs spoke would be so alien to his ears, he already knew the truth. An audiofeed from the Wastrel had begun as soon as the Resalq there realized one of the survivors was awake. Over the comm, Mark spoke slowly in the most ancient form of the language he knew. 

        But six centuries had deformed his accent and he had forgotten the exact terms, the phrases which would have been in common use when the chamber sealed. And lying on the bench, submitting to Bill Grant’s gentle hands, was an ancestral Resalq. Unengineered, unchanged, untouched by time. His brow had creased and his hands clenched.

        “It’s like someone from the early colonial years trying to understand Shakespeare,” Marin whispered, “who was writing in the idiom of six centuries earlier. A lot of the words are the same, but they go together to make gibberish. Damnit, Mark needs to —” 

        “He’s stressing,” Grant warned. “He has broken ribs, a fractured shoulder, internal bleeding from somewhere, I don’t know where yet. His BP is tanking and his pulse and respiration are runaways ... old fashioned panic. But if I don’t give him a shot, he’s going to kill himself. What do I give him, Doc Sherratt, and how much? What fucking moron labeled these bottles? I can’t read the printing!”

        “Calm down,” Mark said loudly. “Bill, take a deep breath. You’re the only one who can do this. It’s the pale blue liquid. Prepare 25ccs as a shot directly into the artery you can find at base of his neck on the right, not the left. Do you understand?”

        “Blue goop, 25, right neck artery,” Grant muttered as he scrambled for the hypo, loaded the cartridge and approached the Resalq. The amber eyes were wild, and Grant said quietly, “Tim, I’m going to need you. Hold him down. He sees the shot coming, he doesn’t trust me, and why the hell should he? Come around behind him, hold him down while I get this into him, but for chrissakes remember — he has three busted ribs.”

        Travers leaned both flat palms on the glass and was not even breathing as he watched Inosanto creep up on the Resalq’s blind side and then throw both arms over him to trap him as gently as he dared. Even so, the Resalq shouted in pain, his face contorted, and before Grant could complete the shot he was bellowing in his native language. 

        Even Travers, a mere onlooker, felt the relief as the man sagged back onto the bench. Grant’s face was beaded with sweat. “What did I just shoot him with? Come on, Mark, I have to know — what’ll it do to him?”

        “It was just a sedative,” Sherratt said quickly. “He’ll just sleep, and given the pain he’s in, this is a good thing. I’m looking at the datastream now, Bill ... he looks stable, but ... ah, damn.”

        “Damn what? What?” Grant demanded, peering at his screens. “Oh, shit, shit, shit. One of the busted ribs just punctured the poor bugger’s lung when we held him down.” He glared at the viddrone. “Get me a freakin’ surgeon who’s qualified to work on Resalq — I’m wading so far out of my depth here, I’m drowning. These guys are gonna croak.”

        “Bill, calm down,” Travers said sharply into the loop. “You’re doing fine. They’re stable enough to wait for a surgeon. Mark?”

        “The lighter launched ten minutes ago,” Sherratt said tersely. “Just get them out of the armor, Bill, keep up the transfusion on the first one, and ... get the big guy onto a respirator. The lung puncture will be the major problem. We’ve loaded both the Wastrel’s cryogen tanks onto the lighter. Just keep them alive for thirty minutes, then you can tank them. I’ve already spoken to Val Secca, who’s the nearest we have to a Resalq surgeon, and he’s told me he doesn’t want to attempt surgery under these conditions.”

        “He doesn’t need an infirmary, he needs an OR, and a qualified scrub team behind him, and a blood bank,” Grant was muttering as he moved from bench to bench, adjusting machines. “Keep ’em alive for thirty ... keep ’em alive for thirty. Christ, how did I get myself into this?”

        He was only muttering to himself, but Travers could have answered him. Grant was a specialist medic, trained by Fleet, but Vaurien was getting him the education to become a doctor. Grant’s specialty would almost certainly be in trauma. He had seen it all, been hands-on for years, and he was already the chief medic aboard a salvage tug, where industrial accidents could be the equal of battlefield injuries.  

        “They’re stable,” Sherratt was saying to him. “Doctor Secca is watching the same data. I’m going to pass you over to him now. He’ll tell you exactly what to inject, and how to adjust the machines.”

        “Thanks,” Grant whispered. “I, uh ... thanks.”

      Marin’s hand fell on Travers’s back, reminding him that he was chilled to the bone, in a sweat-soaked jumpsuit, with his armor and weapons in several heaps at his feet. With a soft oath he stooped and began to load the sled. It had been shunted into position minutes before by a service drone which was still waiting to take it away. 

        His clothes were in the suiting room, and as a shiver rushed through him, he slammed the last items onto the sled. He rubbed his arms as he told the drone, “With me. Suiting room.”

        The way back to the airlocks took them by the long glass panes which afforded an uninterrupted view of the stasis chamber. The hatch was still open, and in the station’s powerful external lights Travers could see the two dead Resalq inside, and the dead automata. The combug was still in his ear, and as he dressed he called,

        “Lai’a, do you hear me?”

        “I do, Captain Travers,” Lai’a responded. 

         “Call me Neil,” he invited. “Drop the Fleet thing, Lai’a. Are you still monitoring the Zunshu AI?”

        “Of course, Neil. It refuses to communicate,” Lai’a told him. “More than likely, it’s well aware that if it gives me a sufficient sampling of its language, I’ll be able to develop a translation model and it will be comprehensively interrogated. If you’re concerned, it has no ability to transmit out of the local area. Its tachyon transmitter was destroyed, and I am jamming all other signals.”

        Travers was stamping his feet to comfort in his boots. “Mark has some experience with these AIs. He told me how one of them erased itself to prevent him reaching critical data. Lai’a, can you prevent it doing that?”

        “And why hasn’t it already erased itself?” Marin added.

        The Resalq AI sounded surprised. “Self-erasure is the equivalent of suicide. For a healthy mind, even an artificial one, it’s a final resort. At this time I have too little grasp of the Zunshu systems to interfere, and the AI cannot be expected to cooperate. However, I have already mapped and modeled every nanometer of its physical matrix. Data processing will simply take some time.”

        “It means, be patient,” Marin said dryly.

        “That is what I said, Curtis,” Lai’a observed in the lilting Resalq accent.

        It was difficult to listen to Lai’a and relate the voice, the intelligence, with the body of the old Intrepid. Travers was ceasing to be able to think of the two as one. Lai’a was something new, born out of wreckage, ambition and necessity, as its name suggested. “Are you reporting to Mark?” he asked.

        “I’m streaming raw data in realtime to the Wastrel and the Carellan Djerun,” Lai’a assured him. “Is there something you require?”

        “Not right now,” Travers admitted. 

        “Or ... maybe,” Marin mused. “Do you have records covering Resalq social history? Specifically, the history of language. The lingual drift that’s taken place over the last few centuries, especially since the Resalq have been sharing their space with humans.”

        “I have the data.” Lai’a sounded curious. “Doctor Sherratt was alive and far from juvenile when the AI sealed the stasis chamber, yet I observed a distinct lack of communication between him and the Resalq survivors.”

        Marin had stepped out of the suiting room, and as Travers followed him he headed back to the observation panes. “Biological brains aren’t like yours, Lai’a. You overestimate our abilities to hold onto the details. We can remember the big pictures over decades, centuries, but as for the nuances ... they get lost.”

        “Lost?” Lai’a asked. “In what way are they lost?”

        “Let me see if I can find an example.” Marin looked sidelong at Travers with a tired, lopsided and relieved smile. “Twenty years ago I went fishing with a friend of mine. I’d say I remember the day well. Blue sky, the green of early summer, the absolute quiet on the river and the taste of fresh fish, fried right there on the bank. But I don’t recall what I wore, what we talked about, what color my catch-basket was, what kind of fish we caught ... and I only recall my friend’s first name, not his last.”

        “Inefficient long-term recall,” Lai’a began.

        “Biological,” Travers corrected. “And we’re stuck with it, kiddo. We’re just the way evolution designed us. We weren’t designed to recall minute details from six months ago, never mind six centuries ago. Mark speaks several human languages plus modern Resalq, but it’s been so long, he has imperfect recall of the ancient language. It’ll take him days or weeks to remember or relearn, and he doesn’t have the time.” He lifted a brow at Marin. “But I know who does. You thinking what I’m thinking?”

         “Yeah.” Marin’s arm slid around Travers’s waist as they came to rest at the observation windows. Travers’s right arm circled his shoulders as he said, “Pull up the language files. Run a comparison between the ancient and the modern Resalq. Nail down the differences, highlight and explain them. Put together some kind of interactive study routine suited for humans. I’ll tell Roy Arlott you’re designing it. He’s a linguist, a teacher, this is close to his own line of work, he should relish the job. Give him download rights when you’re done.”

        “I am done,” Lai’a said acerbically. 

        “You are?” Travers blinked, and touched the combug. “Leon, Roy? Is anyone still listening to the loop?” There was no answer, and he called again, “Etienne, are you hearing me?”

        “Of course,” the Wastrel’s rudimentary AI responded.

        “Message for Roy Arlott,” Travers told it. “Have him call Lai’a ... something for him to download. As soon as he sees it, he won’t need to be told what to do with it.” Then he plucked the combug from his ear and dropped it deliberately into his breast pocket. He turned to Marin, took the smaller body in both arms and dealt him an embrace which tested his ribs. “It’s over. Goddamn it, Curtis, we did it.” He laid his cheek on Marin’s hair and closed his eyes. “The words ‘never again’ are flashing up in front of my eyeballs in purple neon.” 

        A little muffled against his throat Marin said, ”Halfway. Freespace. MIAs. Boden Zwerner.”

        “By comparison it’ll be dead easy,” Travers retorted.

        Marin drew back and gave him a wry look. “Don’t underestimate the job. That’s how you get yourself pulped.”

        “The voice of experience?” Travers guessed. He placed a kiss between Marin’s eyes.

        “Oh, yeah.” Marin hunted for Travers’s mouth, kissed him soundly and fended him off. “Remind me to tell you the story sometime.” A light blinked on the status board at the edge of the window. “That has to be the Wastrel’s lighter coming in. They’ll need a hand with the cryogen tanks.” 

        With a sigh, Travers settled the combug back into his ear. At once he heard Perlman talking with Jazinsky, who was flying the lighter. The Earthlight was still on standby, and Perlman was undocking, making way for Jazinsky. “Nash, Villaret,” Travers called into the loop, “Kravitz, Johansen, get over to the service port, bring in the cryotanks.”

        Predictably it was Reuben Kravitz who grumbled. “Aw, Sergeant, I just got myself a coffee and a burger. I’m dying of malnutrition here.”

        “Don’t,” Travers said acidly, “call me ‘Sergeant.’ You’re not going to starve in ten minutes. Get your ass over there, Roo, and lend a hand.”

        “You bloody sound like a goddamned sergeant,” Kravitz muttered, just inside the range of the audio pickup.

        “I heard that,” Travers informed him. 

        Marin indulged himself in a chuckle. “The kid makes a point,” he warned. “There’s times you do sound like a sergeant.”

        “Fact?” Travers demanded. Marin nodded. “Tell me when it happens,” Neil growled. “This is one habit I intend to break.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Riga, Borushek

 

The chatter of birds outside the window woke Marin. Before he opened his eyes, he was trying to recall the last time he and Travers had been in a natural environment for long enough to even hear a bird. On’rabi, he thought. They had been on assignment, but a few days at the falls came as a welcome break in many months of ships in space and places like Kjorin, and Hydralis’s dangerous citybottom.

        The window was closed but even through the thermaglass he heard the hawks which hunted voles in the paddocks, and the tiny thornbill finches which flittered in the rhododendrons like bright blue confetti. Their voices were sharp, crystal and pure, in the thin air of Riga. Moments later he heard kids in the street, beyond the long slope of the front yard. 

        Kids of either species sounded the same; these were riding hoverboards in the late-morning sun, and Marin wondered what the local time was. He had lost all sense of time since he and Travers made it out of the ruined UOH campus in the hills above Hydralis. The therapy was grueling, and then they had shuttled between systems until local time meant nothing. Inside the Rabelais Drift, time had no meaning at all.

        Beside him, Travers was still asleep as Marin propped himself on one elbow to look over his partner’s broad back and blink at the chrono. It was 10:22, and they had fallen into bed ten hours ago. Marin remembered nothing after an embrace and a half-conscious kiss. He swung his legs off the bed and headed for the bathroom.

        Dark blue eyes watched him as he returned to the bed. Travers was tousled and stubbled. Delicious, Marin decided, like a thousand-credit show pony after a night on the tiles. He might have said so, but Travers was yawning, stretching. He sat up and raked his fingers back and forth across his scalp, leaving the dark hair standing in spikes. The military crop was gone, and Neil seemed in no hurry to have it cut. Marin could imagine it in a year, ponytailed in a white gold clasp.

        “What day is this?” Travers wondered, effecting a confused look.

        “Who cares?” Marin said lazily as he slid his arms around Travers and dumped him back onto the bed.

        It was easy, now, to slide into lovemaking, and the sex itself was without urgency. He knew every atom of Travers’s body, and the sense of familiarity was like coming home. He breathed in the faint, lingering traces of last night’s cologne, inhaled the richer, masculine scents of Neil’s own skin. He drew his mouth over the planes and hollows, tasting a salt-sweetness he seemed to have known all his life, and then caught his breath as Travers’s hand curled around him and began to work.

        A long time later the sounds of the house intruded, and he realized he had fallen back into a doze, with his head on Travers’s belly and the quilt thrown haphazardly over his legs. Someone was in the kitchen, directly below, and the sounds of industry were accompanied by the smell of food. Marin had not felt genuinely hungry in a long time, but he knew bacon frying when he smelt it, and his stomach was interested.

        “Breakfast,” he said, semi-lucid, without moving a muscle.

        “You mean, lunch,” Travers corrected, wide awake and amused. “You know what time it is?”

        “On Saraine? On Omaru? Kjorin?” Marin’s eyes opened just far enough for him to see Travers’s face. “Shapiro’s jerked us around so much lately, we’re lucky to know what planet we’re on.”

        Travers chuckled. “It’s Borushek; it’s thirty minutes after noon, and even if you’re not hungry, I am. Move, loverboy.”

        Reluctantly, Marin sat up. “That can’t be an autochef I’m smelling. Someone’s actually cooking.”

        “I’ll let you into a secret.” Travers leaned over to kiss, and rolled up to his feet. “Actually, two secrets. Richard can’t stand Resalq food ... and he can cook. He just doesn’t make it common knowledge, because when the buggers find out you can cook, you turn into a galley slave.”

        “He’s French,” Marin observed. “They have a gastronomical heritage.”

        “They do?” Travers tightened the sash of a deep blue kimono with embroidered dragons, white and gold, across the shoulders. “I don’t know much about Earth, aside from what Richard’s told me, and he never speaks of France. I know it’s a country; for a long time I thought it was a city.”

        “They don’t teach the history or geography of Earth in Jagrethean schools either.” Marin had slid his legs into black Tai Chi pants. Barefoot and bare chested, he led Travers out in search of food. “Until I was twenty, I knew more about the history of the Resalq, as pieced together by our specialist xenoarchaeologists, than I knew about the history of Europe or Asia or the Americas. We have a big archaeological community, you know.”

        “Because Jagreth was the place the first ruins of another civilization were discovered.” Travers was headed down the wide stairs. “They named the colony for the hero of the saga that was the first literature ever translated out of the native Resalq.” 

        Even now, most humans did not know that the literature had been deliberately salted into the ruins for them to find. Contact between the two races had been carefully choreographed. After the war, when the problems of both the Zunshu and the Confederacy had been settled, the Resalq might show themselves as a living people with a rich, diverse and very different culture. 

        The trouble with Resalq food was not the ingredients, which were the same as the bases of human dishes; it was the combinations, seasonings and condiments which often insulted the human palate. Their sense of taste was based on their body chemistry, and like almost everything else about them, it was different. Autochefs which had been configured to suit the Resalq would deliver food which was almost inedible to humans.

        From the kitchen came the aromas of bacon, tomatoes, mushrooms, onions, eggs, sharp cheese, fresh vegetables and hot bread. The threedee was playing quietly, where Richard Vaurien had a view of it while he chopped, diced, tossed and dry-fried in a massive wok. He had flashed two meter-long baguettes, and the smell of balsamic dressing rising from a bowl of salad tantalized the nose. 

        “I was about to send for the medtechs,” he said wryly as Marin and Travers appeared. “I thought you must have died in the night ... hungry?”

        “Ravenous,” Travers confessed. “What is it, omelet?”

        “With sides of bacon and salad, and fresh bread.” Vaurien gestured at the corner of the kitchen. “Make yourself useful. Take care of the coffee. Curtis, look in the freezer. Flash a pack of croissants.”

        “You’re making enough to feed an army,” Marin remarked as he peered into the back of the freezer. 

        “Jazinsky and the Sherratts will be here any time, and Harrison got in an hour ago. The Resalq can feed themselves, but there’ll be six humans at the dining table.” Vaurien was rummaging for plates and silverware. 

        “Shapiro’s here?” Marin knew he should not have been surprised.

        “You were asleep when he landed. He’s in there, going over an ocean of data.” Vaurien gestured over his shoulder, in the direction of Mark’s office. “The Orpheus data, the Kjorin data, Dendra Shemiji reports, and our preliminary planning for the run out to Halfway. It’s going to be damned dangerous, and correspondingly expensive. And speaking of data, he has a lot of his own to share.”

        “The aftermath of the battle at Ulrand,” Travers guessed.

        “And the results of his negotiations with the Daku.” Vaurien turned off the heat and glanced at the gold sunburst chrono, on the wall opposite the cavernous kitchen. “They’re late. I told them to be here ten minutes ago, and this isn’t food that improves with standing. Don’t wait for them — eat.” He lifted the wok over onto the serving counter.

        Marin had just pulled out the croissants. They scorched his fingers as he juggled them onto a plate. “Where have Mark and company been?”

        “At the hospital.” Vaurien nodded toward the high end of the valley, where the medical center was built back into a sculpted hillside. “The old ones came out of surgery four hours ago. They might be up to talking, though I doubt it. I think Mark was more fascinated to just look at them. Remember, no Resalq has seen a natural, ancestral member of their species in centuries.” He handed a plate to Marin. “And that’s another thing. The old ones are going to be prisoners, confined to this community of necessity, until or unless they’re redesigned. They can’t show their faces among humans. If they don’t want to be redesigned, they’ll have to accept confinement until the great coming out.”

        He meant the day when the Resalq declared themselves, and it was months, even years, in the future. Still, Marin thought, these ‘old ones’ had six centuries to catch up with, and the learning could easily take months. Did they have blood kin, still alive? Had they left children? They might have great-great-grandchildren, people younger than Dario. And they might not even recognize their descendants as Resalq, much less family. The transition would be neither easy nor painless.

        The table was set and he was pulling up a chair when a whine of jets in the front yard announced the Sherratts. Vaurien had just shouted for Shapiro, with a warning that the food was spoiling, when Roy Arlott scurried into the house ahead of the others. He was dressed for an expedition to the poles, and faintly blue after the run in from the car. The outside air pressure was distressingly low for humans; and the linguist from Omaru’s tropical zone looked chilled to the bone marrow. 

        Jazinsky was not far behind him, chafing her hands and breathing deeply, though the big Pakrani body, the powerful lungs, could tolerate Riga almost as well as the Resalq could. Dario, Leon and Mark followed her inside before the door was sealed, and the house AI whispered that the inside air pressure was being adjusted. 

        “Food,” Jazinsky intoned. “You’ve been cooking, Richard? You’re an angel.”

        “Dish up the salad,” he told her. “How do the ancients look today? Neil, the mugs are in the high cupboard.”

        “Got ’em.” Travers took five by the handles. “Would there be a serving tray around here?” He had the coffee pot in his other hand.

        “The ancients are looking ... weird,” Dario said with brutal honesty. He shook himself hard. “I know I should kick myself black and blue for saying this, but they look —”

        “You said it already,” Tor told him. “They look weird. Damnit it, it’s hard to believe, they are who we were. Before we changed ourselves to pass unnoticed in the human colonies.” He slathered lemon marmalade onto a croissant, sprinkled it liberally with jalapeño flakes and dunked it in the balsamic dressing. Marin pretended not to notice; eventually, one grew accustomed to it.

        Mark took a mug from Travers and sampled the coffee. “They took a lot of convincing that we’re Resalq,” he said bleakly. “I had to show them the scars on my hands, where my second thumbs were removed, and even then they were skeptical.”

        “We gave them threedee access,” Dario added. “Right now they’re looking at a synopsis of six centuries of history. They also have an atlas of human biology, comprehensive nav charts of the major trade routes and the data conduits, right back to Earth, and the language study Lai’a compiled —”

        “Which will get them up to speed in modern Resalq,” Vaurien said slowly, “but it doesn’t give them a syllable of any human language.”

        Leon pointed at his own partner, who was cradling a mug and breathing the steam. “They’ll need an interpreter, and a teacher. Roy’s already volunteered, even though it means an hour commute.”

        “Commute?” Marin echoed. “From where?”

        “Down the mountain,” Leon said easily. “We’ll be looking for a property, somewhere with enough space to live and grow.”

        “Enough air to freakin’ breathe,” Roy added. “And a bloody beach, one hour away in the other direction.” He glared balefully at Leon. 

        “I promised, didn’t I?” Leon protested. “The hospital already gave you your own parking space. The car’s airtight and heated, you’ve got the best cold-weather gear money can buy, and a job laid on, right here. What else could you want?”

        “A pressure suit,” Roy growled, but he gave Leon a wink. “Seriously, it’s my dream job. I spent the whole flight back to Borushek with my nose in the materials Lai’a gave me. It’s so weird ... they understand me.”

        “They understand him a lot better than me,” Mark admitted. “I hadn’t realized how much I’ve forgotten.” 

        “The past is the past, Mark,” Jazinsky said quietly. “Let it go. You don’t have to wade back in time to deal with them. They’re alive, they’re survivors. It’s their job to catch up and go on.”

        “Speaking of which,” Travers demanded as he pulled up a chair, took a plate from Marin, and hunted for a fork, “have you found out who the hell they are?”

        “They’re scouts. Or, they were.” Mark looked into his mug, as if he could divine the future there. “They were breaking trail for the colony ship Raishenne, which means ‘defiance,’ of course. It was summer on Kjorin, the ship stopped to gather minerals. They were there a few months, and ... they woke the stasis chamber,” he finished. “The scouts discovered it on a routine patrol of their perimeters. It’s very odd, Neil, don’t you think? We went to great lengths to convince the same AI that a colony had sprung up fast while it drowsed. When the Raishenne passed through this system, our people had indeed built a temporary camp. They had two or three decades of decent weather before them, and an uninhabited world, rich in minerals. They might have doubled their numbers here before the Raishenne went on, looking for arable land.” 

        The same kind of story was told too often. Marin sighed as he took his place beside Travers and reached for a hunk of the baguette. “Their industry woke the chamber, the scouts walked right into the automata. It’s just luck, Neil, that this place was a mine. They were armored, like anyone on the surface where heavy industry is going on. If they hadn’t been, the Zunshu AI could have killed them just by popping its hatch and letting the vacuum have them.”

        The same thought had obviously occurred to Travers. His jaw worked methodically as he ate. “These scouts must have known a few Zunshu secrets,” he said to the Sherratts. “They managed to get into the chamber, and they’d already laid out two of the automata when the AI closed up.”

        “They know a great deal,” Dario said darkly. “This was far from the first time they’d tackled automata, and they’d run up against stasis chambers twice before Kjorin. You learn,” he added, “by the mistakes of your companions, who give their lives for the knowledge.”

        “The chamber,” Tor went on pragmatically, “sealed when the AI saw the Raishenne bug out. The whole camp picked up and ran.” 

         “So fast?” Marin wondered.

       “They would have been on a three-hour alert.” Mark’s voice was quiet, his face like a mask. “It was common in those days, and smaller camps, single ships, could flee in less than two hours. You picked up what you had time to pick up, dumped the rest, and got out. You lived with a list tacked to a wall beside the door. It told you what was critical, what was merely desirable, and what could be safely or easily abandoned.”

        “Your kids, livestock, generators and fuel were top of the list, in no particular order,” Tor said grimly. “The lessons were learned the hard way. An aspiring colony will survive, so long as it has fuel, power, food and water, and if some stragglers must be left behind to safeguard the above, well, that’s the price of survival.”

        “It’s a harsh policy,” Travers said thoughtfully.

        “It stinks,” Dario agreed. “And in the end you’ll do it anyway, to save a hundred souls and a chance of long-term survival for your species. What worries us all right now is, we could be up against automata again — and worse.” He gave Travers a level, grave look. “According to Lai’a, the Zunshu AI was sending for 2.85 seconds before its tachyon transmitter was destroyed. If there’s anyone out there listening, that’s enough to bring automata from another system ... and we’ll all get an object lesson in the tactics of sheer survival.”

        “So how did the scouts get into the chamber?” Marin deftly changed the subject to head off a futile debate on ethics.

        But Mark could only shrug. “These are details we’ll learn in time. For the moment, they’re too weary after surgery, too full of drugs and nano, and too traumatized, to talk much. Give them a few days, Curtis. I can tell you their names are Midani and Emil, they share a single e’quero and have taken the clan name of Kulich.”

        “Brothers?” Travers apologized at once. “Sorry. Siblings.”

        “Yes.” Mark smiled faintly. “On the breastplates of their armor, I saw the colors and insignia of the Raishenne. I almost didn’t remember them, it’s been so long. Forgive me, but there’s a sense of unreality about the distant past, as if real events in which one participated are the memories of someone else, or they were read about, or even seen in a movie.” 

        “You knew the Raishenne, then,” Vaurien guessed. 

        “Oh, yes.” Mark sat back, with no interest in the food, though Dario and Leon were busy with the kitchen’s autochef and Roy had already eaten a lot. “She was one of our ‘last chance’ ships, scraped together out of the wreckage of other colonies.”

        “She made it?” Marin’s brows rose. “She found a safe place, the people settled?”

        “No.” Mark looked away. “She vanished, we never learned what became of her, which usually meant the Zunshu enjoyed another victory.” He took a breath and blinked his eyes to focus. “There’s not much more I can tell you about the scouts, save that their surgery was successful and they’re coping as well as could be expected, given the news they’ve just heard from me.” He worked his neck to and fro to ease its stiffness. “I had the duty of informing them the Raishenne vanished, and everyone they ever knew is either gone or scattered throughout so many colonies, who knows where they are? Meanwhile, these same worlds are now human colonies and there’s a whole new war, in addition to the old one.”

        “And I,” Roy Arlott said bitterly, “had the job of translating all this and making sure it was understood. Shoot, what a perfect way to spend a morning.”

        Jazinsky reached over and tousled the blond dreadlocks. “You did damned well. The big guy’s starting to trust you. Which is the big one?”

        “Emil.” Roy returned to his lunch. “He was the one with the punctured lung, the one who had the gun.”

        “It’s a gun?” Travers pounced. “It throws a heavy electrical discharge, that’s all I saw.”

        “It’s a gun,” Tor affirmed, “but not one you or I would recognize. They found out, a solid kick of about a half-million volts overloads the automata, knocks the processor offline. The machine has to reboot from scratch, and the diagnostics take about eight seconds. If you hit the bastards hard enough, and you’re close enough, you can rip the core processor right out of its belly, and it’s offline permanently.”

        “That’s what we saw.” Marin reached for a croissant and butter. “You knew about any of this, Mark?”

        Once again, Sherratt made negative noises. “The Raishenne took off in convoy with three other ships, and they in turn headed off in other directions. The idea was to get our eggs out of the one basket, maximize our chances by splitting up. And it worked, over the long haul. The downside, at least in the short term, was that the Resalq survivors were so widespread, so far out of contact, there were times when we just lost track. I was on a ship called the Freyana. The word doesn’t mean anything, it’s just a clan name. We headed out about four, five years after the Raishenne’s group left, and we ... lost track. We had a rough time, but it seems we had it easy by comparison. We lost a number of camps and a lot of people, but the ship itself still exists, and many of the survivors are here in Riga.”

        “Damn,” Travers said softly. “If the people of Earth knew even a tenth of this, they’d have to rethink their bloody stupid war with the colonies.”

        “That is the plan,” Dario said with a certain dry humor. “The document you and Curtis salted into the ruins at On’rabi should have found its way to Earth by now. Give it time to simmer. We could get a good result there.”

        “If anybody in the Grand Senate can see past his or her stock portfolio.” The comment was Harrison Shapiro’s. He joined the group too late to eat, but waved off the offer of food and poured the last mug of coffee from the pot. “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he said to Travers and Marin as he took a seat on the edge of the gathering. “You’re looking much healthier than the last time I saw you, and I’ve just seen your medical files.”

        Mark looked sharply at Marin. “You’ve been sick again?”

        “Not anymore,” Travers told him. “Aside from the sterility clause, they’re giving us a clean bill of health.”

       “And a field promotion,” Shapiro added. He offered his hand, first to Travers, then to Marin. “Major Travers, Major Marin. Congratulations.”

        “Thanks. I think,” Travers muttered. He shook the offered hand, but raised a brow at Marin.

       With a tiny shake of his head, Marin also clasped Shapiro’s hand. “We appreciate the gesture. We were forced into service, but we haven’t overlooked the fact our work has been appreciated.”

        “It still is.” Shapiro tried the coffee, made a face and set the mug down again. “You’re also on assignment, since your last medical scans have come back clean.”

        “Assignment?” Travers’s voice was sharp with rebellion.

        “Halfway,” Marin said softly, “the MIAs, Boden Zwerner.” He leaned closer to Shapiro, across the corner of the table. “I have a prior commitment, General. A Dendra Shemiji contract.”

        “Which suits us both,” Shapiro said affably. “If you can resolve the Boden Zwerner situation, I’ll be the first to applaud.”

        “Resolve?” Marin echoed.

        “Kill him,” Travers said baldly. 

        “Execute.” Shapiro smiled faintly, and looked along the table at Mark. “Have you examined the data from Earth yet?”

        The change of gears seemed to please Sherratt. He set aside the question of the survivors of the Raishenne and the plight of his ancestors, and turned his attention to business. “The funding for the CL-389 incident comes from a civilian office, not government. We tracked the money through two colonial banks, right back to Wilhausen-Michigan’s office in Zurich. The trail ends with an authorization from a merchant astra dealership which banks with Wilhausen. The funding was originally earmarked for a complete engine replacement on a drift miner. Three Weimann modules and a Prometheus generator. 

        “By the time the money reached AtransaBank in MarakCity, it was in freefall. It landed in the account of a holding company, the senior signatory of which is Boden Zwerner. The money promptly vanished into Freespace, in the form of gelemeralds.” He shrugged. “I’d love to tell you we’ve been able to connect CL-389 right back to the government of Earth, but either they’re too clever to let us find proof, or — and you must allow for this — the incident was conceived, funded and executed in the private sector.”

        “Snuff out the colonial war before it starts,” Roy muttered, “get the Deep Sky back on the leash, keep the tax dollars flowing and fresh bodies shipping out to Fleet, which keeps the military construction contracts coming. And what burns me up the worst is, the bastards can get away with it.”

        “Maybe,” Mark said slowly. “Patience, Roy.” He arched a brow at Shapiro. “It’s taking time, Harrison, because we’re being cautious. We’re using AIs in the data conduit. I haven’t put a Dendra Shemiji agent on Earth, and I probably won’t. I don’t want to risk sending a Resalq there, and the only human agent still with me is Curtis, and he’s otherwise engaged. By the time he’s available, it’ll all be over. In any case, we can do this via the datastream. Just give me time to identify the signature on the merchant astra authorization where the money chain began.”

        Shapiro’s face had settled into grim lines. “Then, don’t eliminate him, Mark. Identify him, give me the information. I want him alive.”

        “All right.” Sherratt sat back and frowned curiously at the general. “I assume you want to interrogate him.”

        “I want to try to connect him, through his own confession, to Charleston Aimes Rutherford.” Shapiro was up and moving as he spoke. He collected the coffee jug and headed for the kitchen to set it up again, the way he liked it. “According to the last I heard from my sources in Marak, Rutherford is still in detention. He hasn’t — yet — talked his way into comfortable house arrest, or guards on the door of some luxury hotel suite. 

        “They’re holding him at a facility near Marak, though I don’t know exactly where, in company with the command corps from the Shanghai, the Ganymede and two of the frigates which survived intact. Also according to my sources, they haven’t been able to open the hold where the Zunshu probe was stored, so Rutherford still has his bargaining chip.”

        “And we’ll be contacting President Marsik’s people,” Sherratt added, “with a handsome bid to buy the thing, as soon as it’s been identified as a Resalq relic. Barb?”
        “I’ve already set up a trust in Marak,” Vaurien said quietly. “The funds are on deposit and we have an agent making her name and face known in the city, hunting for relics on behalf of an eccentric collector with an address on Saraine.” He patted his lips with a napkin and sat back. “The Wastrel is being prepped, Harrison.”

        Prepped, Marin thought, for the flight into Freespace. A subtle rush of adrenaline brightened the room and warmed his cheeks. He turned toward Travers, saw Neil’s dark, wary expression, and lifted one brow. Travers answered with a minute shrug and a nod at Shapiro and Vaurien. The general had produced a folded hardcopy from his pocket, and passed it across the table. 

        “Enough?” he asked blandly.

        Both Vaurien and Jazinsky reviewed the sheet, and Vaurien appeared to do some mathematical gymnastics. “Probably,” he guessed.

        “That’s all the gelemeralds and bullion I’ll be able to find before you ship out,” Shapiro warned. “If you’ll need more, I’ll be asking Mark to make up the difference, and we’ll settle accounts after the fact.”

        “Of course,” Sherratt agreed without hesitation. “Let Leon know what you want, Richard. I assume you’re trying to calculate the price of the MIAs on the auction block, plus bribes and gratuities to get you into the right sectors of Halfway.” He was looking at Marin. “Xanadu.”

        “Xanadu,” Jazinsky muttered, and gave Shapiro a glare. “You have no idea what you’re asking for, Harrison.”

        “Very true,” Shapiro admitted, “which is why I passed the contract to Dendra Shemiji. Mark’s people can reach much further than I can, and into places where I have no sources, no influence. Incidentally, Mark ... I should run up a red warning flag. My office AI has intercepted several attempts by unknown sources to hack my security processors.”

        “Shit.” Dario pulled both hands over his face. “It could be Freespacers. Could be van Donne, or even this Wang character.”

        “It could also be agents of the Ulrish Secret Service, or smugglers buried inside the DeepSky Fleet, or even Fleet Internal Affairs,” Shapiro said bleakly. “And it could be Confederate agents, perhaps cohorts of Senator Rutherford. Since I’m in formal negotiations with the Daku, I doubt it would be any agency answerable to Robert Chandra Liang.”

        “It might be the Jagrethean end of the Daku pipeline,” Marin warned. “Different world, different agenda. They have their own trading partners back in the Middle Heavens. I remember some connection, when I was a kid, with Rethan and Avalon ... cheap labor, something like that. You have to know, Jagreth has a lot of money tied up in the Near Heavens.”

        “I’m actually looking into that,” Shapiro said thoughtfully. “Current information suggests seventy percent of Jagrethean investment is out here in Deep Sky. My guess is, with a little forewarning the major brokers will be moving their money out of, for example, Goldman-Pataki, which is majority owned on Earth, Mars and Avalon, and into Stevenage, which is majority owned on Velcastra, Jagreth and Borushek. If the intrusion my AI detected and blocked does turn out to be agents of the Daku in Westminster, trying to infiltrate my security to triple-check Chandra Liang’s connections ... I understand their motives, but I could wish they’d just message me.”

         Dario’s brow was creased as he thought through the permutations from the perspective of the Resalq. “You want me to take a look at your firewalls? I can ‘up’ you to level twelve encryption.”

        Anything beyond level nine was Resalq encryption, Marin knew. “Be cautious,” he said quietly to both Shapiro and Dario. “If the incursion is coming from Confederate sources, they won’t be able to break your firewall but they’ll know at a glance, you’re running security unlike anything they ever saw before, which is risky in itself. It tells them two things —”

        “One,” Shapiro counted off, “I have a great deal to hide from the Confederacy, and two, I have outside sources for my security. Both of which will place me on an extremely short list of individuals whom the Confederacy, and FIA, must assume are behind the colonial insurrection. Politicians, highly-placed officers within Fleet itself, the most influential of the Freespacers, entrepreneurs like you, Richard, and the powers behind Dendra Shemiji.” He frowned at Mark. “I assume they don’t know you yet, by face or by name. At least, I hope they don’t.”

        “Oh, they know me,” Mark said wryly, “but their records describe me as human, the sole beneficiary of a rich estate. I took my father’s family name. We Sherratts were colonists to Pakrenne ... I’m half Pakrani, explaining my stature, my human genestrands are Afro-Latin, accounting for my complexion, and I’m around sixty, though my birthdate has been confused. My father was Mark Leon, I’m Mark Roald; I have two sons, one of whom I named for my father. Their mother was a Freespacer, without records. I brought my sons home to Saraine, where I’m the eccentric, the xenoarchaeologist, obscenely rich. I trade in Resalq antiquities, and do some consultancy, since I speak the dead language like ...” he chuckled. “Like a native. I pay my taxes. I was too old for the draft when it began, so Fleet never got hold of me. My sons did their hitches safely in offices ... having a rich father who can pull strings works magic, and it’s legal. Beyond this, the Confederacy knows nothing of any of us.”

        “Good enough,” Shapiro said slowly. “Keep it that way. And Dario, I’ll take you up on the offer of a thorough overhaul of my firewalls, but we’ll leave the encryption as it is. I’ve already weeded my systems. Sensitive data has been offloaded to memory which isn’t networked to anything an incursion can reach.” He sighed heavily, and poured himself the first mug off the fresh pot. “I always knew it would only be a matter of time before I drew attention to myself, if only because of the way funding has been rerouted in this last year.” He gestured at the hardcopy which lay beside Vaurien’s plate. “Like this. You can take all the care in the world, but sooner or later some bean counter in a Fleet office will pick up on a discrepancy.”

        “We’re very close to the end.” Leon joined him in the kitchen and helped himself to fresh coffee. “With just a little luck, Harrison, we’ll be done, the whole question will be academic before it becomes critical.” With his mug, he gestured at Jazinsky and Mark. “You know what they’re working on?”

        Shapiro nodded briefly. “I just ran a brief edit of the data from the Orpheus. I’ve seen the medical profiles on the Resalq survivors, and I looked at preliminary findings from Kjorin. Lai’a is still there. It’s undertaken the interrogation of the Zunshu AI. The quarantine remains in place around the planet, until or unless we can move the stasis chamber itself, or lift the core hardware out of it. Frankly, I’m happy to leave the quarantine in operation, leave the chamber right where it is. No place is more secure than a dead, frozen-out world, so far off the beaten track that humans only know it by a code number, with a Fleet quarantine beacon warning of a xenovirus.” 

        “Let Lai’a take the Zunshu AI to pieces,” Mark advised. “This is one of the jobs for which I designed it. Lai’a was made to study the Zunshu, it’s in its element at Kjorin. Let it uncover the Zunshu AI’s secrets, and teach itself what it needs to know.”

        “Which is?” Travers prompted, though Marin knew from the shrewd face he wore, Neil had already guessed.

        For some time Mark said nothing. His fingers steepled on the table before him, and he studied them as if they were specimens. “We have a supply of the Zunshunium, and the Cerberus estimates there’s enough of it hidden in the Bronowski Reef to power Lai’a through the rapids of El’arne. Michael Vidal proved beyond any shadow of doubt that a ship equipped with the hyper-Weimann drive, powered by Zunshunium, can maneuver inside the event horizon. It can ‘tack’ across the complex fields of what we’ve called the ‘gravity express.’ We saw him do it. Lai’a has analyzed the Orpheus data, and is absolutely certain the Intrepid can be rearmored with the Zunshu alloy, and can follow in the wake of the Orpheus. 

        “We know the Zunshu developed an AI pilot which was capable of navigating inside El’arne, and we now have access to such a synthetic mind. Lai’a is communing with it. Don’t think of it as an interrogation. Think of it as a cat-and-mouse contest of wits and wills. And I have to believe Lai’a is equal to the task.”

        “If it isn’t,” Jazinsky snorted, “we’re screwed, Mark. Lai’a is so far out on the cutting edge of anything your people or mine have ever known — if the Zunshu are still dancing rings around us, the smartest thing we can do is bug right out of the Deep Sky, let the Earthers and the Zunshu have it.”

        “Head out,” Marin whispered, “open up another region where the Zunshu can’t reach us. Damn. You know how long terraforming takes.” He looked sidelong at Travers. “Unless we lucked out and found a world like Darwin’s or Jagreth — and they’re damned rare! — you and I would be ancient before we saw a full-grown forest again.”

       Mark held up his hands to stall the bleakness. “It’s a last resort. The Resalq have done it before, and I’ll be honest with you. The old ones, my generation, are sick and tired of running. We had centuries of it before we collided with humans. We redesigned ourselves to pass among you so we wouldn’t have to run yet again. Flight is a very last resort, Curtis, but only a fool denies the possibility. Still — we know the Zunshu are on the other side on El’arne. Somewhere. It’s my hope, my belief, that the AI which Lai’a is currently investigating actually knows the location of its launch point. It should, because it has to be able to aim a signal home, to report back. It has to have coordinates ... and so will we. Lai’a will absorb everything the Zunshu AI knows, including its high-end functions. When it’s finished, Lai’a will be able to pilot El’arne — and it will know where it’s going.”

        “Christ,” Roy whispered. “How much of this do you want the Resalq survivors, the Kulichs, to know?”

        “Everything.” Sherratt gave him an odd look. “It’s their life’s work. In their minds, they were aboard the Raishenne yesterday, living and working with family and colleagues. They walked into a trap, fought it out, and when the chamber reopened they wondered if they had backup from their ship. At first glance, it could have been night outside, starlight. Then they looked again and saw the ice dust. They recognized Kjorin’s winter, they knew some time had passed. Now, they know it was Bravo Company. The Raishenne had vanished centuries before. And yes,” he added to Travers, Marin and Vaurien, “they’re understandably traumatized. What they need, now, is to get their teeth back into the fight, and feel that it’s winnable.” He gave Roy a nod. “Tell them everything. Whatever they ask, answer honestly. If you don’t know the answer, call me or Harrison, or any of us.”

        “Okay,” Roy said windedly. “I’ll be calling. You guys’ll have to explain a lot of the science crap. I don’t know this stuff, I could be telling them gibberish. They, uh, already know you’ve been genetically redesigned to look like humans. I told them about me and Leon being a couple. I think they were shocked. You know, not only is there another race of people out here, but we’re cohabiting. One of them said something along the lines of ‘Thank gods we can’t interbreed.’ Except I think he used some crude terms, the vulgarity, for ‘interbreed’.”

        “Good lord, one can curse in Resalq?” Shapiro demanded. “I thought you people were above such things.”

        Dario snorted, but it was Leon who growled a string of guttural Resalq which left even Mark blinking. Arlott laughed aloud. “You have got to teach me that. At least I’ll know when I’m being cussed out. I have a feeling the Kulich siblings are doing it regularly, while they smile at me.”

        “How rude,” Vaurien observed dryly. “Mark, we’ll need to load the bullion very soon. Will it be a problem?”

        “Not if you swing by Saraine on your way into Freespace.” Sherratt plucked a piece of celery out of the salad bowl and coated it with marmalade and the balsamic dressing. “When do you leave?”

        “Tomorrow,” Vaurien said resignedly, “if Barb is done.”

        “Done with what?” Shapiro was rummaging in the back of the freezer for more croissants. 

        “Data processing.” Jazinsky wore a curious look. “The Orpheus data overloaded Etienne, partly because it spewed out of the event at double and triple the speed our machines are designed to handle. You probably know, I had to split the load between every processor we had, including Lai’a and the Cerberus. The downside is, now I have to coordinate and synchronize the data, before a lot of it will make sense. It was coming in on eight or ten channels. Etienne was so strapped for space, it partitioned the data. The joy of jigsaw-puzzling it back together is all mine.”

        “Do you need help?” Dario wondered. “Say no.”

        She tossed the white-blond mane back over both shoulders and made a face. “You have enough to do, kid. Soon as we get back from Halfway, I’m going to upgrade Etienne. In the meantime, I’m triple-checking the synchronization of some of the data, because ...” She took a breath, held it, let it out slowly. “I don’t believe what I’m seeing, but I know it’s right. Before we left Kjorin I had Lai’a triple check its own data. You know Lai’a: it never even questioned the veracity of the signals. It was conceived and born to swim the rapids of El’arne like a bloody spawning salmon.”

        “What data?” Vaurien wondered. “You haven’t mentioned this before.”

        “I wanted to be sure,” Jazinsky said carefully. “I tasked Etienne last night to reprocess fifteen minutes of the data collect, all of a piece, so I could see the whole picture in context, audio, video, plus the invisible spectrum, microwave, radio, e-space bands, gravimetrics, everything.” Her brows rose. “The data’s dead accurate. No mistake.”

        “You want us to guess?” Tor Sereccio asked acerbically.

        The big Pakrani shoulders lifted in a shrug. “You could never guess in a lifetime. We received comm signals out of the event. Not from the Orpheus, before anyone asks. Nor were they Zunshu in origin, Richard, if you’re thinking of the signals we received before we caught the Zunshu probe. These are comm signals from a human transmission source, with familiar frequencies and compression.”

        “Data or voice?” Mark asked quietly.

        “Voice.” Jazinsky’s lips compressed. “Transmitting in clear, Mark.”

        “In what language?” Roy Arlott leaned closer, intent on Jazinsky.

        “An old, old dialect of Slingo,” she said cautiously. “You still hear it occasionally in the outdistricts of places like Mawson, buried in the Shackleton Void, but it died out on any street in the major colonies a long time ago. The thing is ... and I’m struggling to put this into context, rationalize it ... these signals were transmitted about two hours before we received them. You can always tell how long a signal’s been traveling by the level of tachyon dropout in the carrier wave. Two hours, four minutes, seven seconds.”

        Moving on the same impulse, both Vaurien and Dario were on their feet. “That’s impossible,” Dario began. “You’re telling us, some backwoods hick from the wrong side of the Void built a drift-ship in his garage and beat us to it?”

        “I didn’t say anything vaguely like that,” Jazinsky said quietly. “But your scenario is only half as impossible as the rest of what Lai’a confirmed as being dead accurate.” She stood, thrust both hands into the hip pockets of her white denims, and looked from Vaurien to Mark and back. “The carrier wave was imprinted with the ID of the ship’s core AI. They always are, as a safety measure, in case the comm channel gets corrupted. The carrier wave will survive over two, three times the distance, after the piggyback data and comm channels drop out and vanish.” She puffed out her cheeks. “Did you ever hear of a ship called the Gilgamesh?”

        Marin almost asked her to repeat what she had said, not because he had not heard, but because every child on every street, from Earth to the most remote outpost on the far side of the frontier, had heard of the Gilgamesh. The room was silent for several seconds, and at last it was Shapiro who said hoarsely, as if she had physically wounded him, 

        “Are you certain? Could you be mistaken? Barbara, be sure.”

        Her throat bobbed as she swallowed several times. “Why do you think I’ve waited so long before I said a syllable about this? I almost don’t believe it myself, but Lai’a never questioned it. Apparently, there are temporal streams gushing through El’arne, as well as gravitational ones. We saw Vidal and Queneau get into one, and it carried them away at double what we could call normal time. Lai’a has no doubt these comm signals were issued very recently from the Gilgamesh, which has apparently been carried in a loop, right back to this part of El’arne. 

        “She’s unpowered, of course. She was never designed as a drift-ship, she has no hyper-Weimann capability. God knows, Ernst Rabelais never heard of the Zunshu, or the element we’re calling Zunshunium. To him, the Resalq were an extinct race. He was out here charting pocket-size black holes, laying down marker beacons. Obviously, he got sucked into a big temporo-gravitic event. We never knew what became of him. He was listed as missing, presumed dead. I have no idea how the Gilgamesh survived long enough inside El’arne for him to get out a mayday signal.”

        “And that’s what we received out of the event,” Mark asked in a soft tone filled with wonder, “the event where we lost Vidal?”
        “Yep.” Jazinsky took a difficult breath. “I almost can’t accept it, but according to Lai’a it’s nothing uncommon for El’arne to swing temporal currents around, like the spirals of a whirlpool. Which means,” she added, with a frown at Travers, “it’s not impossible that Mick Vidal and Jo Queneau might be back this way. Eventually. Perhaps not in our lifetimes, but it might happen. They might also find another massive event, like a window back into the sky, on the other side of the galaxy. Or in another galaxy entirely.”

        “Well, shit,” Tor whispered. “Just when you thought you’d tightened the muzzle and blindfold over Hellgate, the bitch’ll pull another stunt that’ll make you blink.”

        “Temporal currents,” Travers echoed, and shook himself. His voice was a bare whisper, as if he were talking to himself. “Way to go, Mick. You go for it, son, you do it, make it happen.” He pulled his fingers across his eyes, and Marin was not surprised to see the glisten of tears.

        “Incredible,” Shapiro was saying. “I thought I’d heard it all. A whole career in and around Hellgate, and yet —”

        “Yet we realize,” Dario finished, “we know almost nothing about it.” His fingers drummed on the table, and he gave his e’quero a hard look. “You realize, this is probably what scrambles the brains of the best AI we know how to build. They get into El’arne and the cosmos ceases to make sense. Our machines think the way we do, it’s the only way we know how to build them. We think in terms of cause and effect, linear time. In there, for all we know, time might be circular, or a spiral, a moebius loop. Effect might come before cause, and then where’s your thinking?”

        Tor dropped a hand on his shoulder. “Leave it to Lai’a. It’ll take the Zunshu AI apart, piece by piece. What they know, we’ll know, and it won’t take long.” He looked up at Vaurien and Jazinsky, Travers and Marin. “By the time you get back from Halfway, I’ll be looking at Lai’a for answers and expecting to get them.”

        For himself, Marin felt as if he had been punched. He pushed back his chair, and without a word went to the wide front windows, in which the whole valley was framed. Travers was behind him. He felt the body heat, the solidarity, and he leaned back, grateful for the big arms that went around him. 

        They looked out blindly at the high valley, the stronghold of the new Resalq. At the northeast end, where the forests began to thicken and the sun cast a sparkle, rainbow-like, from the waveguides of the groundstation, they caught a glimpse of a long, low, white-walled building. It was the medical center where Roy Arlott would be working in the weeks and months ahead. 

        Borushek’s yellow sun was westering with afternoon, and as Marin began to think properly again he became aware of an anxious energy, an intense restlessness that wanted to be out and running, moving, anything but being trapped indoors. He turned into Travers’s embrace, hugged him swiftly and stepped away toward the door.

        A dozen assorted coats and jackets were pegged there, along with the keys to the five cars and two aircraft in the garages under the house. “Out,” he said to Travers, under the dense tangle of conversation which had sprung up around the table. “They’ll beat this up for hours, but I can’t think of another word to say, and —”

        “Out.” Travers plucked a keyring from the rack, and a jacket. “You want to find a beach?”

        “Or a patch of shade on some riverbank where a human can actually breathe without a respirator.” Marin shrugged into a jacket and glanced back at the table. 

                Only Joss noticed when they stepped out, and without comment the Resalq AI adjusted the inside pressure and temperature.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mel Keegan

NARC:  DEATH’S HEAD

The cult classic is back — as you’ve never seen it before!

 

Four centuries from now, humans have colonized scores of worlds, terraforming them and populating them with the untold, unwanted millions of earth's people. The colony worlds opened up new vistas of opportunity ... for the criminal cartels as well as the law-abiding. 

 

It’s an age of massive technlogy: ships the size of cities, artificial intelligences — and designer drugs which have never been imagined in Mankind's long history of experiment with rare, precious substances. The ‘traditional’ drugs of recent centuries have been rendered harmless. The ‘blockers’ are as cheap as the drugs, sold legally, side-by-side ... but one drug is different. There’s no blocker, no ‘cure,’ and the first dose is lethally addictive. One rash act or inebriated mistake — or an act of spite on the part of a rival — and the user is on a one-way trip. The drug is Angel. A golden powder that has built empires and torn them down, across the exotic colony worlds of the twenty-fourth century. The Angel empires are drug syndicates ... Equinox, Black Unicorn, Death's Head, Scorpio, Aphelion. In the distant colonies, their rule exceeds the power of government. And the siren-song of Angel, the most seductive ‘exotic’ ever designed, lures ever more humans, endangering whole generations. Fourteen years after Angel appeared, its threat was monstrous enough for the government of Earth to found a new paramilitary department. 

 

Narcotics and Riot Control (NARC) was designed, chartered, to take the new drug-war to the front lines: Deep space, raw new colonies and rancid old ones, where hightech has put the Angel empires outside the law and beyond the reach of Tactical Response. NARC is based on the biggest carriers in space, each a kilometer long, housing a squadron of gunships, and the ‘descant troops,’ armored soldiers, whose task is to jump into the urban battlefield and lock horns with the contract warriors of syndicates like Equinox and Death’s Head. 

 

But the urban battleground is only one of the fronts on which NARC fights. Their war is more often about data, jurisdiction, espionage and ‘deep cover’ work, assignments taking their special agents, such as Kevin Jarrat and Jerry Stone, undercover into the hearts of the syndicates. Its dangerous work, which will one day probably claim their lives — and they know it. 

 

In Death's Head the urban battlefield is the smoggy, filthy slums by the spaceport. Taking the Angel war into these zones stretches NARC to its limits, and in this huge first novel, both Jarrat and Stone will look their own deaths in the face and survive only because of a ‘mutoid’ called Harry Del. But survival is bought at a price. They’ll be empathically linked for the rest of their lives, and the challenge is, can they find a way to live with this and still do the job?
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